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    Prologue 
 
    Even the scent was the same. The dust of late August overlaying the green and the faint tang of sea salt still clinging to her skin. 
 
    The feelings too. Knowing that they were late and that Aunty Pat had made them promise to be back on time. 
 
    In her dream, Cassie glanced back to see Suzie emptying sand from her shoes. 
 
    ‘Come on, Sue!’ Cassie’s shout was anxious and insistent. Irritable even in her own ears. 
 
    ‘I’m coming, for God’s sake. You worry too much, Cassie. What do you think she’s going to do?’ 
 
    She replaced the shoe, wriggling her foot into it without bothering to undo the laces. Suzie never seemed to worry about things in the way that she did. Cassie gnawed at her lower lip, shifted impatiently from foot to foot. 
 
    Suzie came trotting over to her. 
 
    ‘Look,’ she said sympathetically, ‘if you’re really that bothered, we’ll cut down between the fields, like we did the other day. Then we’ll only be a little bit late. OK?’ 
 
    Cassie nodded doubtfully. 
 
    ‘Right then,’ her cousin said. ‘Race you!’ 
 
    Even in her dream Cassie could feel the exertion of that run. The sun, somehow heavy on her back. The way she seemed to breathe the dust thrown up by their running feet. Then the change from concrete hardness to the faintly crunchy springiness of sun-dried grass as they left the narrow road and turned onto the grass verge which marked the entrance to the Greenway. 
 
    Cassie always tried to wake up at this point. Always tried to wrench her body from sleep and her mind back to consciousness. 
 
    She never could. 
 
    Instead, she was forced to relive the events with the same, no, a greater degree of intensity than she had twenty years before. Greater, because at this point the action slowed. Cassie was aware of every blade of grass flattened by her sandal-clad feet. Every twig and leaf from the high hedges which caught at her hair and seemed, with hindsight, to be a warning, telling them to go back and follow the road round to the village. She heard a snail shell crack beneath her feet, glimpsed the shadow of something, a bird maybe, thrust back into the bushes. Caught the softened thud of Suzie’s feet chasing hers up the green-carpeted, green-enclosed pathway. 
 
    Then, the sudden shimmer, like a displaced heat haze; the feeling of heaviness cloaked around her shoulders, the ground shifting beneath her feet. Dimly, as she fell, she heard Suzie’s distant voice calling her name. 
 
    Falling, falling. 
 
    Cassie, the child, was engulfed in blackness. An absolute, soundless, thick as treacle blackness. She couldn’t hear, couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe. 
 
    Then . . . nothing. 
 
    Twenty years on, Cassie woke, fighting her way back to the world she referred to as real. Fingers clutching at the bed covers as though they were her only hold on the present. 
 
    Cassie sucked air into lungs that seemed starved of it. Forcing herself to breathe deeply and slowly. 
 
    She thought that she had cried out, but Fergus slept on beside her, unaware, peaceful. For a moment only she thought of waking him, reaching out her hand to touch his shoulder. Then, she drew back. Waking Fergus never helped. His sympathy only seemed to jar on her senses. Fergus never suffered from bad dreams. He could not understand the strength of them, the fear of the nightmares which dominated even Cassie’s waking hours. No. Fergus couldn’t help with this. 
 
    Silently and slowly Cassie slipped from her bed, opened the wardrobe and felt blindly into the pocket of her oldest jacket. She withdrew a folded piece of paper wrapped in a plastic bag. Fergus didn’t know she still had it. She glanced anxiously at him, but he slept on, peaceful as a child. 
 
    Cassie took out the paper. It was yellowed with age and much folded, the creases reinforced with tape where the fibres had begun to part. She unfolded it. Laid it flat upon the dressing table, shifting things aside to make room on the cluttered surface. 
 
    A police notice. A request for help. 
 
    ‘have you seen this child?’ headed the sheet in bold print. Cassie didn’t need to read the rest, she knew it by heart, by her soul. The detail, the date and the time of disappearance. The name of the twelve-year-old child. 
 
    Turning the paper so that it caught the faint glimmer of the streetlight slanting through the curtains, Cassie stared at the image and through twenty years of lost time, the eyes of Suzanne Ashmore. Cousin Suzie stared back at her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1 
 
    ‘Fergus tells me that you know this place?’ 
 
    Cassie smiled, nodded. 
 
    ‘Yes, I had relatives here, when I was a kid. I used to come and spend holidays with them.’ 
 
    ‘Great place to grow up,’ Simon commented enthusiastically. ‘The sea, beautiful countryside, hardly any traffic. I’ve seen more kids out on bikes and on their own these last two days than I’ve seen in years.’ 
 
    Anna took his hand, laughing at him. ‘Simon the romantic,’ she said fondly. ‘What about the bad side? Bet you haven’t thought about the cold weather, winter storms. No night-life. Having to travel fifteen miles or so to Norwich to do your shopping. How about all that then?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Anna, it can’t be that bad. There are local shops and as for bad winters, can’t you just see it? Raging seas, spray reaching the cliff tops . . .’ 
 
    ‘Half the cliffs being washed away . . .’ 
 
    ‘Curling up in front of a real fire . . .’ 
 
    ‘Having to clean it out every morning before you can light it…Typical townie you are, Simon — arrive in the summer, fall in love with a place and see no further than September. One winter here and you’d be back in the city so fast your little legs’d be a blur.’ 
 
    Dimly, Cassie heard Simon continue to protest, Anna laughing at him. She wandered away from their amiable bickering, the double act, as Fergus called them, and walked further up the hill to where Fergus was standing. 
 
    He reached out, wrapped his arms tightly around her and smiled. ‘You OK?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘I’m fine.’ It surprised her to find that she really meant it. This holiday had been Fergus’s idea and she had dreaded it. But now that she was here, she felt peaceful, at ease. 
 
    She turned to face away from him, pulling his arms around her again, standing very close. ‘Look. Down there you can just see my aunt’s house. Their old house, you know, when they lived here.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Fergus said. He gently increased the pressure of his arms around her, clasping his hands over hers. 
 
    ‘Down there . . .’ She hesitated for barely an instant, felt the reassuring warmth of his hand over hers and carried on. ‘Down there is what the locals call the Greenway. You can see the line of it, dead straight from the road to the foot of this hill.’ 
 
    ‘Hummock,’ Fergus said. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just not sure that you could call this a hill,’ he explained. ‘More like a blip, or an over-ambitious molehill. It’s only because this entire place is so flat that it looks like a hill at all.’ 
 
    Cassie laughed and Fergus squeezed her more tightly. 
 
    ‘You’re beautiful,’ he said, ‘and I’m very, very proud of you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not as bad as I thought it was going to be. Maybe you’re right, Fergus. I’ve got to learn to lay my own ghosts, twenty years is a long time.’ 
 
    The others had wandered up to join them, hands clasped but still bickering. 
 
    ‘Tan’s hill,’ Simon was saying, waving an expansive arm. ‘Know what that means anyone?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ Anna groaned. ‘Simon’s playing school ma’am again.’ 
 
    Simon ignored her. 
 
    ‘It’s a contraction,’ Cassie said unexpectedly. ‘’Tan’s hill — St Anne’s hill.’ 
 
    ‘Very good.’ Simon applauded. ‘A prize for the lady in the red shirt.’ He paused, grinned at her and went on more seriously, ‘Actually there are a lot of Tan’s or St Anne’s hills. Most of them conical or gently rounded.’ He made a descriptive gesture with his hand playfully following the contours of Anna’s body, then dodging back to avoid the punch she threw at him. He went on, ‘Holy places, most of them. You know, pre-Christian. Thanks to dear old Pope Gregory, the more deep-rooted of the local obsessions, the Church just stuck a new label on. Most of the hills with an Anne or Tan label were Danu’s hills. She gave power to the land, fertility to the crops, that sort of thing.’ He grinned again. And poor old St Anne almost certainly died a virgin. Ironic, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘I thought that was virtually compulsory,’ Anna commented. ‘To die virginal if you were going to be saintly, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Probably,’ he confirmed cheerfully, and made a deliberately clumsy grab for her. ‘Just glad you didn’t follow your namesake, that’s all I can say.’ He reached for her again, flopping down onto the springy turf and pulling her with him, sharing kisses, until, practicably, Simon’s curiosity got the better of the moment and he strained his head back to look at Cassie. ‘Is there water around here? A spring or stream or something?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, yes. There’s a spring at the foot of the hill, just as you leave the Greenway. Why?’ 
 
    ‘What’s the Greenway?’ asked Anna. 
 
    ‘It’s a kind of pathway between those two big fields. Look, you can just see the line of it from here.’ She pointed back down the hill towards the darker line of the high hedges against the ripening fields. ‘Why did you ask about water, Simon?’ 
 
    ‘Because water was Danu’s association. Places where she was worshipped were generally near water.’ 
 
    ‘Lots and lots of the stuff over there,’ Anna commented, waving a hand to where they could just glimpse the ocean over the rise of the cliff edge. 
 
    ‘Not quite the same.’ 
 
    For several minutes, they were all silent. As Fergus had said, the hill was hardly impressive, but the flatness of the landscape made it a vantage point from which seven churches could be seen. Due east of them, the lighthouse reared skyward. They had earlier passed close by it, walking along the cliff edge and had seen the remains of its predecessor still clinging grimly to the sandstone. Year by year, the sea took a higher tribute, claiming a little more of the coastline. Cassie had been shocked at how much had gone since her last visit here. At how much closer to the cliff edge the flint church now stood. Somehow, she had thought, you just didn’t allow for churches, or lighthouses for that matter, dropping off the edge of cliffs. They seemed too big, too solid to be decimated by such insidious corrosion. She had to remind herself that she had been gone from here a long time. A few inches a year over so many years. It added up. 
 
    This whole landscape was full of memories. 
 
    ‘See down there?’ She pointed to a church, tree-shrouded and seeming to have no attendant village. ‘We went ghost hunting there.’ 
 
    ‘Ghost hunting?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. This area’s full of legends. Ghosts everywhere and just about every type you could imagine.’ 
 
    Simon pulled up a plantain stalk and nibbled thoughtfully at it. ‘And what variety of ghost were you hunting that time?’ 
 
    Cassie laughed. ‘Not sure I remember now. Headless coachman or something, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see anything?’ Anna demanded. 
 
    ‘No. We got cold and wet, it was raining of course, frightened a few motorists and gave up long before midnight.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Aunty Pat was always game for that sort of thing. Always saw the funny side. And Suzie . . .’ She hesitated then, Suzie’s was a name she rarely allowed herself to say out loud. ‘Suzie would do anything if it looked like fun.’ 
 
    She stared down at the Greenway, her hopeful mood suddenly evaporated. Fergus clasped her hand. 
 
    ‘You still keep in touch with them?’ Simon asked. 
 
    Cassie’s answer sounded falsely cheerful even to herself ‘I still see Aunty Pat and Uncle Mike. Not often, but we keep in touch . . . sort of’ 
 
    Suddenly, she didn’t want to talk any more. She wanted to leave, go home, or at the very least, back to the cottage they had rented. In the pit of her stomach, she could feel the familiar panic, rising now from her stomach to clasp at her chest and throat. 
 
    Slowly, she exhaled. Anna was saying something. Cassie forced herself to concentrate, divert her thoughts, her attention, from the familiar red panic haze that seemed to waver, absurdly, somewhere behind her eyes. 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ she said, relieved that she had managed to sound almost normal. 
 
    ‘I asked who Suzie is,’ Anna told her. 
 
    ‘You all right, Cassie? You’ve gone very red,’ Simon asked her. ‘You’ve maybe been in the sun for too long.’ 
 
    She forced herself to smile. The panic was receding now, she took her time before answering. 
 
    ‘Maybe we’ve all been in the sun too long,’ Fergus was saying, covering her silence for her. ‘I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m hungry.’ 
 
    ‘You’re always hungry,’ Anna told him. ‘Why you’re not twice as fat as Simon, I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, now, just a minute. Are you implying that this body is anything less than perfect?’ Simon protested. 
 
    Anna grinned at him, poked playfully at the slight flabbiness of his stomach. ‘Would I think that? No. But there is such a thing as too much perfection, and this bit’ — she pinched the spare flesh, none too gently, making him yelp in protest — ‘this bit,’ she went on, ‘is definitely too much of a good thing.’ 
 
    She leapt to her feet then and ran away from him. Simon gave chase, pausing to shout to the others that they would meet by the car. 
 
    Relieved, Cassie watched them go. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Fergus asked anxiously. He placed his hands on her shoulders, strong fingers massaging the tension from them, probing almost to the point of pain. Perversely, Cassie found herself relishing the minor discomfort. She sat still, allowing his fingers to drive the last of the panic-born tension from her body. 
 
    ‘You’re handling things really well,’ Fergus told her softly. ‘Have I told you how much I love you today?’ 
 
    She leaned back into his arms. ‘Not since breakfast,’ she said, ‘and that was hours ago.’ 
 
    They sat quietly. Fergus always smelt good, Cassie thought. He bent his head to kiss her, his beard and hair tickling her neck. She rested contentedly against him, allowing his hands and kisses to comfort her. 
 
    ‘We should go,’ he said, ‘they’ll be waiting for us.’ Reluctantly, she allowed Fergus to pull her to her feet, and lead her back down the hillside. 
 
    Just before they reached the others, he paused, and turned to her. 
 
    ‘Cassie, Cassie love, you’re doing so well. If you’re really serious about putting this behind you, well, you’ve got to be able to talk about it in the same way you can talk about other things. However bad it was, sweetheart, it was one incident. One thing in a whole lifetime of things. You’ve got to be able to see it that way.’ 
 
    She stared helplessly at him. He wasn’t telling her anything new, anything she didn’t know. 
 
    She nodded slowly. ‘All right, Fergus. I promise, I’ll try.’ 
 
    ‘Simon and Anna love you, Cassie. I love you. We all want to help.’ He held her tightly, stroking her thick brown hair. ‘It’s all going to be fine, Cassie. Everything’s going to be all right. Tonight,’ he said, ‘tonight I want you to talk about it, what happened here on the Greenway.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    The evening had turned unexpectedly chill. The wind, which had blown from the land throughout the day, had veered seaward and now brought a salt-tinged coldness with it. Anna drew the thin curtain across the seaward window, shivering as she did so. 
 
    Cassie laughed. ‘It’s not that cold.’ 
 
    ‘No? Tell my feet that.’ 
 
    ‘Might help if you put something on them.’ 
 
    Anna looked speculatively at her bare toes, wriggled them against the grey of the kitchen flagstones. Then she grinned, crossed the room to sit beside Simon and dumped her cold feet in his lap. 
 
    ‘Best footwarmer in the business,’ she said, then frowned slightly and asked, ‘You’ve not been back here then, not since you were little?’ 
 
    Cassie shifted uneasily, shook her head. ‘No. My aunt and uncle moved away, so there seemed no reason to until now.’ 
 
    ‘Why now?’ Anna pressed her. ‘I mean, sure, it’s a great place, no complaints there, but why particularly?’ 
 
    Cassie looked uncomfortably at the floor, tracing the patterns in the faded rug with the toe of her shoe. ‘It seemed about time,’ she said slowly. ‘Last time I was here, well, things happened that I never wanted to think about. It made it kind of hard to come back.’ 
 
    She looked away, parting the curtain slightly to stare at the thick cloud rolling in across the coast. 
 
    Anna looked anxiously at her, conscious that she had somehow upset her friend. It was not Anna’s way to pick too closely at what were clearly sore places in another’s mind. She scrabbled around for some neutral subject, grasped, unknowingly the one area Cassie had been trying to avoid. 
 
    ‘Tell us more about the hill we were on today. Tan’s hill. There’ve got to be stories about it.’ 
 
    Simon nodded. ‘Those places usually have some kind of legend attached to them. Sometimes they’re known as fairy hills; you know, you go to sleep there and wake up either in some other world, or find you’ve slept for centuries. That sort of thing.’ 
 
    Cassie sighed and nodded slowly, bowing to the inevitable. 
 
    ‘There are lots of stories about that one,’ she said. ‘I don’t remember them all now, it was a long time ago.’ She hesitated again. 
 
    ‘When you stayed with your aunt?’ Anna prompted. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Cassie took a deep breath and told herself not to be so stupid. After all, this was what she had come for, wasn’t it? 
 
    She began to speak again. This time the words came easily, almost too easily, as though they had been long confined in so small a place they now burst free before she closed the door again. 
 
    ‘Aunty Pat said it was a witches’ hill. She said that there were records in the vicarage library of ceremonies held there on May eve and sometime around Christmas. Winter solstice I suppose. That was, I don’t know, sixteen something, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Doubt it,’ Simon commented. ‘Earlier maybe, or later, late seventeen hundreds. A century earlier, that was the height of the witch mania, they’d be in too much danger to meet openly somewhere as easy to see as that.’ 
 
    Cassie shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know. Anyway, it seems the local vicar decided that it wasn’t on and held Christian ceremonies up there instead. I don’t remember the details, only that he said that the bonfires were a pagan thing and shouldn’t be allowed, oh, and there were some rumours of what he called sexual license going on up there.’ She laughed. 1 remember that bit because Uncle Mike used to joke about not knowing you needed a license for it. He said they’d probably manage to put a tax on it as well.’ 
 
    ‘A tax on sex!’ Simon shuddered, poked Anna in the ribs. ‘Be bankrupt in the first month.’ 
 
    Anna slapped his hand away. ‘Off, Simon. Go on, Cassie.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t remember a lot more. The Greenway was supposed to be some kind of ceremonial pathway. I know it’s meant to be very ancient. Aunty Pat reckoned that it must have joined the path from the lighthouse at one time, before the farm was built. If you stand up near the old lighthouse and look towards the hill you can just trace the Greenway. I don’t know. They do seem to line up. Would there be a reason for it to lead to the sea, Simon?’ 
 
    He looked thoughtful. ‘Maybe. It’s very hard to say without being there, seeing the alignment. Danu came from over the sea, but not the North Sea. There could have been local associations though, some kind of blessing for the fishermen.’ He shrugged. ‘There’s really no way of knowing.’ 
 
    ‘There was an old woman living in the village when I used to stay here. Everyone said she was, you know, a bit touched. Aunty Pat said she knew everything there was to know about the history and legends hereabouts, or, if she didn’t know, she’d make something up for the cost of a couple of brandies.’ She laughed again, more at ease now. Fergus was right, she must keep things in perspective. ‘She claimed that some ancestor of hers was hanged on Tan’s hill. Hanged for witchcraft.’ She paused. ‘It’s funny, before that, I always thought witches were burned, but she said not.’ 
 
    She looked to Simon for confirmation. He shook his head. ‘No, the Church made a nice distinction. You had to be a heretic to be worth burning; common or garden witches were only worth the rope to hang them with.’ 
 
    ‘Nice people,’ Anna commented. ‘And I suppose that was after they’d tortured them into confessing?’ 
 
    Simon shook his head again, raked his fingers through his short blonde hair. ‘Strangely enough, no. Not here. In Europe the inquisition got away with pretty much what it wanted. Here, actual torture wasn’t normally permitted for suspected witches. We didn’t lose out though, our lot just devised their own version. You could say that British witch hunters originated psychological manipulation.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you might find yourself locked up, alone, in the dark, being given only salt foods and no water. Maybe kept bound or chained too. Those things weren’t classed as torture, they were just part of the softening up process. Then there was all the stuff you read about in the spy novels. Sleep deprivation, total isolation, that sort of thing.’ 
 
    He paused long enough to rearrange Anna’s feet, then went on, ‘And you’d be watched, to see if the devil came for you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get you,’ Anna said. 
 
    Simon laughed, reached out a hand to rumple Anna’s smooth black hair. ‘Well, for instance, you’d been accused of witchcraft, right? You find yourself bound hand and foot to a stool and sitting right in the middle of a cell, knowing that your accusers were watching everything that happened through a peephole in the wall. The belief was that the devil could come to his servant in any guise he chose. A rat, maybe, even a spider. If the watchers saw anything of that kind enter the cell, well, that would be it. Conclusive proof that they’d got it right. That the accusation was valid and it was time to get the ropes ready.’ 
 
    Anna was incredulous. ‘You’re kidding us.’ 
 
    ‘No, ’fraid not. It was no joke either to the accuser or the accused. Witchcraft had come to be seen as the Devil’s work. Once accused, well, you were as good as dead.’ 
 
    ‘I remember reading somewhere,’ Fergus said slowly, ‘that the lives lost between about sixteen-twenty and seventeen-thirty could be counted in their millions.’ 
 
    Simon nodded. ‘It’s impossible to know. Head counts have been done, but this was a time of such religious and political turmoil throughout Europe, and so much of the evidence is corrupt. Estimates vary. Some claim tens of thousands, others millions. I don’t suppose we’ll ever know for sure.’ 
 
    Cassie’s mind was beginning to wander. With half an ear she heard Simon telling them about nature religion at the heart of the modem witch cult, as it had been in the past. Of how it was an expression of the duality of nature, and of people, worshipping a twinned male and female image as a symbol of the God-force. She heard Anna comment that the worship of mother earth in any form was probably a positive step if it brought awareness of environmental problems. She heard the talk veer full circle, to stand once more on Tan’s hill and Simon’s speculations that in earlier times it had probably figured in local beliefs as a place where the world of man and the world of spirit-beings met. A doorway into another world. 
 
    ‘Fairyland!’ Anna’s voice was contemptuous. 
 
    ‘Well, something like that.’ Simon’s voice showed both amusement and vague insult at Anna’s laughter. 
 
    ‘Maybe that’s where Suzie went.’ The words, spoken with an attempt at flippancy, were out before she had a chance to recall them. 
 
    ‘Cousin Suzie?’ Simon was quick to challenge. 
 
    Cassie hesitated, found she was beyond returning. ‘She disappeared. No one knows what happened or where she went to. She disappeared on the Greenway and that was it. She was gone. I was left behind.’ 
 
    For several long moments no one spoke. Cassie felt Fergus’s arm tighten around her and heard his voice, calm and reassuring. ‘That’s why we’ve come here,’ he said. ‘Cassie needed to be able to face this place again.’ 
 
    It was some time before anyone said anything sensible. 
 
    Simon, temporarily at a loss, made polite noises, while Anna, with her usual calm practicality, made tea and gave Cassie space in which to collect her thoughts. 
 
    Then, as she placed the tea tray upon the low table close to where they sat, she said, ‘You may as well go on now, love. You’ve made a start, do yourself a favour and get it over with.’ 
 
    She handed Cassie her tea and sat down once more beside Simon, watching Cassie’s slow, acquiescent nod. 
 
    ‘There’s not much to tell, really,’ Cassie said, trying belatedly to play down the drama of her partial revelation. ‘Like I said, Suzie went missing. I guess it happens all the time.’ 
 
    She sipped her tea, scalding her tongue. ‘I used to stay here in the holidays. I’ve told you that already. Aunty Pat is my mother’s sister, but they’re very different, she was always really relaxed, easy going. I felt more a part of her family than I did my own.’ She paused, uncertain again. 
 
    Anna prompted. ‘Was Suzie about your age?’ 
 
    ‘Two years older. When she went missing, she’d just celebrated her twelfth birthday. Here, it wasn’t like it was at home. Provided we said when we’d be back, where we were going, that sort of thing, we could do pretty much what we liked. Everyone knew Pat and her family, and you couldn’t go very far without someone noticing. We were allowed to go to the beach on our own provided we didn’t swim, and that’s what we’d done that day.’ 
 
    ‘The day she disappeared?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Twenty-fifth August. It had been really hot.’ Not a date she would ever forget. ‘We’d lazed around on the beach and then watched some of Aunty Pat’s neighbours bring their catch in. They’d been collecting the lobster traps. We’d forgotten the time and when we left the beach we were already late. Suzie wasn’t worried, it was only a matter of ten minutes or so and Aunty Pat always told us to be back around twenty minutes before she actually expected us, just to make sure we got there on time. But I was worried. I hated being late for anything.’ She smiled wryly. ‘I still do. Part of my mother’s legacy, I suppose. But the thing is, I can’t help thinking, if we’d gone the long way round by the road, instead of trying to make up time taking the short cut along the Greenway. I can’t help asking myself if Suzie would still be here.’ 
 
    Cassie fell silent, staring at her tea as though she might find answers in the cooling liquid. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Fergus said gently. ‘You’re doing fine.’ 
 
    She managed to award him a rather watery smile, and continued. 
 
    ‘We’d cut along the Greenway before, and this time should have been the same. We turned off the road and were running down the path when suddenly . . . suddenly everything went strange. It was as if the whole world shifted out of focus for an instant and then everything went black. For some reason, I must have lost consciousness and when I came round, I was alone. There was no sign of Suzie.’ 
 
    Cassie hesitated again. Her chest felt tight and the familiar panic had begun to close in again. She reached out for Fergus’s hand, forcing her thoughts into some kind of proper shape before carrying on. 
 
    ‘I remember being scared, confused. At first I didn’t even know where I was or what was going on. Then I remembered that Suzie should be with me and she wasn’t. I started to shout, calling her name over and over again. But she’d gone.’ 
 
    Cassie tailed off unable to keep the mournful note from her voice. How could she tell them that the worst thing was not that Suzie had gone — and even then, she had somehow known the absence was a final one — but the knowledge that Suzie had been taken and she had been left behind? Rejected. 
 
    Anna was reaching across, trying to offer comfort; Simon, frowning slightly, as he did when he was considering all possible answers and appropriate responses. Fergus did what she needed most. He held her tight, his silent sympathy helping her to regain control. 
 
    ‘I heard them calling,’ she said. ‘When we’d not come back Aunty Pat had come looking for us and when she couldn’t find us she’d got the neighbours in to help. I heard them calling to us and shouted back. I still didn’t know what had happened, I just knew that when I woke up, Suzie was gone.’ 
 
    The words continued to flow. Cassie, wrapped in memory, recalled how her aunt, frantic with worry, had shaken her. Had shouted at her, begging to know what had happened to her daughter. How she had wanted desperately for someone to cuddle her close, tell her that everything was going to be all right; that Suzie was safe at home and she needn’t worry any more. She wanted so much for her aunt to stop shouting at her. Stop asking her questions she had no answers for and all the other faces, other voices, crowding in on her, anxious and demanding until someone pushed them all aside and lifted the child Cassie, carried her to where it was quiet and there was stillness and darkness to hide in. Sleep. Forgetfulness. Retreat. Peace. 
 
    ‘My parents came down that night, wanting to take me home. I can remember my mother and Aunty Pat arguing and Uncle Mike shouting at them both to be quiet. I knew my mother blamed my aunt for letting us run wild. Have too much of our own way. I knew as well that Aunty Pat blamed me. She couldn’t help herself. People need someone or something to blame when they’re hurt and I was just the closest thing. She kept saying over and over again, why my girl? Why did they take my Suzie? I knew she’d rather I’d been the one to disappear . . . she couldn’t help it . . . it just hurt her so much.’ 
 
    Tears came, inevitably, dripping into the remains of her tea. She clasped both hands around the mug, her shoulders tense, muscles clenched tight along the length of her back. 
 
    She heard Anna’s voice, angry and defensive, telling her that it wasn’t her fault. That no one could possibly blame her for what had happened to Suzie. Simon’s questions, unemotional, flatly investigative as they always were when he wished to distance himself from anything that evoked strong feelings. Fergus answering for her. 
 
    ‘They never found out. The last person to see the girls was a woman hanging out washing in one of the cottage gardens facing the main road. She said she saw them running, headed out of the village, but had assumed at the time that they’d continued along the main road. The first search was made along their normal route, the roadway loops back and then turns towards the estate you could see from the hill today.’ 
 
    Simon nodded. He said, ‘How long had they been missing by then?’ 
 
    It was Cassie who answered, suddenly finding refuge in Simon’s unemotional questioning. ‘It was about an hour and a half after we should have been back by the time they found me.’ 
 
    ‘And they never found Suzie?’ 
 
    Cassie shook her head. ‘No. There was no trace. The police questioned me, questioned everyone. They searched. I mean the search went on for weeks. But there was nothing. Ever.’ She paused, looking up at Simon. ‘People said all sorts of things. That she’d been murdered, kidnapped. Even that she’d run away. I mean, why would Suzie ever want to run away? I think that must have hurt her parents most of all, that people could think she wanted to run away.’ 
 
    ‘And you. What happened to you? Did you fall, hit your head? Did you faint? Did you ever have fits, you know, epilepsy, something like that? Maybe Suzie got scared, ran to get help and someone snatched her.’ Simon was speculating wildly. 
 
    Cassie smiled slightly and shook her head. ‘It’s all been thought of. I didn’t have anything like that, the doctors even ran tests just to make sure. In the end they said I must have tripped, maybe hit a stone and knocked myself out. Only problem with that theory was, there was no bruise. No one knows what happened, not to either of us.’ 
 
    She paused, then continued more slowly. ‘My mum and dad took me home. The police came several times to ask questions but I could tell them nothing. In the end they gave up. Closed the file or whatever it is they do. We hardly saw Aunty Pat after that. They held a memorial service in the village church on the first anniversary. Pat had gotten so much older. I went with my parents, but they wouldn’t let me talk to her, not that I was talking to anyone really. The doctors said it was shock. That I’d sort of withdrawn. Even then, I knew Pat still thought it was my fault. She wished it was my memorial they were attending and not Suzie’s.’ 
 
    There seemed little more to say after that. Operating on automatic, Cassie rinsed the mugs while Anna made more tea. She could hear Simon, continuing to question the why’s and wherefores’ of the situation. Trying to find some new angle. 
 
    Cassie had heard them all so many times. 
 
    Somehow, the fact that Simon, a real know-all in the nicest possible way, should be as baffled as the families, the village and the police had been back then was reassuring. It made her feel less helpless. Less stupid. 
 
    Impulsively, she crossed to where her coat was hanging behind the kitchen door and withdrew from the pocket the much folded paper in its protective wrapping. 
 
    ‘This was Suzie,’ she said, unfolding the page carefully and laying it on the floor at their feet. She could feel Fergus’s reproach. 
 
    ‘I thought I’d got rid of all that,’ he said. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘There’s just this. It wasn’t one of the things Mum had.’ 
 
    Fergus frowned, remembering the pile of newspaper clippings and the like that Cassie’s mother had kept, not for the sake of remembrance, but to constantly warn her daughter of what happened to children whose parents were more liberal — or, as she saw it, more lax — than she was herself. Cassie’s mother had believed in keeping her daughter’s rope tight, especially after Cassie’s father had left them. Fergus had made a bonfire of the clippings one day when Cassie’s mother had been absent. Had confronted her with the ashes on her return and been ordered from the house. He had gone, taking Cassie with him. They had never been back. 
 
    ‘Why did you keep this one?’ he asked gently. ‘I thought we’d settled all that.’ 
 
    Cassie bit her lip, shook her head. ‘I told you. This wasn’t one of the things my mother had. I kept it, to remind me . . .’ 
 
    ‘More guilt feelings?’ His voice a little harder now. It angered him so much that she’d spent so many years paying for something that was not her fault. 
 
    Simon and Anna were staring at him, not really sure what the controversy was about. Simon bent to pick up the paper, look at the time-worn image of a little girl with a pretty rounded face and straight fair hair just sweeping her shoulders. He glanced at Cassie, at her delicate, rather fragile features, slightly angular chin. Soft grey eyes, a full, expressive mouth and an often untidy tangle of brown curls gave her an overall prettiness. Not beautiful like his Anna, with her dark eyes and soft black hair cut into a shining bob. No, not beautiful, but still arresting. 
 
    ‘Not much alike to look at, were you?’ 
 
    It was such an irrelevant comment, said in such an indignant tone that it somehow broke the tension. Cassie found herself laughing. 
 
    Anna gave her a worried look. ‘Are you all right?’ she said anxiously. ‘Simon, that was thoughtless even for you.’ 
 
    Cassie was laughing helplessly, trying very hard to regain control. Anna was staring at her. Her outraged expression only serving to add to her inappropriate and now choking giggles. She fought to regain some degree of composure. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry, it’s just that suddenly . . .’ She trailed off, unable to explain, unable almost to draw breath. 
 
    Anna looked at Fergus, her eyes confused, a little hurt. 
 
    ‘She’ll be fine in a moment or two,’ he said. Anna saw that he was smiling too. She shrugged. It was in Anna’s nature to be fiercely loyal to those she counted friends and if Cassie wanted to laugh hysterically at the wrong moment, well, that was just the way of things. 
 
    As always, when confused, Anna took refuge in action, began to clear away the last of the crockery, tidy the small kitchen for the night. By the time she had returned to her seat, Cassie had regained control of herself. Simon had gone to rummage in the kitchen drawer for matches and the whole atmosphere had changed to one of charged solemnity. 
 
    Simon handed the matches to Fergus. He shook his head. 
 
    ‘No, this is for Cassie to do,’ he said. 
 
    Cassie’s hand was shaking as she lit the match, placed the flame against the edge of the yellowed paper and watched it catch. She held the paper until it came too close to her fingers for her to bear the heat any longer, then dropped it into the empty grate, watched as the final comer was consumed by the creeping flame. Poking lightly with her fingers at the burnt paper, she broke the whole into indistinguishable fragments of ash. Sighing deeply, she sat back on her heels. 
 
    Could she let go now? No. Nothing was that easy, but, as Fergus was so fond of saying, this was just one more step. One more thing to cross off the list. 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled, enjoying the way his eyes crinkled into ready-made lines when he smiled at her. 
 
    Anna was looking curiously at her, but she smiled too, and bent to kiss the top of Cassie’s head. 
 
    ‘It’s been a long day,’ she said, and, taking Simon by the hand, she led him off upstairs to bed. 
 
    For a little longer Cassie sat on the worn rug, staring into the black grate. 
 
    ‘Come on, now.’ Fergus held out his hand to her. ‘When did I last tell you that I loved you?’ 
 
    He pulled Cassie to her feet, wrapped his arms tightly around her. 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me,’ she said quietly. ‘Show me.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    Fergus watched Cassie paddling like a child in the shallow water. She looked content, peaceful. The slight breeze lifted her hair, tumbling the dark curls into disarray, and when she turned to smile at him her eyes sparkled. Beautiful, he thought. Really beautiful. The day was still bright, warm too, but a darker grey band running close to the horizon promised change. In the hour they had already spent on the beach, the wind had freshened, veered from the west, and Fergus imagined that he could already taste the rain. 
 
    He sighed peaceably. The last few days had been about as perfect as they could get. The company of friends, the exploration of a fascinating, history-soaked county, and, best of all, the late evenings, that private time filled with loving, sharing pleasure with his Cassie. He had to smile at himself, remembering the fierce, possessive joy he took afterwards in watching her sleep. 
 
    He had been so fearful of bringing her here, knowing that it had to be faced, terrified of the possible consequences. Looking at her now, he could not help but feel vindicated. Not just for bringing her back here, but believing for the last five years that Cassie could break free of the suffocating cocoon of self-doubt, wrapped tight around her by memories of childhood. This was his Cassie. The one he glimpsed tantalizingly, behind the fear, the self-doubt, the waking nightmare. To say that he loved her would be like saying that he needed to breathe. Sometimes, it worried him, knowing that his passion for her was just as obsessive in its own way as anything Cassie’s mother had been able to contrive. He told himself this is a healthy feeling, life enhancing — not something that damns the soul. 
 
    She had turned and was walking back up the beach towards him. He reached for her, held her close, savouring her warmth, the scent of her, the way her body moved against his, curving against him, as though completing a pattern. 
 
    ‘I love you, so much.’ She spoke softly, leaning close for a moment, then turning in his arms to look out to sea once more. ‘You were so right, I should have done this years ago.’ She spoke quietly. Her words happy, emphatic. 
 
    Fergus laughed, hugged her closer. ‘Glad you didn’t,’ he said. ‘If you had, I might not have been here with you.’ 
 
    ‘Selfish, eh!’ 
 
    ‘You bet on it.’ 
 
    They stood in silence, then Cassie moved suddenly. ‘We should be heading back, we promised to be back at the cottage for breakfast, and you know what Simon’s like about getting the day planned out.’ 
 
    Fergus laughed. ‘Down to the last detail,’ he said. 
 
    They turned, walked, hands clasped, back up the beach to the place where the sandy footpath fed its way through an unexpected dip in the cliff face. 
 
    ‘Your walk last night—’ Fergus began. 
 
    ‘Helped me sort a lot of things out. I proved to myself that I could go back there, on my own and walk the full length.’ 
 
    ‘You went down onto the Greenway?’ Fergus sounded almost startled. 
 
    She nodded. ‘It seemed like the right thing to do.’ She half laughed. ‘You know, it was all so . . . normal. Almost an anti-climax really. I’d been scared all these years, and then, when I actually got the courage to go and face my demons, I found they were as dead as those poor witches Simon was talking about the other night. Nothing there. Memories, but nothing that couldn’t be firmly put in its place.’ 
 
    She spoke positively, confidently, but Fergus could not help but cast an anxious glance at her. He’d seen her before like this, each step forward had brought on this kind of euphoria, this delight in living. He loved to see her so happy, rejoicing in strengths so hard won, but experience told him that the highs never lasted. These things did even out though, he reminded himself. Her mood swings were far less extreme now than they had been, her problems more often solved by their own joint efforts. 
 
    She looked at him, her glance half-amused, half exasperated and clasped his hand more tightly. 
 
    ‘And you can stop looking at me like that, Fergus Maltham,’ she said, laughing out loud as he began to protest his innocence. 
 
    She threw her arms around him, still laughing, and Fergus clung to her as though that way he could hold the moment for ever. Keep life always this perfect. He had fought so hard to get her this far, believed in her . . . needed her. She snuggled against him, her warm body soft against him. 
 
    ‘We’ll be all right, Fergus. Everything will be all right now.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Anna breathed deeply. The air was fresh, slightly chilled by the sea breeze and the day, for the moment, bright blue and promising sunshine. ‘Which means it will probably rain before midday,’ she thought wryly. 
 
    She began to stroll lazily towards the village. They would need more milk for breakfast, and she wanted the morning papers, but there was no hurry. Simon was still debating whether or not to get out of bed and Cassie and Fergus would be unlikely to be back yet. Anna welcomed the brief time alone, time to think — though not to any real purpose — and to just enjoy the morning. Much as she loved Simon, life with him tended to be — when once he had made that final move out of bed — one mad flight from project to project, destination to destination. Simon tended to view travelling time, whether literal or not, to be the source of wasted energy and frustration whereas Anna sometimes welcomed the opportunity to enjoy the trip. 
 
    This particular trip was not a long one. Seven minutes each way according to Simon. Anna managed to make it last fifteen. The shop bell rang and she called a greeting to the woman emerging from the back. This morning walk had become a regular feature and she had struck up quite a rapport with the locals. That was Anna’s way. Her open acceptance of people tended to bring rewards. She chatted amiably to the woman while collecting the few purchases she needed and turned to place them on the counter. The woman already had the papers ready for her. Two of the big nationals and the local daily. Anna paid, glancing casually at the papers as she waited for her change. 
 
    What she saw made her stiffen, her body reacting in panic even before she could get the words out. ‘Oh, my God.’ 
 
    The woman looked across at her, then down at the paper. ‘Yes, dear. Just terrible isn’t it. The poor parents, they’re going frantic. Had half the village out last night they did and again this morning. They knocked at the cottage, figured you might want to help out, but there was no one there.’ 
 
    Anna stared blankly at her, then managed, ‘No, we went out till late. Oh, but this is dreadful.’ 
 
    The woman nodded. ‘Like I said love, they’ve had people out searching this morning, too. I’m surprised you didn’t see them, but then you wouldn’t, not walking the route the way you do.’ 
 
    She looked expectantly for a response, and Anna managed something she hoped was appropriate. The woman continued, telling her that the police had been up at the Top Farm all night. ‘Doing house-to-house this morning, I shouldn’t wonder.’ 
 
    Anna managed to nod, to string something appropriately sensible together, but she could barely take her eyes from the image on the front of the local paper. She accepted her change automatically, assured the woman that if they could be of any help . . . and managed to push bread and milk into her bag. Hands clutched sweatily at the paper and she managed to fumble the shop door open. Then she ran, panic turning her stomach to water, sight hazed by tears. Anna ran and didn’t stop running until the cottage door had been thrown open and an astonished Simon was confronted by the front-page image of a blonde-haired, smiling child, pretty round face, framed by hair that just skimmed her shoulders. 
 
    Simon stared, then picked up the paper and began to read aloud. 
 
    'Sara Jane Cassidy, aged ten, missing since yesterday afternoon.’ He continued to read, his voice dropping as he related, more to himself now than to Anna, the circumstances surrounding the child’s disappearance. Anna’s mind caught only those things that she already knew. Last night. The Greenway. A little girl who looked like Suzanne Ashmore. 
 
    ‘Oh, my God,’ she whispered softly. ‘Cassie.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    Detective Inspector Tynan — retired — was about to sit down to breakfast when the early-morning paper spilled onto the doormat. He scooped it up and hurried through to the kitchen, attempting to catch the kettle before its low whistle cursed into an exaggerated shriek. Every morning he told himself that he should invest in an electric one. A nice, quiet, automatically switch-offable one; but he never did. Instead he indulged each day in the game of seeing just how much of his essential housework he could get done before the kettle became deafeningly insistent. It caused him some wry amusement, when he actually gave it thought, that he, after years of taxing his skills and measuring his time and endurance against the minds and skills of other people, should now be reduced to competing with a whistling kettle. 
 
    He had filled the teapot and set about buttering his toast before he actually got around to looking at the paper. What he saw struck him cold, knife paused in mid-stroke. He put down both knife and toast and gave the paper his full concentration. A ten-year-old, playing with her friends one minute, gone the next. It was the where of it, that and the burning familiarity of the image that gave him pause. The Greenway. That lonely, high-hedged bit of pathway that seemed designed to go nowhere. He remembered all right. Remembered too the photograph of another little girl, very like this one, the same mischievous grin on her face. For several minutes, he sat gazing into the past. The image of young Suzie Ashmore transposing itself on to the girl’s image in the paper. 
 
    Resolutely, he shook himself. Reminded himself that he was retired now and that the other case had been close on twenty years before. He turned the page deliberately, picked up the knife and continued with his buttering, forcing himself to take an interest in the reports of local fetes and the doings of minor dignitaries. It wasn’t working. He swore as the overcooked and over-cold toast fragmented when he bit into it and reminded himself, again, that he was retired. This was nothing to do with him. Should there be any connection between the two cases then they knew where to find him. 
 
    Gloomily, he reached across to pour the tea. His right hand thus occupied, he allowed his left to, almost surreptitiously, turn the paper back to the front page, his eyes moving from the other minor stories, scattered as space fillers, back to the face of Sara Jane Cassidy. He began to read again, giving up now on all appearance of indifference. Who was heading the case? No, it would be too early for that to be in the report and most likely the child would turn up sometime today anyway and the whole thing would all be over. 
 
    Even as he thought that, he dismissed it. No. There were few places she could have gone to. The report said that her friends were playing at the entrance to the Greenway, so any abduction by car would have taken them first, not Sara Jane. She was too far from the sea for there to have been danger of drowning or of a fall from the cliff. To have accomplished that, the child would have had to have gone back through the village, not further inland up the pathway. He shook his head. There were too many damned similarities. 
 
    Tynan got up, headed for the hall and the phone. Retired he might be, but certainly not senile, even if he did race kettles for exercise these days. Feeling more alive than he had done in months, and knowing with a pang of guilt that it was the disappearance, perhaps worse, of a little girl that had made him feel this way, Tynan picked up the phone and began to dial. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
    Mike Croft pushed himself back to standing and shrugged his shoulders to ease the tension. His poking around at ground level had told him little he did not already know; grass bruised by children’s feet skidding across its surface, sand and shells from an overturned plastic bucket shaped like a miniature castle, and the ball they had played with left abandoned on the grass when they had first noted that Sara Jane was missing. 
 
    The children, six of them, the youngest eight, the eldest almost fifteen. He’d talked to them all this morning, a small frightened cluster, red-eyed and overawed, gathered with their parents in the village hall. He’d let them tell their story as a group, and pieced the afternoon together. Had drawn out, little by little the trivia of beach games, their walk back through the village and the game they had played at the entrance to the Greenway, kicking the ball backwards and forwards across the narrow road. 
 
    He glanced around him, standing with his back to the Greenway, facing the road. That had been around four p.m. They could be fairly certain of the time as three of the six had worn watches; all had to be home at around five. 
 
    The short walk back into the village would have taken no more than five minutes, allow ten for the youngest two who lived the far end to be escorted to their door. Jenny Wilding, the eldest child, had said that it had been about four-forty when she had begun to warn them they’d soon have to head back. It was then that they realized Sara Jane was no longer with them. 
 
    Mike thought back to the earlier interview. He really felt for the girl. Jenny apparently had a reputation for reliability. She was taking Sara’s disappearance personally. 
 
    ‘I did watch them,’ she had insisted. ‘Three of the younger ones, Sara, Beth and Jo, they’d got tired and didn’t want to play so they sat down to look at Bethie’s shells.’ He remembered how she’d glanced around her then, looking for support from the others. Tony, the second eldest, had spoken up for her. 
 
    ‘You can’t blame Jenny.’ The declaration belligerent. ‘We did watch them and they seemed OK. You know, messing around in the gap and then later running in and out of the Greenway.’ 
 
    ‘We asked them if they wanted to join in the game,’ Jenny continued. ‘You know, they’d perked up a bit by then.’ She paused, close to tears. ‘They said they were playing their own game and I heard Bethie counting like they were playing hide and seek. I remember thinking it was a daft game to play just there.’ Again, she glanced around, looking for confirmation. ‘I mean, where’s there to hide?’ Her voice trailed off and she fumbled in her pocket for an already well-used tissue. 
 
    ‘That’s what we thought she was doing.’ Tony picked up for Jenny. ‘When she didn’t come back, I mean. We thought she was just hiding.’ He too gave up. He was of an age to not even consider the possibility of tears, but his shoulders slumped and it was evident to Mike that both Jenny and the boy had spent the night thinking of all the things they could have done to keep a closer eye on Sara Jane. 
 
    ‘And when you couldn’t find her and she didn’t come back?’ He knew the answer from last night’s interviews, but still . . . 
 
    ‘We got scared.’ It was Beth who replied this time. ‘Jenny said Sara might be hurt or something and we should get help. We was late then too. I thought my mum would be mad.’ 
 
    ‘So you went back to the village?’ 
 
    Beth nodded. ‘Tom and Joe stayed behind just in case she really was hiding and thought we’d all gone and left her.’ 
 
    ‘And who thought of that?’ Mike asked gently. 
 
    ‘Jenny did.’ 
 
    Mike smiled at the child, gave Jenny an approving nod. ‘Well, I think that was very sensible of her, don’t you?’ 
 
    He’d let them go then. Parents had stayed to speak to him, bewildered, angry. He had felt the entire pressure of this close-knit community bearing down on him. One of theirs was missing. Just what was he going to do about it? 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for Jenny, insisting that the two boys remain behind, he would have assumed abduction. That the little girl had been hiding, hoping to scare her friends maybe and let the joke go too far, been snatched as she came back onto the main road. That in itself would have been coincidence piled on coincidence, but it would have made a kind of sense, given him somewhere to start. As it was . . . 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    Sergeant Enfield’s voice cut through his thoughts. He turned towards him. ‘Yes, Bill?’ 
 
    The other man relaxed, smiled slightly. ‘We’ve had a phone call.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine we’ve had a lot of those.’ 
 
    Bill Enfield allowed himself the luxury of a full smile this time. ‘More than a few,’ he acknowledged, ‘but this one might be useful.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘You ever get to meet DI Tynan? Held your job before Flint.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘No, we never got to meet. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s who the call was from. Offers his services he does, should you want them.’ 
 
    Mike cast the older man a puzzled look. By tacit consent they had begun to walk back to the village and the incident room set up in the village hall. 
 
    ‘I get the feeling you think I should accept,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Could do worse.’ 
 
    There was a pause. Mike had held his post here for a few months only. Long enough though to get to know the regional officers like Bill Enfield. Long enough to know that Bill was best telling things his own way. He waited as the older man prepared himself ‘Tynan investigated a similar case. A child, gone missing, playing on the Greenway. Name of—’ 
 
    ‘Ashmore. Suzanne Ashmore. Sorry, Bill, the jungle drums got in ahead of you.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have no jungle drums here, boy, we beat our own rhythm out on the boat keels.’ He smiled quickly at Mike. There had been liking between them right from when Mike had first joined Divisional. Not like his predecessor. Flint was a by-the-book man. This one had respect for local knowledge, local people, men like himself, doing the same job year in year out. 
 
    ‘But since you know so much you’ll know that Suzie Ashmore was never found.’ He paused before continuing. ‘First big case Tynan ever handled that was and it rankled with him all through that he couldn’t solve it.’ He paused again, looked sideways at Mike. ‘I told them at control to pass on he’d be welcome. Sir.’ This last a gentle reminder that they’d reached the first houses.’ 
 
    ‘All right, Sergeant. If ex-DI Tynan feels he has something to say then I’ll listen. But dammit, Enfield, that was what, fifteen years ago?’ 
 
    ‘More like twenty, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Coincidence, has to be.’ He shrugged, suddenly angry. What else could it be? He felt too a moment of irritation towards Enfield. Bill Enfield thought he needed a hand-holder, did he? He squashed the thought almost as it arrived. If Bill Enfield had a moment of doubt on that score, Mike would know it by now. Lower rank he might be, but round here it was experience, local knowledge that counted. Flint, Mike’s predecessor had fallen flat on his face by ignoring that, had practically sunk without trace in the cow shit. 
 
    He sighed, grimaced slightly and spoke. ‘We’d better talk to the parents again.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Cassie had taken the news better than Anna had hoped. She read the report carefully, face pale and drawn, but seemed calm, concerned only for the child. 
 
    ‘I should tell them I was there,’ she said. 
 
    ‘When?’ Anna questioned. 
 
    ‘Last night, well, evening really. Six, six-thirty, you remember, I went for a walk just before we drove out to Norwich.’ 
 
    ‘You went there, to the Greenway, on your own? Did you see them, the children I mean? No. I guess they would have gone by then.’ She frowned. The woman in the shop, she said they were searching. Didn’t you see anyone?’ 
 
    Cassie shook her head thoughtfully. ‘There was no one on the Greenway, not then. But if they were searching for her they’d surely have moved further out by then. There’s not that much of the Greenway to search.’ 
 
    Fergus, standing behind her, placed hands gently on Cassie’s shoulders. 
 
    ‘Well,’ he said, ‘we should let someone know. You might have seen something, without knowing it, I mean.’ He broke off, hands moving gently to massage his wife’s shoulders. He could feel the tension in them, feel her shaking. He cursed silently. Why this? Why now? It ruined everything. Then he felt overwhelmed by guilt as he thought of the child, wherever she was. Dead maybe, or alive and frightened. Of her parents. His hands tightened on Cassie as the questions in his head repeated themselves, just to spite him. Why this? Why now? 
 
    ‘They’ve set up an incident room,’ Simon said. ‘We talked to the Thorsons at the shop, found out what we could. Said if they needed extra help with anything . . .’ 
 
    Fergus nodded. ‘Of course,’ he said. This tragedy was theirs as well, he thought. For good or ill they were involved. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt completely overwhelmed. The peace, the optimism of only an hour or so ago evaporating like sea mist, the resentment he felt as unbearable as it was unfair. He swallowed nervously, feeling very selfish, tears pricking at the corners of his eyes, felt Cassie’s shoulders begin to shake more violently as if his own grief communicated to her through his touch. 
 
    ‘Cassie. Love.’ 
 
    She seemed to collapse forward out of his partial embrace, head dropping, burying her face in her arms resting on the tabletop. 
 
    ‘Cassie!’ 
 
    Fergus reached out for her again, only to be distracted by a sharp rap on the outer door. Reluctantly, Anna went to open it. She returned a few moments later, a young constable in tow. 
 
    ‘It’s the police,’ she said irrelevantly. ‘They’re doing house-to-house, want to ask some questions.’ 
 
    The officer glanced at her, then allowed his gaze to travel over the others in the room, finally resting on Cassie, her head raised now, trying to regain some measure of control. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, Miss?’ he asked. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike allowed the local man to precede him into the Cassidys’ sitting room, detaining the WPC in the hallway. The young woman looked pale and tired, well into overtime now and feeling the strain. He didn’t envy her. Close, undiluted proximity to grief was worse, far worse than a night of activity. Hard work could be remedied by a hot bath and a night’s sleep. The kind of watching, supporting role she had been playing only sapped the mind. 
 
    ‘How are they coping?’ It was, he knew, a silly question. 
 
    She gave him a wry, somewhat crooked smile. ‘Stopped raging and started crying at around two, sir. Doctor came and gave Janice, Mrs Cassidy, a sedative, so she’s had a bit of sleep. Mr’s spent the night pacing. Keeps going to the garden gate, watching for her.’ She sighed. ‘Any more news, sir?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Nothing yet. We’ll see what house-to-house turns up, take it from there.’ He gave her a sympathetic look. ‘I’ll get someone in to relieve you, soon as we can.’ 
 
    From the sitting room he could hear Bill Enfield’s voice, low and calm as ever, the modulated burr of it designed to sooth. Too much to hope it would work now. He could hear Mrs Cassidy, voice high and plaintive, words broken and her husband, angry, bewildered. He turned to enter the room. ‘Go down and get yourself fed,’ he told the WPC. She smiled, thanked him and disappeared with almost inhuman haste. 
 
    Sighing, Mike entered the room. 
 
    Janice Cassidy was seated on a small blue sofa, husband beside her. She was, he guessed in her early thirties, but right now she could have been anything up to fifty. Short blonde hair that should have stood in slightly spiky waves, sagged above a pleasantly high forehead softened by a sparse fringe. Wet blue eyes, red-rimmed. It was easy to see where Sara Jane had got her prettiness. Her slight tendency towards plumpness too. The father was dark, tall, heavily built. His dark eyes as red-rimmed as his wife’s. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Cassidy demanded. 
 
    Mike waited before answering, sat down opposite them and leaned forward slightly as he began to talk. ‘Right now, I don’t have any answers, Mr Cassidy. But . . . please, Mr Cassidy, if you’ll let me finish.’ He deliberately allowed his voice to rise a little, to allow a note of hardness to creep in. All night these people had endured sympathy, soft reassurances. Now, he suspected, that was the last thing they needed. They wanted action, someone who at least gave the appearance of being in control. 
 
    Cassidy had fallen silent, surprised at the change in tone. He glared, seemed about to start again so Mike spoke quickly. 
 
    ‘Right now, I can’t tell you anything you don’t already know. We need answers just as much as you do. We’re drafting in every extra officer the force can supply. The incident room’s set up and we’re conducting house-to-house, we’ll know more when those interviews are complete.’ He hoped. 
 
    Cassidy had begun to protest again. ‘We should be out looking. Not sitting here on our bums doing fuck all.’ 
 
    ‘Please, Jim.’ His wife laid her hand on his arm. 
 
    ‘We should be though. She could be hurt, could be anywhere.’ 
 
    Mrs Cassidy bit her lip hard as tears threatened again, her husband circling an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    ‘Should be out looking for her,’ he repeated, but some of the fight had gone now. 
 
    Mike relaxed a little, knowing that he was getting through. ‘If you feel up to it you can join the search later.’ He felt Bill Enfield’s eyes on him, disapproving, but continued anyway. ‘We’ll be asking for volunteers, anyone who can spare an hour or so.’ 
 
    Cassidy nodded. For the first time there was a slight relaxation of the muscles at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    ‘We’ll need you to help liaise between the different groups.’ He felt Bill ease off on him. Liaison, well that was different from actually putting the parents in the front line where they might find . . . well, he’d rather not think that far. 
 
    ‘We’ll need you with us, need to know everything we can about where Sara likes to play, her hiding places, the kind of games she likes, anything that might give us a clue. We know that she ran into the Greenway, we don’t know where she might have gone to after that.’ He paused, hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Tell me about her, what’s she like? A loner or someone who wants to be in a group?’ He paused again, then smiled encouragingly. The Cassidys exchanged a quick look, not knowing where to begin, but, it seemed, glad to be at least involved in something. Mrs Cassidy tried to speak, then closed her mouth again, suddenly, as though clamping down on threatened tears. Mike could feel the whole scenario threatening to collapse and prepared another tack. It was Bill Enfield who rescued him, getting to his feet and smiling at Janice Cassidy. ‘Maybe I could help you make some tea, my dear,’ he suggested, opening the living-room door and waiting for her to move. She rose gratefully, finding refuge in the ordinary, the practical, in Bill Enfield’s quiet authority. 
 
    Mike waited until they had gone, glancing around the room before speaking. Cassidy got in first, asking the question uppermost in his mind. 
 
    ‘You think she’s dead?’ He asked it brusquely, with artificial calm. He might have been asking for a judgement on the day’s weather. 
 
    For a moment, Mike weighed platitudes. Then shook his head. ‘I don’t want to think that, Mr Cassidy. None of us do.’ 
 
    Cassidy stared at him as though hoping for more. Then he sighed, leaned back in his seat, closing his eyes. 
 
    ‘Jim,’ he said, ‘might as well call me Jim.’ He shook himself as though it would help to clear his head. Mike, sensing he wanted time to get his thoughts in order, glanced around the room again. 
 
    ‘You’re a farm worker.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, foreman up at Top Farm.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. The room was comfortable. Two matching sofas, blue moquette. They looked new. Then the chair he was sitting in. Old, scuffed and faded-green leather with a peculiar studded pattern on the face of both arms. 
 
    The curtains had a newish look to them, bought maybe to go with the sofas. The carpet, older, had begun to fade. 
 
    There were photos and cheap prints everywhere. The photos, many of them featuring Sara Jane, had the look of family snapshots, taken by a competent amateur. The prints the kind that Mike’s wife had been fond of. The kind of thing that could be seen everywhere. 
 
    Sara Jane was an only child. 
 
    Why did that make it worse? 
 
    Cassidy was speaking again. Voice low, controlled. 
 
    ‘The boss called earlier, said you was to have any men you needed. Nothing much’ll get done today I reckon.’ He stopped again, looking Mike in the eyes. 
 
    ‘Round here, we don’t expect these things to happen. Not here.’ He leaned forward. Mike could already guess what he was about to hear, knew the man had to say it and got his official protest at the ready. 
 
    ‘You hear me, Mr Detective Inspector Croft, you just listen. You’d better find her and you’d better find the bastard that took her away. For his sake, Mr Detective Inspector, you’d better pray for his sake that you get to him first.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    Anna gave the constable one of her best ‘I’m not feeling intimidated by a mere policeman’ smiles and offered him tea. He declined, politely, a little queasily too, Anna thought. No doubt the same offer had been made more than once this morning. 
 
    Cassie, more composed now, had turned towards him. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I was just upset, the news, it . . . it made me think of things.’ 
 
    ‘Miss?’ 
 
    Fergus took over. 
 
    ‘We were just on our way down to you, Officer. To the incident room that is.’ 
 
    ‘Really, sir.’ The young man’s face took on an air of careful, professional interest. ‘Well, any help you feel you can give . . . ?’ 
 
    He left the implied question hanging between them. Fergus sighed. ‘It’s probably nothing very useful,’ he said, trying very hard to give Cassie a breathing space. 
 
    The constable waited with polite, but impatient attention. Fergus took the plunge. 
 
    ‘The fact is, my wife was walking in the Greenway at around six last night. I know it’s not the time in question, but it’s always possible she might have seen something and not realized it. We, well that is—’ He broke off, looked at Cassie who sat motionless but seemingly composed. ‘The fact is, we thought we should at least report it.’ 
 
    The constable nodded slowly. This was not news to him. The searchers out last evening had reported seeing the woman walking in the direction of the Greenway, had called out to her. They said she had waved and walked on, obviously too far distant to hear them. 
 
    He glanced once more around the room. There was tension here that ran far deeper than mere distress for a child none of these strangers even knew. He turned his attention back to Cassie. 
 
    ‘If I could just have your name.’ 
 
    ‘Cassie, Cassandra Maltham,’ She indicated Fergus. ‘This is my husband.’ Her tone, almost over-controlled, made Fergus think of formal introductions. He reacted to her tone automatically, reached out, almost as though to shake hands, saw the young officer’s face and allowed his hand to drop uselessly to his side once more. 
 
    The Constable wrote the names down. ‘And you were on your own, Mrs Maltham?’ 
 
    Cassie nodded. 
 
    ‘And about what time was this?’ 
 
    Cassie wasn’t certain. ‘Six, six-fifteen, no later.’ 
 
    ‘She was back here by six-thirty. We left then to go into Norwich.’ Anna had spoken quickly, almost defensively. She fell silent as the officer glanced at her, a slight frown creasing the space between his eyebrows. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Miss,’ he said, pointedly, and turned back to Cassie. Anna sighed, sat down at the table opposite her friend. 
 
    ‘So you were back here by six-thirty then?’ 
 
    Cassie nodded. ‘Yes, it couldn’t have been any later than that. I really wasn’t out for very long, I just needed to walk for a while.’ 
 
    Her distress was increasing again — she’d chosen the Greenway for her walk — it was impossible to hide it. The constable frowned again, sensing once more the tension that seemed inconsistent with the scene. 
 
    Anna reached across the table, took Cassie’s hand. ‘It’s all right, sweetheart. Just a few questions. There’s nothing you can tell them.’ 
 
    Again the constable awarded her an impatient glance. 
 
    ‘I think that’s for us to decide, Miss, don’t you?’ 
 
    Anna scowled at him, but said nothing. She looked across at Simon. He’d been uncharacteristically silent during the whole interview. 
 
    The constable was about to speak again, fiddling with his personal radio as though debating whether or not to call in. He wasn’t sure about this one. The timing was wrong for the woman to be involved, but that didn’t stop her from being there earlier. In any event, from the state of her, she knew something. 
 
    He got up from the table, moved over towards the window. ‘I’m going to call in, Miss, chances are they’ll want you down at the incident room to make a proper statement.’ He watched her, seeing what effect his words would have. The woman didn’t move. He frowned. 
 
    Fergus spoke for her. ‘Of course, Officer. Anything we can do.’ 
 
    The constable nodded, prepared to call in. His thoughts were broken by the harsh sobbing of the woman seated at the table. 
 
    ‘I was there,’ she said. ‘She disappeared and I was left behind.’ 
 
    Fergus tightened his grip on Cassie’s shoulders, trying to calm her. Anna reached across, anxiously, knowing how the words must sound. 
 
    ‘You were there, Mrs Maltham?’ The officer’s voice was sharp with surprise and suspicion. He took a step back towards the table. Anna interrupted loudly. 
 
    ‘Cassie, that wasn’t now, that was years ago. It’s nonsense to think that has any connection with this.’ 
 
    Until then, Simon had felt nothing but vague annoyance at the whole interview, now, it looked to be turning very unpleasant. Despite that, he found himself casting a wry glance at Anna. Not connected? He remembered Anna’s dramatic rush to bring him the news earlier that morning. 
 
    He tempered his mood hastily. This was not the moment for even the vaguest of flippancies. 
 
    ‘What other time, Miss . . . ?’ the constable was asking. 
 
    Anna glared at him, waved her hand in exasperation, then looked back at Cassie, sitting, head bent, staring at the pattern on the tablecloth. Fergus moved, stepped between Cassie and the rest of them, pulling her head against his belly, stroking her hair protectively. 
 
    His voice snapped with anger and his normally gentle blue eyes hardened with the coldness of it. ‘My wife knows nothing. Just get out of here and leave her alone.’ 
 
    The policeman didn’t move. When he spoke again, his tone changed to one which, he hoped, emphasized the seriousness of the situation, reminding this member of the public that he was an officer of the law, just doing his job. 
 
    ‘Your wife was on the Greenway, sir. If she has anything which might help us then we must know about it.’ 
 
    Once more Simon had to fight to control the irrational, irresponsible desire to laugh out loud. It was a desire so strong, he almost choked on it . . . then he looked at Cassie, motionless, frozen now in a time that should have long since passed. Looked at Fergus, who so rarely showed anything but the most damnable calm but who now appeared ready to take on the world, never mind this meagre representative of British law, in order to defend his woman. And Anna. Eyes desperate, bemused, deeply fearful. Suddenly, there seemed not the slightest — even most inappropriate — sense of amusement left in the situation. Simon bit his lip. Looked away. 
 
    The policeman was speaking into his radio, evidently feeling the need for reinforcement. Simon moved to stand beside Fergus. 
 
    ‘She’s just upset,’ he found himself saying. ‘This whole thing, it’s brought back memories. Things she thought she’d put behind her.’ 
 
    The officer looked at him curiously, an official frown creasing his very young features. 
 
    ‘My superiors will be taking over now, sir,’ he said. ‘I’m sure they’ll be very interested in anything you have to say.’ 
 
    Simon glared at him. Then he sighed, pulled out a chair and sat down beside Cassie, laying a hand gently on her arm. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tynan stared down the length of the room at the young woman seated at the table, a little knot of others keeping close to her. Cassie Junor, as was. So she was Cassie Maltham now. He’d often thought of her, wondered how her life had turned out when the files had been shelved and their official contact ended. Could she have something to do with this present mystery? It seemed an obvious conclusion. Too obvious. Tynan instinctively disliked the obvious. It took the interest out of things. He sipped at his tea once more, content to watch. After all, he had no official capacity here — as yet — might never have if this new man, Croft, took exception to his being there. 
 
    Heavy footsteps echoing on the wooden floor of the village hall-come-incident room, made him look up as two men entered. One, he knew. Bill Enfield, been around almost as long as Tynan himself. Due for retirement. The other must be Croft. Tynan watched as both men paused to speak to the young constable who had brought Cassie Maltham and her little party of supporters down here. Bill didn’t appear to have changed much, but then, he was one of those men who’d been born looking experienced. Tynan continued to sip his tea contentedly, regarded the second man with interest. Mike Croft was tall, well built, but walked with a light leftward stoop, as though bending to hear what someone had to say. Dark hair, beginning to show grey and a way of moving that suggested he might at any moment take off at a run. 
 
    The two men were approaching him now, Bill Enfield extending a hand, making introductions. 
 
    ‘How are you, Bill?’ 
 
    ‘I’m well. Yourself?’ 
 
    Tynan nodded, aware that Croft’s attention had moved from them. 
 
    ‘Cassie Junor, as she was when I knew her. Married to the bloke with the beard.’ He paused, Mike Croft hadn’t looked at him, but the slight, attentive stoop had increased and Tynan knew he had the other’s attention. ‘Though how the hell he got her away from that mother of hers . . . Devil himself would have thought twice about tackling Mrs Junor.’ 
 
    Croft glanced at him. ‘I’ll be frank. Until I heard of the Maltham woman, I couldn’t see how there could be any connection with Suzanne Ashmore. I still don’t, unless Mrs Maltham was in some way responsible for the child’s disappearance and on the face of it that doesn’t seem likely.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    Croft had turned to accept a mug of tea. Bill answered for him. 
 
    ‘Seems all four of them were out watching the lobster boats come in, in full view of around a dozen people when Sara Jane went missing. So, unless she had an accomplice . . .’ Tynan could hear the shrug in his voice. 
 
    ‘But, in spite of that, you now think there may be a connection?’ Tynan asked. 
 
    Croft sighed, nodded slowly. ‘I don’t like coincidence. Twenty years and this place is like the grave. Stolen bicycles, the occasional RTA. Nothing. Then, as soon as Cassie Maltham decides to come back here, this happens.’ He’d begun to move towards the now restless and expectant group at the far end of the hall. ‘I’m not saying she was responsible, not saying that she wasn’t, only that it’s too much to pass over, her being here both times.’ 
 
    Bill fell into step beside his superior. Tynan, their silence to the contrary offering him acceptance, brought up the rear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    DI Mike Croft had always thought that the term ‘fingertip search’ was something of a misnomer. His son had always called it an ‘eyes-down-poke-it-with-a-stick-search’ and, privately, Mike always thought of it in this way. He missed Steven; missed Maggie too, but now was not the right time to start thinking about that. Angrily, he wrenched his thoughts aside and concentrated on his view of the slow-moving ranks of men and women crossing the field. 
 
    The Cassidys had been persuaded home, exhaustion and the growing ranks of journalists had been too much for them to cope with. Mike was glad they had gone. The press had been directed to a cordoned area on the main road and he’d left the liaison to Bill Enfield. He knew, though, that he’d have to make some kind of statement soon. 
 
    Glancing across the pea field he could see the Thomas’s, Anna and Simon at the end of a line of searchers. He cast his mind back to the earlier interview with Cassie Maltham. He’d quietly taken her aside from the others, seated her at a comer table and drawn a chair up at right angles to her, consciously creating a private, controlled space. Tynan had seated himself on the other side, and Bill, ever reliable, had kept the situation calm, arranging tea, encouraging the other three to talk about themselves, their jobs, their lives elsewhere and moved them away from the interview area. Fergus had not been happy, but he’d gone along with things. The other two, Mike knew, had been glad of a break in the tension, Bill had no trouble engaging them in conversation. 
 
    That had left Mike to deal with Cassie. 
 
    She’d been tense, anxious, obviously distressed, but, equally obviously, eager to be helpful. Mike had kept the questions simple, going over her statement about the walk she had taken in the Greenway, what she had seen — nothing — anything she had noticed as she came back onto the road — nothing. Several times she had glanced at Tynan, as though some half-memory of him stirred, but she had not acknowledged him directly until Mike’s questions had drawn to an end and he’d asked her if she had anything further to add. She looked properly at Tynan, then back at Mike. Something, it seemed, had to shift from her mind first. 
 
    ‘That constable, the one who came to the cottage.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘He must have thought I was crazy, wondered what he’d walked into.’ 
 
    Mike gave her a thoughtful look, then said, ‘It’s been explained to him, about your cousin. I’m sure whatever judgement he made has been tempered by that.’ 
 
    He’d kept his voice deliberately cool, his answer coldly formal, watching her response. She’d bitten her lip, looked uncertainly at him, then turned once more to Tynan. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, but don’t I know you?’ 
 
    Tynan glanced at Mike, then nodded. ‘We’ve met, Cassie.’ 
 
    His voice filled in the gaps for her. ‘You’re the policeman that investigated, when Suzie went, you were there then?’ 
 
    Tynan nodded slowly. ‘DI Tynan that was. I’m officially retired now.’ 
 
    Bewildered, she looked from one to the other. ‘But, you’re here. I mean, you think there’s a connection? A real connection? But that was twenty years ago.’ 
 
    Croft was about to answer, Tynan was way ahead. 
 
    ‘There are two connections already, Cassie. The place. Two children missing on the Greenway—’ 
 
    ‘And me,’ she finished for him, her voice dull, tired. 
 
    Tynan nodded. 
 
    Cassie looked at Mike Croft once more. ‘You think I had something to do with it, don’t you?’ She was keeping her voice deliberately calm, but Mike could hear that the control was brittle. 
 
    He replied cautiously. ‘Mrs Maltham, I have to investigate every possibility fully. I can’t discount a connection. I can’t, yet, discount your involvement.’ He rose, so did Tynan, Cassie swallowed nervously, then struggled to her feet. 
 
    ‘You intended to stay here for another three days, I understand?’ 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    ‘Well, for now, keep to your original plans. You needn’t restrict your movements, but it would be helpful if you’d check with one of my officers when you leave the village, just let us know where you plan to be.’ 
 
    She gave him a sharp, angry look and was about to follow it with words, when a commotion at the entrance to the hall distracted everyone. Mike turned, swore softly as he saw the Cassidys enter, accompanied by the young WPC he had spoken with earlier. 
 
    Bill Enfield gave him a wry, sideways glance and moved towards the advancing group. Mike got ready, not certain what tack to play. Mrs Cassidy made the decision for him, rushing forward and grabbing Cassie by the arm. 
 
    ‘Did you see her? Did you see who took her?’ 
 
    Mike shifted quickly to intercept, but Cassie waved him away. He stopped; deciding to run with the confrontation, see what it exposed. 
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ Cassie was saying. ‘It’s all right!’ 
 
    Mike wasn’t certain whether she spoke to him or the distraught woman now clinging to both arms. He was aware of Fergus Maltham and the other two hovering behind him, of Mr Cassidy, embarrassed and awkward. 
 
    Cassie was speaking to the other woman. ‘If I’d seen anything, believe me, I’d tell. I didn’t go to the Greenway till about six, too late to see anything.’ 
 
    ‘But you were there, that other time. Maybe you saw something then, maybe something you forgot about, maybe it was the same man took my Sara.’ She broke off, stared wildly around her, then howled, ‘Can’t you understand! My little girl’s gone! Can’t any of you understand that?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God!’ Clumsily, Cassie moved clear of the table. Jim Cassidy held his wife’s shoulders, trying to draw her away, get her to release the clawlike grip she had now on both Cassie’s arms. His own hands were shaking and he was obviously not in a much better state than his wife. 
 
    Mike decided now might be a good time to intervene. He signed to the WPC who came forward to join Jim Cassidy’s efforts with his wife. Cassie was speaking again. 
 
    ‘If I knew anything. Oh, God! I wish I did.’ The mother was crying now, hysteria over, replaced by a harsh sobbing that cut through the silence which had fallen on the rest of the room. It was Cassie who gathered Janice Cassidy into her arms. 
 
    Croft frowned, then gave in to the moment, as the two women, both crying now, headed towards the door. Their husbands following, reluctant, awkward, looking like outsiders. Great picture this was going to make for the waiting press, Croft thought cynically as he’d assigned people to give them escort home. 
 
    He’d looked across at the silent figure of John Tynan, wondering what memories were flooding the older man’s mind just then. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘If we could just have a few words, Inspector?’ 
 
    Mike turned an enquiring glance towards the speaker, taking in as he did so the fact that most of the big dailies and at least two of the TV networks had put in an appearance. The speed with which they arrived at any scene had always amazed him. Did they, he wondered, have the equivalent of flying squads on standby? The thought almost amused him. 
 
    ‘There’s little I can tell you at the present. I’m sure you can appreciate, everything that can be done is being done.’ He was amazed as always just how smoothly such platitudes slipped off the tongue; amazed too that they still bothered to write them down. 
 
    ‘Inspector, are you linking this to the Ashmore case?’ Mike paused, then said cautiously, ‘Not specifically, but of course, we will rule out no line of enquiry.’ 
 
    ‘And Suzanne Ashmore was never found, was she, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, she was not.’ 
 
    ‘Would you deny, Inspector, that there are many similarities?’ 
 
    ‘There are similarities, yes, but the thing you must remember is that Suzanne Ashmore disappeared almost twenty years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Philip Andrews of the Chronicle here, Inspector.’ Mike glanced sideways at him; one of the locals, this, an elderly man with a much younger photographer in tow. Mike vaguely remembered seeing them earlier when they had left the village hall. ‘Yes, Mr Andrews?’ 
 
    ‘Seems to me you might be hedging, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘In what way, Mr Andrews?’ Mike’s voice was polite, cautiously enquiring. A sudden wariness crept into his thoughts. 
 
    ‘About the connection, Inspector. Didn’t I recognize DI Tynan earlier? When Mrs Cassidy and the . . . other woman left the hall?’ 
 
    His voice held an innocence that reinforced Mike’s anxiety. There was little sense in denying Tynan’s presence. 
 
    He said heavily, ‘Ex-DI Tynan has been in touch, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And the woman, Inspector. The woman with Mrs Cassidy?’ 
 
    Mike looked sharply at him, but responded calmly. ‘What about her, Mr Andrews?’ He was painfully aware that they had the undivided attention of the assembly because Philip Andrews, with his local knowledge, was not about to lose the chance to get one over on the big boys. 
 
    ‘Cassandra Junor, as she was back then. Her married name’s Maltham, I believe . . . strange that she should come back here now, Inspector.’ 
 
    Mike decided that he’d had enough. Rumours had been flying all day and he’d been a fool not to think that Tynan, a local after all, should not be recognized, especially by the likes of Philip Andrews. 
 
    Mike was painfully aware that dealing with the press had never been one of his talents. 
 
    ‘Inspector?’ The innocent tone of the next enquiry echoed Andrews’ earlier approach. ‘Inspector, wasn’t Junor the name of the cousin in the Ashmore case?’ 
 
    There seemed no real point in denying it, making himself look more of a fool. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said cautiously. ‘I believe it was.’ 
 
    He excused himself then, and began to move towards his car making the usual proclamations about there being nothing further he could say and they would be kept informed. He left Bill, the image of the old-fashioned ‘traditional’ policeman, to calmly talk down the rest of the questions and to follow after him. 
 
    He had his hand on the car door when a voice behind him made him look back. Philip Andrews. 
 
    He must, Mike thought, have been Tynan’s contemporary. A grey-haired man, thinning a little on top, with more lines around his eyes than anyone had a right to and a slightly crooked nose, as though it had once been broken and healed badly. 
 
    ‘I’ve nothing further to say.’ Mike felt annoyed at the irritation that showed in his voice. Why should he have let this man’s questions rattle him so much? 
 
    ‘But that was Cassie Junor,’ Andrews pressed, his tone making it half-statement, half-question. 
 
    Mike didn’t bother to reply. He got into his car and wrenched the ignition far more abruptly than he needed to, slamming the gears into first. His rear-view mirror showed Andrews and his photographer watching as he drove away. Mike paused along the road, just long enough to allow Bill to climb inside and settle himself in the other seat. 
 
    ‘Well, that didn’t go too badly,’ Bill commented, his voice and eyes reflecting the amusement he felt at Mike’s fit of pique. 
 
    ‘Didn’t it?’ 
 
    Bill looked sideways at him. At moments like this rank took second place to experience. He spoke quietly, ‘They were bound to get wind of it, Mike. It’s not the kind of thing you can keep quiet for long.’ 
 
    Mike shrugged irritably and Bill settled back and allowed the silence to grow, letting his boss choose his own pace. 
 
    ‘This Andrews. You know him?’ 
 
    Bill nodded. ‘He’s been useful in the past.’ 
 
    Mike snorted. ‘Is that what you call it?’ He paused, then let out what was really on his mind. ‘Flint’s just going to love this. Right prat I’m going to look going in there and telling him, sorry, sir, but one kid isn’t enough for them. We’d better start looking for the other one all over again.’ 
 
    Bill glanced sideways at him, keeping his mouth tight and still but unable to keep the humour from showing in his faded blue eyes. 
 
    For a moment, Mike Croft glared at him, then he relaxed. ‘OK, OK, so Flint’s not the kind that’s pleased at anything.’ He paused, sobered again, remembered just what was at stake here. ‘Can you imagine what her parents must be feeling? The Ashmore girl’s, I mean. It will be like reliving the whole thing over again.’ 
 
    He frowned at the curving road ahead of them, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. He knew what happened to him every time he heard of a child killed in an RTA. Worst of all, if, as had happened with Stevie, the driver had failed to stop. However many times the doctors had told him that Stevie must have died practically the moment he was hit, he still kept asking himself, what if the driver had stopped? What if he’d stopped and been able to help; got help to Stevie just that minute or two sooner. Would it have made a difference? Logic had no place in that kind of thinking. 
 
    Would the Ashmores be making the connection? When they found out that Cassie Maltham had been there a second time, would they find her guilty, just to give themselves a reason to cling to? Didn’t Mike, every time he saw the report of a hit and run, wonder if that driver was the one that had killed his son? 
 
    He made the turn onto the broader, slightly straighter Norwich road and increased his speed a little. Then he turned his attention back to the journalist, Andrews. 
 
    ‘So,’ he asked again, ‘what about this Andrews?’ 
 
    Bill smiled slightly. ‘Not much to tell, really. He’s worked for the Chronicle so long they’re likely to put him in the archives when he finally pops it. He’s essentially honest and very forthright, but he’s never seemed to have any hankering for the big time.’ He shrugged lightly and slightly lop-sidedly. ‘A man that’s found his niche, I suppose. Maybe that’s worth more than most things.’ 
 
    Mike smiled slyly. If ever there was a man who’d done just that, then it was Bill Enfield. He’d reached sergeant and resisted all attempts to shift him. Liked the personal touch, did Bill, and had a memory that would probably rival the Chronicle's archive. 
 
    ‘And his interest in the Ashmore case? At the time, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Same as the rest of us, I suppose. No, it was probably more than most; became as personally involved as Tynan. I remember for years after the case was dropped, the Chronicle ran updates and reminders on the anniversary. I know he was in contact with the Ashmores on several occasions, and I seem to remember that it was Andrews that persuaded Mrs Ashmore to make a public appeal about her daughter, both at the time and on the first anniversary.’ He paused. ‘Poor woman. She looked as though she’d had the life drained out of her. And the father, God, he just stood there, you could hardly get a word out of him. He just held it all in, trying to be strong for his wife I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘So, you think Andrews may have kept in touch with the Ashmores for quite some time after?’ 
 
    Bill nodded. ‘Something Tynan never felt he could do. When he knew the case was being officially put on hold — no more evidence you see — he was devastated. Felt he owed it to the Ashmores to tell them himself. I don’t imagine it went well. He never talked about it, but he didn’t, so far as I know, ever contact them again.’ 
 
    ‘How long after was that?’ Mike asked. 
 
    Bill frowned for a moment, then speculated. ‘It must have been a good three years. John Tynan struggled to keep it active for as long as he could, but we were as under-resourced then as we are now. We simply didn’t have the manpower available.’ 
 
    They both fell silent after that, Bill remembering that other time, the other child; Mike letting his thoughts roam the breadth of information covered that day. So, if Andrews had kept in touch with the Ashmores, it might have been only a phone call’s worth of time to find out about Cassie Junor, now Cassie Maltham. But why would he have contacted the Ashmores about this? Some strange kind of honour, perhaps, that made him want to be the one to tell them, rather than let them hear it on the news or read the bald headlines in one of the national papers? 
 
    Or had he known before of Cassie’s marriage and, today, simply heard her name and made the connection? 
 
    Cassandra — Cassie — was not so common a name after all. 
 
    Perhaps, Mike thought irritably, he had known nothing for certain until Mike had, through his manner and the wayward answers to his questions, given him what he needed. 
 
    He frowned angrily, then sighed, allowing some of the tension to ease from where it was lodged around his spine. They were entering the outskirts of Norwich now, the road widening and the suburban landscape taking over. He pulled into the outer yard of divisional HQ, called on the radio for the inner gates to be opened, and braced himself for the coming interview with Flint. 
 
    Well, whatever the answers, the thing was done now and that additional factor had to be taken into account. 
 
    Was Cassie Maltham guilty? If so, guilty of what? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    Croft made his way through the front office of divisional headquarters. 
 
    ‘Evening, sir.’ 
 
    He acknowledged the duty sergeant, led Bill Enfield through the barrier and into the station office. Tynan had left them to return home. Croft was about to send Bill the same way, a break before the informal meeting the three had agreed on later to review, among other things, the circumstances of the Ashmore case. They had formed a tacit agreement that their private review should not yet, at least, become part of their official investigation and that Tynan’s involvement should be officially ignored as far as possible. Flint, Croft’s superior, was going to be far from pleased. 
 
    He liked things neat and tidy, did Flint. 
 
    Croft deposited Bill in the station office. Bill rarely came to divisional HQ, but he was well known to many of the officers there. He had cleared a desk of its scatter of papers and tea mugs, seated himself and was deep in conversation with the communications officer before Croft had even left the room. 
 
    Mike smiled wryly, and steeled himself for his first encounter of the day with Superintendent Flint. 
 
    Flint was, it appeared, more irascible than usual. He barely seemed to listen to Croft’s account of the day’s activities, barely give his subordinate time to finish before pushing a sheaf of papers across the desk to him. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘Usual lists of crank callers, “witnesses” who were nowhere near at the time and, of course, enquiries from our local determined-to-report-the-truth hacks, who inform me that you’ve re-opened the Ashmore case.’ 
 
    ‘It was never actually closed, sir,’ Mike pointed out, as Flint paused for breath. 
 
    ‘It was twenty years ago.’ 
 
    ‘And we can’t discount the possibility that the two might be connected. If I don’t consider that angle then you can bet your life someone else will.’ 
 
    ‘The press will have a field day.’ 
 
    ‘The press already are. Excuse me, sir, but the press have already picked up on it, and on the fact that Cassie Junor, as she was then, has been staying in the village.’ He paused, took a deep breath. ‘You’ll see tomorrow’s editions soon enough, no doubt, plastered with pictures of Mrs Maltham and the grieving mother, arm in arm.’ He broke off annoyed at the bitterness in his voice, aware that Flint had noted it. 
 
    Flint was frowning. ‘The Maltham woman. Do you plan to charge her?’ 
 
    ‘With what?’ 
 
    ‘Mike, I’m not entirely insensitive. I do know what kind of emotions, understandable emotions, a case like this generates, but we have to tread carefully. The public wants quick results on something like this. Come to that, we all do.’ He paused again. ‘You really have grounds for seeing a connection?’ 
 
    Mike relaxed a little. ‘To be frank, I don’t know. Cassie Maltham has witnesses to the fact that she was elsewhere when the child disappeared. She could have an accomplice, of course, could have planned it . . .’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t believe that?’ 
 
    ‘If she did, she’s the coolest most callous bastard I’ve ever come across.’ He spoke quietly, remembering the events in the village hall. 
 
    Flint nodded thoughtfully. Then sighed. ‘I don’t like the way you’re handling this, Mike. I want the connection played down.’ He looked meaningfully at Mike. ‘Talk to Tynan if you feel you have to, we don’t want him alienated.’ 
 
    ‘No, sir.’ Mike didn’t try to keep the cynicism out of his voice. ‘He might decide he was better served by speaking to someone else. The press, perhaps.’ 
 
    Flint looked sharply at him. ‘Quite,’ he said coldly. 
 
    He nodded dismissal, made a show of studying the papers on his desk. Mike rose to go. Flint’s voice reached him as he put a hand on the door. ‘Play it by the book, Mike. We don’t try to be over clever in a case like this, do we?’ 
 
    Bill was waiting for him in the station office. Tea, too hot and too sweet, just the way Mike liked it, arrived on cue. He found a chair under the scatter of the day’s debris, sank down and closed his eyes. If you were going to be official about it, he had his own office, should be there drinking his tea, not here, showing his annoyance and exhaustion to the ‘lower ranks’. Flint would not approve, he smiled wryly, knowing that was why he did it. 
 
    ‘Any news, sir?’ 
 
    He glanced around, and saw one of the new relief just coming on. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Nothing yet.’ He sighed. ‘Early days,’ he said with a weary half smile. Stock answer. 
 
    The young PC smiled, recognizing it as such. Then said, ‘I’ve never been around something like this before, sir, it makes you feel kind of . . .’ He trailed off. ‘Got a sister lives out that way, she’s got kids.’ He looked anxiously at Mike. He nodded sympathetically, not certain what to say. Heard Bill Enfield’s voice rumble beside him. 
 
    ‘Tell her what we’ve told all the parents. Keep a close eye on her kids until this is sorted.’ 
 
    Simple enough words, but the young man smiled as though they were divine in origin. ‘Thank you, sir.’ 
 
    Croft waited for him to go, then laughed briefly, felt Bill’s hand on his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Home,’ Bill said. ‘Grab something to eat, then I’ll meet you across at Tynan’s. You know the way?’ 
 
    ‘More or less.’ Croft swallowed the rest of his rapidly cooling tea, pushed himself to his feet and walked with Bill out to their waiting cars. It had seemed to him like a long day. How must it have felt to Sara Jane’s parents? 
 
    Mike was the last to arrive at Tynan’s. He had not bothered to go ‘home’ — it seemed hardly worth the trip back to the empty flat. Instead, he’d driven out to the coast, to one of the tourist pubs selling food and basked in the anonymity of the place for a short time. The food had been reasonable, the bar had double doors that opened onto a seafront terrace, close enough to the water for him to be splashed with spray from an incoming tide. 
 
    Carefully and deliberately, he had tried to put work out of his mind, succeeded for all of ten minutes, then given in and allowed his mind to wander from random detail to random detail, trying to see something he’d been too involved to perceive before. 
 
    There was a television above the bar. Mike was relieved that he’d arrived in the evening gap between news programmes. He was too far away to hear the sound and left for Tynan’s long before the news could begin. 
 
    Tynan’s cottage suited him, Mike decided. The door seemed to have sunk as though settling itself more firmly into the earth and the new distance had been made up by two steps, somewhat lopsided and cracked. Mike ducked instinctively as he was welcomed inside, was absurdly relieved to find himself in a hallway of more normal proportions. 
 
    It had been Bill who had let him in. Through the open door at the end of the hall he could see Tynan, busy with teapot and mugs. He called out to Mike to make himself at home, Bill led him through a door to the left of the hallway and into the sitting room. 
 
    Mike had the sudden impression of a room frozen in time, furnished with chairs, rugs, ornaments that had the look of long residence and were kept as much for sentiment as utility. 
 
    He sat down, discovered belatedly that the chair was equipped with rockers and settled more uncertainly into its depths. Tynan appeared with the tea. 
 
    ‘Now,’ he said, ‘to business.’ 
 
    Mike watched while he rummaged in the rather cavernous interior of a tall cupboard set against the fireplace wall. It loomed far too big for the small room and it crossed Mike’s mind to wonder how on earth they had got it inside. 
 
    Then he looked with more interest as Tynan emerged laden down with what appeared to be files and cuttings’ books. 
 
    ‘What on earth!’ 
 
    Tynan grinned at him. ‘Everything I’ve got on the Ashmore case. Others too with a similar M.O. All unsolved.’ 
 
    Mike looked dubious. ‘John, I don’t mean to put you off but we’ve enough with the cases we’re working on.’ 
 
    Tynan deposited the load on the floor, waved Mike’s objections aside. ‘I know that. No, I’ll sort out the stuff that might be relevant.’ He shook his head. ‘But truly, Mike. You’ve no idea just how many kids have gone missing, just from this area alone. It makes you think.’ 
 
    Mike said nothing. He’d served his probationary year and the two following in London. His ground had covered the King’s Cross area. You learnt to pick them out a mile off, the newcomers, there on the off-chance that there was something better. No. He wasn’t surprised. He doubted really that Tynan was either. 
 
    ‘But this is different,’ he said. ‘So far as we know, neither Suzie Ashmore nor Sara Jane Cassidy had either reason or opportunity to up and leave.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ Tynan shrugged self-deprecatingly. ‘You know how it is, though. You hear of one case. It leads on to others—’ 
 
    ‘And before you know it you’re convinced of a conspiracy to steal the world’s children,’ Bill put in, his tone more caustic than was usual for him. He apologized at once. ‘I’m sorry, John. I guess it’s just getting to me.’ 
 
    Tynan nodded, began to sort through his files. ‘Pour the tea will you. Now, let’s see.’ 
 
    Mike watched as he rummaged, casting this file aside, keeping that. Finally he shifted the tea tray over, then deposited a somewhat shrunken but still substantial pile of documents on the table. 
 
    ‘Cuttings, mostly,’ he said, ‘and reports I wrote for my own records at the time.’ He shrugged almost apologetically. ‘It’s my way of getting things in perspective, I suppose.’ 
 
    He took his tea, sat back and waited as the other two leafed through the papers. 
 
    Mike reached out for another cuttings’ book. Seemed every paper of the time had run continual reports for the best part of a month and Tynan had collected just about every one. Mike glanced at him. He knew from experience how it was. Sometimes, a case just got to you, became more important than anything else even when it was obvious it was getting nowhere. Tynan met his gaze steadily. 
 
    ‘Oh, I admit that it was something close to obsession,’ he said, smiling slightly. ‘But it was the damnedest thing. Weeks, we worked on it and every time we thought we’d got a lead it faded out like so much sea mist.’ He shook his head. 
 
    Mike sympathized, silently. It was the kind of case that could make or break a career, though somehow he doubted that was what Tynan had in mind. The fact that he had not found Suzie Ashmore’s abductor seemed to be something Tynan considered a highly personal failure. 
 
    He turned back to the cuttings, frowned, then a smile of disbelief spread across his features. ‘Witches and fairies, John. Parallel dimensions? What is this?’ 
 
    Tynan reached across and looked at the book. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘Problem was, routine police work got well, too routine for our friends in the tabloids. They decided to spice things up a bit. We’d kept the cordon in place for something like a month, after that, well, the moment it came down a whole plague of them moved in with their mediums and their spiritualist hoojas.’ He snorted contemptuously. ‘Utter claptrap of course, trading on the fact that Tan’s hill, you know, that rise overlooking the path, had something of a local reputation.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Some folk nonsense about fairy hills and the like.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Mike said, losing interest. He had little patience with such things. As it was, the world was too full of ordinary people doing abominable things to other ordinary people for him to want to add some supernatural pantheon to his troubles. 
 
    ‘Get all sorts,’ Bill said thoughtfully. Then he added, ‘Whether it’s true or not doesn’t matter. The fact that these things detract from what’s important in the investigation is.’ 
 
    John Tynan nodded. ‘Your saying that reminds me of something.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the effect all this had on young Cassie. See, she had no memory of the time her cousin actually disappeared, she needed something, anything, I suppose, to help her make sense of it. I had her mother phoning me, mad as hell she was, saying that I had no right to allow the press to publish, now, what did she call them, Demonic Notions, I believe it was. Seems the girl was half-way to believing them.’ He shook his head. ‘We advised some sort of counselling, you know, disturbed her for a long time. Not that the mother helped.’ 
 
    ‘And now. Do you think she was involved?’ 
 
    Tynan looked straight at Mike. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I don’t. But, I wouldn’t put the dampers on there being some connection, someone who knows she came back.’ 
 
    ‘For what motive?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows! People don’t always have motives they can explain to others, or that make any sense outside their own heads.’ 
 
    Bill was frowning. ‘For someone to know,’ he said, ‘they’d have to be local.’ 
 
    ‘Or someone the Malthams know back home,’ said Mike. 
 
    ‘Possible, but they would have to be from Cassie Junor’s childhood, not Cassie Maltham’s life for that to make any real sense. Anyway, I’d bet on the local connection. Strangers stick out a mile.’ 
 
    ‘The husband, what does he do?’ 
 
    ‘Teaches. Combined sciences, as it is now, one of the big comprehensives.’ 
 
    ‘Poor bastard!’ 
 
    Mike laughed. 
 
    ‘And the other two?’ Tynan continued. 
 
    ‘Both work for the same company. He’s a sales rep,’ Bill told him he’d learnt quite a lot in his informal chat with the Thomas’s and Fergus Maltham earlier. 
 
    ‘Figures.’ 
 
    ‘Sells lab equipment and the like. Seems that’s how he and Fergus met. His wife’s a PA for one of the big wigs.’ 
 
    ‘Cassie’s studying, I believe,’ Tynan said. 
 
    ‘Mmm, yes, seems her early education was interrupted by illness, didn’t get too far. She’s bright enough, so her husband’s persuaded her to get back to it.’ 
 
    Bill fell silent then, frowned down at the stack of papers he was cradling. Mike glanced back at his own mass of cuttings. It was getting late. They were all tired. Time to go maybe. He hesitated. The thought of returning to the empty flat was not an appealing one. Idly, he turned the pages, came to rest at an image of Suzie Ashmore, smiling out of a faded press photo. 
 
    ‘Do you have kids, Mike?’ Tynan asked him. 
 
    Mike hesitated before replying. ‘I did. A son, Stevie. He was killed in a car crash two years ago.’ 
 
    Tynan held his gaze for a moment, then looked away. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘My wife passed on not quite two years ago.’ The statement was made like a peace offering. ‘It’s not the same, I know, I mean, it’s not the same as losing a child.’ 
 
    Mike made no comment. Death hurt, no matter who you lost. What else was there to say. Mike’s wife had ‘passed on’ too, though not in the way Tynan meant. Passed on to another life, another man. He couldn’t blame her. Steven’s death had shown them both just how little there had been still holding them together. He sighed, rose to go. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow will be a long day,’ he said. A lot of long days, probably. Bill rose also, looking slightly awkward, slightly guilty in the knowledge that he was going home to his wife, long-suffering companion of an equally long marriage. He blessed her, silently. 
 
    ‘John,’ Mike said, ‘I can’t offer you any official place in this, you know that, but unofficially . . .’ 
 
    Tynan smiled. ‘Thanks,’ he said. Unofficial capacity, standing on the sidelines, careful not to get in the way of the ‘real’ policemen! Well, it was the best he could hope for under the circumstances. It beat the hell out of racing the kettle. And maybe, just maybe, he could find out at last what had happened to little Suzie Ashmore. Tynan was prepared to accept any position, however peripheral, for a chance of doing that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    There was a woman in a blue dress. The skirt, reaching to mid-calf, was full and soft, swirling about her legs in the light wind. Cassie ran swiftly, afraid that as she turned from the path to climb the hill, the woman, lost from view for that vital few minutes, would be gone when she reached the summit. Her breath came in sharp gasps. She was aware of the summer heat, the air heavy as though predicting a storm, and, it seemed, however deeply she tried to breathe, the air was too thick, too heavy to be drawn into the terrible rigidity of her lungs. 
 
    Cassie gasped for breath, fighting against airways that seemed suddenly to be locked solid. Impassable. 
 
    The red haze that already floated in front of her was darkening with every step she tried to take. No longer running, by now, almost at the upper curve of the hill, she crawled like a baby on hands and knees. 
 
    ‘Please . . .’ She didn’t know any more whom she asked, only that three times already her dream had taken her this far and no further. ‘Please . . . I have to see her!’ 
 
    She struggled on. The haze deepening, vision fading, hands clawing at the cool grass, the baked earth. She tried to dig her fingers deeper, her air-starved body fighting for purchase . . . slowly, then more rapidly, she felt herself sliding back, then falling, falling . . . surely she hadn’t climbed that far . . . blackness. Breath hardly entering her lungs before that inner constriction forced it back out. Fingers clawed now at empty air. Black air. Living night so dense she could stroke the thick fur of it. 
 
    Maybe that was why she couldn’t breathe. The air was too thick. Like trying to breath under water . . . 
 
    Oh, God! But did it have to hurt so much? 
 
    And the woman was gone. Cassie knew that. She wept for her, or tried to. To cry, you have to be able to breathe and the thick blackness pressed on her lungs, drowning her, pulling her down into its killing softness . . . 
 
    ‘Cassie!’ 
 
    Fergus shook her again, the small choking sound she made frightening him. 
 
    ‘Cassie! Cassie!’ He had to wake her. 
 
    This time she opened her eyes, looked at him, uncomprehending, then the choking became whimpering, animal like, helpless, and he held her tight. She clawed at him as though she could never get close enough to the safety he promised. 
 
    Slowly, she began to relax. Fergus lay down with her, stroking her back, soothing her with half words softly whispered, his face buried in her damp hair. Finally, he asked, ‘The dream again?’ Felt her nod slightly, her head resting against his shoulder. 
 
    ‘I got further this time.’ He had to listen hard to make out the words, bend his head lower. 
 
    ‘I got close to the top. I knew, if I could just make it that bit further, I’d know . . . something. I’d see her face, then I’d know . . .’ She trailed off, began to cry. This time she could breathe, could grieve. Fergus held her closer. Her body slicked with sweat, growing cold now. He reached, pulled the quilt more closely around her. 
 
    ‘Know what, Cassie?’ It seemed to Fergus that she should put this into words. 
 
    She sighed, shook her head, pulled away from him. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ she said. 
 
    Fergus waited, hurt that she should lie to him, trying to understand. 
 
    ‘About Suzie?’ he prompted. ‘Was it about Suzie?’ 
 
    Cassie rolled over onto her back, staring hard at the ceiling. Fergus could see her eyes moving idly, as though tracing the cracks in the ageing plasterboard. He tried again. 
 
    ‘Talk to me, Cassie. Don’t shut me out.’ 
 
    She turned her head back to face him, eyes hurt, the dark shadows beneath showing just how little real sleep she’d had in the three days since Sara Jane had disappeared. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing to say,’ she told him. ‘Nothing that makes the kind of sense you need me to make.’ 
 
    Fergus moved, shifting his weight so that he leaned over her as though preparing for love. ‘I don’t need anything. I don’t expect anything. Cassie, whatever helps you is what I want. If you tell me about the dream, do you think I’m going to judge you? Tell you you’re stupid, cracked, or whatever else choice of phrase your mother used. I love you. I want to help . . . and that . . . that’s all I know.’ 
 
    She returned his gaze steadily, the hurt still written clearly in her eyes. Then she sighed softly, shook her head. He could feel the effort it took to shape her words. 
 
    ‘I just knew. Just knew. That if I reached the top, I’d find Suzie. I’d know what happened to her.’ 
 
    ‘The woman. She’d be able to tell you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Truly, Fergus. I just don’t know.’ 
 
    She turned away from him again and, sighing, he resumed his earlier position, lying beside her propped on one arm, stroking the length of her body, enjoying her softness. 
 
    He frowned suddenly. ‘The woman in blue. Do you know her?’ 
 
    He’d asked this before, and she answered with a degree of irritation. 
 
    ‘You know I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Cassie. Think for a moment. Your seeing her, it’s got to be tied to Suzie in some way.’ He paused, trying to get his thoughts in order. ‘Supposing, just for a moment, that you saw her then. The day Suzie disappeared, but you lost the memory of seeing her or maybe you just took no notice at the time. Suppose she had something to do with Suzie being abducted. That you saw something but didn’t connect it at the time.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No. Believe me, Fergus, the police asked question after question, it would have come out then.’ 
 
    ‘Not if you’d buried it. We do it all the time, Cassie, pigeonhole memories we can’t or don’t want to deal with. They get buried so deep sometimes they might almost have not happened, then, something triggers them and there they are, so strong and so alien that it takes us time to figure out where they come from. Where they fit.’ 
 
    He could see her trying to puzzle out what he was saying. A small frown creased between her eyes and her mouth seemed drawn tight in concentration. 
 
    At last she spoke. ‘So, if you’re right, what would have triggered it? I mean, I know Sara Jane and all that’s happened, but I mean, what exactly?’ 
 
    It was a long shot, but Fergus figured it might be worth it. ‘Maybe you saw her again. While we’ve been here. Maybe you recognized her, subconsciously, and your mind has been trying to fit the pieces together.’ 
 
    She turned towards him again. The same half-frown creasing her forehead, but her lips parted now. Questioning. ‘But she’d be older. Twenty years older. Would I even recognize her?’ 
 
    Fergus shrugged. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But I think it’s possible. And, if it is possible, I think we should tell the police.’ 
 
    Her laughter was explosive — and contemptuous. ‘What, tell them I’ve been having nightmares and suggest they look for some woman I’ve dreamed about?’ 
 
    She broke off, laughter silenced by the seriousness of Fergus’s expression. 
 
    ‘You think they’d even listen to me?’ she asked, incredulous. 
 
    He sighed. ‘Right now, Cassie, I think Mike Croft will listen to anything and, telling him, telling someone, getting this thing out into the real world might, if it does nothing else, help get rid of the nightmares.’ 
 
    She looked dubious. 
 
    ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I’ll talk to him for you, see if he’s interested or if he thinks I’m crazy too.’ He smiled at her. She scowled, then changed her mind and returned the smile. 
 
    ‘All right, we’ll talk to him. I don’t suppose it can do any harm.’ She didn’t sound convinced but at least his giving some sort of rationale to her dream had eased some of the pain from her eyes. Fergus glanced towards the window. Light was beginning to filter through the thin fabric of the curtains. 
 
    ‘It’s still early,’ he said, his voice coaxing, his hand moving gently onto her breasts. He saw her eyes widen slightly, pulled her closer, arms circling her, breasts pressed against him, hands stroking, one, twining itself in her curls as she lifted her face to be kissed, the other tracing the curve of her waist, moving down. He rolled her over, watching her face as he slid into her. Cassie’s arms reached up, pulling his head down, her mouth soft beneath his own. 
 
    At moments like this Fergus could convince himself that there was nothing that couldn’t be healed. No pain that couldn’t find ease. He laughed at himself. 
 
    Pure arrogance, Fergus Maltham, he told himself. Pure, blessed, wonderful arrogance. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike Croft rubbed his eyes wearily and looked once more at Fergus Maltham. As if he hadn’t got enough to cope with. The fourth day and they knew no more than they had that first afternoon. 
 
    House-to-house enquiries had continued, spreading out over a gradually widening area and police road blocks had been set up, questioning drivers as they came in and out of the area. The one vague lead they’d had, the report of a female itinerant new to the area and seen close to the Greenway shortly before Sara Jane vanished, had drawn a blank. The woman seemed to have disappeared as efficiently as Sara had done. There was a lot of local feeling that if Croft got himself organized enough to find this old woman then he’d find Sara Jane as well. And the rumours that had been flying . . . it was like reading Tynan’s cuttings’ books all over again. Everything from white slavery to Satanic practices and the whole gamut in between. The press, naturally, were having a field day with the possible connection between this and the Ashmore case. Fortunately, Croft thought, they were still at the ‘our children are safe nowhere we must support police efforts’ stage. Croft could just visualize the verbal lynching he’d receive if he didn’t come up with answers soon. 
 
    Now there was this. Mrs Maltham complaining of nightmares. God! He had half the village and a good few of his own people complaining of the same thing. Anxiety seeps like water into the sleep state. He didn’t need to be any kind of expert to know that. 
 
    He listened though, listened also to Fergus Maltham’s thoughts on the subject. He came to a swift decision — truth was, he’d no time for anything but the swift kind — and organized for the Malthams to talk to a police artist back at divisional HQ. 
 
    ‘We can drive ourselves,’ Fergus said. ‘You’re overstretched as it is.’ 
 
    Croft nodded, amused. The state of play being what it was, he could well sympathize with Fergus not wanting to look arrested and in custody. 
 
    ‘Your friends, the Thomas’s. They’re expected back here at the weekend?’ 
 
    Fergus nodded. ‘That’s right. Simon’s driving down Friday night straight from work.’ 
 
    ‘Right, though I don’t imagine we’ll be needing them again.’ He excused himself as he was handed the last batch of phone messages. He sighed. ‘Well, thank you, Mr Maltham, Mrs Maltham. I’ll be interested to see what the artist comes up with.’ 
 
    They rose to go, looking awkward and somehow out of place. Croft dumped the messages on the table, rubbed his eyes again and flexed his shoulders, trying to ease some of the tension which seemed to have settled in a hard lump centre-back. 
 
    He’d changed his opinion of Cassie Maltham, decided that, if she was involved, it was as pawn rather than protagonist. The Malthams had volunteered to stay on another week, moving into a caravan on the clifftop, the cottage being booked for the following seven days. The Thomas’ had gone back to work, annual leave having ended, and new holiday-makers had come to take possession of the vacated cottage; he’d seen them. Young couple with children who, doing their best to enjoy the one week of the year when they could afford to ‘get away from it all’, had landed, abruptly, in the midst of someone else’s crisis. 
 
    Mostly, he noted, they’d gone out early in the mornings, come back late, as though embarrassed to be seen enjoying themselves in such close proximity to tragedy. 
 
    Mike sighed. 
 
    Life must go on, as they say. Even Mr Cassidy had escaped this morning, gone to put in a few hours at Top Farm, leaving Mrs Cassidy to work her way through her own notion of normality. Mike felt so helpless in the face of their grief. He was aware too, that everyone else involved in this, from his own officers to the most hard bitten of the journalists who plagued his every move, were affected, deeply, by the disappearance of Sara Jane Cassidy. 
 
    The thought of the child — if she was by some miracle still alive — maybe terrified and hurt, tore into him. If it had been Stevie . . . 
 
    Realistically, he was well on the way to admitting that Sara was likely to be every bit as dead as Stevie was. His son had died quickly. The doctors all agreed that he’d probably not even known what hit him. Mike clung to that belief like a talisman, but what of Sara? The thought that she might have died in pain, scared, crying for comfort . . . he pushed the thoughts from his mind. 
 
    How could any of them even function with images like that flooding their consciousness? 
 
    Resolutely, he turned back to the messages received. Most were crank calls or from those who thought they’d seen the child. False or not, every one would have to be checked. He could now well understand Tynan’s obsession with the Ashmore case, his feeling that he could never let go, never give up. There were moments when he felt himself drowning, not just in the emotional floodwaters of the case but also in the sheer weight of trivia that might, but probably wouldn’t, lead to some solid conclusion. 
 
    He’d set John Tynan the task of reviewing the Ashmore case once again. Tynan had the freedom to go and talk to people unofficially that Mike’s position did not give him. 
 
    From Tynan too, Mike had learnt more about the child, Cassie. Learnt to pity her. That worried him. He’d asked himself again if Cassie could have been directly involved either time. Tynan had spoken of treatment for depression. His layman’s mind had immediately taken leaps it shouldn’t have. He’d reminded himself abruptly that his ex-wife had also had treatment for severe depression following the birth of their son. It was hardly a reason for assuming Cassie Maltham to be some kind of psychopath, magically abducting children at twenty-year intervals. 
 
    No, there were going to be no clear answers to this one. That, if nothing else, was certain. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was late when Mike arrived at Tynan’s cottage. The day had ended with a difficult interview with Superintendent Flint and an equally difficult update for the press. Flint had not been impressed by Mike’s efforts so far (predictable), had, however, made no useful suggestions for revising Mike’s methodology (also predictable) and made his usual statements about the public expecting swift results. Mike was, not for the first time, left wondering about the truth in the rumour that they rewarded ineptness by promotion, thus getting the thinking-abouts out of the way of the doers. 
 
    Tynan greeted him at the door. He looked as tired as Mike felt. In the background, the kettle had begun to whistle. Tynan almost fled to the kitchen to rescue them both from the piercing scream about to follow. Mike followed him. 
 
    ‘Bill might be along later. I’ve told him to spend some time with Rose, he’s scarcely been home in the last three days.’ 
 
    Tynan nodded. ‘Anything new?’ 
 
    Mike leaned against the door jamb, peering at the tiny, neatly set out kitchen. Why couldn’t he keep his flat this tidy? ‘Nothing very significant. Thought you might like to see this though.’ 
 
    He reached into an inner pocket, removed a copy of the drawing the police artist had produced. The photocopy had, as usual, reduced the shading to mere echoes of the original intent, lost the finer details, but it was close enough. 
 
    ‘Familiar?’ he asked. 
 
    Tynan shook his head. ‘Can’t say that she is. Who is she?’ 
 
    Mike sighed. It had been too much to hope that Tynan would recognize the woman as someone involved with Suzie Ashmore. 
 
    ‘Truth is, it could be anyone.’ 
 
    ‘So, if she could be anyone, why have you wasted the expensive and limited time of one of the divisional’s portraitists?’ He was smiling. Encouraging. Mike had been asked an almost identical question by his superior a few hours earlier, though the encouraging smile had been significant by its absence. 
 
    Tynan picked up the tea tray. The pot, Mike noted, was decorated with a bright green cosy topped off with a bunch of what looked like red cherries. Tynan saw him looking, laughed, half fondness, half embarrassment. 
 
    ‘Grace used to knit them for church fetes, that sort of thing. Seems we always ended up with the ones no one wanted to buy.’ Again that self-deprecating smile Mike was beginning to know so well. ‘Old habits and all that.’ He ushered Mike through to the sitting room. 
 
    Tynan listened attentively while Mike explained about the ‘Portrait of an unknown woman’, made no comment as Mike related Fergus’s interpretation, then looked again at the face. 
 
    The woman looked to be in her late-forties, round-faced, hair that looked as though it should have been straight, but curled artificially. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t look permed,’ Tynan commented. 
 
    Mike smiled. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you what it makes me think of — when my sister was little, she had hair straight as pumpwater, always wanted curls, our mother said she was too young to use tongs or whatever else, so our great aunt taught her how to tie it in rags. She bound it damp and twisted it somehow.’ He grinned. ‘I forget the technical details, but it came out looking like that, sort of old-fashioned and softly frizzy.’ 
 
    Tynan nodded. ‘I didn’t think anyone did that any more, but yes, I know what you mean.’ 
 
    He continued to gaze into the woman’s face. ‘Blue eyes?’ 
 
    ‘So Cassie Maltham seems to think, and what she described as fading blonde hair.’ 
 
    The hair was soft, slightly limp, fluffed out around the face but with no appearance of solidity. It gave a childish look to the face, which itself had a blankness, an emptiness, though, of course, that could be simply the artist’s interpretation. It was somehow not a modem face, it would have looked more at home in some stiffly posed daguerreotype, where you knew the sitter had been braced at neck and waist against any sudden urge to move. 
 
    Tynan shook his head again. ‘No, Mike, I don’t know her, but I’ll take this with me. It’s just possible she might jog a memory somewhere.’ 
 
    Mike leaned back in the chair, bone weary, he could have slept where he was. He’d toyed with the idea of handing the picture over to the pressmen at the evening’s update but Flint wouldn’t hear of it. He’d not pressed the point, instead he’d held the idea in reserve for the time, inevitably to be reached very soon, when Flint would be glad of anything he could hand out that looked as if progress was being made. He closed his eyes, dimly heard John suggesting that there was a spare bed upstairs only in need of sheets and, equally dimly, his own voice accepting. Anything was better than the drive back to his empty flat. Wearily, he pushed himself to his feet, picked up the tray and headed slowly for the kitchen. 
 
    ‘I’ll see to the pots,’ he said. ‘Earn my keep.’ 
 
    Tynan laughed and headed off to find the sheets. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
    The dream came to her again, but this time it was different. Cassie no longer tried to run, allowed herself instead, to drift, as though carried by some invisible, intangible force towards Tan’s hill. 
 
    The woman waited for her, blue dress swirling around her, arms outstretched as though welcoming. Cassie turned from the Greenway and began to climb the hill. This time, she didn’t fight to reach the top. She seemed able, by sheer force of will, to rise easily and effortlessly up the slope. In her head, she could hear a voice calling to her. 
 
    ‘Cassie! Caa-ssie!’ 
 
    For an instant Cassie tried to hurry, felt the resistance return and forced herself to relax, to give in to the strange current drifting her slowly towards her destination. 
 
    She could see the woman clearly now, though she stood with her back to Cassie, face turned away. Cassie approached, reached out towards her. ‘I’m here.’ 
 
    The woman turned, outstretched arms ready to embrace, fingers extended as though she couldn’t move from that spot, couldn’t quite reach out far enough to draw Cassie to her. 
 
    ‘Cassie . . .’ The voice was soft, whispering inside her head. Cassie reached out again, longing to touch, to make that last effort to contact but her feet seemed to be sliding backwards. Looking down, she saw her body, her legs being extended, stretched, as though something pulled her down from the hill but her will to be there kept her hands reaching, her upper body still and untouched. For a moment, Cassie found herself examining this strange phenomenon. Some part of herself knew she was dreaming, wondered which particular cartoon this ridiculous effect was from. Some other part of her mind railed against the distraction it offered, ordered her to look back at this strange woman, reach out that little bit further, hold tight. 
 
    A slight gasp made her turn. She stared, horrified as the woman, mouth open now in some parody of a scream, hands thrown abruptly above her head, was sucked down, swallowed whole and alive into the hill itself. 
 
    There were seconds when Cassie could not act, she fell forward as though drawn by the other’s momentum. Then, as though someone at the other end of herself, that part where her feet disappeared down the hill, had given a sudden jerk, she felt herself retracting rapidly. Body and legs compressing, squashing back into their original form. Cassie hung on, trying to dig her fingers into the grassy slope, but there was no purchase. The dew-dampened grass came away in her hands. Her nails dug into the earth, only to be tom away again by the urgent pulling on her ankles. 
 
    Cassie woke with a sudden jolt as though falling from a great height. She lay still, trying not to waken Fergus, then on a sudden impulse, held her hands in front of her face, inspecting them closely. Somehow, she was not surprised to find still damp mud caked beneath her fingernails. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike had slept well, better perhaps than for weeks previously. He lay still for a time, enjoying the feeling of waking actually rested and the small sounds that told him John Tynan was already up and about. Reluctantly, he hauled himself out of bed and made his way to the tiny bathroom. By the time he had dressed and gone downstairs, remembering from last night’s painful experience to duck his head when the stairs changed direction and the ceiling lowered unexpectedly, Tynan had the tea made and breakfast almost cooked. 
 
    Mike’s stomach protested. He rarely ate breakfast, the smell of cooking that early in the morning was slightly nauseating. He took a few sips of tea, steeled himself for the ordeal, aware of Tynan’s amused smile and found, much to his surprise, that after the first mouthful it tasted OK. After the second, he gave in and admitted that he was actually hungry. 
 
    Both men ate without really speaking, the silence companionable, both so used to their own company that absence of conversation was normal rather than disturbing. 
 
    Finally, Tynan poured them both more tea and asked Mike if he had slept well. 
 
    ‘Thank you. Yes, I did.’ 
 
    John Tynan nodded thoughtfully. ‘Thought I’d follow the coast road today, out towards Eccles.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, it occurs to me that if Fergus Maltham’s right, well, it stands to reason this woman’s actually staying in the area. She’s not likely to want to get too close, most likely pick one of the bigger tourist places to stay in or maybe one of the bed and breakfasts. God knows there are enough to choose from. There’s a chance someone might recognize the picture.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, it was reasonable enough. ‘As you like,’ he said, ‘but you may want to hold off. I’ll like as not be posting that to the press corps late today or tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do it none the less, I know I won’t cover as much ground but I’m going to aim for a particular market.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Mike said again. What was it about people round here? He’d thought Bill Enfield was bad enough, delivering, as he did, everything in instalments. Now Tynan was doing the same. 
 
    ‘Local knowledge,’ Tynan said. ‘There’s quite a few businesses round here been in the family for a long time. People who come this way regular like, they tend to use the same hotel, same boarding house year in year out.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit much though, isn’t it, John, to expect that this woman’s a regular? We don’t even know she exists.’ 
 
    Tynan sighed. ‘You want to tell me one thing in this case that isn’t a bit much? Mike, if you can come up with one theory that isn’t held together with sticky tape, one set of events that isn’t choked with coincidences, then I want to know about it. First, there’s Cassie Maltham being here again. Two, there’s the disappearance of a kid from the same place. Three, it happened at almost the same time of day and practically in full view of others.’ 
 
    ‘Full view is pushing it a bit, both times round,’ Mike objected. 
 
    ‘Yes, well, maybe, I’ll give you that one. Four, the kids even look similar — blonde hair, blue eyes, little bit on the plump side.’ 
 
    ‘The ages are different.’ 
 
    ‘All right, the ages are different. Five, there’s no logical way either child could have left the Greenway except by going back the way they’d come or by going the full length and coming out close to the estate in full view of half a dozen windows.’ 
 
    ‘People don’t notice kids, they come and go all the time.’ 
 
    ‘They notice, even if it’s after the event, especially if that child isn’t there any more. They remember. No, Mike, you can play devil’s advocate all you like, but you can’t deny the coincidences.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘I’m not trying. I’m just frustrated by them. Well, if you want to give it a go, hawk the picture round and see if you can come up with someone, memory the size of an elephant who remembers the woman now and twenty years ago. I’m willing to look at anything.’ He laughed. ‘Though I guess you’ve noticed that already.’ 
 
    He pushed his chair back, took his plate and cup over to the sink. 
 
    ‘Leave it, Mike. I’ll sort them out later, you’ll want to be off’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Thanks then. I’ll catch up with you later.’ 
 
    Tynan remained at the table, listening to Mike organize his departure and drive off, He took the picture from where he’d folded it inside his jacket, looked long and hard at the image. Yes, he’d thought so last night but not wanted to say anything that might mislead. There was something, something familiar about the face. Try as he might though, he couldn’t place it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike found himself driving out of the village once more, choosing not to stop off at the incident room but go instead to the place where the Greenway branched away from the main road. 
 
    The police cordon was still up, red and white stretched across the gap, a young constable on duty. Mike had been tempted to remove the permanent police presence from the scene. It served little purpose and the officer, left there feeling useless, could be better used elsewhere. But Flint had insisted . . . 
 
    He got out of the car, exchanged a few words with the officer and continued up the path. 
 
    It was an odd sort of place. Banks and hedges rising high on either side, blocking any view of the adjoining fields. The hedges, properly made, plashed and braided at the base, were impassable for anything larger than a cat. He walked on, reaching that point at which the path divided. The old Greenway led on, straight up the hill. The newer path, made a few centuries before for the convenience of the local farmers, veered off, emerging after a hundred yards or so onto another road and facing the small council estate where Suzie Ashmore had lived. 
 
    Mike turned, took the old pathway, following its curve up the side of the hill. 
 
    What the hell was she doing here! 
 
    Mike’s first thought was anger that the young policeman he’d just spoken to had made no mention of Cassie Maltham, never mind that he’d taken it upon himself to let her past. 
 
    At first he just stared at her, bemused by her actions. 
 
    It was as though she was looking for something, pacing back and forth in some small, defined area, dropping to the ground, feeling her way as though she searched for some hidden door. He watched as, still kneeling, she raised her fists, hammered at the ground. She seemed to pause, look up and around her, head tilting this way and that as though to define the origin of some sound Mike could not hear. 
 
    She’s nuts, he thought. All of this has pushed her too far and she’s flipped over the edge. She hadn’t even noticed him, so preoccupied was she with this mysterious search of hers. 
 
    He hesitated, wondering if he should expect violence from her when he tried to intervene, or if she was in some sleepwalking state. Was it really dangerous to wake sleepwalkers? He didn’t know. 
 
    He was almost upon her now, dropped down slowly to crouch just a few feet from her. She was sobbing quietly, desperately. Mike frowned. ‘Cassie? Cassie what are you doing?’ 
 
    The sobbing continued but she paid him no attention. 
 
    ‘Cassie.’ This time he reached out and touched her. She cried out as though he’d caused her pain, leapt away from him, but finally looked his way. 
 
    ‘Cassie. What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She was looking around her now as though just awaking from some dream state. He wondered if she even knew where she was. 
 
    ‘Can’t you hear her?’ Cassie looked around, frowning. ‘Can’t you? Oh, but she’s gone now . . .’ Then, angrily, ‘Did you make her go? Did you? Did you?’ 
 
    Mike rose and took an instinctive pace backward. Then stood his ground, kept his voice as normal as he could and asked, ‘Did you hear someone, Cassie?’ 
 
    For a moment she didn’t answer him. Her mouth hung slack, hands moved but with no real purpose. 
 
    ‘I heard her.’ She sounded hurt, confused and childlike now. 
 
    ‘Heard who, Cassie?’ 
 
    Her shoulders sagged now, she looked utterly defeated, too tired to move or care any more. 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ she whispered. ‘I dreamed it, must have. Thought I heard Suzie.’ 
 
    She lifted her head now, though the effort was obviously almost too much for her. 
 
    Mike held out a hand. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘I’ll take you back to Fergus.’ 
 
    She nodded, took his arm and, leaning heavily on him, allowed herself to be led down the hill. 
 
    ‘What happened to your shoes?’ Mike asked her. 
 
    Cassie glanced down. ‘Must’ve forgotten them,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Didn’t my constable try to stop you?’ 
 
    She looked confused, passed an aimless hand in front of her eyes. ‘I don’t remember,’ she said. ‘Don’t even remember how I got here.’ She had begun to sob again, softly at first but now, as they made their way back to the road, more loudly, more desperately. ‘Oh, God! What’s happening to me? What’s going on?’ 
 
    Croft put an arm around her, led her, still crying bitterly, down the rest of the path, past the shocked face of the young constable and got her into his car. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tynan had taken the coast road, heading towards Mundesley. He wasn’t, at the outset of his journey, even certain of where he was going or what story he would give to those he planned to question. Instead, as had always been his habit when still on the force, he had simply acknowledged the problem before leaving home and then switched his mind away from it. 
 
    He listened to the radio, tuning in to something soothing in the classical line which he vaguely recognized as Tchaikovsky. His wife had liked such music. She could probably have told him what it was and even a little about it. She would certainly have had some views to put forward about the tempo of the piece, whether or not that — what would you call it? — rallentando drew back the flow too swiftly or the woodwind section should have been allowed to dominate quite so much. 
 
    Then, as now, Tynan would have been unable to tell whether or not she was right. He always just assumed somehow that she was, had grown so used to her little tirades against the less than perfect, always delivered with such a considered and, perversely, strident gentleness, that he found himself, even now, filling in the silence with the sound of her voice. 
 
    Grace would have liked Mike Croft, though, would have approved of him. Somehow, the thought was very satisfying. Somehow, it also made it even more important that he help this younger man to succeed. 
 
    Can someone else make amends for another’s guilt, however undeserved? Tynan didn’t know. But the guilt was there. Had stayed with him for the best part of twenty years — sometimes submerged by other concerns, sometimes buried so far as to give the impression, for a brief time, of having fled but always ready to return when he least expected it. 
 
    If he could only know for certain that Suzie was dead it would be a help. Instead, he couldn’t help but see her alive and grown up; married perhaps, with children of her own. Existing. 
 
    Tynan shook himself angrily. Did it make it any easier on the mind knowing that Grace was well and truly dead? Did absence of doubt really make such odds? 
 
    He smiled wryly to himself. Two years on, and another two years of nursing her before that, and John Tynan still couldn’t think of Grace as anything other than the woman he’d married. Older, of course, but still with so much life in her and still telling him that she thought the conductor had made that rallentando too soon. 
 
    At night, he still fancied he saw her, seated in front of the dressing-table mirror, brushing her red hair peppered with grey, but still thick and glossy, and chatting to him about her day, asking about his. 
 
    He almost never thought of her as the woman he had held in his arms that last day, weighing almost nothing. The bright hair reduced to grey wisps and the laughter gone from her hazel eyes. 
 
    The road veered off as he saw the first signs for Keswick. He wasn’t sure whether it was worth his while asking there, the village being small and there being little holiday accommodation of the type he looked for. On the other hand, it wouldn’t take him all that long. 
 
    The coast road really was along the coast at this point, as it was at Bacton, the next place up. At high tide in winter, the waves had been known to hurl themselves at pedestrians walking on the far pavement. Today though, the sun was hot and the sea was calm, lazy even, sparkling in the morning light. 
 
    Tynan parked the car, locked it and wandered across to lean on the iron railing above the beachfront. He wrinkled his eyes against the glare coming off both beach and water, trying to stare beyond it and out towards the far horizon. 
 
    The beach itself was crowded with people, arms and legs bared in the summer heat. 
 
    Tynan laughed softly to himself. People-watching had been one of Grace’s habits. One of her passions, he supposed. 
 
    Grace liked people. Loved their foibles and their silliness. Adored scenes like this when their most attractive weaknesses were so exposed. 
 
    God, but he loved her. He felt the muscles of his face tighten in the familiar effort not to show emotion. 
 
    Well, no good thinking like that now, he had a job to do. 
 
    Tynan began to walk along the front, his gaze turned now not to the beach but to the gift shops, adorned with their plastic buckets and sickly sticks of sugar rock and the small cafes already, though it was only mid-morning, packed to the gills with families. Small children seeming almost to spill from the open doorways. 
 
    He crossed the road, drawing the photocopied picture from his pocket as he did so and dodging through the slow-moving heavily smoking traffic. He’d decided, should anyone ask, to drop the ex from his DI status. After all, he’d not been retired that long. 
 
    He eased through the door to the first cafe, wove his way through the crowded tables, the sand-castle buckets and beach bags, and approached the counter, amazed at how easily the official smile and official lines fell back into place. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, this woman. I wonder if you’ve seen her . . . ?’ 
 
    Blank looks, replies in the negative, calls to colleagues to take a look and, finally, the apologetic return of the picture. 
 
    Tynan thanked them and went out. He’d try the seafront cafes then slip back into the side streets where the few boarding houses he remembered were located. 
 
    The sun seemed to have gained strength even in the few minutes he had been inside. He considered for a moment returning to his car and leaving his jacket inside, dismissed the idea almost at once and continued up the sea front, feeling distinctly overdressed among the throngs of skimpily dressed, brightly decorated holiday-makers. 
 
    Wondering if this was such a good idea after all, Tynan opened the door of the second cafe and stepped inside. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mid-afternoon found him at Cromer. Keswick had got him nowhere, Bacton had been as bad and he’d decided to try somewhere larger. The drive had been the most pleasant thing about the entire day, taking him through Mundesley, with its restored mill, and Paston, tiny and pretty and very English, half-timbered houses and idiosyncratic twisted roads. 
 
    He’d stopped for a late lunch of fish and chips on the Victorian sea front at Cromer, feeling hot and tired and painfully aware of his aching feet, then resumed his tour of the local B. & B.s. 
 
    There were hundreds of them. Streets full of semi elegant Victorian villas equipped with names like Sea Breeze and Blue Horizons, stretching back from the sea front and well into the town. Tynan’s third street in seemed to his by now well-practised eye, to be a little more expensive. Perhaps it was the sign boards that were a tad bit more discreet, or the almost inevitable net curtains that were somewhat less yellowed or the paintwork on the frontages that had less tendency to peel. 
 
    Whatever it was, this street had an air of prosperity that the previous two had lacked. 
 
    The pavement was not less hard though and the sun, well into its afternoon heat, was no less searing for a man now feeling his retirement years. 
 
    His door-to-door crusade had attracted attention too. He could see that from the faint but agitated twitchings of the clean white nets and the discreet peering of the inhabitants from their upper windows. 
 
    There were several that had suddenly found themselves in rapid need of cleaning. 
 
    Tynan wondered for a moment if he had become the object of suspicion and if he would shortly find himself having to explain his questions to one of his former colleagues. 
 
    Would that be amusing — or just plain irritating? 
 
    If they offered him a good strong cup of tea while he was making his statement, he thought, it might almost be worth it. 
 
    He paused for a moment and stared along the length of the street. It was one of those gently curving affairs, full of similar houses that seemed to go on forever. 
 
    He decided he’d go to the end and then give up. His long shot suddenly seemed even longer than before. Already, too, he’d been forced to give explanations he’d rather not have given. Twice, women — and almost all of his interviewees today had been women — had asked him straight if this was anything to do with the missing child. 
 
    Other times, he’d felt the need to make the connection himself, though in the most tentative of ways. He comforted himself with the thought that Mike planned to release the picture soon anyway. 
 
    He plodded up the entrance stairs to the next house. 
 
    It was, again, one of these three-storey affairs, with a basement, the small area in front of which was cluttered with large pots of red geraniums and trailing alyssum. The wrought-iron stairway had not escaped the floral touch either. Ivy and wisteria clambered up its length on either side, leaving only the handrail clear. The steps looked well-scrubbed and the pale blue and white paint on the front door and what seemed to be original sash windows looked fresh and newly cleaned. 
 
    There was a discreet, black-lettered no vacancies sign hanging from a rubber sucker in the bay window and a formal, professionally sign-painted arch-shaped plaque above the door which declared its name to be Ocean View. 
 
    Tynan couldn’t help glancing around to see if there was. 
 
    Maybe from the attic windows, but certainly not from here. Just a view of a long, dusty, Victorian street. 
 
    The door opened even before he had a chance to ring the bell. 
 
    ‘I don’t buy on the doorstep.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not selling.’ 
 
    She looked distinctly affronted. ‘Oh? And what are you meant to be doing then?’ The woman, bleached-blonde hair taken neatly back from her face in an old-fashioned chignon and rather childish pink lipstick marring a strong but attractive face, glared at him. 
 
    ‘You think I haven’t seen you knocking on doors. What is it?’ She looked at the ground beside him, clearly expecting to see some sort of bag containing whatever it was he wasn’t selling. She looked back at his face, frowning slightly, a suspicious look creasing the sides of her pink mouth. 
 
    ‘I told you, I’m not selling anything.’ He paused, anticipating further objections but none came. Tynan carried on. ‘I’m making enquiries about a woman we believe might have been staying in the area.’ He held out the piece of paper. 
 
    She stared, archly. ‘Police are you? How come you’re on your own then?’ She paused to look up and down the street. ‘I thought you lot always travelled in pairs.’ 
 
    Tynan just smiled and said nothing to disillusion her. 
 
    She was shaking her head. ‘No, no one like that round here. Artist’s impression is it, or whatever it is you call them?’ 
 
    Tynan nodded, but there was no need for more than that, the woman was in full flow by now. 
 
    ‘I suppose it’s about that kiddie went missing?’ She gave him an interrogative look. 
 
    ‘What makes you think that?’ 
 
    She shrugged, looked at Tynan sympathetically as though she thought him slightly soft in the head and in need of sympathy. ‘Well, stands to reason, doesn’t it? Why else would you lot be checking on boarding houses. Not that it’ll do you no good.’ 
 
    She said this last with an air of satisfaction, thrust the picture back in Tynan’s direction and leaned back against the door jamb, arms folded in front of her. 
 
    Tynan knew he needn’t bother asking her to explain; the trick was going to be getting her to stop. 
 
    ‘I mean, stands to reason,’ she said again, ‘you let kids play in a place like that and something’s bound to happen.’ She looked at Tynan for confirmation, then carried on. ‘Some places are just meant to be left alone. Kept away from. All them stories you hear tell about that place. Well, there’s got to be some reason for it, hasn’t there?’ 
 
    Tynan murmured something that sounded like agreement. 
 
    ‘I mean, look at them other two.’ 
 
    Other two? ‘You mean the Ashmore girl.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Her. And that other one.’ 
 
    ‘Other one?’ 
 
    Something jabbed at Tynan’s memory, but he couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    ‘Yes. Years ago that was. I remember my mam telling me about it. Little thing about the same age. Playing on the Greenway, she was, and next anybody knew, she was gone.’ 
 
    She paused for breath long enough to note Tynan’s interested look. 
 
    ‘Charged her father, they did, but they had to let him go, of course. Never found a body. Not that they’d be likely to, not in a place like that. You mark my words. There’s something bad about that place. Something evil.’ 
 
    Walking back to his car, the heat of the sun making his head ache and his sore feet making him very much aware that he had walked more today than he had done in years, Tynan struggled with the memory. 
 
    Damn it! He thought he knew the Ashmore case inside out. 
 
    Then it came back to him. A conversation with Phil Andrews when the investigation of the Ashmore case had been at its height. Andrews had lived in the area all his life. He didn’t remember the first child personally, the event had taken place a year or two before he had been born, but it had been recent enough for him to remember the adults talking about it when he was a little kid. Well enough for him to have pointed it out to Tynan. 
 
    He’d reached his car by now. He opened the door and stood beside it, allowing the furnace-like interior to cool a little before getting inside. He could even recall Phil’s words now. 
 
    ‘This isn’t the first time it’s happened, you know,’ he had said. The day had been hot, like this one and Tynan had been standing watching them extend the search to the fields on the ridge circling the lighthouse. 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ he’d asked. 
 
    ‘There was another kid, went the same way. Emmie something. Oh, a long time ago. Nigh on thirty years ago. Must be. Went from the same place. 
 
    ‘They said her father killed her, but nothing was ever proved. Then they thought she might have run away.’ He’d shrugged and taken a drink from the bottle he was holding and then offered it to Tynan. ‘Makes you think though. Places you think are safe and this happens.’ 
 
    That’s why he hadn’t remembered. Fifty years ago now and just a throwaway remark made at the end of a hot and exhausting afternoon. 
 
    A bit like this one really. 
 
    Tynan eased himself into the still over-heated car and slumped back in the seat. He told himself that he was grasping at straws, that it was pure coincidence. 
 
    Wouldn’t hurt to take another look at his own record though, or to mention it to Mike — not that the poor sod didn’t have enough on his plate as it was. 
 
    Wearily, he started the car and began to negotiate his way out of the parking space. 
 
    Suddenly the twenty or so miles down the coast seemed like a long, long way from home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    Fergus gazed out angrily over the surging waters. They seemed to reflect his mood. Unseasonably grey, the waves hurled themselves against the foot of the cliff, anticipating the impending rainstorm. Mike watched him. 
 
    Fergus had coaxed Cassie into bed and Mike had put out a call for one of the local GPs on the police rota. They had just watched his car drive back down the track towards the village, leaving Cassie sleeping. He’d said little, asked Fergus about his wife’s medical history, given her a sedative, and left her to sleep. Mike really had better things to do with his time than wait around for the doctor, but some instinct had told him that it would be wise to wait, that he would learn something. He’d been right. 
 
    ‘Schizophrenia,’ he repeated, talking to Fergus’s back. ‘You never thought to mention this before, Mr Maltham?’ 
 
    ‘I told you about the depression, that she’d had treatment.’ Fergus swung around, angrily. ‘My wife’s medical history has no bearing on this case. I’ve told you the same as I told the doctor, she’s not even on medication now.’ 
 
    Mike sighed heavily, scuffed his toes into the ground and said, ‘But you must understand, Mr Maltham, knowing that your wife has a history of mental instability . . . I can’t ignore the fact, can’t rule out the possibility—’ 
 
    ‘That she might have gone completely crazy and abducted two children! How, Detective Inspector Croft? How! Not to mention when. No! Hear me out. Cassie’s been a danger to no one but herself. We’ve been winning. These last two years since she was discharged we’ve really been winning. Trying to build a life for ourselves. She doesn’t deserve this. Doesn’t deserve the innuendoes. Doesn’t deserve you leaping to the conclusion that because she’s been ill she’s crazy, and therefore capable of anything.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not suggesting she is, Mr Maltham. I’m—’ 
 
    ‘Only doing your job. God! Spare me the platitudes!’ 
 
    ‘I was going to say, Mr Maltham, that I have a duty to look at all possibilities and that, Mr Maltham, you should credit me with a little more intelligence. Ignorant copper I may be, but I know the difference between psychosis and psychopath and I don’t need your school-teacher patronage to remind me of the fact. And . . . if you’ll let me finish . . . and I don’t need reminding of something else either. Your wife takes herself wandering about like that, in the state she was in. How long is it going to be before the press get hold of it, before the village hears about it and thinks of the inevitable?’ 
 
    He paused for breath, seeing the uncertainty in Fergus Maltham’s eyes and knew he’d found his mark. He went on quickly. ‘They’re scared, Mr Maltham. Scared enough not to know or care that Cassie’s maybe as much a victim in this as those kids. To put it bluntly, sir, all they’ll be concerned about is that there’s a nutcase running around loose. They’re not going to be worried by the niceties of definition. Do I make myself clear, Mr Maltham?’ 
 
    For a moment the two men glared at each other. Fergus was the one to back down, shaking his head, his shoulders sagging. He gazed upward for a moment to where the gulls wheeled and screamed, pushing a hand distractedly through his hair. 
 
    ‘God! What a mess. What do I do now?’ 
 
    The question was rhetorical but Mike answered anyway. ‘You tell me all you can about Cassie’s illness. What pattern it took, the trigger for it, Fergus.’ It was the first time Mike had used his first name and the big man looked sharply at him, resentfully. 
 
    ‘Fergus, I know you don’t believe she could be involved, don’t want to believe it, but there are others looking for a scapegoat who could cite a dozen cases of murderers and abductors hearing voices.’ He could see Fergus’s anger beginning to rise again. 
 
    ‘It isn’t like that with Cassie.’ 
 
    ‘Then tell me what it is like. Help me to help her, Fergus.’ 
 
    Fergus Maltham looked at him, his eyes narrowed suspiciously and Mike resolutely held his gaze, refusing to back off ‘We have to know, you must realize that.’ He hesitated, unwilling to state the obvious once more, but not knowing any other way. ‘I have a job to do, Mr Maltham,’ he said quietly, shifting their relationship back once more onto formal ground, distancing himself from Fergus’s agony and his own hope that Cassie Maltham was the innocent party in all this. 
 
    Fergus nodded. He looked suddenly exhausted, his pallor sea-grey, as though he had aged in the last hour, withered somehow, but there was still a hint of sarcasm in his voice when he replied. ‘Must let you do your job, mustn’t we, Detective Inspector?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Problems?’ Bill came over and perched his rotund body somewhat precariously on the edge of the desk. 
 
    ‘What else is there?’ Mike had just put the phone down and sat, hand still resting on the receiver, as though waiting for inspiration. 
 
    Bill was waiting for Mike to speak. When he did not, Bill began. ‘Well, while you’re thinking about it, I’ll fill you in on the day’s events, as they say. It’ll take all of five minutes and that’s if I stretch it out.’ He glanced expectantly at Mike who managed something close to a smile and settled back in his chair. 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Right. We’ve extended house-to-house, as you know. Come up with two reported sightings of that old woman, the itinerant we’d been trying to track down.’ He got up, crossed to the large scale map pinned to the wall. ‘They’re both in the same location. Here. Some four miles from the village and both sightings within a couple of hours of each other. One’s by a woman called Margaret Fesham, lives out at Ancaster. Happens she was driving about here,’ he indicated a place on the map. ‘She estimates about a hundred yards or so past this crossroads. Says she damn near ran the old girl over when she wandered out of a field and into the road. It’s a sharp bend just here, well, you can see. Mrs Fesham didn’t spot her until she came round it.’ He grinned wryly. ‘She’s at pains to say that she was only coming slowly down there, but reading between the lines . . .’ Mike nodded. Bill continued, ‘Second one was about a mile from there and about an hour later. Seems the old tramp was knocking on doors selling non-existent pegs or something. We had a complaint about her but no one made the connection at the time.’ He glanced apologetically at Mike. ‘That was two days ago, but it gives us a direction.’ 
 
    Mike snorted, contemptuously. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    Bill hesitated for a moment, then continued, ‘Seems funny to me there haven’t been more sightings. I mean, you know what the locals are like for strangers. Well, word went out pretty fast we were looking for her and here she is, not four miles away from the main search area and only two sightings. Seems funny to me too she’d not gone further. I mean, four miles in about three days, not exactly fast going is it?’ 
 
    Mike frowned, then looked at the map with more interest. ‘What it probably means is, she’s found herself somewhere warm and dry to hole up at night and travels out from there.’ Somewhere she could hide a child? Mike stood up, impatient now and studied the map again. 
 
    ‘We’ve everyone we can spare still searching outbuildings and we’ve got local help organized in every village in a ten-mile radius.’ Bill shook his head. ‘You’d never believe what people dump.’ 
 
    Mike snorted again. He’d suggested that Bill and the other area constabulary men organize their own teams and local volunteers. They knew the area, every copse, every derelict barn. He’d given orders that any item of clothing, anything in fact that looked out of place, be photographed, its location marked, and the item bagged up and sent to divisional. What SOCOs that could be spared, he’d tasked closer to the village. So far they’d turned up nothing but a big blank — an assorted jumble of old shoes and discarded knickers. Nothing identifiable as Sara’s. Mike had chosen to see that as encouraging, though he recognized that right now he was willing to see anything that wasn’t actually negative as encouraging. Bill was looking thoughtfully at him. 
 
    ‘Word is the Maltham woman’s been acting a little strange.’ 
 
    Mike looked sharply at him. ‘Well, I suggest you make sure word stops,’ he said. 
 
    Bill’s eyebrows raised fractionally. 
 
    ‘OK,’ Mike said wearily. ‘I waited for Doc Fordham to arrive, had a talk with Fergus Maltham after. It seems Cassie Maltham spent a little time in a secure unit being treated for some form of schizophrenia.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Bill perked up. ‘Well, that looks promising.’ Mike glared at him, then sighed. He’d expected better from Bill but the reaction was, he knew, likely to be a common one. 
 
    ‘Schizophrenia, Bill. It’s an illness, not a crime.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I know that, Mike, but it’s still worth looking at.’ He paused, sensing there was more, taking on board the implications as Mike had done earlier. ‘It’s not something you can keep quiet, Mike. From what I hear she was wandering about on the Greenway, got through our cordon somehow.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘And that,’ he said, ‘I find far more relevant to the case than Cassie Maltham’s previous mental state. Just how did she get through?’ 
 
    The officers stationed at both ends of the pathway had sworn till they were blue that they’d not left their position. Mike was inclined to believe them. It was conceivable that they might be mistaken, or lying, but add to that the presence of assorted pressmen on both roads and locals making their way to work, taking their kids to school, and it seemed unlikely they were wrong. 
 
    The Malthams had been pestered repeatedly to make statements and he’d been seen taking Cassie back to the caravan in his car. Several times that day he’d found himself being asked if she’d remembered something that helped with the case, all of the enquiries came from her being seen in his car; none from her being spotted wandering barefoot on Tan’s hill. If there was another way onto the Greenway it meant another way of taking a child off the path without her being seen. 
 
    ‘She say how she got there?’ Bill asked. 
 
    Mike frowned. ‘To be truthful, Bill, she wasn’t in much of a state to tell me anything.’ He saw Bill’s half triumphant look and added hastily, ‘Oh, she was rational enough by the time I’d got her back to the car. She knows what’s happening to her, it seems to me she’s doing everything she can to get a grip on things.’ He frowned again. ‘Strangest thing was up on the hill, it was as though she was sleepwalking or something, then when I spoke to her, it was as if she’d woken up from some deep sleep and was horrified to find herself there.’ 
 
    Bill shrugged. ‘Could be a put on.’ 
 
    ‘Could be, Bill. I’m not ruling anything out.’ 
 
    ‘How come her old man didn’t miss her?’ 
 
    ‘It seems he’d gone down to the village, left her asleep. She’s not been sleeping well and he thought she’d be better catching up. When he got back she was gone, he’d just started out to look for her when we turned up.’ 
 
    Bill was frowning thoughtfully, concentration wrinkling the already furrowed face into even deeper lines. 
 
    ‘She’d still have needed an accomplice,’ he said. ‘No way could she have been in two places at the one time.’ He laughed abruptly. ‘Not even with a split personality!’ Mike glowered at him, then allowed a brief smile. ‘No. Which means we either assume we’re looking for an accomplice or we cross Cassie Maltham off our list.’ He went back to his desk, picked up the artist’s impression of Cassie’s dream woman. 
 
    ‘You releasing that?’ Bill asked him. 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Flint wants it to go out. Doesn’t believe it means anything but it’s something to keep the wolves quiet.’ 
 
    He flexed his shoulders and smiled wryly. ‘I think we might just spare them the story of where it came from though,’ he said as he left the office. Bill’s laughter echoed behind him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fergus was cooking, trying to coax the ageing Calor gas stove to give out something like an even heat in two directions at the same time. It seemed you could have either grill or gas burners at even pressure, not both. He tried shuffling the pans around so that he could squeeze the tiny kettle on as well, spent time puzzling over the best arrangement, welcoming the rather meaningless activity and the way it took his mind off his real problems. 
 
    Cassie stood in the doorway watching him. It was several minutes before he became aware of her, giving time for her amusement at this over-tall man, squeezed into this over-small kitchen. She laughed aloud and Fergus almost dropped the pan he was holding. 
 
    ‘Cassie,’ He smiled broadly at her, put the pan down and went over to hug her, enjoying the warmth of her through the thin silk of her red kimono. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked, keeping his voice gentle as though speaking to an invalid. 
 
    ‘Better. Here, let me help with that.’ 
 
    She pulled away from him, crossed to the stove and started checking the contents of the pans, suddenly impatient. 
 
    Fergus watched her for a moment then said, ‘I was worried about you.’ His words sounded weak, ineffectual, conveying nothing of the turmoil his thoughts found themselves in. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. 
 
    He waited, but there was no more. She might have been apologizing for a minor accident, a moment of clumsiness. Fergus felt his normally placid self begin to slide away and spoke with more irritation than he normally allowed Cassie to hear in his voice. 
 
    ‘Sorry! That’s all you can say? That you’re sorry?’ 
 
    Surprised, she turned to look at him, then went on fiddling with the pans, pretending to be occupied. Fergus could see her hands were shaking, felt a moment of pity, but his own pain was too close to the surface for him to suppress it. 
 
    ‘Well?’ He paused, but again she made no answer, just stood still now, hands loose at her sides. ‘Do you know how scared I was, Cassie? Can you even think how much you frightened me going off like that. God! I had visions of them finding you at the bottom of the cliff. Anything.’ He crossed over to her, placed his hands almost too gently on her shoulders. ‘Cassie, if I lost you . . .’ 
 
    She turned towards him, eyes pleading. ‘I don’t know what happened, Fergus. I just found myself there. I remember dreaming about the woman again, then, next thing I know I’m on the hill and Mike Croft’s standing staring at me like I’ve gone completely crazy or something. I didn’t mean to go. I didn’t know I was going.’ 
 
    Fergus looked down at her, felt his anger dissipate as swiftly as it had come. What was the use of it anyway? He began to marshal his thoughts for the questions he knew he had to ask her and held her close, fingers stroking her curls, tugging them straight, releasing them to spring back. 
 
    ‘Oh, Cass. Ignore me, love, it’s just the fear talking, you know that.’ He felt her nod, then holding her away from himself slightly, plunged straight in. ‘He said you heard voices, heard Suzie calling to you.’ He so desperately wanted her to deny it. Auditory hallucinations, Dr Lucas had called them, he remembered that, it had been one of the later symptoms of Cassie’s illness. She smiled, a little wearily, and shook her head, turning now to rescue their meal from the very real threat of burning. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t like that. Not like last time. Fergus, I’m not sick.’ She paused, moving the pans onto the counter. ‘Hope you like soggy potatoes.’ 
 
    ‘Mash them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not getting sick,’ she repeated. ‘Confused -I don’t know what’s going on in my head — but it’s not like before.’ 
 
    He frowned. Looked sharply at her, wanting to believe. It was true as far as it went. This wasn’t like the psychosis she’d experienced last time. That had been insidious, so slow and so subtle he’d been able to convince himself that there was nothing really wrong until her condition had become serious. Her self-loathing had become so strong he’d not dared to leave her. No, this wasn’t like that. But did these things always follow the same pattern? Last time, there had been a kind of religious mania, a ritualization of actions, seeing of signs and omens in the most everyday experiences. Would it happen like that again? 
 
    Cassie sighed in exasperation, handed him a fork. ‘Sorry this place doesn’t run to sophisticated gadgets like potato mashers.’ She looked sideways at him, then turned to face him fully, a half smile playing around the corners of her full mouth. ‘Now, listen here, Mr Fergus Maltham. Your wife isn’t nuts, isn’t about to get nuts and isn’t about to find mystical significance in the absence of ordinary cutlery. But if you keep her waiting for her dinner much longer, she’s likely to get real mad and feed your share to the seagulls. Now, get mashing.’ 
 
    Fergus laughed in spite of himself and was rewarded by Cassie smiling properly at him. ‘We’ve come too far, love, I’m not about to throw it away. If I thought for one moment I needed help, we’d be in that car and driving back to Doctor Lucas faster than you could even think of it.’ 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, then said softly, ‘But what if you don’t know? Cassie, maybe you’re not the best person to recognize the signs . . .’ 
 
    ‘Then you tell me. You think I’m crazy?’ 
 
    He hesitated again, then shook his head. ‘No, Cassie. I don’t know what’s going on and I know you’ve been disturbed by this. I think maybe we should phone Doctor Lucas, get some advice?’ 
 
    She nodded. It made sense. ‘It was more like sleepwalking,’ she said. ‘More like I was dreaming. When I was a kid I used to do that. My mum used to have to lock the doors and shut all the windows or I’d be gone. Usually I’d wake up in the next street or something.’ 
 
    ‘You told me that they said it started when your father walked out, right?’ 
 
    Cassie nodded. ‘Not so uncommon, I’m told. Bit like some kids start wetting the bed when something bad happens.’ She took the potatoes from him, began to serve them. ‘I figure it must be something like that. Something bad’s happened and I’m dreaming about it, the dreams are getting a bit too real and I’m walking, trying to look for a physical solution.’ 
 
    ‘It makes a kind of sense,’ he admitted and carried the plates to the table. What Cassie was saying did make sense. If only he could be sure. Doubt wrote itself like an insult at the corners of his mouth, drawing them down tightly. Whatever happened, he promised himself, they could beat it. But he remembered the long process Cassie had been through before. The drugs, the therapy, the daily hospital visits to a woman he no longer recognized as his wife. Cassie’s own long journey of rediscovery, of remembering who she was, who he was, what they’d had together. He loved her, more than he could find words for, but, remembering all of that, he wondered if he had the strength to help her fight the demons a second time. 
 
    It’s not going to happen again he told himself. She was just sleepwalking this time. 
 
    He carried the tea things to the table, forcing himself to smile at his wife, intent on manufacturing an aura of comforting deceit and knowing that she could see straight through it. She looked away, forcing herself to concentrate on her food though the effort to swallow almost choked her. 
 
    ‘I’ll pour the tea,’ Fergus said softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
    The news broke early. Another child missing, the village already in turmoil and no hope this time of doing anything unhampered by the pressmen camped in close proximity to the incident room. Mike had again stayed at Tynan’s. Bill Enfield called him there and he and Tynan drove straight over. It was just after seven-thirty a.m. The child, Julie Hart, had been reported missing less than an hour before. 
 
    ‘How long has she been gone?’ 
 
    Bill shrugged. ‘Impossible to say. Her mother went to wake her for school and found the bed empty, Julie nowhere to be found.’ 
 
    Mike frowned. There may be no connection, the child might simply have wandered off somewhere. He gestured towards the incident room. ‘The mother’s there?’ 
 
    Bill nodded. ‘The Cassidys too.’ He grimaced at Mike’s sharp look. ‘Not a lot I could do about it, sir, feelings running pretty high.’ 
 
    ‘Give prizes for understatement around here do they, Sergeant?’ He started towards the village hall, ignoring the questions being hurled at him from all directions. 
 
    The Cassidys and Mrs Hart were seated at the far end of the hall. Mrs Hart was in tears, the two women doing their best to comfort one another. Mr Cassidy paced like something too long caged, and turned angrily on Mike the moment he saw him. 
 
    ‘How many more do there have to be? Our kids go missing and you sit around on your fat arses doing fuck all about it. Why aren’t there more men here? Why haven’t you found the bastard that’s doing this?’ 
 
    Mike paid him no attention. The man wasn’t about to listen anyway. Instead, he crossed to where the two women sat. ‘Mrs Hart?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Hart, can you tell me what happened? Please, Mr Cassidy, Jim, we’re not doing any good just hurling abuse at each other . . . Mrs Hart?’ 
 
    Cassidy was still shouting, but it was clear he was winding down, as close to tears as either of the two women. These last few days have aged them, Mike thought. The man’s eyes were red-rimmed by grief and lack of sleep. Dark-shadowed. Mike pushed a chair towards him and he sat down wearily as though suddenly deprived of power. 
 
    ‘Mrs Hart,’ Mike prompted again, but the woman seemed unable to hold together long enough to answer him. It was Janice Cassidy who spoke for her. 
 
    ‘She went to wake Julie up as usual and she wasn’t there. She went up and down the street calling for her, came running to us, she hasn’t got a phone, you see.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Had her bed been slept in?’ 
 
    The mother managed a nod, then burst out, ‘She’s a good girl, my Julie, a good girl.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she is, Mrs Hart, I’m sure she is.’ He paused for a moment, addressed his next question to Janice Cassidy. ‘You’ve checked that she’s not with friends?’ 
 
    The woman nodded. ‘First thing we did was phone round all we could think of’. She hugged the distraught woman closer, finding strength to fight her own tears by dealing with someone else’s need. 
 
    ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Jim and me, we’ll take her back to our place. Could you get someone to leave a note for Denny?’ 
 
    ‘Denny?’ 
 
    ‘Her boy. Helps Ben Fields do the milk round. He’ll be back any time now and wonder what the hell’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Mike told her. ‘You take her home with you and I’ll get the doctor sent out, give her something to calm her down. All right to tell Denny to come to you, is it?’ 
 
    Janice Cassidy nodded, helped Mrs Hart to her feet and began to lead her away. Mike instructed two of his officers to escort them home and relay the message to Denny. He was about to leave when Bill called him aside. 
 
    ‘You ought to see this.’ 
 
    He dumped the morning editions on the table. Mike looked. Most carried the image of the dream woman with some variation on the who is this mystery woman? theme. 
 
    ‘It’s this one, Mike.’ 
 
    Croft looked; cursed loudly. It had to happen, he knew that, but why now? 
 
    ‘Seems they tracked down Cassie’s mother, Mrs Junor. Seems she told them every damn thing.’ 
 
    Mike was reading. It was all there. Cassie’s illness, the symptoms, the inferences, the insinuations: all the things Mike and Fergus had so dreaded. 
 
    ‘I want someone up at the caravan — nowl Tell the Malthams to stay put.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    Resolutely, Mike tensed himself for the questions that would be fired at him the moment he left the hall. He wondered just how long it would be before the entire village had read Mrs Junor’s hysterical account of her daughter’s sickness, of the voices she heard, the so-called visions. The writer of this particular ‘exclusive’ had been careful not to make any suggestion that Cassie was violent, a threat to anyone. The account had been sympathetic, a look-what-this-poor-woman-has-had-to-endure angle. The destructive part. The part that made Mike go cold was the juxtaposition on the same page of a brief résumé of famous cases. Murders. Kidnappings. Ritual mutilations. All, of course, carried out by those with some form of mental illness. By those who heard voices, saw visions, had episodes of selective amnesia. The inference was clear and it scared Mike to death. 
 
    The phone began to ring. Some intuition told Mike that his superior had just been presented with the same colourful résumé of the ‘facts’. He hurried towards the door, yelling back over his shoulder, ‘I’ve already gone.’ He left the hall and began to push his way through those crowded outside and towards his car, beckoning Tynan to follow. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘I have to go, Fergus. Look, just indulge me. I don’t expect you to understand, just go with me.’ 
 
    He looked anxiously at her. ‘All right, we’ll go. But, Cassie, they probably won’t even let us through the cordon and unless you can remember how you got through last time . . .’ 
 
    She gave him an exasperated look. ‘It’ll be all right, Fergus. Trust me, I have this feeling about it.’ She saw him frown again, shook her head and began to pull on her clothes. This time she remembered her shoes. 
 
    Reluctantly, Fergus followed suit. It was Cassie’s ‘feelings’ that worried him so much. Still looking for signs? 
 
    Before, she had done things, said things because she had a ‘feeling’ about them. Then, it had been symptomatic of her illness. Now? He just didn’t know what to think any more. 
 
    ‘We’ll take the car,’ he said flatly. He was willing to go with her, but felt like walking nowhere this time of the morning. 
 
    They took the back road away from the village. The police car Mike Croft had sent to them arrived via the other road five minutes after they had gone. 
 
    Mike stared at the radio as though he could blame the instrument for the message being transmitted. 
 
    ‘Not there?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir, the car’s gone, and, sir, we’ve a group of journalists just arrived up here. What shall I tell them, sir?’ 
 
    Mike groaned. Didn’t these youngsters know anything? 
 
    ‘You tell them sweet FA, Constable. Got that?’ 
 
    ‘Er, yes, sir.’ 
 
    Mike broke contact, did a U-turn in the middle of the road and began heading back the way he’d come. Only one place Cassie Maltham was likely to be headed. Well, at least it seemed she’d taken Fergus with her this time. He glanced at Tynan seated beside him. ‘Now what?’ The question was rhetorical. 
 
    Tynan shrugged. ‘You asking me, sonny Jim? This old guy’s retired, remember?’ 
 
    He took the left turn just before the village and saw the Maltham’s car parked on the verge. Fergus Maltham was talking to the constable on duty. Bill Enfield was there too, trying to keep control of a TV crew from one of the twenty-four hour news nets. 
 
    Of Cassie there was no sign. 
 
    Mike passed the TV crew. 
 
    ‘This is going out live, Inspector. If we could just have a comment?’ 
 
    Mike curbed his impatience. ‘There’s really very little I can say at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘What about this little girl, Julie Hart? Do you think her disappearance is connected to that of Sara Jane Cassidy?’ 
 
    ‘I think we have to keep an open mind at the moment. It’s still possible the child wandered off without telling anyone. Now, please excuse me.’ 
 
    The anchorwoman followed him as far as the entrance to the Greenway, cameras focused on the small group huddled there. Fergus did his best not to raise his voice though his growing impatience was evident. 
 
    ‘Where’s Cassie?’ Tynan asked. He’d expected to find her standing beside Fergus, the only position from which they couldn’t have seen her as they drove up. 
 
    ‘Cassie?’ Fergus turned sharply, the constable also. 
 
    ‘She was here . . .’ 
 
    Mike gestured impatiently and led the way through the police cordon just as Bill’s radio flared into life. He paused, listening as Mike, Tynan and Fergus charged ahead. 
 
    ‘Mike!’ Reluctantly, Croft turned back, surprised at the sudden lack of protocol in Bill’s address. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Fergus had paused. Impatiently, Mike gestured for him and Tynan to go ahead. 
 
    ‘The little girl, Julie Hart. She’s been found.’ He was grinning broadly, relief and amusement beatifying his rounded features. 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Kids!’ Bill waved an expansive arm. ‘Seems the little madam decided she was going with her brother this morning. Knew her mum would say no if she asked, so she didn’t ask, just told the old guy that does the milk round that it was all right. Seems her brother backed her up and the old man just accepted it.’ He grinned. ‘Bet their poor mam’s going to give ’em hell.’ 
 
    The anchorwoman stood beside them, a fact Bill had seemed to forget. Was he playing to the audience? Mike thought wryly. He nodded satisfaction, turned away once more. 
 
    ‘Going out live, Inspector Croft!’ the woman called to him, then turned back to her crew to do the you-heard-it-here-first-folks bit. Mike left the scene in Bill Enfield’s more than capable hands and continued up the path towards Tan’s hill. There was still a child missing. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fergus gazed around him, gnawing his upper lip and moustache as he did in moments of real agitation. Where the blazes was she? 
 
    Tynan was walking the hill’s perimeter, looking down on the Greenway, on the fields beyond, though sense told him there was no way she could have pushed through the plashed blackthorn hedges at the bottom. 
 
    ‘We’ll go back down,’ he said. ‘Walk through to the other end, there’s parts of the path I can’t see from here.’ 
 
    Fergus hesitated, then nodded. It was obvious Cassie wasn’t here, she must have headed straight along the path and not come up the hill this time, though how she’d got away from them in the first place was more than he could fathom. 
 
    They met Mike half-way down the hill. 
 
    ‘They’ve found Julie Hart,’ he told them. 
 
    Fergus looked mystified. Stuck in the caravan on the cliff top the morning’s events had somehow passed him by. Mike explained, told them where she’d disappeared to. 
 
    ‘Little bugger.’ Tynan grinned. ‘Well, that gives us one less to worry about.’ He frowned, looked about him again. ‘Cassie’s not up there, Mike, we figured she must have gone on up the path, not come here after all.’ 
 
    Mike turned with them, began to pick his way once more down the rather slippery side of Tan’s hill, the grass, dew-dampened, still not completely dried despite the already warm sun. His mind wandered, coursing around the problems he was faced with. The Ashmore child, long gone but still making her presence felt. Sara Cassidy, seeing her parents again and again over the last few days, their distress deepening every time he told them there was no more news. What could he say to them? And Cassie. What part was she playing in all this? 
 
    Mike found his perceptions of her shifted. When he was with her he could identify her as a victim, as an innocent caught in a maelstrom of someone else’s making. Away from her, facing the biased, automatic gut reactions of his colleagues he was less sure. Men like Bill, who honestly believed that Cassie’s illness was, if not the key to all this, then at least the pointer. But he had doubts, knew how easy it would be to give in and accept the majority ruling. 
 
    His mind went back to last night’s encounter with Flint. Mike had admitted he’d not pressed Cassie on how she’d got onto the Greenway unseen. Flint had been demanding explanations. So far as he could see there was only one way; negligence on the part of one or other of the young officers manning the cordons. He’d raged fire and brimstone at them, Mike knew, got both officers to the state where they could no longer be certain they hadn’t been looking the other way at the crucial moment. 
 
    They were on the path itself now and Mike looked again at the close, tangled hedges. Could they be climbed? He put out a hand, pulled experimentally to see how much give there was, drew back hastily and put bloodied fingers to his mouth. 
 
    Not possible, at least not in this section, and not without thick gloves and thorn-proof clothing. Damn it! Cassie hadn’t even been wearing shoes! 
 
    ‘Is it like this all the way along?’ 
 
    Bill nodded. ‘You’ve looked at it often enough, Mike, you know it is.’ 
 
    Mike grimaced slightly. Bill was right. 
 
    Yes, the hedge, well-made and well-kept, would be strong enough to accept the weight of someone Cassie’s size without breaking down, and there’d probably be little trace on the hedge of an attempt to half climb, half push through. Somehow though, looking at his sore, still bleeding hand, he doubted the person that tried it would have been left unscathed. And from what he’d seen Cassie had been without a scratch. 
 
    No, whatever way he looked at it, it made no sense. No sense at all. 
 
    They were approaching the other end of the path now, could see the red and white cordon, the constable manning it and the small group of press and curiosity seekers that had become a feature. 
 
    Mike sighed. ‘Well, she’s not come down here,’ he said, glancing at Fergus. 
 
    The man was growing more agitated by the minute, looking around him as though he expected Cassie to suddenly emerge from some gap in the hedge, to jump out at them like a child in hiding. He’d been calling at intervals, shouting her name, listening hard for some answer. He tried again now, desperation showing now in his voice. 
 
    ‘Cassie! Caa-ssie!’ 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Mike cast him a sympathetic look, and was about to suggest they head back the other way when the quiet of the sheltered pathway was ripped apart. 
 
    Just for an instant everyone froze, then Mike began to run, the others in close pursuit. The sound was terrifying. An hysterical, almost non-human screaming, and it was coming from behind and above them, from Tan’s hill. 
 
    But there was no one up there. The thought reeled in Mike’s head. No one up there. Incomprehension. The screaming grew louder, an animal sound, wounded, unbearable pain . . . then diminishing, becoming a wrenching, heart-rending sobbing. 
 
    A child! It had to be. Mike couldn’t have said how he knew but the cries were not adult. He was on the hill now, racing up it, slipping. His knee hit the ground and a sharp flash of pain momentarily braced it from hip to ankle. He felt Tynan reach out and grab his arm, saw Fergus just ahead of them, almost threw himself the last few feet onto the summit. 
 
    ‘Oh, my God.’ 
 
    Cassie Maltham knelt, arms around the weeping child. The screams had exhausted themselves, become deep, painful sobs, stifled because Cassie had turned the child’s head, held her close so that her face was buried in the soft fabric of her jacket as though to protect her from seeing whatever it was that terrified her so much. 
 
    What it was Cassie protected her from didn’t take much discovering. Cassie’s eyes met Mike’s, she jerked her head sideways and Mike moved across to look down the hillside. A woman. No, not just any woman. The woman in Cassie’s dream. Here, for real, and very dead. Very dead, Mike repeated to himself, blackened by the most extensive bruising he had ever seen on anything, twisted limbs, broken bones protruding through bloated skin. 
 
    Fergus vomited helplessly. Mike swallowed hard and looked away, gestured for Tynan to take Fergus Maltham down, then walked slowly over to Cassie and the child. 
 
    ‘We should get her away from here,’ Cassie said softly. ‘I tried but she’d just frozen, I could hardly move her.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, utterly baffled. He did his best to get his mind in order. Already he could hear voices. Others must have heard the screaming, come rushing from both ends of the pathway. He could hear Tynan’s voice, calm and authoritative ordering them back, but Mike knew he couldn’t hold out long against the crowd’s concern and anger. 
 
    He reached out towards the child, touching her hand very, very gently. ‘It’s Sara, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ The reply was more of a strangled sob than a word but at least she was responding to him. 
 
    ‘We’re going to take you home now, darling. Home to your mum and dad.’ 
 
    He stood up, reached and helped Cassie do the same, the child clinging to her as though she’d never let go. They began to move slowly down the hill. 
 
    ‘Where did you find her?’ 
 
    She hesitated, reluctant, then, ‘I don’t know.’ Cassie’s answer rose barely above a whisper. 
 
    ‘Don’t know! What the hell do you mean, don’t know?’ Mike was outraged. It was, he knew, hardly a professional response, but he’d gone beyond those sorts of considerations. 
 
    ‘Mrs Maltham, I just don’t think you appreciate the seriousness . . .’ 
 
    He didn’t get to finish, for Sara Jane was yelling at him, had broken free of Cassie’s grasp and was pounding at him with small, bony fists. 
 
    ‘Don’t you shout at her! Don’t you shout at her! She came and found me. In the dark place. You didn’t come and get me, nobody did. Leave her alone! Leave her alone!’ 
 
    She was weeping again, anger burning itself out in exhaustion. Cassie gathered the child to her once more and led her without Mike’s help down the lower slope of the hill and onto the path. Quite a crowd had gathered, Mike noted angrily, but they parted, silently, as Cassie and the child passed through. He could hear voices softly repeating the child’s name, found himself suddenly excluded as the crowd drew in again behind the woman and the weeping girl. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ It was the young constable from the village end of the cordon. ‘Sir, what’s going on, sir?’ 
 
    Mike bit down the urge to tell him that he didn’t fucking well know. Instead, he took the best grip on the situation he knew how to, began to give orders for the cordon to be reinstated and strengthened, for SOCO and the path boys to be called in. And he prepared himself for telling Flint they now had a murder enquiry on their hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    Mike’s head was filled with the day’s fragmented images. The morning’s events had caught everyone unprepared and found Mike short of senior personnel. Finally, it had seemed best to make use of Tynan and it had been the ex-DI and a young WPC who accompanied the overwhelmed Cassidys and Sara to the hospital for medical checks. Bill had been left to co-ordinate primary activities on site and Mike himself had escorted the Malthams to Divisional at Norwich for interviewing. 
 
    It was at that point the day had ceased to be productive, had become instead one long frustrating grind of an anti-climax, consuming time and giving nothing back. 
 
    Mike stared hard at the phone receiver he still held in his hand, then, remembering what he was supposed to do with it, replaced it on the cradle and prepared himself for renewed assault on Cassie Maltham’s ‘memory loss’. 
 
    The truth was he didn’t know what to make of it, and Bill’s call to him from the hospital — where he had joined Tynan — had done nothing whatsoever to alleviate his confusion. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Flint’s sharp enquiry jolted him back to the present. 
 
    ‘The child claims to remember no more than Mrs Maltham does and she’s got no logical reason to lie to us.’ 
 
    Flint was glaring at him. ‘And you can’t get the Maltham woman to break her story? She sticking to her Whammy the great magician act?’ He paused, slurped at cold coffee and made a disgusted sound as the skin on it attached to his upper lip. Mike stifled the desire to smirk, looked away instead and stared hard at the blotched plasterboard of the office wall. 
 
    ‘And what about our so-called experts? Do they have any . . . insights?’ 
 
    Croft shook his head. ‘Neither our medic nor the shrink we called in can find any evidence of irrationality or psychosis. We can’t charge her, sir, we’ve nothing to charge her with. We can’t have her sectioned either. The best they can come up with is maybe some neurological problem her own doctors didn’t detect, something that causes her to black out, to lose memory of certain times or places.’ 
 
    ‘Do they think she could commit murder during one of these so-called blackouts?’ Flint asked. He was clutching at straws and they both knew it. Even if Cassie Maltham had murdered the woman, there remained the problem of how she had hauled the body up to the top of Tan’s hill and got the child there in the few minutes that Croft and the others had been absent. Just how anyone could have done that was beyond Mike’s immediate comprehension, to say nothing of where they had hidden the body prior to this, never mind, the woman’s identity, why had she been so brutally beaten . . . Those questions were just for starters. 
 
    ‘Her husband’s called their own solicitor. Called in the Psych that treated her as well, a Doctor Maria Lucas. She’s due here at any time.’ 
 
    Flint made the same disgusted sound again. ‘So, and what does she hope to achieve? Anyway,’ he went off on a different tack, ‘how come they’ve got their “own” solicitor? What sort of person keeps a brief on tap?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t say.’ Mike smiled briefly. ‘For all I know he’s handled their house sale for them; drawn up their grandma’s will. You know how it is, makes people feel better to be able to lay claim to a legal type of their own.’ 
 
    Flint snorted, not much mollified. ‘When’s this personalized brief likely to get here then?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not, not unless he’s needed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, we can’t charge her with anything and Fergus Maltham knows it. He’s just got help on standby.’ 
 
    ‘And meantime?’ 
 
    ‘Meantime, I’m keeping them on ice until the warrant’s passed and we’ve done a search of their van. Then, well, I see no option but to let Cassie Maltham go back there.’ Flint was frowning again, twisting his pen between his fingers and tapping alternate ends on the desk. Mike watched the familiar action. It was one of Flint’s strange affectations that he had an old-fashioned blotter on his desk-top, despite the fact he never used anything but a common or garden bail-point. Usually someone else’s. 
 
    ‘What about hypnosis? If the memory really is lost . . . If she’s not making a convenience out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Already thought of that. It seems this Doctor Lucas has used it with Cassie before.’ 
 
    ‘Cassie?’ Flint said disapprovingly. He preferred formality, saw the use of first names as a sign of laxity. 
 
    ‘Mrs Maltham,’ Mike corrected himself. ‘Our lot suggest we wait for her and discuss it. Apparently Mrs Maltham’s likely to respond better to someone she knows and trusts.’ 
 
    Flint laughed harshly. ‘I damn well bet she is.’ 
 
    ‘Any attempt would be witnessed, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right it will be.’ He frowned intently at Mike. ‘The child. You say her story’s the same. No chance the two of them . . .’ 
 
    ‘You think the child’s been hiding out somewhere with Cassie Maltham’s help?’ He sounded contemptuous, modified his tone, realizing that Flint was only trying on ideas for size. Wasn’t that what Mike himself had been doing for the last few days? ‘No, sir,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so. I don’t have an explanation.’ He paused again. ‘The hospital’s running every test they can think of. If the child was drugged we should know fairly soon. If that’s the case, well, when we know what was used that might give us some sort of lead.’ 
 
    Flint nodded. ‘Hmm. Maltham. He’s some kind of chemistry teacher?’ 
 
    Mike saw where he was leading. ‘Combined Science I believe it is now, but that’s pushing things a bit, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, maybe. Note it anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘What exactly does the child remember?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, nothing really. She keeps talking about a dark place and a woman’s voice, but she can’t recall any words. She says she was scared. Understandably so. Then this hand came out of the dark, she took it and found herself sitting between Cassie Maltham and a dead body on top of Tan’s hill.’ 
 
    Flint snorted again. It seemed to be his day for odd noises. ‘Very Biblical,’ he commented scornfully. ‘A mystic hand reaching into the darkness and pulling her out.’ He shook his head wearily. ‘And that’s pretty much what the Maltham woman says too? That she found herself in some dark hole of a place, saw a hand, reached out and grabbed it and Bingo! Whammy, one Sara Jane Cassidy mystically produced on the hilltop. Good God, Mike! We’ll be getting stone tablets and burning bushes soon.’ 
 
    Mike smiled wryly. ‘I expect the Cassidys are quite accepting of any miracle that’s given them their child back.’ 
 
    He hadn’t been prepared for the sadness in his own voice, realized that Flint was looking sharply at him and saw his superior nod slowly. 
 
    ‘Far as that goes, Mike, I’m quite happy to accept the miracle too. Thought by now we’d be looking for . . . Mike, it must have been hard on you, a case like this.’ He paused as Mike’s face hardened. Not the most perceptive of men, but even so, Flint nevertheless realized he might have trespassed too far this time. He tried again. ‘I know about your son, of course, I just—’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’ Mike cut him off sharply. There were very few people he could talk to about Stevie, and Flint certainly wasn’t on his list. 
 
    ‘Right. Well, then.’ Flint began to sort through papers once more, putting rank between them once again. ‘You’ll brief me when this Doctor Lucas has shown herself and the path reports begin to come in.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Mike rose to leave. Flint was already pretending he had left. Mike opened the door, slipped through and let it clang noisily behind him. Reluctantly, he decided to try and coax more out of Cassie Maltham. 
 
    There was one other odd bit of information that Bill had given him and that had confirmed one of Cassie’s stranger assertions. The child, Sara, had been dressed, not in her own clothes, but in blue shorts and a yellow shirt obviously meant for a child somewhat taller than she was. 
 
    ‘Suzie was dressed like that,’ Cassie had said. ‘Didn’t you look at her clothes? Even the shoes Sara was wearing. They were fastened up but still nearly dropped off her feet.’ 
 
    ‘What are you getting at?’ Mike had asked her. 
 
    ‘They’re Suzie’s clothes. Suzie’s shoes. Not Sara Jane’s.’ 
 
    At the time it had seemed so absurd that, although of course it was on the recording of the interview, Mike had given it little further thought. Then Bill’s phone call. 
 
    ‘There’s a funny thing, Mike,’ he’d said. ‘The little girl, when she was found, well, it wasn’t her clothes she was wearing. The shoes are too big for one thing.’ He’d paused as though uncertain whether or not to give Mike the next bit. Then, ‘Tell you another funny thing, Mike. Tynan says they match what Suzie Ashmore was wearing the day she went missing. They’ve gone to the lab, but we’re wondering . . .’ He hadn’t bothered to elaborate, didn’t need to. Layer upon layer, this case got more dementedly complex, more absurdly balanced on coincidence. There were times, Mike thought, when the whole thing seemed so bizarre it made the weirder cuttings in Tynan’s old books look, by comparison, almost desirably sane. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
    Simon edged the car forward again, muttering irritably under his breath. 
 
    Each day since they’d left Fergus and Cassie, he and Anna had scoured every news programme they could get access to for news of the case; bought more newspapers in those few days than they normally read in a month, and Fergus had phoned them daily from the call box outside the village. 
 
    Fergus, they suspected had told them only a fraction of what was going on. He’d been so evidently worried about Cassie, so reluctant to give specific details, that their already well-stoked imaginations had filled the void with wilder and wilder speculations. 
 
    Then this morning, seeing the live newscasts — Cassie and the little girl walking together from the entrance to the Greenway — there was no way that either could spend another day not knowing. Simon had phoned into work saying that they were both sick. 
 
    ‘We saw the news as well,’ the secretary told him. Simon could feel her bristling attention, her readiness to interrogate. 
 
    ‘Well, tell him something,’ he said, meaning his boss. ‘I’ll sort it when I get back.’ 
 
    They’d driven non-stop. Non-stop until now, that was. The village streets, usually practically empty of anything but the odd pedestrian, were choked, and spluttered on an overdose of people, cameras, police and newsmen. 
 
    ‘Looks like a frigging film set.’ Simon tried to edge forward again. ‘I mean, look at them all. Where the hell did they all come from?’ 
 
    ‘Try to back off. We’ll cut down the other way,’ Anna suggested. The milling crowd was pushing against the car, people bending to try and peer in at the window. A uniformed policeman appeared, gesturing at them to go back. 
 
    ‘What the hell’s he think I’m trying to do?’ Simon complained, jerking the car into reverse gear and trying to back through the people already closed in behind them. They began to move, slowly, the crowd parting reluctantly to let them by. In his mirror, Simon could see the officer gesturing, guiding them backwards, then pointing to a farm gate which would allow them space to turn. Simon, still grumbling irritably, followed his lead and reversed into the opening. 
 
    The officer appeared suddenly at the side of their car. 
 
    ‘It’s the Thomas’s, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Simon frowned, wondering vaguely how he knew. Anna remembered though. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘you’re the one who came to the cottage that morning.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Thomas, that’s right.’ 
 
    Anna was about to continue when Simon cut in, ‘What the hell’s going on here, looks like a flying circus. Can’t you keep it under control?’ Simon hated disorder of any kind, especially when it interfered with the smooth running of his day. 
 
    ‘We’re doing our best, sir.’ The young man sounded aggrieved. ‘But it’s a public street. We can hardly call a curfew, now can we, sir.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, of course you can’t,’ Anna said quickly and placatingly, casting a frosty look at Simon. ‘We were trying to get up onto the headland, to the Malthams. They’re in a caravan up there . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know, Miss, but you’ll not find them there right now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘No, Miss, they went with everyone back to divisional HQ in Norwich.’ He hesitated for a moment then said, ‘You know the little girl’s been found?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we saw it on the news. I mean, that’s why we’ve come down now, instead of tomorrow. We just wanted . . .’ She trailed off, looking back at the crowd. She continued, suddenly slightly embarrassed, ‘I guess that’s why all these others are here?’ 
 
    The constable nodded. ‘I expect it is.’ 
 
    Anna smiled a little sheepishly. ‘We’d just been so worried, you see. We—’ 
 
    Simon cut in sharply, in no mood to appease authority. 
 
    ‘When will the Malthams be back?’ His voice sharp almost to the point of rudeness. 
 
    ‘Simon!’ 
 
    The constable’s face hardened, his whole body stiffened with official indignation. ‘I wouldn’t know, sir. No doubt when they’ve answered all of DI Croft’s questions.’ 
 
    He began to head back towards his official attempts to keep order. 
 
    Simon tapped irritably at the steering wheel. 
 
    ‘You didn’t need to be rude to him,’ Anna said. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t rude.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    She let it drop. Simon wasn’t exactly in the mood for debate, particularly about himself. 
 
    ‘So what now?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘We find somewhere for lunch and we think about it.’ 
 
    He slammed the car into first and hit the accelerator hard enough for the engine to scream protest. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘ . . . Interview resumed at two-sixteen p.m. Those present, Mrs Cassandra Maltham, Detective Inspector Michael Croft and WPC Saunders.’ Mike looked thoughtfully at the hunched figure of the young woman seated at the table. ‘Would you like some more tea, Mrs Maltham?’ 
 
    She shook her head without even looking up. ‘I want to see my husband.’ 
 
    ‘He’s outside, Mrs Maltham. I’ll bring him in shortly.’ He paused, crossed to the table, glancing over at the female officer seated by the door. There was no mistaking the disapproval in her look. Cassie Maltham had been growing more and more withdrawn. This last hour particularly, she had become visibly distressed, exhausted by what she so evidently saw as his meaningless questions. Mike sat down. 
 
    ‘Cassie, listen to me. I want you to go through this with me just one more time.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you all I can, all I know.’ Her voice sounded dull, uncaring, all sparkle gone from it. She couldn’t even be bothered to sound angry any more. 
 
    ‘Humour me. Tell me again. One last time.’ 
 
    The door opened and a constable handed the WPC a note, she brought it over to Mike. So, the Lucas woman had arrived, had she. Well, she could damn well wait. 
 
    ‘Just one more time, Cassie.’ He softened his voice a little, coaxing. 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you.’ This time her voice was barely above a whisper. She looked up at him, though, and Mike felt a moment of shock at how pale she looked. He felt a sudden surge of anger. What was he doing to this woman? What evidence had he that she had committed any sort of crime? 
 
    Sharply he reminded himself that she could merely be very clever, a skilled manipulator, totally unscrupulous. But somehow, looking at her like this, the very thoughts took on the absurdity of black comedy. He sighed. 
 
    ‘Doctor Lucas is here. Will you tell her what happened?’ He’d spoken this time with conscious gentleness as though speaking to a hurt child, saw the WPC’s face and her disgust that he could be so downright patronizing, but Cassie nodded, eyes suddenly welling with tears. 
 
    ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell her.’ 
 
    Croft rose from his seat and strode impatiently over to the door, shouted for someone to bring Mr Maltham and Dr Lucas into the interview room. He was well and truly sick of this whole thing, wanted nothing so much as to write up his report — fun reading that was going to be — and head for somewhere he could get a decent meal and a night’s sleep. Despite the fact that it was not yet even mid-afternoon, he felt he’d worked a double shift since that morning. Looking at her, he figured Cassie must feel the same. 
 
    He stood aside to allow Fergus Maltham and the doctor to come in. Fergus, blazingly angry, every instinct screaming to protect, crossed straight to his wife, gathering her to him. Croft turned away irritably, took a look at Dr Lucas, then took a second look and extended a hand. ‘I’m DI Croft,’ he said. ‘Mike Croft.’ 
 
    She took the proffered hand with a wry smile, obviously used to the double take. Tall, black, elegant; he would guess she got a lot of men looking twice at her. Mike wasn’t certain what he had expected Dr Maria Lucas to be, but it certainly wasn’t this. 
 
    She released his hand, and went over to the Malthams. ‘Cassie? Hi there.’ 
 
    Cassie looked up and managed a half smile. 
 
    Mike felt suddenly that he’d been usurped. 
 
    Maria Lucas reached across, commandeered the other chair and seated herself close to Cassie, taking her hands. ‘Now, what the hell have you been doing, sweetheart? You going to tell me about it?’ 
 
    Her voice was soft but very clear. Educated, but the English wasn’t clipped or overformalized, tempered instead by a rhythmic quality. Like a story-teller, Mike thought. It was the kind of voice you wanted to listen to. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ she went on, gesturing at the recorder, ‘do you think we can have that thing off?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head and Cassie put in, ‘I said I’d go through things with you here. Said I’d tell him what happened again.’ Her voice sounded small and brittle, rising querulously. ‘But I’ve told him everything, told him over and over again and I don’t know what else to say.’ She broke off, sobbing. Fergus moved to comfort her again and Dr Lucas awarded Mike a cool and disapproving look. 
 
    ‘Hardly standard procedure, is it, Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘It’s hardly a standard case.’ He was losing her, he realized. The last thing he wanted was this woman as his enemy. She would, he sensed, make a very efficient adversary should it come to that. 
 
    He sighed, his tone placatory this time. ‘Doctor Lucas, all I’m trying to establish are the facts. All you’re trying to do is get to the truth of what Cassie’s been through. Do we have to fight over this?’ 
 
    ‘My concern, Mr Croft, is for my patient. That, first and foremost.’ She gave him a long cold look, then turned her attention once more back to Cassie. ‘Now, how about we start with waking up this morning?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Simon glanced irritably around the small crowded interior of the bar. They’d driven in a wide circle, ending up only a village away from their original destination and finally taken a chance on this local watering hole simply because it advertised pub food. 
 
    This wasn’t one of the tourist pubs on the coast. It was, when they got inside, crowded with locals who looked askance at these two strangers. Simon was hopeless in these situations. He just glared at everyone, gave back questioning gaze for questioning gaze. Anna had hustled him into a comer where he could cause as little damage as possible to public relations and made her way to the bar, wondering for the umpteenth time how anyone like Simon — who earned his living charming complete strangers into parting with departmental cash — could be so socially inept off duty. 
 
    She smiled warmly at the landlord, made a point of answering his questions about where they’d come from and of asking his advice on what to order. Within moments she was involved in barside conversation, exchanging smiles. Simon, watching with a mix of pride and disapproval, shook his head. As PA to one of their companies chief execs, Anna spent most of her life smoothing feathers and building bridges. Most of the time she did it set on automatic. 
 
    Bringing their drinks, she made her way back to their table. 
 
    ‘Food’ll be about ten minutes,’ she told him, smiling, a personal smile this time, not her official one. She set their drinks down and reached for his hand. For several minutes they sat in silence, listening to the ebb and flow of conversation around them. Cigarette smoke drifted over, mingling with odd words, phrases, just as troublesome, just as ephemeral. 
 
    ‘They were talking about Cassie,’ Anna told him. 
 
    ‘Who?’ His voice was sharp. 
 
    ‘The men at the bar. Don’t worry. I just said we were passing through, going to Norwich.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not worried,’ he retorted crossly. Then, ‘What were they saying?’ 
 
    ‘Wondering whether she was mixed up in it. If what the papers said was true.’ 
 
    She didn’t need to elaborate. 
 
    ‘Her mother wants hanging saying all that,’ Simon muttered angrily. ‘I mean, as if Cassie hasn’t been through enough already.’ 
 
    ‘I never met her mother. Fergus says she’s evil.’ 
 
    ‘Candidate for burning if ever I met one.’ 
 
    Anna raised her eyebrows. He went on, defensively, ‘You’ve not met her. That woman is warped. Poor kid, whatever she said or did her mother would twist it to mean something else. I don’t wonder her father left them, just a shame he didn’t take Cassie along too. Never thought she’d do a thing like that though. I mean to sell out your own kid like that, just isn’t human somehow.’ 
 
    Anna sipped her drink slowly, then spoke cautiously. ‘You don’t think she could have anything to do with all this . . . Cassie I mean?’ Simon was glaring at her. ‘Simon, I don’t mean she’d do anything willingly, not to hurt anyone, never mind a child, but, but maybe, bringing her back here to where her cousin disappeared, couldn’t it be all too much for her, make her do things and then forget them? Really forget them, I mean.’ 
 
    He stared hard at her. ‘I can’t believe you’re saying this, Anna.’ He waited for her denial. It didn’t come. ‘You really think she masterminded the whole thing, do you, managed to be with us on the beach while her mystery accomplice snatched Sara? Managed to play the innocent all the time the world and his wife were searching for her, played the game while Janice Cassidy cried on her shoulder then made some crazy arrangement with this mystery accomplice to produce the child out of nowhere in front of the world’s press?’ He paused then added, ‘Or you think maybe she got that poor woman to do the kidnapping for her, then beat her to death and pretended to find the child?’ 
 
    He saw the hurt in her eyes, saw tears before she looked swiftly away from him, and felt immediate remorse. 
 
    ‘Hey, look, love, I’m sorry. I know you didn’t mean it like that.’ 
 
    She made no answer. Looking closer he realized that she was crying, tears dripping slowly onto the tabletop, splashing into her drink. 
 
    ‘Hey, Anna.’ He shifted round, dragging his chair to sit beside her, fumbled in his pocket for a handkerchief that he knew wouldn’t be there. ‘Look,’ he said, trying to make amends, ‘you’ll make your drink salty. Save it for the food, we might need it then.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Simon. I don’t mean anything bad about Cassie. I love her too, you know that.’ 
 
    ‘I know, and I’m sorry too. Both been on edge, haven’t we?’ 
 
    The food arrived then, the landlord’s wife bustling around the table. Simon did his best to be polite, and shield Anna from too much attention. The fact was, he knew exactly how she felt. These last few days trying to function normally when their thoughts were so much elsewhere; this feeling of being both involved and excluded. Then too, Anna hadn’t been very well this week. Some sort of mild bug, probably, or just a reaction to the stress making her slightly sick. He looked more closely at her, a thought suddenly striking at him. 
 
    ‘What are you drinking?’ 
 
    She looked up, surprised and, oddly, guilty. ‘Orange juice. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Just orange juice . . . Anna, been a bit slow off the mark again, haven’t I?’ 
 
    She nodded, slowly. ‘I don’t know for certain yet, but . . .’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s time we did know. Come on, eat up then we’ll get going.’ 
 
    ‘Going where?’ 
 
    ‘First, we find a chemist, got to be one locally big enough to sell one of those pregnancy test things. Then we go to Norwich, to police headquarters or whatever they call it. Find out what they’re doing to Cassie.’ 
 
    She laughed, life suddenly feeling very good, her natural optimism coming to the fore once again. ‘I don’t suppose they’re doing anything to Cassie, but yes, we’ll do both of those things.’ She began to eat, suddenly relieved, then she said, shyly, ‘I’ve been so afraid, you know?’ 
 
    ‘What of? Telling me? No, I don’t want to know if it’s the postman’s . . .’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘Fool.’ She shook her head. ‘No, not of telling you, at least, sort of that too but that’s just me being daft.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say it is.’ He paused, looked at her, realizing suddenly that what she wanted to say was somehow, not easy. 
 
    ‘It’s just that, all this happening, somehow, I keep feeling that the baby is all bound up with it too. I keep thinking that something bad’s going to happen.’ She looked at him, willing him to tell her that it was imagination, that it was quite common for pregnant women to have strange ideas. 
 
    ‘Try turning it around.’ He spoke quietly. ‘See it as something positive.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    He shrugged, not sure how to put it into words. ‘I don’t know really. It’s just that so many bad things have happened, you’re almost bound to think only bad things can happen. But there’s no way this can be a bad thing. This baby. Our baby.’ He paused, smiled, repeated the words. ‘Our baby was like as not conceived here. It’s like a promise, a making right somehow, turning something good from all the dark things that have happened.’ He smiled at her, reached for her hand. ‘Hey! You’re crying again!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ He squeezed her hand warmly. ‘Now, eat. We’ve got a lot to do. We’ve got to find out if you’re telling me the truth or not.’ 
 
    ‘Fool,’ Anna told him once more, but she smiled, feeling better than she had in days. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Mr and Mrs Thomas are here, sir. They want to know about Mrs Maltham.’ 
 
    Croft glanced up at the officer standing a little uncertainly in the doorway of Flint’s office. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Flint commented, ‘since they’re here they can save us the trouble of taking the Malthams back to the van. Tell them DI Croft will be down shortly,’ he then turned his attention back to Mike. ‘The search revealed nothing?’ 
 
    ‘No, but then we’d little expectation that it would. Fergus Maltham didn’t object, neither did he take up his right to be there.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly likely to, was he?’ Flint said wryly. ‘Not when you had his wife here.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ 
 
    ‘So where does that leave us?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we’ve got the child back.’ 
 
    ‘Though God alone knows how. To say nothing of now having a murder on our hands. So what does this Lucas woman have to say? She willing to use hypnosis is she?’ 
 
    Having Flint talk about Maria Lucas as this ‘Lucas woman’ seemed dreadfully inappropriate somehow, but Mike said nothing. ‘Yes, she’s agreed. Cassie Maltham’s willing to give it a try. The doctor’s persuaded her she may be hiding something from herself. Something she saw, maybe, that brought back memories of the childhood trauma and she buried it without being aware. Apparently it can happen that way, it can then go on to affect anything connected with that incident. Episodes of amnesia that seem unrelated but in fact have the same trigger.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s foreign ground to me, but if it gives us answers.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Flint sounded far from convinced. ‘Well, we must be seen to be doing all we can.’ He paused, his mind evidently shifting elsewhere. ‘What do you make of those phone calls?’ he asked, referring to surprise information from the two women that had earlier reported on the itinerant woman they’d looked for. 
 
    ‘I’d say they make a kind of sense. Both women saw the itinerant clearly, even spoke to her. If they believe that the picture of Mrs Maltham’s dream woman is a picture of the itinerant we’ve been looking for then I say we should accept it as far as it goes. One thing though, sir, I’d rather we didn’t leak that to the press until after Doctor Lucas’s session with Cassie tomorrow. I’d like to see if she can dig up any link first.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed. We’ll do what we can to keep the hat on until then.’ Flint dropped the ever-present pen down onto the redundant blotter, rubbed his face with his hands and screwed his fists in an almost childlike gesture into tired eyes. ‘Hospital and Path reports aren’t all in yet. The kiddie’s been found and the body isn’t going anywhere. I suggest you make an early day of it.’ 
 
    Mike rose. ‘Yes, sir.’ Early? He was hardly doing short time, though compared to the fourteen- or fifteen-hour stretches, minimum, he’d been putting in, he supposed it qualified. He’d arranged to meet Bill and Tynan later anyway. 
 
    He took his leave of Flint, and went down to his office to collect the latest batch of telephone calls the case had generated. There were two more callers connecting the woman drawn from Cassie’s dream with an ‘old tramp’ as one called her, ‘a gypsy’ another said. Both sightings were within a ten-mile radius of the village. There were two ‘psychics’ proclaiming that they had messages from the woman in the picture; messages from beyond the grave. ‘More right than they know,’ Mike muttered to himself. Others, more innocent, from people who thought they’d seen something relevant and a couple telling of legends, smugglers’ tunnels leading from the cliffs inland to Tan’s hill and the local church. 
 
    Mike dropped the messages back on his desk, and made his way down to the station office. To his surprise, Maria Lucas was there, perched contentedly on one of the desks, drinking coffee and chatting to the duty officer. 
 
    ‘Doctor Lucas, I thought you’d be long gone. The Malthams, have they left with their friends?’ 
 
    ‘They did.’ She still sounded somewhat irritated. Then she smiled, ‘I wanted a word before you left. Got a minute?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Look I was just leaving . . .’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll talk over dinner, if it’s not too early for you?’ 
 
    Mike gave her a surprised look. Her direct, confident manner took him aback, made him feel like some inept schoolboy, a feeling not helped by seeing the duty officer smirking at him. He held the door for her, watching appreciatively as she slid off the desk and picked up her coat and bag. 
 
    ‘Thank you. A gentleman as well.’ 
 
    He winced at the sarcasm, then scowled at the loud guffaw of the duty sergeant and shut the door, firmly. 
 
    ‘Are you always this forthright?’ he asked. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows in exaggerated surprise. ‘Detective Inspector Croft, I’m asking you to discuss business with me over dinner, not book a double room at the local hotel. Now let’s go to my car.’ 
 
    He paused with his hand on the car door handle. ‘There’s something I have to clear up before we go anywhere,’ he said. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Don’t worry about it. Cassie tells me you’ve been very understanding under the circumstances. Believe me, she wants this sorted as much as you do. If there’s a chance she’s guilty of something then the sooner we know the sooner she can be helped.’ 
 
    ‘And if I ask you questions about her?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll answer what I can. We’ve agreed that, Inspector Croft.’ 
 
    ‘Mike.’ 
 
    ‘Mike. It’s hard to explain what it’s like for someone like Cassie. She thought she was getting better, living a so-called normal life. Then something like this comes along and the rug is well and truly pulled from under her feet. Now, she could take it one of two ways. She could either opt out in some way, maybe even full retreat, she’s done it before. Or she could take the option she’s chosen this time. Face whatever comes and deal with it. It’s a very courageous stance to take. A year ago, I don’t think she’d have had any choices. She’d have just overloaded and sunk back again into some form of psychosis. She’s come a long way. I want to make sure she’s vindicated. You understand that?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Essentially we want the same thing. To get to the bottom of what has affected Cassie so badly.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ she acknowledged. ‘Now let’s go eat.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike drove the winding route to Tynan’s cottage feeling more relaxed than he had done in months. As it happened, they had discussed almost everything but the ‘Cassie dilemma’ as Maria called it. They had agreed on almost nothing, argued vociferously and laughed too loudly. Mike felt that a whole lifetime of grief and mourning had begun to lift. Not that it was a lifetime, of course, he thought. Just that sometimes it felt that way. 
 
    He’d left her at her hotel and walked back to his car. 
 
    She’d called after him that she’d enjoyed the evening, that they must do it again. 
 
    ‘Do you mean that?’ he’d asked her, ‘or are you just being polite.’ 
 
    She’d grinned at him, then laughed aloud. ‘I’m never just polite.’ 
 
    Tynan let him in to the familiar cottage, waved him through to the living room and followed shortly after with the tea. Bill was already sprawled comfortably, eyes half closed, in one of the ageing chintz-covered armchairs. 
 
    ‘Evening, Mike.’ 
 
    Croft lowered himself gingerly into what was fast becoming his chair, the one with the rockers that misbehaved at the slightest wrong move. 
 
    ‘Pleasant meal?’ Bill opened his eyes, looked sideways at Mike, who snorted in amusement. 
 
    ‘News certainly gets around. I take it you called at the office?’ 
 
    Tynan handed him his tea. 
 
    ‘How’s Sara?’ Mike asked them. 
 
    ‘In a lot better shape than her mum and dad,’ Tynan told him. ‘They’re keeping her in overnight but she’s well enough to be starving and demanding chocolate. Shaky of course, but taking it all remarkably well.’ 
 
    He sounded concerned about that, Mike thought. ‘It’s probably going to catch up with her later, once the excitement dies down.’ 
 
    Bill nodded. ‘That’s what the doctors are saying. You know the Cassidys would like to go away for a few days. I’ve told them there would be no objections?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘None. If the child’s told us all she can there’s no need for them to stay around needlessly. You’ve made sure they leave a contact address though?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, going to Mrs C’s mum’s. The address and number’s in the records.’ 
 
    Mike sipped his tea, slowly. ‘She remembered anything more?’ 
 
    Bill shook his head. ‘Nothing. The report I sent over earlier is about it really. The kid has no idea of what happened in the last five days. She remembers someone calling her name, went up the path and then began to climb the hill, then, nothing, apart from hearing a woman’s voice, but she’s no idea of what was said or even of how often or when she heard it. She said it was like being half-asleep.’ 
 
    ‘All of the time?’ Mike asked. ‘No, that doesn’t make sense. She didn’t starve for those five days, she must have eaten, must have drunk and no one goes five days without pissing. She remembers nothing like that?’ 
 
    Tynan shook his head. ‘Nothing definite. The hospital’s been looking at the drugs angle. There are traces of something which could be narcotic. They don’t have the specialist knowledge here so they’ve sent samples off to the poisons unit, see what they turn up, but it could be a day or two longer.’ 
 
    ‘When are we likely to have the path reports on the body?’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, with luck. They’re giving it priority.’ Bill nodded thoughtfully. ‘Never seen such a bloody mess. It was as though someone set out to break every bone in the woman’s body.’ 
 
    ‘Not the face though,’ Mike said. It was something that had struck him at the time. The body had been beaten so badly that in places it resembled butcher’s meat; yet the face was virtually untouched, superficial bruising at the temples, but nothing more. It was as though whoever killed her was determined that she be identifiable still. It made about as much sense as anything else did. 
 
    ‘They hazarded yet how long she’s been dead?’ Tynan asked. 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘No time at all. They’re not willing to commit until the autopsy’s complete, but she was still warm when we got there.’ He frowned angrily. ‘We could have been not a hundred yards away when it happened.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Tynan enquired, ‘why didn’t you hear anything? Didn’t she cry out?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows, but the hill itself would muffle sound, and if she was hit on the head first . . . I noticed bruising on the right temple, almost the only mark on the face though.’ 
 
    Mike paused, went off on a different tack. ‘You say the child’s been eating?’ 
 
    Bill nodded. ‘Yes, ravenous. The doctors don’t think she’s been given much, a little milk maybe.’ He paused, added by way of explanation, ‘She threw up all over the consultant.’ He smiled, vaguely approving and went on, ‘If she was drugged I suppose it would have suppressed her appetite as well as making her hard to feed.’ 
 
    ‘Near impossible, I’d have thought, though I suppose there would be times when the sedation was lighter and she’d have been able to swallow.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Mike said, ‘the drugs could have suppressed her appetite?’ 
 
    ‘But not emptied her bladder for her,’ Bill added. 
 
    Mike gave him a wry look. ‘I figure these things probably don’t wait for a convenient moment. If the girl was drugged, she’d simply have wet herself.’ 
 
    ‘In which case, someone changed her clothes only a little while before she was found.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Mike enquired. 
 
    ‘The child’s clothes were dry and clean. I asked the lab to test, there was nothing.’ 
 
    ‘No smell either,’ Tynan said thoughtfully. ‘She’d have been pretty high by the time we’d got to her.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. The same thoughts had passed through his own mind. ‘Any clue as to where she was kept?’ 
 
    Bill shook his head. ‘The report, such as it is, you’ll find on your desk, but for what it’s worth there were fragments of dried leaves clinging to the shirt. Mud stains, wet ones, on the shorts, but those could have come from the hill.’ He sighed. ‘Again, we’re waiting on reports.’ 
 
    Mike thought for a moment, then asked, ‘You heard about the phone calls connecting the dream woman to the itinerant we were looking for?’ 
 
    Bill nodded. ‘I read the day book. There were two more after you left, came in just before I got back. Looks promising. By the way, how did you make out with the shrink?’ 
 
    Mike frowned slightly. Spoke more curtly than he’d intended. ‘She’s being helpful.’ He frowned more deeply as he intercepted a knowing glance between Tynan and Bill. He put his cup down, stretched, decided it was time to leave. They could achieve little more tonight. 
 
    ‘Want to stay over?’ Tynan asked. Mike shook his head. 
 
    ‘Thanks, but I want to make an early start.’ 
 
    Bill gave him a speculative look which Mike deliberately ignored. ‘I think we should all get some sleep,’ he said. ‘I don’t even know if this will still be my case tomorrow.’ 
 
    Bill suddenly sobered, nodded slowly. It had been almost chance that Mike had been placed in charge of the enquiry so far. He’d been in the right place at the right time, but now they had a murder enquiry going it was unlikely the specialists would keep their noses out for much longer. 
 
    He rose slowly to his feet, suddenly feeling his age and joined Mike in bidding John Tynan good night. Tomorrow could bring a lot of changes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
    Mike stifled a yawn. He had in fact managed very little sleep. His head was stuffed too full of random thoughts and speculations for him to sink long into oblivion. 
 
    When, finally, he had managed to force his body into sleep his mind seemed determined to defy him. He’d dreamed. Dreamed of Tan’s hill and the Greenway, walked up the steep sides of the hill, grown more steep, more slippery than reality, as dream images do, fought his way to the top to be confronted by some scene from a maniac’s nightmare. Figures cavorting in some obscene dance, their naked bodies gleaming in the moonlight, blood dripping from deep cuts as they hacked and beat at their own bodies with long-handled knives. In his dream he had tried to run, but the figures saw him, tearing and cutting at his clothing, pulling him to the ground. He’d opened his mouth, tried to scream, but the figures cast him down with as little effort as they would have needed to lift a child. The knives came closer, he could feel the coldness of metal against his flesh, felt a sudden absurd remorse at all the paperwork his murder would leave Bill. 
 
    A long blade of shining steel lowered slowly towards his face. He looked up, knowing a moment of complete terror when he realized that the hand holding it was John Tynan’s. The knife moved closer, blade flicking lightly against his cheeks, a sudden and painful slicing of the flesh before it lifted again, this time dripping with his blood. Mike stared in horror at the steel gleaming gently in the soft moonlight. There was something inscribed on the blade, something he could just make out if he stared hard, forced his vision past its normal limits. He had the sudden overwhelming conviction that if he could only read the words, then these insane celebrants would have to set him free. That his magic would prove stronger than theirs. He peered harder, struggling to make out the strange, writhing symbols engraved deep in the blade of the knife. 
 
    ‘Oh, my God.’ Stupid or what. Mike laughed aloud, fear suddenly dissipating as he read the ‘magical’ inscription. ‘Eversharp. Ten year guarantee’, with the company logo emblazoned proudly alongside. He woke then, bedclothes tangled around him and soaked with sweat. He lay back, laughing at himself, but, by the same token, reached out and turned on the bedside lamp, unable completely to eliminate the cold dread that had seemed ready to choke the life from him. 
 
    He’d been unable to sleep again, instead he had changed his soaked sheets and forced down several cups of strong coffee. Then he’d taken himself straight in to work and waited for the pathology and forensic reports to come in. 
 
    They made interesting reading. 
 
    Bill arrived just as he was reaching the end. ‘Tell us anything?’ 
 
    ‘Lots of things I didn’t want to know,’ Croft said wryly. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ He sat himself down comfortably. ‘Care to give me a summary or do I have to wade through for myself?’ 
 
    Mike smiled, said he thought he could just about manage to summarize. ‘The clothes the child was wearing — the store labels were still in. Big chain-store as it turns out and it’s a matter of policy to keep design records.’ 
 
    ‘Suzanne Ashmore’s?’ 
 
    ‘That’s taking a leap, Bill. What we do know is that they are contemporary and identical.’ He paused. ‘The mother’s seen them, Suzanne’s mother that is. She confirms that her daughter was dressed, if not in these, then at least in clothing like it.’ He hesitated, glanced up at Bill. ‘The shoes are a different story. It seems that in term-time Suzie Ashmore had to wear indoor shoes at school. Nothing special, just plimsolls or canvas ones like these. Her mother wrote her name in them. But then, you saw the shoes, you know that.’ 
 
    Bill nodded slowly. ‘Suzie’s name was in the shoes, but on its own . . .’ 
 
    ‘Well, the name, as you saw, had been worn away by wearing them, but Mrs Ashmore is convinced that it’s her writing. What clinches it, maybe, is that Suzie herself wrote her class number in red actually inside the shoe. You probably missed that. The shoe would have to be unlaced before you could see it.’ 
 
    ‘Someone else could have known that.’ 
 
    ‘Devil’s advocate doesn’t suit you, Bill,’ Croft commented. ‘No, what it points to is that someone kept the clothing for all this time, that someone is almost certainly Suzie Ashmore’s abductor, probably more than that.’ 
 
    ‘But what doesn’t make sense is why now? Why does someone commit a crime like this and keep such damning evidence, then wait twenty years to commit another?’ He frowned. ‘The link has to be Cassie Maltham. Her coming back here. Someone knew.’ 
 
    ‘Or Cassie Maltham herself? Or are you discounting her now, Bill?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not. I’d be far happier if she had an alibi of some sort, something we could test, but this memory-lapse business . . . too convenient by half if you ask me.’ They fell silent for a moment, trying to make some sense of what they knew, then Mike roused himself ‘OK, let’s take the most extreme position. Cassie Maltham’s some kind of nut who engineered the disappearance of her cousin twenty years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Motive?’ 
 
    ‘God knows. Jealousy. Suzie had everything she wanted. Security, attention, freedom that she certainly didn’t have. Maybe, in some roundabout way, she thought that by getting cousin Suzie out of the picture she could have all of those things.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds a bit far-fetched,’ Bill said, frowning. 
 
    ‘Like I said, the most extreme case. But, she has guilt feelings that cause her maybe to block out what really happened then. At first she makes up some sort of explanation and the story becomes so real she can’t tell truth from lies any more.’ He looked at Bill, smiled. ‘How am I doing?’ 
 
    Bill declined to comment. Instead, he pressed the intercom and asked for coffee to be sent in. 
 
    Mike continued. ‘Coming back here triggered the original memories, made it harder to hide behind the lies she’d been telling herself—’ 
 
    ‘So she kidnaps another child, drugs her, hides her God alone knows where, then dresses her in Suzie’s clothes that she’s kept hidden dry and freshly aired somewhere just for such an occasion and produces her on cue in front of a dozen astounded witnesses? Just in time to get on the five newscast at eight-fifteen? Come on, Mike. I may think Cassie Maltham’s a bit touched but I can’t swallow that, not even as a wild theory. Think of the organization involved, the planning. Apart from anything else she’d have needed to come down here before this holiday of theirs, find somewhere to hide the kid away, equip herself with whatever Sara Jane was drugged with . . . What was it by the way? Path boys know yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not for certain. They’re convinced it’s plant based and of a group related to the digitoxins. They found traces of alkaloids and Sara was found to have a minor kidney inflammation. Nothing serious but it’s a common side-effect of many alkaloids.’ 
 
    ‘Thought they were poisons.’ 
 
    ‘They are, in the right dosages. The lab boys seem to think that whoever administered the drug knew what they were doing.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know much about this, but I remember reading, or seeing it on telly maybe, that a lot of common plants have some narcotic effects.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Lettuce contains a small quantity of digitalis, so do Foxgloves, of course, then there’s belladonna, common bind weed and Jimson weed.’ 
 
    ‘Never heard of that one.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t native, it’s an escapee from botanical gardens and the like. Ugly-looking, prickly thing. My ex-father-in-law found some growing in his garden and looked it up. I believe it’s only just this side of legal.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but they can’t tell us any more?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘Not yet. The autopsy on the woman’s not a lot of help.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it do? Tell us she was battered to death?’ 
 
    Mike laughed briefly. ‘Something like that.’ He leaned back in his chair as the coffee arrived. They’d given him a new office chair, an irritating, swivelling affair on castors that resisted all his attempts to lean backward. There was, he thought, something stupidly satisfying in seeing how far back on two legs a chair would lean before striking disaster. 
 
    The office door closed and he reached for his coffee. ‘The blow that killed her wasn’t the first, and certainly not the last. She’d been hit across the temples hard enough to stun but didn’t die until her assailant smashed the back of her skull, severing the spinal cord at the same time.’ 
 
    ‘Angle of attack?’ Bill asked, sipping his coffee. 
 
    ‘That blow, behind, below and upward. Sounds awkward, almost as though the assailant was sitting or crouching on the ground when his victim tried to get up.’ 
 
    ‘His victim.’ 
 
    ‘The force of the blows would indicate considerable strength. Could have been a woman. I’m not wiping that one out, but the pathologist says that the fractures of the limbs came from a single blow each time. If she was stunned, she couldn’t have put up much of a fight . . .’ 
 
    ‘And if she was getting up or trying to when the killing blow was struck she must have still had the use of her legs, which means those injuries were probably caused post-mortem.’ 
 
    ‘Path lab thinks so too.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, so a man, or possibly a very strong or very angry woman. What does that discount, all children under sixteen and about another ten per cent of the population?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that, though I’d drop the age limit.’ He frowned thoughtfully. ‘Funny thing is, Bill, she doesn’t appear to have put up much of a fight. Nothing under the fingernails.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t scratch with your arms broken.’ 
 
    Mike stared, appalled that he hadn’t thought of that, appalled also at the chilling image they were discussing so evenly. 
 
    ‘She must have come from somewhere,’ he said softly. Though if this woman and the female itinerant they had searched for were one and the same, it was possible that no one would have missed her. Only the nuisance factor of an old woman trying to sell clothes-pegs would be gone. Nothing more. It saddened him deeply. 
 
    ‘Dental records?’ Bill’s quiet voice brought him back to business. 
 
    ‘Not much sign that she’s had work done.’ 
 
    ‘Her blood group is A, just like about a third of the population and her estimated age late-fifties to early-sixties. Oh, and no children.’ 
 
    ‘Motives for the attack,’ Bill mused. ‘Sexual?’ 
 
    ‘No, not that we can tell. Or, at least, she wasn’t raped, though what went through his mind, of course . . . It crossed my mind it might be revenge, but that doesn’t fit in with the other factors, like her being found at the same time as Sara Jane.’ 
 
    ‘Revenge? You mean, because it was known we were looking for her?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Could be someone decided she was guilty, and, as we didn’t seem to be doing too good a job of finding her, decided to do it for us.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see it. Vigilantes in the middle of rural Norfolk. You watch too much telly.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, maybe. Like I said, it doesn’t fit with anything else anyway.’ 
 
    ‘And no sign from anything of where Sara Jane was kept?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head once more. ‘Nothing helpful. Fragments of dried leaves clinging to her shirt and some traces of wet mud on her shorts but the chances are, both came from on the hill. She was sitting on the ground when we found her and it was still pretty damp that morning.’ 
 
    Bill nodded. Nothing much there. ‘When’s this hypnosis malarkey supposed to be happening?’ he asked abruptly. 
 
    ‘Eleven o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘Think it will turn anything up?’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘Who knows? We can but try.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Cassie poked at the food Fergus had set in front of her. She’d slept badly and felt exhausted, strung tight, dreading the session with Dr Lucas that lay ahead of her. 
 
    She picked up her knife, rubbed irritably at an imagined speck of dirt, tried to eat, just to please Fergus. 
 
    Returning to the caravan the night before had seemed like just the continuation of her nightmare. Knowing that the place had been searched, that their things had been touched, pried at and poked into by hands of strangers, increased her sense of violation. It wasn’t fair. 
 
    Worse, she and Fergus had argued, tensions having risen so high that Cassie couldn’t help but lash out. She had raged at him for ‘spoiling things’ by insisting that they come back here. Screamed, cried, hurled insults and anything else she could find while Anna and Simon first tried to calm the situation and finally had simply looked on like embarrassed strangers caught up in some tragedy they had no part of. 
 
    Finally, she had calmed down enough to simply cry, deep, wrenching, selfish tears, but they had helped and her anger had dissipated enough for her to feel embarrassed and awkward even now. 
 
    Fergus said little. Simon and Anna talked, mostly to each other, with a determined brightness that made Cassie want to start screaming all over again. She gave up the pretence of trying to eat, lay down her fork and sat staring at the congealing egg like some mutinous child. 
 
    Fergus didn’t even bother to try and cajole her into eating. Childishly, Cassie wanted him to, wanted attention. She flicked at the fork on her plate so that it clinked loudly against the china. No one took any notice so she did it again. Then she sighed, and asked herself just what sort of silly game she was playing. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. She spoke softly, as though not wanting to be heard, but the conversation stopped and the attention of all three turned on her. 
 
    ‘For what?’ Anna asked gently. ‘Look, Cassie, you’re entitled to get mad.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t just get angry though, did I?’ Somehow, Cassie wasn’t yet ready to purge herself of all the self-pity she was feeling. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Simon told her. ‘Consider it forgotten,’ he continued expansively, irritating Cassie more than ever. She didn’t want gentle, considered answers right now. She didn’t know what she did want but it wasn’t this. 
 
    Her thoughts, becoming more and more clouded, more and more self-flagellating, were interrupted by Simon speaking again. 
 
    ‘We’ve got something to tell you both,’ he said. ‘We would have told you last night, but, well, it didn’t seem like good timing.’ 
 
    Cassie looked up, paying more attention. It was clear though, from the look of suppressed excitement, that he wasn’t thinking of her now. 
 
    ‘The fact is, well, we’re pregnant.’ 
 
    He said it with such a sense of profound satisfaction that even Cassie found herself jolted out of her destructive mood. Fergus, plainly every bit as delighted as Simon, was reaching over to congratulate them both and all three seemed to be talking at once. A jumble of pleasure and speculation and hopefulness. 
 
    Cassie watched them and felt suddenly left out, isolated from this ordinary world in which people did things like have babies and plan for the future. Her earlier mood of self-indulgent misery disappeared, to be replaced by something much deeper and more profound. A dreadful fear that this nightmare she was living through would go on for ever. That there would be no end to the persecution her own mind seemed set upon inflicting on her soul. She and Fergus had rarely discussed having a family. There had been this tacit agreement that too many things had to be ironed out before they could take that further and, it seemed to Cassie, final step. 
 
    They were looking at her expectantly, wanting to involve her. 
 
    ‘Cassie?’ Fergus said. 
 
    She managed to smile. ‘It’s wonderful,’ she managed, ‘just wonderful.’ Then she burst into tears and rushed from the room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike had been astounded at how seemingly simple and ordinary the whole procedure had been. Dr Lucas had spent some time alone with Cassie, calming her and talking the process through, then she’d allowed Mike and Fergus back into the room and they had watched as she talked Cassie down through deepening levels of consciousness until she looked, to Mike, to be in some kind of deep sleep. 
 
    He’d prepared a list of questions he needed answers to, much to Maria Lucas’s amusement. ‘It doesn’t work quite like that, you know,’ she’d told him. ‘She’s not some medium getting messages from your Great-Aunt Maud. We’re trying to unlock the memories in Cassie’s subconscious not invoke some mystic oracle.’ 
 
    ‘Well, just try,’ he’d said, smiling at her, trying to recreate some of the easy intimacy they’d shared the night before. Maria Lucas was having none of it. This was business. 
 
    Cassie was speaking now, responding to Maria Lucas’s instructions, describing that morning on the Greenway when Sara Jane had been found. She proceeded in a low, almost conversational tone, to explain how she had slipped away from Fergus while he was talking to the constable on duty. There was no mystery that time, they’d simply been too busy, one arguing, one giving official responses, to take any notice of her. 
 
    ‘Why was it so important you go to Tan’s hill right then?’ Maria Lucas asked her. 
 
    ‘I heard her calling to me.’ 
 
    ‘Who, Cassie, who did you hear?’ 
 
    ‘I heard Suzie. She was on the hill and she was calling to me.’ 
 
    Dr Lucas exchanged a swift glance with Mike. She’d heard about the other morning, when Mike had found Cassie wandering and claiming to have heard Suzie calling. 
 
    Fergus was watching his wife intently. He looked strained, aged. Cassie was speaking again. 
 
    ‘I climbed the hill, but she wasn’t there. I called out to her, but she didn’t answer me, then I heard someone crying.’ 
 
    Dr Lucas stopped her. ‘Was it Suzie?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not Suzie. A child crying. Not very loud. I thought she sounded hurt. I went to look.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you look, Cassie?’ 
 
    ‘I looked in the hidey hole.’ 
 
    ‘The what!’ Mike had been told to stay quiet, but he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    Dr Lucas glared at him. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he mouthed. ‘Ask her.’ 
 
    She gave him an impatient look. ‘What hidey hole, Cassie?’ 
 
    ‘In the hedges, near the bottom of the hill. I thought I couldn’t get through, it was all overgrown, all brambles, but when I pushed they just seemed to fall apart. I reached in and she took my hand. I remember telling her it was all right and pulling the brambles apart with my other hand. It was hard to get back up the hill. I thought I heard someone calling me again, but it didn’t matter then. I’d found Sara. That’s why Suzie kept calling me, you see. To find Sara.’ 
 
    ‘And you climbed back up the hill again? Cassie, can you answer me, sweetheart?’ The doctor waited for a moment, then she gently clasped Cassie’s hand, looked at Mike. ‘I think that’s all we’re going to get. I’ve been through these sessions before, get so far, then she seems to just shut down.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re getting somewhere!’ Mike protested angrily. ‘This, this hidey hole. Ask her where it is.’ 
 
    Maria Lucas shook her head. ‘No more,’ she said softly, then as though to placate him. ‘Ask her when she comes out of it. She may well remember parts consciously now, but like a dream. A bit fragmented.’ 
 
    Mike sighed in exasperation, knowing there was nothing he could do. ‘All right, all right. But I’ll talk to her straight away.’ 
 
    He could see Fergus preparing to argue. ‘You can stay, Mr Maltham. This isn’t a formal interview.’ He could see that Fergus Maltham was far from happy with any of this but ignored him, turning instead to watch Dr Lucas ease Cassie gently from the hypnotic state, seeing her breathing deepen and her slow movements and relaxed expression, as though she’d just woken from deep sleep. ‘How are you feeling’ Maria Lucas asked. 
 
    Cassie appeared to consider for a moment, then she nodded. ‘Better,’ she said. ‘Easier.’ 
 
    ‘Good. You remember what you told me?’ 
 
    Cassie frowned. Mike desperately resisted the temptation to prompt her, guide her memory into the paths he wanted it to follow. 
 
    ‘Some things. It’s a bit hazy. There was a bramble patch.’ She laughed suddenly. ‘Or is that just my subconscious telling me I’ve been too prickly to get near lately?’ She was looking at Fergus as she said this, asking forgiveness for the way she’d behaved earlier. Mike saw Fergus’s expression soften, his eyes crinkle at her as his mouth twitched at the corners. Impatience getting the better of him, he spoke more sharply than he’d intended. 
 
    ‘The bramble patch, Cassie. What else do you remember about it?’ 
 
    She jerked around, suddenly startled by the tone of his voice, then her eyes seemed to clear as though some revelation dawned. ‘Our hiding place.’ Her voice tense, no more than whispering. Then she frowned, shook her head. ‘But that was years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Could be it’s still there,’ Maria Lucas suggested. 
 
    Mike was on his feet. There was only one way to find out. 
 
    ‘Think you can find it for me now?’ he asked. Mike found it hard to keep the irritation and sarcasm from his voice. He was again fighting this strange double standard that had afflicted all his dealings with Cassie Maltham. On the one hand, he wanted to believe her, wanted to believe that the hypnosis had somehow revealed something deeply hidden in her subconscious. On the other hand . . . it had been too easy. One brief session and it was there? No. Somehow it didn’t seem right. And, if this hidey hole of Cassie’s had been as close as it sounded to Tan’s hill, why the hell hadn’t the searches revealed it? Why hadn’t it appeared in Tynan’s report? 
 
    He looked across at Dr Lucas and to his surprise saw that his doubts were echoed in her expression. She gestured with a little sideways nod of her head that they should talk outside. 
 
    Why hadn’t the hidey hole shown up before? 
 
    He reached for the phone in the station office. Within minutes he’d arranged to meet Tynan at Tan’s hill in an hour. He had to know the areas the original search had covered. What they had both missed. 
 
    Then he turned back to face Maria Lucas. 
 
    ‘She’s lying to me.’ 
 
    He expected denial; instead got a cool, thoughtful nod. 
 
    ‘It was too easy,’ he went on. ‘I’ve read about this kind of thing. Sure, people bury things so deep the memory gets almost completely lost, but it can take session after session to get it in the clear again.’ 
 
    He paused, offering his words as a challenge. Again, she nodded slowly. 
 
    ‘I’m not about to argue,’ she said. ‘I don’t believe she’d put all the pieces together until now, but I do think she’s been remembering bits of things ever since she got back here.’ 
 
    ‘Like the dream woman?’ 
 
    ‘Like the dream woman.’ She paused as though uncertain of how to explain. ‘You see, Mike, most of her life she’s either been told she must forget all about Suzie, all about what happened and try to live life from now, or she’s been in some way held to blame and not been allowed to forget it. That kind of double-bind . . . well, surely you can figure for yourself just what an effect it must have had.’ 
 
    He frowned, not certain he wanted to imagine anything, furiously angry that Cassie Maltham might have been leading them all on some kind of wild goose chase. 
 
    ‘Back then,’ he demanded, ‘you think she lied back then as well?’ 
 
    Maria Lucas shook her head. ‘No. Neither do I think she’s been lying, not really lying, now. Sometimes Cassie finds it hard to sort out levels of actuality. What might seem like lies to an outsider may be her interpretation of the truth.’ 
 
    Mike waved that away furiously. ‘Lies are lies,’ he said. ‘If she remembered about this place, remembered anything, then she should have told me. Think what that child and her family have been through. If something, anything, Cassie Maltham knew could have cut that by even an hour then she’s guilty as hell in my book.’ 
 
    He broke off, turned away, astounded at his own outburst. She came over to him, placed a careful, professional hand on his arm. 
 
    ‘I told you, Mike. I don’t believe it all came together until now, not really. I think that, somehow, she almost needed permission to tell, needed the hypnosis as a way of losing responsibility for what she was about to tell you. Whatever else is going on in her head has been locked up for a very long time. You’re going to have to be patient, have to understand that you won’t get the whole story like some front-page tabloid confession. That’s not the way the real world works.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think you’re telling about the real world?’ He snarled angrily. ‘Try airing your theories to Suzie Ashmore’s parents. To the Cassidys. To someone that’s really lost a child. Try telling them they’ve got to be patient.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I was,’ she said softly. 
 
    He swung round, shocked and winded as though she’d struck him physically. ‘How . . .’ Then he remembered. Last night, he’d talked about Stevie, talked about Stevie alive, Stevie playing football for the first team, watching the Munsters at the local cinema. Stevie laughing at his stupid jokes. For a moment he felt betrayed. Anguished that she should use that against him, then he sighed. Allowed his shoulders to slump, lowered himself into the nearest chair. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘And I’m sorry.’ He smiled. ‘I’m beginning to know how Tynan felt. The Ashmore case dragged on for months. It got so that he was obsessed by it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve got the child back this time.’ 
 
    ‘And ended up with a murder enquiry instead.’ 
 
    She almost laughed, he could see it. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘No one ever said it was a perfect world.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
    Tynan crouched beside Cassie, looking down the steepest slope of the hill and into the tangle of nettles and brambles that marked its foot. Mike had joined them, looking down, trying to glean from Cassie’s broken explanations exactly where this hidey hole of hers was. 
 
    She’d been withdrawn and almost silent ever since they had left the station, and now they were on the hill she was only a little more communicative. 
 
    Down below them was a triangular formation where two fields intersected and the angle was too sharp to turn farm machinery easily. It had been left to grow wild, and, until the police search had cut it down, been a tangled thicket of briars, nettles and the dying remains of the summer’s cow parsley. 
 
    Behind that was the hedge marking the field boundary and behind that, actually closest to them as they sat now, peering down over the side of the hill, was yet another thicket, backing onto the intersecting hedges of the two fields. 
 
    ‘You mean, actually somewhere in that lot?’ Mike asked her. 
 
    Cassie nodded. ‘It wasn’t so thick then. We could get through. There was a place where the two hedges met that was much thicker. I suppose because no light could get through that bit and it was sort of hollow inside. Like a cave.’ 
 
    Mike looked dubious. Then, maybe, but certainly not now. Surely the ‘cave’, even if it were still there, would be impossible to get to. Looking at it now, Mike could guess why this particular patch hadn’t been thoroughly searched. From the field side it must look as if the thick May hedge backed straight against the hill. From Tan’s hill itself the only way to see the thicket Cassie had pointed at was to lean out, lying almost flat on the ground, or, alternatively to go sliding down the hill itself and into the thorns and nettles. Tan’s hill may not be big, in fact, as hills went it was downright insignificant, but the steep drop on this side was no less awkward for all that. 
 
    ‘If it is possible to get through,’ Tynan was saying, ‘then it would be possible for someone to get into the field by that gate at the far end, keep close to the hedge and maybe slip unnoticed through there and onto the hill.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘They’d need to be thorn-proof and the size of a weasel.’ 
 
    He sighed heavily. He’d hoped too much, now he felt defeated by yet another dead end. ‘We may as well take a look,’ he said. 
 
    Tynan nodded. ‘I’m going back to my car for the field glasses. I want to see the easiest way from the caravan.’ He pushed himself to his feet and set off down the other side. Mike got up. 
 
    ‘You going down there?’ Maria Lucas asked him. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Care to join me?’ 
 
    ‘In these heels? No, thank you.’ 
 
    He grinned at her, beckoned to the two constables he’d brought along and proceeded, slipping rather than walking, down the hillside. They followed, reluctantly, inelegant and undignified in blue serge and green wellingtons. There had been heavy rain the night before but, even so, the amount of mud seemed out of all proportion to what had been a heavy summer shower. 
 
    Mike cursed softly as he skidded sideways, gathered up a sticky handful of black mud as he put down a hand to steady himself. Something told him that climbing up was going to be even worse in shoes made for city walking and almost without grip. 
 
    What had Cassie been wearing on her feet? 
 
    He thought about it. That first time, when he’d found her searching so painfully for the woman in blue she’d been barefoot. Her feet dirty and bruised enough for him to accept that she’d walked a fair distance that way. The last time, when she’d appeared from nowhere with Sara Jane and the woman’s body. He wasn’t certain, but willing to bet she’d been wearing training shoes. He doubted it would have made either her descent or the climb back much easier and with a child wearing canvas lace-ups two sizes too big . . . And what about a body? 
 
    Mud stains on the child’s shorts, the report had mentioned that. On Cassie’s jeans too, but then, she’d been kneeling on the hilltop and there had been a heavy dew. 
 
    He and the two constables had reached the bramble thicket now. They began to pull cautiously at it, seeing if it were possible to part the briar thicket. He remembered Cassie’s description. She’d made it sound so easy. Confronted with the actuality, Mike figured he’d be as well off trying to part the Red Sea as push his way through this lot without thick gloves to protect his hands. 
 
    He cursed softly, angry at his own impatience and stupidity that made him come here so unequipped. 
 
    It seemed the two constables felt the same way. He heard one swear as the brambles scored more points against unprotected hands. 
 
    ‘We’d do better to wait, sir. Get some equipment down here.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, inclined to agree with him but disinclined to give up without more of a fight. He felt so downright frustrated. Angry too that someone with his experience, someone who should have known better, should place such faith in flimsy possibilities. He glanced skyward. Grey clouds were gathering out to sea. He’d been here long enough to recognize the signs. Knew just how fast a seaborne storm could hit the coast even in summer. More rain and this place would be a quagmire. Glancing down he saw earth already churned up to an unacceptable degree. They should forget this for now. Come back better equipped when the storm had passed and the ground had had a chance to dry. 
 
    But stubbornly, he moved on, continued to pull and twist at the recalcitrant brambles, trying to ignore the pain as thorns caught and tore at his hand. He told himself that instinct led him to believe his answers lay somewhere on this hill, even though common sense dictated he was wasting everyone’s time. He could just imagine Flint’s reaction when he got to hear about this. 
 
    The first drops of rain had begun to fall, splashing heavily, adding to his sense of failure. Even the elements seemed to be telling him what a fool he was being. 
 
    He heard Tynan shouting from up above him and turned to see him waving the field glasses in the air, gesturing that they were heading back to the cars. Mike waved acknowledgement, then turned again to gaze in disgust at the seemingly insuperable barrier. Maybe in winter there would be a way through, when natural die-back would thin the tangle a little. Just now, the only way through as far as Mike could see was with a machete. He’d be willing to swear on oath that Cassie Maltham hadn’t been carrying one of those either time he’d seen her on the hill. 
 
    ‘Sir? Should we call it a day, sir?’ The young officer to his right was glancing up at the thickening, ink-swirled clouds and trying to remember that this was a senior officer. 
 
    Mike sighed heavily. ‘May as well,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing here.’ 
 
    The young man smiled, evidently relieved. ‘It was worth a look, sir,’ he offered, his tone conciliatory. 
 
    Mike nodded. He poked one more time at the thicket, scratching his hand again in the process, was about to tell the other constable to forget the whole thing when he was interrupted by an excited yell. 
 
    ‘Sir, you’d better take a look at this.’ 
 
    The young constable was beaming, triumphant, holding aside in a thorn-scratched and bloodstained hand a mass of white-flowered brambles. 
 
    ‘Look, sir. Just lifted out like it was stuck together, sir. And, sir . . .’ He was pointing excitedly like some enthusiastic game dog set for the kill. Mike was beside him, bending to peer into the narrow gap that had appeared once the officer had pulled the thick stems aside. 
 
    ‘God Almighty. She was right.’ At that moment Mike would have given a month’s pay for a flashlight. The darkening sky and the rain, falling now with increasing weight, blocked what little light would have filtered into this crazy passageway. He crouched, slid a little way inside peering into the gloom. He reached out a hand to touch the ground. Dry, bare soil, nothing much could grow where there was so little natural light. Cautiously, he moved further, realizing that he was no longer crouched beneath the bramble thicket but moving under the May hedge itself. Twigs and branches caught at his hair and the increasing gloom meant that he could see to go no further, but he’d seen enough. Cassie’s ‘hidey hole’. They’d been so close. 
 
    Had Sara been kept here all that time? No. Somehow that didn’t seem likely, but she could have been brought back here, hidden for a brief period just before Cassie found her. Or was it Cassie who had brought her back here? 
 
    Caught somewhere between anger and exhilaration, Mike shook his head, shouted back to the two waiting for him. 
 
    ‘Call in. I want SOCO out here.’ 
 
    ‘Now, sir? The rain . . .’ 
 
    ‘I know. I know. See if you can rustle up tarps from somewhere. Local farmers are bound to have something. I want the whole area covered down, protect what we can.’ He felt the ground again. He could hear the rain lashing at the foliage, feel the occasional drop leaking through where the natural . . . or not so natural . . . covering of brambles had been pulled aside, but had little doubt that, in spite of the storm, this area would remain protected. The main concern was to get the surrounding land covered, prevent the dip at the foot of the hill turning to bog. He wondered ruefully if he’d left it too late for that. 
 
    He was about to retreat, trying to turn and avoid the most vicious attacks from the hawthorn twigs when something caught his eye. It was only its alienness amongst the mass of green and brown that made him see it at all. Reaching up, Mike carefully drew the branch with its strange decoration down to eye level and, cautiously, so as not to detach it, fingered the scrap of blue ribbon that secured a long lock of soft blonde hair to the hawthorn branch. 
 
    ‘Sir.’ The constable stuck a dripping head into Mike’s enclosure. ‘Sir, by the cars, sir, they say they’ve found something.’ 
 
    ‘They say what?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir, only that you’d better see it. Mr Tynan shouted from the top of the hill, sir.’ 
 
    Somewhat reluctantly Mike scrambled out of his shelter and into the onslaught of the storm, full-fledged now and determined to blast the skin from his face with its surprising strength and coldness. A brief look told him that it was too late to worry about the tarpaulins. Water ran off the hill and into the channel at its foot. Carefully, he helped the constable to rearrange the brambles to cover the entrance, beckoned him to follow and began to struggle up the hill. The ground seemed to fall away from beneath their feet and fingers, as they dug deep for support. 
 
    They made it to the top, water running from their hair and clothes and hurried as fast as the wet land would allow them, off the hill and back along the Greenway. 
 
    This place seemed determined to keep its secrets, Mike thought, unreasonably angry. Just when they seemed to be getting somewhere, it seemed that even the elements had turned against them. 
 
    They could see Tynan now, standing beside the patrol car that had brought the two young officers Mike had seconded. Rain dripped from Tynan’s eyebrows, fairly poured from the end of his rather bulbous nose, but he appeared barely to notice. He was pointing instead at the back seat of the still locked car. 
 
    ‘Waited till you got here,’ he said. ‘There’s something on the back seat wasn’t there when we left.’ 
 
    Mike signed to the officer to get the door unlocked, threw it open and gazed in fascination at the pile of small, neatly stacked clothes on the back seat. 
 
    Mouth drying suddenly he asked in a voice that sounded choked and overtense, ‘Sara Jane, the day she disappeared, the clothes she was wearing?’ He remembered very well, but at that moment felt in need of confirmation, of someone to tell him he wasn’t hallucinating. 
 
    ‘Red skirt, white blouse, socks with little frills at the top,’ Tynan said softly. 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought,’ he said. ‘That’s just what I thought.’ He stood back to let Tynan see, folded as neatly as if they’d just been packaged in a shop, the red, pleated skirt and white cotton blouse. On top, a pair of white pants decorated with tiny blue flowers and beside them white socks with a little frill of lace decorating their upper edge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    ‘Someone’s out to make us look like a right load of Charlies.’ 
 
    For once Flint was not seated at his desk but was pacing the room in a fit of agitation such as Mike had rarely seen. 
 
    ‘I’m being pressured to take you off the case, Mike, let the murder squad deal with it. It’s only the fact it was your deal to begin with—’ 
 
    ‘And that no one of importance had been murdered,’ Mike put in, bitterly. ‘Just some tramp that no one’s going to miss.’ 
 
    ‘Not true, Mike. Not true. I won’t have talk like that.’ He paused, stopped his pacing and said solemnly, ‘I’m beginning to like your attitude less and less DI Croft and, let me tell you, the pressure’s on for us to get answers.’ 
 
    Mike waved an exasperated hand at his superior. He didn’t like the way things were going any more than Flint did, but if the man thought he could do better . . . 
 
    He switched off, aware that Flint was still mid-rant but that little of any importance was likely to be said. Instead, he slumped back in his seat and stared hard at the plastic laminate pretending to be wood that faced Flint’s desk, examining in minute detail the precise pattern of artificial wood grain. 
 
    It was still raining. Looked set to last the night and, Mike knew, it would take a good morning of hot sun before he could let anyone down to look at what they’d found. 
 
    He was aware, dimly, that Flint’s tone had changed. Mike realized that his period of indulgent pontification was over and that he should give him at least a modicum of attention once more. 
 
    Flint was asking what he planned to do next. 
 
    ‘Depends on the weather,’ Mike told him. ‘Meantime, we’ve sent the kid’s clothes to forensics. When they’ve done we’ll get the Cassidys to make a positive I.D. I’ve not much doubt though, that they’re Sara Jane’s.’ 
 
    ‘This shrink any help?’ Flint asked abruptly. It took Mike a second or two to realize he meant Dr Lucas. 
 
    ‘Matter of fact she’s been very co-operative,’ Mike told him. Flint looked suspicious. 
 
    ‘Just remember, Mike, this is business. I don’t interfere with what my people do off duty, but she’s part of an investigation.’ 
 
    Mike looked coldly at him. So news of his dinner with Maria Lucas had reached Flint? There was a saying that within the station a flea couldn’t fart without everyone getting wind of it. 
 
    ‘It’s Doctor Lucas’s patient that’s part of the investigation,’ he said quietly. ‘Not Doctor Lucas.’ 
 
    Flint snorted. ‘Come off it, Mike. Doctor-patient relationships and all that. If you think this Lucas woman won’t protect her own and Mrs Maltham’s interests, you’re far more of a fool than I’ve been led to believe.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Saturday morning was bright. Clear skies and hot sunshine from early in the day. Perhaps, Mike thought, the storm gods felt they’d persecuted him enough and were willing now to give him an even break. 
 
    With luck, by noon, the ground would have dried enough for SOCO to make another attempt at the site. 
 
    He drove out to Tan’s hill as soon as he thought there would be a chance that the teams, set to be there from nine, would have had the opportunity to do something, and arrived just after eleven. He stood for some time at the top of the hill, watching the forensic teams do their work. The team leader had glanced up and nodded acknowledgement at him a few moments before, but he didn’t go down. Mike was realistic, experienced enough to know that at this stage he could only be in the way. 
 
    Instead, he watched, feeling as always the strange sense of unreality as these meticulous assessors of the breakdowns in other people’s lives went about their business, photographing, grid marking, carefully cutting back the outer layers of foliage after recording the position and characteristics of each one. 
 
    Mike had once had the opportunity to watch archaeologists at work. This was very like that time. The slow, unhurried attention both groups gave to their work. Their seeming isolation from the schedules and concerns of the rest of the world. Mike sighed, feeling a little impatient, spread his raincoat on the ground — he’d come slightly more prepared this time — and sat down to drink flask coffee and wait for something to happen. 
 
    It was more than three hours before it did. 
 
    Three hours of watching them dismantle the bramble patch piece by piece. Three hours of photographs, of pegged references marked out on the increasingly exposed ground. Of soil samples taken where slightly discoloured patches were disturbed. 
 
    They found his scrap of ribbon hanging with its pathetic little tail of blonde hair and he watched as it was photographed in situ, then snipped, complete with the twig it was attached to, bagged up ready for testing. 
 
    The entire briar patch had been removed now and Mike could just glimpse the entrance to the hidey hole. He moved himself further down the hill, perched somewhat precariously about half-way down and watched in fascination as a female member of the team crawled into the space now revealed. Like a green cave, Cassie had said, and she was right. It was — though Mike was confounded as to how — twenty years on, and it was still there. 
 
    He ducked his head down in an attempt to peer inside. He could see the woman, a dim outline on hands and knees, but it was difficult to make out details. Even exposed as it now was, the gap beneath the hedge was still a twilit area, a place of shadows and naked earth. Perhaps it was not so surprising that it had been so well preserved. No light meant nothing was growing, and the natural outward curve that the main branches of the hawthorn made around the womb-like gap had prevented a natural filling in by its own offshoots. 
 
    ‘Pure fluke,’ Mike said aloud. Then wondered. Could someone else have been aware of this place? Kept it clear? Perhaps the woman whose body they’d found on the hill, or others like her who’d welcome any shelter. 
 
    He could see the woman scraping soil samples now, using a grid to mark where each came from, reminding him again of the archaeological dig he had seen. 
 
    She passed them out to one of her companions, taking from him in return something that looked like a wire probe. Carefully, she began to push the instrument into the ground. One area seemed to have attracted her particularly. She took more samples, then, taking something else — it looked like a bent spoon to Mike — began to remove a little more of the top soil from that point. 
 
    Mike edged closer. It was clear from the sudden tension and the way that work had ceased all around her that the woman had found something. With the delicate precision of a surgeon the woman excised her find from the hard-crusted, loose earth. A tiny bone. 
 
    At first Mike sat down again and began to relax. Some small animal had died in there, he figured. The woman had marked her find and retreated from the hole, placing her find carefully in a marked bag. 
 
    Mike moved excitedly as the team leader beckoned to him. 
 
    ‘It’s a bone from a finger,’ he said. ‘A child’s finger. My guess is we have a body down there.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
    The news of the child’s skeleton screamed at Mike from the morning headlines. He threw the papers aside after only the briefest of glances and slumped back in his chair feeling thoroughly deflated. After spending most of the previous day observing the careful excavation, seeing to the reports and becoming more cognizant with the post-mortem of the woman they’d found on the hill he’d returned to the station to find that he no longer headed the investigation. 
 
    ‘The child’s been found,’ Flint told him. ‘We’ve been told to hand over to the experts.’ His tone had been wry, disapproving, but accepting. 
 
    Mike had argued for a full hour, but to no effect. The fact was the directive had come from higher up than Flint and the most he could do was to approve Croft’s secondment to the murder enquiry. 
 
    ‘They’re keen to have you, Mike, I’ve been told to make that very clear.’ Mike had looked askance at him. ‘It’s a policy decision. Best use of available manpower.’ Mike stared angrily at the office wall. He’d not realized just how strong his personal involvement in this had become. How much he considered it his investigation. 
 
    ‘The other thing, Mike, is that they want to play down the more . . . esoteric elements of the case. It doesn’t look good, you know, for us to seem like we’re chasing ghosts.’ Mike had laughed aloud at that, at the irony of it. ‘But that’s just what we damn well have been doing, isn’t it, sir?’ He continued to laugh softly as if at a private joke. 
 
    Flint gave him an anxious look. ‘Mike,’ he said quietly, ‘maybe you’re pushing yourself too hard on this one, getting too involved.’ He paused, then said almost gently, ‘You’ve leave due to you, why don’t you take it? Get yourself out of this for a while.’ 
 
    Mike turned sharply to look at him. ‘That official policy, too, is it?’ 
 
    Flint shook his head. ‘No, Mike, my personal recommendation. No one says you have to take it . . .’ He left the unsaid ‘but’ in the air between them and went on, ‘I think you’re too involved. Too close.’ He paused again, then added almost casually, ‘Tynan got too involved you know. He had a good future ahead of him, but the Ashmore case finished all that. He couldn’t let go of it, continued the investigation in his own time even after it had officially been shelved. His ideas became, well, let’s just say a little strange.’ He looked meaningfully at Mike, who said nothing, just returned his gaze to the cracked and peeling paintwork of the office wall. 
 
    ‘It would be a waste for the same thing to happen to you. Take a break.’ 
 
    Mike had continued to stare for a few moments longer, the paintwork with its network of cracks and discoloured patches left by decaying sticky tape suddenly deeply absorbing. Then he shook his head. ‘I’m not John Tynan, sir,’ he said. ‘Though I’ve learnt to respect his reasons.’ He hesitated. ‘It’s hard to let go when there’s a kid involved.’ Flint nodded. ‘Sure it is, Mike, but there’s still such a thing as objectivity.’ He frowned then added in a more conciliatory tone. ‘Look, the team’s being assembled, pulled together from all over the division. The first major briefing won’t be until Monday.’ 
 
    ‘Monday?’ Mike was surprised. Generally murder investigations were a little faster off the mark. 
 
    Flint shrugged. ‘Earliest reports indicate the child’s body has been in the ground for quite a time. We’re still running preliminary checks on the woman, trying to get an I.D. on her, there’s not much to be done here. If you won’t take leave then you’ll at least take your Sunday.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    So here he was. Sunday morning, a free day ahead of him to use as he liked and already bored to tears. 
 
    The telephone, piercing and insistent, broke through his thoughts. It was Bill Enfield. Mike felt his spirits lift a little. 
 
    ‘Good morning to you. Enjoying your break, you jammy bugger?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, that should be you jammy bugger, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, officers on off days don’t count,’ Bill told him. 
 
    Mike laughed. ‘So what can I do for you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘You can accept Rose’s invitation to lunch.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not working?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t live at the office, not quite. No, I’ve been seconded to this team of experts we’ve got coming in, same as you, they don’t need the likes of me till morning. Not that I’m grumbling mind, my last three Sundays off I’ve ended up going in so I’m enjoying it while I can.’ 
 
    ‘Well, are you sure you want me intruding?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t talk so bloody wet, Mike. Rose wants to meet you and John’s already on his way. We eat at one-thirty.’ Mike heard the phone click as Bill broke the connection, smiled to himself. Well, it was far better than spending a Sunday alone and if John Tynan was going to be there . . . Briefly, he reminded himself that he was meant to be resting, forgetting all about the Ashmore case, and Cassie Maltham and the unknown woman, and the child they had found. He stopped thinking about it for the ten minutes it took him to shave, an activity he’d never quite managed to share with other concerns, and then forgot all about forgetting, let his imagination have full rein as he drove the few miles to Bill Enfield’s house. 
 
    Tynan’s car was already there and through an open window Mike could hear him laughing at something. He heard too a woman’s voice, caught the slow, soft burr of the local accent as she spoke. 
 
    It was Rose who answered his knock at the door, Bill following her close behind, making the introduction. 
 
    ‘I’m so pleased to meet you,’ she told him. ‘Bill says you’re a big improvement on that last one. Now come on in.’ 
 
    Her directness surprised him, he caught Bill’s look over his wife’s shoulder and laughed. ‘Thank you,’ he said, ‘and thank you as well for the invitation. It’s very kind.’ 
 
    ‘Not a bit of it,’ Rose said, smiling broadly at him. ‘It’s nice to have company. Don’t get enough of it these days, what with the family grown up and moved away. Now go and make yourself comfortable.’ 
 
    Mike watched her as she marched back into the kitchen, then looked back at Bill. Like enough to be book-ends, he thought. Rose didn’t have quite Bill’s roundness, but she certainly seemed to share his temperament. He grinned contentedly and allowed himself to be ushered into the sitting room. 
 
    John was already well ensconced, surrounded by the Sunday papers. 
 
    ‘We’ve made it to the front page two weeks in a row,’ he said, reaching over and dumping the whole pile into Mike’s lap. 
 
    ‘I know,’ he replied. ‘I saw some of them earlier on.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been told to handle this one carefully. Play down the weird bits,’ Bill added. ‘Though how in the world we’re meant to do that, God alone knows.’ 
 
    ‘Any word on the skeleton?’ Mike asked. 
 
    Bill shook his head. ‘Read the papers and you’ll have about all I’ve been told. Seems the age, estimated height and the like are the same as the Ashmore girl, but the dental records don’t match. No, this is another one.’ 
 
    ‘Another?’ Mike was startled, he’d been certain that the bones had to be Suzie Ashmore. The thought that there might be another body hadn’t crossed his mind. 
 
    ‘There’s a lot of speculation that the bones’ve been in the ground more than twenty years too, first thing tomorrow we start sifting missing-persons reports from before the Ashmore case.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head in disbelief. ‘And they said our connection was tenuous.’ 
 
    ‘We might be getting ourselves a geriatric murderer at this rate,’ Bill commented. ‘Or, of course, there may be no connection at all. Murders do happen independently,’ he added. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Mike said, ‘of course they do. Maybe Flint’s right, I’ve been looking at this thing so closely I can’t see the wood for the proverbial trees.’ 
 
    Tynan laughed. ‘In this case it should be the proverbial Hawthorn bushes. How are the hands?’ 
 
    Mike glanced down. ‘Sore,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You got off lightly. Bill was telling me the two constables helping you on Friday had to get themselves tetanus jabs.’ 
 
    Bill nodded confirmation. ‘We’ve got the pair of them walking round with bruised backsides,’ he said. 
 
    Mike laughed, then asked, ‘So do we know who’s heading this thing then? Flint wasn’t able to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Far as I know it hasn’t been confirmed yet. Be either Cunningham or Peters.’ He grinned knowingly at Mike. ‘Either way you’ll be all right, Mike, there’s neither one of them likes scrambling about in the mud. Desk junkies the pair of them.’ 
 
    Mike said nothing, accepting Bill’s assessment. He had, after all, been around long enough to know; it was Mike that was the new kid. 
 
    Tynan was bending to scrabble for something beside his chair. He straightened, producing a stack of files and cuttings’ books already familiar to the others. 
 
    ‘Bill told me on the phone,’ he said, ‘about this body maybe not being Suzie’s. It got me thinking.’ He rummaged in one of the files, withdrew a sheaf of notes and some scraps of paper. ‘Man called Emsbury was vicar then. He’s retired now but I’ve checked, he’s still living in the area. Well, at the time Suzie Ashmore went missing I got to know him quite well.’ He shuffled the notes further, sifted out what he wanted and handed them to Mike. ‘Emsbury was a stranger round here, in other words, he’d only been around for the best part of a decade.’ He grinned at Mike. ‘He was something of a local history buff, liked the local legends and so on.’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of those,’ Bill commented. 
 
    ‘Certainly are,’ Tynan confirmed. ‘Most relevant to us, though, is something that happened about twenty years before Emsbury came here. There was a child. Little girl called Emma Cooper, eleven years old, disappeared without trace. I’ll let you guess where from.’ He paused, looked thoughtfully at Mike who was reading his way through Tynan’s cramped, hand-written notes. ‘I’d dismissed it as coincidence really. This little Cooper girl, rumours have it she was unhappy at home, father hit the bottle then hit the kids, you know the scenario, so when she went everyone just thought she’d run away.’ 
 
    Mike looked thoughtful. ‘Worth looking into if the date’s right,’ he said, ‘but it was fifty years ago, going to be very hard to prove.’ He looked again at the notes, then at the photocopies Tynan had taken of period news reports, comparing them to the Ashmore case and the disappearance of Sara Jane Cassidy. Two children, the reports said, Emma and a friend, a child of the same age, playing on the Greenway. Emma had run on ahead after the dog, her friend said she’d seen Emma turn the corner around Tan’s hill, had begun to run after her then she’d slipped and fallen down. When she got up again and went after her friend she couldn’t be found. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t say,’ Mike commented, ‘whether there was a time lapse between the child falling over and her going after her friend again.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ John agreed, ‘it doesn’t, but it makes you wonder.’ 
 
    ‘I remember it,’ Bill said unexpectedly. ‘I was only a kid at the time, but I remember it happening. They arrested the father, didn’t they?’ 
 
    Tynan nodded. ‘Yes, but the body was never found and there was no real proof. He’d been heard to threaten the child and everyone knew he had a violent temper, but then he’d apparently been heard to threaten just about anyone who got in his way when he’d been drinking.’ He shrugged. ‘The case was never closed, just shelved, like the Ashmore affair.’ 
 
    Mike laughed shortly. ‘I can see the delight on Flint’s face if we tell him we want to re-open an unsolved fifty-year-old case,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Well, one thing’s for sure,’ Bill added. ‘Cassie Maltham wasn’t even born then. No link that way at least.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s something to be glad about,’ Tynan affirmed. ‘I take it you’re still looking to connect her with Sara Jane?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘I really can’t say. It’s possible. What does seem likely is that she knew, subconsciously at least, that the child could be there. And this woman, the one from her dream, how she ties in to all this . . .’ 
 
    ‘There was an itinerant seen close to where the children were playing when Suzie was lost,’ Tynan reminded him. 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Yes, but does it seem possible it would be the same one? That was twenty years ago. Our mystery woman would be maybe in her late-twenties, early-thirties at most. Would Cassie, even if she saw the woman then, even if it was the same woman, would she be able to make up the twenty years difference and recognize her as such?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows?’ Tynan waved a dismissive hand. ‘The mind is capable of some strange things. Someone figured out once that we recognize faces by referring to only about a half-dozen factors. Maybe if they stay consistent it’s possible to fill in the gaps.’ 
 
    Mike thought about it, then shook his head. ‘No. That’s pushing coincidence too far even for this mess. We’ve got to start dealing with facts.’ 
 
    They were interrupted by Rose, bringing coffee in a large blue pot. She set it down on the table and busied herself pouring, telling them that dinner would be about another half-hour. Mike smiled his thanks, wondered, as she sat down with them, if they ought to turn the conversation elsewhere. Bill had no such qualms. 
 
    ‘Been talking about the Cooper girl,’ he said. ‘You remember, the little lass that disappeared when we were both kids.’ 
 
    Rose frowned in concentration for a moment, then her expression cleared and she nodded. ‘Certainly, I remember, be about ten or eleven she would be. Think that could be who you’ve found, Mike?’ 
 
    Mike replied that he didn’t know, that it was possible. Rose frowned again then went on, ‘Hell of a noise was made at the time, but they never did find her.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘My mum, she wouldn’t let any of us out of the house for weeks after that. She was superstitious like.’ She nudged her husband cheerfully as though reminding him of a joke. ‘Said they’d no right to let children play on the fairy hill anyhow.’ She turned to Mike. ‘You know what they used to say about the place, load of rubbish that was, used to say it was a gateway. A road into fairyland, if you please.’ 
 
    She got up to offer more coffee. Mike commented, ‘It seems that was a popular idea even up to Suzie Ashmore’s time.’ 
 
    Rose nodded. ‘Some things are slow to change,’ she said. ‘We might have television, satellites, news in minutes from all across the world, but some things just cling on.’ She paused as though searching for the right analogy. ‘Like thistles,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Thistles?’ Mike was momentarily mystified. 
 
    ‘Thistles,’ she repeated calmly. ‘Long roots, you know. Try and pull them up without gloves on and you know about it. Deep tap roots too and you only have to leave the smallest piece in the ground and there you’ll be, having to uproot it all over again.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. He wouldn’t like to comment on the botanical accuracy of the statement, but he knew what she meant. Odd ideas and misconceptions had become the heart wood of this affair. Maybe it needed a different approach. Maybe they’d been looking so hard to make connections that they’d forgotten how to see straight. He took a deep breath. 
 
    ‘Supposing,’ he said slowly, ‘that there is no connection. Supposing that Cassie Maltham being here is pure coincidence and we should treat this as a whole new series.’ 
 
    They were looking at him, all three of them, as though he’d suddenly lost his mind. Mike exhaled, a deep, exasperated sigh. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t believe that either, but I’m damned if I can fathom it.’ 
 
    He glanced down again at the cuttings and notes Tynan had given him. ‘You say this vicar, Emsbury, he’s still living around here?’ 
 
    Tynan nodded. ‘Yes, we’ve kept in vague contact. Christmas cards, that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Go and see him, see if there’s a thread, not just to the Cooper girl but to any others.’ 
 
    Tynan looked askance at him. 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘I don’t know what I’m looking for, John, probably nothing, but it seems to me we’ve got three cases which may, or may not be connected. It’s worth a look.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t police records be better?’ Tynan asked. Mike grimaced. ‘No. Not really. For one thing we’ve been told to play down the weirdness, as Bill says. For another thing, what I’m looking for might go back further.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    Mike almost looked embarrassed. He said, ‘The truth is, John, I’m probably flying off at a tangent and sending you on a wild goose chase. It seems to me, though, that a place like the Greenway and Tan’s hill, with the kind of reputation it’s got, well, maybe there’s a reason for it.’ He hesitated, then added, ‘Like Rose’s thistle. The original plant is long gone but this one’s had time to set seeds.’ 
 
    Rose looked at him in surprise. ‘You surely don’t believe in all that witch and fairy nonsense,’ she demanded. 
 
    Mike laughed shortly. ‘No, but what I believe doesn’t matter. It’s what other people believe about the place that does. Maybe their ideas about it trigger something very deep, something inside them that’s normally hidden, kept in check.’ He shrugged again. ‘I’m probably way off base,’ he said, ‘but anything’s worth a look.’ 
 
    Mike could feel that John looked speculatively at him, but made no comment. The fact was, though he was far too embarrassed ever to admit it, the dream he’d had a couple of nights before, continued to haunt him. It had disturbed him enough for him to have spent the last few nights sleeping with the light on, and to have made his visits to Tan’s hill episodes equipped with a slight frisson of unease, even in daylight. He had to admit to himself that nothing would entice him there at night. Stupid, he knew, particularly as all three children had gone missing in the full light of day, but it was a notion that he couldn’t shake. Perhaps, like Cassie Maltham, he was going to have to learn to lay his ghosts when this was over. The thought filled him with unease and vague, but potent, self-contempt. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He had not left the Enfields’ until evening. The talk had moved on to other things and Mike had found himself looking at albums, listening to reminiscences. He’d been quite content to do so though, not realizing before just how starved he had felt of casual, easy company, of a sense of family. He arrived back at the flat feeling more relaxed, but also, even more acutely aware of its functional emptiness. He’d rented the place partly furnished, and not without difficulty, accommodation, other than the holiday type, being in short supply. He had added what was required for his immediate needs and left it at that. Looking around now at the two armchairs, the TV, the few bits and pieces of assorted and very utilitarian furnishing he’d bothered to purchase, the tiny flat had an air of transience, of dissatisfaction. 
 
    He felt the ebullient mood of earlier evening dissolving, decided to check his messages, and perhaps go for a walk, even phone the hotel to see if Dr Lucas had returned yet. The idea cheered him somewhat. She’d told him she had to return home but would be back on Sunday. She might well be back already. 
 
    He wandered somewhat listlessly over to the answerphone, pressed playback. The first message was from his ex-wife, reminding him that the house sale was about to go through and there were things he had to sign. She sounded cheerful, business-like, quite unlike the woman he’d been married to. The second message made him turn, gaze intently at the answerphone. ‘Sergeant Holmwood here, sir. Sorry to disturb your Sunday but a Doctor Lucas wanted you to get in touch with her.’ Mike cursed inwardly that he’d not thought to give Maria his home number. It hadn’t seemed worth it, he was hardly ever there. ‘It seems Mrs Maltham’s been taken ill, sir. She wants you to call her asap on the following number.’ 
 
    Mike grabbed a pen, began to scribble down the number, suddenly angry with himself for not being available. 
 
    He checked that was the end of the message and pounced on the telephone, rapping impatiently with the pen as he listened to the dialling tone. 
 
    ‘Come on, come on . . . Yes. I want to speak to Doctor Maria Lucas. Tell her it’s Mike Croft, that I’ve only just got her message.’ 
 
    ‘Would you hold please, Mr Croft? I’ll have her paged.’ 
 
    Mike held, impatiently, his ears offended by the tinny sound of ‘soothing’ music being played to him. It seemed like a long time before he heard the familiar, pleasing voice of Maria Lucas replacing the Muzak. He apologized profusely for not getting back to her sooner. Launched himself into an explanation, which, characteristically, she cut short. 
 
    ‘Mike, behave yourself and listen.’ 
 
    Grinning to himself, Mike proceeded to do as he was told. 
 
    ‘Cassie’s here, back at Oaklands, with me.’ 
 
    Oaklands, he remembered was the psychiatric hospital where Cassie Maltham had been treated before. 
 
    ‘On a section?’ 
 
    ‘No, that wasn’t necessary. She’s here voluntarily and will be undergoing assessment tomorrow, but I don’t think a section will prove relevant. Fact is, Mike, she’s running scared and this is as safe a place as she can get.’ 
 
    ‘Is Fergus with you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He’s gone home for tonight. The Thomas’s are still at the caravan, but they’re going to have to get back to their jobs soon, so unless you need them . . . Look, Mike, I’m bushed. I’ll see you in the morning, no, I’ll meet you for lunch. The best thing you can do meantime, is to talk to the Thomas’s, they were with Cassie, be able to fill in the details and I’ll be able to tell you more tomorrow.’ 
 
    She sounded uncharacteristically cagey, but it was clear he was going to have to be satisfied. He said goodbye to her and glanced at his watch. Not quite eight-fifteen. It would take about forty minutes to get out to the caravan. Mike turned, headed out and back to his car. Sod the rest day. Running scared, Maria had said. Scared of what? He felt suddenly angry with himself for not pressing her for answers over the phone. Common sense told him that he wouldn’t have got any. 
 
    Sighing impatiently, he concentrated on making the best speed he could along the winding roads. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Anna turned weary eyes on him, then she went back to staring down into her cup. Slowly revolving it on the saucer, swirling the dregs of cold liquid round and round like some fortune teller about to predict a bleak future. 
 
    ‘It was just awful,’ she said. ‘I’d never seen her like that. When she was ill before, I didn’t really see her much.’ She broke off, swallowed, painfully. ‘Poor Cassie.’ She looked up again at Mike, a swift, appealing glance, as though trying to make him understand. ‘She just kept saying these things, about the woman on the hill, you know, the dead one.’ 
 
    ‘Saying things like what?’ Mike asked gently. 
 
    Anna looked embarrassed, glanced over at Simon, who answered reluctantly, as though he felt it a betrayal of friendship. 
 
    ‘She kept saying that it was Suzie. The woman, I mean. We kept telling her that it couldn’t be, that the dead woman was too old for one thing, but she wouldn’t have it.’ 
 
    He glanced at Anna as though for confirmation and she nodded anxiously. ‘She got really upset, really angry, so Fergus went down to the village to phone Doctor Lucas. By the time she’d got here, Cassie was saying different things altogether.’ She hesitated, as though not certain how to explain what had happened to her friend. ‘It was like she was trying to work something out. Get it straight in her head and didn’t quite know where to start.’ She broke off and looked over at Simon once more. 
 
    Mike prompted them. ‘So then, what did she say next?’ 
 
    Anna turned and looked at him as though coming to a sudden decision. Her eyes showing the bewilderment she felt, she said, ‘Cassie started saying that she’d killed her. That she’d found a big stick and hit her over and over again until she didn’t move any more. She kept lifting her arms above her head like this.’ She raised her own arms in demonstration. ‘Then bringing them down, like this.’ Anna shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t believe Cassie could have done that.’ She turned to look directly at Mike once more. ‘Cassie’s not dangerous. She’s been hurt, she’s tried to hurt herself, but she’s not dangerous.’ 
 
    She was looking for reassurance, but Mike felt he could make no comment. He knew how common it was for the disturbed to take on guilt that wasn’t their own. In this case though, was it possible? Common sense argued that Cassie had opportunity. Her elusive morning walks alone would give her that and the motive could be one in her head that needed no external reasoning to make it adequate. 
 
    Simon had reached for his wife’s hand. ‘She didn’t stick to that for long, though. Like Anna said, it was as though she was trying to work things out, as though the memories had got all jumbled. She knew there was something she had to remember about the woman dying and about Suzie, but she just couldn’t get it into perspective.’ 
 
    ‘So the story changed,’ Mike asked, realizing, as Simon frowned, that he could have made a better choice of words. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Simon said, somewhat coldly. ‘She kept insisting that Suzie was dead. It was like something in her head had cleared then. As though she’d finally straightened things out. She kept saying that the woman had killed her.’ 
 
    ‘The woman whose body we found?’ Mike asked quickly. 
 
    Simon looked puzzled for a moment, then said, ‘I think so. It was getting very confusing by then.’ 
 
    ‘Did she say how her cousin died?’ 
 
    Simon looked at him in surprise. ‘You’re taking this seriously then?’ he asked. 
 
    Mike thought for a moment before replying, then spoke cautiously. ‘I think it has to be taken note of, at the very least. The dream woman turned out to be real, though Cassie’s images of her were just as confused. Maybe something of this will help us.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe Cassie did anything wrong,’ Anna protested. ‘Cassie’s just not like that,’ she finished, sounding a little helpless, evidently not knowing what to think any more. She got up, took the cups to the sink. ‘I’ll make more tea,’ she said, speaking to no one in particular. 
 
    Simon was silent, thinking about what to say next. Mike watched Anna as she filled the kettle, set it to heat on the Calor stove. It was, he noted, a whistling kettle, like Tynan’s. Did Anna race the kettle, he wondered vaguely? No, he decided, that wasn’t her style. 
 
    He glanced around, not wanting to break the profound silence. The noise of the gas flame the only active sound in the entire room. Simon sat, head bent, glaring at the table top and Anna stood beside the tiny sink, arms folded in front of her, a look of puzzlement creasing her face, her neat, well-cut hair, for once not quite so tidy, and her make-up looking as though she’d not renewed it since morning. 
 
    At last he spoke. ‘Cassie claims now that her cousin died way back then. Yes?’ 
 
    Simon nodded. 
 
    ‘Which implies she must have witnessed her murder?’ 
 
    Again, Simon nodded. 
 
    ‘So, the body. Did she say where the body was?’ 
 
    Simon hesitated this time, looked to Anna for support. ‘Not exactly,’ he said. ‘But from the way she was talking it was where you found the skeleton.’ 
 
    Mike nodded slowly. Well, the hidey hole could be searched again. No problems there. 
 
    ‘There was something else really strange,’ Simon went on. ‘Right from when we heard about the body she kept saying that it wasn’t Suzie.’ 
 
    ‘She knew that?’ 
 
    Simon nodded. ‘Absolutely adamant,’ he said. 
 
    Mike thought carefully. Cassie and her cousin had played often on the Greenway, knew the hidey hole, played there. What if they’d found the skeleton all that time ago? It hadn’t been buried deep, the experts said the grave was no more than a hurriedly made scrape in the ground. It didn’t seem right somehow. Surely, finding something like that when you are ten or twelve years old would be terrifying? Something to run home to safety from and cry to your mother about? 
 
    Or would it? Children have a strange sense of honour, of logic. What if they were more afraid of something else? Or what if Cassie hadn’t realized just what the bones were until the skeleton had been unearthed? No, surely that didn’t make sense. Even if she’d not known as a child that these were human remains, wouldn’t she have realized as she grew older and thought to tell someone about their childhood find? 
 
    He shook his head again. No, the last thing Cassie Maltham had wanted was anything that could make it necessary for her to come back here. If Dr Lucas’s experiments were to be believed, Cassie had blocked all memory of the hidey hole from her mind until now. 
 
    So. What then? 
 
    Anna had returned to the table and was pouring the tea. ‘We talked it over,’ she said, ‘after Cassie and Fergus had gone. We think she did see something, maybe even Suzie being killed, that scared her so much she had to forget about it.’ 
 
    Simon nodded. ‘We think they must have known about the skeleton too. I mean, they played there. Maybe they found it.’ 
 
    Mike sipped his tea in silence. Something at the back of his mind told him that, finally, he was on the right lines. That in some way, Suzanne Ashmore’s death (if she was dead, he reminded himself, he had that one to prove yet) was linked to the children’s knowledge of the skeleton. Had someone found out that they knew? Frightened them into silence then tried to make certain by killing Suzie? 
 
    Then why spare Cassie’s life? 
 
    He reminded himself abruptly that this was the Ashmore case he was discussing with himself That he then had to take account of the Cassidy abduction and the woman whose body they’d found on the hill. 
 
    Where was the link? Was Sara Jane telling the truth about remembering nothing? 
 
    And the woman — her injuries had been horrifying and had the look of deliberate and premeditated infliction. How did that fit in? 
 
    Mike finished his tea, suddenly aware that the Thomas’s were watching him closely. He rose to go. 
 
    ‘I’m meeting Doctor Lucas tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we’ll all know more by then.’ He paused, looking at Simon and Anna, strain showing on their faces, reminding him of just how tired he was himself. 
 
    ‘Meantime,’ he said, ‘try and get some sleep.’ 
 
    Simon laughed, a sharp uneasy sound. ‘Just try,’ Mike said and left them, still sitting at the table staring miserably into cups of cold tea. 
 
    Outside the wind had risen, the rather wan half-moon illuminated the feathered edges of rapidly scudding clouds. Glancing out over the headland Mike could glimpse the sea, denser black against the darkness of the night sky. It was well after ten, but even so, dark early for the time of year. There should still be some evening grey in the clouds, perhaps even a touch of red close to the horizon. He shrugged. No one seemed to have informed the night that it had come a little too early. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    The drive out to Embury’s had given John Tynan plenty of time for thought and to consider if he really was chasing wild geese. He was growing increasingly worried about Mike, liked the man, thought him a good policeman and was concerned that the investigation seemed to be taking hold of him in much the same way the Ashmore case had caught Tynan himself. 
 
    Prior to Suzie Ashmore’s disappearance, he’d been tipped for promotion, been the divisional go-getter. After — he was lucky not to have ended up on permanent traffic duty. He felt real reluctance to maybe seeing Mike go the same way, especially as, in this case, the child had been found safe. 
 
    There was an autumnal tang already in the air, unseasonably early though it might be. Tynan drove with the windows wide open, enjoying the feeling of being just that fraction too cold for comfort. It would, he knew, in the long run simply add to the pleasure of warm sunlight on his arms and back when he got out of the car. 
 
    Embury’s place was somewhat off the beaten track; or rather, Tynan thought wryly, that was exactly where it was. It had been a tied cottage not so long ago, and was reachable only by driving along a gated, rut-ridden pretence at a trackway. He could feel his car, like himself, a little past its sell by date, groaning and complaining as its elderly and inadequate suspension strove to cope with the bumps and grooves carved by the passage of tractors. 
 
    He could feel his own suspension pleading for reprieve also, was glad when Embury’s tiny cottage came into view. 
 
    Embury must have heard the car, was waiting for him on the doorstep. He’d changed little, Tynan reflected. Hair somewhat greyer, perhaps even slightly more sparse on top and an odd wrinkle or two added around the eyes. He stepped forward as John eased himself out of the car, extending a long-fingered bony hand towards him 
 
    ‘John! This is a pleasant thing. When I got your call I couldn’t quite believe it.’ 
 
    Embury seemed so genuinely pleased to receive him that Tynan felt a momentary guilt at having not come out here before. 
 
    He took the extended hand. ‘You’re right out of the way here.’ 
 
    Embury nodded. ‘Literally in the middle of nowhere,’ he responded, though it was said cheerfully enough. 
 
    ‘You live here alone?’ 
 
    ‘No. No as a matter of fact I don’t. I have this rather good arrangement with the farmer who owns this place. I let a couple of the unmarried workers share the biggest room and he keeps my rent down to almost nothing. Truth is, I hardly see them except at meal times. My rooms are at the back and very self-contained so it works out very well.’ 
 
    He leaned confidentially towards Tynan. ‘I think they get a little uptight about bringing their lady friends back, you know, having to share the house with an ex-vicar, but I do try to keep out of their way. Cough loudly before I come into the kitchen and that sort of thing.’ 
 
    His eyes were laughing as Tynan turned to glance at him. He’d forgotten much about Embury but the laughter that was never far from the pale blue eyes was something he remembered very distinctly. 
 
    ‘It’s still a bit out of the way though, isn’t it?’ He had paused, was looking back over the expanse of stubble waiting to be ploughed back. The road he had come in on was, he estimated, about a half mile away. A half mile that would be practically impassable in winter. 
 
    They turned now towards the cottage — a dour Victorian brick affair. Solid and utilitarian, not really pretty enough and a little too isolated to attract the tourist market. 
 
    Embury made tea and they exchanged polite comments, Tynan pacing the length of the kitchen, gazing first out of one window then the next, then following Embury through to the small room at the back he’d turned into his study. 
 
    ‘Sit down, sit down,’ he said. ‘If you can’t find space then just put things on the floor.’               
 
    Tynan gingerly moved a pile of books from one of the armchairs and placed them as neatly as he could beside the chair. It looked, from the state of the room, that year’s worth of visitors had been taking Embury’s advice and stacking things in any available space. Embury excavated a place to sit down, poured the tea which he’d set on a rather precarious looking table between them and then looked invitingly at Tynan. 
 
    ‘Well, then,’ he said, ‘and what can I do for you?’ Tynan smiled. Directness had always been one of Embury’s traits. 
 
    He returned with equal measure. ‘You can tell me about the Cooper family. Young Emma that disappeared and that father of hers. What happened to them?’ 
 
    Embury smiled. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘The other Greenway mystery. Seems to attract them somehow, doesn’t it?’ He paused for a moment as though considering. ‘Some places are like that, you know. It’s as though they call the tragic to them. Almost magnetic in some cases.’ He paused, took a sip of tea. Tynan wondered whether he should prompt him, remembering very well how Embury could become side-tracked and run along quite happily at a complete tangent without ever noticing that he’d changed subjects. 
 
    This time he didn’t though. The pale eyes twinkled again. ‘But you don’t want my theories on that,’ he said. ‘The Coopers. Yes, sad case.’ He paused speculatively again. ‘The news reports say you’ve found a body.’ 
 
    ‘Not me,’ Tynan reminded him. ‘But, yes, the remains of a child, been in the ground for quite some time.’ 
 
    ‘Not the Ashmore girl then.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t seem likely, but it might be Emma Cooper.’ He looked somewhat apologetic. ‘There’s not a lot I can tell you, I’m afraid. Officially, I’ve no part in this, but I’ve been tagging along.’ 
 
    ‘And being very useful too, I’ve no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Er, the Coopers?’ Tynan prompted as Embury seemed to be gathering himself for some alternative tirade. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. Now where was I?’ Embury settled himself back in his chair and began. 
 
    ‘William Cooper was a drunkard. Oh, but then you probably know that. But for all that he drank I’m told he was a good stockman, gentle and efficient round anything that had four legs.’ He laughed, a little sadly. ‘Shame of it was, he was no good around anything with less. Treated his family as though they were nothing more than chattels. Always wanted a son, you see, and his wife gave him two daughters. Not that there’s any excuse there, of course.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to her? The wife I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she died not long after the second one was born. Probably something very avoidable, but you know how it was.’ 
 
    Tynan nodded sympathetically. 
 
    ‘Well, for a long time the grandmother, one side or another, his I think, she took care of the little ones, but when the youngest was about five or six he came to get them, said they should be at home helping him out. Of course, you see, they were his children so there wasn’t much anyone could do.’ 
 
    He took another sip of tea, then, waving the half-full cup dangerously in the air, continued, ‘As it turned out, the youngest, Liza, she didn’t fare too badly. Bright little thing apparently, cottoned on fast that her daddy really wasn’t all that interested in girls and did everything she could to make up for it. Right little tom boy by all accounts. Oh, there’s no doubt, Liza became her father’s favourite. The other one though, Emma, that was a different story.’ 
 
    Tynan shook his head. ‘I’ve never been able to make that out,’ he said. ‘How someone can love one child and be cruel to the other.’ 
 
    Embury was gesturing with the teacup again, seemingly impatient with Tynan’s interpretation of events. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘I don’t think it was that at all. It wasn’t that he didn’t love them, just that he lacked the emotional capacities for showing it in any normal way.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I follow,’ Tynan said. ‘From what I understand he was violent when drunk and frequently drunk.’ 
 
    ‘And as frequently remorseful,’ Embury added. ‘Oh, yes, a familiar enough pattern. Then at other times he’d be sober for weeks and months together. Worked hard, lavished everything he had on his children.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘Strange how a man can change in that way. It’s no wonder the ancients believed in possession by demons.’ 
 
    Tynan laughed shortly. ‘I thought your lot still did.’ 
 
    Embury returned the laugh. ‘Well, let’s just say most of us are pragmatic about it. It makes for a good bit of theological explanation when all else fails.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Tynan asked, ‘do you think he killed her?’ Embury shook his head slowly. ‘I really wouldn’t like to be the judge of the man. I knew him almost at second-hand, met him only a couple of times. You see, they’d moved out of the parish by the time I took over.’ 
 
    ‘Where did they go to, can you remember off-hand?’ 
 
    Embury thought about it for a moment, then said, ‘I believe it was out Ancaster way somewhere. I don’t remember exactly where.’ 
 
    Tynan nodded. Ancaster. It was close to Ancaster that the itinerant woman they’d been looking for had nearly been run over by a car. He asked, ‘So where did you get to meet him then?’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Embury said, ‘he came back to the village often enough. Sometimes drunk, sometimes sober. Haunted the Greenway like one of its legendary fey folk. Last place his daughter was seen, you see. I suppose it played on his mind. Later, of course, when Liza went back to live with him, he seemed to settle down, or maybe she just stopped him coming. I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Went back?’ Tynan questioned. 
 
    ‘Yes. When all the trouble blew up Liza was about seven years old. She went back to her grandmother’s while it was being sorted out and stayed there until she turned eighteen or nineteen.’ 
 
    ‘Then back to her father.’ 
 
    Embury nodded. ‘Presumably she felt some sense of duty to him, I don’t know. She never married, though according to what I’ve heard she was a pretty girl. He wasn’t capable of taking care of himself, that was for sure. His mind went, you know.’ Embury paused, tapped his grey head meaningfully. ‘Everyone said it was the drink, and I don’t suppose that helped, but me, well, call me sentimental if you like, but I think it was grief. It’s because of that I maintain that he loved his daughter. Drove him mad when he thought she was gone.’ 
 
    He looked sharply at Tynan as though expecting some sort of confirmation. ‘Grief, or maybe guilt,’ Tynan said. 
 
    Embury shook his head fondly. ‘That’s the policeman in you talking,’ he said. ‘Suspicious to the last.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Tynan agreed, ‘but it is a consideration.’ He thought for a moment, then asked, ‘What happened to the daughter, Liza, when her father died? I mean,’ he added, ‘I am presuming that he is dead?’ 
 
    Embury nodded. ‘Oh, dear, yes,’ he said. ‘Died about nine or ten years ago. Must have hit her hard, Liza. Lived for her father she did.’ 
 
    ‘Did he still visit the Greenway?’ Tynan wanted to know. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes.’ Embury nodded enthusiastically. ‘Every time he could get away from Liza. Watched him, I suppose, but no one could watch him all the time. He’d go missing, she’d come looking and there he’d be, wandering up and down, looking for Emma.’ 
 
    Tynan tried not to show the growing excitement he was feeling. This was a link. It had to be. He said as casually as he could, ‘Must have been a frightening sight, some old man, obviously off his head, roaming up and down the pathway like that?’ 
 
    Embury looked keenly at him as though not certain where Tynan was headed but willing to guess. ‘I suppose it might,’ he responded cautiously, ‘though most of the older folk knew he was harmless enough.’ He paused, looked thoughtfully at Tynan. ‘If you’re thinking of linking him up with the Ashmore girl I feel you’d be doing the dead a great disservice. There was enough said about Cooper in his lifetime. It seems a little distasteful, don’t you think, to try and make him a scapegoat now for something more?’ 
 
    Tynan frowned. ‘Come now, you know me better than that.’ He paused, smiled encouragingly and prepared himself to ask Mike’s other question, knowing that he was probably in for a long and meandering explanation. ‘A place like the Greenway, all the stories there are attached to it. You think there’s any truth in them?’ 
 
    Embury perked up visibly, much to Tynan’s inner distress. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘some of them undoubtedly have truth on their side. Now what particularly did you want to know?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was several hours later when Tynan finally took his leave and began the drive back to his own cottage. He’d enjoyed the afternoon, for all that he felt he’d learnt nothing very useful after the first half-hour or so. Embury was, when once set in motion, an excellent raconteur with an infectious enthusiasm. Tynan, after his first misgivings had been fascinated by the legends and traditions, not just of the Greenway and Tan’s hill, but which seemed to underpin the history of the entire region. 
 
    He let himself in to his home and reached immediately for the telephone. It took time to reach Mike, the desk sergeant had been uncertain as to whether or not he was even in the building. As it turned out he had just returned. 
 
    Tynan heard the familiar voice, slightly puzzled, on the other hand. 
 
    ‘Hello there, Mike, it’s John. Thought it best just to say it was a personal call.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right,’ he said. ‘Just took me by surprise, that’s all. How did it go?’ 
 
    ‘Well. Very well, but there’s too much to tell over the phone. Later?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. That’s fine. But it will be around nine before I’m finished here.’ 
 
    Tynan paused before asking. He could hear the tiredness but also the suppressed excitement in Mike’s voice. 
 
    ‘You’ve found something else?’ he asked. 
 
    Mike sighed. ‘I had the search of the hidey hole extended. There’s a second body, John, hidden deep under the hedge. It’s only skeletal, of course . . .’ 
 
    Tynan’s voice sounded cramped, hoarse. ‘Suzie?’ It was little more than a whisper. ‘Suzie. After all this time.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know for certain, John, but the chances are . . .’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God.’ A mix of relief and horror swept over Tynan. He’d not realized until now just how strong had been the irrational hope that Suzie might be alive somewhere. Not finding the body at the time . . . He felt sick, suddenly weak, as though from long illness. Found though, that he was clutching at the telephone as though it formed a link to sanity. To safety. 
 
    ‘John? Are you all right?’ Mike’s voice, grave and anxious floated to him from the receiver. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, I’m all right.’ He put the phone down and as though his legs were suddenly unable to give him support, slumped to the floor beside the telephone table. Then, John Tynan bent forward, cradled his face in his hands and wept for a child he’d never even known. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
    Mike’s day had not been an easy one and the telephone conversation with Tynan added to his sense of frustration. He wanted to go to the older man. His affection and liking for Tynan having grown out of all proportion to the short time the friendship had existed. Instead he had to put the phone down and hurry to answer the summons from Flint and his new temporary supervisor, CDI Peters. The best he could manage was to grab Bill in the corridor, tell him to phone Tynan, check that he was all right and assure him that they would be with him later. His meeting with Flint and the CDI, Peters, who was now heading the case took quite a time and it was, in fact, gone nine before Mike managed to get away and begin the half-hour drive out to Tynan’s cottage. 
 
    He’d be able to confirm one thing when he got there. Suzie Ashmore’s dental records were already at the lab from the match they’d attempted with the first skeleton. They’d run a match this time and there could no longer be any doubt. 
 
    The parents had been informed. Peters had arranged a press release to go out ready for the morning editions. 
 
    He’d not managed lunch with Maria Lucas. Too much going on. But the brief conversation they had when she drove out to the village had been revealing. She’d then gone on to the caravan to assure the Thomas’s that Cassie was calm, that she was severely stressed and confused but not psychotic. 
 
    ‘I’ve arranged for her to stay on at Oaklands as a voluntary patient,’ she told Mike. ‘We’re working with her, trying to fit together exactly what did happen. The big problem is, half the time she can’t distinguish fact from the dream memories. But on the points I’ve given you, she’s absolutely adamant.’ 
 
    Mike reviewed those factors in his mind once more as he drove. He’d just spent over an hour chasing them round in circles with Peters and Flint and was no longer sure he had things exactly straight himself. 
 
    Her story fitted the facts though. 
 
    Suzie, she said, had found something. That much she had always known. Suzie had told her that she had a secret and that it meant they couldn’t play in the hidey hole, a favourite place in previous summers. 
 
    It had been clear that whatever Suzie’s secret was, it scared her. But Cassie — ten-year-old curiosity getting the better of her — added to Suzie’s self-importance in knowing something really special. So Suzie had promised to show her. 
 
    They had gone one day to the hidey hole, been about to pull the brambles aside when suddenly her cousin had grabbed Cassie’s arm and whispered furiously at her to run. Scared by her cousin’s tone, Cassie had done as she was told. ‘What are we running from?’ she’d asked finally, when they’d slumped down on the grass the village side of the Greenway. 
 
    ‘That man in the field. Didn’t you see him?’ 
 
    Cassie hadn’t. ‘He chases kids,’ Suzie had told her. ‘He chased me once.’ 
 
    They hadn’t attempted to go to the hidey hole again and taken short cuts through the Greenway only very reluctantly and always at a run. 
 
    Mike had reviewed the Ashmore case often enough for something in this to stick in his mind. Searching again, he’d found it. Two tiny references discounted at the time as irrelevant. 
 
    The first was a seemingly minor incident about a month before, when Mrs Ashmore remembered Suzie coming home in a panic because someone had chased her. She’d reported it to the police when Suzie had gone, thinking it might be important, but the track had been thrown very understandably when a local farmer came forward saying he thought it might have been him that frightened Suzie. She’d been with a group of kids, he said, pinching peas from one of his fields. 
 
    He stated that he’d shouted at the kids and chased them off. He’d been across the other side of the field at the time, no real threat, but Suzie might not have recognized him and been scared. 
 
    The other kids involved came forward somewhat reluctantly to confirm the story and the whole thing was passed off as irrelevant. 
 
    The second clue had come from Cassie herself. When the searchers had found her, she’d said something about a man and a woman, shouting, chasing them. She’d later been questioned about them but couldn’t even remember making such a statement. She’d seemed so confused when she’d been found that everyone assumed she’d banged her head, suffered concussion and imagined the people. So it had also been ignored. 
 
    Now, however, she’d been talking about them again, still not able to completely catch the memory and hold it fast, but, Mike thought, it still had significance. 
 
    He wondered again about Tynan, about his interview with the historical Mr Embury and what it might have turned up. 
 
    Were the Coopers linked to this? If so, how? 
 
    He gave up on the speculation as Tynan’s cottage came into view. Bill had beaten him to it. Mike was glad of that, knowing that Bill Enfield’s calm manner would have done much to help Tynan’s shock. 
 
    There was one more thing, well one among many, that still puzzled him. The little pile of clothes in the back of the locked police car. That, and more importantly, the woman. Was the woman whose body had been so savagely attacked Liza Cooper? 
 
    Tynan opened the door and stepped back silently to allow him to enter. 
 
    ‘John. You’re all right?’ 
 
    The older man nodded curtly as though resenting this indicator of weakness. Then he sighed, relaxed. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Can’t think what came over me but suddenly it was such a shock.’ He looked properly at Mike for the first time. ‘How long before we know for certain?’ 
 
    ‘We already do,’ he said. ‘Suzie’s medical and dental records had already been brought in for comparison. The dental records match. There was also a healed break to the right arm, she broke it about six months before she died. There’s no doubt now.’ 
 
    Tynan swallowed convulsively as though he wanted to be sick. ‘How?’ he asked. ‘Do we know how?’ 
 
    Mike hesitated. ‘We’ve only got the preliminary reports,’ he said gently. ‘But it seems the same as the other one.’ 
 
    Tynan looked questioning and Mike remembered belatedly that he didn’t know how the other child had died. Mike himself had only found out a few hours before. 
 
    ‘Strangulation,’ he said. ‘Probably manual. It’s a little early for specifics, but in both cases the hyoid bones are broken.’ 
 
    Tynan had gone white, for a moment Mike thought he was going to faint. But he recovered and spoke very quietly. ‘Can you imagine how scared she was, Mike, not being able to breathe, choking, seeing her killer’s face . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘John!’ All afternoon Mike had been trying not to think along those lines. He turned sharply, taking the older man by the shoulders and shaking him slightly. ‘That’s enough,’ he said gently. ‘You think I don’t know what you’re feeling, but it does no good.’ 
 
    He released Tynan, could see Bill, just emerged from the sitting room, his face grave. He moved towards the kitchen and Mike could hear him filling the kettle as he shepherded John Tynan into the sitting room, got him settled in one of the big armchairs. 
 
    ‘Now,’ he said, his tone suddenly business-like. ‘You said you’d got something to tell me. How did it go with Embury?’ 
 
    He saw Tynan relax a little, try and get his thoughts in order, preparing to recount what Embury had told him about the Coopers. Then, abruptly, his shoulders sagged once more and he looked across at Mike, his face stricken by some sudden thought. ‘Oh, God, Mike. Here’s me making all this fuss. Can you just imagine how the parents are feeling? After all this time, all the grieving they must have done already and now it’s starting all over again.’ 
 
    Mike reached over, touched Tynan’s arm, his hand light, almost reluctant. ‘At least it can be over now, John. At least they know for certain.’ 
 
    For a long moment Tynan stared at him, then said harshly, ‘Does knowing that it’s over really make you grieve less?’ 
 
    Mike drew back as though Tynan’s words had been some physical assault. His mind filled suddenly with images of Stevie. With despair at the waste of it all. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘I don’t think it does.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
    Mike had been up since dawn but his first efforts to get the information he wanted were frustrated by the fact that bureaucratic institutions are not such early starters. 
 
    He’d stayed the night at Tynan’s, too tired, apart from anything else, to want to make the run back along unlit, twisting, single track roads. He’d gone to sleep thinking, not about the enquiry, but, perversely, that he should look up details of furniture auctions, get himself a dining table. 
 
    Somehow, a dining table seemed more important, should he invite Maria Lucas to dinner, than the fact that his culinary abilities lifted themselves little above skill with a tin opener and a microwave oven. 
 
    He’d slept deeply, unplagued by nightmares, and woken thinking about the Coopers. Something told him that the woman, he’d begun thinking of her now as Liza, was not the homeless itinerant they had first thought. Her pattern of movements, the way she seemed not to drift far from some centre around Ancaster, pointed at least to a base. Could she have hidden Sara Jane there? Keeping her for the full five days in the hidey hole just didn’t seem possible. There would be traces. Human faeces maybe, some smell of urine, and some kind of covering for the child. It may be late summer, but nights this close to the coast were often chilly. 
 
    No, she had to have been kept somewhere else and brought back to the Greenway. 
 
    Mike wasn’t sure he wanted to speculate as to the reasons. Would she have been a third pathetic burial under the hawthorn? Did Cassie disturb the would-be murderer? Did Cassie kill the woman? 
 
    They’d come this far and still so many questions. 
 
    If Cassie didn’t commit the murder, then who did? 
 
    He thought further, lying in the soft guest bed at Tynan’s, watching light penetrate slowly through a crack in the thick curtains. 
 
    If Liza had a base then why hadn’t it been found during the search? True, Ancaster, four miles away from the abduction, was outside the main search area, but even so, Mike had ordered a much broader sweep of all outbuildings and derelict properties. 
 
    Had someone simply not done their job? Or, more likely, had someone assumed that the relevant building fell in someone else’s briefed area. 
 
    Either could be true, but Mike thought there might be a third possibility. Suppose it was simpler than that. Liza had moved back with her father, moved to some place out towards Ancaster. Well, wasn’t it simplest to assume she was still there, given to wander perhaps and, after a lifetime of tending to a sick and deeply disturbed old man, perhaps not quite in the same universe that Mike inhabited, but, nevertheless, still there. 
 
    It made sense. The Coopers had evidently dropped out of sight and out of mind. Mike would be less surprised at this happening in a town, where anonymity and social invisibility could be had with ease. Here, where communities were theoretically much more tightly bound, it seemed odd that a middle-aged woman could be so unrecognizable even to her neighbours, that her picture in the paper brought reports only of a wandering gypsy selling clothes-pegs. 
 
    Where did she buy food? What doctor was she registered with? The questions went on. Finally, Mike argued himself back to the centre. People see and hear what they want and expect to see and hear. The police reports had asked for news of a wanderer. A tramp of no fixed address, not Liza Cooper, resident of . . . wherever. 
 
    Practicably, he’d got only reports of an ageing itinerant. The explanation could be as simple as that. 
 
    He thought too of the description Tynan had given him of Embury’s place. Isolated, several miles from the village whose postal address it would be using. Suppose wherever it was the Coopers lived was similarly isolated? They could be easily forgotten, particularly as, it seemed, they’d made every effort on their own part to withdraw from society. 
 
    Mike sat up, swung his legs over the side of the bed and slipped into the robe Tynan had lent him. 
 
    How to find out. 
 
    As quietly as he could, he padded downstairs and made for the telephone and drew a frustrating blank. 
 
    The recent electoral register didn’t list any Coopers out at Ancaster. 
 
    ‘Some people do fall through the net,’ the duty sergeant told him. ‘It does happen, sir.’ 
 
    Mike thanked him and put the phone down. No alternative now but to wait for the records’ office to open. He decided to dress, leave a note for Tynan and then go and camp outside until someone turned up. Was about to do the first of these when Tynan himself appeared on the stairs. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Mike apologized. ‘I tried not to wake you.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t.’ He smiled, though with not quite his usual cheerfulness. ‘I’ve been lying awake for over an hour. Afraid when I heard you using the phone, curiosity got the better of me.’ 
 
    Mike laughed. ‘I’ve been trying to find the Coopers’ old address. But it looks as though I’m going to have to wait for other people to get up.’ 
 
    Tynan smiled, and nodded. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘at least it leaves time for breakfast.’ He paused, thoughtful. ‘I would guess it’s likely to be another long day.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The dream had elements of the real and the surreal blended so perfectly that Cassie didn’t even try to distinguish them. 
 
    She walked across dew-laden grass, bare feet leaving dry, perfectly patterned footprints in the bejewelled surface. She was in a garden, but a garden so overgrown that wilderness had reclaimed the neat borders, the herbs, the vegetable patch and nettles grew between the tines of a fork laid down and long ago left to rust. 
 
    Cassie turned, walked now on a brick pathway. Moss and flaking brick clung to her feet, seemed to work their way between her bare toes, but she paid no attention. Pushing her way through a tangle of fruit trees and raspberry canes, she made her way not to the house but to one of the outbuildings off to its side. From within the shed came soft sounds, like some small animal. The door stood half open allowing a shaft of light to fall on the unconscious body of a child lying on a pile of straw. 
 
    Cassie looked back towards the house. From an upper window a man looked out. Not at the shed but at some vague point far off in the distance. As Cassie moved across the yard, he looked down, but there was nothing in his eyes or in his movement to say that he had seen her. Her or anything. 
 
    She paid him no attention, walked instead to the woodpile and lifted a piece which looked light enough to handle easily, heavy enough for her purpose. Then she crossed to the half-opened wooden door and stepped inside. 
 
    The woman from her dream knelt there, beside the child, one hand moving softly on the soft blonde hair; the other holding a light brown stocking. Her voice soft, tender, she sang softly to the motionless child, bending with an almost maternal care to kiss the sleeping face, then, with equal care, began to slip the stocking under the child’s head, arranging it carefully, tenderly, about the child’s throat. 
 
    Cassie waited no longer. There was no anger as she hit out, struck the woman as hard as her strength would allow on the right temple. 
 
    The woman, stunned, but still conscious, staggered to her feet, turning as she did so to face Cassie full on. As Cassie hit out again the woman raised an arm to protect her head. In Cassie’s dream, the arm shattered under the blow, the force of it sending the woman reeling to the floor. This time, as she tried to rise once more, Cassie lashed out at the woman’s head, striking the neck with all the force she could place behind it. The woman fell forward, landing face down on the concrete floor, trailing a glistening arc of blood that gleamed dull red in the early light. 
 
    As she hit out again the ground seemed to shift, to shimmer beneath her feet and Cassie found herself standing, the sunlight of early morning warm upon her back, at the foot of Tan’s hill, while up above her on the hill itself, she could hear two children laughing, saw Suzanne Ashmore and another child, smaller, darker, run hand in hand towards the Greenway. 
 
    Cassie woke. There was none of the panic, not a hint of the fear, the terror that had accompanied her previous dreams. Instead, she felt peaceful, supremely calm. 
 
    As Mike Croft sat in Tynan’s kitchen, trying to concentrate on breakfast and waiting impatiently for the day to begin, Cassie Maltham turned over in bed and went back to sleep feeling better — far better — than she had in years. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nine o’clock saw Mike in the records’ office waving his I.D. at a bemused clerk. Nine-oh-five had him dealing with someone who actually knew what they were doing and a search being made for the relevant documents. 
 
    By ten he had bypassed Flint and was explaining his position to Peters and by early afternoon he was heading out of Norwich in the area car, a squad car following, travelling towards Ancaster. 
 
    There Mike discovered that his problems were just beginning. 
 
    His assessment had been correct. The house the Coopers had moved to was isolated. The Coopers themselves had reinforced this isolation and it took almost an hour of wrong turns and misinformation before Mike finally drove up a dirt track and up to a rusting iron gate. 
 
    Mike stood beside the gate, suddenly hesitant, watching for any signs of movement, but the front windows of the house looked utterly blank, looked also as though shutters had been closed on the inside, forbidding any glimpse of its inhabitants to the outside world. 
 
    Mike marvelled at just how cut off from the world the two had become. This house was less than two miles from Ancaster and yet it might have been in another world. The woman at the post office, from where they’d finally got directions to this forsaken place, had been voluble when once set in motion. 
 
    ‘No one goes there you see. It’s not that we don’t care, you understand, but they don’t encourage help. She comes in here sometimes, but not often and when she does . . .’ She waved a hand in the air as though trying to dissipate smoke. 
 
    ‘Well, you know, the smell. I don’t suppose she’s bathed in years.’ 
 
    ‘You say no one goes there,’ Mike queried. ‘What about post?’ 
 
    ‘What post? Must be years since they got any. Lord alone knows how they live. They say there’s money hidden all over the house, but,’ she laughed as though at some common joke, ‘I doubt any self-respecting thief’d want to break in there. I mean, you never know what you might catch.’ 
 
    Mike had let her run on a bit, then taken his leave and they had made their way out here. They, she’d said . . . 
 
    Thoughtfully, he looked at the house again. No gas, no electricity, no mains water. Apparently there was a well in the garden, so the postmistress had informed him and given him a lecture on comparative water quality into the bargain. 
 
    There was something else his search at the records’ office had told him. There had been issued no certificate of death for Albert J. Cooper either a decade ago, or since. Could Liza have buried him somewhere and not notified death? 
 
    He picked the gate up, lifting it on its single rusting hinge and swung it awkwardly aside, led the four constables with him through the overgrown front garden and down the side of the house into the brick-floored yard at the back. 
 
    ‘You two,’ he directed, ‘try the house doors.’ 
 
    He directed the others towards the attached outbuildings and stood in the centre of the yard looking around at the devastation that had once been a home. 
 
    A flicker of movement caught his attention and he gazed up at the dark upper windows. Curtains half-hung, half-sagged from overstretched wires. One pair closed completely, the others slightly parted. He peered hard, willing whatever he’d half seen to move again. The two constables had circled the house and come back to the rear door. 
 
    ‘No open windows, sir, and the front door’s probably bolted.’ 
 
    He nodded impatiently. ‘Then you’d better try the back, break the blasted thing down if you have to.’ 
 
    He saw them exchange a glance and turned away, he couldn’t blame them for not wanting to go in. Even from outside the place stank, though from the look of it, they’d have little problem with the door, even from where he stood he could see that it was rotting on its hinges. 
 
    ‘Sir, I think you’d better look.’ 
 
    The officer emerged from one of the brick-built sheds looking more than a little sick. Mike walked swiftly over and went inside. Until the officer had disturbed it the door had been firmly shut and the full impact of the smell hit him like some solid, suffocating force. 
 
    ‘Christ Almighty.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ the young man said, eyes watering in sympathy. 
 
    Mike pushed the door open to its fullest extent and stepped back to survey the scene from outside, reaching into his pocket for the flashlight he’d remembered to bring this time. This was the place. Nothing was more certain. 
 
    Human excrement littered one comer, in another lay a heap of filthy, decaying blankets and old sacking. Even from here they stank of urine. But what clinched it for Mike, what put beyond doubt that this was the place Sara had been kept, was the narrow strip of pale blue ribbon tied around a little tail of fair hair. Someone had fastened it to a nail hammered into the shed wall. More than anything else in this hell-hole, that sickened him the most . . . 
 
    ‘Sir.’ The young officer was pointing. Mike looked; above the narrow window hung two more scraps of faded ribbon, one red and one green. One, tied carefully around a strand of dirty blonde hair, straight, without a hint of curl and about six inches long. The other, the green, encircled a delicate flowering of dark brown curls. The ribbon was frayed and rotten but someone . . . Liza? . . . had taken care to keep the soft curls free of cobwebs, of the thick layer of dust and grime that overlaid everything else. 
 
    Sadly, he stepped back outside, and let his gaze travel thoughtfully around the weed-infested yard. The other officer emerged from his search of the other buildings, pulling cobwebs from his clothes and hair. 
 
    ‘What’s in there?’ Mike demanded. ‘Apart from spiders.’ 
 
    The constable grinned, grateful to find some relief from the grim reality of the situation. 
 
    ‘An old pram. Funny thing is, sir, it’s clean. Well,’ he amended, ‘sort of clean, like it’s been used recently.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. Had it been used to take Sara back to the Greenway? He was about to take a look for himself when a call from the house made him turn. 
 
    ‘He’s here, sir. In one of the bedrooms.’ 
 
    Mike strode across the yard. ‘Alive?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    He pushed by the officer and began to climb the stairs, hearing behind him the officer remark, ‘Just how can people stand to live like this?’ 
 
    He tried to be professional enough not to ask himself such daft questions, but even so . . . the smell, the amount of dirt . . . Mike found it hard to comprehend. 
 
    The other constable stood uncertainly outside the door to the bedroom. Mike entered and motioned him inside. The room was dark, half-shut curtains and windows coated both inside and out in decades of grime added to the gloom. An old man sat at the end of the bed. Despite his surrounding conditions and his age, there was nothing emaciated or decayed about him. There was still a sense of strength, of purpose, of sternness in the way he sat, square-shouldered and straight-backed. 
 
    ‘Mr Cooper?’ Mike spoke gently, uncertain of what approach to take. 
 
    The man did not speak, but turned his eyes directly onto Mike. Mike felt a moment of almost superstitious panic, felt the young man at his side flinch, as though the look had been directed at him. 
 
    ‘I knew you would come.’ The voice was husky as though long out of use, but there was no weakness in it. ‘I told her there was no other way. She should have let me see to it like last time.’ He shrugged slightly as though resigned to the fact that life always let him down. 
 
    Mike waited, fearful of breaking the thread. 
 
    ‘She said she’d see to it this time, said she’d take her to the hill, do it there, but I never believed her. Weak, she was. Just left the child there, under the hedge for just anyone to find. Thought she could come back and lie to me, but I won’t hold with that. Not with lying. So I followed her.’ 
 
    He looked down at the floor then as though he’d said all he wanted to say. Mike had stood, frozen, as the man spoke. Suddenly, he was terrified that he would say no more. That he would refuse to speak and the rest of the story would remain untold. With difficulty, he held back on the impulse to shout, to demand, instead he spoke softly, words dropping gently into the stillness, ‘And so you killed her.’ 
 
    The man lifted his head again, eyes widened as though surprised that Mike should want clarification. 
 
    ‘Of course I did. What else was there to do? I knew she’d lied to me so I took wood from the woodpile.’ He paused sadly, then went on. ‘I didn’t have time for the child. There was a woman running down the hill and I could hear people shouting so I came home.’ 
 
    ‘And the wood you hit her with,’ Mike asked. ‘What did you do with that?’ 
 
    Cooper glared at him indignantly as though the question were beneath contempt. ‘Not a countryman, are you?’ 
 
    Mike was startled but he answered slowly, ‘No, I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I thought not. Wouldn’t need to ask such damn, fool questions if you were.’ He paused, then, speaking slowly and patiently he said, ‘Firewood belongs on the woodpile. I put it back there ready for winter.’ He shook his head despairingly at Mike. ‘Young folk. No idea, have you? Think I’d go wasting good firewood?’ He shook his head again and stared down at the floor in fixed concentration. He did not even move to protest as Mike took his arm and led him away to the waiting car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 
 
    It was two more weeks before the funerals of Suzanne Ashmore and Emma Cooper took place. Suzanne’s, in a large urban cemetery in the city where her parents now lived. Emma’s in the churchyard of the village where her short life had ended so tragically. Mike attended both, so did John Tynan. 
 
    Suzie Ashmore’s funeral hilltop was well attended. Mike stood well back out of the way of those who had more right to be there. It was a bright September afternoon with just the slightest touch of autumn licking the trees that lined the route to the crematorium. 
 
    The service had begun when he saw Cassie and Fergus slip quietly into the church and stand almost unnoticed at the back. Suzanne’s mother turned once to look at them, then turned away, her back a solid wall of disapproval. Mike shook his head sadly. He supposed it was too late to heal this kind of breach, founded as it was purely on grief, and beyond reason. He looked across and smiled at Cassie. Dr Lucas said that her recovery was exceeding all expectations, that she was ready to begin her life again. Mike was glad for them, for himself too. His friendship with Maria Lucas was blossoming and although he sensed that it would be a long time before either of them was ready to make a commitment, he felt that he too was beginning his life over. 
 
    He pulled his mind somewhat reluctantly back to the present, aware that the service was almost over and that he should at least try to find the right page in the hymn book. 
 
    Behind him there was a slight draught and a soft thud. He knew that Cassie and Fergus had chosen their moment to leave. 
 
    The life and death of Emma Cooper was celebrated quietly a few days later. A couple of photographers turned up to record the event which warranted a paragraph or two in the local papers but other than that the funeral party was made up of Mike, Tynan and the others whose lives had been so shadowed by the consequences of this child’s death. 
 
    It was on Mike’s mind that in a few days’ time there would be another funeral. That of Albert Cooper, found hanged by a bed sheet in a remand cell. 
 
    And, thought Mike, irritably, he’d said not a word more about anything since their brief conversation that day at the Coopers’ cottage. 
 
    He stood between the Thomas’s and the Malthams as Emma’s body was consigned once more to the earth, thinking how different this had been from the funeral of Suzie Ashmore. 
 
    He looked across at the Cassidys. Quite a number of the local people had sent flowers, some attended the church service, but only the Cassidys had come to the graveside. Mike watched them as they stood there, keeping close to each other, their daughter safely between them. He thought how differently it might all have turned out . . . then forced himself not to think about it and bent with the others to drop a handful of earth into the grave. 
 
    It was only as they left the churchyard that Mike noticed Cassie. She still held flowers in her hand. 
 
    ‘Did you forget?’ he asked her. ‘I’ll walk you back up if you want.’ 
 
    Cassie smiled at him and shook her head. ‘We’ve already left flowers on the grave,’ she said. ‘I want to take these to Tan’s hill. It’s just my way of finishing things properly.’ 
 
    ‘We’d like you to come too,’ Fergus said. It was an invitation that evidently included Tynan as well. 
 
    They walked in silence for several minutes, an odd, solemn procession. Then Anna asked, ‘Do we know why he took Sara?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘We can only make guesses,’ he said. ‘I talked to her after Cooper was arrested, she remembered seeing him there once, on Tan’s hill, or rather, she remembered seeing an old man talking, she thought, to himself. It scared her and she ran away.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he thought she’d found the body, same as Suzie did?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, we’ll never know now.’ 
 
    Anna nodded slowly. Simon reached across and took her hand. He’d been unusually silent until now. ‘It might seem far-fetched but have any of you noticed how like Suzie she looks? Sara Jane, I mean. Seeing her there, on the hill, it must have been as if she’d come back to haunt him.’ 
 
    No one commented, it didn’t seem necessary and Mike, for one, had developed a superstitious caution against violating the mystical aspects of this whole business. There were still so many things he didn’t understand, like the child’s clothes in the back of the police car and that strange dream Cassie had related to him when he’d gone to see her the day after Cooper’s arrest. The meticulous and absurdly accurate detail she had been able to recall. 
 
    ‘You didn’t do it,’ he had told her, suddenly anxious that she might take on this further burden of guilt. 
 
    To his relief and surprise she had laughed. ‘I know I didn’t,’ she said. ‘But it felt good, like revenge without the consequences I suppose.’ 
 
    They’d reached the mouth of the Greenway now. Anna stopped and sat down on the grass. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you going any further?’ Tynan asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Call me superstitious if you like, but wild horses wouldn’t drag me up there again.’ Unconsciously, she moved a hand to touch her abdomen, already aware of the new life growing there. 
 
    Tynan smiled. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’m not sure I want to go either.’ 
 
    Anna patted the ground beside her. ‘Have a seat.’ 
 
    Mike, Fergus and Cassie began to walk on alone, then Cassie stopped abruptly. ‘I can’t,’ she said softly. Fergus turned to kiss her gently then took the flowers from her hand. 
 
    ‘Then let me.’ 
 
    Cassie nodded, relieved, and they watched her as she walked the short distance back to the others. 
 
    Fergus and Mike stood for quite some time on the hilltop. They’d placed the flowers where the hidey hole had once been. Already the hawthorn and brambles were growing back, healing the manmade wound that gaped in the hedge-side. Then they’d gone back and stood on the hill looking down at the Greenway, stretching out, straight but for the kink around the hill. 
 
    The afternoon was warm, a slight breeze keeping it from being hot. Far off out to sea there was a darkening, as though rain clouds gathered and already the strip of sea that they could glimpse from the hill top looked muddied, anticipating the dark of storm clouds. 
 
    ‘I think we should go now,’ Fergus said, his voice sharpened slightly as though something troubled him. 
 
    As they hurried back along the pathway, it seemed to Mike that there was a slight shimmering in the air, like a displaced heat haze moving before his eyes and that the ground seemed to shift beneath his feet. The hedges — high and solid though he knew them to be — blurred suddenly as though seen through misted glass. 
 
    He felt panic rising, choking him, looked across at Fergus and saw the same emotions written on the other man’s face. 
 
    Instinctively, they began to run, fleeing in unashamed panic from a place that no longer welcomed them. 
 
    But it seemed that the sound of laughter pursued them down the high-hedged pathway, and, forcing himself to look back for an instant, Mike saw that two figures stood, small and childlike, against the blue sky on the crest of Tan’s hill. 
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    Prologue 
 
    The boy in the red sweatshirt looked warily at the man who’d bought him chips and coffee. He probably shouldn’t have accepted them, but the man had seemed OK. He had that ID card and everything, with his photo and an official-looking logo. Anyway, Ryan had felt half starved and his money ran out yesterday. He’d not done too well at begging for cash. Kept moving on, running scared every time he saw a policeman. 
 
    ‘Like I told you,’ the man was saying, ‘we’ve got this small hostel. It’s not much, but it’s clean and warm and there’s a phone. You can call home, talk to your mum and dad, set their minds at rest.’ 
 
    Ryan shook his head, tore his gaze from the man and looked across the crowded station cafe. The rush and flow of people, crossing and re-crossing the platform, all with places to go, people to meet. Somewhere to belong. 
 
    ‘They don’t want me back,’ he said, his voice full of longing. 
 
    ‘You don’t know that. Phone them from the hostel. Have a hot bath and we’ll talk it all through.’ 
 
    Ryan looked at him again, curious and still wary, half fearful, half desperate for any sort of lifeline. After five days of running and near enough going without food and sleep, he knew that he was no streetwise kid, able to fight his way through. He was just a kid. Tired, pissed off with the world and now, having eaten enough food to remind his body of how hungry he really was, Ryan was ready to give in. 
 
    But he wasn’t going home. He couldn’t face that. Not his mam’s tears and his dad’s bullying. But he desperately wanted to go somewhere. 
 
    ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll give it a go. But no way I’m going back home.’ 
 
    The man nodded reassuringly, reached out and thumped Ryan gently on the shoulder. ‘Good lad,’ he said. ‘Promise me, though, you’ll make that call, eh? And I promise you, Ryan, no one’s going to make you go back.’ 
 
    Ryan was scared. He tried to recall the route they had taken to get here, but his mind baulked at the number of twists and turns that had brought him from the main city centre, through little streets and finally to a block of flats where they’d picked up this other man. 
 
    Then they’d driven here. To this little terraced place at the back of some large buildings that Ryan thought must be warehouses. The street was so quiet after the bustle of the city centre and there were no lights in the windows of the houses. Just the odd pinprick here and there showing through closed curtains and the yellow glow of the sodium lights deepening the twilight. 
 
    It wasn’t anything the men had said or done that had made him afraid. They had chatted to him about his family, about the match last Saturday. About the things he might have expected them to talk about. But all the same, Ryan was scared. 
 
    They’d hardly mentioned the hostel since he’d got into the car. Told him nothing about the other kids that might be there and, when he’d asked, just said he’d find out soon enough. Mostly, they’d talked between themselves, the two men. Sharing the kind of half conversation that adults do when they know each other well and talk becomes a kind of shorthand. 
 
    He should have run away earlier, he told himself vaguely, trying to get the thoughts to sort themselves out in his head. But they wouldn’t stay still long enough for him to make any sense. 
 
    Increasingly frantic, he had stared ahead, looking for traffic lights or give-way signs or anything that might give him a chance. There had been nothing. 
 
    And then they’d stopped here, in this deserted street. 
 
    Ryan knew instinctively that he couldn’t escape now. That no one would hear him if he tried to scream. That he was on his own. 
 
    The two men were laughing about something. Unfastening seat belts. Unlocking doors. 
 
    Ryan reached out casually for the handle and released the catch. Got out as slowly as he could bear. Then, the moment his feet touched solid ground, he began to run. 
 
    He got all of twenty feet before they caught him, brought him to the ground with a crash that knocked the air from his lungs. 
 
    Ryan wriggled sideways. Desperation freeing one leg, he kicked out, made contact of some kind that loosened the man’s hold. He filled his bruised lungs with air and tried to scream. 
 
    But it was no good. 
 
    There was no hostel. No lifeline. No help. Nothing. Ryan never even made a sound. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Sunday afternoon 
 
      
 
    The house stood at the end of the cul-de-sac. It turned partly outwards from the main group, facing instead the little path that led to the playground. 
 
    The cul-de-sac was a quiet place, a dead end reached after several turns along equally obscure, equally quiet residential roads. There was little incidental traffic. The occasional stranger would get lost and be turned back by the obvious absence of a through road and the slightly anxious, slightly suspicious stares of the local populace, but that was all. 
 
    The residents were not an unfriendly bunch; just, perhaps, a little territorial, a mite over-protective. And, in the main, it was not a place that people came upon by accident. Those who came to the close generally had some business there. Those who came to live either committed to the general sense of belonging, or they left with a noticeable rapidity. Those who stayed tended to. . . well. . . stay. 
 
    It seems to be the rule of such communities — loosely strung, but none the less with a strong sense of bond — that one house should act almost as a transit camp. A point of temporary refuge for those who tried — and failed — to make whatever was the required grade. 
 
    Portland Close was no exception and this tall, three-storey house, facing somewhat sulkily a half-turn away from the rest and looking towards the wider world, was the one designated here as such a passing zone. 
 
    It had seen three families come and go in as many years. Nice people, but whose place was evidently elsewhere and whose departure was marked by no visible regret on either side. 
 
    Then this last family had come. 
 
    Ellie Masouk was never quite certain how it had happened. Events seemed to shape themselves suddenly and irrevocably. She never knew who had cast the first stone. In fact she’d barely become aware of the minor infractions upon community coherence before it seemed that Portland Close and its inhabitants had fallen upon madness. 
 
    And now this man, this police officer, was asking her calmly what seemed to be going on. 
 
    ‘And how long have you lived here, Mrs Masouk?’ he asked, his voice calm and efficient. 
 
    Indifferent, Ellie thought. 
 
    ‘Three years,’ she said. ‘Well, two and a half, really, I suppose.’ 
 
    She bit her lip nervously, noting the slight impatience indicated in the tightening of his mouth as he amended her reply. 
 
    ‘So you know the people round here quite well, then?’ 
 
    Ellie frowned and hesitated. Did she? ‘Well, some of them. I guess I know some of them quite well.’ 
 
    He was looking at her, pen raised a little pointedly above the statement sheet, waiting to see if she changed this reply as well. In the end, he wrote nothing, laid his pen down on the clipboard and asked her, ‘Did you see what these neighbours of yours were doing today?’ 
 
    The change of tack caught Ellie off balance. She opened her mouth to respond, then closed it again, uncertain of the kind of answer he wanted. She sighed deeply and leaned back in the chair, suddenly feeling exhausted and wishing they would go away. 
 
    The WPC, who’d said little up until now, smiled across at her. ‘How much longer do you have to go?’  
 
    Ellie was startled, then she smiled back, tried to relax a little under the other woman’s seemingly friendly scrutiny. 
 
    ‘About three more weeks. That’s if he waits that long.’ 
 
    ‘He?’ 
 
    The colour rose in Ellie’s pale cheeks and her eyes, blue like washed-out delphiniums, lit for the first time since these unwanted strangers had come into her tiny, tidy little house. 
 
    ‘I had a few problems,’ she explained. ‘Had to have a late scan and they told us then it was a boy.’ 
 
    ‘Bet your husband’s pleased.’ The male officer spoke up again, his hand gesturing towards the photograph of Ellie and Rezah’s wedding. It took pride of place on the wall next to a large baby portrait of Farouzi. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she acknowledged, ‘he is pleased. He’s pleased that there’s nothing wrong with our baby. I don’t think it matters to him whether we have a boy or another little girl.’ 
 
    She’d answered him with maybe a little more sharpness than was necessary, but the inference had been so clear. She was an English woman, married to an ‘Asian’ man — Middle Eastern, if you were going to be really fussy about it — and such men wanted sons. 
 
    Ellie found herself deeply resenting this officious little man with his pen and clipboard. She turned back to the WPC and answered the question her male colleague had put. 
 
    ‘Some of the people round here I know quite well. But we’re very private, really. We get on well with everyone, you know, pass the time of day and that . . .’ 
 
    ‘But you saw what happened here today.’ 
 
    The man had spoken once again, making a flat statement of his words. 
 
    Ellie gave him a long, cold look and turned once more to his female colleague. ‘I saw something, yes. I saw people in the street. Shouting. People in that house. The Pearsons.’ She gestured behind her in the direction of the big house. ‘I heard them shouting too. Then someone threw a brick and I heard a window breaking.’ 
 
    ‘And then?’ 
 
    Ellie shook her head and looked away. ‘I don’t know any more than that. Not really. It all went crazy out there. Things being thrown and people yelling. I was in the garden with my little girl when it started and we came inside straight away. I didn’t see any more after that.’ 
 
    The WPC looked, smiling, at the little girl curled up asleep on the sofa next to her mother. 
 
    ‘It must have been frightening for you, Mrs Masouk. For you and for your little girl.’ 
 
    Ellie nodded. It had been frightening. The Pearsons’ house was only a garden and a little footpath away from hers. She could see the front of it from where she’d been standing. Seen the bricks being thrown and the milk bottles being hurled out at the attackers. Ellie had been frightened enough to abandon her half-hung washing, grab Farouzi and run back into the house as fast as her swollen body would let her. 
 
    ‘But it was you who phoned the police?’ 
 
    ‘You know it was,’ she said defensively. ‘It wasn’t just me, though.’ She looked at the woman officer, suddenly frightened by the implications. ‘The man on the phone said he’d had another call just before I made mine. So I wasn’t the only one.’ 
 
    The WPC smiled encouragingly, calmly assessing the degree of Ellie’s fear. ‘No, Mrs Masouk, you weren’t the only one.’ She smiled again and said, brightly, ‘You must be getting tired of all this, living as close as you do. I mean, this is the third call-out to Portland Close we’ve had this week. It’s getting to be quite a habit.’ 
 
    The male officer snorted somewhat rudely. ‘Nice neighbours you seem to have round here.’ 
 
    ‘They are,’ said Ellie, startled into the reply. She bit her lip, painfully aware of their scrutiny. Of what they must be thinking. ‘I mean. I don’t understand it. We’ve been here three years, never had a moment’s problem.’ She looked helplessly at the two officers and finished lamely, ‘They’re nice people, really. Just ordinary, nice people . . . you know.’ 
 
    The PC got to his feet, preparing to leave, evidently unwilling to waste any more of his precious time. 
 
    ‘Maybe you should tell that to the Pearsons’,’ he commented. ‘We can see ourselves out.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ryan could see little from the window. 
 
    He had tried to open it. Prying at it with his fingertips, his short nails, even the buckle from his belt, but it had been screwed tight shut. 
 
    He thought about breaking the glass. The panes were far too small for him to crawl through, but maybe if he could break a couple he could smash his way through that bit of the frame as well. 
 
    But he was scared. How much noise would it make? Were the two men still downstairs? What if he broke the window and just shouted? 
 
    Despairingly, Ryan gazed out at the view of flat roofs and windowless walls. 
 
    No one to hear. There would be no one out there to hear. 
 
    Miserably, he sat down on the bed and looked around the tiny little room, trying to gain some inspiration, but there was nothing much to help him. Wooden floors covered in old lino. Walls coated in peeling paper, dampened roses and lattice trellis. 
 
    The door, the window. The narrow bed with a single blanket. 
 
    The room stank of damp and old age and now of piss where he’d been forced to relieve himself in the corner. 
 
    Ryan began to shake. He pulled the blanket round his shoulders and wrapped it tight. 
 
    He began to cry. Softly at first, as though ashamed, as though afraid he might be overheard. Then less quietly as despair took hold and pure, physical fear trembled through his body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Sunday evening 
 
      
 
    The food was good, the wine mellow and the company wonderful. 
 
    Mike leaned back contentedly in his chair and accepted another glass, admiring the deep redness of it through a moistly alcoholic haze. 
 
    Maria’s flat at Oaklands was small. Kitchen, living room, bedroom and a cramped bathroom with a particularly uncomfortable corner bath — Mike usually used the shower. Maria’s place had become a second home to him. 
 
    Few of the psychiatric staff lived on site at Oaklands, but Maria found it convenient and liked the fact that the two-centuries-old manor house, converted into a long-term treatment centre, was located in the middle of nowhere. The tiny flat was packed to the gills with books, curious, overly heavy pieces of antique furniture and all of the random bits and pieces that Maria couldn’t bear to throw away. 
 
    Mike, whose own flat, rented part furnished and really never more to him than a place to eat and sleep, loved the eclectic fabrication that was Maria’s home. There was little room for entertaining, though, and, with John Tynan taking up a third portion of the dining table, little space for manoeuvre around the cramped living room. 
 
    He rocked back, tilting the chair on to two legs and holding the wine glass so that it focused and distorted the red shaded glow from the small lamp perched precariously on the oak mantel shelf. 
 
    Pity the fire was gas and not real, he thought. Pity, too, that he would have to leave so early in the morning to get to the office on time. 
 
    ‘More wine, John?’ Maria asked the older man. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No, thank you. I have to drive home.’ 
 
    ‘You could stay over. There’re always spare rooms laid on in case we need extra night staff.’ 
 
    John smiled at her. ‘Thank you, my dear, but I want to make an early start in the morning.’ 
 
    Mike snorted. ‘Not the only one. Still, at least they let me alone for the weekend.’ 
 
    ‘Aahh, poor thing,’ said Maria, her voice lightly mocking. ‘A policeman’s lot.’ 
 
    Mike grimaced. ‘This particular policeman could do without the lot that’s been dumped in his lap just now.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t envy you this one, I have to admit.’ John nodded thoughtfully. ‘Sounds like a real can of worms.’ 
 
    ‘You mean that Fletcher business? Do you think the appeal will get anywhere?’ 
 
    Mike frowned. The last thing he wanted, he told himself, was to talk about this tonight. The Fletcher case had been a messy business the first time around. Mike had not been on the investigating team that had got the first conviction, and now it was coming up for appeal and there was all this mire of new evidence to sift through. 
 
    When the dossier had landed on his desk last thing on Friday he had spared it only the briefest of glances, but he had seen enough to know that he didn’t like the feel. And then there were all the departmental toes he would have to tread on. Mike didn’t even want to think about the consequences should he turn up something — anything — that made the original case suspect. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he said, returning to the question Maria had asked him. ‘I don’t doubt that Fletcher was guilty — there were enough testimonies against him. Adults abused as kids; kids still under his care in the last home he’d been in charge of who’d been too scared to make complaints before. They all came out of the woodwork.’ He tipped himself forward once more and deposited his glass back on the table with a slightly exaggerated thump. 
 
    ‘Twenty years of it. And at least two suicides to his credit. God alone knows what else.’ 
 
    ‘So, what’s new? Surely the appeal won’t get Fletcher off the hook?’ 
 
    Mike smiled grimly and shook his head. ‘No. Fletcher’s stuck inside for the term he was sentenced to. What’s being called into question is the extent of his guilt. We always knew he wasn’t operating alone but there was never enough evidence to convict the others he accused.’ 
 
    ‘And now there is? From what I remember about the original case, Fletcher named some real class acts.’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘So I understand.’ He grinned broadly. ‘I haven’t read the full report yet.’ 
 
    ‘First job for tomorrow morning, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, yes.’ 
 
    ‘So that fat set of folders squeezed into the plastic carrier bag isn’t work after all?’ Maria asked him, a wry smile playing at the corners of her mouth, the lamplight warm on her black skin. 
 
    Mike took a moment, just to admire the effect, before acknowledging sheepishly. ‘I don’t have to look at it tonight. It’s just, well, I thought, if I got a spare moment or two. If you were working . . .’ 
 
    Maria laughed out loud. ‘Well, as it happens I do have work to do. So you’ve just got no excuse, Detective Inspector Croft, not to be fully briefed by tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have to spend long on it,’ he protested. ‘Just half an hour or so to get an overview.’ He sighed, ruefully. ‘There’s practically a cabinet full of the stuff back at Divisional. What’s in the bag’s just a CPS briefing.’ 
 
    ‘So it’ll spend one hell of a time saying one hell of a nothing.’ John snorted contemptuously.’ 
 
    Mike grinned at him. 
 
    ‘Well,’ John went on. ‘I’ll give you a hand with the dishes, my dear, and then I’ll be on my way. Let you two professionals get yourselves ready for your working week.’ 
 
    He rose a little stiffly, easing the crunches from his back, and regarded the two of them fondly. ‘Retired from the problems of the CPS I may be, but I won’t have either of you thinking that I’ve been put out to grass. This ex-DI has a heavy week ahead of him.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was well past midnight. Maria had taken herself off to bed almost an hour before, but Mike had found himself drawn into the complexities and ramifications of a case he very much did not want to make his own. 
 
    It made disturbing reading. Nothing in the report shook his original belief in Fletcher’s guilt. The man had been abusing the children in his care for the best part of two decades. His own admission and the overwhelming evidence of almost two dozen testimonies left no room for doubt on that score. 
 
    It was the rest of it. The harassment of both defence and prosecution witnesses; the mysterious fires in the offices of the lawyer preparing Fletcher’s defence. The dead ends that seemed to have plagued the more controversial elements of the investigation. That was what bothered Mike. 
 
    It was hard to say what it was that didn’t add up, but there was definitely something. Then, this latest piece in the puzzle. The alleged journal of a local JP, a man by the name Simon Blake, placed, if its contents could have been proved genuine, not just the JP himself but at least three other local high-ups in the frame along with Fletcher. 
 
    The original journal had been destroyed in the fire that had devastated the offices of the defence lawyer. Blake himself, Mike remembered, had died of a heart attack quite some time ago. There’d been a front-page obit in one of the local papers, harping on about his charity work and his military career. Quite a local celebrity, Blake had been. 
 
    Mike liked this less and less. Fletcher, who had seemed determined to take someone — anyone — else down with him, had pulled one local MP and at least two members of the legal profession into the mud after him. 
 
    Some of the mud had stuck; the concrete evidence hadn’t. Fletcher had gone to court and from there to prison, alone. His alleged connections to a high-level, high-powered ring of child pornographers and paedophiles remained unproven. Those who had finally found the courage to speak out against Fletcher were either unwilling or unable to expand their statements to catch others in the testimonial net. 
 
    Fletcher was guilty; there was no real doubt about that. So what more was there to know? 
 
    Mike rubbed his eyes and stretched, then set the half read report aside. Maria’s living room was dimly lit, he’d left only the two little table lamps on. They glowed softly under red shades, casting odd, malignant shadows across the heavy bookshelves and the soft, rich fabric of the curtains. 
 
    This man who’d produced the possibly damning journal, who’d claimed, also, that much of the evidence against Fletcher had been fabricated. What should Mike make of him? What credence could he give to a man who had himself been accused of indecency? 
 
    Mike sighed, suddenly very weary. Well, it would wait until morning. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you ever coming to bed?’ 
 
    He smiled and looked towards the doorway. Maria stood, leaning against the door jamb, an old towelling robe thrown loosely around her shoulders. Head held slightly to one side, she regarded him with sleepy interest. 
 
    ‘I’m coming now,’ he told her. 
 
    Drowsily, she nodded approval, turned and went back into the bedroom. ‘And make sure you leave that bloody carrier bag behind.’ Then, as though the thought had just occurred to her, ‘Why the hell don’t you get yourself a nice respectable briefcase or something?’ 
 
    Mike reached out to switch off the lamps and grinned into the darkness. Sod the lot of it tonight, he thought. He’d think about it afresh when he’d had some sleep. The thoughts of settling into bed beside Maria and of black skinned hands tipped by red painted nails were enough to drive just about everything from his mind. 
 
    Even lost evidence and possibly explosive journals consigned to the arsonist’s flames. Even men like a certain Eric Pearson who claimed he had made a copy. 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ryan awoke to the sound of voices and footsteps on the stairs. 
 
    Outside, it was dark. In the room, too. Shadows gathered in the corners, thick as pitch, but it was the sudden light, forcing its way into his eyes as someone flicked the switch, that brought the real terror. 
 
    Ryan screamed, recoiling in horror from the men who entered the room. He skittered back from them, his feet kicking out and propelling him across the bed, becoming tangled in the blanket he had wrapped about himself. 
 
    He shouted again, calling in vain for help. There were four of them now and their faces were masked and hidden but he knew that two were the men who had brought him here. 
 
    They were going to kill him. 
 
    He was going to die. 
 
    ‘Helpmesomeonehelpme!’ The words scrambled over themselves in panic. 
 
    One of the men laughed. There was no malevolence in his laughter. It was as though he didn’t register the terror in the boy’s voice. As though it was all a part of some outrageous game. 
 
    Ryan looked from face to face. Micky Mouse and Goofy, Snow White and the Wicked Witch stared back at him. Ducking and bobbing in front of his terrified eyes as though in some macabre carnival parade. 
 
    Then Snow White grabbed him by the ankle. A large ring on the man’s hand scratched at Ryan’s skin. Someone else had his arm. Fingers digging hard enough to bruise. They were pulling at his clothes. Tugging his red sweatshirt over his head and ripping his shirt. 
 
    He kicked and squirmed beneath their grip, but their hands seemed everywhere, until, suddenly, they released him. Backing off and looking down at him as though a break had been called in the game play. 
 
    Ryan lay naked and whimpering on the mattress. He curled on his side and looked up at the four men, blinking in the light, wondering, against all hope, if the sudden lack of action meant they would let him go now. 
 
    Then they laid hold of him again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Monday morning 
 
      
 
    Ellie went out the back way. The street was quiet, but in the last few days she had become scared of going out the front way into the close, and, even more, of coming back that way and never being sure what she’d find going on in the street. 
 
    Awkwardly, she steered the buggy out of the back gate and through the narrow gap in the fence that let her onto the footpath leading to the shops. A slight movement at one of the big house windows caught her eye. She looked up, sharply, as the sudden brightness of a camera flash lit the window. 
 
    Ellie stared. Mr Pearson, complete with camera, stared back at her. 
 
    ‘Doing a lot of that, they are, love.’ 
 
    Ellie jumped again, then felt a friendly hand on her arm. 
 
    ‘Sorry, dear! I didn’t mean to scare you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh! Dora!’ Ellie’s heart was pounding. She lifted a hand as though to quiet it and laughed, embarrassed. 
 
    ‘There, love. You off to the shops? Sure you’re up to it? I could get a few bits for you if you like.’ 
 
    Ellie smiled at her middle-aged neighbour. ‘No, I’m fine, really I am. Thanks ever so much but I want the walk.’ 
 
    Dora fell into step beside her. ‘Here, let me push that. Hello, my darling. You got that beautiful dolly with you?’ She laughed as Farouzi first offered the doll and then snatched her back again. 
 
    Ellie smiled, glad of something to lessen the tension. 
 
    ‘Rezah was late home last night.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Ellie nodded. They’ve a lot of overtime.’ 
 
    ‘If he’s late tonight, come and sit with us for a while. No sense being lonely.’ 
 
    Ellie smiled gratefully. ‘Thanks, we might just do that.’ 
 
    They made their slow way up the hill and it wasn’t until the shops were in sight that either woman spoke again. ‘What did you mean?’ Ellie questioned. ‘About the Pearsons taking pictures?’ 
 
    Dora laughed a little breathlessly and relinquished her dominance of the pushchair now they were on the flat. 
 
    ‘Strange thing to do, if you ask me. That’s what started it all, yesterday’s lot, I mean.’ She clucked her tongue as though describing some minor misdemeanour. 
 
    ‘Pearson senior was nosing out of the window yesterday, watching Lizzie’s kids playing in the paddling pool. Well, you know how hot it was and you know Lizzie’s kids, only little things, they are. She’d got them stripped off and running round on the lawn and that Pearson, he stood there in his window taking pictures of them. Started yelling at Lizzie like there was something wrong with a couple of little ones running about in their birthday suits.’ 
 
    Ellie frowned. It seemed absurd. ‘But why take photographs of them?’ 
 
    ‘Evidence, Pearson said. Or so Lizzie told me.’ She shrugged. ‘Well, you know Liz. She’s not about to stand for that sort of thing, so she goes round and hammers on Pearsons’ door. I wonder you didn’t hear her.’ 
 
    ‘Well I did, Farouzi had just woken up and I didn’t take a lot of notice.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Well, Liz went out there, ranting and raving and carrying on about how dare he take snapshots of her kids and how dare he criticize the way she looks after them. I mean to say, love, look at the Pearson kids. Day after day and they never set foot out of that house. You ask me, that’s what half the problem’s about. They should have let their kids out to play with the rest of them. Then there’d have been a lot less bad feeling round here.’ 
 
    Ellie nodded, was about to comment, but Dora was in full flow now. ‘Anyhow, the way they went about things, the Pearsons I mean, treating us like our kids aren’t good enough to play with their kids. Well, that sort of attitude doesn’t do anyone any good.’ She frowned, seeming to have lost her thread. 
 
    ‘You were telling me about the photographs.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. You going in here, love?’ They had reached the automatic doors of the main supermarket. Ellie nodded. ‘Let’s share a trolley, then, save you struggling. Well, Lizzie’s shouting got a lot of us outside, wanting to know what all the fuss was about. There was Pearson yelling from the window and Lizzie pounding on his door, shouting at him that she wanted the camera film, and then Mary from across the way, she pipes up that it’s not the first time. It seems Pearson was taking pictures of her girls. Just walking by, they were. And she wasn’t the only one. Regular habit he’s making of it.’ 
 
    ‘But why, Dora, and, I mean, when has all this been happening? I haven’t heard about anything.’ 
 
    Dora gave her a sympathetic but slightly pitying glance. ‘No, love, but you’ve not been here very much, what with being in hospital that week or two and then having to rest up so much. But it’s been happening, all the same,’ she asserted, as though Ellie had expressed some doubt. ‘Been photographing everyone that went past, he has. God alone knows what it must be costing him in film. Says it’s for identification purposes. Identification! I ask you. Everyone knows who everyone is round our way.’ 
 
    Ellie reached for a pack of tea bags and gave them to Farouzi, who shook them happily. ‘And that’s when the trouble started?’ 
 
    Dora nodded. ‘Nothing but trouble, they’ve been, ever since they came here. Don’t know what the council was thinking of, sending them here.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess they had to house them somewhere. Mrs Pearson said they had trouble in the last place they lived.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, love, she told a lot of people that. You’ve got to give everyone their due. When they first moved here we all tried to be friendly. But they’re a weird lot.’ She wandered across the aisle and came back with tins of baked beans and tomatoes. ‘I mean,’ she said, as though it confirmed everything, ‘they don’t even send their kids to school. Can’t be good, can it, keeping them cooped up like that?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Ellie said doubtfully, ‘I guess quite a few people do teach their kids at home.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they do. But I’ll bet they’re not all like the Pearsons.’ 
 
    Dora had a full head of steam going now and, Ellie knew, would need little stimulus to keep her going. She nodded again and made a noncommittal remark, allowing her mind to wander. She was feeling tired again and the heat, dissipated only a little by the shop’s air conditioning, made her feel queasy. 
 
    She took the box of tea bags from Farouzi. The child had been chewing the corner and little bits of the plastic wrapper were beginning to come away. Absentmindedly, she checked Farouzi’s mouth for fragments of the wrap. 
 
    Mr Pearson’s behaviour had certainly been odd. But was it odd enough to justify people stoning his house? Breaking his windows? 
 
    She thought back to when the Pearsons had first moved in, only a few months before. Man, wife, half a dozen children. Not particularly well dressed — but then, who could easily afford to clothe six kids? — and the furniture they had brought with them, what there was of it, looked old and mismatched. 
 
    Ellie smiled slightly at the thought. You couldn’t get much more patchwork than the bits and pieces she and Rezah had moved in with; donations, mostly, from Rezah’s family and stuff they’d bought second hand. 
 
    There had been nothing particularly strange in the Pearsons’ lack of possessions. And they had seemed, at first sight, to be a lively lot. Kids running here, there and everywhere. Helping their parents to move the boxes. Getting in the way when they shifted the furniture. 
 
    There had been no hint of the trouble to follow. Even when the rumours started to spread that the Pearsons had been moved five times in the last three years, Ellie had still thought they could fit in at Portland Close. 
 
    And then, everything had started to go wrong. 
 
    Ellie just couldn’t figure it out. 
 
    Dora noticed her slowing pace and took her arm. ‘Come on, love,’ she said. ‘You got everything you need?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t really sure she cared either. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Monday morning 
 
      
 
    Eric Pearson crumpled the sheet of paper in his hand, then changed his mind and unfolded it carefully, smoothing out the creases and laying it as flat as he could on the table top. 
 
    He peered at the handwriting — blue ink, a neat, carefully joined and rounded hand. Then he sat back in his chair and gazed upwards towards the ceiling, rereading the contents of the letter as though the words were set against the dulled white paint. 
 
    ‘My Dear Frank,’ the letter began. My dear Frank. It was rare that Eric Pearson thought about his brother, but the discovery of this note, unsent and all but forgotten in the inside pocket of a coat he rarely wore, had brought the few memories he still allowed himself back with considerable force. 
 
    The letter was dated some three days after Eric and Johanna had left the only place they had ever called home. 
 
    It was filled with the sense of rage and deep injustice Eric had felt then. Still felt. At being abandoned by those he had called his family and his friends. 
 
    He picked it up, smoothed out more of the creases with his fingertips and began to read again. 
 
      
 
    My dear Frank, 
 
    They have placed us in what they term emergency accommodation. One room in which to live and sleep and try to keep some sense of belonging. One room for a man, his wife and five little children. The two eldest and myself, we sleep on mattresses on the floor in sleeping bags and Johanna shares a single bed with little Paulie. 
 
    There is so much noise here, Frank. Day and night, people coming and going, every room in this place crammed to breaking point with women and children and their menfolk. Shouting and banging and making noise. 
 
    The children have nowhere to play. There’s just a tiny garden behind and a main road only a step outside the front door. 
 
    We don’t deserve this, Frank. My wife, my children, none of us deserve this. A sin has been committed too great for me to comprehend as yet. 
 
    I would give or do or say anything just to come back to you all. To turn back the clock and undo what has been done. 
 
    We have been placed on a list and have to wait our turn for a suitable house but that may be many weeks away and in the meantime we have to live in this place. Muddle through as best we can. 
 
      
 
    Eighteen weeks they had waited, Eric remembered. Eighteen weeks and three days of fighting their way through a system already clogged by too much need. 
 
    Eighteen weeks and three days that had taken them from the overheated summer, in a room whose inadequate windows opened only onto the smoke of traffic and city dust, into the damp and chill of a despairing winter. Tempers had grown short, nerves set on edge by the slightest irritation. Even Johanna’s seemingly infinite patience had been unable to hold out against the miasma of doubt and desolation that had settled in with the winter cold. 
 
    Then Danny had been born and they had been rehoused. Given the most basic of furnishings from the common store and been grateful out of all proportion for the charity. A grant had seen the new place carpeted, and a small stock of tokens provided the paint and mops and buckets to clean and decorate. 
 
    Compared with the home they had once had, the new place was as nothing. Small and cramped and barely adequate. But compared with the single room in the overcrowded hostel, it seemed like heaven. 
 
    Heaven, he remembered, had lasted for fifteen weeks and five days. Then, one day, Eric had come home and known that it was over. 
 
    It was the way his neighbours stared at him as he walked down the street. The way a mother hustled her children aside when he passed them on the pavement. 
 
    And then he’d known. Someone had recognized him. Someone had remembered. Someone knew who he was and what he’d been accused of. And once someone knew, it was only a matter of time before they all knew and the time of peace ended. 
 
    ‘Five times in three years, Frank,’ Eric said softly, speaking to a brother he knew he might never see again. ‘Five times in three years they’ve moved us on, like some damned itinerants with no rights.’ 
 
    Abruptly he got to his feet and paced the length of the kitchen as though the room trapped him. 
 
    Five times the rumours had followed, then the suspicion, then the trouble. He’d learnt to look for it early since that first time. 
 
    At the first house, even the second, they had tried to fit in, tried to make a new life in a new community. But, of course, it hadn’t worked. Eric could see now that it would never work. He and his kind, his family, they were outsiders. Always would be. 
 
    Eventually he had ceased even to try to belong. Had built walls about himself and his family. Shut them inside what little shelter he could still provide in such a hostile world and learnt to anticipate the trouble even before it showed signs of beginning. 
 
    He sighed heavily as he crumpled the letter in his hand once more and thrust it deep into his trouser pocket. 
 
    It would never end, Eric knew that now. Never end until he had been publicly vindicated. Until he had stood up in a court of law and shown the world that there were men, guilty men, far more worthy of hatred than Eric Pearson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Monday morning 
 
      
 
    Morning routine. Same as ever Mike checked the day book, accepted coffee, exchanged a joke with Symonds, duty sergeant for the first shift and still getting himself sorted with his electric razor in one hand and an unidentifiable hot sandwich in the other. 
 
    Mike listened to the morning briefing wishing the day had assigned him a more active role. He went to his desk carrying his bag of files and dumped it on the stained green carpet next to the waste bin as though hoping that was where the entire thing could end up. 
 
    Irritably, he rifled through his in-tray, grabbed a loose handful of report sheets and set to work, trying to rough out some sort of assessment of the Fletcher mess. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric stood in position by the living room window, sipping his second cup of tea of the day. 
 
    Johanna had persuaded him downstairs for breakfast. He’d eaten with a distracted air, listening vaguely to his children’s chatter, to Johanna’s replies, to the familiar sounds of the meal being prepared and eaten and argued over. 
 
    He had returned upstairs then, taking his tea and his camera, leaving Johanna and the children to clear away the remnants of breakfast and begin their morning lessons. Another duty he had once been so very conscientious of now left to Johanna. In his less self-indulgent moments Eric acknowledged that he left too much to Johanna these days. That he should do more to aid the running of their household and the daily welfare of his family. 
 
    But these moments passed quickly and came less and less frequently. Eric’s was a mind under siege. A life imprisoned within a tall house, whose windows gazed out upon a world that he could no longer share. 
 
    Intensely, as though every nuance of movement mattered, Eric watched and photographed the local children leave their homes and set off for school, shepherded by their mothers and older sisters and brothers. Watched the postman following the curve of the close and delivering nothing to the Pearson house. Stared with rapt attention as Ellie Masouk, now back from her shopping, opened the door to take a package too large to fit through her letterbox. Listened with devotion as the milk float rattled its way down to the end of the close and delivered its daily crate load to his door. 
 
    He would have to go out soon, Eric knew. Get some money, do some shopping, leave the house eyeless and unguarded for at least an hour or so. 
 
    Eric Pearson sighed irritably and placed his empty mug on the windowsill, glancing briefly about the room as he did so. 
 
    Such a dreary room, the sun seeming to miss both windows, apart from the earliest shafts in the morning and the half-dead rays of late evening. Untidy, too, with the clutter of toys and books and papers not cleared away from one day’s end to the next. 
 
    He frowned suddenly. He really ought to give Johanna more help. For all of two minutes Eric walked around the room picking toys from the floor and books from the chairs. Clearing the whole stack of unread papers from the table standing beside the back window. 
 
    Then, as though his purpose failed him, he let the entire bundle fall to the floor, leaving the mess so much worse than it had been. He stood still, his arms dropping to his sides and his eyes fixing once again upon the now empty street. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Got a minute, Mike?’ DI Miles stuck his round head round the door and followed it rapidly with his equally rotund body. 
 
    Mike looked up from his paper-strewn desk and grinned warily. ‘Depends what you’ve got in mind.’ 
 
    Miles came over, perched his large self on the desk and awarded Mike his broadest, most welcoming smile. 
 
    ‘Got an old dear down in the front office,’ he said. ‘Wants to talk to someone important, so we figured you’d do.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Mike gave him a suspicious look. ‘And what’s her problem?’ 
 
    ‘Says someone’s stealing her garden, bit by bit. Trees gone last week and a whole stack of newly planted bulbs last night.’ 
 
    He hopped off the desk and was across the office with surprising speed. ‘Nutty as a friggin’ fly biscuit,’ he called back over his shoulder as he hopped it out of the door. ‘But she’s driving the duty sergeant round the bend.’ 
 
    Mike got to his feet, half disbelieving, and followed him to the door. 
 
    ‘How come you can’t deal with it?’ he shouted at Miles’s rapidly retreating back. 
 
    The big man laughed. ‘It’s a shit job, Mike. But someone’s got to shovel it . . .’ 
 
    A young WPC drifted by with her arms full of reports. She flashed a quick smile in Mike’s direction. ‘Hear they’ve got you dealing with old Mrs Delancey, guv.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs who?’ 
 
    ‘Old lady in the front office with the . . .’ 
 
    ‘Disappearing garden . . . Regular, is she?’ 
 
    ‘Set the clock by her, poor old soul. The council had to move her. She can’t look after herself any more and she’s no family. Had to put her in this sheltered housing place. In a little flat. And of course there’s . . .’ 
 
    ‘No garden. I get the picture. Someone phoned the home?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Be about an hour, they said. Don’t worry, guv, she’s quite harmless.’ 
 
    The young woman went off laughing and Mike mooched along to the front office. ‘Harmless,’ he muttered to himself. ‘I’ll just bet she is.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Monday 3 p.m. 
 
    Eric had been away from the house for almost three hours. He hurried down the little path, anxious now that he had been gone too long. That something had happened. 
 
    Ellie Masouk came through the kissing gate towards him, pushing her child in its buggy. She looked up at the sound of Eric’s footsteps, then glanced away swiftly as though afraid he might speak to her, engage her in conversation. 
 
    Her unease was written so clearly on her pale, blandly pretty face that Eric almost laughed aloud. He hurried by, feeling her unconscious withdrawal as he passed close to her. Her embarrassment. 
 
    She had no idea who he was, Eric realized. No idea that their paths had crossed before. 
 
    But he knew her. Who she’d been before she’d married Masouk. Who she was and what had happened to her. 
 
    Oh yes. Eric Pearson knew. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘It can’t be easy,’ Superintendent Jacques sympathized, ‘having to sift through this lot. Being expected to put the work of fellow officers under the glass.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘It makes for bad feeling, Mike.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not exactly my idea of fun, sir,’ he said, realizing that his tone held more frost than was really warranted. 
 
    ‘No, no, of course not, Mike. Not a job anyone would want, I know that. Anyway,’ he continued, pushing himself to his feet again, ‘just go through the motions. We’ll soon have this thing all wrapped up.’ 
 
    He turned to go. Mike called after him. ‘It’s not been explained to me, sir. Why assign me instead of someone from internal affairs?’ 
 
    The superintendent swivelled back to face him, a frown creasing his forehead. ‘Internal affairs, Mike? This isn’t a formal inquiry, probably never will be. Just a preliminary review of this so-called new evidence that might come up at the appeal.’ He shook his head as though amazed that Mike could think it would go any further and crossed the room again, placed his hands, palms down, on Mike’s desk and leant across. 
 
    ‘That’s not going to be popular, Mike. This talk about internal affairs, it makes it sound as though you think we’ve something to hide.’ 
 
    He smiled and backed off again. ‘When DCS Charles requested you for the job I knew he’d chosen the right man. I won’t lose any sleep about you covering this one, Mike, and I don’t expect you’ll have to either. It’s a closed book, my friend. Just needs the i’s dotting and the t’s crossing and we can say goodbye to it once and for all.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dora couldn’t wait to get home and tell her husband. It wasn’t that she liked gossip. Not really. Just that this was too good to miss out on. 
 
    Just went to show, didn’t it? These days the council didn’t give a damn about who they housed and where. 
 
    Reaching her front door, Dora glanced across at the tall house. Its blank windows were unlit and gave little sign of life. 
 
    How could his wife stay with him, knowing he’d been accused of something like that? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Monday evening 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh!’ The first crash. The sound of glass shattering startled Ellie, sent her hands fluttering nervously to her throat. 
 
    She glanced anxiously at Farouzi, but the child slept on, her smooth, round-cheeked face and soft black curls illuminated gently by the warm pink glow of the night light. 
 
    Another crash. The sounds of shouting in the street. A woman screaming insults and someone laughing. The laughter mocking and abusive. 
 
    Ellie crept over to the window and peered out through the crack in the curtains. The swiftest of glances told her more than she wanted to know. Two boys from the next street — Ellie knew them by sight though not their names — were taking stones from her front garden. From the precious little rockery she had spent so long in building, planting with tiny alpines. 
 
    For a brief moment, her indignation got the better of her fear. She pulled the certain back further, half intending to open the window and yell her protest at the boys. 
 
    Even as reason reasserted itself one of the boys glanced upwards, attracted by the movement of the curtain across the dimly lit window. 
 
    He actually had the temerity to wave at her! 
 
    Horrified, Ellie stepped sharply away. Visions of some vague retribution, because she had seen their faces, filled her already overwrought mind. 
 
    If they broke the bedroom window would the flying glass reach Farouzi’s cot? 
 
    Ellie knelt down beside the cot, releasing the catches that lowered the side. She let it down as softly and slowly as she could, as though the little squeak of the nylon hoops moving against steel runners would be noticed above the rising tide of noise coming from the street. 
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ Ellie whispered, though her daughter slept on, as calm and beautiful and contented as she always was. ‘It’s all right,’ she said again. Half the people in the street, they had kids themselves. No one would let them hurt Farouzi. . . 
 
    A sob rose bitterly in Ellie’s throat as she thought of the Pearson house. Heard the breaking of the windows, the loud, and growing louder, pounding as someone began to beat upon something wooden. In her mind’s eye, Ellie could see her friends, her neighbours, trying to break down the Pearsons’ door. 
 
    There were children in the Pearson house. Children, like Farouzi. 
 
    Abruptly she reached out, gathered Farouzi, her blankets, her teddy, and, carrying them close, made for the bathroom where there was a lock on the door and only the tiniest of windows. 
 
    Ellie had reached the head of the stairs when someone began to hammer on the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Johanna Pearson crouched behind the shabby green moquette sofa, her arms circling the two smallest of her brood while broken glass fell in sharp-edged rain all around them. 
 
    She could hear her husband and the older ones in the room above. Eric had the water hose going. She heard the rush of water even above the sound of crashing glass and the jeers and shouts of those getting wet below. They had laid in a good supply of ammunition after the first window had been broken just over a week ago. Those boys. They’d said they had been playing football and the broken window had been accidental, but Eric had prepared the family anyway. Milk bottles thrown out at the yobs chucking stones seemed a fair exchange. And they had a good supply. Eric’s early-morning forays, with Mark and Alexander to help him, had made certain of that. 
 
    Little Danny had begun to cry. Johanna shook him gently. ‘It’s all right, my darlings. We’ve got through this before. Nothing’s going to happen to us.’ 
 
    Through this before. Yes, many, many times before. But, then, God had told her that life was never going to be easy. He’d simply lived up to His promise. 
 
    ‘Danny, Danny, it’ll be all right,’ she said again, straining her ears to hear what had caused the sudden lull of activity in the street. 
 
    Yes, it would all be right in the end. Let Eric just be able to prove that his new evidence was the truth. Let him present it in court and they would be vindicated. Yes, if they could just hold out against the flow of hatred and persecution for a little longer, everything would be fine. 
 
    There was silence now. Silence that in its own way was as menacing as the noise before. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She spoke her thoughts aloud to her bewildered children. ‘That’s what this is all about. They’re trying to frighten us. Stop us from giving evidence.’ 
 
    She scooped the still weeping Danny into her arms and, tentatively, emerged from their precarious cover. 
 
    Eric was downstairs now. Standing by what was left of the front door and shouting at the crowd. She couldn’t hear his words clearly but could just make out the low, reassuring voice of the newly arrived policeman. 
 
    Johanna was not impressed. They were in it, of course. The police. Corrupt as Fletcher and the rest and out to protect the ‘Named’ against the ‘Unnamed’. Against the likes of the Pearsons. 
 
    Holding Danny closer and murmuring a prayer to give her strength, Johanna Pearson made her way across the room, feet crunching and slipping on the shattered glass, and went downstairs. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Ellie! For God’s sake, Ellie! Open the door. It’s me, Dora.’ 
 
    Dora! 
 
    Still clutching a by now wakeful and bewildered toddler, Ellie scrambled down the stairs, fumbling clumsily with the door catch in her haste to get it open. 
 
    She almost fell into Dora’s arms. 
 
    ‘There, there, love.’ 
 
    As in control as ever, Dora eased Farouzi from her mother’s arms, pushed the door closed and coaxed Ellie through to the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Here, sweetheart.’ She took one of Farouzi’s favourite ginger fingers from her cardigan pocket and held it out. The child seized it eagerly. Dora made her say thank you before letting go. Then she reached out and took Ellie’s hand. 
 
    ‘Harry thought I should come round. Looks like it’s just as well I did. What are you doing, getting yourself in a state like this?’ 
 
    ‘But, Dora. . . .’ Ellie began to protest, then her face crumpled and she started to cry. ‘I was so scared. I saw what was going on and I just got so scared.’ She brushed flowing tears from her face and looked wetly at Dora, her mouth trembling. ‘What’s happening, Dora? Why are they doing this?’ 
 
    Dora glanced away, momentarily embarrassed, uncertain how to answer. ‘Blessed if I know, my love,’ she said at last busying herself with the tea things. ‘You just clean yourself up while I see to this kettle.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘It’s gone quiet out there,’ Dora said a moment later as she filled the teapot. Nervously, Ellie followed her to the front door. 
 
    Outside two policemen emerged from their car and looked around them. Most of the kids Ellie had seen throwing stones had either scattered or stood around, innocently waiting for the next act. 
 
    The adult residents of Portland Close, similarly gathered, watched from their doorways. 
 
    Eric Pearson emerged from his battered house, baseball bat clasped firmly in his hands. He came to stand a little distance from his house, beneath the street lamp at the end of the close. 
 
    He looked terrifying. His entire body seemed to shake with rage. The glow from the streetlight showed blood on his face from a small cut above one eye and he hefted the baseball bat in both hands, shouting at the two police officers who stood, motionless, beside their car as though trying to decide on their next move. 
 
    ‘Just what are you going to do about this?’ Pearson yelled at them. ‘I demand you arrest them all.’ He waved a hand, the gesture encompassing the entire population of the close. ‘Arrest the whole bloody lot of them; they’re all in it.’ 
 
    He took a step forward and Ellie found herself taking an answering one back, into the hallway. 
 
    ‘But you won’t, will you?’ Pearson went on, his voice lower and more menacing. ‘You won’t, because you’re in it too. The whole damn lot of you in it. Corrupt as hell.’ 
 
    Ellie was close enough to hear both the younger PC speaking into his radio and the controller’s reply. 
 
    ‘Oscar one zero to base. Responding to the disturbance in Portland Close. June, do you reckon we could have some back-up? It’s like a bloody war zone down here.’ 
 
    ‘Already on its way, Tony. We had reports of youths smashing windows. Any sign?’ 
 
    The young officer laughed briefly. ‘Well, they’re not actually chucking things, control, but there’s broken glass all over the shop and it looks as if half the street’s turned out to watch.’ 
 
    He paused and glanced over his shoulder at the sound of a car engine. Ellie followed his look and saw Rezah’s old Cavalier pulling up. 
 
    ‘What’s the ETA on the back-up, June?’ 
 
    ‘Three to five, Tony. Oscar one zero, this is control out.’ 
 
    The officer acknowledged, glancing sideways as Ellie ran from her doorway to greet the car. Rezah got out, looking about him in obvious confusion. 
 
    ‘Ellie, what’s going on here?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I don’t know, Rezah, it’s just been—’ She broke off, waved a hand at the two policemen and the general confusion. 
 
    Further down the street Pearson was still ranting. Tony’s colleague, head bent slightly as though to avoid the worst of the tirade, was nodding sympathetically and nudging the glass on the path with the toe of his shoe. 
 
    Neighbours crowded in the doorways, exchanging comments, glancing towards the Pearsons and the policeman and over at Tony himself. Kids, larking about on the corner, nudged each other, laughing or just staring, talking to their companions almost without moving their heads, as though afraid to miss any of the action. 
 
    The younger PC strode off, somewhat self-consciously, to join his colleague, picking his way carefully through the broken glass and curious stares. 
 
    Rezah and Ellie followed him and stood at the point where the footpath began to curve out of the close, waiting to see what he and his colleague were going to do. ‘Take Farouzi and go inside.’ 
 
    ‘No. I want to stay with you. Please, Rezah.’ 
 
    Softly, Ellie touched his arm and he glanced down, noting the red rims of the pale blue eyes and the tear stains marking her pale cheeks. He softened a little and took Farouzi from her. 
 
    ‘She’s too heavy for you to stand with. Here, pull the blanket down, her feet are cold. There, is that better, my princess?’ 
 
    He kissed the top of Fara’s curly head then turned his attention once more to the activity outside the Pearson house. 
 
    One of the older Pearson children had emerged from the house. The boy handed his father a camera. 
 
    ‘There’s all the evidence you need!’ Pearson declared triumphantly. ‘Get that developed. It’s all in there and there’s more in the house.’ 
 
    ‘Photographs?’ Rezah was momentarily bewildered. ‘He took photographs while all this was going on?’ 
 
    Ellie shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s nothing.’ Rezah looked over his shoulder at Dora who’d come up behind him. 
 
    ‘Takes photos of everyone. Probably got us all in his family album.’ She raised her, voice, deliberately, aiming her comments at Eric Pearson himself. ‘I said, you’ve got us all in the family album, haven’t you?’ 
 
    Rezah gave her a puzzled look. ‘I don’t understand, Dora.’ 
 
    The woman shrugged and tapped the side of her head with her finger. 
 
    ‘The man’s one short of a dozen, if you ask me. Him and that camera of his. Takes pictures of everyone. Kids playing in the street — even Lizzie’s two, and they were in their own garden. You can’t go to the shops without him snapping a mugshot, can you, Ellie?’ 
 
    She looked straight at Pearson and raised her voice again. ‘Some folks are just perverted.’ 
 
    Sighing irritably, Rezah shook his head. From the look of things, the police would be there for a good long time to come. He felt tired and had not eaten since lunchtime. He slipped an arm around Ellie’s shoulders. ‘Anything to eat?’ he asked, knowing the answer already. 
 
    "Course there is.’ She smiled. ‘Dinner’s been ready ages. It’ll only take me a minute or two to reheat it.’ 
 
    ‘Best thing,’ Dora said, and patted Ellie on the arm. ‘I’ll get along inside as well now. See you in the morning.’ 
 
    Rezah gave Pearson one last long look. He didn’t like the sound of any of it. Maybe Ellie should go to his parents for a few days until things settled down again. She would be staying there anyway, for a week or two, after the baby came. 
 
    ‘Have you eaten yet?’ 
 
    Ellie shook her head. ‘I had something when I fed Farouzi, but I wanted to wait for you.’ 
 
    He nodded. That would be nice, spend a little time together, try to relax. ‘And you, my princess. Daddy’s going to put you back to bed.’ 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder once more. The police were clearing the street, coaxing people back inside their houses. 
 
    Pearson continued to rant and rave, though someone had by now removed his baseball bat. Only the camera was being waved at the few people still standing around in the street. 
 
    No doubt, Rezah thought, the police would be banging on doors half the night asking questions. 
 
    He sighed impatiently. It had been a long day. Now, it seemed, it was going to be an even longer night. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The man’s hold on the telephone receiver tightened, his fingers whitening with the pressure as he listened to the voice. 
 
    ‘It needs removing, Jaques. Usual instructions. How you dispose of it is up to you.’ 
 
    Jaques shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No more. I told you last time that was it. I’ll not do it.’ 
 
    The man on the phone laughed softly. 
 
    ‘No is not a word you can afford to use, Jaques, you know that.’ He paused, then added quietly, ‘You’ll do this little thing for us, Jaques. You know you will.’ 
 
    The phone went dead. Jaques replaced the receiver and stood for a moment staring into the middle distance twisting the large ring on his right hand. 
 
    ‘Usual arrangements.’ He knew what that meant. He would park his car in a pre-arranged spot. Leave the boot unlocked and take himself for a walk, a drink in the local pub, anything. 
 
    Twenty minutes later he would go back, lock the boot and drive away. 
 
    Five times before Jaques had been forced to play this charade. Five times before he’d promised himself that this would be the last. 
 
    ‘God Almighty!’ Jaques swore. He couldn’t go on this way. 
 
    His wife, calling him from the living room, cut through his thoughts. 
 
    ‘Just business, love,’ he called back to her. God, he thought desperately, just business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Tuesday 8 a.m. 
 
      
 
    This was not the kind of morning he wanted to have. 
 
    Mike wasn’t sure what kind of morning would have been preferable, but one where Eric Pearson’s name figured large on the new developments list was not it. 
 
    He had driven to work through a chill, early morning haze, arriving just as the sun burned through. Things had been downhill all the way since then. 
 
    ‘OK,’ Mike said, leaning back in his chair and assembling the facts. ‘So, let’s get this straight. About eight forty-five last night Pearson had a run-in with a couple of the local youths and ended up whacking one of them with a baseball bat.’ He paused, frowning slightly. ‘I take it as read, seeing as we don’t have Pearson resident downstairs on an assault charge, that there was no major damage done.’ 
 
    The young PC facing him across the desk shook his head. ‘No, sir.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘Seems his aim wasn’t too good, sir.’ 
 
    Mike gave him a slightly frigid look. ‘Quite,’ he said. ‘And by the time you arrived on the scene a mob had gathered and was smashing the Pearsons’ windows.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it.’ It was the other officer who spoke that time. An older man with the slightly weary air of one who has seen it all and now would like to get the hell off home. Mike could sympathize with that. He sighed again. 
 
    ‘This is, what, the fourth call-out in two weeks?’  
 
    ‘Yes, sir, but there’s also been a rash of minor complaints, folk calling into the front office or being given advice over the phone.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s hard to say they have direct connection to the Pearson case, but, well, Portland Close. Fact is, sir, we hardly knew the place existed before the Pearsons moved there.’ 
 
    Mike frowned. ‘What kind of complaints?’ he asked. ‘And why weren’t they followed up?’ 
 
    ‘Because, for the most part, there wasn’t a need.’ The officer shuffled his feet, bored now and obviously willing his senior officer to let them get off duty. ‘We had reports of nuisance calls, usual sort of thing. A couple of the victims wanted visits, but most were given advice, either here or over the phone, or they got in touch with BT.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been called to Portland before, though, sir,’ Matthews, the younger officer, put in. Beside him, Pendon, the older one, sighed. What was the young idiot trying to prove? Too keen by half, he was. 
 
    ‘You mean, prior to this last two weeks?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Domestics, mostly, neighbours complaining the Pearsons were taking pictures of their kids when they played in the street. Or that Eric Pearson made threats if they went on to his front.’ 
 
    ‘The front door opens directly on to the path,’ the other officer put in. 
 
    ‘Yeah, so of course the kids get close to the house. And I mean, sir, there’s that bit of playground over at the back, but most of the mums won’t let the little ones go there on their own and it doesn’t give much space to play anyway.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Mike halted him in what looked about to become full flow. ‘Listen, I know I’ve kept you both, best get off home.’ 
 
    ‘Er, yes, sir.’ 
 
    The younger officer looked a little disappointed. The older looked relieved. 
 
    They headed towards the office door. 
 
    ‘There was just one thing, sir,’ Pendon remarked, hand ready upon the doorknob. ‘Something Pearson kept saying, when we interviewed him. Well, it’s in the report, sir. But he kept saying he reckoned this was all a setup. Said we were trying to blacken his name, stop him giving evidence or something.’ 
 
    ‘Evidence?’ Mike prompted, guessing already what he was about to hear. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Kept going on about the Fletcher case. About how he was presenting new evidence or something and how we were all out to stop him.’ The officer shrugged, grinned. ‘Well, it’s probably all bullshit, sir, but seeing as you’re involved with the appeal, I thought I’d give it a mention.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Thank you,’ he said, heavily. ‘Now, get off home before you have your wife filing a missing persons.’ 
 
    Pendon grinned again, opened the door and shepherded the younger PC outside. 
 
    Mike leaned back in his chair, tipping it back on two legs, then, abruptly, set himself upright again and began skimming through the reports on his desk. 
 
    They said little more than the entries in the day book and what the attending officers had just told him. 
 
    Well, there would be no help for it. It was about time, perhaps, that he paid Mr Eric Pearson a visit. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Johanna swept broken glass and listened to the workmen hammering shutters across the empty windows. 
 
    Danny clung to her skirt, dogging her every footstep, his face reddened by tears and his voice whining with confused complaints. 
 
    Johanna tried to be patient, telling him, telling them all, that it would be fine. Setting their home in order as best she could. 
 
    Fragments of broken glass seemed to be everywhere, slivers of the stuff working their way into clothes and shoes. Into the pile of the carpet, the hems of curtains. 
 
    Damn! Johanna thought. It seemed still to be falling out of the air. Wherever she swept, more seemed ready to appear. 
 
    And Eric. Eric did nothing to be of help. Just stood in the doorway, watching her work or wandering from room to room, getting in the way. Wearing his anger like some thick, smothering cloak. 
 
    Passing through their bedroom, Danny still clinging to her, Johanna paused and knelt down beside the bed. 
 
    Beneath the bed was a dark green box file. Battered and worn from the many moves it had made with them, its spring clip was broken and hung half attached. 
 
    Johanna lifted the lid and stared at the contents, raised the photocopied journal out of its protective box and set it on her knees. 
 
    This, Johanna thought. This was what it was all about. This stack of paper that contained such filth. Such cruelty. 
 
    Angrily, she thrust the journal back into the file and, with an impatient little shove, sent it skidding under the bed. 
 
    There were others named in there that society applauded. Others who wanted Eric silenced. Frightened away from telling what he knew. 
 
    Others who had tried to entrap Eric in their sordid, filthy conspiracy. Framed him when he’d threatened to expose them for what they were. 
 
    Anger giving new energy to her movements, Johanna got to her feet and strode from the room. 
 
    Well, they wouldn’t succeed! She’d gone through hell so far to support Eric. No way could she have come this far, endured so much, that she could now bear to let them win. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Tuesday 4 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Traffic was unusually bad heading out of town. It seemed to Mike to be just about par for the rest of the day. The thought of finally meeting the infamous Eric Pearson was doing nothing for his patience as he waited in line for the lights to change and the idiot up ahead to remember how to shift gear. 
 
    He sighed heavily and adjusted position for the nth time. Next to him in the passenger seat Sergeant Price hummed quietly to himself, tapping, irritatingly, just out of time, against the window. 
 
    Mike found himself wishing for the stolid, calm presence of Bill Enfield, his usual sergeant who was presently on sick leave. Price, much younger than Bill and undoubtedly capable, enthusiastic, conscientious — in fact all the things a sergeant should be — nevertheless had this knack of getting on Mike’s nerves. 
 
    ‘Should have taken the area car, sir. High profile. Would’ve got us through a bit faster.’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘Maybe,’ he acknowledged, ‘but I think that Portland Close has had enough high profile for now.’ 
 
    Price awarded him with a slightly supercilious, sideways grin. ‘Oh, I don’t know, sir, bit of excitement.’ 
 
    Excitement! ‘I think, perhaps, the mini-riot we were called to last night gave them all enough of that.’ 
 
    Price grinned again. There’ll be more,’ he prophesied. ‘You can be sure of that, sir. Got a taste for it now, they have.’ 
 
    Mike grimaced and concentrated on the road ahead and on some fool in the wrong lane trying to make a right turn. He sighed again, trying to release some of the tension and wriggling his shoulders to get rid of the cramp that had settled there. He found himself, once more, wishing for Bill’s calm presence instead of this cock-sure representative of local justice. 
 
    ‘I can’t think of anyone in their right minds who would want a riot on their doorsteps,’ he remarked calmly. ‘But, no. No, I don’t imagine we’ve heard the last of it.’ 
 
    He flicked the indicator, changed down and made a left turn. The traffic here was suddenly lighter, the area changing from rundown, mid-town to light industrial and then residential. 
 
    ‘We’re just about there, sir. Next left, then a couple of very quick right turns. It’s a bit of a maze hereabouts.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. It was a bit of a maze, all right. The twists and turns in the estate’s main road, with its branch lines of sheltered cul-de-sacs, seemed designed both to slow any traffic and to completely lose the unwary. He found himself on Portland Close almost before he realized it. 
 
    ‘Down the bottom end, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Sergeant. So I see.’ 
 
    It would have been hard not to see. The tall house leant out slightly from the main group, its boarded windows giving it a derelict, abandoned look, quite at odds with the generally neat appearance of the rest of the Close. 
 
    Mike parked a few houses away. There were kids playing football and others riding bikes. Some stopped their game to look at him as he got out. A couple recognized the sergeant and shouted to each other. Curtains twitched. At other windows people stared out openly, their faces interested, slightly guarded. 
 
    Mike turned around, slowly taking in the entire prospect of Portland Close. The kids, the parents, the neat, ordinary, corporation-planned houses. Scraps of frontage separated most from the footpath, other doors, like the Pearsons’, opened straight onto the street. 
 
    It was all deceptively normal. Deceptively calm. 
 
    ‘Ready, sir?’ Sergeant Price was looking at him, eager to begin. 
 
    Mike nodded and the two men crossed the empty bit of roadway over to the Pearson house. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Slowly, Mike paced the length of the room. It was a long room, running front to back for the length of the house and, somewhat unusually perhaps for a main living room, was on the first floor. 
 
    There was little furniture. A rather battered-looking drop-leaf table stood beneath the back window, flanked on either side by two mismatched chairs. 
 
    At the other end, again under the window, stood a low bookcase, crammed with books and papers. There were other shelves standing on either side of the window. Cheap, flatpack units, loaded down until they bowed under the weight of other books, piles of magazines and stacks of loose-leaf paper. 
 
    The carpet looked surprisingly new. Corded fibres, already tending to attract and trap the dirt, carried in by so many pairs of feet. The track from the uncarpeted stairs to the space in the centre of the room, occupied by two green sofas and three, chrome-framed chairs, was clearly visible. 
 
    The room had an unsettled look to it, as though the Pearsons were refugees on a short stopover rather than a large family trying to find some place to stay. 
 
    Eric Pearson had escorted the two men upstairs, though he had been very reluctant at first even to let them through the door. Mike figured it had been his rank that had convinced him. 
 
    Pearson stood, now, close to the entrance from the stairs, Johanna Pearson beside him. Mike was acutely aware that every aspect of his scrutiny of their living room was being just as avidly dissected by the Pearsons themselves. 
 
    The Pearson children — or four of them, anyway — sat, also watching him, in a tight row on one of the green sofas. Mike tried to ignore them all and continued his silent examination of the room. 
 
    It was the photographs, probably hundreds of them, plastered all over the two long walls that really got to him. 
 
    Hardly family snapshots, these. Pictures of children, of passers-by, talking to each other and clearly ignorant that they were being consigned to film. People getting out of cars, carrying their weekly shopping into the house. Neighbours, just going about their daily business. There seemed to be no aspect of life in Portland Close that Eric Pearson hadn’t tracked. Much of it in close-sequence shots, as though taken on a motor drive. 
 
    There was an eerie, unsettling quality to the images, particularly to those shots that Mike guessed had been taken from the back window of the Pearsons’ neighbours’ gardens. 
 
    It was, if nothing else, a nasty, rather sordid, invasion of privacy. 
 
    The dim light from the two, low-wattage bulbs, suspended unshaded from the ceiling, somehow added to the strangeness of the tableau. That, and the stillness of everyone in the room. Even Price seemed to have caught the mood. He had stationed himself against the opposite wall, standing very still, only the odd, side-to-side movement of his head betraying that he too was studying the photo images plastered chaotically over the living room wall. 
 
    Unreal, Mike repeated to himself. The whole scene, even with himself as participant, seemed somehow staged. Part of a performance. Or like one of those odd modern art events. Installations, or whatever they were called, that Maria was so fond of dragging him off to. 
 
    She would sure as hell appreciate this one. 
 
    Abruptly, Mike turned away from the pictures, uncomfortably aware that at least a modicum of his distaste showed clearly on his face. 
 
    ‘Aspirations towards photo-journalism, have you, Mr Pearson?’ 
 
    Eric Pearson frowned at him. ‘It’s my way of keeping an eye on the situation,’ he said, his voice sullen and suspicious. 
 
    Mike nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    Price butted in. ‘And what situation might that be, Mr Pearson?’ He didn’t wait for Pearson to answer, instead turned back to the nearest photographs, tapped one with his finger. ‘Here, for instance. Come over here, Mr Pearson, and tell me the story behind this one. Neighbours coming home with the shopping, it looks like to me.’ He paused and bent to peer more closely at the images. ‘My goodness, Mr Pearson, it seems they’re in the act of restocking their freezer!’ 
 
    Mike stifled the urge to smile. Pearson was clearly in no mood for Price’s brand of humour. 
 
    Calmly, Mike repeated Price’s initial question. ‘And what situation might that be, Mr Pearson?’ 
 
    Pearson glared at him, his shoulders rigid with hostility. 
 
    Mike took a step forward and said more gently. ‘Just what happened here last night? Broken windows, half the street turning out to watch, from what I’ve heard.’ He glanced over at the expectant faces of the children seated on the sofa. ‘Bet you were frightened, eh? Not a very nice thing to have happened, is it?’ 
 
    One of the older ones shook his head. Then, unexpectedly, his eyes lit with an odd excitement. He looked first at his father and then at the brother sitting next to him. 
 
    ‘Oh, we’re used to it,’ he said, his voice betraying almost a kind of pride. ‘Paul and I, we took the garden hose upstairs and squirted them all out of the window.’ He laughed as though telling Mike about some huge joke. ‘You should have seen them running about, trying not to get wet.’ 
 
    His younger brother started to laugh with him. ‘We got them all wet. All soggy soaking wet,’ he said, his voice rapt with pleasure. ‘Running about like little ants.’ He began to run his fingers about all over his older brother. ‘Just like little ants.’ 
 
    Mike glanced across at their parents. Johanna Pearson’s face was totally impassive, unreadable in the dim, yellowish, light. Eric Pearson was smiling fondly at the two boys. 
 
    ‘As you see,’ he said, ‘my children have learnt to deal with a great many things.’ 
 
    Mike looked at him more closely, not really understanding the almost gleeful satisfaction Pearson was displaying. The pleasure he seemed to be taking in the conflict. 
 
    ‘But why?’ he asked. ‘Why have they had to become used to these things, Mr Pearson? Mrs Pearson? Surely you would rather this wasn’t happening? Surely you can’t think that this is a good way for young children to have to live?’ 
 
    Mike waited, knowing that his comments had been deliberately provocative. 
 
    Johanna Pearson looked directly at him for the first time. He held her gaze and took another step across the room. ‘Maybe, Mrs Pearson, if you could tell me what went wrong — what’s happening here — then we can find some way of sorting things out?’ 
 
    She continued to gaze at him, her eyes cold and very tired. ‘People often persecute those that they do not or cannot understand, Inspector. It is the way of things.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘It doesn’t have to be.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t it?’ The woman moved towards him, her gaze fixed and intent, mouth set in a firm, determined line. Dimly, Mike was aware of Price moving restlessly, unused to spending so much time in silence. Mike willed him not to speak. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t it, Inspector?’ Johanna Pearson said again. ‘Then tell me how it’s meant to be. Tell me why everywhere we’ve tried to live for the last four years has been like this. Persecuted, trapped like animals in a cage and with no help from anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m here to help now.’ 
 
    ‘Are you? Are you really, Detective Inspector Croft? Then you must be a very strange species of policeman. One of a kind, perhaps.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Pearson, but I don’t know what you mean. I’m interested in getting to the —’ 
 
    ‘You’re interested in getting us off your hands, Inspector. Interested in discrediting my husband because of one alleged mistake he’s supposed to have made. Interested in passing the troublesome Pearson clan over to someone else. Make us someone else’s problem.’ She paused as though for breath and Mike felt Price move again. This time he willed him to speak, to break the spell this woman was weaving about them both, simply by the force of her pent-up anger. 
 
    ‘I don’t think like that,’ he said, gently. ‘But this can’t go on, you must see that. These same problems, time and time again. It isn’t good for anyone; not you, not for those you’re living near, not your children.’ Especially not the children. 
 
    Johanna Pearson turned on him then with a verbal fury that felt almost physical. 
 
    ‘Not good for my children! Do you have any children, Inspector Croft? Do you pretend to know what’s good for mine? I’ll tell you what I want for my children. I want to see their father vindicated. See this systematic persecution stop and his reputation wiped clean. Let me tell you something, Inspector Croft. Very soon, very soon now the Fletcher appeal will take place and we’ll be there when it does. And when we come to court with all the evidence people like you — those like you who are supposed to care, care about truth and justice and standing up for what is right — have tried to stop us presenting. Have tried to frighten us into denying we have. We’ll be there, Inspector Croft, and if, in the meantime, my children have to suffer for what is right and just, then let it be so.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the way I see it, Mrs Pearson,’ Mike told her, allowing a harder edge to creep into his voice. ‘If the CPS believes you’ve got something new to present in court then you’ll get your chance, the same as anyone else, to have your say. What I’m concerned with is the here and now. In what you have done to your neighbours and what your neighbours have done to you. And, yes, I’m concerned for your children and for all the other kids here on Portland Close who may get themselves caught up in the stone throwing and the name calling and the mindless, stupid violence that’s going on here.’ 
 
    Mike glanced sideways, as much to break visual contact with Johanna Pearson as to see what Price was doing. The sergeant was leaning against the photo-covered wall, arms folded across his chest, watching the exchange with interest. Mike half expected him to break into a paroxysm of ironic applause, just to put the cap on things. Seeing it that way brought an ironic twist of a smile to the corner of Mike’s mouth. This situation was getting dafter by the minute. He was a policeman, here to make enquiries. Not someone with all the time in the world to hop on to some ill-defined moral soapbox and exchange insults with a one-woman heckling committee. 
 
    It seemed Johanna Pearson had no such qualms. No problem either with seeing her own concerns as part of a much bigger picture. 
 
    ‘Stupid violence, is it? Is it stupid violence to defend one’s home? One’s family? Is it so unreasonable to prepare one’s children for what they may always have to face? They will always be outsiders, Inspector Croft, as we have always been. And it’s the likes of you that will make certain it remains so. You and the corrupt police state you are a part of.’ 
 
    She paused for the merest instant. Mike tried to cut in, but there was no space; she had taken her breath and moved on to her next tirade. 
 
    ‘Yes, those like you, who protect the corrupt and truly evil. Do you think we don’t know who paid those vandals out there to do what they did? Do you think we don’t know exactly who it is makes trouble for us wherever we go and will always do so until they’re locked away where they belong?’ 
 
    ‘These are serious allegations . . .’ Mike managed, but his words didn’t even seem to penetrate. 
 
    She was silent now, her face pale under the yellow light, features pinched with tension. She ran a hand through her short brown hair, ruffling it into spiky disarray and then, almost absently, reached out for her husband’s hand. 
 
    ‘I think you’d better go now,’ Eric Pearson said. ‘I just want you to take these with you. It’s evidence.’ 
 
    Mike looked slightly puzzled. ‘Evidence of what, Mr Pearson?’ he asked. 
 
    Eric Pearson’s expression was one of sheer exasperation. ‘I took photographs, Inspector Croft. Pictures of those who attacked our house.’ Impatiently, he tapped the covers of the two folders he was holding. ‘There’s all you need in there,’ he said. ‘You’ll give me a receipt, of course.’ 
 
    Mike looked at the two red folders, at Eric Pearson, at the children, silent now and still lined up on the old green sofa. The revulsion he felt was, he knew, completely irrational; completely unprofessional. 
 
    ‘Give them to my sergeant,’ he said. Then he turned and walked swiftly down the stairs. 
 
    Sergeant Price joined him in the car a few minutes later, settling back in the seat with a deep, heartfelt sigh. 
 
    Mike had shifted gear and started off up the road before he spoke, still running the events through in his mind. 
 
    ‘Well,’ he said, finally. ‘And what did we learn from that little lot?’ 
 
    Price was silent for a moment, then he grinned and looked at Mike. 
 
    ‘Not to argue with a lady, sir?’ he suggested. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Tuesday afternoon 
 
      
 
    The drive out to Embury’s place was always a pleasant one. Winding roads led out into the back of beyond and meeting a car coming the opposite way had real novelty value. 
 
    John Tynan was still a little puzzled as to why his old friend had called him, asking for help. 
 
    His relationship with the Reverend Embury went back a long way, to when Tynan was still on the force. It had diminished with time and with Embury’s move to another parish, into the kind of casual remembrance at Christmas that many such relationships become. Until almost a year ago, when the friendship had been renewed, largely because of something Mike had been working on. 
 
    John turned off the road and on to the cart track that led to Embury’s cottage. The track was deeply rutted by the passage of heavy farm vehicles and the ruts had dried in the summer sun, becoming permanent obstructions to anything with normal-sized tyres and that didn’t happen to be four-wheel drive. 
 
    Resignedly, John pulled on to the verge and got out of the car. Poor old thing. He nursed it carefully from one MOT to the next, but it really wasn’t up to the obstacles in Embury’s cart track. 
 
    Embury had seen him coming and was waiting for him at the cottage door. 
 
    ‘John! Come in, come in.’ 
 
    The front door opened straight onto the large kitchen. This had once been a foreman’s cottage, the kitchen large enough to accommodate the seasonal labourers who would have lodged there. A young man sat at the long, scrubbed-pine table, the remains of a meal still in front of him and a large mug of tea in his hand. 
 
    ‘John, you’ve met Sam Pearson? No? Well, he’s one of the two who’re living here this year. Been farming out at Otbury, haven’t you, Sam? Started here about a month ago.’ 
 
    The young man smiled. He had a pleasant, open look to him, reddish hair and freckled skin and the kind of summer blue eyes that seem right with such colouring. He put the mug down and half rose, leaning across the table to shake John Tynan’s hand. 
 
    ‘Glad to know you, Mr Tynan. The Rev’rend here’s been telling me about you.’ 
 
    John gave Embury an inquisitorial look. ‘Reverend’ was strictly a courtesy title these days. Embury had been retired for some years now, but old habits and local memories had a lot of staying power. John was willing to bet that his friend would go to his grave as Reverend Embury. 
 
    ‘And what’s he been telling you?’ John asked. ‘Nothing too terrible, I hope?’ 
 
    The young man smiled again and shook his head. He could do with a haircut, John thought, though it would be a shame to lose that mane of red curls. 
 
    ‘Nothing but good things, Mr Tynan,’ he said. ‘Nothing but good.’ He reached out for the large brown pot and a stripy mug. ‘Sugar, is it, and milk as well? Best you put your own in, then. So you know it’s right.’ 
 
    John accepted the tea that Sam had poured for him and sat down opposite, guessing that whatever Embury had brought him out here for Sam was at the heart of it. 
 
    The young man suddenly seemed ill at ease, unsure of what to ask, so John sipped at his mug of scalding tea and watched Sam’s large, rough-palmed hands as they pushed the dinner plate aside and shuffled the glass salt and pepper pots around in front of him, as he prepared to speak. 
 
    When he did, it was a while before he came to the point. 
 
    ‘The fact is, like, I wanted to ask a favour. No, I won’t take it bad if you say no, Mr Tynan, you don’t know me from Adam and don’t have reason to care less. But the Rev’rend, he says you might be able to help, and, well, you might not want to help. Not those that don’t deserve it. But they’re family, and if I didn’t least try and find them, well, I wouldn’t be doing my duty, now, would I?’ 
 
    He lifted his eyes from the cruet set at that point and looked Tynan straight in the eye, as though expecting instant help or refusal, and braced enough for both. 
 
    John frowned thoughtfully and shook his head. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Sam’ he said. ‘But I’m afraid you’ve lost me.’ 
 
    The young man sighed and looked across at Embury for help. ‘I’m sorry too,’ he said. ‘I never was too good at saying things. Doing things, yes. You give me something I can figure out with my hands and I can do it, but I never had much time to learn the right words.’ 
 
    Embury smiled at him. ‘You do all right, Sam’ he said. ‘We all have different ways of dealing with the world. Take John here, he was a fine policeman but I doubt he knows one end of a combine from the other.’ Sam looked uneasily at them, then nodded slowly. ‘The fact is, Mr Tynan, I want to find my family. Well, not my family exactly, but my dad’s family. They left where we all used to live about five year ago and we lost touch. Then my dad, well, he died about a year back and I didn’t know how to find his brother. Let him know.’ He hesitated, as though very reluctant to even talk about his lost uncle. 
 
    ‘I didn’t like him, see, but my dad, he left him some little things. Nothing valuable, but things that ought to go to a man’s brother. That’s where he wanted them to go.’ He paused again, reached out abruptly and began playing once more with the cruet set. 
 
    ‘I only stayed on ’cause of my dad. I’d’ve left there long ago, but he never wanted to be no place else. Then when he died and I asked the Elders about giving his stuff to his brother, well, they were all fire set agin me finding them. Said as how he’d disgraced the house and I should leave well alone.’ He stopped again and frowned, as though struggling with a painful memory still very close to the surface. 
 
    John glanced over at Embury. Elders? What was the boy on about? 
 
    Embury shook his head slightly. Sam should tell his tale in his own way and in his own time. Tynan looked back at the young man and waited. Soon he began again. 
 
    ‘Then I left, see. When I’d met ’manda.’ he lifted his head and flashed a swift, bright smile at Tynan. The effect was almost revelatory in the way it brightened Sam’s plain features. 
 
    ‘’manda’s my girl, I met her last September and when I left the House her dad gave me work on his place till I got meself sorted out here.’ 
 
    ‘They’re getting married next April,’ Embury put in, the pride in his voice almost paternal. ‘And Jack Arnott will be getting himself not just a son but one of the best stockmen anyone could wish for.’ 
 
    Sam made a dismissive gesture. ‘But the thing is, Mr Tynan, ’manda’s a good girl and a good Christian, but she’s not the same as us and I knew she wouldn’t come and live at the house. Well, it just wouldn’t be right for her. So I talked it over with the Elders and we agreed. It was time I went. And with my dad gone, there was nothing to hold me there, so off I went. And I got to thinking, then, since I’d left and the Elders weren’t around to tell me things any more, that I’d better start to shift thinking for meself. So I think it through and I talk to ’manda’s family and they think like I do. Eric Pearson was my dad’s brother, after all, even if I didn’t like the man. Even if he did give us all a bad name with what he done. So I decided. I’d ask the Rev’rend here how to go about looking for him and he said he’d talk to you.’ 
 
    He looked up, hopefully, then got to his feet, clearly relieved to have got everything out into the open like this. 
 
    ‘Well, I’d best be going now. I’m late back to work. But it’s been nice meeting you, Mr Tynan, and if you can tell the Rev’rend what you think I’d be more than grateful.’ 
 
    He was gone, pacing rapidly across the room and out of the door, before John could say another word. 
 
    Embury was staring at him closely. 
 
    Eric Pearson, John thought to himself. Wasn’t that the man . . .? Could it be the same one? 
 
    He saw Embury get up, go to the sink and fill the kettle once again. 
 
    ‘Now, tell,’ Embury demanded, sitting back down at the table. ‘What did my friend Sam say to you that brought such a gleam to your eye? I see a story there, John Tynan, and if I don’t get it all I’ll have to make one up myself and that will never do. Oh, dear me no, that wouldn’t do at all.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tuesday night, late 
 
    Jaques imagined that the extra weight in the boot of the car slowed it somehow. He had driven out of the city and into the winding, darkened lanes beyond. It seemed that at each bend the load shifted, writhed, as though living. Something that fought to be free. 
 
    But, when finally he stopped, opened the boot and looked inside, there was nothing but an anonymous package, wrapped tight in black plastic. 
 
    It moved in his arms when he picked it up. Lay heavily across his shoulders as he staggered through the gate and across the field. 
 
    There were better places for this, Jaques knew that. But time was not with him. He was due at work on early call. He could hardly go through the entire shift with this thing in the boot. Awkwardly Jaques made his way to the far side of a clump of trees. Then he dumped his burden on the ground and left it where it lay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Wednesday 11 a.m. 
 
      
 
    They had a late and leisurely breakfast, an unexpected bonus on a weekday morning, when Rezah would usually have left early for work. He would have to go soon, probably not be back until late, most of his work on the stores programme having to be done when the warehouse was not in full use. 
 
    There had been so many long days lately. So little time to sit down and really talk. 
 
    Rezah had Farouzi on his lap, feeding her tit-bits from his plate. She’d already devoured her own breakfast and investigated Ellie’s, but Daddy’s could always be counted on to be the most interesting. 
 
    Rezah smiled across at Ellie. 
 
    ‘You look a bit better this morning. Less tired.’ 
 
    Ellie nodded. ‘I feel it,’ she said. ‘It’s been nice to wake up naturally, for once, and not have to dash about.’ 
 
    Rezah smiled at her. He had a rather austere face, high cheekboned, thin-lipped, aloof. In looks, Ellie was the complete opposite, soft blond hair and a pretty, round face that showed every emotion with unnerving transparency. 
 
    ‘I was thinking,’ Rezah continued. ‘Maybe you should go to stay with mum and dad for a few days, until this trouble blows over.’ 
 
    Ellie picked up the teapot and refilled her cup. Rezah drank coffee in the mornings. Black and strong and very sweet. Far too strong, she thought. She sipped her tea and then, slowly, shook her head. 
 
    ‘I’ll be all right. It just shook me up a little bit and I’ve still got so many things I want to do before the baby arrives.’ 
 
    He switched Fara to his other knee and reached out to touch Ellie’s hair. ‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘You know they’d be more than glad to have you.’ 
 
    ‘I know that.’ She smiled at him. ‘I just want to hang on here for a bit longer, just in case . . .’ 
 
    ‘In case she calls?’ Rezah’s voice grew a little harsher. ‘Ellie, Ellie, when are you going to realize that she just doesn’t care? Your mother didn’t even visit when Farouzi was born. When I phoned her to tell her the good news she hung up on me.’ He paused, reached out again to gently caress his wife’s neck and shoulder. She lowered her head, stroking her cheek against his hand. He could feel the wetness on it as the tears began to fall. 
 
    ‘Oh, Ellie. Don’t let her hurt you any more. It isn’t worth it.’ 
 
    Farouzi wriggled off his lap and went to find her box of toy cars. Rezah got up and stood by his wife, stroking her hair and murmuring vague sympathies. He hated to see her hurting this much, but there was nothing he could do. Maternal disapproval was not a problem which was in his power to solve. 
 
    He watched his daughter sending her cars crashing one by one into the kitchen cupboard. Chattering to herself in her own odd mixture of English, baby talk and Arabic. He hugged Ellie closer to him. 
 
    ‘If she calls,’ he said, ‘then I’ll drive you over there. I’ll even stay outside in the car if she doesn’t want me there and she can see you, see Farouzi, see the new baby. But, Ellie, you have to understand, I won’t have her here. This is my house. Our home. It’s not a place she will be welcome in.’ 
 
    For a moment he thought she was going to argue with him, then he felt her nod slowly. 
 
    ‘I know, I can understand that. And I know I’m probably better off without her. But it’s not right, Rezah, it isn’t right.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know.’ He sat down again, watching as Ellie groped for a tissue in the pocket of her dungarees. He was afraid the tears would start again and that he would have to leave for work, knowing that she was still upset. He searched around for something to distract her. 
 
    ‘What Dora said last night, about the Pearsons taking pictures?’ 
 
    Ellie glanced up at him, her eyes red rimmed, but he could tell that she too was glad of the change of subject. 
 
    ‘I don’t know why he does it,’ she said, ‘but he does. Takes them of everyone. He’s a really weird man, Rezah. Gives me the creeps.’ 
 
    ‘You should have told me this before,’ he said. ‘I don’t like it, Ellie.’ He paused for a moment, thinking. ‘Have you had other trouble from him?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’ve really not seen much of him. You can’t avoid hearing him, though. He’s always shouting at the kids, especially if they go on his front. I’ve talked to Mrs Pearson a couple of times, though.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. She’s hard to get away from. The sort that backs you into a corner and preaches.’ 
 
    ‘Preaches?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t mean literally. It’s just her way of talking, I suppose. Just stands there and criticizes everybody.’ She smiled. ‘I mean, everybody. The neighbours, the police, the town planners, the council. If she has a little black book, Rezah, then I think half the population’s in it.’ 
 
    Rezah frowned. The hours he worked meant that he was away a good deal and had little to do, directly, with his neighbours. What he had heard about Pearson, though, and the tail end of the strange and violent situation he had witnessed last night, worried him. 
 
    ‘I should talk to him,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Talk to him? But why? What happened last night . . .’ 
 
    ‘What happened last night frightened you and Farouzi. I can’t go to work this morning knowing that I’ve done nothing to protect you.’ Ellie looked at him, uncomprehending. ‘Talking to the Pearsons isn’t going to change anything around here. They won’t listen, Rezah. They don’t listen to anybody. And it wasn’t just the Pearsons last night. It was everybody.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t just let this go, Ellie, you must see that.’ 
 
    Ellie wasn’t sure that she saw anything. The Pearsons were, clearly, not people you could reason with and, after last night, they were going to be even more defensive. 
 
    She sighed. She could see that Rezah had made up his mind and wasn’t going to be dissuaded. 
 
    ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Talk to him, if it’ll make you feel better. But, Rezah, I don’t even know what last night was all about.’ 
 
    He shook his head rapidly and got to his feet. ‘I don’t care about that, I just worry about you both when I’m not here. You know that, don’t you?’ 
 
    Ellie watched him go, a worried frown creasing her brow. She felt, instinctively, that any interference on Rezah’s part would only lead to more trouble. Farouzi had come back to the table, knelt on her father’s chair and begun to run her cars in and out of the remnants of the morning’s breakfast. 
 
    Sighing again and feeling the tiredness once more settling around her, Ellie began to stack the breakfast pots and carry them over to the sink. 
 
    The cul-de-sac seemed unusually quiet. Children had gone to school, workers to work. Rezah was aware, though, of the curious scrutiny of several pairs of eyes as he made his way round the corner and on to the Pearsons’ front. Now that he was committed, Rezah was far from certain what it was he wanted to say to the man and, looking at the state of the house, some of the anger he had been feeling dissipated. 
 
    Whatever the man had done, did it really warrant this? 
 
    Every window in the house had been broken and was now boarded up. Men had come during the night, their banging and hammering sounding for hours. The police had stayed on until the work was finished. 
 
    Looking, now, at the blank, unseeing windows, Rezah felt more than a pang of sympathy for those inside. Was in half a mind to turn away and leave his errand incomplete. 
 
    It must be so dark inside the house now. Not even a crack where the strong, summer sunlight could filter through. The Pearsons’ children must feel like semi prisoners inside their own home. 
 
    Resolutely, conscious of the twitching nets and watching eyes, Rezah stepped forward and knocked on the door. 
 
    ‘Yes? What do you want?’ 
 
    The voice came from above him, accompanied by the crash and creak of an unwillingly opened window. 
 
    ‘Mr Pearson?’ Rezah questioned. 
 
    ‘Yes. What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘I am Rezah Masouk.’ 
 
    ‘I know who you are. What is it that you want?’ 
 
    Rezah frowned. The man’s attitude was eroding a little of his sympathy. 
 
    He tried again. ‘I just wanted to talk to you, Mr Pearson. My wife was very upset by what’s been happening.’ 
 
    Above him he could hear Eric Pearson laughing. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. Rezah stepped back so that he could see the man’s face at the crack in the window. 
 
    ‘Your wife was upset. Your wife! What about my wife? My children? What about them?’ 
 
    ‘I had nothing to do with that, Mr Pearson. I am concerned—’ 
 
    ‘So you say. You’re in it with the rest of them.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Pearson, I can assure you—’ 
 
    ‘In it with the rest of them. You come here, saying you want to talk. That your wife was upset—’ 
 
    ‘Mr Pearson, I came here with the best of—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give a damn why you came here, Masouk. We don’t need your so-called concern and we don’t need you coming around here nosing into something that doesn’t concern you.’ 
 
    Rezah had lost all sympathy now. The man was downright unreasonable. ‘Not concern me! You’ve taken photographs of my wife, made her feel afraid every—’ 
 
    ‘Pictures of your wife, is it? Well, let me tell you, Masouk. I’ve got pictures of the whole damned lot of them. You worry about your family, Masouk. I’ll defend mine any way I choose. Now get the hell off my front.’ 
 
    Rezah was incensed. ‘I am on a public footpath in a public street—’ 
 
    ‘On my front. Get off or I’ll call the police, tell them you’ve been harassing us again.’ 
 
    ‘Harassing you! Again! You need not telephone the police, Mr Pearson. I will call them.’ 
 
    Angrily, Rezah turned and strode back towards his house. The eyes were watching him again. Rezah was left with the uneasy feeling that Ellie had been right. He should have left things well alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Wednesday midday 
 
      
 
    The switchboard put Tynan on hold and kept him there for quite some time, forcibly assaulting him with sweet muzak. He was on the verge of hanging up when he heard the phone begin to ring again and Maria’s voice, very welcome and far more melodic, on the other end. 
 
    ‘Ah! I was just about to give up on you, damned tin tacky watch tunes. Hope this isn’t a bad time.’ 
 
    He heard her laughter. ‘No, you’ve struck lucky, caught me between a patient and a meeting I don’t want to go to.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Well, I won’t keep you.’ He paused for a moment, not certain of how to phrase his next question. He settled for, ‘Any chance of meeting me for lunch tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘Lunch? No, I’m sorry, John, booked solid all day. I doubt if I’m going to get any lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he said, disappointed but not surprised. ‘Friday, then?’ 
 
    ‘Friday . . . well, I could, but it would be a rush job. Evening would be better, be glad of an excuse to abscond. I could meet you over at your place if you like.’ She paused. He could hear the smile in her voice as she said, ‘Now come on, John. What’s all this about?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I just like your company.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you do, but you’re ringing in your John Tynan the policeman voice, so come on. What gives?’ 
 
    Tynan laughed at her. ‘All right, all right, I’ll tell you. Do you know anything about a religious group called the Children of Solomon? They’re based out this way, apparently, have been for years though I’ve got to admit today’s the first I’ve ever heard of them.’ 
 
    ‘Something on your old patch you don’t know about? Well, that’s a shock. Children of Solomon.’ She paused again. John could see her in his mind’s eye, leaning back in that clumsy old leather chair she kept in her office, eyes half closed, seeing what she could dredge up from the deep recesses of her memory. 
 
    ‘It rings a bell, John, but I can’t quite place it. You got anything more than just the name to go on?’ 
 
    Tynan frowned. ‘Well, to be honest, my dear, not a lot. I believe it was founded by one Norman Luther. Couldn’t tell you if that’s his real name and it seems he died quite a time ago anyway. They own a farm out towards Otley, some kind of commune, it sounds like.’ 
 
    ‘And what’s your interest?’ Maria asked him. 
 
    ‘A young man I met today who used to live there.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s all right, then. Had me worried for a moment, John, I’d begun to wonder if you’d caught religion.’ 
 
    ‘At my age! I hope I’ve got more sense.’ 
 
    ‘So, this young man . . .’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a problem. No, not one that needs your professional services, my dear. More of a personal thing.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘He’s looking for his uncle. Seems the uncle left this religious group about five years ago. Some scandal, I guess, more from what he didn’t tell me than what he did. But anyway, Sam Pearson’s trying to find his Uncle Eric.’ 
 
    He waited for a response, got none, so he carried on. ‘Well, there’s an Eric Pearson tied up in this Fletcher thing Mike’s got himself lumbered with and I thought . . .’ 
 
    ‘And you thought,’ she was laughing now, a deep, throaty sound, warm and indulgent, ‘you thought, John Tynan, that Eric Pearson wasn’t such a common name and there’s an outside chance it might be the same one Mike’s looking at.’ 
 
    ‘Well.’ He laughed with her. ‘You’ve got to admit, my dear, it is possible.’ 
 
    ‘John Tynan, you’re an old busybody who doesn’t know when to retire — ’ She broke off abruptly. Tynan could hear that someone had opened a door and spoken to her. ‘Sorry, John, I’m going to have to go. I’ll see what I can turn up for Friday night.’ 
 
    ‘OK, my dear. And thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Welcome, John. Try and get hold of Mike, will you? I don’t think I’ll have the chance from this end.’ 
 
    Tynan smiled and nodded, forgetting that she couldn’t see him. ‘Certainly will, my dear. Look forward to seeing you.’ 
 
    John put the phone down with a feeling of great satisfaction. Pity about tomorrow, though. He liked to get on with things once he’d sunk his teeth in. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Wednesday 5 p.m. 
 
    ‘So what do you make of it, sir? This little hobby of Pearson’s, I mean.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. 
 
    ‘Perverted, if you ask me,’ Price continued. ‘I mean, you can understand the neighbours getting a bit arsy.’ 
 
    ‘Provocative enough to smash all the man’s windows, you think?’ 
 
    Price laughed. ‘Well, I grant you, that’s taking it a bit far. But you know what they say, sir, mud sticks, and from what I know about Pearson there’s a fair amount of the slimy stuff flying about.’ 
 
    Mike glanced at him sharply. ‘The case against Pearson never got to court,’ he said. ‘CPS threw it out. Lack of evidence.’ 
 
    Price shrugged and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Christ, but it’s hot!’ he complained. Then, ‘They might have thrown it out, sir, but if you get round to looking at the records, it wasn’t exactly lack of evidence; just lack of witnesses willing to testify.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? The way I read it, three of the four kids involved withdrew their testimony and the fourth, well, his family moved back to the States or something.’ 
 
    ‘California. Yes, sir. But what happened was the parents got together and decided putting their kids through some long-winded court process was just too much.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t they have used video evidence? There are precedents.’ 
 
    ‘There are now, sir, but it’s still unusual. You’ve got to remember, guv, it’s five, nearly six years ago. Not long, maybe, but there still wasn’t much allowance made at your average county sessions.’ 
 
    He paused and shrugged. ‘And the kids were very young. The shrink who was assessing them was all for backing off, giving them a chance to sort themselves out. After all, there was no real evidence Pearson did any more than take some rather dodgy photographs.’ 
 
    ‘Photographs which magically disappeared, from what I remember.’ 
 
    Price nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s right, guv, so it came down to what the kids said happened, and we know they had plenty of time to talk about it amongst themselves so we ended up with allegations of collusion. Leading questions, bad documentation by the first shrink who saw them. That sort of thing. It just got too damned messy. I think, to be honest, we were all relieved when the problem just upped and went away.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but it didn’t just go away, did it? We’re back with it again and this time it doesn’t seem set to shift.’ He smiled wryly. ‘And now I’ve come along asking questions. Anyway, there’s no evidence the attacks on Pearson have anything to do with that. More like what he’s doing now than what happened then.’ 
 
    ‘And how long is it going to be before someone does make the connection? It wouldn’t take that much doing, guv. Especially not with Pearson shouting the odds about the Fletcher case.’ He shrugged again, exasperated, and fell silent. 
 
    Mike got up and walked over to his office window, trying to force it open a few more inches. 
 
    ‘What I find so hard to understand is why. I mean, you’d think someone in Pearson’s position — one close shave that nearly landed him in it up to his neck — you’d think he’d be content just to slip quietly into the background and rebuild his life. Not go around drawing attention to himself.’ 
 
    Price grinned. ‘Right exhibitionist, isn’t he?’ He shook his head. ‘I know what you mean, though, guv. The guy lost everything, his home, his career, the whole shooting match. He was finished as a teacher. I doubt he’d find anywhere likely to take a chance on him again.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. No, it’s not the sort of thing you’d put on your CV.’ 
 
    ‘Seems the family’ve moved around quite a bit since then. Trouble wherever they’ve been,’ Price added. 
 
    ‘So I’ve heard.’ 
 
    ‘Belonged to some weird religious group. They kicked him out when all the trouble broke. Weird lot, they were. Own a big house and land out towards Otley. Turned it into some sort of organic farm.’ 
 
    Mike glanced at him, interested. This was a part of the Pearson saga he was unfamiliar with. ‘Not all religious groups are crazy,’ he said. ‘Some just want to live in their own way.’ 
 
    Price gave him an indulgent smile. ‘Guess you’re right, guv. But they seemed like an odd lot to me.’ He frowned, remembering. ‘Had this great big oak door with a painted text above it. Something about kids.’ He closed his eyes as though to see the memory more clearly. ‘ “Suffer little children.” That was it. “Suffer little children.” What the fuck’s that supposed to mean? I mean, the sort of thing the Pearson woman was on about today about having her kids suffer for what’s right. . . Well, that sounds weird enough to me.’ 
 
    Mike smiled. ‘Suffer as in suffrage or on sufferance, Sergeant. Not as in to make suffer.’ 
 
    Price looked confused. ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘It’s from the Bible.’ Mike snorted in vague amusement and pushed himself away from the window. 
 
    ‘Well, I kind of figured that.’ Price sounded vaguely hurt. 
 
    ‘Quite. The phrase is “Suffer the little children to come unto me. For theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.” ’ He shrugged. ‘Something like that, anyway.’ 
 
    Price gave him a disbelieving look. ‘Never took you for a religious type, guv.’ 
 
    Mike laughed again. ‘I’m not,’ he said. ‘Sunday school. Strange how these things stay with you.’ 
 
    Yes, very strange, he thought. Memories of a crowded, dingy little room above the fish and chip shop. The faint sound of hymn singing from the Wesleyan chapel next door. Dust motes, circling in the narrow shaft of sunlight that burned its way through the uncurtained window and made promises of playtime, which the child Mike knew were never kept on a Sunday. And Miss Fuller. Wrinkled skin, dry as parchment, hair fixed tightly in a small bun stuck full of pins, reading ‘First Bible Stories’ from a large, brown bound book wrapped in a tattered dust cover. 
 
    He’d not thought of her in years, and yet, there she was, so sharp and clear in his memory he could even taste the dust-dried air that filled the room. 
 
    ‘Never went myself,’ Price said, jolting him back to the present. ‘My mam and dad didn’t have time for that sort of thing, thank God.’ 
 
    Mike laughed, briefly. 
 
    He’d never sent Stephen, his own son, to Sunday school either. Mike’s ex-wife had been a regular churchgoer, all wrapped up in the social scene that went with it and happy that way. Stevie had often gone along with her, but not Mike. The Sundays he’d had free had been special times. Times he took his son and his wife — though as time went on just Stevie — as far away from the everyday world of work as possible. 
 
    But Stephen was gone now. All that promise, lost in a single moment. 
 
    Mike sighed heavily and dragged his thoughts away from the bad places in his memory. Places he really didn’t like to go. Instead, he found the spaces in his thinking filled by the memory of the Pearson children, sitting side by side on a shabby green sofa and the tiny, determined shaft of sunlight, teeming with swirling motes of dust that filtered through a gap in the boarded windows. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Friday evening 
 
      
 
    Thursday had been a heavy day. Heavy with routine and uneventful in any way that really mattered. 
 
    The weather had been unbearably, turgidly, end-of-summer hot. Startling blue skies and hard-baked pavements. Unnatural stillness. The night, airless, despite the showers that broke out in the early hours, breathlessly close, denying sleep to all but the most exhausted. 
 
    Friday had turned out to be no better. 
 
    Mike slid a hot finger inside his even hotter, sweatier collar, easing the damp fabric away from his neck. 
 
    He could feel the city grime working its way into his skin and the moist trickles running down his back and gathering, soggily, at his waistband. The air in the car tasted stale, as though he’d breathed it too many times. 
 
    His mind filled with thoughts of a shower and a cold beer, not necessarily in that order, and of an evening spent with Maria. 
 
    He’d taken to keeping spare clothes at John Tynan’s place. A practice he was very glad of now. He could shower and change there and John, being John, would no doubt have something cooked and waiting for him and Maria when they got there. 
 
    It was a funny thing, Mike reflected. He’d never laid much store by family, his own parents both dead and the two brothers he’d half shared his childhood with living so far away. When he’d married, the idea of family had seemed an attractive one. He’d had visions of three or four kids, seaside holidays. A dog, maybe. All the usual clichéd adverts of modern family life. 
 
    It hadn’t turned out that way, though. There’d only been Stevie followed by three, distressingly late miscarriages and then, as though the gods saw fit to rub it in, the road accident that had taken even his son away from him. 
 
    The open windows of the car let in a freshening breeze and Mike shivered unexpectedly. Glancing up and ahead, he noticed the clear blue of the summer evening was being encroached upon, rapidly, by gathering clouds. 
 
    So there was going to be a storm, was there? Lord knows, I’ll be glad of it, he thought. Something to break the deadening tension of the overheated day. Moments later, fat raindrops splattered against the windscreen of the car. The clouds thickened visibly, blackening the sky, bringing sudden darkness and a vicious wind, sharp tanged with sea salt chilling the sweat on his chest and arms. 
 
    Mike shivered again and closed the window. 
 
    By the time he had turned down the narrow lane that led to John Tynan’s the rain was driving hard against the windscreen, flooding the wipers. 
 
    He was profoundly grateful as the lights of Tynan’s cottage came into view. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Johanna Pearson gazed out of her newly replaced living room window. Rain splashed heavily on to the narrow street, poured down and passed the already overloaded storm drains, flowing like a small and transient river under the kissing gate that led from the close. 
 
    Johanna laid her forehead against the window. She was alone in the room, the children and Eric having supper in the kitchen below. 
 
    When would this end? When would there be a time not haunted by the past? By the harsh accusations made against Eric? By other people’s lies. 
 
    And they were lies. Eric had told her so many times. Lies told by those who resented his popularity with the children he had taught. Who could not bear for someone so different from themselves to have success in any measure. 
 
    Johanna Pearson sighed deeply. 
 
    She could hear Eric calling to her from the kitchen, urging her to come down and eat. 
 
    ‘I’m coming, Eric,’ she called in response, and moved reluctantly away from the window. 
 
    All she wanted was to be left in peace to raise her brood quietly and happily away from all of this anger and controversy. 
 
    In her more honest moments, Johanna admitted how much she resented being cast out from the House of Solomon. Acknowledged that, in some small way, she blamed not just the Elders but also Eric for allowing such a thing to happen. 
 
    He called to her again and she heard him begin to climb the stairs. 
 
    ‘I’m coming,’ she said, trying to keep the weariness from her voice. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘The rain’s stopped,’ Maria commented, peering out into the darkness at the rapidly clearing sky. She smiled at John Tynan and pushed her plate aside, accepted the offer of more coffee. They had talked over dinner, John telling them about Sam Pearson and his strange compulsion to find his uncle. 
 
    ‘Well, so it has,’ John commented. ‘Never last very long, these late summer storms. They’ve largely blown themselves out over the sea before they get this far inland.’ 
 
    He frowned again, returning to his earlier topic. 
 
    ‘I did some reading,’ he said. ‘Local papers from about five years back. Seems that Eric Pearson faced an indecency charge before he left this religious group.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Mike confirmed. ‘It didn’t survive long enough to get to court. The kids involved, well, it seems their parents decided not to let them testify.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Maria asked. ‘What went on?’ 
 
    ‘Photographs,’ he sighed. ‘There were four children involved, all at the school Pearson taught at. It’s one of those small, private places. Large fees and big houses. The kids — there were two seven-year-olds, a five-year-old and the other one I think was about eight. It was the older one who blew the whistle — said that Mr Pearson had been taking photographs of them and that he’d persuaded the younger ones to take their clothes off and pose naked.’ 
 
    ‘There was more than that,’ John put in. 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Yes, there were allegations that he touched the two seven-year-olds in a way that would certainly be viewed as indecent. But the problem was, the so-called evidence was procured a good while after the event and after close questioning from three very persistent teachers and a very inexperienced counsellor.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm,’ Maria said, ‘common sort of problem, that. But the photographs . . .?’ 
 
    ‘Disappeared. No trace, either at the school or Pearson’s home. There were doubts that Pearson even owned a camera.’ 
 
    ‘He could have borrowed one,’ John said. 
 
    ‘He could. There’s no way of knowing. Pearson stated his innocence from day one and continued to do so right up until the time the CPS decided to throw the case out on its ear.’ 
 
    ‘And the Pearsons were still part of this sect — the Children of Solomon — at that time?’ Maria asked him. 
 
    ‘Yes. But they left soon after. The council moved them into emergency housing when the Elders told Pearson he had to get out.’ 
 
    ‘They turned the whole family out?’ Maria was appalled. 
 
    John shook his head. ‘No, from what Embury tells me it wasn’t like that. The Elders told Eric Pearson that he would have to go. Johanna Pearson said that if her husband was going to be excommunicated then that meant they should all go.’ He grinned. ‘I phoned Embury again today. Got him to ask Sam about it. Sam reckons they argued for days, then just upped and left one night and parked themselves at the local council offices. Well, you can imagine. Johanna was pregnant with their youngest and they’d already got the other five. Seems Johanna sat there, threatening to get straight on to the local press if the council didn’t help them out.’ 
 
    ‘And the Elders refused to have them back?’ Maria asked. ‘I mean, they’d be viewed as having made themselves deliberately homeless, just walking out like that. The council’d be bound to try and persuade them to go home.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Sam reckons that the Elders were always willing to have Johanna and the kids return. Just not Eric Pearson.’ John paused, thoughtfully. ‘Embury says that Sam is very reluctant to talk about it. That he gets the impression Sam more than half believes the allegations made against Eric, but Embury can’t get him to go into detail. Very close mouthed when he wants to be, I should think, our Sam.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Just past dusk and after a fall of rain with a fast-clearing sky and a rather sickly half-moon dragging itself out into the open. Not the perfect time for rabbiting perhaps, but good enough. 
 
    Mal called the dogs close to heel. They wrapped about his footsteps, noses twitching, snuffling at the ground or raising their shaggy heads to catch some drifting scent. 
 
    Mal loved nights like this, though they happened less often now, since the twins had arrived and domesticity had taken its toll. 
 
    He carried the gun broken over his arm and moved softly; the dogs surprisingly quiet too, despite the pent-up excitement. He’d most like take rabbits back with him tonight, but the truth was, Mai enjoyed the space to himself as much as the thought of rabbit smothered in fresh herbs. 
 
    He climbed the bit of fencing at the field boundary and headed towards the copse on the other side. The ground was soft there, almost boggy, and beyond the trees was a slight rise and a bank with a sheltered dip behind. A good place for rabbits, and for the odd courting couple prepared to scramble the few hundred yards from the road. 
 
    Clicking his tongue to call the dogs back to him again, Mal strode across the rain-wet grass. He skirted the stand of trees and rounded on to the bank. Both he and the dogs moved more slowly now and the dogs kept close to him, noses down, hackles raised in anticipation. 
 
    It was late evening, but very far from being truly dark. Once away from the shadows of the trees the view across the dip was a good one and, Mal knew from experience, the warren large enough to mean that he would not have to wait long before tomorrow night’s dinner presented itself. 
 
    Contentedly, Mai breathed in the damp, rain-chilled air and began to ease his way across the bank towards the flattened spot close to the old tree stump that was his favourite place for waiting. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Was Sam born into the sect?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, I believe so. He talked about never having lived anywhere else. And I got the distinct impression that the same went for his father. He didn’t mention having a mother. I assumed she must be either dead or gone some other way.’ 
 
    Again, Maria nodded, as though John’s words confirmed her thinking. 
 
    ‘So what’s going on in that head of yours?’ Mike asked her. ‘I’ve got to admit I can’t figure out the setup. I mean, I looked through the old files. Our lot took the place apart looking for the photographs. They say the cult members neither interfered nor helped. They made absolutely no resistance and asked no questions. One of the Elders called them all together, told them what was going to happen and said they were to just let it happen, and that’s what they did. They accepted it as though it were an everyday thing to have big-footed plods digging up their flowerbeds.’ 
 
    He frowned, as though puzzled by something. 
 
    ‘My sergeant, Price, tells me that they had to go back a couple of weeks later. Return some papers or something, and the whole place, well, Price reckons you’d not have known anyone had been there. Everything replanted. Everything immaculate.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Bloody tourists!’ Mal muttered angrily. He was convinced that tourists and incomers were responsible for most of the ills he saw around him. 
 
    I mean, he thought angrily, what local would go dumping their bloody rubbish in a spot like this? 
 
    He unclipped his torch from his belt and shone it on the offending pile of black dustbin bags. A couple of them were already torn open and the fetid contents dragged across the grass. Foxes, probably, Mai thought. 
 
    He turned the torch beam back across the field towards the road, the light picking chewed-up turf and the tracks of several vehicles at the field edge. 
 
    Travellers, then, he thought, remembering vaguely some report he’d heard about police moving a group on a few days before. 
 
    ‘Time they learnt to take their fucking rubbish with them. Leaving their bloody mess.’ 
 
    The dogs were nosing about in the pile. Irritably, Mai called them to him. The mood of the evening was spoiled now and his hunt, too, no doubt, if there’d been folk tramping about all over. 
 
    He kicked petulantly at the nearest bag, then stepped back, momentarily startled at the resistance, the weight of it against his foot. 
 
    He shone his torch at the heavy bag, then bent down for a closer look, enlarging a small hole already torn in its side. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Makes me downright suspicious,’ Mike said. ‘I mean, you hear such stories. Mind control. People cut off from their families, virtually held prisoner—’ 
 
    ‘And all that’s true,’ Maria interrupted him, ‘of some of the more extreme religious groups. You can’t pin that kind of label on here, though.’ 
 
    ‘So? Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘I did some digging after John’s phone call,’ Maria said. ‘There are three houses run by the Children. One here, which we know about. One in Scotland somewhere and another just outside York. They’re farmers, groups of families that joined together about fifty years ago, formed the first community and expanded when their population did. They don’t proselytise and they seem capable of becoming both part of the local scene and of standing outside it. This group out at Otley trade with the local farmers and are part of the combine collective.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ Mike asked. 
 
    John grinned. ‘They share the more expensive machinery. Smallholders who can’t stump up the capital on their own, they’ve been doing it for a while round here.’ 
 
    ‘Ah!’ Mike nodded. ‘And what do they actually believe, these so-called Children?’ 
 
    ‘Hoped you wouldn’t ask that. They don’t exactly advertise that part of it.’ 
 
    ‘Embury says they believe their founder to have been the Lord’s prophet, or something,’ John put in. 
 
    Maria nodded. ‘Though exactly what he prophesied is a bit vague.’ She frowned, then reached over and investigated the contents of the coffee pot. 
 
    ‘I’ll make you some more in a minute, my dear.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, John. It seems he predicted some kind of world crisis. Not the end of the world, exactly, but a great turmoil.’ 
 
    ‘And for that they called him a prophet?’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘No, not exactly. He advocated gathering like-minded people, forming self-sufficient communities and protecting their children, sheltering them from what was going to happen on the outside.’ 
 
    ‘So he wasn’t into modern living,’ Mike stated. Then frowned, suddenly. ‘No, that doesn’t fit. Pearson worked outside the community and I remember seeing photographs in the old report, some pretty high-tech stuff. Price said we had to call our computer buffs in to check things out.’ 
 
    ‘I never said they did away with high-tech,’ Maria objected. ‘Just that they gathered together to protect themselves from the bad things.’ 
 
    She smiled and added, ‘In fact, Norman Luther advocated taking the best of the old and the best of the new. Of gathering together the knowledge of the past and of the present, from wherever it originated, and preserving it.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like an academic Noah’s Ark.’ Tynan joked. 
 
    Maria laughed. ‘I think this Norman Luther was quite a man in his own way. The community thrived, they were self sufficient within ten years and thinking of setting up a second house in twelve.’ 
 
    Mike was frowning slightly. ‘Sounds like a grand-scale return to “The Good Life”,’ he said. ‘Weird, all the same. But you’d view them as fairly harmless?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Maria said cautiously, ‘in Norman Luther we’re not looking at some Jim Jones or David Koresh, if that’s what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘If it wasn’t for their acceptance of modernity, they’d sound a bit like the whatchamacallits, the Mennonites and all that lot.’ 
 
    Maria nodded thoughtfully. ‘I’d guess something close to that,’ she said. Then, ‘Tell me, John. This Sam of yours, did he say if he’d ever gone back, visited his old home?’ 
 
    ‘I asked Embury about that. It seems that when Sam left, well, that was it. His name was struck off the register — quite literally, from what I can gather. Sam’s dead to them now. If he fails outside, he can never go back home to stay.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It took Mal fifteen minutes of hard running to get to a phone. In his panic he’d run straight to the nearest visible road. It was a good mile following the bend in the roadway back to where he’d left his car. Mal had realized this almost as soon as his feet had hit tarmac. He’d turned the other way instead, to where he could see the lights of the closest farmhouse, yellow in the distance. 
 
    He clutched his shotgun, the weapon still broken over his arm. Cartridges loaded. 
 
    Swearing to himself, he ejected them, slipped them into an empty pocket and snapped the weapon closed, flinging it over his shoulder on its leather strap even as he picked up pace once more, the dogs loping beside him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike stared out into the blackness beyond the window. The storm had passed but night seemed to have followed early. 
 
    How would it feel, he wondered, for someone like Sam to leave everything he had ever known, and, for all Mike knew, maybe believe he risked damnation as a result? 
 
    What would it feel like for Pearson? 
 
    Sam, from all accounts, was a practical man, intent on sorting out his life in a methodical if slightly plodding way. 
 
    But Pearson? Pearson had left the house to study to be a teacher, presumably, with the blessing of the Elders. But he had come back. To be forced to leave, be rejected by his own people, must have been a double blow for someone as intense and uncompromising as Pearson. 
 
    He glanced at Maria and then at John, getting up to make more coffee. 
 
    What would it feel like suddenly not to belong? To lose family, religion, livelihood all in one fell swoop? 
 
    Was it any wonder Eric Pearson took a bitter view of life? Was it any excuse? 
 
    ‘Penny for them?’ Maria said. 
 
    Mike smiled at her. ‘Not worth it. Mind wandering, that’s all.’ 
 
    She smiled back at him and reached across the table for his hand. 
 
    Out in Tynan’s hall, the telephone began to ring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Saturday 2 a.m. 
 
      
 
    By the time Mike arrived, the scene had been cordoned off and a narrow walkway, flanked by red and white tape, guided him to the place where the body had been found. 
 
    The police surgeon was already there, together with the SOCO. A young woman in white overalls was recording the scene on video. A stills camera hung from a strap across her body. 
 
    The entire area was illuminated by dragon lights. Two of them, strung up on makeshift supports. Their brilliance cast everything and everyone into stark relief, giving people and objects twice their own number of shadows. Colours were washed out almost to monochrome. 
 
    Price was already there. He saw Mike and came over, his face pale in the brilliant light. 
 
    ‘It’s a kid, guv. Early to mid-teens from what they can see. Wrapped up in a rubbish bag.’ 
 
    Mike followed his gaze to where the police surgeon knelt, directing the young woman with the camera to take still shots. She moved closely around the body, recording the ground before she stepped. Taking macro shots in situ of anything alien to grass or trees. Framing her body shots to indicate exact locations. Precise relationships. 
 
    Others stood around at the edge of the cordoned area. Watching, waiting for their cues. 
 
    Mike glanced upwards at the sky. The clouds had thickened and the air grown even more chill as they stood there. A rough shelter had been rigged to cover the site, polythene sheeting that cracked and rustled in the rising wind. 
 
    ‘Who found the body?’ 
 
    ‘Man named Malcolm Fisher. Out after rabbits.’ Price nodded his head back towards the road. ‘He’s in the car.’ 
 
    Mike glanced back one more time at the murder scene, then turned towards the road. 
 
    ‘Let me know when they’re about to move the body,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and talk to Mr Fisher.’ 
 
    Mal was drinking coffee in the back of the Area car. He was a youngish man, mid-twenties, Mike thought, though shock and pallor had aged him. He put his cup down and shook Mike by the hand. Then drew back abruptly as though not certain that had been the correct thing to do. 
 
    ‘Did you touch anything?’ Mike asked him. 
 
    Mai shook his head emphatically. 
 
    ‘Like I told them other lot,’ he said. ‘I bent down to see and it looked like a hand, with the fingers just sticking out of the hole.’ He shrugged as though still disbelieving. ‘So I pulled the plastic, like, just a little way and shone my torch right inside and I saw it. Lying there. And these eyes, wide open and looking at me. And then I ran.’ 
 
    Mike nodded slowly. ‘And you touched nothing else? You’re certain of that?’ 
 
    ‘I touched nothing. I came in through the trees and I saw this rubbish lying on the ground like someone dumped it there.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I only came out looking for rabbits,’ he said. ‘Then I saw this bloody rubbish strewn all over the place and I got so fucking mad . . . I mean, you know. . . dumping stuff like that.’ 
 
    He turned to look at Mike, his expression tense and hurt. 
 
    ‘I kicked it,’ he said. ‘The kid in the bag, I mean.’ He halted suddenly, breaking down, bringing up his hands to cover his face. Mike heard the words muffled through Mai’s fingers. ‘I kicked it. I didn’t know it was a kid . . . Someone killed him and then I go and do a thing like that.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t know,’ Mike told him softly. ‘You didn’t know.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Saturday 9 a.m. 
 
      
 
    It had always seemed to Mike that a murder investigation should be a more dramatic affair. That there should be more outward sense of urgency. Of fevered activity. 
 
    There should be people rushing from place to place, gathering clues, putting them together and snatching the answers from nowhere. Something as violent and blasphemous as the taking of another human life should leave more traces. Shake the fabric of the universe in some tangible, obvious regard. 
 
    But that was never the way of it. 
 
    Mike stood in the clinically clean room waiting for the post mortem to begin and considering, step by cautious step, just where his investigation should take him. 
 
    An incident room had been set up on the roadside close to where the body had been found. Road blocks stopped the sparse traffic. Anyone remotely local would be interviewed this morning, though even that, most basic of procedures was of little use until a timeframe could be established. For that, they needed a time of death. 
 
    Price stood close by, champing at the bit far more visibly than Mike. He wanted to get on. To be out there, doing, solving, creating his own kind of organized havoc in order to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    He was angry, Mike could see that. Angry and hurt in the way that all officers became over the death of a child. That was when it became personal. That was when the case became their own. 
 
    Normally at a crime scene some approximate parameters could be established — how long the body had been there, an approximate theory as to cause of death. 
 
    In this case, with the body wrapped tight in its pathetic black shroud, the only clue had been the dryness of the grass beneath it when, finally, they had lifted it onto plastic sheeting and carried it away. 
 
    Hot days, but it had rained the last two nights. Been dry before. 
 
    At least two days, then, maybe three. 
 
    Mike sighed and tried not to speculate too much. Tried instead to concentrate on what would happen next. 
 
    Soon the pathologist would begin. A description would be circulated. Anyone seen in the area over the last few days would be found and questioned. Missing persons reports searched in detail — time consuming and, Mike knew from experience, often unrewarding. 
 
    Then, if they struck lucky, they’d find his family. His name. Get a recent photo and media time to circulate it. There’d be sightings, many of them. Most leading to dead ends or other kids unrelated to this one. Each lead would be checked, collated and rechecked. Each failure would become a personal one. Each possible breakthrough the stimulus to keep on looking. To push that little bit further. 
 
    Mike felt suddenly depressed at the prospect. 
 
    The crash of the double doors being opened and a trolley being wheeled into the room brought him from his reverie. He watched as the body, still in its protective wrappings, was laid on the table. 
 
    The outer coverings were peeled back. The whole package weighed and then the careful visual examination began, the pathologist speaking all the while into a microphone suspended above the table. 
 
    He felt Price move closer as the black plastic was cut away and the body finally laid out in full view. Even from where he stood, Mike could see that parts of the hand and a small area of the shoulder, had been chewed and scratched. But the face seemed untouched. Unclosed eyes staring up at nothing and the jaw slack, leaving the mouth to fall open when the body moved. 
 
    Just for an instant, Mike remembered Stevie. The shock he had felt when he’d tried to close his eyes and found the lids refused to shut, the muscles drawn into spasm after death. 
 
    ‘They used to put pennies on the eyes of the dead,’ Mike said softly. ‘To stop them from opening.’ Price made no reply. 
 
    The pathologist continued with his ritual. 
 
    ‘Male Caucasian. Estimated thirteen to fifteen years. Height, five feet two, one hundred fifty-seven centimetres. Evidence of bruising to the right temple, left shoulder and the right side of the rib cage two centimetres above the nipple. 
 
    ‘You have that?’ he asked, waiting for his assistant to record the marks on the body chart. 
 
    The photographer from the crime scene circled the body as she had earlier, recording each injury. Preparing to switch to video as the operation progressed. 
 
    Mike watched as they took samples of hair, swabs from nose, mouth and rectum. Examined the eyes for signs of asphyxia. Scraped beneath the short nails. 
 
    He watched as they sat the body forward to examine the back, noting the marks of hypostasis on the right-hand side. He flinched, as he always did, at the eerie sound of expelled air forced upward from the lungs and through the larynx as the body was eased forward, head lowered towards the knees and samples of the spinal fluid taken. 
 
    He stayed while the boy was washed and the X-rays taken, feeling like some anxious parent watching as their child was examined, and thinking all the time about his own dead son. But when the surgeon produced the dissecting knife and laid the body straight to make the first cut, Mike left swiftly. Striding across the room to the swing doors. Pushing through and hearing them clang loudly behind him. 
 
    Price followed only minutes later and joined Mike in the car. 
 
    ‘Should be bloody strung up,’ he said. ‘Fucking bastards. Just give me ten minutes and a length of rope. That’s all they’re bloody worth.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Saturday evening 
 
    Mike sat alone in his flat and watched the press conference on the evening news, glad that this at least had been taken out of his hands. 
 
    The superintendent read a pre-written statement. He looked grey and strained, Mike thought. Maybe he liked this kind of personal appearance as little as Mike. 
 
    ‘The body of a teenage boy was found at ten p.m. last night,’ he said. ‘It had been dumped, wrapped in a black dustbin liner, close to a spinney locally known as Bright’s Wood, just outside of Colton.’ 
 
    The news cut to pictures of the murder scene. Police cordon, covered area, a small group of people moving purposefully about, and, close by, a long-lens view of a line of searchers moving slowly across the neighbouring field. 
 
    ‘The body has not, as yet, been identified but it is believed to be that of a teenaged boy, aged between thirteen and fifteen years. Five feet two inches in height with light blue eyes and sandy hair. A red sweatshirt believed to belong to the victim was also found at the scene.’ 
 
    Mike watched as the camera cut once more, this time to the red garment that had been found bundled into the bag with the dead boy. The bloodstained sleeve had been tucked back out of sight and the shirt was wrapped inside a clear plastic bag. The logo of an American football team showed clearly on the chest. 
 
    It hadn’t been purchased locally. That much they did know. But the labels had been removed and a slight tear at the neck had been mended, badly, in green thread. 
 
    The sweatshirt was probably the best lead they had. 
 
    There followed an appeal for information. A hotline for informers and frightened relatives. A reassertion that everything was being done to bring the killer or killers to justice. 
 
    ‘This is a despicable crime,’ the officer was saying. ‘An act of true evil. I want to assure the public that every avenue of investigation is being pursued and that this force will not rest until the boy’s killer has been brought to book.’ His left hand moved unconsciously to twist the large onyx ring he wore on his right hand. Then Superintendent Jaques turned to the assembled journalists, fielding questions from the floor. 
 
    No, as yet there were no suspects. 
 
    No, the cause of death had not yet been established and, no, he couldn’t comment on whether or not the boy had been sexually assaulted until all the reports were in. 
 
    Mike switched off then and leaned back in the only armchair his tiny flat contained. 
 
    ‘The cause of death has not yet been established,’ he repeated softly to himself, then laughed grimly. 
 
    It wasn’t policy, he knew, to put out over the air that the boy had almost bled to death from a ruptured artery after repeated rape. Or that someone had finished him off by pressing something with soft blue fibres over his face when he was far too weak to even try to struggle. 
 
    No, Mike thought, he didn’t suppose they could really put that out over the air on the teatime news. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Sunday morning 
 
      
 
    Eric Pearson skimmed through the Sunday papers. Johanna brought him three of them every Sunday when she took the children out for their weekly visit to the park. 
 
    Eric didn’t like the family going out en masse like that. Didn’t like knowing they would be gone for two or three hours, perhaps, but it was something Johanna insisted upon doing and, these days, he didn’t seem to have the energy to argue with her. Arguments required too much sustained concentration. 
 
    Eric skimmed the papers, trying to catch up on the week’s news. He could hear the children and Johanna chattering away in the kitchen below and the sound of the radio coming from his eldest son’s bedroom. 
 
    Eric could almost believe the world to be sane and normal once more. 
 
    Almost, but not quite. 
 
    For several minutes Eric stared at the twin images on the page in front of him before beginning on the text. The first was taken with a long lens. The slight edge distortion and the unguarded pose of the man in the centre of the shot told him that. 
 
    It was the DI who had come to his house. Nosing about, looking at his photographs. 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Mike Croft,’ the caption read, ‘directing operations yesterday.’ 
 
    Eric skimmed through the text. The finding of a boy’s body out Colton way. And this man was heading the investigation. 
 
    Eric almost spat in disgust. It was the other picture that really got to him. Superintendent Jaques holding forth at a press conference the night before. 
 
    ‘A despicable crime.’ Eric almost laughed. ‘Promise they will bring the guilty to justice! Ha!’ What did Jaques know about justice? 
 
    And this other man, this Croft, he was working with him. 
 
    Eric put the paper aside and stared upwards at the ceiling. He had almost liked Croft. Almost believed that he might be different. But he would be just like all the rest if Jaques was working with him. 
 
    ‘Corrupt as hell,’ Eric said softly to himself. ‘The whole damned lot of them, corrupt as hell.’ 
 
    He leaned right back in his chair, his eyes still fixed to the ceiling as though trying to peer through to his bedroom overhead. At the old bed with its shot springs and its sagging mattress and at the box file that held the journal. 
 
    Jaques’ name was in there. Eric knew it. If he thought hard enough he could even recall the words. 
 
    ‘Corrupt as hell, the whole damned lot of them. Corrupt as hell,’ Eric repeated to himself. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike stood on the cordoned walkway and gazed at the empty space where the body had lain. 
 
    In the two adjoining fields volunteers and police could be seen walking in close formation, continuing their intensive search. At the edge of the wood, undergrowth had been cut back and carefully lifted aside, then sifted by hand for any random fragment that didn’t belong. The wood had been subjected to the same meticulous attention. 
 
    The boy had died elsewhere. That much was certain. Had been killed and left for some time half turned onto his side and with something pressing against his right shoulder. 
 
    Later, long enough to develop marks of hypostasis but not long enough for rigor to have set in, the body had been moved, wrapped in a plastic bag with the knees curled close against the chest. 
 
    Later still, he’d been brought here. 
 
    There were two layers of plastic. The first bag had split and the whole untidy bundle that had been a teenage boy pushed unceremoniously into a second bag and tied tight. 
 
    It was hard to say more than that. Black plastic was black plastic. Mike had become something of an expert on the subject over the last few hours. 
 
    These particular black liners were of a bigger than normal size, designed for the large wheeled bins now in use in some parts of the county. For a brief time this had seemed like a lead but a dozen calls just to the local shops that opened on a Sunday had told him that it meant little. 
 
    There was not much else. Fragments of skin and hair under two of the boy’s fingernails. A single dark hair clinging to the sweatshirt, and then the sweatshirt itself. The label cut out and the inexpert repair made with green thread to the shoulder seam. 
 
    Mike turned and walked back towards the car parked by the farm gate on the other side of the field. Tyre tracks had been found close to where his own car stood. Casts had been taken. Casts taken too of footprints, deeply indented in a patch of softer ground under the trees. Footprints that from their depth had been made by either a heavy man or one carrying something that weighed him down. 
 
    Mike sighed, wondering just what kind of hole this death would be leaving in someone’s life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Sunday evening 
 
      
 
    It began with the evening edition of the Chronicle carrying an update on the ‘Bright’s Wood Body’, and confirmation that the murder had been sexual in motive. 
 
    People talked about it. Of course they did. A body found not five miles from where they lived. A child, abused and murdered. Memories for such things are long, and the scandal of the Fletcher business came clearly to mind. 
 
    The last council-run home Fletcher had been in charge of was only three miles from Portland Close, in the opposite direction to Bright’s Wood. 
 
    Connections were made, as connections are. Parents cast a closer eye over their children. Teenagers were told to stay together and not to walk home alone. Adults tried to whisper, to hide that which was common knowledge in the papers, on the radio, shown in colour pictures on the TV news. 
 
    But it was Dora, all intent on avoiding scandal but unable to resist, who dropped the bombshell. 
 
    ‘ ’Course I’m sure,’ she said. ‘We talked about it at the lunch club the other day. Pearson used to live on Malpass Street, that’s where the Williams still are. And she remembers . . .’ 
 
    Soon she wasn’t the only one to remember. Pearson’s misdemeanour had not, perhaps, been on the scale of Fletcher’s, but it was bad enough. 
 
    ‘He was a teacher, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, some private place.’ 
 
    ‘Little kids, they were. No older than Lizzie’s two.’ 
 
    ‘Who knows what else?’ 
 
    ‘He was never actually charged with anything, was he, Dora?’ 
 
    Dora looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, no,’ she said, ‘but that doesn’t mean . . .’ 
 
    ‘And the wife. Staying with him when she’s got kids of her own . . .’ 
 
    Watching from his window, Eric knew that something was wrong. ‘The natives are restless,’ he whispered to himself, his voice mocking and contemptuous. He watched people moving from house to house. Neighbours visiting neighbours, grouping themselves together, glancing up at him as he stood to one side of the window, all-seeing but out of sight. Something was going on. 
 
    By six o’clock the rain had begun, driving people inside. Lightning flashed, illuminating Eric Pearson still in the window gazing out at the shocks of brightness that lit the sky and waiting for the storm to break around him. Behind him the television screen flickered. The only light in the large room, shining garishly on his children’s faces. 
 
    There would be trouble tonight. Eric knew it with a certainty born of experience. But he’d be ready for them. 
 
    By nine thirty the rain had stopped. The clouds were breaking and scattering in the light wind. For a little while Eric thought that he had been mistaken. That maybe the rain would be enough to cool things for another night. But then there were voices. Two figures broke from the shadows near the kissing gate and stopped, opposite the house. Two youths that Eric dimly recognized as being local stared up at him. 
 
    ‘Yah, you bastard. Get your arse down here.’ 
 
    ‘Nah, fuck it! He won’t do that. Too fucking scared.’ 
 
    Eric glanced further down the street. As if their shouts had been the cue they needed, doors to the houses were opening. Neighbours came out, calling to the youths either in approbation or question. 
 
    Eric moved from the window and crossed to the phone. His oldest son looked up, eyes questioning. 
 
    Eric’s hand hesitated over the nine. Then, abruptly, he changed his mind and dialled another number. 
 
    ‘Is that the Chronicle? Good. If he’s still in his office, I want to talk to Tom Andrews?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Rezah’s key turning in the lock didn’t wake Ellie. It was only the sound of his voice, calling to her to take off the chain and let him in, that drew her out of her deep, exhausted sleep. 
 
    ‘Oh! Sorry! I’m so sorry!’ The suddenness of her awakening startled her into too much of an apology. 
 
    He hugged her to him as soon as she’d let him through the door. ‘Are you all right, Ellie? You’re shaking.’ 
 
    She laughed, nervously. ‘No. I’m fine. I’d just fallen asleep. The storm . . .’ She stopped, looked over his shoulder at the scene outside. ‘Rezah?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I only just arrived.’ 
 
    Ellie looked at him with frightened eyes. ‘I thought, tonight. The rain.’ 
 
    ‘The rain stopped half an hour ago,’ Rezah told her. ‘No, come inside. You want no part of this.’ 
 
    Ellie glanced at him. He was right, she did want no part of it, but the sight of everyone gathered in the street — neighbours, kids, people she recognized as being local, others she had never seen before — all standing silent and immobile, drew her out onto the step. 
 
    Rezah left her side and went to the telephone standing on the little table at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Phoning the police. Then I’ll get hold of my dad, tell him I’m bringing you over first thing in the morning.’ 
 
    She gave him a startled look, then turned back to survey the crowd gathered in the street. 
 
    Dora stood on the footpath, hands on her hips, scowling at everyone but looking vaguely guilty. ‘Bloody fools,’ she muttered as Ellie came to her side. ‘We should all complain to the council, get a petition or something, get them out that way. This isn’t going to do anyone a bit of good.’ 
 
    Ellie was baffled. She glanced up the road at the sound of a car engine approaching. The car stopped. Two men got out, the younger one with a professional looking camera gripped in his hand. 
 
    There were shouts from the windows of the Pearson house. The sound of a water hose spurting suddenly into life. Other voices, raised angrily in response. Ellie looked away from the two men and stared at the big house. 
 
    Then someone threw a stone and the smash of window glass shattered the night. 
 
    ‘There are children in that house,’ Ellie whispered. ‘Little kids like Farouzi. Like Lizzie’s kids.’ 
 
    A second window smashed and Ellie wheeled around once more to stare at the Pearsons’ house. 
 
    It wasn’t the adults who were throwing the stones. Children, young kids of eight and nine and ten, hurling stones and half-bricks, bottles, clods of mud, anything that could be used to smash glass, or to threaten those inside. Kids’ voices, cheering as they made a hit, and the elders, parents, neighbours, the two men from the car, watching in near silence. Watching, Ellie thought, and approving. 
 
    ‘There are children in that house,’ she said again. 
 
    ‘Come back inside.’ Rezah took her arm. ‘Ellie, come back inside.’ 
 
    He made as though to draw her away, but Ellie still stared at the partly shattered windows of the Pearson house, at the figure of Eric Pearson standing behind broken glass, hurling bottles and insults out at the crowd below. 
 
    ‘Ellie, come inside!’ 
 
    Ellie stared up at the topmost window. A small child had climbed on to the sill and peered down from its perch. A moment later the glass in front of it smashed into fragments. The child fell back. Ellie could hear it screaming. She could take no more of this. Breaking free of Rezah’s hand she raced across the road, screaming at the attackers. 
 
    ‘What are you doing? What the hell do you think you’re doing? There are kids in there. You’re just a bunch of bloody cowards, attacking a house with kids in it.’ 
 
    Rezah had grabbed her arm once more, was pulling her away. There were voices all around her, angry voices. Threatening. 
 
    ‘Get her out of here.’ 
 
    ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Back off, Ellie. Or do you want to bring this down on your own head?’ 
 
    ‘You know what that bastard did, woman? Interfered with little kids, that’s what he did. And you want to defend the bastard!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Ellie stared. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Still feel the same, do you? Knowing what that bastard did. Little kids, like yours and mine. He’s a pervert, just like the one who killed that boy. You really want filth like that living round here?’ 
 
    Ellie continued to stare, disbelief and shock etched on her features. Anger, less directed now, threatening to bring tears as the memories flooded her mind. 
 
    Rezah slipped an arm around his wife’s shoulders. An act of uncharacteristic public affection, but she barely noticed it. 
 
    Dimly, she heard Dora’s voice. ‘She’s pregnant, Matt. She didn’t know, and look at her, how upset she is.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got no quarrel with Ellie, or with you, mate.’ This last to Rezah. ‘But little kids. We can’t put up with that.’ 
 
    ‘The child in the house,’ Ellie whispered. ‘The glass broke right in front of him.’ 
 
    ‘No one meant the kids to be hurt, love, but what about our own kids? What about them, eh?’ 
 
    Ellie stared around her. The two men who’d arrived in the car stood near the house. Dora appeared in front of her, mouthing words of comfort that she couldn’t understand. Rezah was there holding her tightly, supporting her as though afraid she might faint. And there was shouting. Yells from the street and others, coming from the house. A child screaming and a woman shouting out for help. 
 
    Ellie half turned back towards the Pearson house. Johanna Pearson stood just outside the door, her youngest in her arms, blood on her hands and face and, from an upstairs window, seemingly oblivious to the risk to his wife and child, Eric Pearson threw a bottle, lit at the neck with a rag fuse. It hit the ground in the middle of the crowd and exploded, sending a sheet of flame right across the path. 
 
    Ellie screamed, her hands lifting instinctively to cover her face, pushing backwards against Rezah, trying to escape the flames. 
 
    Rezah pulled her aside, dragged her back towards their house, forced her inside and closed the door. 
 
    Outside, Ellie could hear the police sirens begin to wail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Monday, early hours 
 
      
 
    ‘Is it true, what they were saying about him? Is it true? And the little kid in the window, what’s happened to him? There was glass all over. Smashed straight in front of him. He was standing there and then the window shattered and I saw him fall over backwards and I just couldn’t take it any more. What they said about him — Eric Pearson. It’s true, isn’t it? What they said about him.’ 
 
    Mike said nothing for a moment. Ellie Masouk had worked herself into such a state he wondered if she would even hear him. 
 
    Rezah sat beside her, holding her hands in both of his own, trying to calm her. The look of shock on his face and the way his hands trembled told Mike that the young man was suffering no less than his wife. 
 
    Mike decided to take the easier question first. He said, ‘The Pearson boy — Daniel, I think it is. He’s not badly hurt, Mrs Masouk. It seems his elder brother pulled him down just before the window shattered. He’s got a few cuts and bruises, but nothing major.’ He paused. Ellie Masouk was staring at him now, wet eyes fixed on his face as though looking for lies. 
 
    ‘Truly?’ 
 
    ‘Truth,’ he said. ‘Really, Mrs Masouk, he’s all right.’ 
 
    She continued to stare for a moment, then dropped her gaze. ‘And the other things?’ she asked. ‘What they said about him. Is that true?’ 
 
    Mike sighed. It was the question everyone had asked him, even those declaring it to be the truth. There’d been bewilderment, undirected anger and not a little shame from everyone he’d talked to tonight. And a stubborn resolve not to point the finger at any of their neighbours as having started this whole thing. 
 
    ‘Where did you hear this, Mrs Masouk? These accusations about Eric Pearson?’ 
 
    Ellie looked puzzled for a moment. ‘Tonight,’ she said. ‘I mean, in the street. People shouting at me, telling me about him. About. . . about what they said he did.’ She broke down again, crying softly, leaning against Rezah. 
 
    ‘Mr Croft,’ Rezah Masouk asked, ‘do you really need to talk to her tonight? My wife and I have already made statements.’ 
 
    Mike looked at them both. They were shocked and tired and clearly as much in need of sleep as he was. Yes, they’d made statements, Ellie’s coaxed from her almost word by word by the young WPC. Their statements had been corroborated by the other people Mike had spoken to in Portland Close. Neighbours who’d told him of Ellie’s run to the defence of the Pearson child; her accusations of cowardice; her hysteria, her distress when they’d ‘put her right’ about Eric Pearson. 
 
    He’d been astonished at how little malice towards Ellie there had been from those who’d witnessed it all. 
 
    How little ill feeling her accusations had drawn, of the sympathy and affection that had been expressed for the Masouks, and for Ellie, upset so badly this late in pregnancy. 
 
    Frankly, such expressions of concern had bewildered Mike. Had confused the other officers on the scene too, coming as they did after such scenes of violence and intolerance. He had looked for falsity, but, as far as he could discern, had found none. The young couple and their little daughter seemed to be regarded as part of the Portland Close community, to be protected even when misguided. 
 
    Not like the Pearsons. 
 
    Mike sighed, returned to Rezah Masouk’s question. 
 
    ‘No, Mr Masouk. If you’ve nothing to add, then I don’t see why I should bother you any more tonight.’ 
 
    He pushed himself out of the easy chair, aware of how comfortable he had become and how reluctant he was to move. 
 
    ‘And what they said?’ Rezah asked him. ‘About Eric Pearson. Is there any truth in that, Inspector?’ 
 
    Mike sighed and weighed his words carefully before replying. No doubt they’d have some ‘full’ version of events soon enough. But it wouldn’t be from him. 
 
    ‘Eric Pearson has never been convicted of any crime, Mr Masouk,’ he said and turned to leave. 
 
    Price was waiting for him outside, leaning against the car. 
 
    ‘I was just about to come and get you,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Superintendent Jaques wants you back at the office.’ 
 
    Mike looked surprised, glanced at his watch. Four thirty-five. ‘Who dragged him out of bed?’ 
 
    Price grinned, mirthlessly. ‘Don’t know, sir, but I hope they got their bloody heads bitten off.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Half the street were claiming to have been told by some third party,’ Mike explained. ‘And the other half now miraculously remember the fuss in the papers.’ 
 
    Jaques grunted discontentedly. ‘And Pearson’s still shouting conspiracy?’ He looked up sharply, fixing Mike with an unhappy glare. ‘Anything new on that side, Croft?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘A lot of paperwork, sir, and not a lot said. The only thing new, as you know, is this journal Pearson claims to be in possession of.’ 
 
    ‘You definitely think he has it?’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘Not at the house, I wouldn’t think. Not after what happened to the original.’ 
 
    ‘What is alleged to have happened to the original,’ Jaques corrected him. 
 
    ‘Quite, sir. But even if we make the assumption that the journal did exist and that Pearson has a copy, it’s unlikely the CPS will accept it as new evidence. The copy can hardly be proved contemporaneous. If it was handwritten, of course, forensics might be able to give us something, but,’ he shook his head, ‘quite frankly, sir, it’s all very circumstantial.’ 
 
    ‘But your feelings about it,’ Jaques persisted. 
 
    ‘My “feelings” hardly matter.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like them anyway, Croft.’ 
 
    Mike gave him a quizzical look. ‘My feelings, sir, tell me that there was something more. That, in this case, Pearson may well be telling the truth.’ 
 
    ‘You suspect a cover-up?’ Jaques’ voice was sharp. 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘No. Nothing as definite as that, just too many things that don’t fit neatly into the pattern. We knew — the detectives involved in the original investigation knew — that Fletcher wasn’t in it on his own. That he was as guilty of procurement for others as he was of abuse, but Fletcher’s testimony was flawed. He lied consistently throughout his interrogations, was proved to have been lying on oath in court. He undermined his own evidence time and time again.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never understood, sir,’ Price said, ‘just how Pearson claimed to have got hold of this journal.’ 
 
    Jaques looked surprised. ‘I thought that was common currency,’ he said. 
 
    Mike explained for him. ‘Fletcher was on the board of governors, you know, at Pearson’s school. Pearson maintains that Fletcher stole the journal. Saw it as some kind of insurance, I would guess.’ 
 
    ‘And Fletcher gave the journal to Pearson?’ Price was clearly amused. 
 
    ‘Pearson claims that Fletcher was afraid of the evidence being destroyed — which it was. Gave it to Pearson for safekeeping.’ 
 
    ‘And Pearson gave it to his solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘And the solicitor’s office was broken into and gutted by fire a week or so later,’ Mike finished. 
 
    Jaques frowned and shook his head. ‘Frankly, Mike, the whole thing stinks. Though what can be done about it . . .’ He gathered up the papers on his table, knocking them into a neat pile. The brief descent into informality had ended as abruptly as it had begun. 
 
    A knock at the door broke the moment of awkward silence that followed and a PC entered, clutching a large brown envelope. 
 
    ‘Just arrived by courier, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Jaques said. ‘Good.’ 
 
    He emptied the contents on to his desk and began to glance through the black and white prints. 
 
    ‘More photographs?’ 
 
    Jaques smiled, wryly. ‘Yes, Sergeant, but these are, I hope, of somewhat more use than Eric Pearson’s efforts.’ 
 
    Price leaned forward, curious. The events of the early hours of the morning on Portland Close were laid out before him. Mike looked too and saw Ellie Masouk, disbelief and anger contorting her pale face; Rezah Masouk reaching for her; the crowd parting, one child, arm raised to throw the half-brick that was shown poised gently in mid-flight in the next shot; Eric Pearson standing in the window, his face twisted with rage; and, in the upper window, the child’s figure, arms thrown back as he was pulled clear of the window shattering around him. 
 
    ‘You’re going to let them print these, sir?’ Price sounded outraged. 
 
    Jaques actually looked amused. ‘Suggesting we try to gag the press, are you, Sergeant?’ Then he sobered. ‘It won’t look good,’ he said. ‘Make us out to be a bunch of bloody fools.’ He stood, impatiently gathering the photographs together and thrusting them back into their envelope. ‘Look them over, Price. I want names to faces. I want to know who lives there and who doesn’t. I want arrests, Mike. Want to know who’s been stirring up this hornets’ nest and why.’ 
 
    He tapped the envelope again and handed it to Price. 
 
    ‘I want arrests,’ he repeated. ‘I want this lot sorted and I want it done quickly. I know you’ve got your hands full with this killing, but we can’t be seen to be letting violence like this get out of hand.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, mumbled some acknowledgement and headed for the door. 
 
    As they left he turned to Price. ‘The reporter — not the photographer — the older man with him?’ 
 
    ‘Andrews,’ Price supplied. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Mike said. ‘I thought I knew the face. And we know that Pearson called Andrews.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. He wasn’t in the office, but they got him on his mobile and sent a photographer to pick him up. Seems Pearson made it sound like a real drama.’ 
 
    ‘And made sure it turned into one when Andrews got there.’ Mike shook his head in disgust. ‘I mean, bloody petrol bombs. What are we charging him with?’ 
 
    ‘Public order offences. Got the duty solicitor in and he’ll be bailed, I expect, later this morning. You want to interview him?’ 
 
    ‘Not if you’ve already had the pleasure. I’ll talk to him later.’ Mike frowned. ‘Who spoke to Andrews?’ 
 
    ‘PC Nelson, but he’s gone off shift. He was on overtime from ten last night.’ 
 
    Mike laughed. ‘That’s going to please accounts. Thought we were on restrictions this month. Why did Pearson choose Andrews?’ 
 
    ‘He’s dealt with him before. He covered Pearson’s arrest.’ They had wandered into the briefing room now and Price automatically filled the kettle for tea. ‘Andrews did a series of lengthy pieces on the Fletcher trial too. Pretty vociferous, from what I remember, asked a lot of uncomfortable questions.’ 
 
    He paused, dumped tea bags into mugs and perched on the edge of the counter waiting for the kettle to boil. ‘Andrews seemed to think we should be digging deeper. Taking another look at all the allegations about witness harassment and the like.’ 
 
    He glanced at Mike. ‘ ’Course, you won’t remember, you moved here after it was all over. Right messy business.’ 
 
    ‘And there was harassment of witnesses?’ 
 
    ‘Do pigs fly?’ Price grinned. ‘Bloody right there was, but prove it. . . Most weren’t what you call reliable. Scared kids. Adults who didn’t want their past dragged up in court. Business associates of Fletcher’s who’d do anything not to put their precious careers on the line. Easy to intimidate any of them.’ He shook his head. 
 
    ‘Well, guv, if there’s nothing else I’m going to grab a couple of hours’ sleep.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, then frowned, furrowing his brow. Just what was going on here and how deep was he going to have to dig to find out? More to the point, were the residents of Portland Close right, in one degree at least? Was the body found in Bright’s Wood part of this whole shabby deal? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Tuesday morning 
 
      
 
    A fresh, rain-drenched breeze was blowing, taking the edge of heat off the day as DI Croft drove towards Portland Close. 
 
    Monday’s action had slowed after mid-morning. Mike had tidied up the paperwork, filed his reports and dealt with the new day’s routine, then gone back to his flat and caught up on some sleep, leaving others to collate and cross-reference the flood of calls that had come in about the dead boy. 
 
    There had been no real developments. The case had, so far, generated nothing but a mass of statements, an increasingly large pile of random debris picked up by the search teams, all of which had to be labelled, examined and shipped off to forensics. And a mass of taped phone messages. Parents with missing kids. People who thought they’d seen something; a boy matching the description. A girl with a sweatshirt just like the one found. Two men, walking the fields near Bright’s Wood on the previous Thursday night. 
 
    Apart from a possible lead on the chain of sports shops as far afield as Edinburgh and Birmingham stocking the sweatshirt, there had been little of consequence. It was not even certain which night the body had been dumped, though the pathologist reckoned on the boy being dead for about a week by the time he had been found. Certainly not less than four days. Blowflies had settled on the body, getting into the bag through the holes torn by the foxes. They had laid their eggs but the maggots had not yet hatched. 
 
    It was the best timeframe Mike could hope for. Four to seven days. A big gap of lost time. 
 
    The evening had been spent back at the office, reading and rereading the records of the Fletcher case and of the events of the last few weeks on Portland Close as well as being brought up to date on the murder. 
 
    His mind teemed with facts and names and events . . . and missing pieces. 
 
    Fletcher was guilty. Mike couldn’t doubt that; but the others he had named? 
 
    Fletcher had spoken, repeatedly, of widespread and networked pornography. Of children abducted, abused, even killed. Fletcher had claimed to be only the tip of a massive iceberg and a relatively innocent tip at that. If you could call the repeated and long-term physical and sexual abuse of children supposedly in his care anything of the sort. 
 
    Was this boy a victim of a paedophile ring? Or was it a random opportunist killing? 
 
    Was Fletcher lying? Mike didn’t know. Instinct told him, as it had told others involved in the investigation before him, that there was a horrifying amount of truth in what Fletcher had said. 
 
    Mike glanced sideways at the copy of yesterday’s paper on the passenger seat. At Andrews’ report of events on Portland Close, together with three of the images he had seen spread out on the superintendent’s desk:- Ellie Masouk, caught in mid-flight; the child, white faced, in the Pearsons’ window; Johanna Pearson, her youngest child in her arms, standing at the front door, her face shocked and startled, the flare from the blast of the petrol bomb burning out almost a half of the rest of the image. 
 
    Andrews’ account of events had been interesting. He’d described what had happened, reviewed the Fletcher case, asked all the questions Mike had spent the last few days asking himself and left his verdict open. The last paragraph, a denouncement of modern society and a demand that the police take further action, was standard and expected. 
 
    The story shared space on the front page with an update on the boy found in Bright’s Wood. 
 
    Mike sighed. Something Fletcher had said in the taped interviews he had listened to stuck in his mind. He reached across and pushed the tape into the cassette player. Fletcher’s voice, educated, its local accent carefully expunged, spoke to him. 
 
    ‘You seem to think it’s impossible, don’t you? That kids just don’t disappear. That no one could get away with it for as long as I’ve said it’s gone on. But I ask you — how many kids go missing every year and never turn up again? What we’ve taken is just a fraction. Just scraping the top, and a body’s not such a hard thing to get rid of. Not so hard at all.’ 
 
    He’d refused to say more, though they’d pushed him for details. For names, places and the ways and means of disposal Fletcher seemed so certain of. But he’d clammed up. Refused to say anything after that, and his words had been buried in the mass of documentation the case had generated. 
 
    They troubled Mike, though, those words. Reminded him of something Tynan had said to him a year ago, about how many children disappear without trace. 
 
    He’d not known then, not wanted to play the numbers game. But he knew now and the facts, coupled with Fletcher’s words, had shocked him more deeply than he had thought possible. 
 
    Digging around, he’d found figures from the Children’s Society for 1987. ‘We keep better figures for lost dogs than we do lost children,’ Tynan had once told him. 
 
    In 1987 alone some 98,000 minors had gone missing. Of those, thousands had never been accounted for again. 
 
    Mike saw, in his mind’s eye, the families behind the statistics. The pain and the tears. The fear generated by imaginations that could only give shape to the worst of thoughts. Families who couldn’t even grieve for a death — and, Mike knew, that was tough enough. 
 
    What would it have been like if Stevie hadn’t died? If, one day, he’d just not been there. Not dead, not alive, but in some limbo land that Mike could never reach. 
 
    Angrily, he shook the thoughts from his head. 
 
    He wasn’t in the business of staging a one-man campaign against the world’s lost causes. 
 
    But Pearson knew something and so did Fletcher and they, Mike decided, most definitely fell within the confines of his pitch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Tuesday morning 
 
      
 
    John Tynan turned his car into the long drive. He could see the house up ahead, a big Victorian place set within a circle of flowerbeds and green lawns. 
 
    ‘Nice,’ he commented. 
 
    Beside him Sam nodded. ‘It’s a good place,’ he said. 
 
    John glanced sharply at him. ‘Do you regret leaving here, Sam?’ 
 
    The younger man shook his head. ‘It’s not something to regret,’ he said. ‘I just don’t have a place here any more, Mr Tynan. You don’t live a lie just ’cause it’s a comfortable life.’ 
 
    John smiled. It was a nice rule. He didn’t know many who would keep to it. 
 
    He parked the car in front of the house. Double bay windows arched outward. Large windows with the curtains pulled well back allowed the sun to flood into the two large front rooms. 
 
    The two men walked slowly up to the front door. It stood open, exposing a large tiled hall. A pokerwork plaque hung above the door. 
 
    ‘ “Suffer the little children”,’ Tynan read. 
 
    Sam nodded. ‘That’s what the Lord said, to let the little ones go to him and be saved.’ He glanced at Tynan, his face betraying his awkwardness, as though he found it hard to explain his old home. ‘It’s a kind of motto, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘You must be John Tynan.’ 
 
    John and Sam both turned. A man climbed the steps behind them, hand extended towards John. 
 
    ‘David Laughton,’ he introduced himself, then nodded at Sam. ‘Please, come in. Come in.’ 
 
    It was cool inside, cool and dim, as Laughton led them out of the sunlit hall and towards the back of the house. 
 
    John, looking around him, caught glimpses of large, simply furnished rooms, polished woodwork and neatness. The house had a freshly cleaned air to it. 
 
    Behind them, two small children thundered down the stairs into the hall and ran outside giggling. Laughton smiled. ‘Lessons over for the day,’ he said. ‘We don’t keep them inside too long on days like this.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have many children here?’ Tynan asked him. 
 
    ‘There are twelve in all under sixteen and three more not yet reached their majority.’ 
 
    Tynan raised an eyebrow. It was such an old-fashioned thing to say. ‘Under eighteen?’ he asked. 
 
    Laughton smiled. ‘Oh no, Mr Tynan. Here our children remain our children until they are twenty-one. After that they make some choices for themselves. Don’t they, Sam?’ 
 
    He looked sideways at the younger man, who flushed and looked down at his feet. 
 
    ‘And they accept that?’ Tynan questioned. 
 
    Laughton emitted a brief burst of laughter. ‘Those are our rules, Mr Tynan. I don’t imagine it does them any great harm, do you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Tynan said, frowning. ‘It must be tough to be treated like a child when the rest of the world would see you as an adult long since.’ 
 
    Laughton smiled again. ‘Those on the outside expect their children to grow up too fast, Mr Tynan. We protect our own here.’ 
 
    John said no more. He glanced sideways at Sam, who refused to meet his eyes but continued to stare at the floor, shoulders hunched miserably. 
 
    Laughton had led them through to the kitchen. ‘Can I offer you anything?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Thank you, no,’ Tynan said. Sam’s discomfort was growing by the minute. He had no wish to prolong his agony. 
 
    Laughton turned to the younger man. ‘Your stuff is out there, in the storeroom, Sam. It’s all boxed up, just the way you left it.’ 
 
    Sam Pearson murmured some kind of thanks, then disappeared rapidly through the back door. 
 
    Laughton paused for a moment, then said, ‘How’s he getting along, Mr Tynan?’ 
 
    John gave him a surprised look. There was genuine concern in the man’s voice and a somewhat anxious look in his eyes. 
 
    ‘John, please,’ he said. ‘And he’s doing fine, Mr Laughton. He’s a very pleasant, very genuine young man. You should be proud of him.’ 
 
    Laughton peered at him for a moment, as though looking for some deceit. Then he nodded, appeared to relax a little and sat himself down at the kitchen table. 
 
    ‘I’m glad of that. Very glad. It can’t have been easy.’ He glanced across at Tynan and then enquired, ‘This girl he’s marrying . . .’ He laughed, suddenly. ‘I’m sorry. Mr Tynan, I’ve no right to ask, have I?’ 
 
    John smiled at him. ‘Please, call me John,’ he said again. ‘I’ve not met her personally, but I hear she’s a nice girl, and her family certainly seem to have taken Sam to their hearts.’ 
 
    Laughton nodded. He looked relieved. ‘He deserves to be happy. I only wish it could have been here that made him happy. To have one of our own leave like that . . .’ He shook his head. ‘It was like a bereavement, having Sam decide to go.’ 
 
    John looked at him curiously. ‘It isn’t the first time, though, surely? Well, I know it’s not. Sam’s uncle and his family . . .’ 
 
    He broke off as Laughton got to his feet. Laughton was clearly displeased, his mouth set in a tight line. ‘That, Mr Tynan, was a different matter. An entirely different matter.’ 
 
    Tynan gave him a questioning look, hoping that he would continue, but Laughton seemed unprepared to say more. 
 
    ‘The publicity can’t have been pleasant,’ he said placatingly. 
 
    Laughton glared at him. ‘What that man did was sinful. He had a wife and children. A home. He was a part of our community, trusted, with a place of trust on the outside as well. And he did that.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing was ever proved,’ Tynan said mildly. 
 
    Laughton glared at him. ‘Many things can’t be proved, Mr Tynan. Many things, but they are truth none the less.’ He sighed. ‘We never told Johanna and the children that they must leave. We would have cared for them, protected them, no matter what it cost us.’ 
 
    ‘Cost you?’ Tynan asked. 
 
    Laughton glanced at him. ‘Johanna was not an easy woman,’ he said slowly. ‘She caused disturbance. Questioned the Elders and caused friction with the other women.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Tynan asked, then, ‘It must be difficult, living communally like this. I don’t think I could manage it.’ He laughed, briefly. ‘Too cantankerous and too fond of my own way, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    Laughton allowed himself a smile. ‘I don’t think anyone finds it easy all of the time,’ he said. ‘But Johanna and Eric . . .’ He shook his head wearily. ‘Sam tells me you’ve found them?’ He didn’t sound as though he considered that a desirable thing. 
 
    ‘It didn’t take much doing.’ John reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out Monday’s Chronicle, handed it to Laughton. The other man took it reluctantly and stared at the front page. 
 
    ‘More trouble,’ he said. ‘Everywhere they go we hear there’s trouble. And you’re taking Sam into this? Don’t you have any sort of conscience, Mr Tynan?’ 
 
    He thrust the paper back at Tynan, his lips once again pulled taut with disapproval. 
 
    ‘Sam’s a grown man,’ John said slowly. ‘He makes his own choices and, if he feels he has to take his father’s things to his father’s brother, then that choice is his.’ 
 
    ‘And you think Eric Pearson will make him welcome? Or that it would be any good for Sam, even if he does?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ Tynan said. ‘But it seems to me that Sam needs to shed his old life completely before he gives himself to the new. I make no judgement about this setup, Mr Laughton. If it produces young men like Sam, then there’s probably good in it, but Sam makes his own choices now and there are things he needs to know and things he needs to do. This is one of them.’ 
 
    Laughton frowned at him and shook his head. ‘Eric Pearson brought shame on our house,’ he said. ‘He’ll bring shame on whoever touches his life.’ He pointed at the paper in Tynan’s hands. ‘That shows what kind of trouble he causes, Mr Tynan.’ 
 
    A movement behind him alerted them to Sam’s return. ‘I think you’d better go now. You know the way out, Sam. I wish you well.’ Then he was gone. 
 
    Sam looked at Tynan, his face apologetic and embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Tynan,’ he said. 
 
    John smiled. ‘Here, let me help you with that,’ he said, taking one of the boxes Sam held. ‘Now, let’s get going, and get this stuff to where it belongs.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Rezah Masouk was coming out of his house when Mike Croft arrived at Portland Close. Rezah had a suitcase in one hand and what looked to be a carrier bag stuffed with teddy bears in the other. 
 
    Mike eyed the baggage thoughtfully. ‘Is anything wrong, Mr Masouk?’ 
 
    Rezah shook his head. ‘I left word at the police station,’ he said, ‘in case you needed to speak to me or to Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘You’re leaving?’ 
 
    Rezah laughed briefly. ‘It looks that way, Inspector. We’re staying at my parents’ home for a few days. All of this . . . mess, it isn’t good for Ellie.’ 
 
    Another man and a young woman came out of the house. The man was older than Rezah, but there was a strong resemblance between them. The woman wore jeans and a green shirt but her head was covered by a hijab that completely hid her hair. They looked curiously at Mike. 
 
    ‘This is my father, Inspector Croft, and my sister.’ 
 
    The older man extended a hand. ‘I am pleased to meet you, Inspector.’ He glanced at Rezah. ‘You have everything? Good.’ He nodded briefly, and went with his daughter to get into the car. 
 
    Mike asked, ‘And how is Mrs Masouk?’ 
 
    Rezah frowned slightly. ‘This has done her no good, Mr Croft. Three years, almost, we’ve been here and everything’s been fine, and now all this.’ He sighed. 
 
    ‘I’ve left her with my mother while we came to collect some things.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘I can understand you wanting to be out of it.’ Then, ‘Tell me, Mr Masouk, the people round here, you’ve never had any problems with them?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, Inspector, has there been harassment because I’m not whiter than white and I’ve stolen an English woman?’ He laughed briefly at Mike’s expression. ‘No, please, Inspector. I do know what you mean, and, no, we’ve had no problems. I don’t know of anyone who has . . . until now.’ 
 
    He put the suitcase and the bag in the boot of the car, then reached into his back pocket and withdrew a large manila envelope. 
 
    ‘This is what I call problems,’ he said, handing it to Mike. 
 
    Mike withdrew the single sheet of paper and read it, frowning. 
 
    ‘The council are applying for an injunction,’ Rezah said. ‘A restraining order.’ 
 
    Mike could hear the anger in Rezah’s voice. He handed the letter back. 
 
    ‘We’ve all got them,’ Rezah went on. ‘The entire street. And we did nothing, Inspector. We wanted peace and quiet. We had no wish to be drawn into this, whatever it’s about.’ He shook his head, bewildered. ‘I don’t want to tell Ellie about this,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Mr Masouk,’ Mike began, wanting to reassure him, ‘we have nothing in our reports to suggest that you or your wife took part in any of the stone throwing. In any of the violence. Your wife acted out of concern . . .’ 
 
    ‘And ended up with this?’ Rezah shook the letter angrily. ‘With this threat to take away her home if there are any more reports of harassment or vandalism.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing will happen, Mr Masouk. There’s no suggestion of your involvement.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t there, Inspector? I think the council and court records are going to be showing otherwise, don’t you?’ Mike said nothing. There didn’t seem much point. He stood and watched as Rezah Masouk got into his car and started the engine. Then he made his way, reluctantly, towards the Pearson house. 
 
    ‘He’s Moslem, you know.’ 
 
    Mike was taken by surprise. ‘I’m sorry?’ 
 
    ‘Masouk,’ Johanna Pearson said. ‘Moslem.’ 
 
    Mike was nonplussed. ‘Is that relevant, Mrs Pearson?’ 
 
    Johanna snorted as though the reply should have been obvious. ‘Don’t you listen to the news, Inspector Croft?’ 
 
    ‘When I can.’ 
 
    ‘Then you’ll know the damage they’re doing. Conversion at all costs, Inspector. Conversion by the book or by the sword. It’s all the same to them.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think Mr Masouk is set to take up the sword, Mrs Pearson.’ Mike was genuinely astonished. ‘And all religions have their extremists.’ 
 
    ‘Live and let live. Is that it, Inspector Croft?’ 
 
    ‘Whenever possible,’ Mike said. ‘There are people always willing to do harm, no matter what religion they belong to.’ 
 
    ‘And that makes it all right?’ 
 
    Mike sighed. ‘Mrs Pearson, I don’t think this is the time for religious dialectic, do you?’ 
 
    It was her turn to look surprised and Mike took full advantage. ‘I see you have new windows, Mrs Pearson.’ He went over, puzzled by the slight distortion of the view outside, and tapped on the glass. Then looked questioningly at Johanna. 
 
    ‘Oh, they didn’t put glass in this time. It’s some sort of unbreakable plastic,’ she said, her voice rich with satisfaction. ‘Let the little bastards try and break those.’ 
 
    ‘And you think they will?’ Mike asked her. 
 
    Johanna snorted rudely. ‘Oh, they’ll try again, Inspector. They’ll try again to frighten us and they’ll go on trying. But they won’t succeed. Oh no. We’ll stand firm.’ 
 
    Mike looked thoughtfully at the woman. ‘What are you hoping to gain?’ he asked her softly. ‘Why is your husband so intent on stirring all of this up again?’ 
 
    ‘The guilty should be punished,’ Johanna said stoutly. ‘It’s justice that matters. I intend to make them pay for what they did to Eric. To all of us.’ 
 
    She paused then and let her gaze travel over the shabby room with its ill-matched furniture; its lack of any sense of home. Mike could see how weary she looked, how great the strain must have been these past years, following Eric Pearson from place to place. Facing so much turmoil. So much pain. 
 
    He said gently, ‘You must love him very much, Johanna.’ 
 
    She turned on him, eyes blazing as though he’d said something insolent and cruel. Then the anger died, swiftly, as though she no longer had the strength to maintain it. 
 
    ‘He’s father to my children,’ she said. ‘The man I married and made my vows to. And I believe in his innocence, Inspector, believe that those men framed him, sought to discredit him because of what they knew Fletcher had told him.’ She moved closer to Mike. He could feel the tension in her body even without being close enough to touch. 
 
    ‘If I didn’t believe in him, Inspector, believe that all they said about him was lies and more lies, do you think I would have left our home and brought our children to be with a man capable of abusing them? Is that the kind of woman you think I am, Inspector Croft?’ 
 
    Steadily, Mike returned her gaze. ‘I believe you did what you thought was right,’ he said. ‘But what about the children, Johanna? Can it be right to make them suffer like this for a matter of principle you’ll maybe never be able to prove?’ 
 
    Johanna Pearson turned away from him, her shoulders trembling, back rigid, holding in her pent-up anger. ‘The courts will decide, Inspector. We’ll make our case when the time comes.’ 
 
    Mike sighed. It seemed of no use to reiterate that the Pearsons’ so-called evidence might not even make it into court, and would likely be discounted even if it did. 
 
    He would have given a great deal for a brief look at the journal, but there was no hope of that. It was defence evidence, exempt from right of disclosure. 
 
    Below them, a banging on the door and a shout announced Eric Pearson’s return. Johanna moved towards the stairs. Children’s voices sounded, three or four of them all talking at once, as Eric made his entrance. 
 
    Mike was about to follow Johanna down the stairs when a car pulling up in the road outside the house attracted his attention. John Tynan? What was he doing here? 
 
    Mike stood and watched as John and a younger man got out of the car and began to take boxes out of the boot. 
 
    Sam Pearson, by any remote chance? Mike wondered. 
 
    He made his way downstairs and opened the front door before John and his younger companion got to it. 
 
    ‘John?’ 
 
    ‘Well, hello there. This here’s Sam, you remember I mentioned him to you?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. Eric Pearson’s voice, angry and questioning, broke into the conversation. 
 
    ‘Just what do you think you’re doing?’ 
 
    Mike stood aside, pressing himself against the wall in the narrow hallway. 
 
    Eric Pearson stared out at the two men standing on his doorstep. 
 
    ‘Hello, Uncle Eric,’ Sam said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric Pearson was clearly far from pleased. 
 
    Grudgingly, he had allowed John Tynan and Sam to come inside and shown them through to the kitchen, where they had placed the boxes on the table. 
 
    ‘My father wanted you to have these things,’ Sam told him. ‘He said there were some of his and some things that you’d left behind.’ He hesitated, clearly confused by the lack of response from his uncle. He said hesitantly, ‘You did know that my father had died, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Eric glared at him. ‘How could I have known?’ he said. ‘And it makes no matter. The whole damned lot of you died as far as we were concerned, the day we were driven out.’ 
 
    For a moment Sam stood, staring at his uncle, lost for words. Then he gathered his dignity about him and said quietly, ‘Well, I’ve done what I came to do and that’s an end to it. I’ll say goodbye now.’ He nodded politely at Johanna and headed for the door. 
 
    ‘I’ll see you out,’ Johanna said vaguely. 
 
    John glanced at Mike, then followed them. Mike heard him say, ‘I’ll leave you my card, my dear, just in case you want to talk to Sam again.’ 
 
    Eric Pearson looked at the boxes on the table, a curious expression on his face. Mike knew he had been completely forgotten as Eric Pearson slowly began to unpack the boxes and assemble the contents on the kitchen table. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Tuesday afternoon 
 
      
 
    ‘So, what was in the boxes?’ Jaques asked. 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘Nothing more or less than you might expect. A few books. Poetry mostly. A nifty selection of ties; rather too bright for Eric’s taste, I would have said, and a plastic bag full of photos.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Jaques sounded ironic. 
 
    Mike smiled. ‘No, sir, family snapshots, mostly taken at the house in Otley by the look of it.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Jaques frowned. ‘Anything else?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘Bits and pieces. Some of their mother’s jewellery, nothing valuable and the sort of trinkets people keep around them. Nothing significant.’ 
 
    Jacques sighed. ‘So he didn’t exactly play the loving relative?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘No, sir, but if you ask me I think that’s just as well. Sam Pearson’s probably better off making his own way.’ 
 
    ‘You could be right.’ Jaques glanced down at the sheet in front of him. ‘But this other matter, Mike. This request to see Fletcher. What do you hope to gain from it?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not a great deal.’ Mike frowned briefly. ‘Fletcher made several claims while he was being interviewed but wouldn’t substantiate any of them. I’d just like to know if a spell inside’s softened him up any.’ 
 
    Jaques gave him a shrewd look. ‘And that’s all?’ he asked. 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘The truth is, I don’t know, sir. There’s just things I’d be happier about if I could confront Fletcher personally.’ 
 
    ‘You think we missed something?’ Jaques’ voice was sharp. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Mike said, refusing to be intimidated. ‘But Fletcher’s been inside more than a year now. Almost two if you count the remand, and it’s just possible that having time to think might have made him more prepared to put detail to some of the claims he made. And this boy we’ve found. It fits with the kind of story Fletcher was spinning. I have to look at everything.’ 
 
    Jaques stared at him for a moment or two longer, then said, ‘I’ll set it up, but I doubt you’ll get much out of him even now. Arrogant bastard, he was, all the way through. Almost as though he saw himself as being above the law in some way. Like he expected all the time for something or someone to come along and get him off. Never seen anyone look so surprised as Fletcher did when the jury came back with a thirteen-count guilty verdict.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘But then,’ he said, ‘he claimed all along to have friends in high places he’d drag down with him if he looked like going under. Maybe he figured they’d be so scared of what he could say that they’d move mountains to get him off.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe so. Instead of that, his so-called friends let him swing.’ Jaques nodded as though suddenly making up his mind. ‘All right, then. You talk to Fletcher and report back. But my feeling has to be that you’re wasting your time.’ 
 
    Mike shrugged but decided to make no comment. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said, and left the office. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘And just what are you doing?’ 
 
    Maria sounded amused. She stood in the doorway, leaning against the wooden surround, her lips twitching with half-controlled laughter. 
 
    Mike glanced up, then smiled and put the book he was holding aside. 
 
    ‘Catching up on some reading,’ he said. 
 
    ‘So I see.’ 
 
    She crossed the room, kissed him and then reached out for the nearest of the books that Mike had scattered all over the low table and looked at the title. 
 
    ‘Is this to do with the Fletcher case?’ she asked. 
 
    Mike leaned back on the sofa and clasped his hands behind his head. ‘Could be,’ he said. He stretched wearily. ‘God, but this makes depressing reading.’ 
 
    She perched herself on the table edge and began to examine the books. Mike watched her. He enjoyed watching her. 
 
    ‘You’ve certainly covered some ground,’ she said. ‘Satanic Abuse to Nursery Crimes and beyond.’ She smiled at him. ‘Any of it make sense?’ 
 
    ‘Less and less,’ he said, laughing rather bitterly. 
 
    Maria smiled, stroking the spine of the book she held with a long finger. Then she sat down beside him on the small sofa, kicked off her shoes and wriggled her toes with a deep sigh of satisfaction. 
 
    ‘It would help if I knew what you were looking for,’ she said, ‘then you might not have to ransack my bookcase to find it.’ 
 
    Mike looked startled, then glanced about him at the mess he’d created — books on the table, on the floor. Scraps of paper with page numbers scrawled all over them. Strips of newspaper sticking out at all angles between the pages, marking references he thought he might have a use for. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he apologized. Maria ignored him, closed her eyes and leaned back against the deep Chesterfield-style arm of the sofa, swinging her long legs up on to Mike’s lap and clearly preparing to unwind. 
 
    ‘This is getting to you,’ she said. ‘This thing with Fletcher.’ She opened her eyes and looked at him sharply, her dark eyes curious and more than a little anxious. ‘Mike, do you have to push it this far? The case is closed, Fletcher’s inside and from what I’ve heard of this Pearson character his new evidence is likely to be no more than wishful thinking and hot air.’ 
 
    ‘And if it’s not?’ he asked. ‘What if Fletcher wasn’t bluffing? He talked about something very organized. Widespread.’ He paused, gestured helplessly. ‘He talked about kids being killed, Maria. About them being abused and tortured and their bodies dumped. Just like the boy we’ve found. I keep asking myself how many more are there? If Fletcher was telling the truth, how many other kids have there been raped and killed and dumped like this one?’ 
 
    Mike looked at her, his eyes showing the strain and his mouth drawn into a tight line. ‘I don’t know how much truth there was in what Fletcher claimed,’ he said. ‘But I do know that I’ve got to find out.’ 
 
    Maria nodded slowly. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But you should start with what we can tell for certain before you go dashing off chasing maybes. I mean,’ she gestured towards the scattered books, ‘how much do you really know about all this?’ 
 
    Mike sighed and began, automatically, to massage her feet. 
 
    ‘To be honest, not nearly as much as I thought I did.’ He gestured towards the books. ‘I mean, when the Cleveland furore was at its height a few years back, this whole thing of sexual abuse became something everyone was talking about.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘I mean, it’s like these things go in fashions. All the media hype, everyone that was anyone — or thought they were — having an opinion about it and, well, it seemed to me, anyway, that there was sweet FA they could agree on.’ He shook his head. ‘It was something you couldn’t get away from.’ 
 
    ‘And that bothered you?’ 
 
    He gave her a wry smile. ‘Yes, doctor,’ he said, ‘that bothered me.’ He paused, trying to get his thoughts in focus. ‘It wasn’t just the thought of kids suffering that got to me. And it wasn’t that I hadn’t met up with this kind of thing before. I’d dealt with my share of rapes and sexual assaults and all the trauma that went with them.’ 
 
    He paused again, aware that, maybe, he sounded glib and unfeeling. Maria continued to regard him, eyes thoughtful, noncommittal. 
 
    Mike stumbled on, feeling totally inept. ‘It was the effect, the broader effect it was having on people. I mean people who had never given it much thought, beyond the notion that “interfering with kids” was wrong. Before Cleveland it wasn’t something anyone talked about. Just another of those things that happened elsewhere. To other people.’ 
 
    He could see her mouth begin to twitch, the corners dimpling. ‘Go on,’ she said. 
 
    He shrugged, suddenly very awkward. ‘So many people I talked to, it’s as though they suddenly felt the ground rules had changed.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    He gave her a sideways glance, amused and a little disturbed at how easily she fell back into being Dr Maria Lucas even off duty. 
 
    Maria recognized the look. She laughed, eased her feet off his lap and got up, heading towards the bedroom. Mike followed her, then lounged on the edge of the bed watching contentedly while she changed into jeans and sweatshirt and dragged a comb through her short, tight curls. 
 
    ‘We’d got friends,’ he said, ‘with kids quite a bit older than Stevie. They must have been, oh, I don’t know, about eight and ten at the time. Well, the parents were invited to the school to hear this talk given by one of our lot. I seem to remember they dragged in a fatherly-looking DC for the job. And they planned to show this film called . . . Not Always Strangers, or something like that. The school was trying to decide whether or not to show it to the kids.’ 
 
    Maria glanced at him again. She was foraging in her sock drawer to find a matching pair. ‘I remember the film,’ she said, then frowned as though trying to recall it. ‘Something about a neighbour who groped one of his kid’s friends, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    Mike gave her a slightly startled look. It wasn’t quite the phraseology he would have used, but, yes, it must be the same film. 
 
    ‘Well,’ he said, ‘these friends of ours, she’d got a part-time job. Cleaning or something, just a couple of hours a day. Jim would get home from work just before she left and take over with the kids till she got back. He’d let the two girls have their friends round to play and start getting dinner ready. You know. But not after seeing the film. After that, he was scared to have any of the other kids in the house unless his wife was there, and he wasn’t the only one. Maggie told me about someone she worked with. He was suddenly scared to play with his own children, you know, the way fathers do, tickling and just generally fooling about. It seems he’d been watching a documentary or something on incest and that someone on the programme had pointed out just what a fine line there was between normal play and impropriety.’ 
 
    ‘Impropriety!’ Maria laughed, suddenly. 
 
    Mike scowled at her and stood up. ‘I don’t happen to think it’s funny,’ he said. ‘I’m talking about something that can ruin a life for ever and you think it’s goddamned funny.’ 
 
    He left the room, made his way to the kitchen and began to fill the kettle, shockingly aware of just how pompous he had sounded. Maria had laughed at his rather coy choice of words, he knew that. Not at his feelings or at those of the children involved. 
 
    The truth was, he still found it difficult to speak objectively about anything that involved children. He would try. Make serious attempts to distance himself, but each time the general came back to the specific. The specific became someone he knew, or might know, or could recognize and care for. 
 
    Grief about the world’s children became grief about Stevie. A pain that was as raw now as when first inflicted. 
 
    He heard her enter the kitchen behind him. He carried on with his side of the conversation as though there had been no interruption, knowing that she would take her lead from him. For now. 
 
    ‘And then I ended up at this conference,’ he said. ‘Spent three or four hours looking at diagrams of where and how to recognize a child that had been abused. Watched a film of the kinds of therapy they were using and got lectured on the problems of leading the witness.’ 
 
    ‘Pity it was so long ago,’ Maria remarked. ‘You could have had fun with false memory syndrome too.’ 
 
    Mike turned and gave her a slight smile. ‘And there was a video. These little kids playing with anatomically correct dolls.’ He could feel his mouth curling with distaste and was uncomfortably aware of Maria’s gaze. 
 
    ‘That bothered you a lot,’ she said. 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Though I’d be hard pushed to tell you why. It just seemed so unreal. All so unrelated to what we were really doing. Just technical stuff. As though something like that could be pinned down and categorized.’ 
 
    Maria grinned at him, the corners of her mouth twitching again. She said, her voice full of ironic tones, ‘I get what you mean, Mike. It’s the same all over. It’d make the paperwork so much easier if we could identify the IC1 sexual abuser or the IC3 would-be rapist.’ 
 
    Mike sighed, began to make them coffee. 
 
    ‘But it doesn’t work like that, does it?’ Mike said. ‘What one person can learn to cope with, even turn around and take strength from having survived, another person might end up topping themselves over.’ He gestured irritably towards the other room. ‘And those damned books didn’t help. Half the so-called experts can’t even decide what the facts are. There’s some woman seeing Satan’s hand in everything and some other guy talking about societal reforms and lowering the age of consent. And it’s all nicely quantified and written up in neat technical language. What it doesn’t tell is how the victims feel. What damage it does and how likely they are to be abusers themselves because of — what did they call it? — “dysfunctional emotional responses” or some other damned rubbish.’ 
 
    Maria listened for a few minutes more as he railed on. His anger at so many unrelated things spilling out. She knew better by now than to try to call a halt. 
 
    Finally, he seemed to run out of words, or at least out of breath. He paused, staring down into his coffee mug, a puzzled look on his face. The image of the sandy haired boy lying in the mortuary floated into his mind. 
 
    ‘It matters to you,’ she said. ‘So you’ll run it ragged till you get your answers.’ 
 
    He looked up at her, surprised, as always, that she should be so accepting of him, of his obsessiveness. 
 
    ‘And as to understanding,’ she went on, ‘I don’t think you need any books to tell you what grief is like. You take something from someone by force, they’ll grieve for it. They’ll dream about it and they’ll wake up sweating like a pig, just the way you do, because they’ve just gone through it all over again.’ 
 
    He stared at her, shocked for a moment that she should throw his own pain back at him. Surprised again that she should also be so right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tynan sighed contentedly. He took a drink and placed the glass down carefully, centring it deliberately upon the beer mat, then glanced about him as though seeing the pub for the first time. ‘Doesn’t change much, does it, this place?’ 
 
    Andrews laughed. ‘The Fisherman? No, it doesn’t change, thank God. There was apparently talk of installing a jukebox back in the sixties. Almost started a riot, it did. They’ve had the sense to leave it be ever since.’ He paused, allowed his gaze to travel over the small, somewhat elderly crowd packed into the public bar. 
 
    ‘Croft’s a good man, John. I like what he did in the Ashmore case. Cares more about the job than the career and that’s rare enough these days, either in his profession or in mine.’ 
 
    ‘But?’ John asked him. 
 
    ‘Who said there was a but?’ Andrews smiled, then sighed. ‘It’s not a but, John, it’s a worry. He’ll stick with this thing till he’s cracked it?’ 
 
    ‘Figure you know that already.’ 
 
    Andrews nodded. ‘I don’t like the smell of it, John. Not any of it. Fletcher’s where he should be, and if you ask me Pearson should be cell mate with him. Thought so at the time, and I think so now. And that Mike Croft of yours is heading for a fall if he pushes this thing too far.’ He paused, took another swallow of his pint. 
 
    ‘He’ll not back down,’ John said again, the pride evident in his voice. 
 
    Andrews smiled at him. ‘Pity you and Grace never had kids of your own,’ he said. Then laughed at John’s startled look. 
 
    Andrews drained his glass, then got to his feet, preparing to leave. 
 
    ‘You know, of course, that there was talk about Superintendent Jaques?’ 
 
    John shook his head. ‘What kind of talk?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Andrews frowned, ‘nothing you could place bets on, John. Just talk. He and Fletcher knew each other socially and Fletcher made a lot of noise, demanding to see Jaques when he was first arrested.’ He shrugged. ‘Like I say, John. Nothing certain. Anyway, I’ll be in touch. Just tell that boy of yours to watch his back.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ellie sat up suddenly and put her hand on her chest, feeling the rapid thudding of her heart. 
 
    It was months since the nightmares had woken her, but the events of the last few days had been so unsettling it was no wonder they should come back now. 
 
    The house was quiet. 
 
    Beside her, Rezah slept deeply. Across the room in the travel cot Farouzi grumbled in her sleep and turned over. 
 
    Dimly, through the wall, Ellie could hear her father-in-law snoring and there was just the faintest hum of late-night traffic to be heard as it raced swiftly along the main road, far enough away to be almost soothing. 
 
    Ellie lay down again, images still in freefall at the edges of her memory. She lay, staring at the ceiling, listening to the late-night sounds of the house, the faint creaks and moans of cooling timbers and settling floors. 
 
    Rezah felt warm beside her and his steady breathing invited sleep. 
 
    Ellie turned over on her side and settled back close to him. She knew what had brought the nightmare this time and with it the dread she had lived with for such a very long time. 
 
    It was what they had said about Eric Pearson. The things they had accused him of and, despite that police man’s claim that Pearson had never been charged with anything, Ellie knew that in her mind he would always carry with him the taint of possible guilt. 
 
    It was what they said that brought it back to her. That, and sleeping in a strange house, where the floorboards creaked just the way they had done in her parents’ home. 
 
    Creaked when her father came up the stairs after her mother had gone out. Creaked just outside her bedroom door when he paused and knocked before coming in. And then creaked again as he crossed the room to where she lay in bed. 
 
    Ellie could feel her heart thumping, hear the echo of it as she pressed her ear closer to the pillow. 
 
    Cold sweat stood out all over her body, chilling her in spite of Rezah’s warmth. 
 
    Ellie closed her eyes, but she could still see her father’s face, feel his hands gripping her shoulders and his breath, hot against her cheek. 
 
    ‘It isn’t me,’ she whispered, keeping her voice low, making her words barely more than breath. ‘It isn’t me.’ Just like, as a child, she had said over and over again in her head until, almost, she could believe in it. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t me!’ Screamed out loud at her mother, stony-faced and disbelieving, blaming Ellie for what the man she loved had done. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t me,’ Ellie whispered, angry now rather than afraid. 
 
    ‘None of it was me.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Tuesday late evening 
 
      
 
    It was the moment Mike had been both seeking and dreading. 
 
    ‘We’ve got the boy’s parents,’ Price told him, his voice cracking up slightly over the bad phone line. 
 
    ‘You sure?’ Mike demanded. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Price conceded, ‘there’s still the formal ID. Jaques wants you there. But they know about the sweatshirt. About the label being cut out and the green stitching on the neck, and he went missing at the right time for it to be him.’ 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Mike whispered. ‘OK, OK. What time’s the ID?’ 
 
    ‘Soon as you can make it there, guv. They’ve driven down. He’d hitched all the way from Birmingham, guv. Daft kid. He used to come on holiday round here. I suppose he thought it was always going to be like that, like some long holiday.’ 
 
    Mike could hear the tension in Price’s voice even over the line. 
 
    ‘Half an hour,’ he said. ‘I’ll be there in half an hour.’ He paused for a moment, then asked, ‘Do we have a name?’ 
 
    ‘Ryan.’ Price told him. ‘Ryan Sanderson. Fourteen years old. Just fourteen fucking years old.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Price stood next to Mr and Mrs Sanderson. Mike faced them across the body of their son. 
 
    Ryan lay in the little chapel close to the mortuary, swathed to the chin in a white sheet, his head was covered with another, leaving only his face and a curl or two of sandy hair visible. 
 
    ‘You’re certain that this is your son?’ Mike asked gently. But the woman’s stricken face and soft moaning and the man’s sudden pallor told him all he needed to know. 
 
    ‘Come on, love,’ Price said. ‘We’ll get you some tea.’ He began, gently, to coax them from the room, his arm slipping around the woman’s shoulders. 
 
    Mike stood a moment longer looking down at the boy’s pale face. White even against the whiter sheets. 
 
    ‘You got any kids?’ 
 
    Mike looked up. Mr Sanderson had paused in the doorway and was staring at Mike with a mixture of anger and resentment in his eyes. 
 
    ‘Have you got any kids?’ he asked again. "Cause if you have then you’ll know about it. Know it isn’t always easy. You know. They get out of hand now and then and . . . you know . . .’ He paused, wiping his eyes with the heel of his hand, then straightening himself deliberately. ‘He was never a bad kid, though. Not really. Not a bad kid.’ 
 
    Mike stared back at him. I lost my son too, he wanted to say. I know what you’re going through. 
 
    But he couldn’t ever say that. Not to this man. Not to his wife. Not to anyone in circumstances like these. 
 
    He sighed deeply and then moved around the body to stand with the other man close to the door. 
 
    ‘Your wife needs you now,’ was the best he could manage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Wednesday morning 
 
      
 
    Netisbrough Head was just over an hour’s drive from divisional HQ in Norwich. 
 
    It had been a pleasant drive, the air cool and slightly damp from early morning rain and the sunlight still hazy and undecided. 
 
    By the time Mike and his sergeant reached Netisbrough, the wind had strengthened and changed direction. Now it veered from seaward and as the coast road climbed up on to the headland Mike could see rainclouds massing on the horizon. 
 
    Less than an hour, he guessed, and there would be rain. Sea rain, fast driven and falling straight and hard as stair rods, soaking anything it hit in seconds. 
 
    The grey light gave a mysterious look to the headland. There were stories about this place. Mike had yet to find any spot in the region that didn’t have stories told about it. But this place, they said, had been the haunt of wreckers, the cove beyond the headland the grave of many ships and men. 
 
    Mike only half believed it. He still couldn’t get it out of his head that wreckers were something born in Cornwall and had no rights being this far to the east. 
 
    The wrecks were easier to believe in. Much of the coast seemed to be shielded by sand bars and mud flats not so far beneath the surface that a ship couldn’t be driven aground on them. Many, he knew, had been broken by the tides and half swept away long before the alarm was raised. 
 
    Price had been unusually silent on the way here. Mike had been left very much to his own musings. 
 
    Up ahead, the road veered sharply to the right, following the line of the cliff. For the merest instant, as they turned into the bend, there seemed to be only sea beneath them, a grey, churning ocean fifty feet below. Then they circled back towards the left and looked down on Netisbrough prison, sprawling like some five-armed octopus below them. 
 
    Mike experienced a moment of disappointment. The threatening, storm-laden day. The disturbing aspect of the cliff. The grey dimming of the light, all had built his expectation for something far more Gothic than this slouching example of all that was wrong with modern architecture. 
 
    ‘Copied a Yankee design,’ Price said. It was the most coherent thing he’d contributed in the long drive. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Mike found that he was glad to break the silence. 
 
    ‘Yeah, some big southern state penitentiary.’ 
 
    ‘Not Yankee, then.’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘Southern state,’ Mike explained patiently. ‘Confederate, not Yankee.’ 
 
    Price gave him a puzzled look. ‘Same thing, isn’t it?’ he asked. Then lapsed once more into a bilious-looking silence. 
 
    Mike left him to vegetate, concentrated instead on the view ahead of them. 
 
    It did have an American look to it, or at least the chain link topped with razor wire and the look-out towers spaced at equal intervals along its length reminded Mike of US penitentiaries he’d seen in films. 
 
    A closer look, as the side road they were now on began to run parallel to the fence, showed him that most of the towers were left unmanned, personnel replaced by cameras facing in towards the prison and out towards the road. But, then, Netisbrough was hardly high security. Setting aside the one secure wing, in which Fletcher was detained, the place was low risk, housing more on remand than anything else. 
 
    ‘Get your head together, Sergeant,’ he said, pulling in at the gate and stopping the car at the gate-house. 
 
    Price awarded him a withering look. ‘It’s not just the head, sir,’ he said. ‘Think I got up with someone else’s stomach this morning. It sure as hell don’t feel like mine. I had a bit to drink after I left you last night,’ he confessed. 
 
    Mike grinned at him, then wound the window further down and announced himself at the gate. 
 
    Fletcher was brought into the interview room about ten minutes after Mike and Sergeant Price had settled themselves there. He seemed none too pleased. He barely spoke after the first introductions and listened in silence as Mike played back to him tapes of his previous interviews. 
 
    Mike had ample time to take a good look at him, and found himself surprised by the ordinariness of the man. 
 
    It wasn’t a new feeling. Irrational though it was, Mike had often found himself examining those he arrested in the half-expectation of seeing some sign; some physical clue to whatever went on inside. 
 
    Fletcher gave no more outward indication than most. He sat at the table, his head resting on one hand, face turned slightly away from the two policemen, watching the tape machine as though he too looked for visual clues. 
 
    Fletcher was beginning to show his age. Photographs Mike had seen taken only a couple of years before showed him as a man defying his fifty-plus years. Now he seemed to register all of them and more. 
 
    He looked fit enough, his body showing the hours Mike had been told Fletcher spent working out. His grey hair was thinning, receding from the forehead, and a bald patch, like a tonsure, was developing at the back of his head. He’d not, Mike noted, fallen into the trap of combing loose strands of hair across in an effort to hide it. Instead, his hair had been cropped short all over, adding to the monastic look. 
 
    His eyes, on the couple of occasions he had deigned to look at Mike, were light blue, intelligent. 
 
    He had given the impression of a man who summed things up very quickly, who had assessed Mike and his companion with a single swift look and decided they were beneath his attention. 
 
    Arrogant, Jaques had called him. A sentiment echoed that morning by the prison governor and one Mike felt inclined to be supportive of. 
 
    The tape ended and when Mike made no move, this time, to replace it, Fletcher turned to look at him. 
 
    ‘And?’ he said, gesturing lightly towards the recorder. 
 
    ‘You made certain claims,’ Mike said. ‘Then you refused to ratify them. Why was that, Mr Fletcher?’ 
 
    ‘Mr, is it?’ Fletcher laughed bitterly. He reached out and picked up the cigarettes Mike had left on the table, shook one free and lit it, pocketed the rest. 
 
    ‘Words,’ he said. ‘Just so many words. What makes you sure they count for anything?’ 
 
    Mike regarded him thoughtfully for a moment, then he said, slowly, ‘You don’t strike me as a man who wastes words, Mr Fletcher.’ 
 
    Fletcher laughed out loud this time. ‘Waste my words,’ he said. ‘That’s a good one, Inspector, that really is.’ 
 
    Mike felt, rather than saw, Sergeant Price shift irritably at that. He was clearly growing impatient with the whole charade. With Fletcher, sitting there like he’d not a care in the world; with his guv’nor for letting him lead the whole show. He said, ‘Come off it, Fletcher. We’ve not come here to play your games.’ 
 
    Mike cut him off. ‘You’ve an appeal coming up. I can’t believe your brief’s not advised you to give a little. All these claims you’re making and not a damned thing to back them up.’ 
 
    ‘You think your so-called friends give a shit about you, Fletcher? All they care about is their own hides,’ Price put in. ‘Stood by and let you take the rap, came out squeaky clean in every investigation we ran on them. And you. You sat there day after day, making claims that you could drown the whole damned lot of them, and what did you end up giving us? Not a thing. Not a fucking thing.’ 
 
    Both Mike and Fletcher turned to look at the younger man. Fletcher continued to sit, regarding him steadily with his calm blue eyes, drawing deeply on the cigarette. Mike could sense that he was ruffled. 
 
    He took his lead from Price. ‘Then there’s this famous journal. Supposed to prove your point, wasn’t it? Prove that you were just the pawn taking the blame for the bigger fish? Promised to protect you, had they? What went wrong, Mr Fletcher? Did things get too hot for them so they needed a sacrifice?’ 
 
    He paused, then asked thoughtfully, ‘Was that what Eric Pearson was meant to be?’ 
 
    ‘That fool!’ Fletcher’s voice was contemptuous. ‘He knew nothing. Just liked to think he did. Wanted to be an insider for once.’ He shook his head as though unable to believe that anyone could be so stupid. ‘A loser, that man. Right from the word go. Only thing he ever did was to father kids on that bitch of a wife of his.’ 
 
    ‘A loser, Fletcher?’ Price questioned. ‘Funny, that, and here’s me thinking it was you ended up inside.’ He paused, turned innocent eyes on Mike. ‘Seems we got it wrong, Inspector. Maybe that was Mr Fletcher’s plan all along, get himself banged up.’ He looked back at Fletcher, who was stubbing out his cigarette on the table edge. ‘Got something good lined up for you when you come out, have they, these friends of yours? Be up for parole in maybe seven, eight more years.’ He leaned over, thumped Fletcher lightly on the shoulder. ‘Still be a young man, won’t you? I mean, not quite ready for your pension.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you touch me!’ 
 
    Fletcher had risen to his feet, knocking over his chair, all semblance of calm gone from his features. 
 
    The transformation was swift and startling. 
 
    ‘Sit down, Mr Fletcher,’ Mike said quietly. 
 
    ‘Something wrong, Fletcher?’ Price jeered. ‘Too old for you, am I?’ 
 
    Fletcher leapt for him, his face scarlet with rage. Price dodged smoothly, putting the table between them. The two guards outside the door burst in. Mike rose to his feet and shouted for silence. 
 
    ‘Now sit down!’ 
 
    Fletcher, reluctant, his breathing deep and heavy, picked up his chair and sat down hard on it. 
 
    Price made a show of straightening his tie, then seated himself again on the table edge. Mike waved the officers away. 
 
    ‘Now let’s begin again,’ he said. ‘In your interview, March third 1994, you claimed to have been witness to a murder.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t a bloody witness. I never said I was fucking there.’ 
 
    Mike raised an eyebrow. ‘You led us to believe, Mr Fletcher, that you witnessed this event.’ 
 
    Fletcher reached into his pocket for the cigarettes and lit another one. 
 
    ‘I never claimed to be a bloody witness,’ he affirmed once more. 
 
    Mike nodded, as though weighing this up. ‘Accessory, then,’ he said, making an elaborate note on the pad he had on the table top. 
 
    Fletcher stared at him. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’d like to tell me about it, then. This murder you may or may not have seen. I have all day, Mr Fletcher, and if that’s not enough time I can come back again.’ 
 
    Fletcher stared at him, then turned his gaze on some spot in the corner of the room, blew a long stream of smoke from between pursed lips. 
 
    ‘I have nothing to say,’ he declared. 
 
    Mike ignored him. 
 
    ‘Then,’ he said, ‘when we’ve finished with that, we’ll move on to the small matter of procurement, a few points I want to review. For my own satisfaction, you understand. A few minor things I’d like you to tell me about.’ 
 
    He paused, noting the look of distaste that curled Fletcher’s lips. 
 
    ‘In detail, of course, Mr Fletcher,’ he said. ‘In as much detail as you can give. We wouldn’t want to miss anything, now would we?’ 
 
    He settled back in his chair as though preparing for a long wait. 
 
    Fletcher gave him a long, cold look. ‘Go to hell,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Price was gnawing on the side of his thumb, worrying at a bit of loose skin. He’d maintained a studied silence all the time they had taken to leave the prison compound and for the car to climb back up the long hill on to the cliff. Only when they had topped the rise and the view opened out before them once more did he speak. 
 
    ‘Any chance of stopping for some lunch, guv?’ 
 
    Mike grinned. ‘Hangover gone now, has it?’ His grin broadened as he saw the offended look that swept across Price’s features. ‘Bound to be somewhere,’ he said placatingly. Then, ‘Well, what did you make of him?’ 
 
    Price glanced at Mike, frowning slightly. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Likes to think he’s cool. In control of things, but, you ask me, he’s scared shitless about something.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. His own impression had been similar. In the three hours they had spent with Fletcher the man had said very little. Had recovered from his outburst and settled for fielding Mike’s questions. Fencing questions with questions with almost political skill. Or simply smoking, silently, staring into space as though Mike and the sergeant no longer existed for him. 
 
    Despite that, though, Mike was certain that their presence had unnerved him. That Price’s little jibe about rewards that might await Fletcher at the end of his sentence had, maybe, not been so far from the truth. 
 
    ‘Scared of what?’ he asked. The question was rhetorical. 
 
    ‘His so-called friends, I suppose. But what I don’t get, guv, is why all the half-hints and misinformation he fed to our lot if he wanted his friends to protect him? And, if he figured they’d sold him out, why not just drop them all in the shit for real instead of just creating bad feeling all round and generally queering his pitch both ends up?’ Mike laughed briefly and shrugged. ‘Trying to keep both sides in play, I suppose,’ he said. ‘And in the end, he won neither.’ 
 
    Mike frowned. And then there had been that comment made just before they left. Possibly the most fruitful thing to have come out of the entire morning: Northeast of Otley. Five miles. A turn off the main road on to a dirt track that led to a derelict farmhouse, the land owned now by one of the big frozen food combines and the house deserted. 
 
    Fletcher had talked about a well. . . 
 
    ‘I think we’ll take a little detour on the way back,’ he said. ‘Via Otley. See if we can find that place he talked about.’ Price grinned and settled back more comfortably in his seat.  
 
    ‘Nice pub out that way, sir. Miller’s Arms, serves hot food all day and a damned good pint.’ 
 
    ‘Otley it is, then,’ Mike nodded. ‘Otley it is.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ellie had caught sight of Johanna Pearson walking between the aisles of frozen food and had hurried to the end of the delicatessen and out of view. It was a shock when she saw her again, this time walking straight towards her, pushing a trolley slowly between the rows of canned goods, her face a study of concentration. 
 
    Ellie began to move away. The last thing she wanted right now was some sort of confrontation with Johanna. 
 
    Then Johanna Pearson looked up. Her face registered recognition and, to Ellie’s dismay, she began to walk towards her. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Ellie,’ Johanna said. 
 
    ‘Er, good morning,’ Ellie managed. 
 
    She glanced away, embarrassed, began to move on, but Johanna had hold of her arm. 
 
    ‘Please,’ she said, ‘don’t rush away from me. I’d like to talk.’ 
 
    Talk! Ellie stared, as though Johanna had suggested something incredible. She glanced around, suddenly afraid they might be seen, then squared her shoulders angrily. 
 
    ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But I really don’t think we have anything to say to each other.’ 
 
    ‘Are you afraid of me, Ellie?’ Johanna asked her. 
 
    ‘Of course I’m not!’ Ellie burst out, her voice carrying more anger than conviction. 
 
    Johanna nodded slowly. ‘Come, then,’ she said, and led the way towards the supermarket restaurant. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘How can you go on living with him, knowing what he did?’ asked Ellie, once they were seated at a table. 
 
    ‘He didn’t do it.’ Johanna paused and glared at her. ‘I know Eric. We grew up together, he was the first and only man I ever wanted. Eric did nothing.’ 
 
    She leaned across the table and seized Ellie’s hand. ‘Help me, Ellie. You’re well liked. Well respected, and people will listen to you. Help me to tell people that they’re wrong about Eric.’ 
 
    Ellie gazed back at her. ‘I can’t,’ she managed to whisper. ‘I can’t do anything, Johanna. You must see that.’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘I don’t have any influence, Johanna. We just want to live quietly. Just get on with our lives.’ 
 
    ‘And you think I don’t? You think I like what’s happening to my marriage? To my children?’ 
 
    ‘No! No, of course I don’t, but I don’t see . . .’ Johanna rose to leave, apparently having said all she planned to say. Then she turned back to look at Ellie. 
 
    ‘I know you, Eleanor Masouk. You might remember that. I saw you in the public gallery at your father’s trial.’ She paused, noticing Ellie’s pallor. The blood draining even from her lips. 
 
    ‘Eric pointed you out to me,’ she went on. ‘We sat through the whole thing, Eric and I. The whole thing. I remember, I even felt sorry for you.’ 
 
    Ellie stared at Johanna’s back as she walked away, feeling the life she had built over the last few years crashing about her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Wednesday 1 p.m. 
 
    Jaques had come to hate the telephone. He avoided taking calls, avoided answering it himself, created excuses until he was certain that others were noticing his distaste and wondering about it. 
 
    This time, the phone was ringing as he walked through the front door. He called out to his wife, hoping that she would get to it first, but she shouted back to him, ‘Get that for me, will you? I’m seeing to the oven.’ 
 
    Jaques stood for three more rings, hoping that whoever it was would ring off, or that his wife had the answerphone set. 
 
    Instinctively, he knew who it was. Fear and disgust coiled themselves in the pit of his stomach and bit hard. 
 
    ‘Did you hear me, love? Can you get that?’ his wife called to him again. 
 
    Angrily, Jaques snatched at the receiver. ‘Yes!’ 
 
    ‘You took your time.’ 
 
    ‘Just say what you have to say and piss off.’ 
 
    ‘Language, Jaques. And after you let us down so badly.’ 
 
    ‘I did what I could.’ 
 
    ‘Did you, Jaques? Did you really? But they found it, and now they’ve got his face splashed all over the TV and papers. You’re getting sloppy.’ 
 
    ‘Go to hell.’ 
 
    He slammed the phone back down on to its cradle and stood staring at it. Almost at once it began to ring again. 
 
    ‘I heard that DI Croft went out to see Fletcher this morning.’ 
 
    ‘What about it?’ 
 
    ‘You could have blocked it. Delayed it at least.’ 
 
    ‘And arouse his suspicions! He’s no fool.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why he shouldn’t be allowed access to Fletcher.’ 
 
    There was a brief pause, then the voice said, ‘My friends tell me that Fletcher hasn’t been himself at all since the visit. That he’s having an attack of conscience, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t talk,’ Jaques said with more conviction than he felt. 
 
    ‘You’d better hope he doesn’t, for your sake and for his. And for your Inspector Croft.’ 
 
    Jaques’ wife had come through from the kitchen. She stood in the doorway, regarding his obvious distress. 
 
    Jaques took a deep breath and tried to regain some composure. 
 
    ‘I’ll speak with you later,’ he said. ‘We’ll sort the whole thing out then.’ 
 
    He replaced the phone gently and forced a smile to his lips. 
 
    ‘Work,’ he said. ‘Only just come off bloody duty for a quick lunch and they still won’t let me be.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Wednesday 2 p.m. 
 
      
 
    There was more heat in the day than Mike had expected. The rain had come and gone while they had been at Netisbrough and by the time the two of them reached Otley the sun had burned the rest of the cloud away, leaving only blue heat and the damp rich smell of wet greenness flooding into the car through the open windows. 
 
    The farm had taken time to find, set back off a side road and surrounded by well-grown trees and unpruned hedges. 
 
    Mike pulled the car to a stop in what had once been the back yard of the house. The warm damp hit him as he got out of the car. The air was very still. The scent of earth, rotting wood, and the last of the flowers left in the overgrown beds rose up around them. 
 
    ‘Shame to see places like this when there are folks needing homes,’ Price said unexpectedly. ‘I mean to say, guv, the house looks sound enough, seems stupid not to sell it or at least rent it out.’ 
 
    Mike nodded thoughtfully. He crossed the yard and pushed his way through the dense undergrowth, making for the line of broken-down fencing just visible behind the mass of nettles and rambling roses. 
 
    He swore softly as the thorns bit through his shirt sleeves, and brushed irritably at the cuckoo spit and spilt pollen that clung to his clothes. 
 
    Beyond the fence were flat fields. Broad swathes of land, densely planted. The same on the other side — they’d seen that driving up — and probably out at the back, too. Featureless flat lands, made for the use of combines and mass market needs, and here, this little house and its garden, a lost island in the middle of it all. Neglected and left to rot. 
 
    Mike glanced around him at the ragged undergrowth. He could make out the lines of borders and narrow pathways, just wide enough to give access to the beds. 
 
    If there was a well here, where would it be? Close to the house? 
 
    He went back to where Price was pacing about the yard, poking at things with a long garden cane he’d found and glancing about him with an air of dissatisfied curiosity. 
 
    ‘A well,’ Mike asked him. ‘Where would they dig a well in a place like this?’ 
 
    ‘You’re asking me? Christ, guv, where I come from we’ve got hot and cold running and full gas central heating.’ 
 
    Mike laughed. ‘So, take a guess.’ 
 
    ‘Be close to the house,’ Price said, looking around. ‘You’d not want to be carrying water far.’ 
 
    ‘But there’s nothing in the yard . . . What’s that?’ He pointed to the small outbuilding at the side of the house. 
 
    ‘Outside loo, one of the old kind with a hole in the bench and a bucket underneath.’ He grinned at Mike’s look of distaste. ‘It took a while to get indoor plumbing round here. I had an aunt out this way, they only got theirs in the mid-seventies. Till then it was the loo seat, the bucket and the dilly cart.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    Price grinned again. ‘Dilly cart, we used to call it. Came round to collect the . . . er . . . waste once a week or so. I remember when I was a kid and used to stay with her. It stank to high heaven when the dilly cart came.’ He laughed, shaking his head and clearly remembering with the perverse pleasure that comes with knowing something is long gone. ‘It’s not likely the well would be close to the outhouse, is it?’ 
 
    He had a point. 
 
    Mike glanced around once more but was reluctant to investigate further. Already, in his mind, this was scenes of crime territory. He wasn’t happy about poking around like some half-trained flatfoot. 
 
    ‘Well, sir?’ Price asked him, clearly bored now and ready to eat. 
 
    ‘Lunch,’ Mike said, to Price’s evident relief. ‘That place you were telling me about. Then we’ll get back to base, talk to Jaques and see if we can get some men out here.’ 
 
    Price nodded, then grinned wryly. ‘Nice, that,’ he said. ‘Spot of gardening on a hot summer afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make sure they bring the deck chairs,’ Mike said, mirthlessly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Wednesday 10 p.m. 
 
    Tynan shrugged, Mike could hear it over the phone. ‘I don’t know, Mike, he didn’t seem to want to go in for specifics, just told you to watch your back. And he doesn’t like Superintendent Jaques too much either. Seems he was a friend of Fletcher’s.’ 
 
    ‘Fletcher had a lot of friends, John. Bad judgement doesn’t make them all guilty.’ He paused, taking this new information on board. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ll see you Friday, then,’ Tynan said. ‘Give my love to my favourite lady, will you, Mike?’ 
 
    ‘Will do, John. See you soon.’ 
 
    He put down the telephone and crossed to where Maria sat on the small sofa. ‘John sends his love,’ he said. 
 
    She smiled. ‘He tell you what Andrews said to him?’  
 
    Mike raised an eyebrow. ‘Way ahead of me again, are you?’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘He called earlier, wanted to know if he’d catch you here tonight’. 
 
    He nodded, settled back, contented and very tired. The wall clock with its slow-ticking pendulum told him it was a little after ten, but it felt much later. Not that it had been a hard day; it just felt as though it had been a long one. His prolonged interview with Jaques, late this afternoon, reporting on what Fletcher had and had not told him, had just added to his sense of frustration. 
 
    ‘So, Jaques wouldn’t play?’ Maria asked him, seeming to read his thoughts as she so often did. Mike shook his head. ‘He’s got a point, of course,’ he said, trying to be generous. ‘It’s such a long shot, would require officers we really can’t spare.’ He shrugged wearily. ‘And Fletcher’s track record really doesn’t encourage anyone to take him seriously. It could just as easily be another of his games. We didn’t even see a bloody well.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t think he’s lying?’ 
 
    ‘No, not this time. It was strange, but he behaved as though it was almost dragged from him. No, I’m not sure what I mean either.’ He frowned, trying to get a handle on things. ‘He spent the entire time we were there not telling us anything, waited until we’d practically made it out of the door before he told us about the house.’ 
 
    It had been odd, that, the way Fletcher had spoken so hurriedly, so urgently, as though afraid that someone else should hear. Then clammed up again, simply demanded to be taken back to his cell. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Mike said again, ‘I believe there’s something in what Fletcher said, and I think we should at least look for that bloody well. Got to admit, though, it would make a damned good place to hide a body.’ 
 
    Maria laughed. ‘So, now what? You work on Jaques?’ 
 
    ‘I work on Jaques.’ 
 
    The telephone rang again, its sound shrill and insistent, cutting through the peace of the room. Mike knew, even before Maria answered it, that it was work. 
 
    ‘Jaques,’ she mouthed at him, handing him the receiver. 
 
    Mike took the phone and listened in silence. He replaced it on its rest with the exaggerated care typical when something troubled him. When he turned back to Maria, his face was strained. 
 
    ‘You’ve got to go?’ she asked him. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Out to Netisbrough,’ he said. ‘It’s Fletcher. They found him hanging in his cell about an hour ago. The governor wants to know what I said to him this morning that made him want to kill himself.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Wednesday midnight 
 
      
 
    The coast road out to Netisbrough was unlit and almost deserted this late at night. It was close to midnight by the time Mike reached the high cliff overlooking the prison compound now laid out below him, its outline drawn in lights like some elaborate funfair ride. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later he was standing beside Jaques and his superior, Chief Superintendent Charles, in what had been Fletcher’s cell. 
 
    There was little in the tiny room to give any sense of what had gone on there. Neatly made top bunk, bottom one unoccupied, shaving gear, soap and other toilet articles on the top one of two shelves, books and a pad of writing paper, a couple of pens on the lower one. Nothing pinned to the walls, nothing visible that wasn’t, clearly, in its designated place. An environment already made impersonal by its very nature, made all the more so by the lack of input from its inhabitant. By the apparent lack of desire to make any kind of mark. 
 
    It reminded Mike of the Pearsons’ living room. That same sense of impermanence, of someone just passing through. That might have been accountable in the Pearsons’ case, moving on so many times in a few short years. But Fletcher was likely to have been here for a long time. Tied into a system that did little to accommodate personal difference. In such circumstances, most people would do anything just to delineate their territory, state their sense of self. 
 
    Here, there was nothing. 
 
    He walked over to the far wall, turned, looked at the top bunk. A strip of cloth still hung from the end of the bed, cut ragged by the penknife that had been used to free Fletcher’s body. He moved over to the bed, comparing its height with his own. Fletcher had been almost as tall, an inch shorter than Mike maybe. 
 
    ‘He did it from here?’ 
 
    The puzzlement must have shown in his voice. Jaques said, ‘Seems he was determined. Must have leaned into the noose till it pulled tight, then, as he lost consciousness, his weight would have done the rest.’ 
 
    ‘Is that possible?’ 
 
    ‘Anything’s possible, Mike,’ Jaques snorted irritably. ‘If you’re desperate enough.’ 
 
    ‘You looking for something else, Croft?’ 
 
    Mike glanced over at the speaker. It was the first time Chief Superintendent Charles had spoken to him since he had entered the cell. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, sir. It just doesn’t look right. I would have said that Fletcher was worried about something when we spoke to him, but not suicidal. No, definitely not that.’ 
 
    Charles shook his head. ‘That’s what the governor keeps saying,’ he commented. ‘Certainly he wasn’t considered high risk. He wasn’t on the potential list.’ 
 
    He paused, thoughtfully, then went on. ‘You’re right, though, something’s not kosher.’ He glanced around the room, taking in its furnishings and its few personal oddments as Mike had done earlier. ‘The way he was found, Mike, it puts a little doubt on the suicide angle.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Could have been an accident. Could be something else.’ 
 
    ‘An accident?’ Mike asked. 
 
    Jaques laughed but there was no humour in it. Charles was already out of the door. Jaques followed him. It was left to Price, standing on the landing, leaning idly against the safety rail, to explain. He grinned at Mike and told him in an undertone, ‘Seems they found him with his pants round his ankles and his dick hanging out, guv.’ 
 
    Mike gave him a sharp look. 
 
    Price continued, relishing the details. ‘I’ve heard tell, that it, er, increases the sensations, guv. Gives you a real high. Adrenaline rush or something, being that close to copping it. Kind of—’ 
 
    Mike silenced him with a gesture. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I get the picture.’ 
 
    ‘They figure maybe he got a bit too excited, got himself so wound up he didn’t realize how far gone he was.’ Price was unwilling to be put off. 
 
    Mike nodded again. ‘I got your drift the first time.’ 
 
    They were following the senior officers down the stairs now, their feet ringing on the metal steps. It appeared that an interview with the prison governor was next on the list. Mike was not relishing the prospect. Price’s thoughts were clearly running the same track. 
 
    ‘Bit of a naff deal, though, isn’t it, guv? Not a peep out of him in all this time. Model prisoner, they said he was. Then the day we come to see him, this happens.’ 
 
    He sounded so affronted that Mike had to smile. He nodded thoughtfully. ‘You’d rather he’d waited a few days, would you, Sergeant? Just to keep the records straight?’ 
 
    Price frowned and looked across at Mike, his lips parted ready for protest, then he saw Mike’s wry smile and grinned in return. 
 
    ‘Got to admit, sir,’ he said, ‘it is bloody lousy timing.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
     ‘And this farmhouse. You say the two of you went out there today?’ Charles asked. 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘I reported back to Superintendent Jaques. Asked about the possibility of ordering a full search.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have the manpower,’ Jaques put in quickly. ‘To get something like that done, on the vague say-so of someone we know to be a pathological liar. Well, sir, it seemed not to be worth the effort at the time.’ 
 
    Mike frowned. ‘I wouldn’t have called Fletcher a liar, sir,’ he said. ‘It was more that he wouldn’t back his statements up than that we found them to be falsehoods. And surely, sir, the finding of Ryan Sanderson’s body puts something of a different complexion on things.’ 
 
    Charles nodded slowly. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘this afternoon I would probably have agreed with you, Jaques. We’re under-resourced and heading over budget as it is. But in the light of what’s happened, both with the Sanderson boy and now with Fletcher ..’ 
 
    ‘If we could find the well, sir,’ Price put in, ‘we’d have some idea of whether or not there’s truth in it. No well, no go, and it’s likely to be close to the house. Probably wouldn’t take that much finding. And it might make the difference, sir, between Ryan Sanderson being one random killing and something one hell of a lot more serious.’ 
 
    Charles nodded thoughtfully. ‘I agree,’ he said. Then, ‘Jaques, I want a preliminary search made of the house and the immediate surroundings. If the well is there, then I want that searched, see what we turn up. Then we’ll review the situation.’ 
 
    Jaques nodded. ‘Yes, sir,’ but he was clearly unhappy. Having cast the prospect off as a wild goose chase, he was reluctant, now, to take it on board again. 
 
    ‘And do I put it out as suicide or accident? Either way, it reflects badly on everyone.’ 
 
    Charles turned his attention back to the governor, who had put the question. He sat behind his desk looking weary and disconsolate. 
 
    ‘We wait for the path reports to come in,’ he said. ‘No point in jumping the gun.’ 
 
    ‘What have you told the next of kin?’ Mike asked quietly, his sympathy going out to whoever had ended up with that job. 
 
    ‘There’s no one close,’ Charles said. ‘His wife left him five years ago and he’s estranged from his brother. The parents are dead. The brother’s been told it looks like suicide.’ He shrugged. ‘Under the circumstances, it seemed kinder.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘There’s a daughter,’ Charles went on. ‘We’re trying to get an address.’ 
 
    Charles turned his attention back to the governor and returned to discussing the best way to present Fletcher’s death to the media. Mike stared down at his feet, slumping back in his chair and gazing thoughtfully at the scuffed toes of his old brown shoes. 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably. The chair in which he sat was not made for slouching. Wood, with low curving arms. It looked like a refugee from a dining set, this one the carver, wheel backed and with a hard seat. He sat up straighter and gazed, instead, at the well-worn, dark-grey carpet. 
 
    What had been going through Fletcher’s mind that morning? 
 
    Mike didn’t believe for one instant that Fletcher had lied about the farm, about the bodies he swore were concealed there. Mike wished he could believe that Fletcher was, as Jaques had accused him, a pathological liar, but it didn’t fit. 
 
    And if he wasn’t lying — if there was some measure of truth in his hastily uttered, swiftly regretted words that day — then what else could be truth? How many more deaths had there been? 
 
    Mike sighed heavily and glanced about him. 
 
    Jaques, Charles and the governor were still discussing the politics of events. Drafting a statement. Price sat listening, clearly bored, his fingers steepled together in front of his face as though framing a shot. 
 
    The room was painted a depressing pale green. Heavy curtains of a darker shade hid the windows. Filing cabinet, desk, small side table decked out with coffee mugs, milk and sugar on a brushed aluminium tray. Bookshelves, a couple of certificates in a dark corner and three cricketing prints on the wall opposite the door. 
 
    The usual jumble of paper and pens, in-trays and envelopes arranged across the desk and a letter opener, made of bone, which the governor played with absent-mindedly as he talked. 
 
    Mike finished his inventory and went back to staring at his feet, legs stretched out in front of him. 
 
    In his mind he went once more through the items in the cell: bunk to the left of the door, chair just beside it; small table across in the far corner; two shelves above it; shaving gear, toilet things, books, writing pad, pens. 
 
    What books? There were two that Mike had taken note of, spines facing towards the room, lying on their sides. A Western novel and a D.H Lawrence, The White Peacock. 
 
    And the writing things. 
 
    ‘Did he send many letters?’ Mike asked suddenly. 
 
    The others turned back to him. 
 
    ‘I can find out,’ the governor told him. ‘Important, is it?’ 
 
    Mike shrugged, noncommittal. He could feel Jaques’ eyes on him, narrowed with suspicion, trying to discern the direction of Mike’s thinking. 
 
    ‘And there was no note,’ he said, thinking aloud. 
 
     ‘No, I’ve already told you that.’ 
 
    ‘The notepad, on the shelf,’ Mike asked. ‘Was that checked?’ 
 
    ‘ ’Course it bloody was,’ Jaques said irritably. ‘Nothing on it.’ Then he frowned. ‘What are you getting at, Mike?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Charles said, ‘it wouldn’t hurt to have the notepad sent down to forensics, run it through an electrostatic test.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘You think there was a note?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not convinced it was suicide, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Then, what? Accident?’ 
 
    Mike hesitated, unsure that he wanted to commit himself. Then, ‘No. I’m not convinced of that either.’ 
 
    Charles gave him a hard look. ‘It’s a possibility we have to consider,’ he said slowly. ‘But if you think someone helped Fletcher on his way, why look for a suicide note?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not, sir. Not exactly.’ He paused, feeling his way forward. ‘It crossed my mind,’ he said, ‘that Fletcher might have had second thoughts about what he told us. Or that he might use having told us something to put pressure on one of his so-called friends on the outside.’ 
 
    ‘And that someone in here saw him writing it and knew he’d told you something?’ Charles finished for him. 
 
    Mike nodded slowly, not certain that was what he meant exactly, but it would do for starters. 
 
    The governor was frowning. ‘That’s a serious charge, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘But not beyond the realms . . .’ Charles added. 
 
    ‘No. Regretfully, it’s not.’ 
 
    Charles rubbed the side of his nose thoughtfully, shifting his glasses and massaging where they had pinched the skin. 
 
    ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Have the notebook shipped off to documents, have them run the ESDA. Then tomorrow I want that farmhouse looked at.’ 
 
    He got to his feet quickly, as though suddenly impatient with the whole thing. 
 
    ‘Meantime,’ he added, ‘I suggest we all get off home and try and catch some sleep.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Thursday morning 
 
      
 
    Eric Pearson heard of Fletcher’s death on the local radio news. He heard it over breakfast, the voice of the reader only just cutting through the noise of his wife and children, all talking at once as Johanna served breakfast and poured tea. 
 
    Fletcher was dead. 
 
    At first the thought came alone; the shock of it driving everything else from his mind. 
 
    Then the companion to it, driving hot upon its heels and taking over. 
 
    There would be no appeal. Fletcher was dead. The appeal was no longer required. 
 
    Eric Pearson’s evidence would not be heard in court. 
 
    The overwhelming sense of anger, of failure, was more than Eric could comprehend. Almost more than he could bear. 
 
    Fletcher was dead and it was all over. 
 
    Across the table Johanna gazed at him curiously. She had been too intent on seeing to the needs of her brood to take much notice of what the man on the news had said. 
 
    ‘Fletcher’s dead,’ he told her. ‘The news . . .’ 
 
    He couldn’t continue, the words stuck in his throat. Johanna got to her feet, her eyes fixed on his face, body tense. Then, slowly, he saw her begin to relax. Her shoulders and back unbend as though a weight had been lifted from them. He saw relief in her eyes. A glint of hope appeared that had not been there in such a long time. 
 
    ‘Then it’s over,’ she said softly. ‘We can forget all of this, Eric. Forget the court case and that damned journal and get on with our lives again.’ 
 
    Pearson glared at his wife. The muscles of his jaw tightened. ‘Over!’ he whispered. ‘You think it’s over! No, woman, it’s not over. I’ll have my say either in the court or out of it. I’ll not settle until I have.’ 
 
    He was on his feet now, heading towards the door. The children had fallen silent, surprised by the novel sight of their parents arguing like this. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Johanna demanded. ‘Why must you go on like this? We could make a new life here, or if not here some other place where no one knows us and we can begin again. I’m tired, Eric. Tired of always being on the outside. Of having no friends, no neighbours, no one to turn to. Of having to be suspicious of everyone who comes near the house.’ 
 
    Eric turned on her, his body shaking with anger. ‘You think you could make friends round here?’ he demanded. ‘Here? Among the stone-throwing louts and foulmouthed vandals we’ve met so far? Is that who you want friendship from? Those, those . . . nothing people who live round here? Is that who you want our children mixing with?’ 
 
    Johanna stared at him, stunned and angry. 
 
    ‘No,’ she said softly, ‘that’s not what I want, Eric. I just want an ordinary life in an ordinary street, somewhere I can let my children play outside without being afraid for them all the time.’ 
 
    ‘And you think you’ll find that somewhere like this?’ He shook his head. ‘You’re crazy if you do, Johanna.’ 
 
    He took a step towards her, quiet now, but all the more menacing. ‘There’s me and there’s our children, Johanna. We’re the only ones you can depend on; the only ones you need.’ He seemed to soften suddenly, reached out and patted her arm. 
 
    ‘We must see justice done,’ he said quietly. ‘Fletcher may be dead, but there are still those whom God and the law have not yet punished and it’s in our hands.’ 
 
    Then he left, pausing only to take his jacket from the peg in the hall. 
 
    Johanna sat down once more. The momentary flood of relief had given way to case-hardened despair. 
 
    ‘Eat your breakfast, loves,’ she said, her words automatic. 
 
    Maybe Eric was right, she thought. Things were never going to be simple, never peaceful until this thing had run its course. And maybe she was being selfish. After all, not being charged with something was not the same as being judged innocent. And it was right that Eric should want this thing brought out into the open, want his innocence confirmed. 
 
    She sighed. But these last years had been so hard. 
 
    ‘Eat up,’ she said again, her voice artificially bright. But she sighed inwardly. Dear Lord, she thought, you didn’t tell me any lies when you said that this path was rough. 
 
    Mike and his team had been at the farmhouse early, the dew still heavy on overgrown foliage. 
 
    He watched as the four men he’d been assigned began to cut back the dense undergrowth closest to the house. 
 
    It took the joint efforts of both himself and Price to force the door open on its rusted hinges. Disturbed dust rose to meet them. Upstairs were three rooms. The end of the largest had been partitioned off and converted into a tiny bathroom. 
 
    Downstairs, two rooms and a small kitchen. The front door opened straight into the main living room. Built-in cupboards both upstairs and down. Wooden floors on both levels. A layer of dust and cobwebs, which looked as though it had spent years settling, covered everything. Mike glanced around the last room. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t look like anyone’s been in here since the last tenants,’ Price commented. 
 
    Mike nodded. The house could wait. ‘Let’s get back outside,’ he said. 
 
    The day had warmed up considerably and the last of the dew burnt away. Mike was amazed at the transformation. Tall plants, hacked down and raked aside. The full line of the wooden fence exposed. The shape of the once-neat beds now clearly marked and the heavy scent of damp herbs filling the air. 
 
    He and Price began to cross the yard when a shout accompanied by a loud crack drew them round to the side of the house. 
 
    ‘What the—!’ 
 
    They arrived in time to see two officers pulling one of their colleagues to his feet. 
 
    ‘You’ve found it?’ 
 
    The man grinned. ‘Damned near fell into it, guv. Watch your step, sir.’ 
 
    Mike moved closer. The well was camouflaged by the undergrowth and the officer hadn’t seen the wooden cover, green with slime and partly rotted, until he’d put his foot on it and almost fallen through. 
 
    He traced the edge of the wooden cover with his fingers. Overgrown and half rotten it might be, but the edge was clear, his fingers able to slide beneath the lip all around, and when he pulled gently he could lift it free. 
 
    He carefully eased the broken wood aside and peered down into the hole. He could see nothing but blackness. 
 
    ‘So he wasn’t feeding us a line,’ Price said, the expression in his voice somewhere between excitement and awe. 
 
    Mike looked up at him. ‘And if he didn’t lie to us about this . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andrews’ call came late afternoon. Mike had been back at the office from midday, leaving Price to co-ordinate with SOCO. There was nothing much he could do, bar get under people’s feet, so he’d come back and tried to clear some of the stuff cluttering up his in-tray. 
 
    It seemed to Mike that he spent more time these days shuffling paper than he did out on the streets trying to solve crime. 
 
    Andrews’ call was a welcome break. 
 
    ‘I had a visit,’ Andrews told him, ‘from a mutual acquaintance.’ 
 
    ‘Pearson?’ Mike guessed. 
 
    ‘The very man.’ 
 
    ‘And our friend wanted?’ 
 
    ‘Mostly someone to shout at, I think. He did plenty of that. Rather narked with Fletcher, he was. Seemed to think Fletcher had let him down in some way, killing himself and all.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me,’ Mike said. ‘He’s mad about the appeal not going ahead.’ 
 
    ‘That, and other things. The truth is, I’m inclined to think he’s just plain mad.’ 
 
    Mike laughed. 
 
    ‘He brought something with him,’ Andrews went on. ‘Pages from this journal Simon Blake is supposed to have written, implicating Fletcher and others he was supposed to be involved with.’ 
 
    Pages from the journal. Mike was intrigued. ‘He wants you to publish it?’ 
 
    ‘If he does, he’s on a loser. Paper like the Chronicle doesn’t have the funds to fight the libel case we’d end up with. Anyway, this thing’s just a photocopy and JP Blake died of a heart attack more than a year ago.’ 
 
    ‘You know Pearson claims that Fletcher gave the journal to him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Andrews said. ‘Supposed to be insurance for Fletcher. He couldn’t be sent down without implicating the rest. So, I ask myself, why wasn’t it produced at the trial? Why wait till the appeal?’ 
 
    ‘The original was burned before the trial. A fire in the solicitor’s office. You remember that?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Andrews said. ‘So why not produce the copy then? Surely it would have had a better chance of being judged admissible evidence then than now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Mike told him. ‘The journal was mentioned during the CPS assessment and so was the photocopy, but there were doubts about either being genuine. The author of the journal was a highly respected JP and it was known he probably didn’t have too much longer to live. His heart had been very bad for a long time, from what I can gather.’ He laughed briefly. ‘And I’m not sure any of us could fathom Fletcher’s motives for half of what he did.’ 
 
    ‘Meet me,’ Andrews said. ‘Say about eight o clock, I’ll be tied up till then.’ 
 
    ‘Suits me fine,’ Mike told him. 
 
    He glanced up as the office door opened. Jaques stuck his head round, saw Mike talking and came in quietly. Sat down. 
 
    ‘At eight, then.’ Mike confirmed. He listened carefully while Andrews gave him the name of a pub he thought would be a good place. Directions for getting there. Mike scribbled them down, then rang off. 
 
    ‘Just came to tell you,’ Jaques said. ‘They’ve lowered some poor sucker down that well of yours. There’s about a foot and a half of mud in the bottom there. It could take us days to clean it out.’ 
 
    Unaccountably, Mike felt disappointed. He’d hoped for something sooner. But that, so often, was the way of things. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For several minutes Jaques stood looking at the telephone, twisting the ring round and round on his finger. Then he picked up the receiver and dialled. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes,’ he said in response to the impatient reception from the man on the end of the line. ‘I know it’s not the time and place but you wanted to know when he’d be alone. Well, I’ve got a when and a where, but for God’s sake be discreet.’ He took a deep breath, then gave the location of Mike’s meeting with Andrews. ‘He’ll come in on the Fernley Road. That’s the way he’s been told to go.’ Jaques hesitated for a moment, then went on. ‘But look, he knows nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Yet,’ the voice argued, ‘he knows enough to go on digging. Knew enough to provoke Fletcher into spilling his guts. He’d been writing the whole bloody thing down when my people found him, all ready to give to his brief. And take it from me, my friend. We go down, you won’t be far behind us.’ 
 
    Jaques’ hand was shaking when he replaced the receiver. How had he got into this? It had started so simply. So stupidly. A few photographs. A rather indiscreet episode with a girl who knew what she wanted even if the law told her she didn’t. Somehow it had all gone downhill from there. First he’d been afraid of losing his job and destroying his marriage. That had kept him silent — and, God knows, he told himself, I truly love my wife. Then he’d got in way too deep. 
 
    The first one had wanted it. Wanted it as much as he had . . . But then there had been the others. 
 
    Jaques closed his eyes trying not to remember. 
 
    At any point, early on, he could have backed out. Faced the scandal and walked away with some part of his life intact. 
 
    But he didn’t have the courage then. Couldn’t face the blame, the loss, everything that would have gone with it. 
 
    And it had been so easy with Fletcher. Supply had been so easy. . . He wiped the palms of his hands across his face. 
 
    No more of this. He could take no more. He had to find a way out and he had to find it soon. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was well after eight by the time Mike neared the pub Andrews had specified. The last half-mile or so took him along a narrow lane overhung by tall, mature trees, their shadows heightening the twilight. 
 
    He halted the car at the junction at the end of the lane, checking Andrews’ instructions. Glancing to the left, he smiled, seeing the pub sign at the next bend in the road. 
 
    He was about to slip the gears and make the turn when the sudden roar of a car engine, coming up fast behind him, distracted his attention. 
 
    ‘What the —!’ 
 
    The car screamed by him and swept away to his right, its occupants, three youths, shouting from the windows. An empty lager can thrown from the window bounced off the bonnet of his car. 
 
    Mike cursed, automatically taking note of the make, blue Sierra, and registration, in half a mind to give chase. He dismissed the idea as soon as it occurred to him. There’d be a phone at the pub — he could call control from there and report it. 
 
    He shifted the car into first and pulled out, watching the pub come into view, sandstone and flint, low, gabled roof. A small garden off to the side with swings for the kids. 
 
    Nice, he thought. Quiet, out of the way and pleasant. A good place to meet. 
 
    There were no parking spaces in the car park, so Mike pulled the car on to the verge opposite the pub. Another car was drawn up on the grass a little further along. 
 
    Andrews? He hoped the journalist had not grown tired of waiting. 
 
    The evening air was sweet and warm as he got out of the car. Idyllic English summer, he thought — singing birds and blue skies, greying with the twilight, the distant sound' of cows mooing. Maria said he was a closet romantic; on evenings like this he figured she was right. 
 
    He locked the car, his mind wandering distractedly over the events of the day and the prospect of a cool beer. Dimly, he could hear the sound of a car engine. He reminded himself to report the car that had passed him at the junction. He glanced sideways, to his right, as the engine noise grew louder, then stepped back swiftly as the same car came into view once more. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ 
 
    Mike stepped back further on to the verge. The car sped faster towards him. There was a brief moment of disbelief before it hit, sending him reeling backwards, somersaulting into his own vehicle. He heard the metallic clash as the blue Sierra gave his car a glancing blow. Then a sharp explosive pain in the centre of his back as he made contact with the metal. 
 
    Blackness pooled in across his mind as the dimming sound of the engine drifted out. 
 
    Then nothing. Mike was unconscious even before he hit the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Friday morning 
 
      
 
    It was so hard to focus. When he opened his eyes the light seemed too bright. Images, swirling just out of reach. 
 
    And he had what felt like the biggest hangover life had ever created. 
 
    ‘Mike.’ 
 
    He could hear the voice, realized now that he had heard it before, calling his name, but couldn’t quite figure out where it had come from. 
 
    ‘Mike.’ 
 
    This time he opened his eyes again. Patterns of light and colour swirled in front of them, slowly coalesced. 
 
    ‘Maria?’ 
 
    He felt her take his hand. ‘You’re going to be all right,’ she told him. 
 
    He could hear John now, as well, somewhere off stage. Hear the voice, but not the words. 
 
    He made a supreme effort to squeeze Maria’s fingers. Wasn’t certain that he managed it. Then everything faded out once more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Next time Mike woke his eyes could focus. It still hurt like hell to turn his head even a fraction, but he had the vague memory of things being much worse. 
 
    He inched his aching head sideways to look at the figure by the bedside. Maria sat in a high-backed hospital chair, her head lolling against a balled-up jumper she’d wedged against her shoulder. 
 
    He lay watching her for several minutes, trying to figure out where he was and why. Hospital, he decided. The smell alone would have told him that. The why part caused him more problems. 
 
    He had a dim memory of an engine, a car engine, the sound rushing towards him. Then Maria woke and looked at him and he stopped trying to fathom it out; concentrated on trying to smile. 
 
    She took his hand again. ‘Mike.’ She sounded relieved. 
 
    ‘You been here all the time?’ he asked her. His voice sounded croaky, as though he’d not used it in a long time. 
 
    Maria smiled at him, the relief on her face clear this time. 
 
    ‘I’ve been here. So has John for most of it.’ 
 
    ‘John?’ Her words hadn’t quite sunk in. He found himself looking around for the older man. 
 
    ‘He’s not here right now. Gone to have lunch with Tom Andrews.’ 
 
    ‘Andrews?’ 
 
    Maria waited for a moment. ‘The journalist you were supposed to be meeting,’ she said, filling in the gap that yawned in his memory. 
 
    ‘Andrews. Yes.’ 
 
    Mike concentrated very hard, or as hard as the pain in his head would allow. Andrews. Andrews called him, arranged a meeting. He’d driven out there. 
 
    ‘The car.’ He moved sharply, instantly regretted it. ‘God! My head.’ 
 
    ‘Bad concussion.’ 
 
    ‘The car,’ he repeated. ‘Blue Sierra. I remember the licence number.’ 
 
    Maria smiled. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘We know all about the car.’ 
 
    Mike closed his eyes. ‘How long have I been here?’ 
 
    ‘Since last night. It’s almost midday.’ 
 
    He absorbed that slowly. Last night. The car, hitting him. That flash of pain, then nothing. 
 
    ‘Concussion?’ he asked. 
 
    Eyes still closed, he felt Maria nod. ‘That and three broken ribs — they’ll be the next to start hurting — a broken wrist and leg — simple fracture, five inches below the knee — and bruises like you wouldn’t believe.’ She sounded cheerful about it. He opened his eyes and regarded her suspiciously. Saw she was smiling at him, her eyes glinting with mischief. 
 
    ‘You’re enjoying this,’ he accused. 
 
    She shook her head and laughed. Leaned closer and kissed him full on the mouth. 
 
    ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m just so bloody relieved. When your Sergeant Price called last night I didn’t know what to expect. Anything’s better than the things my mind made happen on the way down here.’ 
 
    He grinned weakly. ‘Glad you’re here,’ he whispered, realizing with a shock just how glad he really was. Then, ‘Marry me?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She bent forward and kissed him again. It was amazing, Mike thought, just how much of the headache a kiss could take away. ‘Maybe later,’ she said. ‘Now, go back to sleep.’ 
 
    Mike had his eyes closed again and barely even heard her words. 
 
    The next time he awoke it was to the sound of voices. Children, adults’ voices that he didn’t recognize. He opened his eyes slowly. 
 
    Visitors. The man in the bed opposite seemed to have his entire family in to see him. 
 
    Mike watched them, an older woman sitting herself down at the bedside, a younger woman trying to keep control of a toddler and a slightly older child, on their hands and knees and chasing each other around under the high bed. A teenage boy, looking awkward and out of place, staring around the ward, clearly at a loss as to what to do or say. 
 
    Slowly, it registered that there were other voices, ones he did recognize, approaching down the length of the ward. Sergeant Price and Superintendent Jaques appeared around the partition that divided the ward into bays, filling the small area with their presence and their noise. 
 
    As if these new visitors had brought the awareness with them, Mike suddenly realized that his ribs were hurting him, that his wrist ached and his entire body felt sore and tender. Worse than all of that, his bladder was very full and shrieking urgently for relief. It didn’t look as if he was going to get it in any hurry. 
 
    Jaques, looking solemn and official, seated himself beside the bed. Price leaned against the partition. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling now?’ Jaques asked him. ‘I was here before, but you were well out of it.’ He shook his head. ‘Well out of it,’ he repeated. He paused and regarded Mike with an interested, appraising air. 
 
    ‘You’re looking better,’ he said. ‘Damned lucky, of course. They tell me you were hit at an oblique angle.’ He gestured with his hands, angling one against the other as though to demonstrate. ‘Lucky,’ he repeated. ‘That bloody car had hit you straight on’ — he paused again to demonstrate, this time driving the fist of one hand into the palm of the other — ‘well, we’d have been visiting the morgue, not the hospital.’ 
 
    Mike glanced across at Price. The sergeant was grinning at him. ‘We found the car,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Abandoned in the middle of Norwich about an hour later. Been reported stolen about six o’clock. Joy riders, we reckon, with too much booze inside them.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Any ID?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Not a thing, yet,’ Jaques told him. ‘It’s being dusted for prints but it might be a while before we get a match. If we get a match.’ 
 
    Mike sighed. He tried hard to get his thoughts into some kind of order. ‘The well?’ he asked. ‘Did they find anything in the well?’ 
 
    ‘As yet, bugger all that’s any use to us,’ Jaques told him. ‘Remains of a dead cat and an old shoe. An adult’s shoe, about size eight, they reckon,’ he added at Mike’s half-hopeful look. 
 
    ‘I see.’ Mike said, deflated. He’d been certain they were on to something. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Jaques went on, ‘that’s not your concern now. You’ll be on the sick for a good few weeks with those ribs.’ 
 
    He got to his feet, official visit clearly over. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about a thing, Mike,’ he said. ‘We’ll get the buggers. You just get yourself fixed up.’ He nodded, as though to affirm his words, and straightened his jacket, making himself ready to leave. 
 
    He nodded briefly to Price, then left with the most perfunctory of goodbyes. Price pushed himself off from the partition, preparing to follow. 
 
    ‘Beautiful bedside manner,’ he commented. 
 
    Mike did his best to laugh. 
 
    ‘You take care of yourself,’ Price told him. ‘I’ll be in later’. He smiled briefly and departed. 
 
    Maria took Price’s place beside the partition. 
 
    ‘Thought I’d keep out of the official way,’ she said. Then, a slightly anxious look crossing her face, ‘Are you all right? Want some painkillers or something?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘That would be good,’ he said. ‘And a nurse with one of those bottle things or a bedpan would be even better.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘He’s looking a great deal better,’ Maria told John, the satisfaction evident in her voice. 
 
    John smiled into the receiver. When she had called him the night before, with some vague story about Mike being badly hurt, John had been devastated. 
 
    ‘I’m so glad, my dear. I’m taking Andrews along to see him. It is open visiting on that ward, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, John, till ten, I believe, but don’t make it too late, he’s still pretty groggy.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, my dear, we won’t keep him up. You’re driving back to Oaklands tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Chandra’s taking care of my patient list today, but I’ve a full diary for tomorrow and I’ve got to arrange for everything to be re-scheduled when they let him out.’  
 
    ‘You’ll bring him here, of course. His room’s all ready.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, John.’ He could hear the relief in her voice. ‘That would be a great help. And I’ve a few days’ holiday still due to me . . .’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll expect you as well,’ he said, his mind busy already with planning meals and wondering who had a camp bed he could borrow. 
 
    ‘Do we know when they’ll let him out?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, they’ll keep him over the weekend, I should think. It was bad concussion. On the other hand, they need the bed and I’m well qualified to look after him. I’d make a guess at Monday.’ 
 
    ‘Monday,’ John repeated. ‘Right, I’ll sort everything out. Don’t you worry about anything.’ 
 
    He said goodbye to Maria shortly after that and stood beside the telephone a few minutes more, thinking. 
 
    Tom Andrews had described the entire incident to him when he’d seen him earlier. The car, Andrews had said, had come out of nowhere. Mike had stepped back to get out of the way, but the Sierra had seemed to follow him up on to the verge before pulling back across the road and powering away. 
 
    ‘They meant to get him, John. I’m convinced of that,’ Andrews had told him. ‘Even if the police are listing it as a simple non-stop RTA.’ 
 
    John had thought long and hard about Andrews’ assertion. The man could be mistaken, of course. His view from the mullioned pub window would have been narrow and awkward. Maybe he thought he had seen things happen in a certain way, when in fact the car might have swerved across the road, skidded, maybe, rather than been driven at its victim. 
 
    But John couldn’t convince himself. Andrews had spent a lifetime observing, gathering facts and assimilating them into sense-making patterns. 
 
    But if he wasn’t mistaken? 
 
    Was this ‘accident’ in some way connected with what Mike had been working on? 
 
    Andrews had asked the same question. Neither he nor John had come up with an answer. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was, despite John’s promises to Maria, very late by the time he made it to the hospital, and when he did it was without Andrews. 
 
    There was no mistaking, though, that late as it was Mike was glad to see him, feeling better enough to be bored, having slept enough to be sleepless and in bed long enough to be sick of it. 
 
    ‘I thought Tom Andrews was coming with you,’ he asked when their greetings were over. 
 
    ‘He was,’ John confirmed. ‘I got a call from him about an hour ago. Seems someone broke into his office at the Chronicle, set fire to the place.’ 
 
    ‘What! They’re certain it’s arson?’ 
 
    ‘Sure as they can be yet. I don’t know any more than that. Tom was on his way to me when he found out. They got hold of him on his mobile and he was heading back to the office when he phoned me.’ 
 
    Mike was silent for a moment. ‘So you don’t know if anything was stolen?’ 
 
    John shook his head. 
 
    At the other end of the ward the staff nurse was dimming the lights, gently hustling the late visitors out. 
 
    ‘Looks like I’m going to have to leave you,’ he said. ‘Sorry Mike, I should have come earlier, but first Tom was delayed, and then that happened.’ 
 
    The staff nurse had reached the end of Mike’s bed now. She stood, checking his records and politely waiting for John to take his leave. 
 
    ‘It is very late,’ she said gently. 
 
    John nodded and got to his feet. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ he promised. ‘And I’ll bring Tom in with me.’ 
 
    "Bye, John,’ Mike said. He watched his friend walk down the ward, his mind already clouded with thoughts. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    He sank back into the pillows and tried to get to sleep. Trying to avoid the blue Sierra that kept speeding through his dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Saturday morning 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve made the papers.’ The staff nurse told him. ‘Here, let me help you back into bed and I’ll leave the paper on the locker for you.’ 
 
    Mike was grateful for the help. They’d allowed him to get up and go to the toilet, even have a wash, provided he didn’t lock the door, but the whole process had exhausted him more than he thought possible. He allowed the nurse to ease him between the sheets and rearrange his pillows for him, then lay back against them, trying to convince himself that he was doing well really. That there would be a time, not so far off, when he wouldn’t have a head that kept opening and closing like a repeatedly slamming door and ribs that wouldn’t clamp up on him, like sharp claws digging deep into his side, at the slightest overstretch. 
 
    Still, he thought, look on the bright side. They’d said he could probably manage a bath later. Mike found himself looking forward to the possibility with almost childlike anticipation. 
 
    With difficulty he reached out for the paper that the nurse had left on his locker. 
 
    He grimaced, not certain he welcomed this fifteen minutes of fame. 
 
    The report itself was an eyewitness account of events outside the Fox Inn, written by Tom Andrews himself and describing in vivid detail the shock and horror as he and others watched the car slew across the road and hit Detective Inspector Croft. Of their feelings of outrage when they realized that the driver didn’t even plan to stop. 
 
    What, Andrews questioned, would have happened if the incident had occurred at a more remote location? If help had not arrived on the scene when it did? 
 
    ‘You’re quite famous,’ the staff nurse told him, coming back with his painkillers. ‘We’ve had no end of calls, people wanting to know how you are and the like.’ She smiled brightly at him, then left him once more, bustling off to attend to the man in the opposite bed. 
 
    Mike looked ruefully back at the paper. He couldn’t blame Andrews for the report, of course. An eyewitness account of an accident involving a policeman in a hit and run was far too good to miss out on. All the same, he felt, he really could have done without it. 
 
    The article finished with a resume of Mike’s career, mentioning especially the child murder case he had been involved with the year before. Mike found himself described as an ‘imaginative and conscientious officer, of which the force could be proud’. 
 
    He folded the paper up, article to the inside, embarrassed by the fuss, and glanced around, feeling both awkward and amused, wondering who else had seen it. 
 
    Mike’s thoughts were broken by a woman’s voice speaking his name. 
 
    ‘Mr Croft?’ 
 
    He looked up. ‘Mrs Masouk?’ Ellie was the last person he would have expected to see. 
 
    ‘Um, I, I mean, I hope you don’t mind me coming, Mr Croft. Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Mike,’ he said. 
 
    She smiled, shyly. ‘Can I sit down?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, please.’ She wasn’t alone, he noted. A woman stood behind her, regarding Mike with a kind of anxious curiosity. He smiled encouragingly at her, watching as she drew up a chair and sat down, a little apart from Ellie, as though to give her privacy but still to make her presence felt. 
 
    Ellie had seen him looking. ‘This is Fatima,’ she said. ‘Rezah’s sister.’ 
 
    Mike nodded remembering having seen her on Portland Close. 
 
    ‘It’s ante-natal day,’ Ellie was explaining. ‘’Tima comes with me, or Rezah’s mother. I don’t like coming on my own.’ She paused, obviously uncertain, now she was here, that she’d done the right thing. 
 
    ‘I saw, in the paper; about your accident. I thought, well, I thought. . . How are you feeling?’ 
 
    She bit her lip and looked anxiously into his face. 
 
    ‘Feeling well enough to be bored,’ he assured her. ‘And it’s very kind of you to come, Mrs Masouk.’ 
 
    She smiled then. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘please call me Ellie. Everybody does.’ 
 
    Fatima moved restlessly. ‘Your appointment’s in half an hour, Ellie,’ she said. 
 
    Ellie nodded. Then turned back to Mike. 
 
    She looked pale, Mike thought, and there were dark shadows under her eyes as though she’d not been sleeping. She bit her lip. Then, folding her hands together in front of her, like a child about to recite from memory, she began. 
 
    ‘I was only eight years old when it started,’ she said, ‘when my mum went out and I was left on my own with my dad.’ She had lowered her head, but now she glanced up at Mike as though assessing his reaction. Mike tilted his head slightly, keeping his expression neutral, professionally concerned. 
 
    ‘He used to come into my room,’ she said. ‘First of all it was just games, he’d tickle me, just play games just like all my friend’s dads did with them. Then it started to be different.’ She hesitated, clasped her hands more closely, the knuckles white with the pressure. ‘Then he started touching me. Kissing me like I’d seen him kiss my mum. Making me touch him. He’d tell me that he loved me, that I was special to him, and,’ she glanced up swiftly once again, her eyes pleading, ‘he was my dad, Mr Croft, I wanted to be special to him, but . . .’ She looked away again. ‘I didn’t like the rest of it. He scared me and he hurt me and it got so I’d do anything not to be on my own with him. I’d kick up a right fuss when my mum went out to work in the evenings and my dad would tell her that I was spoilt. But I just got so scared, being on my own with him, knowing what he’d make me do and what he’d do to me.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell your mum?’ Mike asked gently. 
 
    Ellie lifted her head and he saw that her eyes were wet. 
 
    ‘I did,’ she said softly, ‘and my dad went mad. Telling my mum that I was just attention seeking, just trying to make trouble. And he kept demanding, in front of my mum, to know who’d told me about things like that. About sex. About all the things he’d made me do. Shouting at me, saying that he wanted to know how I knew about them. And my mum believed him.’ She shook her head sadly, then said, ‘She loved him, you see. They’d been happy before I came along. I don’t think they ever really wanted kids. I came between them.’ 
 
    ‘That’s no excuse for what he did,’ Mike said. ‘How long did this go on for, Ellie?’ 
 
    She looked at him properly this time. 
 
    ‘I was fifteen,’ she said. ‘He’d kept on doing it to me all that time, started having proper sex with me from when I was about eleven and I’d given up on trying to tell anyone.’ She hesitated for a moment, as though unable to explain why she hadn’t tried to get help. 
 
    ‘I was scared of him,’ she said softly. ‘Scared of what he might do. He’d threaten things and then do some of them. He broke my arm once because I said I was going to talk to my teacher about him. Broke my arm and then took me to the hospital, said I’d fallen off the swing in the park. Acted so concerned I knew they’d never believe anything I said against him, and he said he’d do worse.’ She looked away from him once more. ‘I believed him,’ she said simply, ‘and in the end I couldn’t fight him any more.’ 
 
    Mike was silent for a moment. He glanced across at Fatima but the young woman was impassive, her expression impossible to read. ‘And when you were fifteen?’ Mike asked quietly. 
 
    ‘I got a boyfriend,’ Ellie said, ‘and my dad caught us kissing. He went mad. Dragged me off home and up to my room. Started hitting me and yelling at me, then he told me to get undressed. I told him no. It was the first time I’d said no.’ She paused again, her voice now awed and softened. ‘I thought he’d kill me,’ she whispered, ‘he was just so angry. He started tearing at my clothes, saying that if I liked it so much then he’d give me more. He was shouting so loud he didn’t hear my mum come home from work. When she got upstairs he’d got me pinned to the bed with my clothes half off. She saw it all.’ 
 
    ‘What did she do, Ellie?’ 
 
    Ellie shook her head. ‘Sent me to stay with my aunt. Then she came after me and we both stayed there for a few days then found this grotty little flat.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t go to the police?’ 
 
    Ellie laughed bitterly. ‘She loved him. She didn’t believe it was his fault. Said it was mine. That I’d strung him along.’ 
 
    She shook her head, the tears standing in her eyes again. ‘She even went back to him for a while and I stayed with friends, relatives, anyone who would have me.’ 
 
    ‘And then you met Rezah.’ 
 
    Ellie nodded. 
 
    ‘I had to tell him,’ she said, ‘and he had to tell his family. I thought they’d want nothing to do with me, but they’ve been great.’ 
 
    Fatima reached out to clasp Ellie’s hand. Ellie wiped the tears from her eyes, then said, ‘I read about things, after I’d left home. All the reports I could find and the books on the kind of thing that had happened to me. And I went to counselling for a while. It helped, you know, to know I wasn’t the only one.’ She paused for a moment. ‘But you know the worst bit? It was finding out just how many kids that are abused go on to abuse their own kids. I read about this girl who had a baby and she had to be taught the right ways to touch it and to look after it because she had nothing in her own life to tell her how.’ 
 
    Fatima squeezed her hand, gently. ‘You’re a first-class mother, Ellie.’ 
 
    Ellie gave her a pale smile. ‘It was daft, I guess. But I spent the first six months after Farouzi was born jumping out of my skin every time someone knocked on the door. I thought, any time now they’re going to come to my house and take my baby away. They’re going to say I’m unfit to be a mother because my dad did that to me and I can’t know the proper ways to do things.’ 
 
    She looked at Mike. ‘Oh, I know. It sounds daft. It is daft, but at the time . . .’ 
 
    Mike nodded, trying his best to understand. 
 
    He didn’t know what to say to her. 
 
    Ellie got to her feet awkwardly. Again she smiled shyly at Mike. ‘I wanted to tell you,’ she said, ‘because of Eric Pearson.’ She hesitated, as though not certain that he understood. ‘It brought it back, you see. We’d been happy there and then he came along and spoiled it.’ She laughed, the sound wry, self-effacing. ‘I guess that must sound selfish,’ she said. 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘No, not selfish. Very natural, I would have said.’ 
 
    She nodded briskly, her movements becoming more business-like, more controlled. ‘Well, I hope you’ll be better soon, Inspector Croft.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said, uncertain now, how to respond. It seemed that nothing more was needed. Ellie made her way down the ward towards the exit. 
 
    Fatima Masouk hung back. Evidently she had something to say. 
 
    ‘There’s something she didn’t tell you,’ she said. ‘The real reason she had to come here today.’ 
 
    She flicked her gaze down the ward towards Ellie, then looked back at Mike. 
 
    ‘Her father was arrested about three years ago. But it wasn’t for what he did to Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Mike said, puzzled now. 
 
    ‘Ellie’s maiden name,’ Fatima said to him, ‘was Fletcher.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Saturday morning 
 
      
 
    Eric Pearson left home early, pulling the reinforced front door closed with a bang and pushing at it two or three times to make certain it was shut fast. 
 
    The last few days had been relatively quiet. They’d had kids shouting at them from the street and even the occasional rock hurled at the windows, only to bounce back at those who’d thrown it. And telephone calls that began with laughter and ended in silence. Those upset Johanna, he knew. They left her with the feeling that people could get to them even inside their fortified house. That worried her deeply. 
 
    Eric had reported everything, of course. Had kept detailed notes on everything that happened and had recorded every phone call made to the police, using a stick-on microphone hooked up to a tape deck. 
 
    Simple, but it worked and they couldn’t deny his reports, not with the tapes to prove them. 
 
    The police had made their presence felt on Portland, increased foot patrols and instigated a drive-past in the area car every couple of hours. Eric didn’t really feel that was enough, but it was better than nothing, he supposed. 
 
    He was aware, every time he went out, of the twitching curtains, of the eyes watching him, and, on three or four occasions, of some of the local yobs following him when he went shopping; something Johanna had suddenly refused to do. 
 
    It bothered him, of course. But no way was he going to be broken down by that kind of pressure. No way. Eric knew himself to be in the right and, although Fletcher’s death meant that there would be no appeal, he would still have his say. 
 
    He had thought better of Andrews, though. Really hoped for a more positive response from the man. After all, he was a journalist. And hadn’t Eric presented him with a story well worth the telling? 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders inside the loose fit of his summer jacket, Eric dismissed Andrews from his mind. 
 
    He’d paid the man back for his lack of interest. A good cleansing thing, was fire. And anyway, he had other ways of doing things now. 
 
    From the second-floor window of their house, Johanna watched Eric as he made his way up the hill. 
 
    He’d lost weight, particularly over these last few months. His clothes hung on him, his trouser belt had to be pulled tight enough for the waistband to ruckle up and his jacket would have fastened double breasted if she’d added the buttons. 
 
    He barely touched the food she set before him every day. Had to be reminded to eat, or he would simply sit at table, staring into space, oblivious even to the children’s noise. And his hair had faded almost to grey, losing the reddish brown colour that the three older boys had inherited from him. 
 
    Even his eyes had paled, and his lips seemed almost bloodless, the way he kept them pressed in such a stern line. 
 
    It was so hard, Johanna thought, to remember the vital, hopeful young man she had fallen in love with all those years ago. 
 
    Johanna looked down at her hands, at the narrow wedding band and the broken nails she no longer had the will to care for. And she wondered where it was all going to end. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Price drove through the farm gate to find the SOCO team already at work and half a dozen officers combing their way through the cut-down flower beds. 
 
    He was running a little late, having stopped off to call the hospital and check on Mike. The incident had shaken him to an unexpected degree. He’d slept badly and felt like death. Learning that Mike had had a good night and was feeling ‘much more comfortable’ was only limited help. 
 
    Price got out of his car into the moist heat of the summer morning and breathed the ripe scent of scythed grass and hacked greenery that rose all around him. 
 
    One of the SOCO had heard his car and stood waiting. 
 
    ‘Glad you’re here, I was about to have a call put out for you.’ 
 
    He led the way round to the back of the house and pointed to where three more of his team, in white overalls stained with green and soiled with wet mud, pored over a patch of cleared earth that Price had at first assumed was just another uncovered flower bed. 
 
    ‘We found this and one other over there.’ The SOCO gestured. ‘Patches of disturbed ground. This one the most recent from the look of it.’ 
 
    ‘Recent? How recent?’ 
 
    He squatted down, Price beside him. ‘We’ve had a good summer. Hot and wet, great growing weather.’ He grinned. ‘You can see that from the jungle this place has turned into. But here . . . We saw it this morning when your lot cut back the undergrowth.’ 
 
    Price stared. He doubted he’d have noticed the difference straight off, but yes, now it was pointed out, the plant growth was different. Small creeping things he couldn’t name with tiny flowers had spread themselves across the surface, vying with tufts of Ground Elder. But compared with the surrounding luxuriance it was nothing. 
 
    Price held his breath. ‘You’ve reported this,’ he said at last. 
 
    ‘Yes, called in as soon as we spotted it. Your Super — Jaques, isn’t it? — said you were on your way.’ 
 
    Price nodded. ‘You said there was a second area?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but we’ve not touched that yet.’ 
 
    Two of the SOCO were spreading polythene sheeting at the side of the uncovered ground. Price watched, hardly daring to look away as they began, layer by layer, to scoop the earth aside. Working with the same skill and attention the pathologist had used on Ryan’s body. Each stripped-back layer photographed and analysed, sifted carefully onto the plastic sheet. 
 
    Give me a shovel, Price wanted to say, impatient with what he knew was their necessary thoroughness. Let me get in there. Instead, he nodded, got to his feet. 
 
    ‘Call me the moment you find anything,’ he said. Then stalked off out of their way. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tom Andrews and John Tynan had arrived at the hospital just after ten to find Mike sitting in a chair, his injured leg stuck out on a rest in front of him and his heavily plastered wrist lying on a pillow across his lap. 
 
    With his good hand and the fingers of his hurt one, he was trying hard to manipulate the pages of a broadsheet newspaper and failing miserably, bashing his plastered wrist against the arm of the chair in his attempts to straighten the pages. 
 
    It hurt. Mike swore. 
 
    ‘Is that any way to greet visitors?’ John said, laughing. 
 
    Mike’s face brightened. ‘John! It’s good to see you. I’m going crazy in here.’ He extended his good hand to shake Andrews’, pushing the newspaper aside and almost hitting his wrist again, then wincing as his ribs complained at his too-rapid movement. 
 
    ‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ he said plaintively. ‘Find yourselves some chairs or something and then talk to me!’ 
 
    John laughed again. Andrews captured a chair from the other side of the ward and John seated himself on the edge of the bed. 
 
    ‘You’re looking a lot better,’ he said, his tone both satisfied and relieved. 
 
    ‘I’m feeling it. Really. Just so damned frustrated. Still, it could have been a lot worse.’ He turned to Andrews, who had just planted the chair close by and sat himself down. 
 
    ‘I heard about your office,’ he said. 
 
    Andrews shrugged. ‘Office is too grand a word for it. I’ve got a partitioned-off cubby hole. We’re all egalitarian and open plan these days. Only good thing about it was that I had a half-share of the big window. Or I did have until someone threw a brick through the window and a home-made petrol bomb after it. A quick-thinking colleague with a fire extinguisher dealt with it before it spread.’ 
 
    ‘The building was occupied?’ Mike asked, somewhat startled. 
 
    Andrews nodded. ‘We don’t always work regular hours in our game any more than you do in yours,’ he said. ‘Fortunately, no one was hurt and there was very little damage done. It only just had time to set the smoke alarm off and the sprinkler’s on an override switch.’ He shook his head. ‘Either fire or water damage could have just about finished us.’ 
 
    ‘Anybody see anything?’ Mike asked him. 
 
    ‘Couple of people saw a man running away from the front of the building. Not a lot to go on, really. About five six to five eight, they reckon. Skinny, short grey hair and wearing a dark sweater.’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve got my theories, though.’ 
 
    Mike looked speculatively at him. ‘Our friend Eric Pearson?’ He sighed deeply and shook his head again. ‘Be hard to prove,’ he said. ‘And why?’ 
 
    Andrews leaned back in his chair, his hands steepled thoughtfully. ‘He wasn’t best pleased that I didn’t want to publish. Seemed to think I’d jump at the chance.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose . . .?’ 
 
    Andrews drew himself up with a slightly guilty start. ‘Oh yes. I’m sorry.’ He reached into his inside jacket pocket and withdrew a few sheets of paper, gave them to Mike. 
 
    Mike read them in silence, then turned his gaze on John. ‘You’ve seen this?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. Quite a love life this man had.’ 
 
    Mike skimmed the pages again. The sexual description was graphic and detailed and disturbingly erotic, evoking the softness of his lover’s skin, of kisses flavoured with wine. Of the caress of hands and mouths and the most intimate of touches. In reading it, Mike felt himself to be blundering through someone’s most private moments. He looked up at Andrews, puzzled. 
 
    ‘It’s erotic,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t have said pornographic. I agree, it’s not the kind of thing you’d want someone else reading, but . . .’ 
 
    ‘Eric claimed that the boy was under age,’ Andrews told him, ‘and that the pages that follow on from this make that plain. He also claims that Fletcher told him Blake had the boy killed, buried him at some old farmhouse.’ 
 
    Mike’s look was sharp, then he frowned and shrugged. 
 
    ‘Fletcher said a lot of things. So far we’ve proved none of them.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just pray it stays like that,’ John said quietly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ten thirty saw Eric Pearson emerge from a local print shop, carrier bags bulging with paper tightly clasped in his arms. He glanced left and right along the length of the street as though worried he’d been observed, then dashed across it, almost running, or as close to running as his baggage would allow. 
 
    His next stop was the main post office. He arrived breathless and somewhat flushed, pushed his way through the double swing doors and headed towards the stationary racks. Ten minutes later saw him with a pile of neatly addressed envelopes perched awkwardly on a corner of the counter. 
 
    Eric knelt down and emptied the contents of the two carrier bags on to the floor, stacking the paper into two unequal piles, then began to push ten or so pages from one pile, one from the other, into the envelopes. 
 
    It didn’t take him too long. He worked swiftly, almost impatiently, not troubling that he creased some of the pages and crushed others sideways in his haste to complete his task. All the time, he glanced about him as though expecting to be stopped before he finished. 
 
    Then he sealed the envelopes, drawing his tongue across the flap, wrinkling his face like a child at the unpleasant taste. He paused now and then to moisten his lips and hammer at the envelope seal with his fist, driving each one against the floor to make certain it was glued tight. 
 
    Then the stamps, each envelope weighed and posted. Sent on its way. 
 
    Eric paused at the post office door, a tiny smile curving his lips. 
 
    He held one bag, about half full. There were still things to do before he went home. But it was all right, he thought to himself. He’d make certain they would listen to him now. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It had taken almost an hour to remove just over a foot of earth. Price had occupied himself by getting in the way, giving unwanted advice, poking about in areas already searched and generally punishing everyone for his inability to speed things up. 
 
    Now though, he would have given a great deal to be still unoccupied. 
 
    ‘God above,’ he whispered softly as he stared down into the narrow depression scraped in the earth. Only a small part of the head had been uncovered, bone protruding though torn gobbets of rotting flesh. Strings of mud brown thread, he realized must be hair, sprang out from the ground. The stink of decay smothering the scent of green that had earlier filled his lungs. He cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘How long has it been here?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say yet. We need the police surgeon and the pathologist. Can’t do much without their say-so.’ 
 
    Price nodded. ‘I’ll call in,’ he said. ‘Tell them we’ve another murder on our patch. Jaques’ll just love this.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Who knew you were coming to meet me?’ Andrews asked. 
 
    Mike smiled. ‘Don’t you think you’re going a bit too far?’ he asked. ‘You’re suggesting it was a setup.’ 
 
    Andrews shook his head. ‘You’re not stupid, Mike, and you’re not naive. You’ve got to see it’s possible.’ Mike exhaled slowly. What Andrews had put into words had been at the edge of his thoughts all along. 
 
    ‘Price,’ he said. ‘I saw him just before I left Divisional. And Jaques, he was there when you made the call.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone else?’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘Undoubtedly,’ he said, ‘Price could have mentioned it, or Jaques, and the canteen was full when I talked to Price. Anyone could have overheard.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Andrews said thoughtfully, ‘I guess our best hope is to track down the driver or one of his friends. See what they have to say for themselves.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not that much into conspiracy theories,’ Mike said with a shake of his head. But his words sounded hollow and unconvincing even to his own ears. 
 
    ‘Did John tell you,’ Andrews asked him, ‘that your superintendent Jaques and Fletcher were friends at one time?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I did,’ Tynan said. ‘But as Mike pointed out, that proves nothing in itself.’ 
 
    Andrews hesitated for a moment. ‘Even so, in your place, Mike, I’d be careful what you say to him. If Pearson’s to be believed, he’s also mentioned in the journal.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Saturday afternoon 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Price ducked into the ward at about one fifteen. 
 
    He parked himself beside Mike’s locker and began to unpack the contents of two large carrier bags. 
 
    ‘Told you I’d be back,’ he said. ‘Got a bit held up, though. Maria dropped these off,’ he added. ‘Said she’d be in about five but you might want these now.’ 
 
    Mike watched with amusement as packets of biscuits, crisps, a bottle of blackcurrant cordial and various items of underwear disappeared into the drawers and cupboards. He’d been trying to eat lunch, pushing something that claimed to be chicken fricassee around his plate and wishing that someone would bring him a cup of tea. 
 
    Price’s final production, a large blue flask full of the stuff, very hot and very sweet, seemed like the answer to a prayer. 
 
    ‘Thinks of everything, your lady,’ Price remarked, pouring a cupful for Mike and purloining one of the apples from the bowl of fruit he’d just brought in. ‘She says you get picky when you’re bored. Eat yourself silly,’ he observed thoughtfully, looking at Mike with an interested air. ‘So, I thought, just to save your waistline I’d give you something to think about.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve found something?’ Mike demanded. 
 
    Price grinned. ‘Yeah,’ he said, shifting from the uncomfortable chair and flopping down on the edge of the bed, his mouth full of apple. ‘But not in that bloody well.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Mike demanded. He abandoned all pretence of eating the fricassee and pushed the bed table aside, reaching over to grab some fruit instead. 
 
    Price took his time, infuriatingly, chewing thoughtfully on a piece of apple before he said, ‘Well, so far as we can tell, allowing for the two foot of mud at the bottom, there’s bugger all down that well. Or if there is, then it’s . . .’ 
 
    ‘Stuck in the two foot of mud and refusing to be dredged out. I get the picture.’ 
 
    Price grinned again, clearly enjoying his boss’s frustration. ‘What we have got, though, is two patches of recently disturbed earth round at the back of the house. Looks like someone’s been digging,’ he added, as though doubting Mike had got the point of it. 
 
    ‘And?’ Mike demanded. 
 
    Price shook his head. ‘We found a body, guv, part decayed, buried no more than a foot down. Been wrapped in black plastic. The SOCO had to pull a bit of it away to find out what we’d got. God, the stink!’ 
 
    ‘So, Fletcher was telling the truth,’ Mike whispered. 
 
    ‘Looks that way. And there’s another thing, guv, you were right about that notebook of Fletcher’s. You know the one we found in his cell?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘Well, we got the results of the ESDA.’ He pulled a folded page from his back pocket with all the flourish of a magician conjuring rabbits, then hopped down from his perch on the side of the bed. 
 
    ‘List of names,’ he said, ‘and places, times and dates and what looks like a detailed confession addressed to his solicitor.’ He grimaced slightly. ‘We’ve only got a part of that, though. Seems it ran to two pages and the first one muddied the detail on the second. The list, that’s more promising. We’ve got our collaters office liaising with a half-dozen other divisions over this, and guess what?’ 
 
    Mike looked expectantly. ‘Our computers won’t talk to their computers,’ he said. 
 
    Price laughed. ‘Apart from that.’ 
 
    Mike smiled, but his eyes were grim and tired. He noted that for all Price’s hyperactive enthusiasm he too looked strained and weary below the surface expression. ‘They’re all missing persons,’ he said. ‘And they’re all kids.’ 
 
    ‘Take a look, guv,’ he said. ‘See what you can get out of it. But for Chrissake, don’t let Jaques know. Official line is, you’re out of it. Case closed. Inspector Croft invalided out.’ 
 
    He took another bite of apple and shook his head, not able now to conceal the worried look around his eyes. 
 
    ‘You ask me, guv,’ he said, ‘there’s someone out there much happier now you’re out for the count and a hell of a lot of people determined to see you stay that way.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric felt that he had been truly imaginative in the way he had done things. He had thought carefully about where and how to distribute the photocopied pages from the journal. 
 
    A half hour of calling directory enquiries the night before — he’d worry about the phone bill later — had supplied him with addresses for the main regional papers, a selection of the nationals and a half-dozen radio stations. 
 
    To each of these he had posted ten or so pages from the journal, together with what he had termed ‘A Deposition’, outlining the problems he had encountered in trying to make his voice heard. 
 
    He had included a full and open accusation of those in authority, the police, the courts, the local power mongers. Outlining how they had ignored his testimony. Ignored the facts. Allowed Eric and his family to be persecuted, driven from one place to the next, stoned and assaulted. Disbelieved by everyone, because of one unproven mistake in Eric’s own life. How, by their own blindness and corruption, those who should have put justice first had left Eric Pearson and his family without protection. Persecuted and reviled. 
 
    Eric saw his cause as having almost Biblical importance and millenarian implications. How could God fail, in the final analysis, to bring justice to those that disregarded the law and so persecuted the very people who tried to bring the wrongdoers to notice? 
 
    To Eric it was inconceivable that justice — his total, absolutist, unswervable view of justice — would not in the end prevail. 
 
    And if God needed a little help along the way? If there were those who chose to ignore what was right? Then Eric had shown himself more than ready to be the one acting as intermediary. 
 
    Eric didn’t hear the voice of God in his head. If someone had suggested such a thing he would have been outraged. The hearing of voices was something endured by the mad, the insane. By those poor misguided souls who needed help and comfort. Needed locking away somewhere safe and peaceful, out of sight and sound of the rest of humanity. 
 
    No, Eric didn’t need to hear the word of God. He knew His wishes. Knew them; felt them deep within himself. 
 
    Eric knew that his actions had brought pain to his family. Lost him friends, his home, even the work as a teacher that he had truly loved. But it didn’t matter. 
 
    All of that would soon be over. It just needed one more push. One more try. And when Eric Pearson’s story had been told, when the corruption amongst the powerful had been revealed, and when it was publicly known what Eric and his family had been through to get their story told, then everything would all be right. Then Johanna and the children would be happy and they could go home once more. The Children of Solomon would be proud to welcome them back once again. There would be no more nightmares. No having to comfort the little ones when they woke with bad dreams. No blame from Johanna. 
 
    They would have the old days back again. 
 
    Eric went through the swing doors of the public library. His bag was almost empty now. He’d lost count of the number of places he had gone to that afternoon, leaving little stacks of paper; extracts from Blake’s journal and copies of his own Deposition at the town hall, two of the branch libraries, book shops, cafes, anywhere he could think of where people might gather. 
 
    He glanced swiftly about him in the library. The counter staff were busy, customers lining up to have their books checked in or out. A couple more people pushed heavy trolleys stacked with books between the shelves. 
 
    Where would be the best place? 
 
    Looking around again he saw a table, close to the check-out desk and covered in leaflets. 
 
    He walked over to it, diving his hand into his bag and pulling out a thick sheaf of paper. 
 
    Briefly, he scanned the leaflets on the table. Night school courses, ‘know your rights’ advice for the unemployed. Adverts for local concerts and events. 
 
    With a sweep of his hand, Eric cleared himself a space right in the centre of the table. He placed his own sheaf of papers between a stack of roughly photocopied sheets advertising a Scouts’ ‘summer fayre’ and neatly folded orange sheets issued by the local tourist information office. 
 
    He laughed softly to himself as he carefully placed a smaller stack of paper next to the first. His ‘Deposition’. 
 
    It was a good choice, he thought, sitting his words next to adverts for local tourist attractions. Very soon it would be Portland Close that would draw the visitors. A tourist site. A centre of interest for anyone concerned with truth and justice. 
 
    Eric allowed himself the pleasure of visualizing the journalists, the newsmen, the civil rights agitators who would soon be beating a path to his door. He smiled broadly, nodding happily to himself. ‘That’ll show them,’ he said aloud. Yes, that will show them all. 
 
    As he left the building, still unobserved by the counter staff, busy dealing with the line of customers trying to beat early closing time, Eric’s only regret was that it was Saturday. That even though his letters would have caught the post, already be in the system, already unstoppable, no one would read them until the Monday morning. 
 
    He sighed, a little let down by the thought. That almost certainly meant an evening and an entire day of waiting before the action really began. Unless, of course, someone picked up one of his hand-delivered messages and acted on it sooner. 
 
    That thought had him smiling again. Eric felt light of heart and satisfied with a day’s work well done. 
 
    He set off for home, stopping on the way only to buy a reel of tape from a stationer’s. He still had about a half-dozen copies of his Deposition left. He could go out, late tonight, tape them up at the local shops and at the bus stops along the main road. Maybe even to the door of the local police station. The thought amused him so much that Eric Pearson laughed out loud. They would listen to him this time. Eric would take pleasure in making certain of that. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was around dusk before the body at the farm house was removed, lifted carefully along with the adhering mud on to a white sheet then wrapped in a body bag and carried away. 
 
    Digging had begun in the second area, slow and precise under the harsh false daylight of the dragon lamps. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Saturday evening 
 
      
 
    Jaques had decided that he didn’t want to go home. Home was a comfortable place where his wife, a pretty woman to whom he had been married fifteen years, would be waiting for him. A place that held all the things that mattered but which, right now, was the last place he felt able to go. 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t want, desperately, to be there. Rather that he couldn’t face his wife’s questions. Her concern if she realized something was wrong. Her desire to help him. 
 
    He tidied his desk carefully, placing papers in neat, orderly stacks. Pens and pencils in the side drawer. Telephone, calculator and plastic stationery trays placed just so, parallel to the edge of the desk. He slipped a long brown envelope into his pocket and switched off his office light for what he knew would be the last time. Then he left the police station, pausing for a moment in the front office as though to check the day book. 
 
    Outside it was raining. Just a light drizzle, enough to mist the windows of his car and make the roads feel greasy and insecure. Jaques drove, heading without thought from the centre of town to the rundown streets and derelict warehouses that backed on to the canal. Almost before he noticed where he was he had stopped in front of the terraced house where Ryan had died. Jaques got out and stood motionless, facing the boarded windows and the blank front door. 
 
    Further down the street, lights glowed from behind drawn curtains and faint sounds reached him of overloud music. This end of the street, though — this end was scheduled for demolition. The row was boarded and deserted and the bend in the road made it hard for anyone further down to see who went into the house and who never came back out. It had been perfect, Jaques thought. So close to ordinary people and their boring, ordinary little lives and yet set apart just enough to be almost invisible. 
 
    He turned abruptly and walked back down the street towards the canal. He stood on the bridge, staring down at the dark water below. At water clogged with weed and the random supply of rubbish people dumped there and which sank into the thick, cloying depth of mud and clay at the bottom. 
 
    Rather like that damned well, he thought. Vaguely, he wondered what it would be like to drown. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Saturday evening 
 
      
 
    ‘And will she get over it?’ Mike asked. ‘Really get over it, I mean. Or will there always be things bringing the memory back to her?’ He paused thoughtfully. He had told Maria about Ellie’s visit and about what had spurred her into telling him about her father. 
 
    ‘We can’t wipe out our own memories,’ Maria told him softly. ‘We can bury them, think the pain of them is gone for ever. Even shove them into a mental hole so deep we’re not even aware that they were there in the first place, at least not on a conscious level. But, no. I don’t believe we can ever really get rid of them.’ 
 
    Mike looked doubtful. He felt very tired now, and, welcome as Maria’s company was, he knew that what he really wanted was to go to sleep. 
 
    It was as though the events of the last couple of days since his accident had finally caught up with him. He knew that he’d been trying very hard to make a good showing. Not to let on that not only was he physically very uncomfortable, but mentally he was deeply shaken. 
 
    Here he was, lying in a hospital bed with broken bones and a headache that still wouldn’t completely say goodbye, growing more and more aware that he had been profoundly lucky. 
 
    Images of his own mortality kept impinging on his consciousness and he felt, at times, absurdly close to tears. Angry with himself, he tried to drive all the negative and frightening thoughts from his mind and to concentrate on Maria. 
 
    ‘I think she’s doing a remarkably good job of getting her life together,’ Maria told him. ‘She isn’t blocking her feelings or trying to hide them away somewhere. She’s actually trying to do something with them.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s good?’ Mike asked. Then, ‘Yes, I suppose it is, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘You look very tired,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I am.’ He swallowed spasmodically, feeling the tears threatening again. He looked for distraction. ‘And you,’ he asked, ‘have you had to deal with many cases like Ellie’s?’ 
 
    Maria continued to look thoughtfully at him. ‘A few,’ she said. ‘Not quite like Ellie Masouk. I’ve had women referred to me by rape crisis centres and social services. A few men too.’ She laughed at Mike’s look of surprise. ‘But I’ve only ever dealt with adult survivors, not with kids. That’s just not my field.’ 
 
    She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the side of the bed and speaking quietly. ‘You’ve got to remember, Mike. You can’t see this as a sex thing. It’s about power, just the same way as most rapes and sexual assaults are about power. And it’s often not the sex part that does the damage.’ 
 
    He frowned at that, his look sharp. ‘You can’t condone that kind of thing, surely. I mean, having sex with kids is wrong. No one can argue with that.’ 
 
    Maria laughed softly again, refusing to be intimidated by his tone. ‘Taking something by force is wrong. Dominating and demeaning the rights of another human being is wrong. Mike, I’ve had a woman come to me severely traumatized because her father locked her in a dark cupboard whenever she was naughty. Can you imagine that? A two year old, shut away in a dark place she couldn’t get out of. Knowing that however much she cried or screamed or hammered on the door she wouldn’t be let out until her father thought she’d been punished enough. Someone who was supposed to love her and protect her, betraying every ounce of trust she put in him.’ 
 
    She sighed and shook her head, slowly. ‘However you look at it, Mike, it’s the power game that’s wrong; not just how it’s expressed. Not just the fact that it’s sex or violence or any other permutation.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ Mike said stubbornly, ‘you can’t think that sex with under-age kids can ever be right.’ 
 
    ‘Under what age?’ Maria challenged. ‘Under sixteen, under fourteen? Under twenty-one? Mike, I’m not trying to play devil’s advocate here, but the idea of what age is right for sex is largely a cultural thing.’ 
 
    She glanced across at him, noting his stony expression. ‘In other parts of the world girls are married at fourteen or even younger.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t think that’s right either,’ he declared irritably. 
 
    Maria shrugged. ‘Maybe not,’ she said, ‘and I’ll go as far as saying that the thought of an adult having a sexual relationship with a young child appals me.’ She grinned. ‘Very unprofessional, I know.’ 
 
    Mike allowed himself a half-smile. 
 
    ‘But there are so many borderline cases, where it’s hard to know what’s right. You can’t deny that kids have sexual feelings. That they explore what makes them feel good maybe long before they even know what to call it.’ She grinned. ‘I’ll bet when you were six or seven, you got told off for playing with yourself!’ 
 
    ‘I did not!’ he declared, his anger so out of proportion to the statement that Maria laughed affectionately. 
 
    ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘Of course not.’ Then, ‘Mike, I’m not suggesting you had any notion that what you were doing — OK, what little boys that age tend to do is consciously sexual. But the beginnings of awareness are there and by the time kids reach adolescence . . .’ 
 
    Mike was glaring again, clearly very uncomfortable with the whole track of the conversation. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Chief Superintendent Charles dumped the bundle of papers on the desk and glanced up as Price walked through the door carrying yet more. Fragments of Blake’s journal, so carefully assembled and photocopied by Eric Pearson were spread across the desk and spilled on to the floor. 
 
    ‘These were in the Central Library, sir,’ Price said, putting his bundle on top of the rest. ‘The librarian dropped them off at her local nick on her way home.’ 
 
    Charles sighed. ‘So that’s five locations so far,’ he said. ‘Busy little boy our Mr Pearson’s been.’ 
 
    He pulled out a copy of Eric’s Deposition from the middle of the stack and read it through again. 
 
    ‘You think we should have men stationed on Portland?’ Price asked. 
 
    Charles frowned and shook his head. ‘Can’t spare the men,’ he said shortly, ‘but you’d better increase the patrols and I want any calls from there graded one.’ He sat down at the desk and motioned Price to do the same. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s see if we can put this thing together, find out what all the fuss is about.’ 
 
    Price sighed deeply and sat down. Even as a kid he’d hated jigsaw puzzles. 
 
    * * * 
 
     ‘Did I ever tell you about Sophie?’ Maria asked him. 
 
    ‘No, who’s she?’ 
 
    Maria sat back and crossed her legs, allowing Mike a tantalizing view of smooth thigh. ‘Sophie was a woman we inherited at Oaklands, when it became part of the community programme. She’d been there for years. Oaklands was one of the old-fashioned asylums and by the time our lot took over she just didn’t know how to survive anywhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Is she still there?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘Oh yes. We sorted out her benefits for her and managed to fiddle things so she does little jobs in the kitchen and the garden.’ She shook her head, sadly. ‘She’s not stupid, Mike. One time, she might even have been a bright kid, but sixty years of being an inmate in the old Oaklands probably didn’t do a lot for stimulating her mind. But she’s all there when it comes to remembering why she ended up in the nut house.’ 
 
    Mike laughed and Maria smiled back at him. ‘Why was she there?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Sophie was shut away because society, in its infinite wisdom, saw her as a moral defective.’ 
 
    ‘A moral what? I mean, why?’ 
 
    ‘She got pregnant,’ Maria told him. ‘At fifteen years old and by a man almost twice her age.’ 
 
    Mike frowned at her. ‘I’m not sure I—’ 
 
    ‘Sophie was in love with him. Whatever we might think about the morals of the man, who was married, it turns out, and didn’t want to know when she found herself in trouble, Sophie loved him. She’d been having sex with him for the best part of a year before she was caught out and, from what she tells me, enjoyed every minute of it. She wasn’t coerced of threatened, Mike, she was in love.’ 
 
    ‘With a man twice her age who probably knew every trick in the book. What chance would a kid like that have to say no? What could she possibly understand about it?’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t want to say no, Mike. I asked her that. I tried to put pressure on her to admit that this man had persuaded her in some way, that she was in denial. But I don’t think she was. Would you have been so shocked if the lover had been a kid her own age?’ 
 
    Mike glared at her. ‘It isn’t right,’ he said. ‘It isn’t decent.’ 
 
    ‘Says who?’ Maria challenged him. ‘You can’t condemn kids for having feelings they might not be mature enough to understand or deal with. You can only blame the people who take advantage.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not easy with any of it,’ Mike confessed. All this talk of children, of sexual feelings in those he thought of as too young to even have a right to know about such things made him deeply uncomfortable, though Maria was right. If this Sophie had a relationship with another teen, he’d probably have felt very differently and he could have nothing but sympathy, anyway, for the girl, shut away as Sophie had been. 
 
    He thought of Stevie, his own son. Of the crush Stevie had had on the teenage girl who lived next door. Stevie had been only ten years old at the time, the girl a pretty blonde of seventeen. She only had to look at the boy and smile to have him blushing and stammering, hardly able to say a word to her. 
 
    They had laughed about it at the time, he and Maggie, but what was going on in Stevie’s head? Were they sexual feelings he’d had? Mike sighed. Innocent as Stevie’s feelings had been, well, yes, he supposed they were. But that didn’t mean Mike had to be comfortable with it. 
 
    He scowled angrily at Maria again, his thoughts still with Stevie. 
 
    Stevie had died in a hit and run accident. It would have been kind of ironic, wouldn’t it, if he, Mike, had been killed the same way. 
 
    He could feel the tears threatening again. Tears for Stevie and all the lost promise that his death represented, and for himself. Tears of pure fear and shock. Mike swallowed hard, determined not to show what he could not help but see as weakness. 
 
    He was uncomfortably aware that Maria was watching him closely, noticing every passing emotion, every fear and every part of his relief. He cleared his throat, making a show of coughing and changing his position in the bed. His ribs hurt him abominably and he felt so desperately tired. 
 
    ‘Price brought in the results of the ESDA test,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Maria accepted his change of subject without a blink. ‘Does it tell you anything?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It’s a list of names and dates. MISPAS — you know, missing persons.’ 
 
    Maria nodded. She’d got used to the jargon. 
 
    ‘It could mean anything or nothing,’ Mike went on. ‘Fletcher could have compiled the list from what he knew or he could have got the names from news reports, I suppose.’ 
 
    He was too tired to think straight. The fact was, he thought nothing of the sort. Fletcher had compiled that list from knowledge. 
 
    Maria got to her feet and bent over to kiss him. ‘I’m going now,’ she said gently. ‘You get some sleep. I’ll be back tomorrow.’ 
 
    Mike smiled weakly at her and returned the kiss, squeezing her hand and thinking how lucky he was to have this woman, even if she did have some strange ideas. 
 
    He was drifting into sleep even before she had left the ward, running through, in his half-dreaming mind, the list of fifteen names and dates. And of places. Four locations in all, set against the names. And of bodies buried in a farmhouse garden. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jaques parked in a side street opposite the hospital and sat for some time watching the main entrance. Suicide by drowning, he had decided, was not something that he could face. The thought of cold water closing over his head, of his feet and legs dragged into the depth of stinking mud, had been too much. He had returned to the car and driven to the hospital, with the vague thought of seeing Mike. 
 
    But it was late, he thought. Much too late. 
 
    Maria had left the hospital by the main entrance about fifteen minutes after he arrived. He recognized her tall, elegant figure crossing the hospital forecourt even from a distance. He watched her cross towards the car park and then pass out of sight between the cars. If she had left Mike, then it really must be late, much too late tonight. 
 
    His mind shifted on to a different tack. Had Charles found his letter yet? Would he have read it? He sighed. Charles might not even be at the nick. Probably home in bed, well out of this mess. 
 
    Jaques toyed with the idea of going back into work. Taking the letter from where he had left it and burning it before it could be read. After all, he’d been lucky so far. Maybe his luck would hold for just a little longer. 
 
    Starting the car engine again, Jaques dismissed the idea. It was too late now, no matter how you looked at it. Jaques wasn’t certain whether he should be frightened or relieved by the thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Saturday evening 
 
      
 
    Eric seemed unable to settle to anything. He had spent the evening wandering from room to room, half heartedly picking up a book and reading a few pages, or joining the family for a moment or two in front of the television before taking himself off again. 
 
    The children, engrossed in a comedy film, had taken little notice of him. They were well used to Daddy ‘mooching about’, as Johanna called it, and the film had been far more exciting than their father’s mood. 
 
    It was good, Johanna thought, to hear them laughing. Behaving like ordinary, untroubled children, if only for a little while. Half an hour ago, she had hustled the eldest of them off to bed, checked on the youngest and then gone down to the kitchen to make tea for herself and Eric. 
 
    And here she was, she thought sadly, sitting with a pot of cold, stewed tea, still waiting for Eric to come and join her. 
 
    Time was when this last part of the evening, with the children in bed and a brief while left to spend alone together, had been the most precious part of their day. 
 
    What had happened to them? Johanna wondered. To the closeness and the love they had once had for one another? She sighed deeply. Everything, it seemed, had been sacrificed to this burning need Eric had within him. In time, even she and the children had been consigned to the heat of it. 
 
    Sadly, Johanna began to climb the stairs up to the living room. She could hear Eric pacing about up there, could hear the television still chattering to itself, and the slight, comfortable, going-to-sleep movements of her children in the rooms above. 
 
    Standing at the head of the stairs, Johanna watched for a moment as Eric paced back and forth, along the length of the back wall, pausing every so often to peer out into the dark beyond the uncurtained window. 
 
    He didn’t hear her come into the room, didn’t hear, either, as she shut off the news broadcast showing some new slaughter, neighbour against neighbour, in some other part of the world. 
 
    Johanna crossed the room towards him, catching a glimpse of herself in the black mirror of the window. How old she looked, body still slim despite bearing so many little ones, but the face lined and wounded, as though only the saddest parts of it could still function and smiles were long forgotten. 
 
    ‘Eric,’ she said, laying a gentle hand on his arm. 
 
    Eric Pearson jumped as though he had been stung, his expression in the dark window at once startled and enraged. Then his expression softened. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘It’s you.’ 
 
    He turned away from her, pacing along the other wall this time as though to break what little contact she still claimed with him. 
 
    ‘What is it, Eric?’ she asked him softly. ‘Come and talk to me about it. I’ll make some fresh tea and we can talk it through.’ 
 
    He turned to look at her, but only for a moment. Then he shook his head and looked away. 
 
    It seemed, to Johanna, that there had been no more than bare recognition in his eyes. No love, no concern, no contact. 
 
    Johanna felt the pain of it rising to her throat, threatening to choke what little life she still had a hold on. 
 
    Sighing, she let her gaze travel around the shabby, messy room. She should tidy up, really. At least pick up the children’s toys, or straighten the magazines. 
 
    Her gaze came to rest on the cardboard boxes that Sam had brought over. 
 
    Eric had set the boxes in the corner of the room after his first brief look through them, and then left them there. 
 
    She went over, bent down and began poking about inside. 
 
    ‘Why don’t we unpack these, Eric?’ she asked, forcing a little brightness into her voice. 
 
    This time he didn’t even glance at her. 
 
    ‘Maybe later,’ he said, then turned towards the window once again. 
 
    Johanna stared at him a moment longer; then decided that if Eric didn’t want to look, well, she might as well. Anything was better than this, following Eric around the house, waiting for him to speak to her. 
 
    It took two trips before she had the boxes down on the kitchen table. It would be nice, she told herself, to look through these things. Memories of happier times. Of what seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    She began to empty the boxes out on to the kitchen table, imagining that Eric was there beside her, sharing the memories with him, whispering softly. 
 
    ‘Oh, Lord, Eric, do you remember this tie?’ she whispered, covering her mouth with her hand to suppress the laughter. ‘Frank bought it for Judy’s wedding, wore it with that old pin-stripe suit of his. You remember, don’t you? We all laughed so much. Elder Thomas said that all he needed was a violin case and wingtip shoes and he could double for Al Capone.’ 
 
    She paused, her face lighting with the memory. Judy’s wedding, on a summer morning. The late mist just rising on the lawn and the bride so beautiful in her long blue dress with flowers in her hair. 
 
    There should be photographs in here, Johanna thought. Photographs of Frank and Judy and the rest, posed, laughing and exuberant on the gravel drive in front of the house. 
 
    Eagerly, Johanna began to sort through the plastic bag of photographs, pausing now and then to look more closely at one or two of them. The faces, the smiles. ‘Oh,’ she murmured, ‘how young we all looked back then.’ She wiped the tears away and, smiling softly to herself, laid the photographs aside. Later, she would take them to bed with her, show Eric. He’d be bound to take notice then, tucked up comfortably in their bed. Certain to relax enough to want to talk, to remember all the good times with her. 
 
    Smiling properly now, she dived her hand into the box once more, deliberately not looking, like a child with a Christmas parcel, trying to discern the surprise by touch alone. 
 
    Round and cool, heavy in her hand. Ah, yes. She knew what that was. Johanna lifted the object out. The large mille fleur paperweight Aunt Em had been so proud of. ‘Real Victorian, she used to swear it was. Do you remember, Eric?’ She turned it in the light, examining the little flowers and geometric patterns set within the clear glass. ‘And you used to tell me off,’ she said, ‘because I always thought the blessed thing was so ugly.’ She giggled, suddenly childlike, and plunged into the box once more. 
 
    Books and trinkets emerged, to be examined and then strewn across the table. Aunt Em’s pearls — ‘Wonder if they are real, Eric.’ A couple of heavily bound gold-blocked volumes of poetry. ‘Keats and Shelley, my dear. Never went anywhere without one of them, did he? Not that he ever went anywhere anyway.’ Three or four more brilliantly coloured neckties. ‘He must have spent a fortune on these over the years.’ She laughed. ‘Dear old Frank. Never without his tie. Old suits, baggy trousers and shabby cardigans, but always a tie.’ 
 
    She wiped her eyes once more, not realizing until now how much she grieved for Eric’s brother and his wife. Both gone now, and never even the chance to say goodbye. 
 
    ‘And look at this, Eric.’ She lifted the last item from the box. About eight inches high and dark brown with swirling patterns scraped into its clay body. Frank’s owl. ‘Swore it came from Peru, didn’t he? But we knew Judy bought it in that little craft shop we went to.’ She paused. ‘Now where was that?’ Johanna shook her head as her memory failed her. It really was an ugly thing, but Frank had liked it, and Judy had bought it for him, which would have made it special no matter what. Frank had loved all the children growing up in the House of Solomon and Judy, after her dad had died and her mother wasn’t able to cope, had become like another of Frank’s own. 
 
    Thoughtfully, Johanna tilted the owl backwards to peer into its beaky face, feeling, as she did so, something moving inside. 
 
    She shook it, puzzled for a moment, then turned it upside down, smiling to herself again. 
 
    There was a slit in the bottom of the owl, there to release the gases during firing. The kids used to post things into it; then cry when they couldn’t get them out again. 
 
    Holding it above her head and peering into the narrow slit, Johanna shook the owl again, curious to see what would come out. Whatever it was seemed to be jammed fast. Taking a vegetable knife from the kitchen drawer, she tried again, poking the tip of the knife into the hole and trying to coax out whatever was inside. 
 
    It took time and patience, but Johanna had both. Wiggling the tip of the knife backwards and forwards inside the slit, she gradually managed to draw the edge of the object down. With a little jerk, she pulled the knife free. A thin sliver of what looked like brown plastic poked out. 
 
    ‘Now what’s that?’ Johanna murmured to herself, setting to work with broken fingernails to draw the strip the rest of the way out. 
 
    In the end, there were three of them lying on the table. Brown strips of photographic negative, a little scratched from her efforts with the knife. 
 
    For a moment, Johanna stared at them, all trace of her smile now gone, her face tight and wounded once again. 
 
    Somehow, Johanna guessed what she would see, even before she lifted them to the light. 
 
    * * * 
 
    DCS Charles looked warily at the envelope with his name on it. 
 
    ‘This must have been left for you, sir,’ the desk sergeant said to him. ‘It was stuck in the day book. No one saw it till the shift change.’ 
 
    Charles thanked him and took the envelope, waiting for the sergeant to leave before he opened it. ‘It’s from Jaques,’ he said, looking at the neat handwriting on the front of the envelope. 
 
    ‘Jaques,’ Price breathed. ‘Oh, boy.’ He glanced at the mess of paperwork lying on the desk. Jaques’ name was in the journal. Descriptions of Jaques’ involvement with Blake and Fletcher and the rest were laid down in the greatest of detail. And Jaques wasn’t at home. His wife hadn’t seen him since the previous morning. 
 
    And now this letter. 
 
    Impatient now, Charles ripped open the envelope and read the few lines written on the sheet of paper. 
 
    ‘It’s an address,’ he said. 
 
    Price was on his feet, reaching for the paper. 
 
    ‘You know where this is?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Take some back-up,’ Charles told him, his face grave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Sunday, early morning 
 
      
 
    It was clear, just from the way Jaques walked down the length of the ward, his footfalls quick and decisive, that he was not a happy man. 
 
    Mike gave him an expectant look and invited him to sit down. Jaques didn’t. He remained standing, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, fingers jangling keys and loose change, his voice as tense and abrupt as his footsteps had been. 
 
    ‘I can’t stop,’ he said, ‘and besides, I’ve just seen breakfast about to be brought in. Wouldn’t want to interrupt.’ 
 
    He paused, frowning, then sat down after all, leaned forward to rest his hand on the side of Mike’s bed in what was, for Jaques, an outstanding show of intimacy. 
 
    ‘Just wanted to be the one to tell you, Mike. Courtesy, you understand, but this thing’s got bigger than any of us thought.’ He sat back and rubbed his face with the palms of his hands. 
 
    ‘You look tired, sir,’ Mike commented. 
 
    ‘I am, Mike, I am. It’s been a long night, you know. Anyway, it looks like internal affairs will be taking over from here on in.’ 
 
    ‘What. . .?’ Mike was taken aback. 
 
    Jaques silenced him abruptly. ‘You’ll be laid up for a good while yet, so it’s no longer your worry. . . You’ve heard about the body?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘Puts a different complexion on things,’ Jaques went on. ‘Mike, we’ve not always seen eye to eye, I know, but we’ve rubbed along pretty well, haven’t we?’ 
 
    ‘I should say so,’ Mike said, wondering where this was leading. 
 
    ‘And I know you’ve always been one to give a fair hearing, even to the likes of Eric Pearson.’ 
 
    Mike frowned. ‘Everyone deserves to be heard, sir, whatever our personal feelings might be,’ 
 
    ‘Quite so, quite so.’ 
 
    He rummaged in his pocket and handed Mike a few sheets of folded paper. Mike took them. Jaques sat fidgeting until Mike had finished reading. Then he said, ‘Well, what do you make of it?’ 
 
    Mike separated the pages. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is part of Blake’s journal. And this,’ he fingered Eric Pearson’s Deposition gingerly as though it might bite, ‘is not going to endear him to the residents of Portland Close.’ 
 
    Jaques snorted rudely. ‘No, no, I don’t suppose it will,’ he said. He got to his feet and took the paper back from Mike, folding it tightly before replacing it in his pocket. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘I know this is not where you want to be, but that’s just the way of things sometimes. You try your best to keep things going and then it all blows up in your face.’ He stood hesitantly beside the bed as though wanting to say more. ‘I just came to keep you informed, Mike. Nothing official, you understand,’ he said at last. 
 
    Mike nodded, puzzled now by Jaques’ attitude. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said. ‘I appreciate that.’ 
 
    Jaques straightened himself up and shuffled his feet as though impatient to go but still having something left to say. 
 
    ‘Just get yourself better, Mike,’ he said. ‘Take your time and don’t try to come rushing back before you’re ready.’ He nodded, as though satisfied that he’d got the message right. 
 
    ‘Just take your time,’ he said again, and then he left. 
 
    Mike watched him walk down the ward, listening to the swift footsteps and taking note of the rigidity of Jaques’ back. 
 
    ‘Now,’ he said softly to himself. ‘What was that all about?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The door was forced, the hydraulic ram smashing the lock from the frame. The uniformed officer with the ram kicked the door open. Then he and the other two men accompanying Price streamed ahead of him into the house, two running up the stairs and the third heading towards the downstairs rear. 
 
    The front door opened directly into the living room. A second room could be seen beyond and off that, the small kitchen. 
 
    The stairs were hidden behind a panelled door leading off from the corner of the room. The windows still had their original sash boxes and the tiled fireplace, now with an ugly modern gas fire sitting in front of the arched grate, also looked untouched from the time of first building. 
 
    There was newspaper on the wooden floor, old and yellowed, between the front door and the opening to the other room. His gran had done that, Price remembered. Put newspapers underneath the carpets when they were laid. Said it helped them last longer. Stopped them rubbing against the floor. 
 
    He moved through to the middle room just as the third officer came back from the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Bathroom tagged on to the back of the house,’ he said. ‘Back door’s locked and there’s no sign of a key. Want me to force it?’ 
 
    A shout from upstairs cut across Price’s reply. He ran up the steep, narrow stairs, his feet echoing on the uncarpeted wood. 
 
    ‘In here, sir.’ 
 
    It was the smallest room at the back of the house. There were new locks on the door. On the outside. Price eased himself past the other officers standing silently in the narrow corridor. He pushed the door fully open and stepped inside. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ 
 
    There was very little in the tiny room with its single window. Just the smell of stale urine making the air foul and a single bed with an old mattress lying at an angle across it. A mattress with a wide, dark, brownish stain spread across its width. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jaques never quite made it back to his car. He’d not hurried, instead walked slowly across the hospital forecourt with the steady, purposeful air of one determined on a direction but in no major rush to get there. 
 
    ‘Sir.’ The young PC stepped in front of him, the look on his face almost apologetic as though he couldn’t quite get his head around this arrest of a senior officer. 
 
    Jaques glanced up at him, then sideways at the other officer who had suddenly appeared on his other side. 
 
    ‘I’d like you to come back to the station with me,’ the young officer began. ‘DCS Charles . . .’ 
 
    ‘Would no doubt want the job done properly!’ Jaques glared at him. His mind already pushed beyond reason, this lack of protocol annoyed him excessively. 
 
    It was the second, older officer who stepped forward and read him his rights. Who made certain he was cuffed and led to the waiting car with the minimum of fuss. His words echoed in Jaques’ mind as they drove away. ‘Accessory to murder. Accessory . . .’ 
 
    Sighing, Jaques leaned back as well as his cuffed hands would allow him. 
 
    ‘Sloppy!’ he announced suddenly, directing his words at the younger officer driving the car. ‘Very sloppy. Don’t read a man his rights, his brief would have a wonderful time with you on the witness stand. That’s if it ever makes it as far as court. Technicalities, you know, always watch out for the technical foul.’ 
 
    He lapsed into silence then, bemoaning to himself the carelessness of youth, shaking his head sadly in disbelief at it all. ‘Still wet behind the ears,’ he murmured softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Sunday morning 
 
      
 
    Maria had stayed over at John Tynan’s after visiting Mike. It was the weekend, nothing for her to go back to Oaklands for, and it cut a full hour off the travelling time to the hospital. 
 
    Neither of them had hurried to get up and it was almost nine before they had got round to breakfast. 
 
    The peace of the Sunday morning was shattered by the piercing ring of the telephone. John fairly leapt into the hall to snatch it up, Maria following him, their instant, twinned thought that it must be the hospital. 
 
    John lifted the phone to his ear, then shook his head at Maria, a puzzled expression on his face. Satisfied that it wasn’t the hospital, Maria went back into the kitchen. From the hallway she heard John say ‘yes’ a couple of times, then, ‘Well, I wouldn’t be too happy about that, my dear,’ then ‘yes’ again and the phone being placed back on its cradle. 
 
    ‘You’ll never guess who that was,’ he said as he came back in. 
 
    Maria raised an eyebrow, her mouth quirking at the corners in a slight smile. ‘Who?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Well, that was Johanna Pearson. Wanting to know about our Sam, she was, and if I could give her his address.’ 
 
    ‘I take it you didn’t,’ Maria said. 
 
    John smiled. ‘Listening in to my conversations, are you? No, I didn’t. For one thing I didn’t think it would be fair on Sam, to maybe have her turning up with no warning, and the other thing is, she’d have had a hard time getting out there with no transport. It’s not exactly somewhere you can get a bus to.’ 
 
    Maria laughed wryly. ‘Not many places you can these days,’ she said. ‘So? What are we going to do?’ 
 
    ‘We?’ John said. Then he smiled broadly. ‘We, my dear, are going to telephone my friend Embury and warn him to be expecting visitors. Then we’re collecting Johanna Pearson and driving her out there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Maria questioned. ‘And you think that will be fair to Sam, do you? Landing us and Johanna Pearson on his doorstep on a Sunday morning?’ 
 
    John looked thoughtful and began to butter his toast, scraping the knife across the surface, making patterns in the yellow butter. 
 
    ‘She sounded distressed,’ he said. ‘Said there were things she had to talk to Sam about without Eric being there.’ He looked across at Maria, his old blue eyes slightly guilty, a little embarrassed. 
 
    ‘She was almost in tears, love. You could hear it in her voice, and a woman like Johanna Pearson doesn’t cry for nothing, I’m sure of that.’ 
 
    Maria regarded him steadily for a few moments, then she reached across the table and squeezed his hand. 
 
    ‘You’re a nice man, John Tynan,’ she told him. ‘Now, when do we leave?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dora’s Sunday morning mood had been shattered by that single sheet of paper taped roughly to the lamp post on the back path. 
 
    She had been on her way to the shops. The big store had started to open on Sundays a few months before, and, despite her feelings that it maybe wasn’t altogether right, Dora had taken to ‘forgetting’ little items on their Saturday shop, just for the pleasure of wandering around the half-empty store. 
 
    And now she had found this. This cruel, unfair letter, or whatever it could be called. Taped up here for all the world to see; for all the world to read that man’s accusations. 
 
    It wasn’t fair! It was cruel! How could this man say things like that and, worse, tape them up in a public place for anyone to see. 
 
    No way could Dora just stand by and let this happen. The police should know. And the neighbours. They couldn’t let that terrible man get away with this. 
 
    Dora re-entered the Close just as Johanna Pearson left it. The two women passed within feet of each other, but the distance between them could just as well have been a hundred miles. 
 
    Each woman looked the other way, though Johanna couldn’t help but notice the look of anger and distress on Dora’s face. 
 
    Johanna glanced back swiftly as she passed through the kissing gate and on to the back path, noting the crumpled paper Dora clutched so tightly in her hand. Trying to dispel the sense of dread closing in on her. 
 
    Johanna had told John not to come down into the Close to pick her up. She would meet them, she said, in the car park close to the shops. 
 
    Maria and John had said little on the drive there. It seemed hopeless to speculate about Johanna’s sudden desire to see Sam. It must, Tynan had said, be something to do with the things that Sam had brought over to them; but he couldn’t make any guess about what. 
 
    ‘Maybe it’s all just getting too much for her,’ Maria suggested. ‘Maybe, with Sam being the only family she’s got, she’s looking for some kind of help from him to get her and the kids out of this.’ 
 
    John shook his head, concern creasing the corners of his mouth. 
 
    ‘I hope not, love,’ he said. ‘Sam’s got his own life to lead without Johanna and her tribe butting in. And I can’t see Eric welcoming him. He’d see any help Sam tried to give as blatant interference, and the boy could do without Eric maybe causing trouble for him.’ 
 
    Maria nodded thoughtfully. ‘I guess you’re right,’ she said. 
 
    They sat in silence for a few moments longer, then Maria asked, ‘Is that her, John?’ 
 
    John looked over to where Maria indicated. A woman in a brown skirt, white blouse, and, despite the heat, what looked like a tailored jacket, was advancing on them. Johanna walked quickly, her flat shoes planting themselves firmly on the pavement and her long skirt flapping. She moved anxiously and hurriedly, allowing only the swiftest of glances as she crossed the road and strode towards them. 
 
    ‘Who is this?’ Johanna demanded, looking askance at Maria. 
 
    ‘Maria Lucas.’ Maria introduced herself, extending a hand across the back of the car seat. 
 
    Johanna ignored her. ‘I hope it won’t take us long,’ she said. ‘I can’t leave the children.’ 
 
    ‘Is Eric not there?’ John asked her. 
 
    Johanna’s look was piercing and accusatory, as though he had no right to ask. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘Eric’s there.’ 
 
    Then she turned her gaze to the passing world outside the window and chose not to speak again throughout their entire journey. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was around ten thirty when DCS Charles arrived at the hospital. 
 
    ‘We’ve arrested Jaques,’ he said without preamble. ‘Seems this man Pearson knew what he was about with that damned journal of his.’ 
 
    ‘Jaques was mentioned,’ Mike whispered. Then frowned. ‘But to arrest him just on the strength . . .’ 
 
    Charles was shaking his head. ‘Suspicion of murder,’ he said. He sat down heavily on the hard plastic chair at the side of Mike’s bed. ‘Led us to a house, back side of those derelict warehouses on Canal Street. We’re waiting for confirmation from forensics, but first impressions are the Sanderson boy was killed there.’ 
 
    Mike stared at him for a moment, absorbing this. ‘Jaques was here, earlier this morning,’ he said slowly. 
 
    ‘We picked him up as he left. He said he wanted to confess to you, but didn’t have the nerve for it. Seemed to think that you would understand him . . .’ 
 
    ‘Understand him! God almighty.’ 
 
    Charles held out a placatory hand. ‘Easy, Mike,’ he said quietly. ‘He’s not exactly what you might call rational at the moment. The police surgeon reckons we’re going to have to get him sectioned.’ 
 
    ‘Sectioned!’ Mike was outraged. ‘So he can plead diminished responsibility? Get a nice easy place in some low-security psychiatric unit!’ He shook his head in bewilderment. ‘God almighty,’ he said again, as words appeared to fail him. 
 
    ‘You can appreciate,’ Charles was saying slowly, ‘this puts rather a different light on our Mr Pearson. Looks like he’ll get his time in court, after all.’ 
 
    Mike laughed bitterly, not sure what to think about that one either. ‘He’ll just love that,’ he said. ‘Just love it.’ He paused and looked sharply at Charles. ‘Jaques wasn’t the only one in the journal, was he?’ 
 
    Charles took a deep breath and shook his head. ‘No, Mike,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, he wasn’t. This is only just beginning. We’re rounding up everyone named in that bloody journal. Don’t have a lot of choice now, do we?’ 
 
    He rose to leave and Mike asked him, ‘You’ve seen a copy of Eric Pearson’s so-called Deposition?’ 
 
    Charles nodded. ‘That I have,’ he said, then frowned. ‘How did you get. . .? Never mind, I don’t want to know. I’ve got Price over at Canal Street waiting for SOCO to arrive, then I’m shipping him off to Portland for a chat with Mr Eric Pearson. Should keep him busy.’ 
 
    He glanced at Mike’s plastered wrist and the strapping on his ribs showing beneath his open jacket. 
 
    ‘Seems to me you’ve got the soft option just now,’ he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Sunday morning 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s lovely here,’ Maria commented as they walked up the lane towards Embury’s cottage. 
 
    John nodded. ‘Last of old England,’ he said. ‘Tall trees and shaded lanes and not a sound except for the birds.’ 
 
    Maria laughed at him. ‘Bet it’s hell in winter.’ 
 
    John shook his head in mock disapproval. ‘No stamina, these exotic birds,’ he said. ‘First sign of a little cold and off they fly.’ 
 
    Laughing again, Maria gave him a shove. 
 
    ‘Hit an old man, would you?’ 
 
    ‘Might do! And anyway, John Tynan, I’ll have you know I was born and bred in this Merrie England, so I’m entitled to hate the winters.’ She paused, looked at Johanna, pacing out strongly up ahead of them. 
 
    ‘I think we should get a move on,’ she said. ‘She looks about ready to storm the cottage walls.’ 
 
    John nodded and they quickened their pace. 
 
    ‘What’s bothering her, do you think?’ Maria asked him. 
 
    ‘Blessed if I know, love. She doesn’t exactly give a lot away, does she? Ah. There’s Embury. But not a sign of Sam. I hope he’s here. Embury said he would be by now.’ 
 
    Johanna stood a few feet from Embury, studiously ignoring his polite greetings. 
 
    ‘I want to speak to Sam,’ she demanded. ‘I need to speak to him right now.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ Embury told her, not seeming in the least put out by her manner, ‘but Sam isn’t here yet. I expected him back about an hour ago, but you never can tell what’s going to hold him up.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll wait,’ Johanna stated flatly. ‘Out here.’ 
 
    ‘Just as you like, Mrs Pearson,’ Embury told her calmly. ‘I’ll have some tea sent out to you, shall I? And John, my friend, good to see you. Come in, come in. And, let me guess. This is Maria.’ He reached out to clasp Maria’s hand, pumping it enthusiastically. ‘How is Mike? I read about the accident. Terrible business, of course, terrible.’ 
 
    Maria exchanged a grin with John as Embury shepherded them into the house. 
 
    Johanna remained outside, stiff and immovable as any sentry. Eyes fixed on the distant ribbon of main road, watching and waiting for Sam to arrive. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The arrests were timed to be simultaneous. The solicitor, roused from his late Sunday lie-in. The young father of two on the tenth floor of the tower block. The middle-aged accounts clerk in his quiet suburban cul-de-sac. There seemed on the face of it to be no link. A chance meeting. Reply to the same ad in a contact magazine. Same place of work or mutual friends of friends. 
 
    All had their rights read and their houses searched. Their neighbours watched and their families protested their innocence, left behind, bewildered and devastated. 
 
    Sitting in his car, Charles listened as he was informed of the arrests. He sighed, hoping the searches would turn up the evidence they needed to bring charges. 
 
    Experience told him that nothing would be easy to prove. 
 
    He could just see the media reports. A police superintendent. A well-known CPS solicitor and evidence that this had been going on for years. He could just see the headlines. No one was going to come out of this smelling sweet. 
 
    By eleven o’clock on Portland Close the need to talk had brought people out on to the street. Eric Pearson watched them — small knots of people gathering on doorsteps; standing around at the end of the cul-de-sac, casting knowing, vicious glances in his direction. 
 
    Let them do what they liked, he thought. Think what they liked. He’d be ready for them, whatever they might choose to do. 
 
    ‘We’ve got the hosepipe ready, Dad.’ 
 
    Eric turned to nod and smile at his son. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Very good.’ 
 
    The boy stood uncertainly in the doorway, watching as Eric filled another bottle one third full of petrol, topped it with a layer of oil and stuffed the neck carefully with tightly wadded rag. 
 
    ‘When’s Mum coming home?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm? Oh, I don’t know, son. Soon, I expect. Soon.’ The boy turned away. Eric could feel his unease, his instinct that today was different from those other days. He called after him. 
 
    ‘Don’t you worry, now, my boy. It will all be fine. You’ll see.’ 
 
    Eric turned his attention back towards the window. ‘After today,’ he told himself quietly. ‘After today, it will all be over.’ 
 
    At length Eric decided it was time to call the police. From his home-made weaponry in the top room of the house he called the local station. 
 
    There was a street full of them now. All waiting, all watching. All hating him and hated in their turn. 
 
    He picked up the receiver and dialled in on the nines. ‘I’d like to report a disturbance,’ he said. ‘On Portland Close. My name? Oh yes, of course I’ll give my name.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Johanna had grown more and more restless. It was almost an hour after they had arrived that she saw a battered old army jeep turn off the main road and rock and clatter its way up towards the house. 
 
    Sam got out and eyed her warily. 
 
    ‘Aunt Johanna,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you come inside?’ 
 
    Johanna had no time for niceties. She dove straight into the questions she needed answering. 
 
    ‘Those negatives, Sam. Did you put them inside the owl? Is it you responsible for planting such filth?’ 
 
    Sam’s bewilderment was obvious even to Johanna. ‘Owl?’ he said. ‘What owl, Johanna? I just brought you the stuff my dad wanted you to have.’ 
 
    Johanna glared at him. ‘Don’t play the innocent with me, Sam Pearson. You must have packed the stuff and it was you brought it over.’ 
 
    Sam was shaking his head. ‘I don’t know what you’re on about, Aunt Jo. My dad packed it up a week or so before he passed on. Knew he didn’t have much longer, he did. Wanted to settle things, like. He couldn’t make it from his bed by then but he had us bring a load of boxes to him and Elder Thomas packed what he told him in each one. Then the whole lot was put in store till Mr Tynan went with me to pick the stuff up and bring it over.’ 
 
    He advanced on her, his hands wide. Genuine bewilderment spread across his face. 
 
    Johanna stared at him, belief in Sam’s innocence fighting with her reluctance even now to see Eric in anything but a good light. 
 
    She turned abruptly on her heel and strode towards the door, thrusting it open. 
 
    ‘I want to go now,’ she said. ‘I’ve important things to do, so if you could please hurry.’ 
 
    Then she began to walk back towards the car, body tense and straight, fists clenched tightly, ready to take on anyone or anything that stood in her way. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The patrol car pulled to a stop in the middle of Portland Close and the two officers got out and looked around. One lifted his radio close to his mouth and spoke into it. 
 
    ‘Four eight to control, receiving.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead, four eight.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve arrived on Portland. There’s quite a crowd gathered, but they’re just standing around talking at the moment.’ 
 
    The controller sighed. ‘Well, it came in on the nines, four eight, and we’ve got a priority one running on Portland. Just see if you can have a word, will you, Alec? Find out what’s going on down there?’ 
 
    The constable grinned into his radio. ‘All nuts down here if you ask me, pet. Four eight out.’ 
 
    It didn’t take very much asking to find the cause of the problem. The residents of Portland were only too happy to oblige. 
 
    ‘Just take a look at this thing,’ Dora cried, thrusting Eric’s letter towards them. ‘And you lot are going to let him get away with it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s not a great deal we can do, love,’ the constable told her. ‘We could maybe do him for illegal fly posting, or you could get together and get a civil case going against him for defamation. But then you’ve got to prove it.’ He shrugged sympathetically. ‘Best advice I can give you all is let it lie. A few days an’ it’ll all have blown over.’ 
 
    ‘A few days . . .’ Dora stormed. ‘You think we’re going to stand by and let this . . . this . . .’ 
 
    Dora was clearly lost for words. The PC stepped in swiftly. ‘We’ll have a word, love. See if we can sort it out, eh?’ 
 
    He smiled encouragingly at the now furious Dora. Both officers crossed the street to Eric Pearson’s house. 
 
    ‘They don’t give a damn how we feel!’ Dora exploded. Her first anger had abated a little, given way to frustration. She was close to tears. 
 
    ‘There, there, Dora love,’ Lizzie told her, putting an arm around the older woman’s shoulders. 
 
    ‘Can’t rely on them lot,’ someone else said. ‘ “Take out a civil action,” ’ he mimicked. ‘ “Do him for fly posting.” ’ 
 
    ‘You come back inside and have a cuppa with me,’ Lizzie said, shaking Dora gently. ‘That’s it, you come with me.’ 
 
    Dora nodded. ‘All right, Lizzie dear, I will, thank you. But he’s not going to get away with it. Not this time.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right he’s not,’ someone muttered behind the two women as they walked away. There was a general murmur of agreement. 
 
    No one seemed quite sure what action should be taken, but one thing they were all decided on. This time, Eric Pearson was going to have to go. 
 
    Across the Close the two policemen were attempting to talk to Eric. He wouldn’t let them in, but leaned out of the living room window and shouted down. 
 
    ‘Well? And what are you going to do about that lot?’ 
 
    The two officers exchanged an exasperated glance. 
 
    ‘Well, sir, there’s not a lot we can do. There’s nothing to say that residents can’t gather in their own street, now, is there?’ 
 
    Eric gritted his teeth. ‘There’ll be trouble, officer. I’m warning you now. There’ll be trouble.’ 
 
    He slammed the window closed. 
 
    Sighing irritably, Alec lifted the radio close to his mouth once more. ‘Four eight to control, receiving.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead, four eight.’ 
 
    ‘No joy here, control. There’s a lot of noise from Pearson but that’s about it. No offences disclosed and not a hell of a lot of sense out of anyone either.’ He paused and glanced about him for the last time. ‘Resume now, can we, pet?’ 
 
    ‘Four eight from control. Yes, go ahead. I’ve something else for you over on Bringsmere Drive. A possible ten twenty-three. Neighbours report the occupants are away.’ 
 
    ‘Four eight to control. On way.’ 
 
    That was more like it. Possible robbery in progress. Anything was better than dealing with the public relations mess on Portland. 
 
    Eric Pearson watched as they headed towards their car. 
 
    ‘They’ll be back,’ he said to himself. ‘Oh yes, they’ll soon be back.’ 
 
    On the way back from Embury’s, Johanna had begun to talk. For the first ten minutes or so she had maintained the same stolid silence that had marked the outward journey. Then she had begun to speak. 
 
    ‘I believed him,’ she said softly. ‘Believed him. Always. Saw only what I wanted to see. I loved him, you know. I suppose I must still love him or it wouldn’t matter to me as much as it does. It wouldn’t hurt to know how much he’s lied to me. How long he’s lied to me and how long I’ve listened. Believing what I wanted to believe.’ 
 
    ‘Lied about what, Johanna?’ Maria asked gently, half afraid to speak in case it broke the spell that Johanna had woven around herself. Equally afraid of the silence that might come without her prompting. 
 
    Johanna seemed barely to have heard her. She continued as though there had been no interruption. 
 
    ‘We were happy there, you know. Sheltered from the outside and from all the corruption. Then Eric went away to study. Be a teacher. Teach our own without worries about the law. I told them all along that no one cared really. That there were plenty of people teaching their own children without a qualification to their name. But, no. They would have it right. The Elders, with all their worry about the law. About doing the right thing. And Eric went. Out into the world with all its doubts and its corruption, and he enjoyed it. Liked being out there and so instead of teaching our own young ones, he got a job in a school. He said he thought by teaching away from our House he could make a difference. And I believed in him. Believed everything he told me.’ 
 
    ‘You loved him,’ Maria said gently, only half understanding where Johanna was heading. Wanting to help. ‘You loved him, Johanna. We try our hardest to believe in those we love.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’re fools,’ Johanna stated, angrily. Her voice flat and harsh with pain. 
 
    They had turned down the main road towards Portland Close. 
 
    ‘Drop me here,’ Johanna demanded. ‘I don’t want you coming down.’ 
 
    Obediently, John stopped the car opposite the shops. Johanna got out hurriedly. 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ John asked her. Johanna nodded impatiently. ‘Of course, of course. Best you don’t come, though. I’ve things to do now and you’d only be in the way.’ 
 
    They watched her as she strode off, heading towards a little gravel path that led out of sight down the hill. 
 
    ‘You think we should go after her?’ Maria asked. ‘John, I really don’t think . . .’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I,’ he said. ‘We’ll go down by the road. It’s a bit of a maze around here.’ He grimaced, remembering the problems he’d had when he’d come out here with Sam. ‘Just hope I can remember the way.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eric had been patient. He’d waited and watched as the crowd in the street ebbed and flowed, sometimes dispersing altogether, only to return a little later; grown in strength. 
 
    He could feel its anger. The slow change in mood as people discovered that the notice Dora had found taped to the lamp post was not the only one. 
 
    It must seem to them, Eric thought, that the whole world knew by now how shabbily the residents of Portland Close had treated Eric Pearson and his family. 
 
    Guilt would make them act. Guilt and anger would force them to turn on him again and he’d be ready this time. More than ready. 
 
    He’d phoned the Chronicle after he’d rung the police, not expecting anyone to be there, but he’d left a message anyway on Andrews’ machine. 
 
    Done the same on his home number. 
 
    He had little faith in Andrews, but he was local and had, Eric knew, too many journalistic instincts to ignore a good story. 
 
    A loud pounding on the door made Eric look down. A man he recognized vaguely as living at the other end of the Close was hammering on his door, a piece of paper clasped in his hand. 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ Eric shouted down. 
 
    ‘You. Down here. Now.’ 
 
    Eric glanced behind him and gave the signal to one of his boys to get the hose turned on. Moments later the man at the door was dancing back, enraged as water from the upstairs window poured down upon his head. 
 
    Eric roared with laughter at the man, who was swearing and cursing and dodging back to escape the spray. 
 
    He could see the mood in the street begin to change. 
 
    The man, shaking water from his hair, picked up a stone from Ellie Masouk’s little garden and hurled it at the window. 
 
    ‘Well done, boys!’ Eric shouted gleefully. ‘There’ll be more along in a minute. Just you wait.’ 
 
    He smiled in great satisfaction at the sound of his children’s laughter coming from the bathroom overhead. 
 
    Eric turned from the window and reached for the telephone. Once again he called in on the nines, giving his name to the controller. 
 
    ‘I should hurry this time,’ he told her, ‘before you have a riot on your hands.’ 
 
    As he put the telephone back on its rest he heard with satisfaction something hard and heavy thumping, picking up a steady rhythm, against his front door. 
 
    Smiling now, Eric called up once again to his children to get to work with the hose. Then he dragged the crate of home-made firebombs out from behind the sofa, took one out, lit the cloth fuse and hurled the bottle out of the open window. 
 
    It exploded on impact, right in front of the main body of the crowd. A sheet of flame spread out across the ground, quickly followed by screams of fear and rage. 
 
    Eric Pearson was grinning broadly as he selected a second bottle from his little store, made sure the rag fuse was wedged in tight and lit the cotton wick. 
 
    This time his aim was more precise, though it meant throwing sideways to get at those still pounding at his door; three men, swinging what looked like a broken fence post between them. Battering against the lock. 
 
    The door gave way just as the bottle hit the ground. 
 
    Eric heard someone scream. Saw a man jumping back, the leg of his trousers in flames. 
 
    ‘Put him out, boys!’ Eric yelled, noting with satisfaction the accuracy with which the children aimed the hose at the burning man, and those who tried to beat out the flames with their bare hands, rolling him on the floor in an effort to stop the burning. 
 
    Eric was enjoying himself now. Gone beyond thought. He had forgotten, almost, what this was all about. His mind pushed too far, he knew only that he had to win. 
 
    Carefully taking another petrol bomb, he lit the fuse. He launched it from the window, just as the first of the police cars, sirens blaring, careered into the Close. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time Johanna entered the Close the crowd was silent and the police had restored some semblance of order. Johanna gave them barely a glance. 
 
    Dimly, she recognized John Tynan’s car. And a second, pulling up just behind it. That journalist, of course, here after a story. 
 
    Well, he would have one now. Johanna would make sure of that. 
 
    There was a policeman standing by the front door. 
 
    ‘I live here,’ Johanna told him, her voice icily calm. ‘And I want to go to my children.’ 
 
    He let her through. The children were crowded in the kitchen doorway, calling to her. Johanna gathered them to her, crooning softly to them, telling them that it would be all right, to just sit down and keep calm. 
 
    She got them around the kitchen table. Told the eldest to make tea. Fished a couple of packs of biscuits out of the tin. Allowed them chocolate ones as a special treat. Easing them back into some state of normality. 
 
    All the time, above them, she could hear Eric shouting. 
 
    Glancing out through the window she could see the crowd standing silently in the street. That woman John had with him, kneeling in the mud beside the hurt man as though she knew what she was doing. 
 
    Johanna could see, through the kitchen door, that the policeman at the front was much more interested in looking at the beautiful black woman than he was in watching her. 
 
    Taking a last look to make sure the children were settled, and slipping something into the pocket of her coat, Johanna seized the moment. 
 
    She was up the stairs in seconds. The policeman in the doorway had not even noticed her as she’d passed 
 
    Inside the room Eric was standing by the window. His hands were cuffed together and two police officers stood close beside him. One she recognized as the sergeant who’d come here before. 
 
    They were clearly getting ready to leave. One officer bent, as Johanna watched, to pick up the milk crate packed with half-filled bottles. Eric’s baseball bat was tucked beneath the officer’s arm and that long knife Eric had been so insistent on keeping handy was balanced across the top of the crate. 
 
    Drawers and cupboards hung wide open. Evidently they must have delayed leaving until Eric told them of any other weapons he had hidden. Well, Johanna thought, now is the only time I’m going to get. 
 
    ‘Eric,’ she said, stepping forward, her face expressing deepest concern. 
 
    Eric was smiling at her. ‘They’ll take notice now, Johanna. I’ll get my day in court now.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll get a bloody sight more than that,’ Price told him in an undertone. ‘If you’ll just stand aside, Mrs Pearson.’ 
 
    Obediently, Johanna stepped away from the head of the stairs. The officer carrying the crate went first, then Price, guiding Eric by the arm. 
 
    Johanna chose her moment well. The hand holding the mille fleur paperweight crashed down on Eric Pearson’s head. The first blow brought him to his knees. The second Price almost intercepted. Almost but not quite. Desperation gave Johanna speed and strength she had not thought she could possess. Eric Pearson lay, face down, sprawling across the top steps, a gaping hole in the back of his skull. 
 
    ‘Why, for God’s sake?’ Price had Joanna’s arm pinned behind her back and was cuffing her hands together. 
 
    ‘He lied to me,’ Johanna said simply. ‘About those photographs, about those little boys.’ She twisted her head around to look at Price. 
 
    ‘I couldn’t let him get away with it, you see.’ 
 
    Price stared at her. ‘Then why not let the courts decide?’ 
 
    Johanna Pearson shook her head. ‘Oh no,’ she said, her voice gentle with regret. ‘I couldn’t do that. They’d have locked him away, you see, and Eric would not have been able to cope with that.’ She looked down at the body of her dead husband. The stairs were crowded now. Other officers and paramedics were arriving on the scene. ‘It’s better this way,’ she told Price. ‘Better for everyone.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Outside, John and Maria stood with Andrews. The journalist had arrived, not at Eric’s summons but at Dora’s, drawn by the evident distress of the woman and her equally evident sense of hopelessness that the problem could be solved. 
 
    This wasn’t the story he had come to write. 
 
    Johanna Pearson saw them as Price brought her from the house. 
 
    The children stared out from the window, bewildered faces pressed against the plastic. 
 
    ‘You there,’ Johanna called to John. Price paused and John came over to them. 
 
    ‘You’ll call Sam,’ she said. ‘Get him to tell Elder Thomas. The children must go back to the House.’ She nodded as though to confirm what she had just said. ‘You’ll see to it.’ Price raised an eyebrow at John, then led Johanna away to the waiting car. 
 
    ‘You think social services will let them?’ Maria asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, my dear. You know how the system works better than I do. But I can’t think of anyone else willingly wanting six very disturbed children. Can you?’ 
 
    Maria sighed, her gaze held by six pairs of eyes, watching intently as their world fell apart around them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Sunday evening 
 
      
 
    ‘Eric’s dead,’ Maria said quietly, seating herself on the edge of Mike’s bed. It was almost nine o’clock. Mike had spent a day of intense frustration imagining what might be happening and willing Maria, John, Price or anyone to come and put him out of his misery. 
 
    He’d tried to reach Charles by phone, only to be told that he was conducting an interview. Now, as though such largesse was a reward, he had Maria and Price here at his bedside. 
 
    ‘Eric’s dead?’ he echoed, his tone disbelieving. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Johanna,’ Maria told him. 
 
    ‘Whacked the fucker with a bloody paperweight,’ Price added, his expression disgusted. ‘And yours truly not two feet away.’ 
 
    Mike listened as they filled him in on the day’s events. ‘There’ve been more arrests,’ Maria told him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, and the bloody press is having a field day.’ Price grimaced. ‘You can just see the headlines, can’t you? “Man Murdered by Wife While Being Handcuffed.” ’ He snorted angrily. ‘I’m officially on holiday as of now.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve suspended you?’ Mike asked, deeply concerned. Price was a good man. 
 
    ‘Not so you’d notice,’ he said. ‘Compassionate bloody leave till they figure out whether or not to bust me to playground duty.’ 
 
    He flopped angrily in the plastic chair and reached over to steal more of Mike’s fruit. Munched in a clouded silence that spoke volumes about his feelings for Eric Pearson and his crazy wife. 
 
    Maria smiled. ‘I had a word with the doctor,’ she said. ‘They say I can take you home tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Home?’ The thought of his drab flat was not encouraging. 
 
    ‘To John’s. I’m on holiday too as of tomorrow.’ 
 
    Mike smiled properly for the first time in what felt like days. 
 
    ‘Marry me?’ he asked, ignoring Price. 
 
    Maria squeezed his hand. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’ll give it some thought.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    For three days a police cordon was maintained at the end of Portland Close. The Pearson house was sealed off with a duty officer left guarding the front door. 
 
    It was a boring job. Those on duty were glad of the distraction when the locals talked to them and brought them too many cups of tea. 
 
    It was a quiet place, Portland Close. That was the general consensus, anyway. Ordinary. Kids playing in the streets, people chatting on the corner, tending to their bits of garden. 
 
    At the end of the third day, the cordon was lifted. The policeman went away and the local council boarded up the broken door. 
 
    Later the same night, when the late summer dusk had turned to full dark, the door was prised open. 
 
    There were three or four of them involved — stories varied depending on who told them, but whatever their number, they carried sledge hammers and steel bars and smashed everything left behind in the big house at Portland Close. 
 
    Even the stairs, where Eric Pearson’s blood had soaked the carpet and seeped through into the wood, was smashed into splinters. 
 
    No one in the Close had heard a thing. 
 
    A few days later, Ellie and Rezah Masouk came home. Rezah let go of Farouzi’s hand just long enough to lift the new baby in its carry chair from the car, then clasped her hand tightly once again. 
 
    Fara chattered like a bird, tugging on her father’s fingers to make certain he was listening. Then running to Dora, as their front door opened and comfortable, familiar Dora reached out her arms towards the little girl. 
 
    Ellie stood beside the car, staring at the big house, at the steel grilles covering the windows and door, preserving what little was left of the inside. 
 
    ‘They’re gone, then?’ she asked quietly, as Dora came over to her. 
 
    The woman nodded. ‘Oh yes, my dear, they’re gone,’ she said, satisfaction giving richness to her voice. 
 
    She reached out and hugged the younger woman to her. 
 
    ‘And it’s so good to have you back,’ she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Right now: I do not want to be told truth. 
 
    I want lies. Sweetly spoken: 
 
    Courteously deformed, 
 
    Deferring to my need for compliment. 
 
    Right now, I need . . . 
 
    No. Not even words. 
 
    I want the lies the body tells, 
 
    The caress of flesh 
 
    Warm arms curved tight 
 
    And a soft touch — though not so soft, 
 
    My soul 
 
    Cannot feel it burn. 
 
    Right now: 
 
    I do not want the demon lover: 
 
    Or the secret longings 
 
    Which call my name from the deepest shadows, 
 
    I want only . . . lies 
 
    Sweet and sensual lies . . . 
 
    Easing me into peace. 
 
    Or make them truths 
 
    If you so desire 
 
    But tell me nothing, 
 
    That . . . 
 
    I do not need . . . 
 
    To hear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
    She took a good photograph, anyone would say so. She had that look about her, that little bit of self-doubt, or not quite innocence, that men found so appealing. Some men. 
 
    She’d always resisted Jake’s attempts to make her look even younger than she was. The schoolgirl look or the baby doll just wasn’t her style, she said. Though it was amazing what you could do with the right software package these days. 
 
    In the end he’d turned her out pretty much any way he wanted and she hadn’t said a word about it. 
 
    He turned the pages of the latest magazine. Computer porn might be the newest thing, but personally he preferred the finished article to be one he could roll up and carry in his pocket. 
 
    Which he did now, tucking the magazine into the inside pocket of his coat. 
 
    It would be a collector’s item before long, this edition. In certain circles anyway. Those that were in the know . . . 
 
    Not because it was anything harder than you could pick up from the top shelf of any news-stand. Nothing more than soft porn in this edition. The other stuff, the stuff he could have been arrested for if he’d been caught prancing round town with it, that was elsewhere. Already distributed on the multimedia wave. 
 
    No, it wasn’t the content that made this little package rare, but the scarcity of the commodity. 
 
    There would be no more centrefolds of this little lady. Not unless, of course, you liked your meat well done . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Thursday, 15 December 
 
    Norwich 6.05 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Stacey hesitated before squeezing through the gap next to the park gates. It was dark in there but it was also the quickest way of getting home. Besides, turning around and walking back the way she’d come would mean running into Richard again and she just knew he’d be standing around, waiting for her to come back to him. Well, sod that! Stacey wasn’t going to apologize for anything. Let him stew for a while. 
 
    Once inside the park she stopped and groped in her bag for the little penlight torch she had attached to her key-ring. The thin beam of light showed her only a few yards of the muddy path before it was swallowed by the thick darkness. She slid her finger through the ring, posting the key in between her fingers the way that guy in the self-defence class had told them to. Nervous now, her mind niggling about those reports in the papers. 
 
    Maybe after all she should go back and find Richard. Not apologize exactly, just open the discussion enough for him to give her a ride home. 
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder one more time, startled by what sounded like a footstep. 
 
    ‘Richard? Is that you?’ No reply. ‘Richard. Oh for Christ’s sake, if that’s you . . .’ 
 
    She shone the torch back through the wrought-iron gates but could see nothing, no one at all walking along the lonely street. 
 
    Stacey moved swiftly down what she could see of the slimy, leaf-covered path. The silence seemed to close in all around her, only the heels of her boots clacking with a reassuringly steady beat as she walked and the jingle of loose change in her pocket breaking the quiet. 
 
    Stacey shivered. It had begun to rain and the air was damp and clammy against her skin. Thinking she would be driven home, she had worn her denim jacket and left her umbrella on the table in the hall. She quickened her pace now as the rain fell more heavily. 
 
    And then it happened, footsteps, the sound of someone running making her look back. Richard’s name half spoken before one hand was clamped around her mouth and a second hand grabbing at her breasts, the man’s body pressed tight against her back. Then he shifted sideways and she was on the floor even before she realized that she was falling. The hand gone from her mouth now, Stacey screamed in fear, then in pain as the fist came crashing down at the side of her head. 
 
    Only half-conscious, she still tried to wriggle away from him. Felt the sudden chill of air on her legs and stomach as he wrenched her skirt up above her waist. Hard fingers bruising as they grabbed between her legs. 
 
    Stacey tried to scream again, but he was on top of her, his body heavy on her chest and his breath hot in her face. He was saying something but Stacey was too stunned to understand the words. 
 
    The torch, the keys, somehow she had managed to keep hold of them, the ring still tight around her finger. 
 
    She brought her right hand up, striking into the man’s face. Her left hand reaching and grabbing at his hair, winding her fingers tight and pulling as hard as she could. Adrenalin and fear had overcome the pain of her bruised and bleeding head and half-closed eye. 
 
    The man was yelling now, loosening his grip on her just for an instant. Stacey hit out at him again, fighting for her life as he came back at her, his hands tightening on her throat. 
 
      
 
    Norwich 7 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike sat uneasily between Maria and her sister Josie, watching as three wise men, bearing gold-wrapped boxes, slow-marched across the stage. Enthusiastic music, played on a slightly off-key piano, helped to keep them in time, left feet, right feet, lifted in unison like an odd, dissociated caterpillar making its way towards the manger. 
 
    He tried desperately not to fidget. The hard plastic of the chair was digging into his back and there was no room to stretch out his long legs. A tall man who liked space to move around, Mike felt over-large and over conspicuous wedged in between proud parents and grandparents. His body cramped and his mind overwhelmed by remembrance of another time when his son Stevie had been one of the three kings. Wearing his father’s old plaid dressing-gown and holding his gift high as he presented it to the little girl cuddling the baby doll. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t she look lovely?’ 
 
    It was Maria, smiling happily at her niece. Little Essie was grinning so much she almost forgot her words. Her thick black hair, braided tightly and threaded with blue and yellow beads, swung around her face as she strutted forward with her arms outstretched to take the presents from the kings. Mike didn’t have to look sideways to know that Josie dabbed at tears watching her little girl up on the stage. 
 
    He tried hard to smile, knowing he should feel grateful to be included in such a family time, but it brought back so many morbid thoughts; since Stevie had died, he’d always found it hard to cope with this pre-Christmas rush of emotion. 
 
    The angels were just about to break into a new song when the beeping started, breaking into the giggling hush of children too small to be really quiet. Mike grabbed at his pocket to silence it, aware of Maria’s glare as he peeked a look at the number on the LCD screen. He unfolded himself awkwardly from the little plastic chair, trying hard not to catch her eye as he headed for the door, apologizing as he went and horribly conscious of every inch of his six-foot-two frame. 
 
    Maria caught up with him at the outer door. 
 
    ‘I thought I told you to leave that bloody thing behind.’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, actually it was the phone you told me to leave behind . . .’ He smiled sheepishly. ‘It’s work,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it always?’ 
 
    ‘Um, I need the car keys, the phone . . .’ 
 
    She sighed in exasperation and dug into her pocket for the keys. ‘You’d better take the car,’ she said. ‘I’ll get a lift back with Josie.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ He paused, wondering if he should risk a kiss goodbye. He reached out and caught her hand instead. 
 
    ‘I’m really sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You’re always really sorry.’ Maria shook her head. ‘God! Never get yourself involved with a policeman.’ 
 
    He watched her as she stalked away, shoulders set, irritation flowing from every pore. This was the third time in as many already scarce evenings off that he’d been called away. He could understand her getting mad at him. Mike was relieved when she glanced back from the door, not quite smiling, but her expression softening enough to let him know he was off the hook . . . almost. 
 
    Then he got into the car, rummaged in the glove compartment for the phone and called the office. ‘DI Mike Croft.’ He listened in silence as they told him about the latest attack. 
 
    ‘They’ve taken her to the Royal and District, Mike. Price is interviewing the boyfriend.’ 
 
    ‘Is she badly hurt?’ 
 
    ‘Bruising, shock. They’ll be keeping her overnight though. You’ll want to speak to the boyfriend?’ 
 
    Mike signed off and turned the ignition key, listening to the low purr of the engine for a moment or two before pulling away. His mind already cataloguing the new information, he turned the car towards the hospital. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    West Kennet, Wiltshire 7 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The light drizzle had begun when the old man left the house, walking the dogs out of Avebury village and across on the straight route to the Devizes road. It was already dark, and the mist and rain cut visibility even further. To his left the ridge of West Kennet long barrow rose from the downs, and the cone of Silbury Hill loomed out of the mist in front of him. He could barely make out either familiar landmark through the dark and rain that fell more determinedly minute by minute. And it was turning uncomfortably cold. He decided that he and the dogs were getting too old to be traipsing about in this kind of weather. That he should cut the evening walk short and head for home. 
 
    As he turned, a red glow caught his eye. He peered through the grey murk trying to make sense of it and as he did the redness grew larger flowering more brightly against the backdrop of grey. 
 
    ‘What the . . .’ He took a few steps across the road and started along the path that led up the ridge towards the barrow. The blaze had full hold now and as he drew closer he realized that what he was seeing was a car, flames and thick black smoke billowing out of a part-open window. 
 
    ‘Bloody joy-riders.’ He watched enough television to know the latest trends in crime. 
 
    But he was curious about the car and, thinking about it, more than a little confused. Surely if joy-riders had set the vehicle alight he should have seen them running away. Seen something, even through the filthy rain doing its best to penetrate his topcoat. It would have made most sense for them to have run back towards the road, towards him and the dogs and away from the fire. Go the other way and they’d have to scramble over fences into the fields beyond. 
 
    Leaning heavily on his stick, not certain whether he should beat a hasty retreat — who could tell what kind of young hooligan stole cars and then set fire to them? — or go further up the track and see if he could make out which way the miscreants had run, the old man took a few hesitant steps forward. He circled wide of the burning car, knowing that the petrol tank could blow at any time. 
 
    ‘Oh my sweet Lord,’ he whispered, ‘Oh my Lord,’ as the black plumes of smoke parted just for an instant and he could see through the open window a slumped figure in the driver’s seat of the blazing car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Hoton, Norwich 8.15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    John Tynan sipped his tea and stared absently at the television set. He often wondered why he watched television police dramas. They were usually so far removed from anything he’d ever been involved with while he was on the force, and their ignorance of procedure often made him cringe. Still, he enjoyed them all the same. 
 
    This was better than most, he thought. Good characters, so he could forgive the inaccuracy. And he was pretty certain he knew who’d done it. 
 
    Tynan leaned forward to get himself more tea, watching the screen as he eased the blue and yellow knitted cosy from the brown pot, following the two major characters as they poked around in the aftermath of a house fire. 
 
    ‘Damn and blast!’ The insistent ringing of the doorbell broke across his concentration. ‘Who the hell . . . at this time of night?’ 
 
    Reluctantly, John Tynan made his way across the overcrowded little room and out into the hall, wrenching the front door open with an impatient tug. 
 
    ‘Hello, John.’ 
 
    ‘Maria!’ He stared in surprise at the tall black woman standing on his doorstep. ‘Come in, come in.’ 
 
    Maria turned to wave her hand towards a waiting car, then stepped into Tynan’s hallway. ‘Oh, but it’s cold out there. Josie just dropped me off,’ she said, explaining the car. ‘I had to let Mike take my car, only realized after he’d gone that his flat key was on the ring and it’s too far to get back to Oaklands tonight.’ She turned to kiss John swiftly on the cheek. ‘Hope you don’t mind?’ 
 
    ‘Mind? No. Welcome as spring, my dear. But hurry in, I’m watching that police thing on TV and he’s just about to get it all wrong again.’ 
 
    Maria laughed and followed John through to the living-room, unbuttoning her coat and unknotting the green silk scarf she wore at her throat. 
 
    ‘Are you cold? Pull the chair close to the fire, that’s it.’ John took her coat and laid it on the ottoman that stood near the window, then resumed his place on the two-seater sofa. ‘I’ll make you some tea in a minute.’ 
 
    ‘No hurry, John.’ She nodded towards the television. ‘Know who did it yet?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll put money on the husband.’ He smiled across at her. ‘Mike get called in again?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. It’s getting to be normal. I don’t know, but my guess is it’s another assault.’ 
 
    John nodded in agreement, glancing back at the television to keep up with the plot. ‘They seem to be getting nowhere about as fast as this lot do,’ he said. 
 
    Maria stretched, then got up again. ‘Mind if I use your phone?’ she asked. ‘I’d better leave him a message. Tell him where I am or he’ll think I’m really mad with him.’ 
 
    ‘Well, help yourself, my dear. I’ll see about getting some more tea.’ 
 
      
 
    9 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike had spent only a short time at the hospital. Stacey had been able to tell him very little. Concussion and shock, her doctor had said. It would be better to try again in the morning. Mike had agreed. Stacey’s mother had arrived by the time he’d left; the parents had been out at a party and it had taken a bit of time to find them. They’d been horrified, devastated that this had happened to their child. At first furious with Stacey’s boyfriend, for letting her storm off alone, then, in the same breath, grateful that he’d decided to follow and had saved their daughter. 
 
    The front office was empty but for the desk sergeant who buzzed him through. Mike mooched towards his own office, wondering what Maria was doing and if she’d recovered her good mood yet. Used to being on call herself, she was tolerant of the strange hours he often kept but just lately the interruptions had seemed constant. 
 
    Sergeant Price was already there, seated behind Mike’s desk and sorting through some papers. He looked up with a quick smile as Mike came in. 
 
    ‘Oh, hello there, guv. It’s not typed up yet, but I thought you’d want a look first thing. By the way, Maria phoned. Said she’s at John Tynan’s. Apparently you took her keys.’ 
 
    ‘Blast it.’ Mike felt in his pocket. ‘One more thing wrong tonight.’ 
 
    He plonked himself down in the chair opposite, eyeing the paperwork Price had been shuffling. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Statement of one Richard Mattheson. Boyfriend of Stacey Holmes, the girl who was attacked.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I’ve just come from the hospital. Big waste of time that was. Too shocked and too well sedated to get anywhere tonight.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve sent the boyfriend back to the hospital.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so he’s already gone?’ Mike was a little put out. ‘I came in intending to talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, guv, but he’d already made a full statement and he wanted to get back to his girl. We dragged him over here while forensics did their bit, but it didn’t seem right to hang on to him longer than we had to.’ 
 
    Mike sighed. It had been a wasted evening all round, it seemed. He suddenly felt surplus to requirements and bitter about having lost time with Maria to no purpose. ‘The boyfriend. What did he have to say?’ 
 
    ‘Briefly, that she’d stormed off after a silly argument. He’d let her stew for a while then followed her.’ Price smiled tightly. ‘Seems she’s the fiery type. He generally gives her a bit of cooling off time before he tries to make peace. Anyway, he got concerned and went after her. Followed her and realized when he reached that dead end near the park gates that she must’ve gone through. Just gets over the gate and he hears her screaming. The bastard’s on top of her by the time lover-boy arrives and drags him off, and of course he’s too busy comforting the girl to go chasing after her attacker. Just knows he ran off towards the main path.’ 
 
    ‘How long before our people were on the scene?’ 
 
    ‘Less than seven minutes. We beat the ambulance. The boyfriend had a mobile, called it straight in. No sign though. It’s pitch black in the park that time of night.’ Mike nodded thoughtfully and skimmed through the written statement. ‘She fought back?’ he asked, picking up on the one thing Price hadn’t mentioned. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ The sergeant sounded chuffed at the thought. ‘Like the boyfriend said, she’s got a temper. She’d got her keys in her hand and hit the bastard at the side of the face with the sharp end. Pity she didn’t take his eye out. As it is, he’ll hopefully have nice, visible scratches to remember her by. We’ve told the press office to make a big thing of that. Might shake a few trees.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. Anything new would be welcome just now, though it was just as likely to result in the exposure of anyone who’d cut themselves shaving that morning. 
 
    ‘Right then,’ he said, getting wearily to his feet once more. ‘Nothing more to be done tonight.’ He paused at the door. ‘Eight thirty at the hospital. They should have breakfast over by then.’ He grinned wryly, remembering his own recent stay. He’d returned to full duty only two weeks before and been landed with a serial rapist. 
 
    ‘Sick leave,’ Superintendent Flint had told him ironically. ‘DI Pike’s been handling it but he’s off with a hernia. Caseload too heavy for him, no doubt. So I’ve put it in your in-tray. Time for a fresh eye.’ 
 
    Making his way down the stairs to the front office, Mike wondered vaguely why he always managed to get landed with the messy ones. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Friday, 16 December, 2 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Jake had been waiting for close on an hour. He was good at waiting, patient that way. What he needed now was a little luck. The right person to come out and to do it soon before the crowd started to leave en masse. It was always a gamble, when Jake was asked to make something to order like this. However much forward planning he did there was also an element of luck in casting the right person for the role and, sometimes, luck wasn’t available for hire. Jake figured he had maybe another fifteen minutes of clear time; after that, the game would not be worth the risk. There would be other nights. 
 
    The street was off the main drag; there was little passing trade not headed for the club. By two in the morning even the doormen had retreated inside. Usually, by that time, more people had already been crammed inside than would upset the local fire chief. After that, the doors opened at intervals only to let people out. 
 
    That suited Jake. Standing in the shadows, he could see with little risk of being seen and those that occasionally emerged were far too drunk or otherwise involved to take notice. 
 
    Jake was about to give up when the right one came out. First, two young men, arms thrown about each other, sailing through the door on a raft of music. The one Jake wanted was with them. His blond hair brassy in the street-light, tight shirt and jeans accentuating a lithe body. He stood almost still, pulling on a leather jacket, shivering against the sudden cold. 
 
    He was perfect, Jake thought, just perfect. 
 
    Jake waited as the three of them went through their farewells, the small ritual, exaggerated by alcohol becoming stumbling pantomime. Jake could hear their laughter from where he stood across the street, invisible and silent until the couple finally helped each other stagger on their way and the one he wanted wandered on alone down the empty street. 
 
    Jake waited a little longer, knowing there was no hurry. The sound of the young man’s uneven footsteps were audible even when he turned the corner into a side road. Jake followed then, not wanting to be too far from his car. His rubber-soled shoes made little sound on the wet path and he moved without hurrying, not troubling to hide himself now. Anyone looking would just see a man walking as though he had somewhere to go, he wouldn’t even get a second look. 
 
    Turning the corner, Jake saw the one he wanted right ahead. He was making slow progress, his steps meandering, body swaying slightly as though he had forgotten that he’d left the club and could still hear music. Deliberately, Jake crossed the road, not following now, but seeking to draw level, then a little ahead. His target saw him, glancing his way briefly but seeing only a man who’d stopped and was searching through his pockets to find a cigarette. Glancing across the street, Jake put the cigarette between his lips and patted at his pockets, frowning a little. Then he crossed the road. 
 
    ‘Scuse me, mate, you haven’t got a light, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I don’t smoke,’ the man shrugged. His words were slightly slurred, then he swayed backwards slightly, taking a step to steady himself. He pointed. ‘There’s a little shop round there somewhere. Always open. Bet they’d have some.’ 
 
    ‘Right, thanks.’ Jake took the cigarette from between his lips and put a hand in his coat as though to find the pack. The younger man began to turn away but Jake had fired the Taser before he took another step, and he fell down, gasping, trying to cry out, as 25,000 volts surged through his system, the wire pinned to his body gleaming in the street-light. Then Jake had the hypodermic in his hand and plunged it into his victim’s arm. 
 
    Bending, he hauled the young man to his feet and pulled a limp arm around his neck. The victim was just about conscious enough to move his feet as Jake half-dragged him along the road. His car was parked only a street away, and Jake didn’t hurry; he slurred his footsteps and his speech, falling off the pavement and stumbling along in the gutter, enjoying the role even though there didn’t seem to be anyone to hear. 
 
    Then he dumped the now unconscious body into the boot of his car and settled himself in the driver’s seat. Jake was smiling as he drove away. 
 
      
 
    Norwich 2.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The silence of the sleeping house was soothing as he sat alone, television on, sound turned right down. 
 
    His face was sore where she’d caught him with the keys and his jaw ached from where the man had thumped him in the mouth. 
 
    The physical discomforts, though, they were nothing compared to the piercing anger at having been interrupted. 
 
    He had hung around the park afterwards, staying in the shadows just feet away from the police searchers storming their big-footed, cocky way down the narrow maze of paths. One passing so close he could have reached out and tripped him. Watched him break his great fat face falling on to the concrete. 
 
    It gave him one hell of a buzz, that. Knowing he was so close and they knew nothing about it. Almost made up for what he’d lost. Almost . . . 
 
    Time for another letter, maybe, telling them just what great clumsy fools they’d been. 
 
    He’d been disappointed when they hadn’t published his letters. Not even mentioned them in any of the reports that he had read or seen on the TV. 
 
    It did cause him a moment’s worry, that they knew. Knew about him and about the other one. The one who’d started the whole game. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    5 a.m. 
 
      
 
    DCI Charlie Morrow sat at his desk in Devizes HQ with his back to the radiator, steaming gently. It was a filthy night. Charlie was soaked through despite his coat and there had been no sleep and bugger all to eat. 
 
    He glanced at the pictures in front of him. The first ones, processed in a hurry and rushed through to him only moments before. 
 
    The photographs made the crime scene look like a film set. The bright glare of the dragon lamps and the eerie flaring from the lights of the fire tender heightened contrast and detail. Blackness beyond the rough circle of light and activity, though even the darkness was in turn swallowed up by the mist rolling wetly across the downs. 
 
    What the photographs could not show was the cold misery of spending the best part of the night waiting for a bloody car to cool down enough for SOCO to get a proper look. 
 
    He pulled the photos of the body closer to him and stared hard at the charred remains. Contorted legs and arms, blackened torso. The whole looking more like a lump of burned carpet than what had, a short time before, been a human being. 
 
    The growling of his stomach reminded Charlie that he was hungry. He was also dead tired and not in the best of humours. Impatiently he shoved the photographs into the folder and dumped it on top of the pile of telephone statements. Then he heaved his not inconsiderable bulk out of his chair and ambled towards the door. 
 
    The car was stolen, that much they knew; it had gone missing from its owner’s drive two nights before. The owner had not been best pleased to find his pride and joy was now not only a burned-out wreck but had a badly fried body in the driver’s seat. He’d been even less pleased to be woken at three in the morning to be apprised of the fact. 
 
    Charlie lifted his coat from the peg and shrugged into it, shivering slightly at the feel of damp clothes beneath. He really ought to go back and change before the morning’s briefing. At least that would give Mickey’s place a chance to open and he could fit breakfast in before the hired help arrived. Brightened by the fact that he’d solved at least one of the morning’s problems, Charlie Morrow switched out the light and headed for home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    7.50 a.m. 
 
      
 
    ‘Will you need a lift back to town?’ Maria asked. 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘Thanks, but no. Price is coming out to pick me up; the garage should have finished with my car by midday.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you just give in and part-ex it? Get something like mine.’ Maria’s new Mazda was her pride and joy. 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t get part-ex on a roller skate, the state his old wreck’s in,’ John began. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing wrong with my car . . .’ 
 
    ‘That a can of petrol and a lighter wouldn’t solve,’ Maria put in swiftly. ‘Seriously, Mike, it’s about as reliable as a burnt match. This is the third time in a month you’ve had problems with it.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know, but it would be like trading in an old friend.’ 
 
    ‘I hope when I get that decrepit you’ll have sense enough to give me a decent burial,’ John told him. ‘You’re heading straight to the hospital?’ he continued, changing tack. 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Said we’d get there early to talk to the girl. And the initial forensics reports should be back this morning.’ 
 
    A car horn sounded from the narrow road outside John’s cottage. ‘That’ll be Price.’ Mike bent to kiss Maria. ‘I’ll give you a ring.’ 
 
    ‘I must be off too,’ she said. ‘I’ll just give you a hand to tidy up, John. Then back to it, I guess. You’re out tonight, aren’t you? Your wife’s old friend?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Theo Howard. You’ve got a busy day?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Full case load today and some private stuff tonight.’ She grinned. ‘Got to pay for the car somehow, you know.’ 
 
    The cottage seemed very empty after Mike and Maria had gone. Tynan finished putting away the breakfast things and then wondered what to do with the rest of his morning. 
 
    A small Christmas tree stood in the hall, ready to be trimmed. First time he had bothered in years, since Grace had died in fact. Mike and Maria would be spending the holiday with him this year. Grace had loved this time of year. John was used to being busy and retirement had not come easily. There had been a time, while his wife Grace was alive, when the prospect of time at home without the pressures of police work had been a very attractive one. But Grace had died. Cancer taking her from him. Nothing had ever quite filled the gap. 
 
    Tynan wandered into the living-room and switched on the radio. It was still tuned to her favourite station. Tchaikovsky, one of the few composers he could actually recognize, flooded the room with richness. Impatiently, Tynan wiped the blurring of tears from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    8.00 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Cavendish Road in Norwich was a quiet street. Ordinary and suburban. A row of what had once been prosperous Victorian villas, complete with basements, lined one side of the road. They were now mostly divided into flats and bedsits. The other side, slightly later and more modest terraces, occupied for the most part by young couples buying their first home. 
 
    The street behind Cavendish Road, Sullivan Avenue, still retained its sense of grandeur. Tree-lined, habited by prosperous family houses, Edwardian semis with sweeping bay windows and cramped but well-paved driveways. 
 
    At the end of Cavendish Road itself stood a terraced block of five, divided from the rest by an alleyway. Their small rear yards backed on to the gardens of Sullivan Avenue. This was a neat, red brick row, each with a little forecourt, net curtains at the windows and a couple of steps leading up to the front door. 
 
    Theo Howard stood on the steps of the end one of these five, clasping her pink towelling robe tightly closed over her half-dressed body as she bent down to collect the morning’s milk. Despite the robe, she looked neat and wide awake. Her thick grey hair was already combed and her make-up carefully applied to make the most of her large blue eyes. 
 
    She straightened up and took a moment to survey the street before turning back inside. Watching as the milk float trundled its noisy way around the corner. Waving briefly as her neighbour got into his car and left for work. 
 
    A few of the older children were already on their way to school, wandering towards the main road to catch their bus. She watched as the boy went by. His dark hair needed cutting again and his trainers, as usual, bore the traces of last night’s football game. Theo almost lifted her hand to wave to him, but resisted at the last moment, knowing there would be no response. He was far too aloof to hope for that. Instead she smiled and, clutching the milk bottle with both hands, ducked back inside and closed the door. 
 
    Davy was already engrossed in the morning papers. 
 
    ‘More tea?’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    A lock of dark hair had fallen forward across his forehead, reminding her of the boy, making Davy look even younger than he was. She flopped down in the chair opposite and reached out for the teapot. Sitting there, his mind absorbed by breakfast and the morning news, Theo could watch him at her leisure. Admire the dark curls and the smooth, clean-shaven face. The way the muscles of his jaw dimpled and the brows creased as something in the paper caught his eye. 
 
    Theo shook her head, laughing inwardly at the butterfly feeling in her stomach that happened every time she looked at him. If only, she thought with a deep and wrenching sadness, these moments could go on for ever. 
 
    She gave herself a little shake and looked around for distraction from the melancholy that threatened, glancing instead at the headlines on the morning paper. 
 
    ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed. ‘Aston Park.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The headlines on the paper,’ she pointed them out. ‘Another girl. Whatever is it all coming to?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘You take care tonight. Get a taxi back from night school if you decide not to drive yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I will, I will. Not that anyone’s going to bother with an old thing like me.’ 
 
    She caught Davy’s smile from across the table. ‘Fishing, Theo?’ he asked. Then put the paper down and drained his tea. Even at fifty-two, they both knew that Theo could still turn heads. 
 
    ‘Got to go,’ Davy said. ‘Take care today. I mean it.’ He came around to her side of the table and kissed her lightly on the cheek, avoiding her lipstick. Then gathered up his coat and briefcase, his mind already on the day ahead. 
 
    ‘What did you do to your face?’ Theo asked him. ‘You never did get around to telling me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he said, touching a finger lightly against his temple. ‘Cupboard door at work. Some fool left it open.’ She watched him go, finishing her tea, the pleasure brought by Davy’s company dissipating as she thought of her own day. 
 
    Sighing, Theo got to her feet and took the pots over to the kitchen sink. 
 
    ‘Oh damn,’ she said suddenly, looking out of the window to see if Davy’s car had already gone. She’d meant to remind him to be home on time. John Tynan had telephoned the evening before and confirmed, after all, that he’d be coming to dinner. 
 
    She reached into the pocket of her robe. Inside was a folded piece of paper covered with neatly written words. It began: ‘Right now; I do not need to be told truth.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The boy with the unruly hair and dirty trainers hesitated at the corner of the road and stared, frowning towards Sullivan Avenue. His frown disappeared as the girl came racing around the corner. She stopped, catching her breath as she got to him and fell into step. 
 
    ‘God, I thought I was going to be late. Trying to get my homework finished. I’ve been up since six. You done yours?’ 
 
    Terry shrugged. ‘Got the maths done. English doesn’t have to be in till tomorrow.’ He scuffed his feet. ‘I looked for you last night at the recce. Waited till nearly nine.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m sorry,’ Sarah told him. ‘I did say I didn’t think I could get out and my dad was fussing round, looking at my work and stuff. You know how he is.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ He fell silent for a moment, then brightened. ‘Still on for Saturday?’ 
 
    ‘Course it is. I’m going Christmas shopping with Maddie in the afternoon so I’ll be getting changed at her place. We’ll go to the party from there.’ 
 
    ‘What have you told your parents?’ 
 
    ‘That I’m going out with Maddie and the rest of the crowd. I mean it’s not really a lie, is it? Most of them will be at the party.’ 
 
    He shrugged, but said nothing. The bus was coming and they had to run to make it to the stop in time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    From the window of the flat Judith watched her son walk down the street and pause at the corner of the road. 
 
    Terry was old enough to get his own breakfast, but she got up and had coffee with him, needing some kind of kick to get her started on her day. She waited till he’d gone to have her first cigarette. She knew it was stupid, but somehow hated him to see her doing anything that she felt was slightly wrong. He’d had such a rough time, been away from her so long . . . 
 
    Sighing, Judith moved away from the window. She made herself a second cup of coffee, took it and her early morning cigarette into the bedroom and turned on the radio. She listened with half an ear to the morning news as she smoked her cigarette and sorted out her clothes for the day. A staff uniform for the local supermarket hung behind the door. Four nights a week, Judith spent three hours stacking shelves. Another five mornings she acted as receptionist for a wood merchant’s across town. It was a family business, and the daughter-in-law took over in the afternoon when her kids went to nursery school. Judith was dreading them starting full-time, knowing it would probably mean the end of her job. Piss poor though the pay was, it was something. Family credit topped up a lousy wage and made sure she got help with paying rent on the two-bedroomed flat, so they managed. Just. Though she dreaded every new expense that came along. 
 
    She fished a dark skirt out of the wardrobe and went to fetch the iron, pausing by the bedroom door. Unhooking the uniform from the back of the door revealed a cheap, distorted mirror. 
 
    ‘My God, just look at yourself,’ Judith muttered, leaning forward to examine the dark shadows beneath her eyes. 
 
      
 
    8.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Stacey was dressed and ready to leave. She sat beside the hospital bed in a high-backed chair. Her long blonde hair was drawn back from a pale bruised face, and the marks from the attack showed clearly on her throat. 
 
    Mike sat down on the bed. ‘Hello, Stacey,’ he said. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Mike Croft. I was here last night.’ 
 
    She looked at him and managed a weak half-smile. ‘I don’t really remember,’ she said. Then, ‘They say I can go soon. I’d like to go home if that’s all right?’ 
 
    He saw her swallow nervously and nodded. ‘Of course. I’ll keep this short. Is someone going to pick you up?’ 
 
    ‘My mum and dad. They’ll be here soon. Look, I told everyone everything I could last night, do I have to go through it all again?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘If you want me to go away and leave you alone, I will,’ he said. ‘If you want someone with you while you talk, then that’s fine too.’ 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, then took a deep breath and nodded her head. ‘I’ll be all right,’ she told him. ‘I’m sorry, it all happened so fast. I never thought I’d fight like that, but I just knew that I was going to die and every time I close my eyes I’m there again, with his hands round my throat and his breath on my face and . . . They gave me something to make me sleep last night and it was worse than if they hadn’t. He kept chasing through my dreams, his hands all over me and I couldn’t wake up enough to get away.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Mike said softly. 
 
    They both fell silent for a moment, Stacey biting her lip and staring at the floor. A nurse hovered discreetly in the background, folding the sheet corners of another bed and smoothing the covers. 
 
    Mike began again. ‘Is there anything more you can remember, Stacey? Something really small maybe that came back to you?’ 
 
    Still staring at the floor, she shook her head. ‘No, nothing. I told them all I knew last night.’ 
 
    Mike decided that he would get no further. He could see her parents walking down the ward, anxious looks creasing their faces. 
 
    ‘You’ve been given the numbers to call if you need anything or if there’s anything you want to add?’ 
 
    She nodded again. ‘You’re the one investigating?’ she asked. ‘It is you?’ 
 
    ‘My boss, Superintendent Flint, he’s the one in charge,’ Mike told her. ‘But . . .’ he smiled. 
 
    ‘You’ll be the one doing the work,’ she finished for him, trying to smile properly this time. 
 
    Stacey’s parents had reached the bed. Mike introduced himself again, but they remembered him from the night before. 
 
    ‘We can take her home now?’ Stacey’s mother asked. ‘She’ll be better off there.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Then a thought struck him. ‘Stacey, the man who attacked you. How did he smell? I mean, was he wearing aftershave, anything like that?’ 
 
    She looked puzzled, frowned, really trying to think. 
 
    ‘No,’ she said. ‘No, I’m certain of it. He smelt kind of clean, if you know what I’m saying. Not over-scented or anything, just kind of soapy and clean.’ 
 
    Price had waited for him in the corridor. When Mike got to him he was leaning against the wall, gazing out of the opposite window, a plastic cup of coffee in his hand and an expression of complete boredom on his face. He was trying to ignore the sound of Christmas carols drifting out of the children’s ward. 
 
    He brightened when he saw Mike. ‘She remember anything more, guv?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘She looks like the others, small and blonde.’ 
 
    ‘She’s the first one you’ve met, isn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I’ve had a good look at the pictures.’ 
 
    They left the hospital and walked across to where they had parked the car. ‘So, what do we have?’ 
 
    ‘Six victims,’ Price said. ‘Age range fourteen to twenty-two, though the youngest was all made up to go on the pull and could have looked older and the eldest could easily have passed for seventeen. This one had her eighteenth birthday just last month. Make of that what you like.’ He frowned. ‘We’ve got an eighteen-month span timewise.’ 
 
    ‘As far as we know.’ 
 
    ‘As far as we know, and the attacks have been more violent as time’s gone on. The fourth and fifth girls could have died.’ 
 
    ‘So could this last,’ Mike observed. 
 
    ‘True. But it seems to me he only got really vicious when she tried to fight him off. She hurt him, he retaliated.’ He paused. ‘Look at it the other way, mind, girl number four, Tracy Wilding, she didn’t fight. She stayed passive, tried to keep him calm and got her head caved in for her trouble.’ 
 
    They reached the car. Price slid into the driver’s side and started the engine. 
 
    ‘No sign of him using a weapon this time,’ Mike observed. The two previous victims had been hit with something hard and blunt-edged. 
 
    ‘Just his hands. No, but it’s not the first time we’ve seen that. Tracy Wilding had choke marks round her neck, if you remember?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Then we’ve got two of the victims mentioning some kind of scent or aftershave. This one described him as clean and soapy.’ He paused, picturing in his mind the street map pinned to his office wall and the six pins marking the places where the attacks had taken place. ‘All open, public places,’ he continued. ‘Four parks, one common and one multi-storey car park. We know each time the attacker went some distance on foot, but there’s nothing to say there wasn’t a car parked close by, or that he hopped on a bus.’ 
 
    ‘Not after attacking Tracy Wilding and Debbie Hall, he didn’t. There’d have been too much blood.’ 
 
    ‘OK, so it’s likely he used a car. So he’s fully mobile.’ 
 
    He waited thoughtfully before continuing. ‘So, what does he do? Cruise around looking for small, blue-eyed blondes or does he pick his victims first and wait for an opportunity?’ 
 
    ‘Not very likely, guv. Way I see it, he gets the urge and goes hunting.’ 
 
    ‘How many hunts before a strike? And if he doesn’t find what he’s looking for, what then?’ 
 
    Price glanced at him. ‘You reckon the more violent attacks came after a few failures?’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s possible, yes. And then, then we have the letters. IF they’re genuine.’ 
 
    ‘If they are, it could be the one thing we really have going for us. This need to show off, laugh in our faces.’ 
 
    ‘He hasn’t fallen over his ego so far,’ Mike commented. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    8.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    DCI Charlie Morrow rubbed his hands together. ‘Right, boys and girls, and what do we have on our fire this bright morning?’ 
 
    ‘We totalled twenty-seven calls following the radio news this morning. Mostly missing persons. Two from drivers on the Devizes road last night, saw someone trying to hitch a lift.’ 
 
    ‘Heading which way?’ 
 
    ‘Back towards Malmesbury. About three or four miles from Kennet.’ 
 
    ‘Description? Or is that too much to hope for?’ 
 
    Sergeant Cooper shrugged. ‘Male,’ she said, ‘average height, slim build.’ She grinned. ‘Apparently looked very wet.’ 
 
    Morrow grunted what might have been a laugh. ‘Well, he bloody would be, wouldn’t he? What we have to hope is he looked wet enough for someone to take pity on him and pick him up.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got the same name coming in twice on the missing persons.’ DC Stein had spoken this time. Morrow turned to fix the officer with his usual malevolent stare. ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Well, sir . . .’ The younger man was starting to blush, Morrow noted. ‘Well, sir, it seems a bit odd, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Well, sir, it seems a bit odd, sir,’ Morrow mimicked viciously. ‘Well, constable, maybe you’d like to do follow-up on that one.’ He turned back to Sergeant Cooper who was eyeing him with open disapproval. ‘Any “Mispers” we don’t already have on our list, Beth?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Twelve, all from outside our area. Five of those known or thought to have been headed in this general direction. Usual mix, couple of New Age sorts travelling together. Teenager who had a holiday down here last year. Ran away from home and her parents are trying every direction. One mental patient, known to be suicidal. That one looks promising actually, sir; same age range, height and blood group as our victim. The fifth is a woman reported missing by her husband. Says she disappeared after a row and he knows she had relatives someplace hereabouts.’ She paused. ‘But he doesn’t know where or what their names are.’ 
 
    ‘Well, get on to his local plod station and tell them to go dig up his garden! Next?’ 
 
    ‘The other Mispers are the usual “hoped-fors” I’d guess,’ Beth Cooper continued unperturbed. 
 
    ‘Hoped-fors?’ This from Stein, who was obviously trying hard to stand the Charlie Morrow test. 
 
    ‘Hoped-for result,’ Morrow told him abruptly. ‘Hell of a lot of folk out there would rather know for certain someone’s dead and gone than spend the rest of their lives waiting for them to walk back through the front door.’ 
 
    ‘But surely, sir . . .’ Stein began and coloured red again. 
 
    ‘But surely, nothing,’ Morrow told him. ‘Now stop blushing like a frigging virgin and get some checking done. Start with that twice-reported Misper.’ He glanced across at Beth Cooper once again. ‘I take it she’s one we’ve already got on our list.’ 
 
    Beth nodded. ‘Yeah, name of Marion O’Donnel. Funny thing though, the new report comes from a name we didn’t have as a contact before. I checked.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting,’ Morrow said. ‘Well, you’d better go along with Stein. Hold his hand for him while he talks to these newly concerned friends.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ 
 
    ‘Any questions?’ He glanced around the room at the dozen or so people he had allocated to him. He looked from the assembled officers to the stack of paperwork on his desk, the lines of enquiry that needed following. Callers that needed talking to, names to be checked and dead ends to be weeded out. Not enough bloody resources, he thought grimly, as bloody usual. 
 
    ‘OK, back at sixteen hundred hours. Bear in mind if you please that the Chief Super’s yelling for results and after my backside.’ He paused, fixing Stein with his discomforting gaze once more. ‘That’s supposed to be incentive to succeed, blushing boy, not to let things slide.’ There was brief laughter and Stein coloured again. Beth Cooper awarded Morrow a look that would have burned ice before guiding the embarrassed constable towards the door. 
 
    It was cruel, Morrow knew, but some people were just made to be wound up. 
 
    He watched them go, then crossed to the white board on which was pinned the photographic record of the case so far, staring hard at each of the stark and brutal images. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Charlie Morrow asked the dead woman. ‘And who hated you so much that you had to die that way?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Stein looked uncomfortable out of uniform. He was one of those people, Beth found herself thinking, who was happiest when he had an appearance of authority to hide behind. 
 
    Their destination was a neat terrace in Devizes itself, not far from the brewery. Beth got out of the car and glanced up at the house. Weak sunlight was trying to battle through thick grey cloud. Light caught the edge of the open transom window in an upstairs room. 
 
    ‘Well, looks as though someone’s in,’ she said. ‘Hopefully, they’re up and dressed.’ 
 
    They were. Moments later she and Stein were introducing themselves to two neat, grey-haired women — ‘The Misses Thompson’ — who examined their IDs before ushering them both inside. 
 
    ‘So she was a regular visitor?’ Beth checked as she took her cup of tea from the low coffee table that occupied most of the centre of the room. 
 
    She was conscious that they had been shown, as potentially important visitors, into the front parlour. Tidy with disuse and slightly chill, until the fire had been on for several minutes. 
 
    ‘Regular? Yes, I suppose so, since she moved back this way. We’d always kept in touch, you see. One of my best students. It took a lot of persuasion to get her father to agree to university. I know it seems funny in this day and age, but he was an old-fashioned man and couldn’t see the point of girls having that sort of education. Always argued that all they did was get married and have babies whatever you taught them, so why waste time?’ 
 
    ‘But he agreed in the end.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, and he was there — we both were — the day she graduated. Dear Lord, I thought the man would burst, he was that proud.’ She shook her head, laughing. ‘People can say what they like on a general level, you know, but when it’s their own — oh well, that’s very different.’ 
 
    ‘She was Dolly’s final year,’ her sister put in. ‘Dolly went back, you see, after she’d officially retired. Taught part-time for another seven years.’ 
 
    Edith, the younger sister, sounded more than a little in awe. 
 
    ‘Oh, do give over, Edie dear,’ her sister told her. ‘I enjoyed every blessed minute of it. But yes, Marion was one of my last students.’ 
 
    ‘Is this her, Miss Thompson?’ DC Stein was asking. He’d got up and was examining a graduation picture of a pretty, curly-haired girl dressed in gown and mortarboard. 
 
    Dolly Thompson nodded. ‘Yes, that’s Marion.’ She sipped at her tea and then looked hard at the young woman opposite. ‘You think it might be her, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Dolly,’ her sister began. She fell silent as Dolly raised a hand to silence her. 
 
    ‘You think it might have been her in that car.’ 
 
    Beth Cooper set her cup carefully on the edge of the table before replying. ‘Why did you call this morning?’ she asked. ‘Had something happened to make you suspect it might have been Marion in that car?’ 
 
    The older woman continued to regard her in silence for a moment longer, then she said, ‘I suppose you’d call it instinct. Intuition, perhaps. I knew, we both knew. Oh yes we did, Edie,’ — this as the sister began to protest — ‘that there was something not quite right the last time Marion came. She seemed distracted, anxious, and when she left her bag behind I began to wonder.’ 
 
    ‘She left some things behind?’ 
 
    ‘People do that all the time,’ DC Stein put in. 
 
    ‘Yes, but generally they go back for them, especially when the things are so obviously personal.’ 
 
    ‘What was in the bag, Miss Thompson?’ Beth asked her. 
 
    ‘Just a few things. Letters, a cardigan, some keys I think and a poem. It was rather pleasing as I remember. Don’t worry, dear, you won’t have to ask. I’ll give you her things before you leave. And her address too and that of her aunt. Her father passed on some two years ago now. Not an old man. It was very sad. But she has an aunt still living, sister of her mother’s. And a small flat of her own in Malmesbury, if the landlord hasn’t assumed she’s done a moonlight and let it again.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Thompson,’ Aiden Stein was asking, ‘why did you take so long before you reported her missing?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t, dear, not really. You see, as I was about to tell you, Marion called on us about once a month. Usually the second Thursday, her day off, you see. When she left the bag behind I called her. She’d come and fetch it, she said. But there was nothing that couldn’t wait and they had a rush on at work. Oh dear. I forget what it was.’ 
 
    ‘Stocktaking or something,’ Edie said helpfully. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, well, whatever. So it wasn’t until she didn’t arrive on her usual day. And she hadn’t called us to change her plans. We kept the day clear for her, you see, so she always called if she couldn’t come.’ 
 
    ‘Marion was like that,’ Edie said. ‘Always thoughtful.’ 
 
    ‘So we left a message on her machine. In fact we left several messages. And called her aunt as well, but she seemed to think that Marion had gone away for a few days. Something about a new man in her life. When Marion didn’t get in touch and she couldn’t reach her, she did finally talk to the police. But your people just told her Marion was an adult, there was nothing they could do.’ 
 
    She hesitated as though uncomfortable about something. It was Edie who said, ‘She wasn’t that good a judge of men, you see. Always did pick the unreliable ones. Her aunt was worried. We were worried. It was the way she didn’t like talking about the man that concerned us.’ 
 
    Dolly glanced gratefully at her sister. ‘It made sense then, her not getting in touch. If she’d got herself involved and was worried we might not altogether approve. If this man wasn’t quite right in some way. So . . .’ She shook her head sadly. ‘So, we did nothing and then I heard the news this morning and I just felt . . . there was no reason, dear, not really. Just an old woman’s intuition I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘How long since you last saw Marion?’ Beth asked gently. 
 
    ‘I looked at the calendar, dear. It was two weeks. Exactly two weeks.’ 
 
    ‘And when did you last speak to her, Miss Thompson? You said you called.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. It took a few attempts to get her. She didn’t always leave her machine switched on and she was often out, so it was the Monday after her last visit. Ten days ago . . .’ 
 
    ‘And how did she seem?’ DC Stein asked. 
 
    ‘A little strange,’ Dolly Thompson said. ‘I thought about it a lot. I wondered if she just seemed strange in retrospect. You know, as if I’m adding that to the way she was because that’s what I’m expecting her to be. But no. She was a little odd. A touch distant and impatient to get off the phone. She said she was expecting a call.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she was. From the new boyfriend perhaps,’ Aiden Stein suggested. 
 
    ‘Maybe so. Maybe so.’ 
 
    Dolly got up and went into the other room, returning with a macramé shoulder-bag lined with a bright blue print. 
 
    ‘This was hers,’ she said. ‘I glanced through, I was worried there might be something she might need inside. But it’s all just as she left it. And you should have this.’ She handed them another photograph of Marion O’Donnel. Written on the back were two addresses, her flat and her aunt’s house. Along with her date of birth. Beth noted that she was twenty-five. 
 
    It was obvious that the interview was at an end. That Dolly Thompson wanted now to be left alone with her sister. Beth took the bag from her and smiled encouragingly at the women. For the first time since their arrival Dolly Thompson looked her age, as though the handing over of the bag had forced the last piece of the puzzle into place. Made it certain that their Marion was dead and gone from their lives for ever. 
 
    DC Stein drove and Beth Cooper radioed in to Charlie Morrow. The DCI told her to look in the bag, give him a resume of its contents and then report back to the station. 
 
    ‘It’s a bit of an odd collection, guv,’ Beth told him. ‘A white cardigan, cable knit, a couple of paid utility bills, both for her flat by the looks of it.’ She glanced more closely. ‘Must have paid them at the post office in Devizes from the look of the date stamp. Then there’s a letter.’ She slid it carefully from the envelope, touching as little as possible. ‘Signed Auntie Nora. That must be the other address we’ve got. Sounds like she’s Marion O’Donnel’s only relative.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’d better talk to her next,’ Morrow instructed. ‘Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, bunch of three, four, five keys,’ she said, leaving them where they lay in the bottom of the bag. ‘And another letter. No sorry, guv, it’s not a letter, it’s that poem Miss Thompson mentioned.’ 
 
    ‘A poem. Right. Handwritten?’ 
 
    ‘No. Typewriter, or printer. I’d say more likely printer, there’s no indentations on the paper and it’s pretty thin stuff.’ 
 
    There was silence over the radio as Charlie Morrow processed the information. 
 
    Beth waited. 
 
    ‘Go and talk to the aunt. Show her the stuff, she might have some idea. Maybe her niece wrote poetry. What’s it about anyway?’ he added impatiently. 
 
    ‘Well, that really is the interesting part,’ Beth told him. ‘It seems to be about West Kennet and a fire being lit up on the hill.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    9.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    They had not printed his letter. The morning paper carried an update on the latest attack, the revelation that the young woman had fought back and might have marked her attacker’s face, but there was no mention of his letter. 
 
    The woman sitting across the breakfast table poured more tea and pushed the cup in his direction. He murmured thanks and continued to scan through the inside pages. 
 
    It wasn’t there, no mention anywhere. 
 
    Perhaps it had simply been too late for the morning edition; he’d pushed the letter through the door the night before, and it had been late. Too late maybe for it to be printed in the morning. 
 
    He reached out and picked up his cup, sipping tea and allowing the loose page of the paper to rest against the teapot. 
 
    His face was sore where the girl had clawed at it with her key. Little bitch! There were bound to be stupid jibes from his workmates when they read the paper. Bitch! he thought again. His sudden surge of anger making his hand shake, he splashed his tea on to the blue-checked cloth. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The morning was chill and damp, the overnight rain soaking the fallen leaves and making the paths greasy underfoot. 
 
    Mike and Sergeant Price arrived at Aston Park at nine forty-five, slipping through the cordon, watching the search that had already been underway since first light. 
 
    The sergeant in charge crossed over to them. 
 
    ‘Anything?’ 
 
    ‘Not a sausage. The rain’s washed out any prints. We’ve got crushed grass and broken branches where the struggle took place but bugger all else.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, he’d expected nothing more. In this instance the best hope for forensics was the victim herself. 
 
    He watched a little longer, the slow, thorough process of finding and bagging fragments of rubbish, examining ground too wet to hold a decent print, then he turned to go. 
 
    ‘The Chronicle offices next,’ he said. ‘See what Tom Andrews is excited about, then we’ll go and find out if they’ve resurrected my car.’ 
 
    Price rolled his eyes. ‘Local garage got Jesus working for them have they, guv?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tom Andrews, senior staff reporter on the Chronicle, passed the letter in its plastic bag across to Mike and sat back waiting for the questions to begin. 
 
    ‘When . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘It was there this morning, hand-delivered, near as we can guess between eleven last night and three this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Last shift cleared out just after eleven. Sid the security man picked it up and put it on the front desk at about three, so . . .’ 
 
    ‘So maybe our man works shifts?’ 
 
    ‘Or was coming home from the pub, or out walking the dog.’ 
 
    Mike nodded and read the letter again. The typeface was clear and uniform. Daisy-wheel maybe but more likely something like a bubble-jet printer. At least, that’s what documents had said about the other two. Plain white sheet of typing paper and a cheap manila envelope, easily picked up at any stationer’s or post office and a lot of other places besides. 
 
    And if it was like the other two there would be no prints — except, presumably, for Sid the security man’s. With that in mind he said, ‘I take it this Sid of yours has gone off duty?’ 
 
    Tom Andrews nodded. ‘He’d gone and his day relief was on by the time this was passed to me. You want to talk to him?’ 
 
    ‘Get him to call in to divisional. Have his prints taken for elimination, that should be it. He can give a brief statement as well, just to keep the record straight as regard to time, but there’s not much else.’ He paused. ‘You’ve taken a copy of this?’ 
 
    ‘It’s news, Mike. Look, we held off printing the other two because Flint strung us the line that the case was about to break. Didn’t want the investigation jeopardized. So OK, we went along with him even though I knew he was lying through his teeth, but I mean, Mike, you can’t expect the editor to hold off for ever. This is news, and there’s bugger all else happening with this business yet.’ 
 
    He regarded Mike thoughtfully. ‘You’ve got an angle on this, I’ll play it for all it’s worth, but it goes in the next edition whether, which or how.’ 
 
    ‘And the other two letters?’ 
 
    Andrews nodded. ‘Along with our reasons for sitting on them this far.’ He smiled suddenly, the deep wrinkles creasing around tired grey eyes. ‘Anything new come out of this latest attack?’ 
 
    Mike leaned back in the chair and stretched his long legs. ‘Plenty. Too much maybe. It’s being weighed and sifted as they say.’ 
 
    Tom Andrews gave him a shrewd look. ‘Something on your mind?’ he said encouragingly, then laughed as Mike shook his head. 
 
    ‘You know better than that, Tom.’ 
 
    ‘I can always hope. Even DI Croft has his weak moments. If you want me to play an angle on this you’ll have to let me know fast. I’ve got an editorial meeting in fifty minutes.’ 
 
    Mike got to his feet. ‘I’ll give you a call.’ 
 
    Tom Andrews watched him go, his eyes narrowing slightly as the tall man went through the swing doors and strode out into the car park. He had known Mike Croft some two years now, had come to like and respect him in that time, and had learnt to recognize when there was something preying on the man’s mind. Something new and something very big. 
 
    As Mike got into the car, Price asked, ‘He’s going to publish?’ 
 
    Mike nodded, took the plastic-wrapped letter and envelope from his pocket and handed it to the sergeant. 
 
    ‘And he’s right,’ he said. ‘Nothing I can say that’s reason enough to stop him.’ 
 
    ‘Flint will not be pleased.’ 
 
    ‘Superintendent Flint is never pleased. You’re right though, but that’s the least of our worries.’ 
 
    Price handed the letter back to him and started the engine. This letter, which like the other two taunted the police for their lack of progress and threatened further incidents, was only a small part of what worried Mike. Tom Andrews had been right. Mike did have much more on his mind. There had been blood on Stacey’s keys and on her clothing that had definitely not been her own. Blood was something they hadn’t had before, but they’d typed the attacker from serology tests done on semen left at two of the previous crimes. The serology had shown the attacker to be type O. 
 
    The blood, of which there was sufficient quantity to leave no doubt, had been type A. 
 
    It had been a shock to Mike to realize that he had been dealing with two rapists and not just one. He was not yet ready to let Tom Andrews in on that fact. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Max Harriman took a slight detour on his way to work. He liked the two till ten shift best of all. It gave him his mornings free and didn’t end so late that he was unable to indulge in other activities in the evening. 
 
    His detour took him through Aston Park, within a few yards of where the girl had been attacked last night. A police cordon had been thrown up around the area and Max could see the search team still probing the bushes for clues. 
 
    Max stood and watched them for a couple of minutes. He wasn’t the only one; others paused too, fascinated by this glimpse into another official world. Then he walked on slowly, his gaze drifting from the three men poking around in the bushes to the other two standing a little apart, looking at a map. 
 
    Max wondered what they’d found so far. He looked around, making certain that no one could see, then he lifted his hands close to his face, first fingers and thumbs at right angles as though framing an image. Smiling to himself, Max panned his imaginary camera across the scene. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    3 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Terry sat in the big chair in the corner of Maria’s consulting-room. He was restless, moving constantly as though the chair was uncomfortable and he couldn’t work out how to sit. His dark hair flopped forward over one eye as he stared down at his feet, turning them this way and that as though examining the laces. 
 
    Maria, sitting over by the window, the angle of her chair set obliquely to his, ignored the fidgeting. She had grown used to it; this sense of pent-up energy Terry exuded was symptomatic of a boy impatient to get away in time for football practice and had little to do with any clinical problem he might have. 
 
    Personally, she hardly viewed these sessions as therapeutic, or as making the best use of her psychiatric skills. The boy was in no need of medication, little need of deep therapy. Any trained counsellor could do what she was doing with him. He talked freely about his experiences and his feelings, trusting her, now, in a way that was very satisfying. In view of what he had been through, his mental balance was extraordinarily good. So good in fact that Maria was forced to wonder occasionally if she was missing something. If under the very moderate, very ordered facade lurked a clever manipulator. A psychopathic personality conning the expert. 
 
    Mostly, she preferred to believe that he was a very ordinary teenage boy, emerging from a bloody awful past with far more determination and courage than could reasonably be expected. She held out great hope for Terry. 
 
    He had finally told her about Sarah and about ‘some old woman’ he had befriended who lived up the road from him. 
 
    ‘Her shopping bag broke,’ he told Maria. ‘I gave her a hand with her stuff and we kind of got talking.’ 
 
    He stopped fidgeting for long enough to look up and meet her eyes, a Terry sign that this was important. 
 
    ‘She’s all right,’ he said. ‘Used to be an actress, she’s got books and books of cuttings, you know, all her reviews and stuff. We got talking about it. She even played on Broadway once.’ 
 
    Maria nodded. ‘And you’ve been to her house?’ Terry looked uncomfortable. ‘Yes, like I told you. She showed me her scrapbooks and stuff.’ He fidgeted again but tried to hold Maria’s gaze, something she knew he found terribly hard. ‘Look, I know I should have told you about her and about Sarah, but I mean, do I have to tell you everything?’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not.’ She smiled. ‘I know, sometimes it’s hard to explain, the way a complete stranger can become a friend almost overnight.’ 
 
    He regarded her suspiciously for a moment, seeing if she was testing him, winding him up. 
 
    Then he nodded. ‘Yeah, it’s kinda hard. But I like her. And there’s Sarah too.’ He frowned suddenly. ‘Do they have to know, I mean about . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not for me to say, Terry,’ Maria told him. ‘But you should have a chat to your social worker about them both, especially Sarah, if things get serious.’ 
 
    Terry frowned again. ‘Nobody “chats” to Mrs Williams,’ he said irritably. ‘I suppose if I don’t say anything, you’ll have to tell.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Maria shook her head. ‘What you tell me is confidential, you know that.’ 
 
    Terry stared at the floor, his shoulders tense. Maria knew how important these fledgling relationships were to him. Knew he was waiting for her to comfort. To encourage. Instead, she remained silent and waited for him to speak. 
 
    ‘I will,’ he said at last. ‘I will talk to her, but not yet. It’s too soon. I don’t want to ruin everything.’ He gave her an odd sideways look as though challenging her to go against his wishes. The expression in his eyes caused Maria a moment of real doubt. It was so hard and so very cold. 
 
    * * * 
 
    7.55 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sarah had been doing homework at a friend’s house after school. Her mother collected her in the car rather than let her catch the bus home alone with all the worry of the recent attacks. 
 
    ‘I don’t mind too much if there’s two of you together,’ Paula, her mum, had said in familiar refrain, ‘but you’re not coming home alone.’ 
 
    Friday night was her mum’s aerobics night and Paula collected her on the way to the class. It meant an hour of watching sweaty women in multi-coloured, multi-stretchy sports gear leaping around to the strains of a badly setup tape player, but Sarah had her magazine and figured she could cope. 
 
    The aerobics class was held in the gym of Fairfield Community College. They arrived just before eight fifteen, the evening wet and already cold, the car park yellow with the glow of sodium, discolouring the soaking tarmac. 
 
    ‘Oh, look after this, will you?’ her mother asked her, dragging the mobile phone and her Visa card out of the glove compartment. ‘And don’t let me forget, I’ve got to get some petrol on the way home.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ Sarah took the card and posted it absently into the pocket of her jeans. Her mother plucked her sports bag off the back seat, almost spilling her towel and after class clothes on to the floor of the car as she stuffed the mobile phone inside. ‘Hurry up now,’ she said, shivering in her Lycra with just a sweatshirt pulled down over the top. ‘I’m freezing.’ 
 
    They crossed the car park and pressed the buzzer next to the glass doors, waiting for the light to flash in the gym so someone would come and let them in. 
 
    Moments later, a woman in pink Lycra and silver trainers came running down the hallway, pressed the button to release the catch and greeted Paula effusively. 
 
    ‘Are you joining us tonight?’ This to Sarah. 
 
    ‘Oh no, our Sarah’s not into aerobics,’ her mother said. The two women laughed as though at some big joke and Sarah’s mother smiled at her, a private smile, as though to apologize that they found it funny. Sarah smiled back, falling behind the two of them, following them to the gym with her magazine rolled tightly in her hand. She glanced at her watch. Ten minutes before the class began and then another hour. She wondered, not for the first time, why perfectly sane women — and, generally, she actually liked her mother — behaved like idiots when they got together. 
 
    She seated herself at the end of one of the benches in the gymnasium and settled down with the problem page of her magazine. Half an eye watching as the women took off their sweatshirts and coats, talking noisily, comparing, she thought with more amusement than cruelty, the sag of their respective tits and bums. 
 
    ‘OK,’ the instructor called out, clapping her hands then bending to turn on the tape. ‘Ready for the warmup. One and two and side and stretch . . . get those knees higher girls . . . Remember, this is the last workout before Christmas.’ 
 
    Sarah watched with half-attention. 
 
    Then the blue light began to flash. 
 
    ‘Reach higher, girls, higher . . . Oh, get that for me will you, love? Probably Debbie, she’s always late.’ 
 
    Sarah glanced across at the flashing light. She shrugged. ‘Sure,’ she said. She put her magazine aside and went to open the door. 
 
      
 
    8 p.m. 
 
      
 
    John Tynan turned into Cavendish Road. He had been looking forward to this evening. Theo was always good company and the young man, David, who had been lodging with her for the past eight months or so had proved to be very pleasant too in his own way. 
 
    He had been thinking earlier in the day about just how long he had known Theo. Most of her life, probably. Her older sister, May, had been at school with John’s wife and the two had stayed friends all their lives, the two women dying within months of each other as it turned out, and from different versions of the same bloody illness. 
 
    May had lived all her life within five miles of where she was born, but Theo had always been a wild one. Wanted to be an actress and going full pelt to achieve her dream. She had run off to London and worked at anything and everything while she auditioned, until she’d finally got her first break with a little rep company that travelled doing one-night stands all over the country. 
 
    She’d done well for herself in the end though. In work more than out of it and playing small but useful roles on the television later in her career. Theo had stayed with sister May between engagements and kept in touch with old friends despite being away so much of the time. 
 
    It had been a great surprise when she’d come back home to stay. Must have been close on a year before, thought John. 
 
    He turned the corner into Cavendish Road to find his way blocked by a police car parked diagonally across the nearside lane and a uniformed officer waving the traffic around the cordon. Blue lights flashed eerily in the darkness pooled between the streetlights. 
 
    Theo’s house. The cordon was around Theo’s house. What the hell? 
 
    Anxious, John drove a little way on and parked at the side of the road, then walked back, taking in the two cars with their flashing lights. The constable standing by the slightly open door, the small crowd beginning to gather on the other side of the street and the curious watching discreetly from their curtained windows. 
 
    ‘You can’t come in here, sir. I’m sorry, but there’s been an incident.’ 
 
    ‘But I’m expected,’ John said, startled. 
 
    ‘If I could have your name, sir. And, you say you were expected?’ 
 
    John took control of himself. ‘My name is John Tynan, ex-Detective Inspector Tynan. Theo Howard is a friend of mine and I’d like to know what’s going on.’ 
 
    The young officer’s expression had changed a little as he took this in. He opened his mouth to speak, but whatever he had in mind was interrupted as the front door was flung open and Davy threw himself out, grabbing at John’s arm. His face contorted with emotion as he cried out, ‘She’s dead, John. Theo’s dead!’ 
 
    Tynan barely had time to react before Davy had been ushered gently but firmly into a waiting police car. He turned back, reaching a hand towards the closed door as though to push it open. It was white, he noted, as though seeing it for the first time. White replacement uPVC, with an ornate brass handle and a little stained-glass panel just above the letter box. 
 
    The young constable on duty was speaking to him, John realized, but it was not until the PC reached out and touched John’s arm that he really took in what the man was saying. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Was she a close friend? If you could just come and sit in the car for a moment . . .’ 
 
    Another car had pulled up parallel with Theo’s house. John saw it out of the corner of his eye and recognized Maria’s silver Mazda. Mike was in the passenger seat. 
 
    John raced down the steps towards them, talking almost before Mike had a chance to get out of the car. 
 
    ‘Theo. They’re telling me Theo’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘Steady, John, slow it down. What are you doing here anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Theo, I told you, I came to see Theo.’ 
 
    ‘She was a friend of your wife’s,’ Maria remembered as she eased herself out of the car. ‘I remember you talking about her.’ She frowned. ‘Wasn’t she an actress at one time?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. That’s her. But they’re telling me she’s dead. I was supposed to come to dinner tonight. I got here to find the place cordoned.’ 
 
    He took a deep breath as though realizing how close to hysterical he must sound, holding out a hand as though to fend off their concern. ‘I’m all right, Mike. Really I am. It’s just a bit of a shock.’ 
 
    Another car arrived. The police surgeon got out, greeted Mike and nodded to John Tynan. ‘Thought you were retired. Can’t they keep you away?’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ Mike said, ‘Maria will take you back home and stay with you.’ He glanced across at her for agreement. ‘Give me your keys, John, and I’ll drive your car back later when I wind up here.’ 
 
    For a moment Tynan’s expression hardened as though angry at being dismissed. Then he nodded. ‘But I want to know, Mike. I want to know what happened. Theo, she had no family, not since May died, same year as Grace you know. She was a good friend. A good friend.’ He allowed Maria to open the passenger door for him and got into the car, the age showing on his pale face as they drove away. 
 
    Inside, the house was tidy, no signs of a struggle. Unusually for a terraced house of this kind, there was a small hallway with the staircase going off. A little table, no larger than a plant stand, stood at the bottom of the stairs, supporting a red-shaded lamp. 
 
    Three doors led off the hall. One at the end, open to reveal the kitchen. The front room had been turned into a dining-room. Mike was directed into the rear living-room. It was not a large room. French doors led into a neat garden. A three-seater sofa, covered with a cream throw, stood against one wall with stacks of bright cushions propped against the ends. An old chesterfield with a drop-down arm stood at right angles to the first settee. It too was draped with cream, and blue cushions lay beneath the woman’s feet. 
 
    Her shoes had been removed and placed tidily beside the sofa. Other than that she was fully and smartly dressed in a dark green suit and cream silk blouse. 
 
    There was, Mike noted absently, a tiny ladder in the left foot of her tights. 
 
    Her head was supported on another blue cushion and her eyes were closed. Theo Howard had grey hair. It was shoulder-length and loose and there was something about the way it had been combed out across the cushion that made Mike look twice. One hand rested across her stomach, the other fell awkwardly towards the floor, but from her position, neatly propped upon the sofa, and the casual arrangement of her limbs, she could almost have been sleeping. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    The reek of vomit and alcohol filled the tiny room. An empty bottle lay upon the floor and streaks of vomit ran from her nose and the corner of the woman’s open mouth, pooling beside her face, staining the blue of the cushion a fetid brown. 
 
    ‘She’s holding something, Mike,’ the police surgeon commented. 
 
    With gloved hands he gently opened the woman’s hand. The fingers were still flexible, lightly clenched about the paper. Someone held an evidence bag for him and the surgeon eased the paper into the bag, drawing it flat as he posted it inside. 
 
    Mike took the sealed bag, moving away from the body as the surgeon continued with his work. Temperature of the body, temperature of the room, pronouncement of death at twenty thirty-two. Directing the photographer as she moved softly about the scene. 
 
    Mike read, his lips moving silently as he took in the words. 
 
    ‘Anything interesting?’ the police surgeon asked. 
 
    ‘It’s a poem,’ Mike told him. 
 
    ‘A poem. Well, that’s a new one.’ 
 
    He packed his equipment away and prepared to leave. ‘You can move the body when she’s finished the family snapshots,’ he said, nodding towards the photographer. 
 
    Mike thanked him. He glanced back at the paper in his hand and read again. 
 
    ‘Right now; I do not need to be told truth . . .’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    8.40 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Charlie Morrow sat in the one and only armchair, trying not to think how long it had been since he last slept, and surveyed the rest of the room. It was a tiny flat. One small living-room, an equally small bedroom. Bathroom with a shower but no bath, crammed into a space that should have been a cupboard. A screened-off area at the end of the living-room that held a Baby Belling two-ring cooker, a sink and half draining-board together with a couple of wall cupboards and a yellow Formica-covered table that must have to double as a work surface. 
 
    Marion O’Donnel rented the place part-furnished apparently. The kitchen stuff was owned by the landlord, as was the bed — she’d supplied her own mattress. The two-seater sofa also came with the flat. It had a missing castor and its limp side was supported by folded cardboard torn from a cornflakes packet padded around a strip of wood. 
 
    The chair in which Charlie Morrow was seated, the pine desk standing under the window and the nest of square teak-effect tables were hers, it seemed. As were the assorted, cheaply framed posters and the flatpack bookshelves with their burden of paperbacks and magazines. Charlie Morrow had glanced through them earlier. She had eclectic tastes, he thought. A few thrillers, the odd romance. Cheap edition classics shoved, careless of any order, between science fiction novels, travel guides and women’s magazines. 
 
    On the top shelf were framed photographs. Herself and two old ladies who must be the Misses Thompson. An old photograph of a man and woman, standing awkwardly together, the woman squinting into the sun with a hand raised to shade her eyes. 
 
    Another of the same man, older and alone, seated in the armchair that Morrow now occupied. 
 
    Others of Marion and younger people. College friends, he assumed. She looked relaxed and happy, laughing into the camera. 
 
    Charlie Morrow shook his head and sighed. ‘Didn’t know what was coming to you, did you, girl?’ In his mind there was no doubt but that the dead woman was Marion O’Donnel. They’d contacted her dentist, got the dental records; it was only a matter of time until forensics confirmed what Charlie was certain he already knew. 
 
    Marion worked in a bookshop. They had tried to contact her when she hadn’t turned up for work, but that was all. She had holiday due to her, had taken two weeks of it and then not come back to work. 
 
    ‘Was that in character?’ Charlie Morrow had asked. Her employer had shaken his head. No, she had generally been reliable. 
 
    And you didn’t think to report her missing? Morrow had questioned. The man had looked awkward. Shrugged vaguely. 
 
    ‘She was an employee, Detective Morrow. I don’t think of myself as my brother’s keeper; never mind my employees’. She was a nice girl, obliging and friendly with the customers. I’d had no complaints.’ 
 
    ‘Until?’ Morrow asked. 
 
    ‘Well, she’d . . . it was as if her mind wasn’t on the job, suddenly. She came in late, pleaded sick and went early on, oh, a dozen or more occasions in the month before she took her holiday. And she started to forget things. Orders didn’t get done and customers were complaining about her behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘So you suggested she take some holiday?’ 
 
    ‘I thought she might have problems. Need some time to sort them out . . . I don’t know. She’d been a first-rate employee before, I didn’t want to part with her if there was a chance she could straighten herself out. When she didn’t come back, well, I thought . . .’ 
 
    ‘That it was easier than having to get rid.’ Charlie Morrow nodded, ignoring the man’s indignation at his lack of tact. 
 
    ‘Was she close to anyone at work?’ 
 
    Apparently not. She was friendly enough, but it was a small shop. Just himself, Marion and three part-timers. She had formed no close friendships with any of them. 
 
    Morrow took their names and addresses and arranged for interviews. By then it was getting late and he had come here to her flat, just as forensics were finishing up. Morrow looked at the stack of documents lying neatly on the desk. 
 
    She had been very ordered, he thought. Everything filed and kept. Bank statements arranged by date. Phone and other utility bills sorted according to type and held together with paperclips. 
 
    Personal letters in yet another folder. 
 
    There was nothing hidden between the pages of her books. Nothing slipped between the magazines. Her rent had been paid in advance and was up to date, or had been until two weeks before. The landlord, thinking she had been away, had let it slide for a week then dropped her a note through the door and, later, left messages on her answering machine. 
 
    ‘I thought there must be some good reason,’ he had told Charlie Morrow. ‘Eighteen, nineteen months she’d been with me. Paid her deposit good as gold and never so much as a day late. I decided she must have, maybe, family trouble and couldn’t get back. So I said to my wife, I said, we’ll take the rent out of her deposit money this month and she can make the deposit up again when she comes back.’ 
 
    Charlie Morrow nodded and placed his own interpretation of events around the story, guessing it to be essentially the same but with a little of the altruism removed. 
 
    The landlord had been more worried about having police cars outside the converted house than he had been about the loss and possible death of one of his tenants. 
 
    There was a knock on the door; an officer came in and began to pack the sealed evidence bags into a plastic crate for transport. 
 
    Thoughtfully, Charlie Morrow reached out for the evidence bag lying on the table close to him. ‘Here, you’ll be wanting this too,’ he said. 
 
    For him, that single sheet of paper was the most significant find of the day. A second poem, this one also untitled. It began: ‘Right now; I do not need to be told truth . . .’ 
 
    Charlie Morrow had been about to leave when DS Cooper and DC Stein arrived. 
 
    ‘Thought we might catch you, guv,’ Beth said. ‘We’ve just come from the aunt’s place.’ 
 
    ‘Anything useful?’ 
 
    Beth shook her head. ‘Not so far. The aunt was the father’s sister; after Marion’s dad died they didn’t see a lot of her. No conflict or anything, just drifted apart.’ 
 
    ‘Did the aunt know about the new boyfriend?’ 
 
    Beth shrugged. ‘She knew there was one, but that was about all. Thought his name might be Jack, but no last name and she’d never met him. Said Marion was a bit tight-lipped about this one. She reckoned that was unusual, Marion was generally full of it.’ 
 
    ‘And the last time she saw Marion O’Donnel?’ 
 
    ‘Was the Friday before Miss Thompson spoke to her on the phone.’ 
 
    ‘And in her opinion, was her niece upset about anything?’ 
 
    ‘Hard to say,’ Beth shrugged. ‘Marion stayed for maybe half an hour. Had a cup of tea, talked about work and family and then went on her way.’ 
 
    ‘And did she mention the boyfriend then?’ 
 
    Beth nodded, ‘Briefly, only to say that she was still seeing him. The aunt seemed to think he might be a married man. I think, because she was reluctant to talk . . .’ 
 
    ‘And she said it wouldn’t be the first time. Her last was a married man,’ Stein put in. 
 
    Morrow nodded. ‘That fits in,’ he said, ‘with what the Misses Thompson told us. That her choice of men left something to be desired.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    8.40 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sorting through the latest submissions to ‘readers’ wives’ was not the most satisfying of deals. These, the static equivalent of mucky home videos — Jake got a fair few of those too, sent through his various agents — were always a mixed bag. Some of them, he thought, should have been wearing a bag. But on the other hand, he’d found some real hot sales that way. 
 
    She had been one of them. Vinnie had passed her photo on, he remembered. Vinnie had a good eye. She was a classic blonde, firm curves and that look. A little uncertain, a tiny bit shy, as though she didn’t know the full score. 
 
    Whatever her boyfriend had been thinking when he took the shots, Jake saw pound signs. 
 
    And he’d groomed her, pampered her, dressed — and undressed her — right. Had her photographed by the best in the business. She could have had anything her little heart desired. But it hadn’t been enough. She had to stick her pretty nose in where it wasn’t wanted. Not satisfied with what she’d got. 
 
    For some people, he thought bitterly, nothing was ever enough. 
 
    Well, time to see how his latest project was doing. Jake set the photographs aside and went down into the basement. 
 
    When Jake first moved into the house the basement had been a damp and dismal place, crammed with the debris of generations of successive owners. He’d cleared it out, run power and heat and water into all three rooms and replastered the walls, hiding the cold stone behind a colour wash of broken white. The basement was virtually soundproof, warm, and each of the three rooms was decorated in its own distinctive style. Jake did a lot of his work from here and he needed comfort and variety, though he doubted the young man lying bound and blindfolded on the narrow bed had any appreciation of the effort he had gone to. 
 
    Jake had bound his victim’s hands and feet and covered his eyes with thick grey ducting tape, but he had deliberately left the mouth uncovered. There was no need for silence. The man could scream himself hoarse and there’d be no one able to hear. And Jake had learnt the hard way how easy it was for someone to choke on their own vomit if you covered their mouths too tight. 
 
    He said nothing as he set the camera on its tripod, turning it towards the young man, checking he had the whole body in frame. The crotch of his jeans, Jake noticed, was wet, the damp patch spreading down one leg and on to the sheets. 
 
    ‘Who’s there? For Christ’s sake, who’s there?’ Voice cracked with desperation. 
 
    Jake said nothing. Panning down the body, then back to rest upon the face. 
 
    ‘Why don’t you say something? I know you’re there. For Christ’s sake, why don’t you say something?’ 
 
    His voice broke and Jake could hear the young man trying to control the sobs that rose in his throat. His face contorted with fear; his body writhing on the narrow bed as he struggled to turn his head, straining for the slightest sound. 
 
    Jake listened to him pleading, the voice thick with tears and the body twisting and convulsing with mental agony and the physical pain of arms tightly pinioned. 
 
    And Jake filmed it all, regretting only that he could not see the tears that would have stained the young man’s face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    9.05 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Price arrived at Fairfield just after nine. Sergeant Mason, his opposite number in the uniformed section, greeted him at the entrance. ‘It’s probably a waste of time you being here,’ he said, ‘but the mother’s practically hysterical and two of the previous attacks took place not half a mile away.’ 
 
    Price nodded. ‘And the girl just went to the door and hasn’t been seen since?’ 
 
    ‘S’right. A blue light flashes in the gym when someone wants to come in. The door’s released by this catch here. Gives you five seconds to get out before it closes again.’ He shrugged. ‘Not that it’s much of a problem. The door lock can be blocked with chewing-gum — often is when the kids are in school and half the time in hot weather they prop it open with a litter bin. Unless the alarm’s actually armed, and it won’t be while the building’s in use, there’s nothing to tell anyone the door’s been left unlatched.’ 
 
    ‘Very security-conscious.’ Price laughed without humour. ‘But tonight it was properly closed?’ He glanced up at the security camera above the door. ‘Do we have the video tapes yet?’ 
 
    ‘Someone from the security company’s being sent over. Should be here within the hour. There’s that camera there and another two trained on the car park.’ 
 
    Price looked towards where he pointed. ‘Which anyone with half a brain cell could avoid by staying close to the walls.’ 
 
    Mason nodded. ‘Set up to deter car thieves, and petty vandals,’ he said. ‘I imagine they give a good view of the car park and the first-floor windows but not much else. And this porch affair makes that camera less than useless once you’re underneath it.’ 
 
    Price nodded. ‘Well, we’ll have to hope we get lucky. You’d better take me to the mother.’ 
 
    Inside the gymnasium all was quiet. A small knot of women in training gear gathered around a woman sitting on a bench. A WPC, looking strangely out of place in her dark uniform, was taking statements. She saw Price and came over to him. The woman on the bench watched anxiously. Her hands clutched at the sweatshirt draped around her shoulders and her face looked pinched and tired. 
 
    ‘She’s certain it’s the sex attacker,’ the WPC said. ‘I keep telling her it’s way off his MO, but the idea’s got fixed in her head.’ 
 
    ‘Any reason, I mean particularly?’ 
 
    The WPC sighed. ‘Because Sarah looks like the rest, sir. Fifteen years old, small and blonde and slightly built and because the mother’s scared out of her wits. Wants any answer. Though it beats me, sir, if she’s more afraid of her daughter being grabbed by some pervert or of going home to her old man and telling him about it.’ 
 
      
 
    9.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike was getting nowhere. 
 
    ‘I know nothing, Inspector Croft,’ David Martin was insisting, as he had been since the interview began. ‘I came home around 7.30, the door was unlocked. I thought it was strange, but Theo’s like that. It’s one of those doors that you have to actually remember to lock. It doesn’t latch on its own.’ He looked at Mike as though for confirmation. ‘Sometimes Theo just forgot.’ 
 
    He paused, studied his hands clasped in front of him on the table. ‘I called her name and I went through to the back room. She was just lying there. Just lying there the way . . . I thought she was sleeping. But she’d been sick . . . and then I saw the bottle.’ 
 
    ‘And you tell us Theo had had a problem, but that she no longer drank at all.’ 
 
    ‘She couldn’t!’ David Martin’s voice rose again. ‘I told you, Theo had a problem. A big problem, but she’d been sober more than a year. Completely dry for almost thirteen months.’ He broke off and hammered with both fists on the table. ‘And then your lot arrived and dragged me here. I should be with Theo, not sitting here with you going over the same bloody ground over and over again. I did nothing! I saw nothing! She was like that when I got there and I don’t know what the fuck happened.’ 
 
    Mike was silent and for a moment there was no sound in the room except for David Martin’s laboured breathing. Agitated, David dragged his fingers through his hair and then rubbed both hands across his face, pulling at his skin as though trying to wipe reality away. ‘She’s really dead?’ he asked, his voice cracking. ‘Theo. She’s really dead?’ 
 
    ‘You were close friends?’ Mike questioned. 
 
    ‘We were more than friends. Theo and I, we’d been lovers for, well, close to a year. She moved here and I followed on a couple of months later. I had some things to sort out first.’ 
 
    ‘Things?’ 
 
    ‘A . . . a job, that sort of stuff.’ He lifted his gaze to meet Mike’s and his voice rose angrily again. ‘I had a living to earn. I wasn’t going to sponge off her. And don’t think I don’t know what you’re thinking. Younger man. Older woman. Just using her for what he can get.’ He fell silent again, twisting his hands, his anger burning itself out once more. 
 
    ‘But no one knew of your relationship,’ Mike reminded him. ‘Why was that?’ 
 
    The young man’s eyes flashed. ‘Because she was afraid. Scared of what everyone would say about us. Everyone like you, thinking the worst. Cheapening what we had.’ 
 
    ‘Close friends would have understood,’ Mike said quietly, thinking of John Tynan. 
 
    ‘Theo had no close friends. There was only me. The rest. The rest meant nothing to her.’ 
 
    Mike let it pass. The young man’s hands had grown still now and lay flat upon the table. He stared down at them, his gaze intense, but blank. 
 
    Mike let the silence sit for a little longer, Then: ‘That scratch on the side of your face, Mr Martin. How did you get it?’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Saturday, 17 December, 3 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Although it was now the early hours of the morning, the noise of the argument continued unabated. It had been interrupted, briefly, by Price’s arrival, but soon resumed and as he went into the hallway to use his phone he could hear the parents railing at each other even through two closed doors. 
 
    The noise became louder momentarily as the WPC who had been left to cope with the grieving parents slipped out after him. 
 
    ‘They been like that all the time?’ Price asked her. 
 
    She nodded, wearily. ‘More or less. I gave up trying to calm it down. I might as well not have been there for all the notice they were taking, so I thought that as long as they weren’t actually coming to blows I’d let it burn itself out.’ 
 
    Price gave her a wry smile. ‘Grief takes people in different ways. That’s what my old sergeant used to say when I was just a probationer.’ 
 
    ‘Right sir; if scoring points off each other counts as grief, well, I’d say they’re drowning in the stuff.’ 
 
    Price grinned at her, his hand resting on the phone. ‘Was there something you wanted to tell me or did you just need a breather?’ 
 
    ‘Both! But yeah, there is something Mrs Myers told me about ten minutes before you got here. I’d have called it in, but I’d been told you were on your way and she seemed pretty keen on keeping it from her husband.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘The kid, seems there might be a chance she’s taken it into her head to do a runner. I mean, if this was going on all the time . . .’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t get far, no money.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just it. She had her mother’s Visa card.’ 
 
    ‘She had what? She stole it?’ 
 
    ‘No. Her mum didn’t want the bother of taking her handbag, she’d just got her sports bag, so she asked Sarah to look after it for her. Sarah slipped it in the pocket of her jeans. She had it with her when she left.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking hell! Why didn’t she mention this hours ago?’ 
 
    ‘Says she was too distressed and just forgot.’ 
 
    ‘Forgot. All right, all right. I’ve got to call in about the video tapes. You go back to the battle of the bulge. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes and we’ll deal with this.’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes. ‘Thanks a lot, sir.’ 
 
    Price, his hand still resting on the phone, nodded slowly, listening to the continued arguments. Silently, he hoped the kid bankrupted the pair of them. 
 
    Price was surprised to be put through to Mike Croft. ‘What the hell you doing there, guv? Thought you were off tonight.’ 
 
    ‘So did I. Suspicious death. What’s your excuse?’ 
 
    ‘Misper. Christ almighty, we’re never going to get the overtime on this. I’ve clocked up thirty hours so far this month alone.’ 
 
    Mike laughed briefly. ‘So tell me another one. A Misper, can’t the new relief deal with it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it got a bit complicated.’ 
 
    He explained briefly the details of Sarah Myers’ disappearance. ‘The mother’s convinced it was the sex attacker. It’s looking more and more as if the kid simply took off with her mum’s credit card.’ 
 
    ‘Anything useful on the video tapes?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, not a lot. We’ve reviewed just the half hour either side of her going. It’s the usual over-used tape and grainy pictures and it’s dark and raining and the sodium lights create one hell of a glare. You know the problems. The girl left with someone, probably male, looks tall, but as Sarah Myers only stood about five two in heels anyone’s going to look tall.’ 
 
    ‘Probably male?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it was wearing trousers, but so was Sarah. No, looked vaguely male but the hood of the coat was pulled well up so it’s hard to tell anything more.’ 
 
    ‘Anything to suggest she was being coerced?’ 
 
    Price sighed. ‘My instinct says no. But he had hold of her arm and at one point she pulls back, glances towards the door. So . . .’ 
 
    ‘Right. Well, I’m just about to wrap up for the night. What’s left of it. This one’s going to turn out a little difficult, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘The dead woman, she was a friend of John Tynan’s and he’s going to be pushing for some answers.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Nasty. Is it definitely murder? Anyone in the frame yet?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got the lodger here making a statement but we don’t even know what we’re dealing with till I’ve got the PM report. The look of it is, she got drunk and choked on her own vomit, so . . .’ 
 
    ‘Right. Well, I’m going to have to get going. I need to find out if this credit card’s been used since the girl disappeared and if she has any relatives in the south of France she might have run off to.’ 
 
    He signed off. Behind him the noise continued unabated. Price took a deep breath and went back to join the adult Myers. 
 
      
 
    3.40 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Maria had dozed off in the chair. She woke to find John bending over her, a mug of hot chocolate in his hand. 
 
    ‘I made us both one,’ he said. ‘But you ought to go to bed.’ 
 
    ‘I’m all right. Sorry, John, I’m supposed to be keeping you company, not falling asleep on you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need a baby-sitter, my dear. I’m quite all right.’ He paused, sitting down opposite Maria on the old sofa. ‘I just wish he’d call.’ 
 
    ‘I know, John. I know.’ 
 
    Maria leaned back in the chair and sipped her chocolate. It was still too hot to drink properly. Her gaze travelled around the comfortable sitting-room that was so familiar now. The massive, carved wooden cupboard that took over one wall. The sagging, tapestry-covered furniture, chosen by John’s wife years before and well past its retirement age and all the random collection of books and pictures and knick-knacks accumulated over long residence. Recently, a new photograph had joined the collection on the bookshelves. Herself and Mike, taken on a day at the seaside in July. She was in a summer dress, the skirt blowing in the usual east coast wind. Mike was in cream trousers and an open-necked shirt, head slightly bent to the side and that lost look he always had when someone took away his jacket and tie. 
 
    ‘He’ll call, or be here, before long. I’m sure he will.’ 
 
    John Tynan nodded, the lines gathering about his eyes as he tried to smile at her. ‘It’s just so hard, my dear. I want to be out there, doing. Not stuck here like some spare part unable to help, to influence a damn thing.’ 
 
      
 
    3.45 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Money had been withdrawn from Mrs Myers’ Visa account. Discovering that it had not been drawn until one fifteen that morning and that the transaction could have been blocked only added to Phillip Myers’ anger. 
 
    ‘And it never occurred to you to mention it? Never thought it might be important, I suppose?’ he shouted at his wife. 
 
    Why the hell does she put up with him? Price thought. He exchanged a glance with the WPC and said quietly, ‘Did Sarah know your PIN number? Kids often see their parents drawing money. Do you think she would have known your number?’ 
 
    Paula Myers nodded. ‘Probably,’ she said. ‘I mean,’ she took a deep breath, ‘yes, of course she did. She’d been with me when I drew cash, I’m sure she would have seen.’ 
 
    ‘And remembered?’ 
 
    ‘My daughter is not a thief, Sergeant,’ Phillip Myers said stiffly. ‘Someone abducted her from the leisure centre and that same someone must have used the card.’ 
 
    ‘You think they forced her to tell them the number?’ 
 
    It was interesting, Price thought, that Myers found it so much easier to accept that his daughter had been kidnapped and forced to reveal the number of his wife’s Visa card than it was to accept that she might have drawn the money herself. 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t have had to force it out of her,’ Myers said heavily, glaring at his wife. 
 
    ‘Oh, Phillip, please.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I understand, Mr Myers.’ 
 
    Phillip Myers exhaled slowly. ‘My wife,’ he said heavily, ‘as you cannot fail to have noticed, is not the brightest of people. Amongst other annoying little habits, she forgets her PIN numbers. I scratched her number on to the corner of her card so she wouldn’t forget it yet again.’ 
 
    ‘You did what?’ Price could hardly believe it. 
 
    ‘And there was no damn need,’ Paula Myers was saying. She had been seated at the dining-table, agitated fingers playing with the white lace cloth, but now she rose to her feet, her eyes blazing, more anger powering her slight body than Price had seen her display all night. 
 
    ‘I make one mistake with the card and you treat me like a complete fool. It’s something anyone could get wrong, but no. It’s just one more proof to you of your goddamned superiority. Well, let me tell you something, Phillip. That wasn’t the only mistake I made. The biggest one, the first and most damning one, was marrying you and the second one was letting you have anything to do with raising Sarah. If she’s run away it’s because of you. Your fault.’ 
 
    She laid a shaking hand on her narrow chest, breathing hard. ‘Not mine. Yours, because she hates you just as much as I do and what’s more she’s bright enough that no one had to teach her how to do it.’ 
 
    Phillip Myers stared at his wife, momentarily silenced. 
 
    Price wanted to applaud; instead, he glanced appraisingly around the dining-room at the expensive and perfectly matched yew-wood suite and the display of fine china on the dresser shelves. Money, he thought. Money and stuff bought for show. Because they went well together not because there would be any pleasure in their use. 
 
    Phillip Myers had recovered himself and was about to begin again. Price turned back to him with a question he’d been wanting to ask since he’d first arrived and seen lurid scratches on Myers’ temple. 
 
    ‘Where were you on Thursday night, Mr Myers, between about six and nine?’ 
 
      
 
    4.10 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike arrived at Tynan’s cottage just after four. The place looked to be in darkness and he breathed a sigh of relief, wanting rest rather than questions he couldn’t answer right then. A tiny crack of light at the heavily curtained living-room window made him groan out loud. It had been too much to hope, really, that John and Maria would have gone to sleep, content to wait till morning for the news. 
 
    They must have heard the car because the door opened, flooding yellow light on to the step. The rain had stopped and the air smelt fresh and clean as Mike got out of John’s car and walked wearily to the open door. He fancied he could almost smell the sea on the freshening wind. It was very cold and he was very tired. 
 
    ‘Not much I can tell you, John,’ he said as he stepped into the narrow hallway, ducking his head instinctively under the crooked lintel above the door. 
 
    ‘How did she die?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know yet, but it may well have been an accident.’ He was aware that he had lowered his voice, dropped into that careful cipher he used for the distressed and the newly bereaved. Aware too, from John’s face, that he had recognized the tone and resented it. 
 
    He apologized at once. ‘I’m sorry, John. It’s been a bloody night. Has for all of us.’ 
 
    He shrugged off his coat and turned to kiss Maria who had emerged sleepily from the living-room. ‘Mind if I make some tea? I’ve had three cups tonight, all of them cold and with that foul stuff in the plastic cartons instead of milk.’ John Tynan nodded, going into the kitchen to fill the kettle and setting it on the stove. Maria followed him, perching herself on the table edge, and Mike leaned against the doorframe, watching the gas flame lap around the kettle, willing it to boil quickly. 
 
    ‘You knew she had a drink problem?’ he asked John. 
 
    ‘Yes, she told me when I took wine over to dinner. The first time I went to dinner with her. Before David went to live there.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it looks as though she could have started over again. There was an empty bottle of scotch on the floor and she’d been sick. Until I get the PM report I can’t say for sure, but . . . it happens. She was lying on the sofa as though she’d been taking a nap. If she was too drunk to wake up properly . . .’ 
 
    John Tynan nodded. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘And David?’ 
 
    ‘He’s made a statement. Until we know the time and cause of death there’s nothing more to be done.’ 
 
    The screech of the kettle’s whistle tore into the quiet of the kitchen. John lifted it from the stove and switched off the gas. He turned away from them as he poured water into the large brown pot, stretched the absurd woollen cosy over the top and shook it gently as though that might speed up the process. Mike could see that for all his calm his hands were shaking and his lips were bloodless. 
 
    ‘She was one of the last, you see,’ John said with quiet resignation. ‘Mine was not a job that made for socializing. Well, you know all about that. Grace kept in touch with people but when she died, well, I wasn’t much good at it. Theo was one of the last of our mutual friends. People we’d both grown up with. It’s a shock. She was so much . . . alive.’ 
 
    He took a deep breath and straightened up, began arranging cups on the tray and sugar and milk. His hands shook a little and he was showing his age far more than usual. 
 
    ‘And what about David,’ he asked. ‘Where has he gone now? Presumably not back to the house?’ 
 
    ‘No, we’ve got a cordon round the house until cause of death’s certain. As I understand it he’s gone to a hotel for the night. There’s another thing, though. Our people arrived practically on his heels. Suspected break-in at the same address. Neighbours’d seen a teenage boy running away, climbing over that back wall and into the garden of the house behind.’ 
 
    ‘Any connection with Theo’s death?’ Maria asked. 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘There’s no evidence of a break-in. No disturbance that we could see. Of course, we can’t be certain there was nothing missing.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have David to check later on.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, flexing his shoulders in an effort to clear some of the exhaustion from his body. He was very tired, but his mind was jumping and he knew he would be unlikely to sleep. 
 
    ‘Did you know they were lovers, John?’ 
 
    ‘What, Theo and David?’ He paused, poured the tea with a much steadier hand. ‘I didn’t know. Not for certain, but I did wonder. And if that’s true, then I’m glad. I know that David made her very happy and if they were more than friends, well, all I can say is good for them.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    7.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Jake held the cup to the young man’s lips and told him to drink. His victim was whimpering now, pleading hysterically to be released, so frantic that he could hardly swallow. He choked on the water as Jake tipped the cup too fast, coughing and spluttering with the liquid pouring back out of his mouth and through his nose. Jake moved aside to protect his clothes, frowning slightly. 
 
    ‘Now, drink,’ he repeated, tipping the cup again. The blond man managed to swallow this time, gulping convulsively. ‘Don’t want you dying on me quite yet,’ Jake told him. ‘Not quite yet.’ 
 
    He moved out of camera shot, setting the cup down. The man was still blindfolded, but for the sake of the film, Jake had covered his own face. He wore a black ski mask and combat gear. A knife in his belt and an AK47 replica propped against the wall. This one would probably end up as just one brief sequence in the finished film, but Jake liked to participate from time to time, bit parts that extended his enjoyment of the make-believe. There was enough genuine footage around, available dirt cheap if you knew where to find it, for him not to be too worried about providing major scenes and he often doubted that his buyers would know the difference anyway. 
 
    He returned to the bed and checked the bindings around the wrists and ankles. The tips of the fingers were cold and slightly blue, but not enough to cause immediate concern, and the ankles were puffy either side of the bindings. He took the knife from the sheath at his belt and laid it coldly against the blond man’s throat. 
 
    ‘Can you feel this?’ he asked. 
 
    No reply. 
 
    Jake pressed the point harder, just drawing blood. ‘I said, can you feel this?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, I can feel it. I don’t want to die. I just don’t want to die . . .’ 
 
      
 
    9.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The bell rang as he pushed the door of the small artist’s supply shop and the girl looked up from the counter. 
 
    ‘Oh, hello, Mr Phillips, not your usual day, is it? I’ll tell Freda you’re here.’ 
 
    Jake Bowen smiled at her. ‘No, I don’t usually make calls at the weekend, but I was passing and it’s going to be a couple of weeks before I’m this way again.’ 
 
    The girl nodded and went into the back of the shop to tell the owner that John Phillips had arrived. Jake put his briefcase down on the counter and began to sort out the supply catalogues Freda Hurst had requested. She was hoping to expand, was in the process of buying the shop next door and planned to add photographic and darkroom equipment to her stock. John Phillips, her usual rep, was all in favour. 
 
    Freda came through from the back of the shop, her face wreathed in smiles. 
 
    ‘Thanks for calling in,’ she said. ‘I hope it’s not put you out?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, glad to help.’ He placed the catalogues on the counter. ‘Just give me a ring if you need advice.’ 
 
    ‘OK, will do.’ She was holding a newspaper in her hand and waved it at him. ‘Dreadful business,’ she said, pointing to the front page and the updated report of the attack in Aston Park. 
 
    Jake nodded sympathetically. ‘It won’t be long before they get him though, he’s getting too cocky for himself if you ask me.’ 
 
    Jake had seen the report earlier and he meant what he said. Back in his car he glanced at his own copy of the paper. So the prat was sending letters to the police now, was he? Jake shook his head. Amateur, he thought. 
 
      
 
    10.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Max Harriman had Saturday off. He lay in bed late, propped against the pillows, smoking a cigarette. He was as individual in this as he was in all things; cigarettes were an indulgence he allowed only before he took his morning shower. Max might like to smoke, but the stale smell of it on hair and clothes was something he found intolerable. 
 
    On the wall opposite the bed were pinned a series of images. They were nothing if not eclectic. There was a centrefold, the staple marks carefully smoothed away so as not to spoil the look of the woman’s skin. Her name, according to the title at the top, was Marianne — though Max knew different . . . 
 
    Next to that was a picture cut from a full-page advert in a magazine. The blonde woman with the perfect smile and the blood-red lips gazing out at him. And positioned above them both, pictures taken with a motor wind of a teenage girl. Her blonde hair flying loose as she ran. 
 
    There were others too, of places Max had lived and people he had known. Obsessions he’d once had that had played themselves out on a much bigger screen than a mere still camera could embrace. An historic catalogue of Max Harriman’s life and work. 
 
    The other one had taken those pictures for him, the ones of the young girl he’d liked so much and been torn away from before his time. Jake was good like that, he never said a word, just provided the images for Max’s fantasies. Gave him the title and then watched him run with the story. Time to time, he’d even used the raw material Max could provide. Max was proud of that. 
 
    Max drew deeply on the cigarette. It was his third that morning, chain-smoked. He would allow himself one more. Then shower and dress and begin his day properly. 
 
    He was proud of his sense of discipline. It was important to be ordered, in most things at least; Jake had taught him that. 
 
    But even Jake broke loose sometimes from his strictly self-imposed rules. The first two girls here in Norwich, for instance, they had been his. The fourth one too, but the others had belonged to Max. 
 
    A tribute to the master one might say. 
 
    Max smiled, shook his last cigarette from the package and lit it from the butt of the last. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    11 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike had been so certain that Theo’s death was a tragic accident that he had not even called in to chase up the post-mortem. 
 
    He was well aware that, regardless of what TV dramas liked to portray, anything short of a dead cert killing had to wait in line with the other routine body count: the cot deaths, the sudden heart attacks, the collapses and the suicides and the unidentified. Theo’s death would be lodged somewhere on this list and wait until someone could get around to dealing with it. 
 
    It was with deep surprise, therefore, that he took the call, standing in John’s hallway in the middle of what he’d hoped would be a peaceful morning. 
 
    ‘I put her on the list for my students to take a look at,’ the pathologist was saying. ‘I like to give them a little variety and this was a good one. I’d got a couple of them doing preliminary exams and when they told me what they’d found I was certain they must be mistaken.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d decided it was probably asphyxia?’ Mike questioned, acutely aware of John’s hovering presence in the background. 
 
    ‘That’s right, but this is slightly off kilter. There’s evidence of minute conjunctival haemorrhage. I’ve brought her to the top of my list, Mike, but from the early indicators, your lady was smothered.’ 
 
    ‘The haemorrhage you found, it’s not consistent with asphyxia caused by vomiting?’ 
 
    ‘If there’s vomit in the lungs then, yes, it’s possible. Drowning on your own puke when you’re blind drunk isn’t that uncommon, as you well know, but it doesn’t normally lead to the kind of pressure needed to rupture blood vessels in the eyes. It’s more consistent with what we’d expect to find in strangulation or, as I think we’ve got here, smothering.’ 
 
    Mike listened a while longer, thinking of the way Theo’s body had been positioned. The bottle on the floor and the scattered cushions . . . Blood alcohol had been found at 275mg per 100ml of blood. Enough to cause unconsciousness, Mike thought. Theo was very, very drunk. Killing her would have been easy. 
 
    He put the phone down and turned to face John. He didn’t need to say a word. 
 
    ‘She was murdered, wasn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t be certain yet.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be bringing David in for questioning again?’ 
 
    ‘When we get confirmation, yes.’ 
 
    John nodded slowly. ‘And the boy seen running away?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve no news yet. I don’t know, John, he could be completely unconnected.’ 
 
    John Tynan took a deep breath and shook his head. ‘I know you have a job to do but go easy on David.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll treat him the way I’d treat anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know. But I can’t believe he’s involved in this. I believe he loved her.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘The number of killings committed by strangers is pretty small, John. You’re as much aware of that as I am. You didn’t even know the pair of them were lovers until I told you. We still don’t know that’s true. Who can tell what their relationship was really like?’ 
 
    ‘I saw them together. I knew Theo well.’ 
 
    ‘But not David Martin. About him you know next to nothing. A few meetings when he showed you what he wanted you to see.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a fool!’ 
 
    ‘No, no, you’re not. But you are a friend.’ He paused. ‘Theo’s dead, John. We don’t know for certain that we’re looking at murder, but if we are, I’m going to find out who and why, and there’s no more that I can say.’ 
 
      
 
    11.10 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Maria was catching up with the morning news when Mike came in to say he’d have to go. He explained quickly about the phone call. 
 
    ‘How’s John taking it?’ 
 
    ‘How do you think?’ 
 
    Maria smiled. ‘You’re going to watch the PM?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I was wondering . . .’ 
 
    Maria took the car keys out of her bag and handed them to him. ‘We’re going to book a day off, Mr Detective Inspector Croft, and we are going to take that junk heap of an estate car and see who’s stupid enough to give you a trade in on it.’ 
 
    She turned the local paper towards him. ‘Have you seen this? Oh, and there’s a piece on Theo’s death on page two.’ 
 
    Mike took the paper from her. ‘Yes,’ he said. I’ve already read it.’ He skimmed the front page again. Tom Andrews had played it very fair, he thought, though Superintendent Flint hadn’t seen it that way. Mike had spoken to him on the phone earlier while Maria had still been catching up on sleep. ‘Flint was not amused,’ he said. ‘Thinks all journalists should be operating under a D notice or kept to reporting on village fetes.’ He read out loud from the sections of the letters Tom Andrews had published. 
 
      
 
    There will be others. 
 
    The police will never find me. 
 
    I can run rings around them. 
 
    I don’t even have to try. 
 
      
 
    ‘Your man believes in short sharp sentences,’ Maria commented. 
 
    ‘Hmm, and that’s not all, he lays them out like poetry, you know, double-spaced, each sentence on a new line . . .’ Mike frowned, reminding himself of what Tom Andrews hadn’t yet been told. As he now knew there were two attackers, which one was responsible for the sending of the letters, and why? The thought came fleetingly that the author of the letters might be deliberately taunting the other man. Hoping to goad him into further action. He turned back to Maria, bending to kiss her goodbye, enjoying the way she smelt, fresh from the bath. Marry me, he thought, but he didn’t say it. Instead, he asked, ‘And what does this say to your keen psychiatrist’s brain then, Dr Lucas?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ she said, taking back the paper, ‘I should say, Inspector Croft, that what you have here is a bit of a nutter.’ 
 
      
 
    2 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Charlie Morrow had long ago given up worrying about paid overtime, or weekends. The truth was, he didn’t have a great deal else to fill his time. He had no family — a brief and broken marriage without children. Few friends outside the workplace — and there were those who would argue he had fewer in it. So, to find him working overtime on a Saturday was not so unusual. 
 
    Rain lashed at his office windows. December rain falling from a heavy sky. The office lights were on in an effort to offset the grey, but, somehow the yellow cast only made the room, with its threadbare green carpet and stained white walls, an even gloomier place. 
 
    Charlie Morrow sighed and put down the address book he had been studying. He’d worked his way through, so far, from A to E — including D for dentist — phoning through the list. Giving out a standard spiel. Introducing himself and his business and explaining who he was trying to trace. So far, the Thompson sisters were the last people who claimed contact with Marion O’Donnel. Idly, Charlie Morrow played with the scenario that the sisters might have done away with the young woman themselves. He could just picture the headlines: 
 
    ‘Thompson Twins in Inferno Murder’, see himself arresting two twittering, grey-haired old ladies for a brutal killing. 
 
    Then he stopped laughing and got up, stretching. He was hungry and humour didn’t work on an empty stomach. 
 
    He eased himself back into his jacket. It seemed to be going the way of all others and getting too small again. And, he thought, glaring out of the window, it was still bloody raining. Maybe that was the problem with his jacket, too often wet, it was obviously shrinking. 
 
    He packed the evidence bags away into his drawer and locked it. Dragged his green, waxed cotton raincoat off the hook and put it on, another button coming off between his fingers as he tried to fasten it. 
 
    Swearing to himself, Charlie Morrow dumped the button in his pocket along with the other junk, and went out to brave the rain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Outside, it was still raining. Charlie Morrow had reached T in Marion’s address book. One thing he had learnt about Marion: she had an odd way of ordering her phone numbers. They weren’t listed in any form or order that Charlie Morrow could figure out. 
 
    OK, he could understand D for dentist instead of the man’s name, and GP for doctor was reasonable, but more often than not people seemed to be listed under their first name instead of their last, or according to some other reference he could only guess at. 
 
    He looked up the first entry under T and dialled the code and then the number. The phone was picked up on the third ring. 
 
    ‘Good evening,’ he said. ‘I wonder if you can help me. My name is Charles Morrow and I’m a detective inspector with the Devizes police. That’s Devizes in Wiltshire,’ he added, realizing that he had no idea which part of the country he was calling. ‘I’m trying to contact someone I believe may be at this number. Someone called Theo Howard.’ 
 
      
 
    7.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    By the time Mike arrived back at John Tynan’s house he was very tired. The post-mortem on Theo’s body had brought surprises and now, Mike realized, they were dealing with a whole new ball game. Driving through the twisting country roads back to the cottage, his mind played with the facts. 
 
    Fact number one, Theo Howard had been murdered. Fragments of blue fibre had been found in her mouth and nose and even the upper part of her lungs. The fibres matched the blue cushions on the sofa. The one on the floor next to the empty bottle had been stained with vomit. 
 
    Someone had killed Theo Howard by pressing the blue cushion over her nose and mouth and holding it there. Mike could imagine the final struggle for breath. Drawing only the soft, airless fabric into her nose and mouth. 
 
    Would she have known what was happening to her? Mike hoped not. The amount of alcohol she had consumed would have made it very easy for the killer. 
 
    Easy for Theo too, he hoped. 
 
    Fact number two had taken everyone by surprise. It seemed that, murdered or not, Theo could have expected little more time on this earth. She had a massive and malignant tumour behind the posterior lobe of her liver. Her body was riddled with secondary infection. Theo had been dying. 
 
    He had returned to her house looking for medication. There had been none. 
 
    He had chosen not to bring David Martin in for questioning that night. The evidence against him was, at best, circumstantial and, besides, Mike felt that if he didn’t get some rest soon he’d be sleeping on his feet. 
 
    Even more strange, perhaps, was the reaction of Theo’s doctor. He’d been informed of her death, of course, but when Mike called him he professed ignorance of Theo’s condition. So concerned was he that his memory might be failing him that he had checked through Theo’s record. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m glad to say dementia isn’t setting in. Theodora Howard has seen me only three times in the past year. Once for a sprained ankle. Once for a throat infection, oh, and the third time I told her that she had a rather virulent influenza virus. That one was a call out. She’d been up all night with sickness and a high temperature and someone had got worried. I’ve a note here that I was called out by her lodger. Would that make sense?’ 
 
    But surely, Mike had asked, she must have been in pain. She must have been diagnosed. She must have known. 
 
    The doctor had just shaken his head. ‘I’ve not seen Miss Howard in the last six months,’ he said. ‘If she knew, if she was receiving medication, well, it wasn’t from me.’ 
 
    Mike had spoken to John Tynan a couple of hours before, filling him in on the bare facts, aware that waiting for news was putting a great strain on the older man. He was glad that Maria was there. 
 
    Fact number three, Theo must have started drinking from the moment she had walked through the door. A neighbour had seen her come home at about five o’clock. She had parked her car easily enough in the small space left in front of the house, so it seemed a fair bet that she was still sober. Davy claimed to have found the body at about twenty to eight. The boy had been seen running away about thirty minutes before. All in all, Theo must have died some time between five and, say, seven thirty. 
 
    The pathologist’s estimate based on body temperature couldn’t put it much more accurately than that, the best guess being about seven o’clock. And that made sense. She’d need time to have drunk so much. 
 
    Arriving at John’s house he cut the car engine, sitting back in his seat for a few moments to gather his thoughts before going inside. Maria was right, he thought. He would have to change his old car. He’d just been putting it off for far too long. Driving hers was a sheer delight and one less thing to worry about. Twice now, his had died on him. Once at a set of traffic lights when he’d already been late for a meeting and once in the middle of nowhere. He’d had to get it towed to a garage. 
 
    He got out of the car, aware that the front door was open and John was waving to him. 
 
    ‘Phone call for you,’ John shouted. 
 
    ‘Oh God, what now?’ 
 
    He hurried into the hall, pausing to kiss Maria on the cheek as he passed her by. 
 
    ‘Croft.’ He listened in silence, then thanked the speaker and put the receiver down. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Maria asked him. 
 
    ‘That was Price. There’s been an odd development in the Theo Howard case.’ 
 
    ‘One you haven’t told us yet?’ John said gruffly. ‘I thought we’d had enough surprises for one night.’ 
 
    ‘So did I. Price has just got off the phone with a Detective Inspector Charles Morrow. Based at Devizes in Wiltshire.’ 
 
    ‘Wiltshire, what’s that got to do with Theo?’ 
 
    ‘That’s just it, we don’t know. But it seems he’s been heading up a murder enquiry. The body’s only just been identified and Morrow was going through the woman’s effects. Theo Howard’s telephone number was among them.’ 
 
      
 
    9 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It had taken a lot of ringing around and more than a few threats, but Phil Myers had finally got the location of the party his daughter was supposed to be going to. 
 
    Paula Myers was outraged. ‘She told me she was going to the pictures and staying over at her friend’s afterwards.’ She looked at her husband, anxiety replacing anger. ‘You don’t seriously think she’ll turn up there, do you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. But her friends must be able to tell me something.’ He paused, then got up and resumed his earlier pacing around the room like a trapped animal. ‘I can’t believe she’d go off like this. Just go. I mean, if she had problems I could understand it, but . . . why couldn’t she just talk to us?’ 
 
    Paula’s eyes focused on him and she shook her head. ‘When was the last time either of us could talk to you without getting our heads bitten off?’ she said. ‘You’ve built a wall so high round yourself we can’t even see you these days, never mind try to talk.’ 
 
    She could see him bristling with anger, ready to resume the fight that had raged off and on all night and most of the day. Paula didn’t think she could take any more of it. Instead, she shook her head, lifting tired hands to rub her face as though scrubbing it clean. 
 
    ‘No, no. It wasn’t just you. Neither of us really asked her anything, did we? It was always “How was school, Sarah? Do you have any homework, Sarah? Do you really think you can make up good enough grades at that ordinary school, Sarah?” My God, I’d listen to us sometimes and I’d want to switch off too. No wonder she didn’t talk to us.’ 
 
    ‘We weren’t that bad!’ He crossed to the table and sat down opposite. For a moment she thought that he would reach across and take her hand, but he didn’t. 
 
    He said, ‘We care about her, that’s all. Is that so wrong?’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not, but — I don’t know, maybe we were so busy trying to get it right we forgot why we were doing it?’ 
 
    He got up and went through to the hall. She could hear him, visualize him taking his coat from the hook and looking in the hall mirror to straighten his tie. Then she heard the front door slam. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    9.10 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The Parishes had gone away for the weekend leaving their two teenage sons behind. The oldest was nineteen and the youngest in the same year as his Sarah. Phillip Myers had worked this out from the assorted bits and pieces of information he had gleaned from Sarah’s friends. 
 
    The Parishes’ house was a nineteen-thirties bay-fronted semi at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac. He had not been able to find out the number. The kids he’d talked to knew where it was, but not unimportant details like addresses. He had hoped there would be evidence of a party going on, remembering, with a guilty start, the parties of his late teenage years. The complaints of neighbours. The desperate efforts to clean up before parents got back. The housewarming when he’d moved into his first bedsit flat and, long before independence, that one, humiliating time when the police had been called to a friend’s place because of the noise and someone hadn’t been smart enough to flush their stash down the toilet in time. He still remembered the horror of having to explain to his folks why he hadn’t been home all night. 
 
    ‘But I was older,’ he told himself. ‘I was a student then.’ 
 
    And yes, he had been, all of two years Sarah’s senior. Somehow, in the drive over to the Parishes’ house, that two years had ceased to be such a great divide. Now all he wanted was to get his daughter back. 
 
    The cul-de-sac was so quiet he thought he had to be mistaken, or that his informants had deliberately misled him. He drove slowly to the end of the road. Two houses stood together. No car in the drive of one, and lights on in the front room and the front bedroom. The other house appeared to be in darkness. 
 
    He got out of the car and looked around. The cul-de-sac was empty. The rain had ceased to fall and now the wind was rising, blowing the clouds across the moon. Lights glowed behind closed curtains, television pictures flickered across uncurtained glass. Phillip began to walk towards the semi at the end. Dimly through the thickly curtained bay window of the house, he could hear music. 
 
    His footsteps were loud on the gravel of the drive. Phillip stood for a moment in front of the wooden door. What if she wasn’t here? Was it really likely that she would be? 
 
    He raised his fist and began to hammer on the door. 
 
    Phillip Myers had lost his temper. Lost it in a big way and even by the time Price arrived had not yet fully recovered it. 
 
    Phillip had not bothered with introductions. As soon as the door opened, he had pushed his way into the house, marched into the front room from which the music was escaping and turned off the CD player. 
 
    The silence was absolute within seconds. Then broken as the protests began. 
 
    ‘Oh come on, man, we weren’t making that much noise.’ 
 
    ‘I’m here to find my daughter,’ Phillip announced loudly. ‘Some of you, one of you has got to know where she is and you’re going to tell me. You’re going to tell me now.’ 
 
    Graham, the eldest Parish son, stepped forward, still sober enough to put two and two together and not wanting anything to spoil his show. He tried to be placatory. 
 
    ‘You must be Sarah’s dad. Look, I’m sorry, mate, but she’s not here.’ 
 
    Phillip turned on his heel and walked from the room, calling Sarah’s name. 
 
    ‘Look, we told you, she ain’t here.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah!’ 
 
    Phillip pushed into the kitchen, opening doors, shouting loudly as he did so. 
 
    ‘Sarah. I know you’re here, Sarah!’ 
 
    He stormed up the stairs, shoving anyone aside who got in his way. 
 
    ‘She isn’t here! Look, mate, if you don’t get out of here, I’m going to call the police.’ 
 
    Graham raced up the stairs after him. He grabbed Phillip’s arm as he reached the top of the stairs preparing to search the bedrooms, the bathroom, even the attic if there was a chance Sarah might be hiding there. 
 
    As Graham reached out and touched Phillip’s sleeve the man turned on him, jerking his arm aside, hitting out reflexively with his other fist. He missed the young man by a mile, but his fist made contact with the landing window. Glass shattered, breaking the silence outside. 
 
    Thrown aside by Phillip’s sudden movement, Graham lost balance. Arms flailing, he toppled backwards down the stairs. 
 
    A girl began to scream. People were dashing in all directions. Some to help Graham, some scattering away from Phillip Myers and others leaping forward to try to restrain him. Amidst the chaos, someone had the presence of mind to call the police. 
 
    Price was not amused. He had been about to go home when he was told Phillip Myers had been arrested. 
 
    He was even less amused now, an hour and a half later having seen Myers’ hand patched up by the duty surgeon and spent a further forty minutes with him in the interview room getting his version of what was going on. 
 
    ‘Look, Mr Myers,’ he said at last. ‘We’re all sympathetic. We all know what you must be going through, but if you had information you should have passed it on. Then we could have checked out this party, made sure your daughter wasn’t there without all this unpleasantness.’ 
 
    Phillip Myers looked at him, a cold anger in his eyes. ‘I want to find my daughter, Sergeant. I want her back home safe and, frankly, I don’t give a damn who I upset or how much “unpleasantness” I cause doing it. And as to calling you lot in, one thing I have learnt, Sergeant Price, is just how bloody little use that would be.’ 
 
    He stood up and began to move towards the door. ‘I’m leaving now. I’ve got more important things to do.’ Price got to his feet also, the officer sitting near the door moving to block Myers’ exit. 
 
    ‘Sit down, Mr Myers. I said, sit down.’ Reluctantly, his gaze drifting from one to the other of the two men, Myers sat. 
 
    ‘Now listen to me. You were brought here on an assault charge. If you keep pushing we’ll add breach of the peace to that and you’ll be spending the night in the cells, and with the crowd we’ve got in here tonight, you’ll be spending it up to your armpits in piss and puke. I have had about two hours’ sleep in the last two days and, frankly, the sympathy angle is wearing just a little thin. As it happens, Graham Parish hasn’t said yet that he wants to press charges. He’s being understanding, which, in his position, is a darn sight more than I would be. You want to think yourself lucky that Mr Parish bounced or you’d find yourself up in court on Monday morning with a count of GBH on your record.’ 
 
    He paused to draw breath, and, seeing that Myers was about to start again, held up a hand to silence him. 
 
    ‘That’s enough. Now get off home. If we or Graham Parish, or his parents for that matter, decide to press charges then we know where to find you, don’t we?’ Phillip stood up and walked stiffly towards the door. ‘My car?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Is where you left it. I suggest you take a cab.’ 
 
    Price sat for several minutes after Myers left. He was thinking deeply. Myers had never really explained the scratch marks on his face and he had shown tonight that he was capable of violence. 
 
    He shook his head. It was hardly the same. A flailing attack against a young man who’d got him riled was hardly the same as deliberate sexual assaults on girls as young as his own daughter. 
 
    Price gave that some more thought. Sexual violence? Was that why Sarah had run away . . . ? It was worth following up. At this point in time, anything seemed worth following up. 
 
      
 
    11.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The woman had dark hair and deep blue eyes. He’d been with her before, many times, and always there had been a pleasing simplicity to their lovemaking. 
 
    She had a good body, strong and supple and infinitely satisfying. Her mouth and hands soft and warm, and what she might be lacking in skill she made up for in familiarity and a willingness to please. 
 
    ‘Will you be gone again when I wake up?’ Her voice sleepy and content. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Perhaps I’ll stay.’ 
 
    She smiled then and stretched luxuriously, turning on her side before going to sleep. 
 
    There had been only two women in his life who had ever behaved that way, been so relaxed and fearless in his presence. So unconcerned and unworried about appearance. And the other was dead now. 
 
    He swung his legs over the side of the bed and switched on the television set. The hotel had satellite and he flicked aimlessly through the channels. He kept the sound turned down, the woman’s soft breathing the only noise in the room. 
 
    He found himself listening closely to the sound. Hearing her every breath, in and out, slower and deeper, deeper. He found himself breathing in time with her, matching her rhythm, his own breath slow and deep, a sleeping, dying breath. 
 
    What if it stopped, what if he slowed his own breathing, caught her rhythm, made it his own and then made it stop? 
 
    It never ceased to fascinate, this fine line between what was living and what was not. 
 
    This woman lived; the other one did not. There had been that final moment when the breath was no longer breath and the something that set her apart from death was gone for ever. 
 
    He sat for a minute longer, watching the woman sleep, waiting for the moment when he might decide if she should live or she should die. 
 
    Then he sighed, gave up the game and began to dress. He took his cheque book from the inside pocket of his coat and wrote a cheque, leaving it on the dressing-table weighted down by the glass ashtray. 
 
    He left so silently the woman would not wake. 
 
    Walking swiftly down the hall. 
 
    Remembering to breathe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    11.40 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Jake had returned home and gone straight down to the basement. He could hear the man crying as he went through the second room. He’d been struggling to free himself and had fallen off the bed. He had stayed where he fell, lying at an awkward angle with his face pressed against the bare floor. 
 
    Jake had not had time to change for the benefit of the camera this time. He was dressed casually in jeans and open-necked white shirt. But he took time to don the ski mask before dragging his victim by pinioned arms and dumping him back on to the bed. The man screamed in agony as he hauled already cramped and swollen limbs back against the joints. 
 
    ‘Where did you think you could get to?’ Jake asked him gently. ‘No one leaves here walking, you know, my friend. No one.’ 
 
    ‘Please. Let me go. I don’t know who you are. I haven’t even seen your face. I wouldn’t tell anyone. Not a soul. I swear it, on my mother’s life, I swear it. I haven’t even seen your face . . .’ 
 
    For a moment Jake paused, bending over him, smiling behind the mask. Then slowly, and with infinite care, he pulled the tape from the man’s eyes. They struggled open, lashes fighting the adhesive left from the tape and the sudden blinding brightness. Jake stepped back out of shot and removed his mask. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Sunday, 18 December, 9 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike put the phone down and returned to the breakfast table. ‘That was Price,’ he said. ‘Checking in before he leaves for Devizes. He’s dropping in on the Myers on the way out. It seems they called demanding to see him. He’s going straight from there.’ 
 
    ‘Anything new?’ John enquired. 
 
    ‘Beyond the fact that David Martin appears to have done a moonlight, no.’ 
 
    ‘David? What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I mean he’s left the hotel. He left a cheque in his room for payment of the bill and phoned them this morning to say he’d checked out. They called us. Apparently, he slipped out through the back way at some point last night.’ He paused. ‘It doesn’t look good, John.’ 
 
    Tynan sighed. ‘Stupid fool,’ he said. ‘No, you’re right. It’s hardly a good way to proclaim his innocence. But I still find it hard to believe he could have harmed Theo. It just doesn’t feel right.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this, cop instinct?’ Maria asked. She smiled. ‘I know, John. Maybe he’ll come to his senses and turn himself in.’ 
 
    The morning papers crashed through the letter box. Mike was closest to the door and went to get them. He scanned the front page as he walked back into the kitchen. Two stories competed for front-page space: an update on the sex attacker following the printing of the letters and the report on Sarah’s disappearance from the leisure centre. The report kept to the broad lines of the release put out by the police press office. It was accompanied by photographs of the missing girl and an appeal by Mrs Myers for her daughter to come home. ‘There’s nothing we can’t sort out,’ the woman said. ‘Nothing that can’t be put right.’ 
 
    There was, Mike noted, no mention of the girl having her mother’s Visa card. 
 
    He dropped the paper on to the kitchen table and continued with his breakfast. 
 
      
 
    9.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The path to the Myers’ house was original to the building. Black, white and red tiles laid out in an ornate geometric design. It was also well worn and, in the pouring rain, treacherously slippery as Sergeant Price ran towards the front door. 
 
    Paula Myers opened it as he reached the step. Price stood in the hall, wiping his feet energetically on the doormat. 
 
    ‘She has a boyfriend,’ Paula Myers announced, with as much horror, Price thought, as if she’d just found her daughter mainlining drugs. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Price countered, ‘she’s of the age when girls often do.’ 
 
    ‘She has no time for boyfriends.’ Phillip Myers emerged from the dining-room. ‘Sarah’s studies are what’s important right now. I want her to get somewhere in life, not—’ 
 
    ‘Quite, sir.’ Price cut him off mid-flow. ‘Look,’ he said, more than a little annoyed. ‘You got me out here on what you said was an urgent call. Made it sound as though you’d had contact with Sarah at the very least. You can sort out your differences with your daughter later. What’s more important is does the boyfriend know where Sarah is?’ 
 
    Myers stared, then shook his head and sank down into one of the high-backed chairs that stood either side of the dining-room door. He looked tired and suddenly quite grey. It was, Price thought, the first real emotion he had yet seen Myers display. 
 
    ‘Have you spoken to the boyfriend, Mr Myers, Mrs Myers?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, that’s just it,’ Paula Myers told him. ‘We found out from one of her friends, Maddie. She didn’t want to tell, but I suppose she was more worried about Sarah than about what we might think.’ She glanced meaningfully at her husband, who looked away, angrily. ‘She gave us his name, Terry. Terry Ryan. He lives on Cavendish Road, right around the corner. But we don’t know where . . .’ 
 
    Her face crumpled suddenly and she began to cry, very softly as though embarrassed. ‘We were going to knock on doors. Ask if anyone knew him.’ She looked up at Price as though waiting for him to sort it. He reached out and patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. 
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘We’ll find him and I’ll call you the moment we have any news.’ 
 
    She nodded bleakly, seemed to be waiting for him to leave before she completely broke down. Her husband sat still, gazing at the floor. 
 
    ‘I’ll call you, straight away,’ Price reiterated, then tugged the front door open and stepped out into the rain. 
 
    It hadn’t taken long to trace Terrence James Ryan. A call back to divisional to get them to check the voters’ register and he had the address of Judith Ryan, Flat 2, on the top floor of a converted house at the end of Cavendish Road. 
 
    Price drove around the corner from Sullivan Avenue. The cordon was still up around the Howard home, but there was no one on the door. Retreated inside, no doubt, out of the foul weather. It was wrong, he thought, what they said about lightning not striking in the same place; the Howard house practically backed on to the Myers’ garden. 
 
    The address he wanted was at the other end of Cavendish Road. A tall, imposing house, similar in design to the Myers’, but this had a neglected, run-down look to it. Paint peeling from the front door and rust from the iron railing that blocked off the basement flat, staining the pavement. 
 
    There were five names, written in faded ink behind a perspex panel. No doorbell and no security. The door opened easily by an external handle, stairs straight ahead of him. Two doors leading off the hall, one to his left and one at the end of the hall. Both had Yale locks and doorbells. 
 
    Letters from the previous morning post lay unsorted on a narrow table. Price leafed through them. Mainly bills and circulars; nothing for Judith Ryan or her son. 
 
    Price glanced back at the front door. Not exactly the most security-conscious of places he’d ever been in. 
 
    The stairs were thinly carpeted and the polish on the wooden banister had more to do with the rub of hands than regular cleaning. There was grey-blue paint over faded wallpaper on the dusty walls. 
 
    Judith Ryan’s flat was on the second floor with a small rug spelling ‘Welcome’ set outside. Price knocked and rang the bell, holding it down for the count of five before letting go. The door was opened as he took his finger away and a red-haired woman who looked too young to have a teenage son stared out at him. Her eyes were red too, Price noticed, and she looked as though she’d had little sleep. 
 
    Price had his identification in his hand. ‘Police,’ he said. ‘I’m . . .’ 
 
    ‘It’s Terry, isn’t it? You’ve found him. What’s happened? Please, he is all right?’ 
 
    Price was taken aback for an instant, then he caught on. ‘Terry’s missing?’ he said. 
 
    Judith looked blank. ‘I thought that must be why you’d come?’ she said. ‘I mean, you see, it’s not like him.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Terry didn’t come home on Friday night.’ 
 
      
 
    9.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Max Harriman was reading the morning paper. Looking at the image of Sarah Myers on the front page it crossed his mind that this might be one of Jake’s; she certainly had the blonde looks and slightly innocent air that Jake was specializing in at the moment, like a younger version of what Marion had become. 
 
    Max frowned slightly at the memory. Marion had not been good for Jake. Max had known, from the moment Jake had become so excited about those pictures Vincenza had sent him, that Marion would not be good for him. 
 
    It was true, Marion had inspired some of Jake’s most beautiful work, some of his most original stuff, especially in the final scenes — Max couldn’t wait to see that final film — but she had involved Jake much too closely, made him think of her as something more than just another star. It had become personal and that was always a mistake. 
 
    Max sighed and shook his head. In one thing, one perception, he was well ahead of Jake. Max had learnt long ago that their type, people like himself and Jake, they weren’t made for the settled life with the one-to-one commitments that went with it. It didn’t do to get involved like that, it took away so much of your objectivity. 
 
    To be a great artist, Jake had once said, you have to be both passionate and detached about your creativity. It had been a great phrase, Max thought. The local press had thought so too. And it should have been good — it had taken Jake all day to think of it and not exactly been the easiest of speeches to slip into the conversation. 
 
    Max put his paper down and riffled through the stack of cuttings books stacked on the floor. He knew just where to find the piece he wanted, flipping open the page to show a picture of two teenage boys grinning out at the photographer and the single paragraph beside it describing the award that they had won. 
 
    The headline spoke of ‘Budding Film-makers’ winning a top award and went on to tell how Jake Bowen and Nick Jarvis had won second place in a national competition for young film-makers — documentary section — for a film made about a local factory strike. 
 
    Nicholas Jarvis. It was a very long time since anyone had called him that. 
 
    He looked closely at the two boys. Excited smiles, lousy haircuts, standing on the steps of the terraced house belonging to Jake’s parents. 
 
    They had been fifteen years old. The camera borrowed by their English teacher from a local community group. The teacher had fussed and nagged the whole time they were making their film, Max remembered. Always getting in the way. 
 
    Max smiled. Life had seemed so full of possibilities even then. 
 
      
 
    9.40 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike was still at John Tynan’s when Stacey rang the police station. The memory had come to her in a dream, and for a little while after waking she had lain still and thought about it. Trying to fit the dream memory into what she knew to be real. 
 
    Painfully, she re-ran the entire thing, from her storming away from Richard to the moment he had found her and driven her attacker away. 
 
    The tightness in her chest, the panic that this evoked was almost more than she could bear, but she knew that what she thought she remembered could be crucial. She had to go through it, sort it out. 
 
    Finally, she sat up in bed and pushed the covers aside. The telephone was downstairs in the living-room. Stacey pulled on her dressing-gown and made her way down, repeating the words in her head as though they might escape her again. 
 
    This was no dream. Stacey was certain of that now. The words had come hard on the heels of a dream, but they had come into her mind in that time between sleep and waking and now she had prodded the memory, felt the pain of it, she knew that it was real. 
 
    Her mother called to her from the kitchen as she went by. Walked silently past her father as he came into the hall. Made her way straight to the telephone and dialled the number on the card that she had been given. 
 
    She was startled to find that Mike wasn’t there. 
 
    ‘Oh!’ Stacey said. ‘Well, look, can you get a message to him, get him to phone me? It is important, yes. Tell him it’s Stacey. Stacey Holmes. And that I’ve remembered something.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    10 a.m. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ 
 
    Price shrugged. ‘It’s your house.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but some people don’t like it. Terry doesn’t, I tend not to when he’s here.’ 
 
    Price smiled. ‘Difficult things, teenagers,’ he said. ‘Think they can tell you everything.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have children?’ 
 
    Price shook his head. ‘No, not me, never found anyone daft enough to have them with me.’ 
 
    There was silence for a moment or two, then Price said, ‘You reported him missing Friday night? You got a visit, I presume?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, a young constable. A quarter past one, it was.’ She smiled. ‘He looked a bit lost himself; funny, you know what they say about policemen getting younger . . .’ 
 
    She trailed off, looking away from him and taking a cigarette from the pack. Her hands trembled a little as she lit the match. She was, Price thought, holding herself together very well now that he was here, but the pale face and red-rimmed eyes told a different story. 
 
    ‘I thought you’d come to tell me something,’ she said. ‘I thought . . .’ 
 
    ‘No, like I said, I didn’t even know your son had gone missing. Uniform deals with most of the Mispers, the older ones anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Mispers?’ 
 
    ‘Missing persons. Sorry. You see, when they get to Terry’s age and there’s nothing suspicious, well, the thing is, most of them go off in a strop and turn up again the next day. Starving hungry and ready for another round of parent-baiting.’ 
 
    He watched her closely, not certain he was taking the right road with her, but she smiled slightly. ‘Yeah, I suppose you’re right,’ she said. ‘I mean, Terry’s not a baby, but he is my son and he’s never done anything like this before, you see. And it wasn’t like we’d argued or anything. I saw him go off to school on Friday morning and he was fine. He was just fine.’ The tears were back, threatening to overflow as she blinked rapidly. 
 
    ‘This girl, the one that’s missing too. Sarah. It wasn’t uniform that dealt with her?’ She looked up sharply at him, the unspoken accusation clear. Was this girl more important than her son? 
 
    ‘Yes, it was. As I told you, she went to let someone into her mother’s aerobics class and never came back. There was a worry at the time that she might be another victim . . .’ 
 
    ‘Of this sex attacker?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You see I’ve been involved in working on that one. She fitted the profile, fifteen years old, small and blonde.’ 
 
    ‘But Terry doesn’t even know this girl,’ Judith argued. The protest faded as soon as it was made and she sighed, ‘He never mentioned her.’ She shook her head. 
 
    Suddenly she sounded angry, frustrated. Price probed carefully, sensing that there was something more than just a son careless of what he told his mother. 
 
    ‘Did he talk much about his friends?’ 
 
    ‘Of course he did!’ 
 
    Obviously he’d touched a raw nerve. She recovered herself immediately, consciously. ‘No, not really. I mean, we haven’t lived here all that long, five, six months or so. And it’s not, well, not the sort of place you bring friends back to . . .’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s very nice.’ Price looked around at the poorly furnished flat. ‘You’ve done a lot to make it homely,’ he said gently and found that he really meant it. There wasn’t much in the flat that hadn’t come from a second-hand shop or cheap discount store, but the walls had been colour-washed and rag-rolled and finished with a pretty border. There were books and magazines and flowers in a cheap glass vase. An effort to make the place like home. But he could see she might feel sensitive, and if she had known about Sarah, known about the way she lived . . . The Myers house might be only round the corner but it could just as well have been a world away. It could have been a reason for Terry not to mention her, if he knew how his mother felt. 
 
    ‘And he never mentioned Sarah?’ Price asked her again. 
 
    ‘No, I told you. He never did.’ She hesitated, then said, ‘You see, Terry and I, I guess we were getting to know each other again. I’d got divorced, you see, and Terry didn’t live with me for quite a while.’ 
 
    Price waited. There was more, but he clearly wasn’t going to get it now. He got up ready to go. Terry had no local family, she had said. No family at all, in fact. Except his grandparents, her parents, and they’d just moved abroad. No friends he might have gone to, nowhere to go. 
 
    Judith had seemed awkward and uncomfortable then. It was as though she had suddenly realized how little she knew about her son and she was shaken by the knowledge. 
 
    She’d get back to him, Price thought, when she’d had another chance to think it through. 
 
    ‘I’ll call you as soon as I know anything,’ he said, as he had done with the Myers a short time before. 
 
    ‘The hall phone doesn’t always work,’ she said, ‘and I don’t have one. Not here.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, right. I see.’ That explained why Mr Myers hadn’t been able to trace Judith himself. He’d make bets that Myers would have made a beeline for the phone book the moment he had Terry’s name. 
 
    He took a plain white card from his pocket and scribbled his name and number on it. As an afterthought he added DI Mike Croft’s as well. ‘He’s my boss,’ he said. ‘Give me a call if Terry gets in touch.’ 
 
    She took the card and nodded, tears beginning again as he took his leave. 
 
    Price walked back down the four flights of stairs and let himself out of the front door. There was something very wrong with this whole scenario, he thought. He just wished that he could work out what. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Stacey’s message was phoned through to Mike at John Tynan’s cottage. 
 
    ‘She didn’t say what she had remembered?’ he reiterated. 
 
    ‘No, sir, insisted on talking to you. Shame to spoil your day off though. We could send a uniform round.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, I’ll go to see her. You said there was something about the missing girl?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A bus driver called it in. He’d just picked up his morning paper and recognized the girl. He’s sure he dropped her off at Hoton about ten o’clock last night.’ 
 
    ‘At Hoton? He’s certain?’ 
 
    ‘Seems so.’ 
 
    ‘No more news on David Martin, I suppose?’ 
 
    There was not. Mike hung up thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘Hoton?’ Maria asked him. 
 
    ‘Our runaway. A bus driver thinks he remembers dropping her off there about ten o’clock last night.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I have to go, I’m afraid, see this girl, Stacey.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Look, I’ll head back to Oaklands, I’ll give you a call later.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Stacey told him about her dream that was not a dream. She went through it calmly and in careful detail. She might, Mike thought, have been describing a shopping trip or her holiday plans, until you looked at the way her hands were shaking. 
 
    ‘And you’re sure that’s what he said?’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure, Inspector Croft.’ She took a deep breath and said the words again. ‘He said, “I know you want it, Marion. I know you do. I know you do.” ’ 
 
    Her words were flat, deliberately devoid of all feeling or tone. 
 
    ‘And the name was Marion. Not Mary or Marie or anything similar? You’re absolutely certain about that?’ 
 
    Stacey nodded. ‘It’s not a common name,’ she said. ‘I mean I know two Maries and even a Mary, though she’s older than me. But Marion. I don’t think I’ve ever even met a Marion. So I know I’ve got it right.’ 
 
    Mike thanked her and got up to go. 
 
    ‘Do you think it will help you?’ Stacey asked him. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Yes, I really think it might. As you say, Marion isn’t that common a name. It could be very significant. And I want you to know, I think you’re handling this brilliantly.’ 
 
    She half-smiled at him. ‘I don’t feel brilliant,’ she said. ‘Only I keep telling myself, he didn’t really hurt me and I wasn’t raped. Not like those other girls. I keep telling myself that.’ 
 
    Mike left her, his mind a turmoil of possibilities. 
 
    No, Marion was not a particularly common name. Unusual enough to be distinctive. And he could not help but make the connection. Marion had been the name of the woman whose death Price was now following up, and Marion O’Donnel had Theo Howard’s number in her book. 
 
    * * * 
 
    2 p.m. 
 
      
 
    John Tynan was astonished to find David Martin on his doorstep. 
 
    ‘You’ve got to let me in, John. I have to talk to someone.’ 
 
    ‘How about talking to the police?’ John questioned. ‘They’re looking for you.’ 
 
    Davy shook his head. ‘I know, at least, I guessed they must be.’ 
 
    John Tynan looked thoughtfully at the young man standing on his doorstep. He was unshaven and rumpled; his clothes looked as though he’d slept in them. Very different from the smartly dressed figure John had usually seen at Theo’s. 
 
    ‘You’d better come inside,’ he said. ‘But I’m warning you, David, when you’ve talked to me, I’m taking you into Norwich. You’ve got to turn yourself in.’ 
 
    ‘You going to make me?’ 
 
    For a moment, John thought he was going to hit out at him. Then he shook his head. ‘No, you’re right. I’ve got to go back and I know that. But I’ve spent all night going through this. I needed time. And I need to talk to someone first.’ He gave John a look of such desperation that the older man was moved, despite his instinct towards caution. 
 
    Tynan said, ‘See it from their point of view. From mine. Theo is found dead, murdered in her own home. You disappear, no word of explanation, you just skip out through the back way like some common thief. And you ask us not to think badly of you? For all I know, you might well have killed Theo. For all the police know, you probably did.’ He shook his head. ‘You’ve got half an hour; Davy. Long enough to have a cup of tea and give me your version of events before I drive you to the station. Talk to me and let me take you in and I’ll do everything I can for you. But you run out again and there’ll be no one believes you’re not implicated. You must see that.’ 
 
    David nodded. ‘Yes, I do. I do. Thank you, you won’t regret it. I promise you that.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    3 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long drive and the light was already fading when Price arrived. Morrow suggested they go straight out and view the crime scene while there was still daylight left to see. Dental records had provided the final confirmation that the body was that of Marion O’Donnel. 
 
    Morrow drove. An experience Price vowed he was never going to repeat, tearing along the curving down-land road as though it was a slalom course grafted on to a race track. 
 
    He pulled the car into a farm gate close to a small cottage and pointed. 
 
    ‘Up there, that’s where we found her. The gate was opened. Somebody had cut through the chain.’ 
 
    ‘They came prepared then,’ Price commented as he climbed out of the car, trying not to notice that his legs were shaking from all the compensatory braking he’d been doing. 
 
    Charlie Morrow nodded. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘I think they came prepared.’ 
 
    The place where the car had burned was the widest point of the track, before it narrowed into a single file walkway between the fields. It was unremarkable, just a barren area of rutted mud and grass and a rough oblong of charred earth showing where the car had stood. 
 
    Morrow had talked almost non-stop during their drive, bringing Price up to speed on his conversation with Mike. He had, Price discovered, a disconcerting way of turning to look at his passenger while he talked rather than concentrating on the road. Price was certain he’d made most of the curves on a mixture of memory and instinct. It certainly hadn’t been by sight. 
 
    He flipped through the photographs of the crime scene that Morrow had provided for him, trying to match the pictures to the reality. The photographs showed what must have been a wet, foul-tempered night; they revealed little of the surrounding landscape. 
 
    ‘What’s that over there?’ he asked, his attention attracted by a large conical hump that rose out of the flat earth on the opposite side of the road. 
 
    ‘Silbury Hill,’ Morrow told him. ‘I’ll take you up there later; when you’ve more chance of getting a view. It’s fenced off now, problems of erosion, but we still get the odd tourist braving the barbed wire, looking for crop circles or something equally psychic I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not into that sort of thing, then?’ Price grinned wryly. 
 
    Charlie Morrow grunted. ‘Not so’s you’d notice,’ he said. He gestured towards the rise behind them. ‘Want to go and take a look?’ 
 
    He set off up the path without waiting for a reply. 
 
    Price followed. 
 
    It seemed an oddly appropriate place to contemplate a murder; Price thought. The mist was coming down, much as it must have done the evening that the woman died, and it would soon be dark. The dampness seeped through his clothes and into his bones, but he hardly noticed it. Despite himself, he was captivated. 
 
    Morrow had led him into the tomb itself. West Kennet Long Barrow. Thousands of years old, and Price could feel the weight of every one of them pressing down on him through what looked like precariously balanced rock. 
 
    Someone had lit candles inside the tomb. He commented on them. 
 
    ‘People come here all the time,’ Morrow told him. ‘Religious feelings they’re supposed to have for it or something.’ 
 
    He sounded dismissive, but there was something in his voice that made Price look at him suspiciously. It was at least an edge of affection; it might even have been a touch of awe. 
 
    It was in the tomb and the flickering candlelight that Morrow, with an unexpected sense of the dramatic, gave Price the two sheets of folded paper. 
 
    One was the poem Price already knew, a copy of the one found in Theo Howard’s hand. 
 
    ‘It was in the dead woman’s flat,’ Morrow told him. ‘Is it the same?’ 
 
    Price nodded slowly. ‘The other one was found in her bag. It seems to be about this place.’ 
 
    He unfolded the paper and began to read. 
 
      
 
    I spent the night beneath the stones, he said, 
 
    But didn’t sleep, 
 
    Their whisperings kept my thoughts alive, 
 
    And held my mind from dreams. 
 
    I spent the night beneath the stones, he said 
 
    And watched the beacon lit upon the dead man’s hill. 
 
    And when the night had fallen full, 
 
    I spent the night beneath the stones, he said 
 
    I spent the night beneath the stones, he said, 
 
    But did not sleep. 
 
    Your voice within the beacon kept my thoughts alive. 
 
    And held my mind from dreams. 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the sheet were written the words, ‘With love, David.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    5 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Harriman was preparing his evening meal. He took chicken breast from the styrofoam package with an old fork he kept specifically for meat and placed it on a grill lined with foil. Potatoes were already baking in the tiny oven; he had to turn the flame up high to get the skins to crisp the way he liked. He had already prepared the salad, slicing everything neatly and arranging carefully on his plate. 
 
    Max liked to cook. He knew his workmates had found it a little odd when he’d admitted to this in an unguarded moment, but the fact was, it gave him great satisfaction that he knew exactly what went into his body. 
 
    His mother had always cooked, drumming into him from an early age how important it was to treat your body right, and Max had taken her advice to heart. He kept himself fit with regular exercise, his body well fed and his mind active, and he was meticulous about the details. 
 
    Max crossed to the sink and washed his hands once again. The third time during his ritual of food preparation. 
 
    Then he examined his hands and nails with the greatest care. 
 
    Max did a manual job operating a lathe, and the hands of his fellow workers were calloused and stained in a way that Max could not allow. He wore gloves at work and kept his hands very clean at other times. In addition, twice daily he massaged them with a cream used, so the advertising said, by Icelandic fishermen to combat the effects of cold. 
 
    It had earned him some odd comments the first few weeks at this job, but he did his work well enough to silence the criticism and the ‘he’s a bloody poof’ jokes had faded when they had spotted the pictures taped to the inside of his locker. 
 
    It was, Max thought, the sort of thing that Jake would do to throw others off the track. The women he attacked would remember his hands as being soft and smooth — if they remembered anything at all — not rough and hard like the skilled manual worker that he was. 
 
    He went back to the sink and scrubbed at his nails once again, shaking his head. There were still marks. Stains around the nails and on his knuckles, but it would have to do. 
 
    He thought of Jake. Jake had never laughed at his neatness or his meticulous habits. Jake had been the only one Max’s mother had ever really liked, but then, Jake always knew the right thing to say. 
 
    Staring at the table with its blue-checked cloth, carefully set and clean enough for his mother to be proud of, Max remembered how it had been when Jake had come to call for him. 
 
    ‘Your house, it always looks so nice,’ Jake would say, and Max’s mother would award him one of her small, tight smiles and let Max go out without another word. 
 
    Max’s face grew dark as another image imprinted across the first. His mother dead on the kitchen floor, her small, tight smile replaced by a bloody grin that split across her cheeks from ear to ear. 
 
      
 
    5 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Judith had walked for a long time before finally getting up enough courage to go to the Myers’ house. Their number was in the phone book and had taken only moments to find. The house was only a ten-minute walk from her flat, but it had been close on an hour before Judith had finally been able to bring herself to go to the door. 
 
    Paula Myers replied quickly to her ring, her pale face anxious and the faint hopefulness in her eyes fading as she saw the stranger on her doorstep. She had been expecting news. Judith didn’t look like news. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Can I help you?’ 
 
    Judith swallowed nervously. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Sorry to bother you. It’s just that I thought maybe we should talk; if we put our heads together, we may get some idea.’ She broke off, aware of how jumbled her words must sound and of the woman’s cold stare. 
 
    She began again. ‘I’m . . . I’m Judith Ryan,’ she explained. ‘Terry’s mother. I just wondered, have you heard anything?’ 
 
    For a moment Judith thought Paula Myers was going to fly at her; the look of rage and pain that crossed her face was so strong and so obvious. Then it faded. The two women gazed at one another with red-rimmed eyes. ‘I think you’d better come in,’ Paula said. 
 
    ‘It’s a lovely house,’ Judith said. She was seated at the kitchen table cradling a mug of very hot coffee between her hands. 
 
    ‘Thank you. You live on Cavendish Road . . . it’s a nice road, Cavendish.’ 
 
    Judith half-smiled. ‘We live at the other end, in one of those tall three-storey places. It’s flats now. Terry and I, we have the top floor.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘It’s all right really, and it’s our own place. That’s what matters.’ 
 
    Paula didn’t really know what to say to this woman now she was inside the house. They had spent the last ten minutes like this. Dodging around the questions each one wanted to ask. Trying not to step on feelings that were so bruised already one more hurt would make little difference. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know about Terry,’ she said. 
 
    ‘No, neither did I. I mean about Sarah. He never told me.’ Judith hesitated. ‘I thought we’d got a good relationship,’ she said. ‘Thought he told me things. But he never mentioned Sarah. He didn’t mention many of his friends really, but I never noticed somehow. Not till now.’ She smiled wryly, trying not to feel too uncomfortable with the admission. 
 
    Paula smiled back. ‘Nice to know we’re not the only ones facing that conclusion,’ she said. ‘God, but I feel so helpless just sitting here. Maybe Phil was right, at least he did something.’ 
 
    ‘Did something?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, it turns out they were going to a party yesterday. Both of them.’ 
 
    ‘Terry as well? He didn’t say a thing. Well, he talked about going out . . .’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t fret. Sarah spun a yarn about staying at a friend’s. Seemed to think we’d disapprove if she’d told the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Would you?’ 
 
    ‘No! Of course not. Sarah’s . . . Probably. I mean yes. I suppose we would if I’d thought she planned to be out all night. Anyway, Phil found out where this party was supposed to be. His going round there didn’t do much at the time, but this morning one of the girls phoned us. Said, did we know about Terry?’ 
 
    She paused. ‘The parents are away, where this party was, so you can just imagine.’ She smiled bitterly. ‘I mean that’s just it, isn’t it? You can just imagine, more to the point you can remember.’ 
 
    Judith thought back to her rather strict upbringing. Actually parties at sixteen without adults present were not something in her experience, but there had been other things that probably more than made up for that. 
 
    ‘But I mean, we could have compromised. Picked her up at midnight or something. I don’t know. And it doesn’t explain why they ran away.’ She looked awkwardly at Judith. ‘I’m sorry to ask this, but was Terry in some kind of trouble or worried about something? I mean, I know how that must sound . . .’ 
 
    Judith was shaking her head. ‘No. I’m certain not. He was happy here. Settled well in school. It had been a fresh start for us.’ She sighed deeply. ‘I don’t know why he would go off like that.’ She looked hopefully at Paula. ‘Sarah, she had no problems, I mean . . .’ 
 
    Paula shook her head. ‘I don’t know. She was doing well at school, seemed to have plenty of friends. The usual worries, I suppose, but nothing . . . She didn’t get on with her father.’ The words came out almost unbidden and immediately she felt she had uttered a betrayal. ‘I mean, a lot of teenagers have problems with their parents, there was nothing. I didn’t mean . . . Oh God, I’m making this sound much worse than it is. He’s gone out tonight,’ she added irrelevantly. ‘These days he’s always going out.’ 
 
    She looked up suddenly as though a thought had struck her. ‘Terry’s father. He wouldn’t have gone to his father? No, I suppose you already thought of that.’ 
 
    Judith sat quite still, the coffee cup still clasped tightly between her hands. ‘Oh no,’ she said, keeping her voice as steady as she was able. ‘We’re divorced, you see. I mean, obviously you realized that. Terry’s father walked out of our lives when Terry was just six years old. Terry wouldn’t even think of going to him.’ 
 
      
 
    5.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The search warrant had been applied for as soon as David Martin had debunked. It had been granted in a special session and served mid-afternoon. Mike’s beeper went when he was halfway back to Tynan’s place. He pulled over on to the grass verge and called in, then turned his car around and headed back to Norwich. 
 
    The search was well under way by the time he got there. White-clad figures, their hands covered in surgical gloves, moving from room to room giving the impression that they really knew what they were looking for. 
 
    ‘The lady was an actress then,’ someone commented. Mike took the proffered book of clippings and reviews. There were, he saw, glancing across at the shelves, about a dozen such books. 
 
    A shout from upstairs distracted him. He went up to the second bedroom. David’s room, he thought, seeing the men’s clothes lying on the bed and the shaving gear on the shelf. He thought about Davy’s assertion that they had been lovers, wondering how much this room had seen. 
 
    The magazines were nothing unusual, soft-porn top-shelf editions, and Mike was ready to dismiss them, but one edition was being thrust into his hands, open at the centrefold. It had been marked by a bulky envelope slipped between the pages. 
 
    ‘Bit of a looker, guv! Marianne,’ he commented, looking at the name that headed the page. 
 
    Mike opened the envelope and tipped the contents carefully on to the bed. About a dozen photographs fell out. Polaroids of the woman in the centrefold. The poses were amateur and the photography of questionable ability, but there was no doubt but that it was the ‘Marianne’ of the centrefold. Blonde hair, blue eyes, her body more graceful than voluptuous. She gazed out at the photographer, her expression slightly uncertain. A quality of innocence, despite the lewdness of some of the poses, that was highly charged. Genuinely seductive, Mike caught himself thinking. 
 
    He shoved the thought to the back of his mind and took a pen from his jacket pocket. Used it to flip the photos over. With the third, he struck lucky. There was a date, some eighteen months previous, and a name. 
 
    ‘Marion,’ Mike said softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    6 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Price and Morrow had retreated to the Red Lion in Avebury. It was still early enough for the dining-room to be relatively empty and they found a table at the back of the room where they could talk about the case in privacy. 
 
    ‘Nice this,’ Price commented, looking around the comfortably furnished dining-room with its heavy beams and warm lighting. The food was good too, he thought, realizing just how hungry he was and how long the day had been. 
 
    Outside, although it was only six o’clock, the night was closing in, fended off slightly in the pub yard by the only street-light in the entire village. 
 
    Morrow was eating with great enthusiasm and didn’t seem to want to be interrupted. Price got on with his own meal in equal silence. He was beginning to like Morrow. The man was blunt to the point of rudeness, drove like a maniac and seemed terminally prone to bossiness. But he had an energy and drive that Price guessed he was going to enjoy, and a commitment to the job that matched Price’s own. 
 
    Morrow’s large hand reached into his pocket, withdrew a small carton of single cream, opened it and dumped it in his coffee. He’d pocketed about a dozen of these little cartons when they’d been ordering their meal, and about the same amount of sugar, brown and white in little packets. 
 
    Price waited for the sugar to emerge from the big man’s pocket. He was disappointed. Morrow drank it without. 
 
    ‘Tell me something,’ he said. ‘All that stuff you half-inched. You a klepto or what?’ 
 
    Morrow slurped his coffee noisily. ‘Probably,’ he said. ‘But I’m getting help.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    Morrow nodded solemnly. ‘I’m training my sergeant,’ he said. ‘So far she’s only got the hang of sugar. Women have stupid pockets, have you noticed that? No room for anything but a lipstick and a pack of tissues. I mean, what the hell use is that?’ 
 
    Price shook his head. ‘Yeah, but they have handbags,’ he pointed out. 
 
    ‘Not our Beth. Doesn’t believe in them.’ 
 
    He wolfed a few more mouthfuls of steak pie, sucking up more coffee without first swallowing the mouthful of food. 
 
    Price shuddered inwardly and looked away, half-nauseated, half-amused. 
 
    Morrow swallowed again, then said, ‘She died of smoke inhalation but there was enough of a cocktail of drugs and drink in her system that I doubt she knew much about it.’ He paused, prodded at his pie once more. ‘Bloody hope she didn’t know anyway. Hell of a mess.’ 
 
    ‘There was enough soft tissue left for the tox results and blood typing then?’ Price enquired. 
 
    Morrow nodded. ‘Practically pickled, she was, probably had been for days, the surgeon reckons. All body tissues saturated.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Price observed, ‘she sure as hell didn’t drive there.’ 
 
    Morrow guffawed, at least that’s what Price thought it was. ‘The car she was found in was stolen two or three days before her death. The owner was away so there were no reports, but witness statements have given us a rough fix. It was a BMW 3 series before they killed it,’ he said with feeling. ‘Quality. Whether that says anything or not I couldn’t tell you.’ 
 
    He paused, chewed thoughtfully for a moment or two, then said almost wistfully, ‘Amazing things women’s bodies. I mean, if she’d been a man we’d have known a whole lot less about her.’ He looked deliberately at Price, leaning forward slightly, and said, ‘Did you know that the womb is often the last thing to be destroyed? Symbolic that, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Price laughed, he couldn’t help himself, then he sobered. ‘The question is,’ he said, ‘who killed her and what the hell does she have to do with Theo Howard?’ 
 
      
 
    6 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Davy had given John no trouble. He had driven him back to divisional HQ at Norwich and delivered him quietly to the front desk. The custody officer had taken over from there. 
 
    John, waiting for Mike to finish Davy’s interview, had made a statement telling how Davy had arrived on his doorstep. Then he’d drunk several cups of tea with the desk sergeant in the tiny, untidy room behind the front office. 
 
    ‘You miss the job?’ the desk sergeant asked him. He knew John, had been around long enough to remember him as a serving officer. 
 
    Tynan nodded. ‘Old habits and all that, but I fill my time one way or another.’ He smiled. ‘It’s hard though, wanting to get stuck in and being kept on the sidelines like some damned civilian.’ 
 
    ‘You knew the dead woman.’ 
 
    ‘Theo, yes, my wife and I grew up with her, well, her older sister really.’ He paused, settled himself more comfortably in his chair. He had no real right to be here, aware he was trading on his past reputation and on Mike’s friendship. But what the hell, it was a quiet Sunday evening and the opportunity to talk shop with old colleagues didn’t come up all that often.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ he said, ‘anything new on this other business . . . ?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike sat down at the table and started the tape, going through the usual formalities. Time of interview and those present. ‘Mr Martin has not requested the services of a lawyer,’ he said, ‘but understands that he may do so at any time and that the interview will then terminate until such time as one can be made available.’ 
 
    He looked across at David Martin. ‘You have been made aware of your rights, Mr Martin?’ Mike asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, thank you, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And you understand the information that you have been given?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I understand,’ Davy said. ‘I understand it all.’ 
 
    Mike tipped the envelope from the evidence bag and emptied the photographs on to the table top. 
 
    ‘Do you recognize these, Mr Martin? For the record, Mr Martin is being shown photographs found in his room at Miss Howard’s house. They will be listed as exhibit B1.’ 
 
    Davy looked at the pictures and swallowed hard. ‘Yes, I recognize them,’ he said. ‘I took them.’ 
 
    ‘And the woman in the picture,’ Mike asked. ‘Who is she?’ 
 
    ‘A girlfriend. She was a girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend now of course.’ He laughed nervously. 
 
    ‘Why “of course”, Mr Martin?’ 
 
    David Martin looked surprised. ‘Well, because of Theo, of course. I never looked at another woman after Theo.’ 
 
    ‘And your relationship with Theo Howard, for the record?’ Mike asked him, slightly shifting tack. 
 
    ‘We, we were . . . I loved her.’ 
 
    ‘You were lovers, Mr Martin, is that what you are telling me?’ 
 
    ‘You know it is.’ 
 
    ‘And this other woman, this former girlfriend.’ Mike changed direction once again. ‘Can you tell me her name?’ 
 
    David was looking puzzled now. ‘I don’t see . . .’ he began. 
 
    ‘Just answer the question, please.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s not relevant. Look, I told you, I never looked at another woman after Theo. These pictures, she asked me to take them. She meant nothing to me after Theo.’ 
 
    ‘She must have meant something for you to have kept the photographs,’ Mike said. ‘Her name please, Mr Martin.’ 
 
    For a moment David Martin stared at him, then he said, ‘It’s Marion. Marion O’Donnel. I knew her for a little while when I was living in London. She asked me to take them for her. Some magazine she wanted to get into. I don’t know. She did some modelling or something for them afterwards.’ 
 
    Mike took the second evidence bag from his folder and laid the magazine on the table. ‘This magazine?’ 
 
    Again Davy swallowed hard and nodded that it was. 
 
    ‘For the record,’ Mike intoned, ‘Mr Martin is nodding.’ 
 
    ‘What does this have to do with Theo?’ Davy was asking. ‘I came here because of Theo, not because of some other woman.’ 
 
    There was a knock on the interview room door, a whispered consultation between someone outside and the PC sitting in on the interview. Mike was called out. He returned moments later with a second envelope and added its contents to those already on the table. 
 
    ‘Did you also take these, Mr Martin?’ 
 
    David stared in silence at the images strewn across the table. Pictures of Theo in various stages of undress. She had taken care of herself and her body was still well-shaped and firm. She laughed playfully into the camera as though it was all some huge joke. These pictures were not pornographic, merely intimate, and Mike felt suddenly too much like a voyeur. 
 
    ‘You took these also, Mr Martin?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I took them. Theo asked me to.’ 
 
    There was a catch in the younger man’s voice. Tears caught in the back of his throat. Mike pushed forward. 
 
    ‘And now Theo’s dead,’ he said softly. ‘Dead, Just like Marion O’Donnel. Strange coincidence, don’t you think, Mr Martin?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    8 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Max turned the pages slowly. The books were like old friends to him now. His closest confidants. 
 
    He rarely saw Jake, to speak to anyway, though he followed his career closely through the newspaper reports and the work that Jake put out. Jake always made sure Max Harriman had his copy of a new work. Jake always knew where Max could be found no matter how many times he moved. 
 
    Max could not say the same. It was years since he had known exactly where Jake made his home. He had a flat in London; Max had borrowed it a time or two, he had a key. Marion had used it too when she worked there, and, Max knew, others went in and out, using the place as a letter drop and collection point. But that was not where Jake lived. As far as Max knew, it was not even a place where Jake spent the night. 
 
    He missed Jake, missed the closeness of their early years when he and Jake and the rest had been the best of friends. He often thought about them, the kids he’d gone to school with. Had them in his cuttings books too, when they’d done anything worth recording. 
 
    One was inside. Armed robbery, three counts. Others had gone their own, more respectable way. He had the notices of marriages and births and even deaths of half a dozen others he and Jake had known. But it was only Jake that had made it to the big time. Jake who’d seen the greater picture, known that nothing really mattered so long as you were following your own particular star. 
 
    He turned the pages, pausing at one particular entry. Jake’s first really successful film. It was the story of a police raid on a sex shop and the seizure of some special stock that Jake had provided for them. 
 
    It had been tame beside the stuff he was producing now, Max thought, but he still had his copy, he hung on to it knowing it would be worth an absolute packet some day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake stared out into the garden through his conservatory window. He had a night sight in his hand and had spread food on to the lawn hoping they would come back. The badgers had made his garden a regular stopping-off point and Jake had come to like watching them. They were a family group, both parents and three little cubs. He liked to watch them as they came snuffling through the long grass near the hedge and nosing around at the scraps he put down for them. They argued over the food like nursery school kids at a Christmas party. 
 
    Jake liked the creatures far more than he liked the average human. 
 
    He scowled suddenly, remembering Marion, how close she could get to them before they ran away. 
 
    It soothed him a little, remembering that, though his pride still hurt at just how much he had misjudged her. But he knew he must let the anger go now. If things as wild and fey as the badgers could be taken in by that stupid, nosy cow, then it was not so bad that Jake could make that same mistake too. 
 
    It would be the last time, though, Jake made that promise to himself. The very last. 
 
      
 
    8.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the Myers’ house had brought back so many memories for Judith. It was, in many ways, so like the house her grandparents had owned. Tall and imposing, in truth a little in need of modernization and repair, but a place Judith had loved. 
 
    She remembered the big kitchen, the two halves of it, divided for the preparation of milk and meat. The long wooden table. The family gathered, generations of it, at Sabbath, at festivals. 
 
    Judith’s father had married outside his faith and Judith had been their only child. It had been hard on her grandparents, she knew, but they had accepted it. Her parents had divorced when she was three and Judith spent holidays with her father. Mostly with her grandparents. 
 
    With her mother, she lived one life. At her grandparents’ house she lived another, one steeped in ritual and tradition. In music and stories. Sometimes, she thought, the stories had seemed far more real than the everyday world of school and her mother’s home. She had loved the stories, told in her grandfather’s sonorous voice. Elaborate tales to be narrated slowly, savoured like a fine wine. 
 
    Judith winced at the analogy. The strongest thing she allowed herself these days was coffee and it would stay that way. For Terry’s sake. 
 
    She remembered that day clearly, so clearly. That final Pesach she had spent with them. Terry had been five years old, the youngest child present. Her grandfather the patriarch, in his dark suit, sitting at the head of the table. Judith herself heavily pregnant with her second child and deeply, deeply unhappy with the way her world was turning. 
 
    Terry, the youngest child, a little shy because it was the first time he had played the role, going to her grandfather and asking the question. Asking why they were celebrating with the bitter herbs and the salt and the Passover Lamb. His great-grandfather sitting him on his knee and telling the story of the flight from Egypt and the days his people had spent in the wilderness before they came finally to the promised land. 
 
    ‘Were you there?’ Terry had asked him, his eyes round and innocent. 
 
    ‘No, I’m not quite that old, my boy.’ 
 
    And then the final words, the pledge to celebrate the festival next year in Jerusalem. Next year. And Judith could remember her feelings of utter and complete despair. Remember also how much she had craved a drink, the partial oblivion that alcohol would provide. 
 
    Next year in Jerusalem. She’d heard that every bloody year since she could remember and that next year had never, ever come. Not for her grandparents, not for her father not for her. 
 
    Her grandfather had told her once that Jerusalem represented a dream. The image of fulfilment and the precious treasure of the soul. 
 
    She could remember his face when he had said those words. The conviction in his eyes. 
 
    ‘You’ll find your Jerusalem,’ he’d told her. ‘You will see.’ 
 
    But Judith knew that, search as she might, she never would, unless she glimpsed it briefly in the bottom of a glass. 
 
    She remembered how she had excused herself then. Got awkwardly to her feet with the weight of the second child wanting to drag her down. Had hurried from the room and sneaked into the kitchen. A half-empty bottle of whisky lay hidden at the bottom of her bag. She took a teacup from the cabinet and poured herself a large measure, drinking it down almost without tasting. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    Judith could taste it now, sitting in her tiny kitchen, hugging a cup of cooling coffee between her hands. Disgusted with the memory of herself, craving oblivion in spite of her disgust. Looking out of the window at the pouring rain, she thought of her son. Of what had happened with Terry. 
 
      
 
    8.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Davy lay on his back on the bench in the police cell and thought of Theo. 
 
    He had touched her when he’d found her dead. He’d told no one that. Touched her face, her hair, the curve of her breast and hip, imagining the flesh beneath. 
 
    He had felt no disgust at her death, at the smell of sick and alcohol, only a strange sense of detachment that this woman, lying so still on the couch, was the same woman that had shared his bed. Finally, Davy had taken a comb from his pocket and combed out Theo’s hair, arranging it across the pillow. He had still been holding the comb in his hand when the banging on the front door had broken the spell. Then the police had been there and life had become so much more complicated. 
 
    He fell asleep and dreamed of Theo. Theo lying beside him, her body still warm and the grey hair tangled about her face. She reached out, wrapping him in her arms, drawing him close, her body curving against his. And he, responding so strongly to her touch that even in his sleep he felt himself grow hard. Wanted her. Breathing in time to her rhythm, breathing her breath as if they were a single being. 
 
    Then Theo dissolving, becoming another woman with fairer hair and lips stained so red they seemed to drip with blood. The woman pressing her mouth against his, sucking the air from him as he wrapped her tight, pinning her to the ground. 
 
    He felt her body writhing beneath his own. The arousal and the fear blending into a single emotion as he held the woman hard enough to cause her pain, pulling away from her kisses that were not kisses and threatened to suck the breath from his lungs. 
 
    In his sleep, Davy cried out, struggling to control her. He’d never felt so much strength in anyone, man or woman, as he felt now. She had one hand free and he fought to catch her wrist again, throwing his whole weight down on top of her. 
 
    With a cry of pain, Davy woke, just as the woman’s red tipped hands flashed out to rake across his face. 
 
      
 
    11.15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It had taken only an hour or two to find her, but then he knew the places to look now. Had watched her enter the pub with her friends, followed them inside, sat drinking only feet away from them all evening without them paying any notice. The pub crowded enough for a lone drinker not to draw too much attention, and anyway, he’d gone through the pretence of waiting. Looking at his watch, showing reluctance when someone wanted to use the chair next to his. He’d been too clever to be noticed, he was sure of it. 
 
    He had left just before the group had broken up, the first couple going off just about the time he did, turning towards the main road, too preoccupied to pay him any mind. 
 
    He’d made certain that the girl had been alone. No boyfriend, one of four in the group who’d obviously been singles. 
 
    Then he’d waited, parked in a side street with a view of the main door. She could have left the other way, of course. And if she had, slipping out of the side door, then that would have been it. But he was certain she would not. 
 
    His waiting time paid off. She came out of the main door with two other friends. He waited some more, breathing shallow with anticipation as they stood a minute or two and talked on the pub step. Then the couple turned one way and the girl the other. 
 
    Yes! Yes! 
 
    He followed slowly, waiting until she had walked almost out of sight before starting the car. Would she go left towards the bus station or turn right down the side road towards the park? 
 
    Right towards the park. 
 
    Right towards the park. 
 
    He drew the car into a side street and got out quickly. His feet in their soft-soled shoes made little noise on the pavement. He followed, keeping the same distance behind her all the way until she reached the spot he wanted, where the road swung left and there was a small patch of derelict ground. 
 
    Then he ran, grabbing her from behind and using his momentum to take her down. 
 
    This one wasn’t like the last. She didn’t fight. Just lay there, stunned, her mouth opened in a silent scream, her breath stinking of alcohol and cigarettes. 
 
    The smell nauseated him so he hit her anyway, striking again and again at the side of her head until it lolled back at an awkward angle, blood staining the lips an even deeper red. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Monday, 19 December, 3 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Terry woke up cold and stiff, realizing that the fire had burned itself out. 
 
    He swore under his breath and eased his arm from around Sarah’s shoulders, feeling the familiar pins and needles sensation in his fingers. He’d been in one position far too long. 
 
    Sarah opened her eyes with a start. ‘What’s going on? Oh, it’s freezing.’ 
 
    ‘The fire’s gone out.’ 
 
    He tried to get it started again while Sarah scraped around for more kindling and fuel. 
 
    ‘What time will it get light?’ she asked him. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It’s getting light when I get up usually, so I suppose about seven.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ She fell silent, hugging herself against the cold and staring into the fire as though willing it to burn. She didn’t need to voice what they both were thinking. That was hours away, and it looked as though it was still going to be raining. Then, even when they got to Oaklands, there was no guarantee that the woman Terry wanted to see would be there. She hadn’t been there yesterday morning and they hadn’t dared to go back again twice in one day. Would she be back today? Sarah didn’t feel she could spend much longer cooped up in this freezing cold semi-derelict house. She was hungry and tired and fed up with being damp and cold. 
 
    With an effort, she tried to put her doubts aside. 
 
    ‘My gran had a real fire,’ she said. ‘In her old house, before she moved to the bungalow. We used to make toast on it sometimes, in the winter.’ 
 
    ‘Wish we had some bread, we could give it a try. I’m starved.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘There’s that little village not far up the road. The shops’ll be open soon.’ 
 
    Sarah sighed heavily. It all seemed so unreal; home seemed so far away. 
 
    ‘We’ve got to call home,’ she said. ‘They’ll be worried sick.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    They fell silent again, guilt creeping in and preventing words. Then Sarah asked him, ‘Why did you run away? I mean really.’ 
 
    He didn’t look as though he was ready to answer. She pushed harder. 
 
    ‘Look, Terry, I’ve stuck by you all through this, I’m not going to run out on you now.’ She paused, listening to the rain outside, waiting. ‘I think I deserve to know, don’t you?’ 
 
    Terry shook his head. ‘You wouldn’t understand,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Try me! God’s sake, Terry, I think you owe me that much.’ She paused, reached out and took his hand. ‘Please.’ 
 
    He looked sideways at her, then moved closer, sitting side by side, staring into the fire as he began. He really liked Sarah, a lot. Wanted her to be his proper girlfriend, and he knew he could only do that if he was honest with her. 
 
    But still, it was so hard. The habit of silence so ingrained that it was near impossible to break. Doctor Lucas had been easy to talk to. She’d made it clear from the start that she was used to hearing stuff, all kinds of stuff that might shock other people. And she had never shown anything either in her face or in the tone of her voice that had made him feel that she was judging him, hating him the way he knew so many people would. 
 
    He took a deep breath. ‘I had a baby brother,’ he said. ‘He died when he was only two weeks old.’ 
 
    He pulled away from her, turned so that he could see the expression on her face. ‘They said I killed him, Sarah.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    7.45 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Price woke up in a strange bed, his usual early morning confusion mitigated by the untuneful shouts coming from the bathroom next door. 
 
    For a moment Price thought that Morrow was in pain, then he realized that he was singing in the shower. Splashing energetically and bellowing something unidentifiable at the top of his voice. 
 
    Price groaned, dragged himself out of bed, pulled his dressing-gown on and went in search of a cup of coffee. The clock said a quarter to eight but it felt like only five minutes since he had dragged some sheets on to Charlie Morrow’s spare bed and just managed to collapse into it before falling asleep. 
 
    He found the kitchen on the second try. The first door had revealed a through lounge with a dining-table at one end and a three-seater sofa with matching chair at the other. There wasn’t a great deal in between and what there was seemed veiled in a layer of long undisturbed dust. There was one clean area in the room, which told him a lot more about Charlie Morrow. The alcove next to the fireplace and opposite the solitary armchair was occupied by some remarkable looking hi-fi, stacked on several levels of custom-built racking. And it was clean, spotlessly clean. 
 
    Price found the kitchen at the next try and was relieved that, if not up to the pristine standards of the hi-fi, it was at least less dirt-ridden than the rest of the living-room. There were cups in the drainer and a kettle on the side with a tea caddy and a large blue jar marked ‘Coffee.’ The morning, thought Price, was looking up. 
 
    Somehow, he wasn’t surprised to find the sugar bowl crammed with little packs of sugar, or the fridge piled up with tiny cartons of half cream and UHT milk. 
 
    Curious, he opened a cupboard door. Plastic packs of ketchup and mayonnaise, tartare sauce and French mustard showered down on him. 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Price muttered, picking stuff up and pushing it safely back behind the cupboard door just as the man himself walked in. 
 
    ‘Find everything?’ Morrow said, grinning broadly. 
 
    ‘Is there anything you don’t pinch?’ Price asked him irritably. 
 
    Morrow’s smile broadened. ‘Believe me, Sergeant, my criminal tendencies are very specialized. Sleep well?’ 
 
    ‘Not bad.’ 
 
    ‘Right, how about breakfast?’ 
 
    Price eyed him cautiously. ‘You mean you actually have food in this kitchen?’ 
 
    Morrow looked offended. ‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. ‘We’ll head over to Mickey’s place. What I’ve got in store for you this morning, Sergeant, you’ll need a good breakfast inside you.’ 
 
    Price took his coffee and went off to get dressed. He wasn’t quite sure he wanted to know what Charlie Morrow had planned. 
 
      
 
    7.45 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Max was watching the video again. The one he’d first seen all those months ago. 
 
    ‘Marianne’, as she was billed simply in the credits, had been the most beautiful thing he’d laid eyes on. That thick golden hair and pale skin and the way she’d reddened her mouth so much her lips seemed coated with fresh blood. 
 
    She was dressed in black. A tight gown that clung to every curve. The two men with her, undressing her, seemed to peel the dress from her body as though she was shedding a second skin. He watched as she lifted her arms above her head, turning towards the camera, rejoicing in the way the camera adored her body. 
 
    He imagined he held the camera in his hands now, reviewing every frame as though through an imaginary lens. Panning shots, close-ups, focusing on his favourite poses as Marion moved across the room, the two men with her caressing her body, stroking down the length of it, guiding her towards the king-sized bed. 
 
    Then, abruptly, he switched off the video. He was growing bored with these pictures of Marion, tired of the same old image. 
 
    He picked up the remote and flicked through the channels, trying to find some local news. Would they have found the body yet? Not likely, he supposed, that would be to expect efficiency from the police and he’d seen no evidence of that so far. 
 
    He switched back to the video, letting the film run while he showered and dressed. He liked this, playing after-dark film like this in broad daylight, even if he did still have his curtains closed. Enjoyed the secrecy of it. That feeling that he could go where others would not go. Do what others dare not do. Think about his next move in his game even while he went about the day-today, the ordinary. The mundane. 
 
      
 
    7.50 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike had spent the night at Maria’s. He was woken by the insistent ringing of the telephone; the collator back at divisional HQ was phoning to tell him that yet another force had called in about the sex attacker and possible links. 
 
    Mike listened. ‘Manchester area, about five years ago. They’re faxing the stuff down to us.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Mike said. Then after a pause he voiced what had been on his mind for some time now. ‘Why hasn’t this been cross-referenced before?’ 
 
    ‘We did make a start after the third attack,’ he was told, ‘but Superintendent Flint was convinced this was a localized event. Didn’t want to start a panic. Anyway, this new stuff’s five years old. You know how it is, takes a lot to jog memories when you’ve already got a backed-up case load. If a perp goes quiet for a while we all breathe a sigh of relief and don’t ask too many whys. It’s only when stuff gets national coverage like this that the little grey cells start nagging. Looks as though our man has history anyway.’ 
 
    Mike thanked him and was about to ring off when a thought struck him. It was pure impulse, but he said, ‘Pull anything we’ve got on Phillip Myers, will you, Bill. It’s probably nothing, but his alibi for the last attack was what you might call flimsy. He claims he was just driving around after another row with the wife. He says that she was the one who scratched his face as well. But you never know. And run a previous address check on both him and David Martin going back the last five years. Get someone to track down their work records too, see if either had a job that let them be where we need them to be at the relevant time.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Will do. Anything else?’ 
 
    Mike asked briefly about David Martin and was told that he was on the roster for the duty solicitor to see him first thing. Mike had left him in the cells to think things over for the night, but knew that he either had to charge him with something definite soon or let him go. Frankly, he didn’t think he had a hope in hell of getting anything to stick as far as Theo’s death was concerned. The timing was all wrong. David Martin had been at work until a half-hour before discovering Theo’s body, and it would have taken close on that time to get home even at the tail end of the rush-hour. So unless he had slipped away from work, committed the crime and then gone back and finished his afternoon, Mike had to admit that he was off the hook. 
 
    He’d held him overnight, questioned him until late, then left the statement-taking to the night shift. His alibis for the nights the women had been attacked had been shaky, but, Mike had to admit, if he’d been asked to account for his actions on five separate occasions over a twelve-month period he’d have needed help piecing it together. 
 
    David Martin had been willing to have a blood sample taken and that could be compared to what they already had. And they could run a match on the DNA, though that would take time. It could be said that his willingness to give blood was a point in David Martin’s favour, but he wouldn’t be the first criminal to think himself too clever for the police no matter how much help he gave them. In the meantime, all Mike could do was accept that Martin would be released that morning and have him watched. 
 
    If Flint would assign him the manpower. 
 
    If David Martin didn’t skip out on them before that could be arranged. 
 
    Irritated, he shook his head, wondering if he was barking up the wrong tree anyway. 
 
    ‘Penny for them,’ Maria said. 
 
    ‘Not worth that much.’ The phone was by the bed and she was still stretched out beside him. For a moment he was tempted to say sod the day and stay with her. Forget the problems and the responsibilities for a little while. Then he sighed, swung his legs out of bed. 
 
    ‘Got to go.’ 
 
    ‘You’re headed for London?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Magazine publishers. I’m having a last word with David Martin first, in case he’s thought of anything else, then to the publishers. See if they featured Marion O’Donnel in anything else. And, for that matter, if David Martin sold them anything else.’ 
 
    ‘He says not, presumably?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘According to him, he took the pictures, kept some she didn’t want as souvenirs and off she went. He claims that was more than a year ago, before he even knew Theo Howard.’ 
 
    ‘Do you believe him?’ Maria asked. 
 
    Mike hesitated for a moment, then nodded. ‘As a matter of fact I do,’ he said. ‘I also believe, for what it’s worth, that he loved Theo. And I’m being forced to the conclusion that he probably didn’t kill her.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘You’ve got something for me?’ Mike said as he arrived at the police station. 
 
    The collator nodded. ‘It’s about our other runaway and his mother. The Ryans,’ he said. ‘Took a bit of rooting, I’m afraid, but this is what I’ve come up with.’ He handed the printouts to Mike, who leant comfortably against the wall and began to read. 
 
    ‘As you’ll see, Mrs Ryan was arrested almost three years back for being drunk in charge. In fact she’s only just got her licence back. She had a drink problem but she’d been on the wagon for a good eighteen months, only fell off again when she was refused custody of her son, Terry. He’d been living with his grandparents, been in care before that, going back to when he was six years old.’ 
 
    Glancing through the printout, Mike could visualize the circuitous route his colleague must have taken to put all this together. Communication between different departments was not what you might call good at the best of times. 
 
    ‘The grandparents didn’t oppose their daughter’s claim on her son but the courts did, the first time she applied, anyway. It must have been one hell of a disappointment. She was absolutely soused when they picked her up. Amazing she was still conscious, never mind able to get the key in the ignition and the car started.’ 
 
    ‘What about the father?’ Mike scanned but found no trace of him. ‘She said he’d left them when Terry was about six . . . What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d be impressed. The inquest ruled an open verdict on the child’s death. There was just the possibility that the padding round the cot wasn’t tied properly and simply fell down, but there were doubts. I’ve included the summary. You want the court records it’ll have to be tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘There was talk that Terry did it,’ he said. 
 
    The collator shrugged. ‘The kid was six. Just six, it was his birthday. And if the mother was drunk then, who the hell knows what went on? Still, makes you think, don’t it?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Thanks. And let me know if you find out anything about Myers,’ he said. 
 
    He closed the file. The teenager seen running away from the murder scene. Was that Terry? 
 
      
 
    9 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike arrived at Judith’s flat just as the rain had begun to fall again. He parked the car and ran inside, closing the door on the downpour. Judith was in. She came to the flat door with a half-anxious, half-expectant look on her pale face. Mike introduced himself. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘You’re that other one’s boss. Does this mean you’ve heard from Terry?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry. May I come in?’ 
 
    She stood aside, directing him through into the living-room with a gesture of her hand. 
 
    ‘Please sit down. Can I make you any coffee? Tea?’ Mike shook his head. ‘Terry hasn’t called?’ 
 
    ‘No . . .’ The question hung in the air. ‘Have Sarah’s parents . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘She called them, yes, I heard just before I came over. She didn’t say much, apparently, just that she was sorry and that she had something important to do. They think it was something to do with Terry.’ 
 
    ‘With Terry? What could Terry possibly have to do?’ 
 
    ‘A bus driver thinks he saw Sarah, and that Terry was with her,’ Mike said. ‘Saturday night about ten o’clock. He’s sure he dropped them off just outside Hoton. Can you think of any reason he might be going there?’ 
 
    Judith shook her head. ‘Hoton?’ she said. ‘I’m not even certain where that is.’ She hesitated. ‘Isn’t Oaklands out that way?’ 
 
    ‘Oaklands?’ Mike questioned. 
 
    Judith nodded slowly. ‘Terry’s had a few problems. He goes out there to see a counsellor. A woman called Dr Lucas.’ She hesitated, then went on. ‘He’s a good boy,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why they think he needs to see her. He’s fine, no problems now. Just gets on with his life.’ 
 
    She met his eyes deliberately, her expression implying that she thought that Mike should let him do the same. Mike’s brain was working overtime. Terry went out to see Maria? 
 
    ‘Would you like to talk about it, Mrs Ryan? If I understood why Terry needed therapy, I might have more idea of why he ran away.’ 
 
    Judith shook her head. ‘It’s nothing to do with him running away,’ she said. ‘Nothing at all.’ 
 
    ‘If Terry had problems . . .’ Mike began again, but Judith was on her feet now, clearly ready for him to go. 
 
    ‘Look,’ she said. ‘He did have some problems, but we’ve sorted them out and he’s just fine now. Ask that psychiatrist woman, she’ll tell you just the same. Terry deserves to be left alone. Allowed to get on with his life and not be hassled by every official Tom, Dick or Harry who has nothing better to do. Now. You’ve told me all there is to tell me and I’d rather you went.’ 
 
    Mike rose to go. ‘If that’s the way you want it, Mrs Ryan,’ he said, surprised at the anger he seemed to have provoked. ‘We’ve only Terry’s interests at heart though. All of us.’ 
 
    Judith said nothing, she had turned away from him, blanked him out as though he was no longer there. 
 
    ‘I’ll let you know if I hear anything,’ Mike said quietly and left. 
 
      
 
    9.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Maria had just reached her office when Mike got through to her on his mobile and told her what Judith Ryan had said. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘she told me that Terry was fine, didn’t need the likes of you and me nosing around and practically threw me out on my ear.’ 
 
    ‘Wise woman. Bloody policemen.’ 
 
    Mike could hear the smile in her voice as she said it, imagine the dark eyes laughing. He sighed. 
 
    ‘Have you spoken with Judith Ryan? I assume you have.’ 
 
    ‘Once. At Terry’s initial assessment. Terry’s not one of my usuals, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ Mike thought of the mix of schizophrenics and bipolar depressives that made up the bulk of Maria’s case load. Oaklands had three in-patient wards and a small secure unit. But these were separate from the old building in which Maria lived and which housed offices and out-patient clinics as well as flats for the on-site staff and rooms for those on call. 
 
    Maria rarely dealt with juveniles. 
 
    ‘So, how did you come by Terry?’ 
 
    ‘He’s just turned sixteen; in legal terms he’s not yet an adult, but in terms of funding he’s come to the end of the line as a juvenile. It took a bit of fiddling, but his social worker, Mina Williams, she was convinced Terry would benefit from further intervention. The kid had just come to live with his mother, and the pair of them were doing their best to come to terms with all the changes. To abandon him, take away all support systems now seemed, well, stupid.’ 
 
    ‘But I thought you said all funding had dried up.’ 
 
    Again, he could hear the smile in her voice. ‘I had a free hour or so. Enough private patients in between the national health ones to pay for the car, so . . .’ 
 
    ‘So Terry’s a charity case?’ 
 
    ‘The Americans would call it Pro Bono. I think that sounds so much nicer.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ He laughed. ‘But I suppose the confidentiality clause still stands whether you’re getting paid or not.’ 
 
    ‘Got it in one. Look, talk to his social worker, she’ll be able to point you in the right direction at least.’ 
 
    Mike had to leave it at that. Clearly, he wasn’t going to get any cooperation from Judith and Maria couldn’t help him. Mike had met Mina Williams on several occasions. She’d been present in loco parentis when he’d been interviewing juveniles. He liked her, but she was a tough lady, client’s rights coming first in her book. What was she going to tell him that Maria would not? Until an hour or so ago he’d assumed he was just dealing with a sixteen-year-old Misper. Now he thought of the boy seen running away from Theo’s house and he was not so sure. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Judith stood beside the window, looking down at Mike Croft’s car and willing him to drive away. The big old estate car seemed to dominate the street, to mark her house out for special attention, and she wished fervently that he would go. 
 
    She had played it all wrong. Lost it at the very moment when she should have been cool and calm, or even just upset by Terry’s going. He could have accepted that, she thought. Understood it. 
 
    But she was so sick of all the prying and the fussing. Even now, when everything was going so well and she had begun to feel that she and Terry finally had the chance to lead a normal life, everything was going against them. 
 
    ‘Oh, Terry,’ Judith whispered, suddenly angry with her son for jeopardizing it all. ‘What the hell did you have to run off for?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    9.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    They had talked through the night. It had been hard, at first, seeing the shock on Sarah’s face, so hard that he’d wanted to run out into the storm and get far away from her. Then the shock had faded. 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it,’ she had said. ‘I don’t believe they could think that about you. And besides,’ she’d added as though this made it impossible, ‘you were just a little kid.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember much,’ Terry said miserably. ‘If I did it, I don’t remember doing it. I know I was jealous of Nathan, but I mean, lots of kids are jealous, aren’t they?’ He didn’t look at Sarah, but felt her nod, he willed himself to carry on. ‘I remember I’d gone into Nathan’s room and I shouldn’t have been there. They’d given him my baby toys. Said I was too grown up for them and that I should give them to him. I didn’t want to. I cried. I remember that. It was my birthday. I was six and they’d given me all this new stuff to make up for taking my baby things away. They’d had a birthday party, all the family, that sort of thing. Then, when everyone had gone away Mum and Dad had started arguing about something. They were always fighting. I sat on the stairs for a long time listening to them. Then I went into Nathan’s room.’ 
 
    He clammed up again. Sarah hunted around for something that would keep the conversation going, wanting him to open up to hen 
 
    ‘What were you looking for,’ she said, ‘in Nathan’s room, I mean?’ 
 
    Terry hesitated. ‘You’ll laugh,’ he said. 
 
    ‘No I won’t.’ 
 
    He glanced sideways at her, then dug a hand into his pocket, pushing through a hole he’d made in the lining. ‘It was this.’ 
 
    Sarah took the proffered object with something close to reverence. ‘It’s a mouse,’ she said, then laughed. ‘Where’s its other ear?’ 
 
    Terry shrugged. ‘Lost it a long time ago,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how come they let me keep it really. I guess in the panic no one noticed.’ He hesitated, embarrassed. Sarah could see the back of his neck and his cheeks begin to redden. He said, ‘When I was really little, I didn’t want teddy bears or any of the usual stuff but Mouse always slept under my pillow. When they made me give it to Nathan, well I guess it must have really pissed me off.’ 
 
    He fell silent then, drawing into himself as the memory played itself out. His parents’ angry voices coming up the stairs and his father slamming the bedroom door. He’d hidden behind the big cupboard in Nathan’s room, afraid of his mother. She had come unsteadily into the room, leaning heavily against the bedroom door, pushing herself off from the doorframe as she lurched towards the baby’s cot. She’d been drinking again. Even at six years old, Terry had understood that. 
 
    Terry had pressed himself closer to the wall, peering around the corner, watching. 
 
    Nathan’s cot had also been his once. It was a white, drop-sided affair trimmed with white drapes and lace-edged bumper cushions all around the sides. From his place behind the cupboard, he lost sight of his mother behind the drapes as she bent towards the cot. Then she began to scream. A piercing, tremulous sound that had Terry cowering in the corner and his father dashing from the bedroom and bursting through the door. 
 
    Nathan was dead, one of the bumper cushions from around the cot pressed across his face. 
 
    ‘I was six,’ Terry told her. ‘It had been my birthday. But it does happen, you know.’ His voice rose with a nervous edge to it. ‘I mean, don’t you ever listen to the news? Being a kid doesn’t mean you can’t kill someone. Nathan’s dead, Sarah. And so’s Theo.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    9.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Tom Andrews had received another letter and this one worried him far more than the last. Like the others it had been hand-delivered. It was printed on cheap paper and had been addressed to him directly. That last was no real surprise, Tom’s by-line appeared on a weekly column and regularly on articles and reports. He was well known locally. It was the content of this last letter that troubled him so deeply. 
 
    He picked up the telephone and called Divisional. Inspector Croft was not there, he was told. On impulse, he called Maria, who was getting ready for her first patient. Mike wasn’t there, she said. Off to London. 
 
    Tom knew better than to ask why; it was a concession to him that she told him that much. 
 
    He tried to reach Price, then remembered that Price too had gone elsewhere, and there seemed little point attempting to reach Mike on his mobile. He could hardly turn around and come right back just because Tom Andrews would rather deal with him. 
 
    Reluctantly, Andrews called divisional HQ again and asked to be put through to Superintendent Flint. 
 
    He was brief and to the point. ‘I’ve received another letter’ he said. ‘He claims he’s killed someone. Name of Marion.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Davy breathed deep. It was raining, but the air was cold and clean, and after a night cooped up listening to the town drunks the sound of rain and traffic was the most welcome sound in the world. 
 
    Theo’s house would still be cordoned off. He had the few things with him he had collected for the night he had spent in the hotel, and his bank and Visa cards. 
 
    The duty solicitor had seen him signed out then gone on to his next case. He’d been ushered out like a guest who’d overstayed his welcome and insulted his hosts. 
 
    Davy began to walk, not knowing where to go or how to get there, his mind dwelling on the facts that seemed most important to him. 
 
    Marion was dead. Theo was dead. Two women he’d been involved with, murdered within only a few days of one another. 
 
    God, if he’d been the police, he’d have been suspicious of him, Davy thought bitterly. 
 
    He quickened his pace, turning up the collar of his coat against the rain and moving with a sudden determination. 
 
    Twice in the past year he had seen Marion. Something he’d failed to tell the police and really didn’t feel he wanted to tell them now. Reason told him that his disinformation would count against him should he ever be found out, but right now Davy really didn’t care. 
 
    The first time he’d seen Marion had been brief. He’d called into the bookshop where she was working, just to say hello. The second time, she had called him, had insisted they meet at Avebury, well away from anyone that might see them. 
 
    They’d walked among the stones. It had been raining and the ground was soft beneath their feet and slippery with fallen leaves. Marion’s mood had seemed to match the weather, dull and miserable, but she had failed to tell him what the problem was. Seemed to regret her impulse to call him and, when he really pressed, told him it was only man trouble. 
 
    At the time he’d accepted that. It was easy to accept Marion having trouble with the men in her life. Now, he wondered. Realized he was probably withholding material evidence or whatever they called it. 
 
    He should go back really. Sort it out. 
 
    Davy hesitated for a moment but couldn’t face returning to the police station and the hours of questioning that would follow. Not yet. 
 
    They had had coffee, he remembered, in the barn cafe, and when he had paid the poem he had composed for Theo had fallen out of his wallet. Marion had picked it up, that poem that he had written especially for Theo, and she had smiled properly for the first time. 
 
    ‘You wrote poetry for me once,’ she had said. ‘That one about the fire on Kennet Hill. You know, I really liked that.’ He had only realized much later that she had not given Theo’s poem back. 
 
    Theo and Marion, such different women. They had known about each other. Davy was open that way, not liking secrets. The two women had even spoken once when Marion had called him about something. 
 
    Different women, but he linked them. He had known them both and, surely, he must somehow have drawn the thread closed between them. 
 
    There was only one link he could think of. The photographs. The magazine. 
 
    He glanced around before crossing the road, wondering if he was being tailed. Then decided it didn’t matter if he was. They had nothing they could charge him with and there was no way they could keep him confined. Running across the busy road, Davy hopped on to a bus, the first that came along, looking back over his shoulder as it pulled away. 
 
      
 
    9.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The weather seemed to have broken at last. Grey skies had lightened and there was even a suggestion of sunlight about the day. Price was not destined to see much of it. 
 
    ‘Arrived late last night,’ Morrow said over breakfast, producing a series of faxes from his pockets. ‘Thought it best you got a bit of sleep before immersing yourself in muck for the day.’ 
 
    Price took the papers from him and laid them on a spare bit of table. 
 
    Mickey’s Cafe was Morrow’s regular watering-hole. It fell somewhere between an old-fashioned transport cafe and a continental bar. Formica-topped tables that could have survived the fifties and old cigarette ads framed on the walls, together with a selection of film posters and painted art deco mirrors. 
 
    ‘This is the Howard woman,’ Price commented, surprised at the poses and Theo’s state of undress. 
 
    ‘And that’s Marion O’Donnel,’ Morrow confirmed. ‘Interesting, don’t you think?’ He waved a greasy knife in Price’s general direction. ‘Starred in her own feature, by the look of things. July’s special. So I’ve arranged for a root around in our “lost and found”, see if the young lady was more than a one-hit wonder.’ 
 
    ‘Marianne,’ Price commented, reading the curvy lettering at the head of the page. ‘You think she was a pro, then?’ 
 
    Morrow took a large swallow of his tea. ‘Who can say? Your boss is paying a visit to the publishers, but I thought we’d see what we’ve already got in stock. I’ve cleared it with Vice.’ 
 
    Price folded the faxes and handed them back to Morrow. ‘So you and I are going to spend the day looking at mucky books?’ 
 
    ‘And the odd video.’ Morrow grinned. ‘Anyway, it won’t be just the two of us. I’ve got a couple of assistants lined up.’ 
 
    Morrow settled down to finishing his breakfast. Two little helpers, he thought happily. Beth Cooper was a trooper, she’d not turn a hair at anything she saw, but he was looking forward to seeing just how red Stein could get during the course of the day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Beth Cooper did a lot to improve Price’s day. He put her in her middle twenties. Five five, somewhere about a hundred and twenty pounds and none of them wasted. Blonde curls, cut a bit too short for his liking — but then, she hadn’t asked his opinion. Blue-grey eyes. 
 
    The young man who crept in with her was another matter. He was still a probationer, Morrow told Price. Seconded from uniform because Morrow needed bodies. ‘He’s all they could spare me,’ Morrow had complained. 
 
    He sidled into the room, sandy-haired and pale-faced, looking far too uncertain even for a probationer, Price thought. But he remembered his own time as a police rookie far too well to pass judgement, yet. And the thought of a probationary year under a Charlie Morrow was enough to make anyone a little green about the gills. 
 
    It was funny, Price thought, after the first ten minutes of flicking through skin mags, just how boring it got, how unsexy. The women in the pictures ceased to be women, just images to compare with the pictures he had of Theo and Marion. He’d thought it unlikely that Theo would be featured in any of them. After all, she might be in good shape, but she wasn’t exactly a spring chicken. He’d mentioned the thought to Morrow. 
 
    ‘You ever work Vice?’ Morrow had asked him. 
 
    ‘Only briefly and it was drugs rather than porn.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Well, I have, sonny boy, and I’ll tell you for nothing. I’ve seen skin flicks and magazines featuring anything with a body from six months to Methuselah.’ 
 
    Price tried hard to concentrate, realizing that images were just skipping by. From across the room he heard Beth Cooper laugh. Now if he was looking at her . . . 
 
    He put the thought aside. Jesus Christ, and he didn’t think these things affected him . . . He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, trying not to think of Beth Cooper and convinced of Morrow’s piercing gaze upon him. 
 
    ‘I see brush salesmen are still in vogue,’ Beth commented. ‘God, Charlie, you should take a read of some of this stuff.’ 
 
    Price found himself skimming through the pages of text. Sure, he’d read these things when he was younger. Not quite behind the bike sheds, but the equivalent. He was surprised to see how little they had changed. 
 
    He’d had a friend at college who had supplemented his grant writing this stuff. He’d fallen lucky and placed quite a bit with one magazine or another. Price vividly recalled one of the rejections he had got too: ‘Sorry, but we’re steering clear of the pseudo-lesbian stuff this month.’ 
 
    It had paid better anyway than working in the student bar. 
 
    Sighing, he realized that the last few pages had just passed him by. Either woman could have been there, everything exposed, and he would not have seen them. 
 
    He went back for a second look. 
 
    ‘See something you like?’ Charlie Morrow bellowed at him. Price’s thoughts drifted to Beth Cooper sitting across the room. ‘Oh yes, guv, plenty,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The collator could not get hold of Mike. He knew that Mike generally dumped his mobile, switched off, in the glove compartment when he was driving and it was no use trying to get him that way. He paged him anyway and then went straight to Flint with the information. 
 
    Phillip Myers had a record. An old one, for sure, but still a record. 
 
    Flint read it through. ‘Two counts of possession,’ he said, ‘and one count of indecency.’ Satisfaction was written large on Flint’s face. 
 
    ‘Bring him in,’ he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    12.20 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Terry and Sarah had finally fallen asleep and it had been late morning before they woke up. The rain had eased to a light drizzle, but the skies were still leaden and threatened more. At first they had tried to keep off the roads and walk parallel to them across the fields, but with the weight of mud dragging on their feet this had proved too much. And hedges crossing the path made the trek impossible. 
 
    There was little traffic. They decided they would risk walking on the road and hope that no one took an interest. 
 
    Sarah had taken hold of Terry’s hand as they left the house, surprising him. Most of the night had been spent talking and, despite the rain, Terry felt more hopeful than he could remember in a long, long time. Up until now, the only people that knew his story had been his grandparents and his mother and the various social workers and other professionals that had seemed to dog their lives. 
 
    The village Terry had spoken of was just ahead of them. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘it might be better if we don’t both go inside the shop just in case the police have put out a report or something. You wait round the corner. There’s a bus shelter, I think, and I’ll go inside.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, Sarah agreed, delving in her pocket for some of the damp money she had obtained with her mother’s card. ‘I think you watch too many spy films,’ she said. ‘They won’t be interested in looking for us. Too many crimes to solve.’ 
 
    ‘Please, Sarah,’ he said. 
 
    She bit her lip. ‘OK, I’ll wait round the corner, but don’t you think of running out on me or anything.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid.’ 
 
    He left her at the bus-stop and crossed the road, disappearing inside the shop. Anxiously, Sarah watched. 
 
    He took so long that Sarah was beginning to think he really had run into trouble. Then he came out, carrier bag in hand. He walked slowly, with exaggerated casualness, until he reached the bend, then he ran. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ he hissed at her. ‘We’re in the papers, both of us.’ 
 
      
 
    1.45 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The main gate at Oaklands stood open and they walked through unchallenged. 
 
    ‘I thought there’d be security,’ Sarah commented. 
 
    ‘Not on this part. The hospital bit, where the inpatients are, that’s across the other side and I think it’s got its own gate.’ 
 
    They walked on up the drive, Sarah looking around with interest. ‘A lake,’ she said, pointing. 
 
    ‘Yeah, there’s acres of parkland and woods and stuff, even deer. Can you imagine owning a place like this?’ 
 
    Sarah grinned at him. ‘Fancy cutting the grass?’ 
 
    Terry was straining to see up ahead, then, suddenly, he was smiling. ‘She’s here,’ he told Sarah. ‘I can see her car.’ 
 
    ‘Well, come on then!’ Grabbing Terry’s hand, Sarah began to run. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘It’s all right, Pete, I know them,’ Maria said. 
 
    The caretaker looked unsure, but nodded. ‘OK, if you’re sure.’ 
 
    Terry looked gratefully at the tall black figure standing at the top of the long oak staircase. Beside him, Sarah drew a quick startled breath. However she had pictured Dr Maria Lucas, it was not as someone who could have made it as a supermodel. 
 
    She clasped Terry’s hand more tightly and walked up the stairs. Maria smiled, then opened the door to her flat and ushered them inside. 
 
    ‘Coats off,’ she said. ‘You look soaked through. Get yourselves in front of the fire and I’ll make some coffee, or would you like tea or chocolate?’ 
 
    ‘Er, anything, anything would be just great,’ Terry was saying. 
 
    ‘And Sarah?’ 
 
    Sarah nodded. ‘Oh, sorry. Chocolate please.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know Sarah’s name?’ Terry asked suddenly. 
 
    Maria shook her head. ‘You don’t want publicity then remember to put a little X in the box.’ She picked up a copy of the Chronicle and tossed it over to him. ‘Now, get warm and read about yourselves.’ 
 
    She went through to the kitchen and they could hear the kettle being filled and the rattle of pots. Terry seemed to have frozen to the spot, staring at the newspaper, the real shock sinking in for the first time. 
 
    Sarah took it from him and pulled him over to the fire. ‘God’s sake, Terry, what’s the matter with you? You think people don’t read the papers or something? You saw it back in that village. You knew what it said.’ 
 
    He looked really scared, she thought. She was just relieved that they had made it here. But neither of them, Sarah realized, had given much thought to what they should do afterwards, or even what Maria Lucas would say to them. 
 
    She sank down on the small sofa beside Terry, laying her head against his shoulder. At first he sat stiffly, then he unbent a little and put his arm around her. 
 
    Maria came back into the room and sat down opposite them. ‘The kettle will soon boil,’ she said. ‘Then we can talk and you can tell me what you came all this way for.’ 
 
    She raised an elegant eyebrow in Terry’s direction but the boy said nothing. Instead, he sat staring at the carpet as though its pattern fascinated him. 
 
    ‘Terry!’ Sarah nudged him, then when it was clear she’d get no answer, she turned to Maria. ‘Terry said you could help him.’ 
 
    She nudged him again, uncertain of how much to say, then, hesitantly, ‘It’s about that woman, the one that died, you see. Terry thinks they’re going to blame him for it.’ 
 
    She stopped there, not knowing what else to say without at least Terry’s tacit approval. 
 
    Maria nodded slowly, careful not to let anything of what she was thinking show on her face. So that was why he had run. He knew Theo Howard. Of course, the ‘old woman’ he had helped with her shopping, and Theo was an actress. Stupid not to have connected them before. And with what Terry had been accused of in the past . . . She remembered the teenager Mike said had been reported running away. ‘I thought you’d come here, Terry. I rather hoped you would,’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Sarah questioned. 
 
    ‘You were seen,’ Maria told them. ‘Getting off a bus at Hoton late Saturday night. Hoton isn’t far away. I thought you might be coming here.’ 
 
    The boy looked up, briefly meeting Maria’s eyes. 
 
    ‘Don’t know why I did,’ he said. ‘Nothing you can do.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure of that?’ 
 
    ‘Terry!’ Sarah said again, nudging him harder this time. ‘You’ve got to tell her.’ 
 
    Maria smiled at the girl then got up and went back through to the kitchen. ‘I’ll get those drinks,’ she said. As she disappeared through the kitchen door she could hear Sarah haranguing her friend. Telling him he’d have to talk. She closed the door quietly, hoping that Sarah would have got through to him before she went back in. It would make things so much simpler if she did. She set about preparing the drinks, arranging biscuits on a plate. Trying to give Sarah time to work on Terry. 
 
    There was a telephone in the kitchen and for a moment she thought of calling Mike, at least to tell him that the kids were safe. She was reaching for the phone when a sudden shout from the other room turned her around and had her heading for the door. 
 
    ‘You’ve got to talk to her,’ Sarah had been saying. ‘You can’t just sit there, Terry. You just can’t.’ 
 
    ‘How did she know about the bus?’ he said. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Maybe it was in the paper.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t. I looked.’ 
 
    Terry raised his head, staring into her face. She had never seen such desperation or such fear. 
 
    ‘Terry. . .’ Sarah laid a hand on his arm. 
 
    He jumped to his feet. ‘I shouldn’t have got you into this. I’m sorry. What if I did do those things? If I did it to Nathan then maybe . . . What if I did it, Sarah?’ 
 
    Sarah stared at him. Of course you didn’t do it, she wanted to tell him. Of course you couldn’t do anything like that, but the words just wouldn’t come out. They seemed frozen somewhere in her throat and she couldn’t get them to budge. 
 
    Just when had he started thinking like this? Had this horrific self-doubt been playing on his mind all the time that they had been together? 
 
    Suddenly, Sarah was afraid, his doubt transmitting itself to her. The fear must have shown itself on her face because Terry moved then, looking around him urgently for an escape. His gaze fell on Maria’s car keys lying on the table near the door. He’d grabbed them even before Sarah realized what he was doing and was heading for the stairs. Then Sarah was on her feet as well and chasing after him, screaming out his name. 
 
    Her screams brought Maria running. 
 
    By the time Maria reached the top of the stairs Sarah was standing by the big front door. As she ran down the stairs, she heard a car engine surge into life, revving far too fast, then a sudden screech of tyres spinning on loose gravel. 
 
    She reached the door in time to see her Mazda fishtailing wildly as Terry, not understanding power steering, swung the wheel sideways. He tried to pull it back on line again, and veered far too much the other way. 
 
    ‘Terry!’ Maria’s shout joined Sarah’s screaming. ‘Oh shit!’ 
 
    ‘I tried to stop him. I tried.’ Sarah was grabbing at her arm. Maria hardly heard her. She was running down the long drive after the speeding car, Sarah close upon her heels. 
 
    He’ll never make that bend. Oh God, he’ll never make that bend . . . 
 
    The drive swept a graceful left and then back right in another sweeping curve. Terry still didn’t have the hang of the steering. She could hear from the change in engine note that he must somehow have managed to shift to second gear. ‘He’s not going to make the bend.’ 
 
    She almost covered her eyes, but couldn’t tear her gaze away as the car, in a shower of mud and gravel, veered wildly out of control and left the road heading towards the lake. 
 
    For an instant Maria stopped dead, horrified by what she saw. 
 
    ‘Terry!’ Sarah cried again. ‘Terry!’ 
 
    Just for an instant, the Mazda seemed to stop dead, poised with its wheels free of the ground, a creature of the air. Then it plunged forward and dived nose-first into the lake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    1.45 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Max Harriman was on his way to work and thinking about what Jake would be doing next. 
 
    Trying to second guess Jake Bowen was a full-time occupation and Max was pretty good at it, though he had to admit that Jake gave him a little help. Small hints here and there in the details of his attacks or the content of his films. Details that emerged from a shared past and that Max was certain few others would be able to see. Like the vicious red he drew upon his women’s lips and that vampire image Jake had used now in three of his best films, mouths filled with blood sharing kisses deep enough to touch the soul. 
 
    Max smiled to himself as he remembered looking on his mother’s face and that blood-red smile. Of bending over her face, his lips touching . . . 
 
    Max pulled the thoughts away. The truth was he felt restless now that he had killed the woman, eager to find another image, another story to play out. 
 
    It was lucky that Jake had come up with the last one. The Marion story had been one of the best that Max had ever told himself. Now it was time to move on, to start looking again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake was driving along the Devizes road. He was dressed in his working clothes, his jacket hanging from the loop near the back window, briefcase on the passenger seat, the very image of a perfect sales rep. 
 
    He had two more calls to make today, then he could head for home. 
 
    His road took him between the ridge of Kennet Long Barrow and the conical rise of Silbury Hill. He glanced sideways as he passed, seeing the bright orange tape of the police cordon flapping in the breeze and the dark oblong of the grass where the car had burned. It had been at the back of his mind to use the location from the moment he’d seen that poem Marion’s old boyfriend had written her. It had, Jake thought, worked out well in the end. 
 
    Now Jake passed Kennet by without a second glance. He had enjoyed his time with Marion, the brief interval they had been lovers, but he had always known it couldn’t last. Jake’s was not a lifestyle that could easily be shared. 
 
    He shrugged lightly, his mind already turning to his next delivery. Pity she hadn’t been able to keep her nose out from where it had no right to be. The day he’d found her in the second editing suite he had set up at Vinnie’s place had been the day he realized their time was over. Nothing was wasted though; those final days he’d kept her in the basement had given him some useful footage and it had been good to be able to add another fire sequence to his repertoire. 
 
    Jake had been raised to let nothing go to waste. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Terry thought he was going to die. Then he stopped thinking, had no time for thought, as the car tore itself from his already minimal control and headed towards the lake. 
 
    He heard himself screaming, lifting his arms instinctively to protect his head. Then the stunning blow as the car hit water that felt like iron and he was thrown forward against the restraint of the seatbelt. 
 
    Winded, Terry lowered his arm and looked around in panic, blessing the ingrained habit that had made him fasten his belt. The front of the car had hit the water first and was sinking fast. In the darkness, Terry couldn’t tell how far. 
 
    How deep was the water? How the hell was he going to get out? 
 
    The car had landed at a slight angle, sinking obliquely, pitching the driver’s side most deeply into the water . . . He dare not open the door. He tried the window, feeling along the door panel for the handle, then realized that Maria’s car had electric windows. Frantically he tried to find the button, but when his fingers touched it, pressed it hard, nothing happened. 
 
    The water, he thought. It must have short-circuited. Nothing was working. He’d never get out. He had to get into the back. Try and climb out through the back somehow. 
 
    He began to wriggle around, easing himself past the steering-wheel and into the space between the seats, grazing his leg against the gear-lever, jamming for a moment between the gear-shift and the handbrake, panicking as his clothes caught on them. He thought he’d never get himself free. 
 
    Then, he heard the hammering on top of the car. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike took the opportunity to try to reach Maria, hoping she had heard from Terry. He stood for a long time, listening to the phone ringing, the sound hollow in the empty flat. 
 
    He rang John Tynan and asked him to keep trying Maria, to see if there was any news of Terry. 
 
    ‘I was planning on going out there anyway. Maria promised me a drink after work,’ John told him. ‘We’ve got your mobile and pager numbers. I’ll get back to you, soon as I can.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Terry? Can you hear me, Terry? Keep away from the window. Keep down.’ 
 
    Her face pressed as close to the window as she could get, Maria could just make out the dark shadow of Terry’s body inside the car. He seemed to be wedged between the seats. For an awful moment she wondered if he was even still conscious. Or if he had been badly injured in the crash. She tried again. ‘Terry. Keep your head down and your face covered, I’m going to break the glass.’ 
 
    She thought she saw him move, couldn’t afford the time to be sure. Standing up to her waist in freezing water, her feet sinking into deep, foul-smelling mud and with the car sinking further at every moment, Maria knew she didn’t have time for much finesse. 
 
    Were rear windows laminated, like front windscreens? She didn’t know. She couldn’t risk trying and then failing. The car was sinking far too fast. Hoping that Terry would have the sense to cover his face, she moved around to the side and slammed the rock she was holding with all her weight behind it into the glass. 
 
    It took three attempts before it broke. The water restricted her movements and the mud sucked at her feet, throwing her off balance, but finally she made it through. Shouting at Terry, trying to find out if he was all right, even as she used the stone to break the sharpest edges from around the window frame. The force of her blows against the glass was making the car shift, sinking even faster into the mud and slime. Finally, she was satisfied that she could get him out. She reached a hand inside. ‘Terry, come on, Terry. Let me help you out.’ 
 
    Almost reluctantly he unwedged himself from between the seats. His face was white. She grabbed his sweater; tugging him forward, making him turn his body so he would fit more easily through the gap she’d made. He reached forwards, trying to help himself now. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ she encouraged. ‘Keep going. That’s it.’ Terry pushed against the seats with his feet. His hands reaching out, trying to get some purchase on the outside of the car. Maria pulled on any part of him she could get her hands around. Tugging at his shoulders, his sweatshirt, the belt of his jeans, until eventually he fell forward, splashing into the water on top of her, dragging them both down. 
 
    Maria struggled to stand upright, pulling the boy with her. He seemed stunned, unable to co-ordinate, and she found herself having to support him as they waded to the bank. 
 
    Sarah was there, shouting encouragement and reaching out to help them on to shore. They fell in a muddy, shivering heap, gasping for breath. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Maria demanded. Then: ‘God almighty boy, no one would have blamed me if I’d let you drown! Now, come on, on your feet before we all freeze to death out here.’ 
 
    By the time John Tynan arrived about half an hour later, they were back inside Oaklands. Sarah was taking her turn in the shower. Terry was wrapped in an old dressing-gown that Mike had left at Maria’s place. There were cuts from the flying glass on his face and arms, but he’d been lucky; wedged between the seats, he’d been protected from the worst of it. Maria herself, muddy clothes dumped on the bathroom floor and a towelling robe wrapped around her, was trying to clear up some of the mess. 
 
    ‘Oh, John. Just the most welcome person. Please, make some tea or something, will you, and make sure he stays put.’ 
 
    John looked at Terry, then at Maria, taking in the muddy feet emerging from beneath the towelling robe and the mess of filthy, stinking clothes she was holding in her hands. 
 
    He decided that this was not the time for questions. 
 
    From the bathroom, Sarah emerged, wrapped in Maria’s dressing-gown, towelling her hair. 
 
    ‘Better?’ Maria asked her. 
 
    The girl nodded. ‘Good. You’ll find the hairdryer on the shelf in the bedroom. The one next to the door. This is John Tynan, he’s going to make some tea. And I’m going to get clean.’ 
 
    She marched off, her pent-up anger charging the atmosphere until it almost hummed. 
 
    John surveyed them both thoughtfully. ‘Terry and Sarah,’ he said. ‘It might be worth knowing that I’ve never seen her that annoyed. Just what did you two do?’ 
 
    ‘We, Terry . . . Her car,’ Sarah began. ‘It’s in the lake.’ 
 
    John took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. 
 
    ‘Tea, I think,’ he said. ‘Strong tea.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike had done his time as a probationer in King’s Cross, his beat taking in the station, the seedy little hotels and the back-street strip clubs. It was a long time, though, since he’d had to drive in London, and he had forgotten just how much he hated it. 
 
    He’d managed to squeeze into a parking space, partly blocking an alleyway, beside the building that housed Primart Publications Ltd. The December day, grey and miserable, cast grimy shadows over the city street. 
 
    Mike went inside. Primart was on the second floor. He was well off his home ground here and had, as a matter of courtesy, informed his local opposite number . . . that he’d be coming. They’d filled him in on Primart’s background. 
 
    Primart Publications produced books and magazines, sex aids, videos. The usual stuff, all legal and above board. Squeaky clean, was the way it had been described to Mike, and very profitable. 
 
    They used girls from a series of agencies. Drew up official contracts with each one they used and actually went to the trouble to insist on proof of age. 
 
    ‘They are totally professional,’ Mike’s informant had told him. ‘For that matter most of the bigger skin publications are. Can’t afford to be otherwise. The editor was busted ten years ago for printing pictures of a fifteen-year-old girl. I saw the pictures and you’d have sworn she was five years older. They cleaned up their act after that and their processing of models. Only deal through agencies now.’ It was useful to know. If Primart was concerned with its reputation it would be more likely to cooperate. 
 
    Mike had taken the stairs. He found himself facing a pair of glass doors leading to a surprisingly plush lobby, with an elderly, blue-rinsed receptionist seated behind a solid wood desk. The lobby was decorated with potted palms and comfortable armchairs. Mike did a doubletake. It looked more like the entrance to a small hotel than to a company specializing in soft porn. He found himself checking the logo on the glass doors — and his own preconceptions — before crossing to the woman at the desk and asking if the editor might be available. 
 
    He laid his identification in front of her. She took her time, putting on her glasses and reading carefully before returning it to him. 
 
    ‘You’re a long way from home, Inspector Croft,’ she said cheerfully. ‘If you’d like to take a seat, I’ll see if he’s free. May I tell him what it’s about?’ 
 
    Mike reached into his overcoat pocket and produced the magazine, withdrew it from the evidence bag and laid it open at the centrefold. 
 
    ‘This woman,’ he said. ‘I need to know if she did other work for you beside this.’ 
 
    ‘May I?’ Mike nodded and she flicked back to the front, checking the date. ‘Miss July this year,’ she said. ‘Well, it will all be on file. All our young ladies are registered, you know.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not in any trouble, I hope?’ 
 
    ‘If you could just tell him I’m here . . .’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course.’ She spoke into the intercom, telling the listener that a police officer needed to speak with him. Moments later, he was being directed through to the inner office. 
 
    Darren Prestwick had been editor of the three magazines put out by Primart Publications for the previous five years. He had learnt early on that image was everything. He was a businessman and wore a business suit and an air of competence and authority that he felt went well with the job. 
 
    He listened to what Mike had to say without comment, then got up and crossed to a second desk housing a computer. 
 
    ‘We keep everything on a data base,’ he said. ‘Cross-referenced under real name and any they might have appeared under in our magazines. All of our girls come to us through an outside agent, and this one, if I’m not much mistaken, came in through Mr Vincenza.’ 
 
    ‘Vincenza? Vinnie Vincenza, used to have a basement office, back of Holland Park?’ 
 
    Darren Prestwick smiled. ‘He still does,’ he said. ‘And a second model agency in Bristol, though he no longer runs the main business end himself. He has managers to do that.’ 
 
    ‘Things must be looking up for him,’ Mike commented. 
 
    Prestwick was manipulating the data base. ‘Ah, here we are. Yes, I was right. Vincent Vincenza, came in through his London office apparently. If you give me a moment I’ll print out for you. It looks as though she just did the one edition. Our monthly feature.’ He frowned. ‘We had her booked for a shoot last week too, but she didn’t show.’ He swung his chair around and gave Mike an interrogative look. ‘Is there some kind of trouble, Inspector Croft? Because if there is, I’d like to know. We want our girls to have a clean background. Insist on it.’ 
 
    ‘Did you meet Marion O’Donnel personally?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘No, generally I don’t. Their agents deal with ours and they do the shoot, usually in our studio out at Victoria Dock. We’ve got a converted warehouse down there. I approve and select the finished shots.’ He paused. ‘I’d like to know what your interest is, Inspector Croft.’ 
 
    Mike frowned, took the magazine back and replaced it in his pocket. ‘There’s a good reason Marion O’Donnel didn’t turn up for that second shoot,’ he said. ‘By that time she was dead.’ 
 
      
 
    2.15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    ‘That was your governor,’ Morrow announced as Price returned from lunch. ‘He’s been to see the publisher. Seems Marion O’Donnel did only the one shoot for them. Didn’t live long enough to pose for any more.’ 
 
    ‘Any mention of David Martin?’ 
 
    ‘No. The original shots were sent in by one Vincent Vincenza. Alias Mr Brian Hammond. Offices in London, Bristol and maybe bloody Rome as well for all I know. Your boss is planning on paying him a call this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he driving?’ Price asked automatically, thinking about Mike’s wreck of a car and wondering if it would make the distance. ‘No, never mind.’ 
 
    Morrow gave him a puzzled look. ‘He says he knows Vincenza from when he worked the King’s Cross beat. He was small time then but things have been looking up for Vinnie this last year or so, bought a place out Malmesbury way. Lives there with one of his ex-models.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Price asked, ‘what’s Vincenza been up to that pays so well since then?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what your boss wants to find out.’ 
 
    Price glanced at the magazines stacked on his desk. ‘Not much point in going through the rest of these then,’ he commented. 
 
    ‘Not for the moment, no. Croft checked on Theo Howard, but they denied all knowledge, so, for the moment, we’ve drawn a blank. This afternoon though, I’ve got something else lined up. Took me a while to get it set up and it might not even be relevant.’ He paused, frowning. ‘There’s just been something puzzling me ever since I saw the crime scene, the way it was laid out. Reminded me of something Vice brought in a month or two ago.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike reported in, bringing Flint up to speed on his investigations. 
 
    ‘I think you’re wasting your time looking for a link,’ Flint told him. ‘Martin knew the girl, just happened to give her his number. What could be more natural than that?’ 
 
    ‘Probably nothing,’ Mike agreed. ‘But there’s still two suspicious deaths. We have to look at all angles.’ 
 
    ‘And one of them not even on our patch. Seems to me you’re wasting resources, Croft. Anyway, we’ve finally got a breakthrough on our rapist.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. That file you wanted pulled on Phillip Myers? Well it panned out. He’s got previous.’ 
 
    ‘Myers has? What?’ 
 
    ‘Conviction for indecency and a couple for possession. Agreed it’s a long time ago. His student days . . .’ 
 
    ‘And nothing since? And what exactly was the charge?’ 
 
    He listened as Flint filled him in. ‘It hardly adds up, sir,’ he protested. ‘A student prank and now a series of very violent attacks with nothing in between . . .’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know that. Myers isn’t stupid. Anyway, like you said yourself, we have to check it out.’ 
 
    He paused — Mike could hear voices in the background — then Flint spoke again, his voice grave. ‘There’s been a development. A woman’s body’s just been found on wasteland close to Aston Park.’ 
 
    ‘Same MO?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like it. I’ve got to go. Look, check in later with anything you turn up your end. There’s something else, too. David Martin’s done a bunk,’ he paused. ‘It was a risk we took in letting him go, but you said yourself you couldn’t pin anything on him.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d put a tail on him.’ 
 
    ‘For God’s sake, Mike! We don’t have the manpower, you know that. Look, if we need him we’ll find him and bring him in. Meantime, we’ve other fish to fry.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    3.15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike called the office again on his mobile and asked to be put through to the collator. 
 
    ‘Anything come through from either of the other areas?’ 
 
    ‘I take it you’ve heard about Phillip Myers? Flint’s been like a bloody dog with two tails since I gave him that one.’ 
 
    Mike laughed humourlessly. ‘I’ll just bet he was. Even if Myers is our man, it still leaves another bastard on the loose, or is he planning on Myers being blood type O as well as A?’ 
 
    ‘God knows. He’d probably give it a go. Anyway, this might interest you more. We’ve got two possibles so far. Neither is a perfect fit, but not bad for a beginning. One’s a feller called Osbourn. Served three years of a five-year stretch for serious sexual assault. Released three years ago, faded into the woodwork since then. Originally from Manchester. He’s no good for our first two victims, but those two could well be down to our other unknown. He’s the right blood group for the last four and Marion O’Donnel too. We don’t know about the dead woman until the path reports come in.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds promising,’ Mike said. ‘And the other one?’ 
 
    ‘The other one was sent through from Bristol. A more interesting proposition. Three charges of serious sexual assault and a series of public order offences. Seems he became obsessed by some young girl. Fits the description of our attack victims, blonde hair, blue eyes, small. She was still at school at the time, used to follow her there. Follow her home, sit outside her house until all hours. He never touched her, just made a nuisance of himself; when they finally got the evidence to pull him in on the assault charges, he disappeared. The thing was, guv, all the girls he attacked fit the same broad description. We’re running it through PNC and Voters, see if he’s turned up here under his own name or any of his known aliases.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve informed Flint?’ 
 
    ‘Told him we’re tracking, not a lot else to tell him yet unless our man surfaces here.’ 
 
    It was a long shot, Mike knew, but it sounded more likely than Phillip Myers. 
 
    ‘The other thing, Mike, the kids have turned up. We had a call from Oaklands. Uniform’s on its way out there now.’ 
 
      
 
    4 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The project Morrow had in mind was a series of videos. Morrow, Price, Beth Cooper, Stein and an officer from the vice squad crowded into the tiny projection room. 
 
    ‘Where the hell did you get these?’ Price thought he had seen everything, but the films he had witnessed in the last hour had been beyond belief. 
 
    Stein had looked sick. He gripped the arms of his chair tightly. ‘Are these snuff movies, sir?’ 
 
    For once, Morrow hadn’t tried to put him down. 
 
    ‘In a way, I suppose they are,’ he said. ‘The thing is, we know that these are real.’ 
 
    He turned to Price, answering his question. ‘We’ve had four of them turn up over the last year, year and a half. We checked with other forces; similar numbers have turned up all over the country, some duplicated, and still others what look like salesman’s samples. Made up of clips of other films, complete with titles and order numbers.’ He shrugged. ‘These things go in fashions and the open market follows the black market pretty damn closely. You remember a while back, the fuss that was made about the executions video? Well, we think that’s pretty much what we have here, but with, shall we say, overtones that the straight version didn’t have.’ 
 
    Price felt sick. He glanced across at Beth Cooper. Her gaze was fixed carefully upon the screen and her features smoothed clear of all emotion. Tension showing in the fixed gaze and the way she held her pen, hard enough almost to break. 
 
    He switched back to watch the film. In the last two hours he had seen beheadings and amputations. Strangulation. A man dying in breathless agony, his lungs full of mustard gas, three-quarters of a century ago. Another; present-day in a small white room, an execution, Price guessed in some nameless American jail, the camera panning across the room to show the witnesses behind the plate-glass window. 
 
    Another scene, a kneeling man, the camera closing in on his face as realization dawned that the man dressed in combat gear and ski mask, with the gun in his hand, was for real. That he was going to die, here and now and without the hope of reprieve or mercy. A moment later and the man was dead. Brains and bone blasted across the lens as the camera came in close for the final shot. And intercut with it all, dancing shadow figures superimposed across the screen, the couples and singles and groups involved in sexual acts as varied and as starkly brutal as the many ways of dying Price had seen. 
 
    ‘It’s this last scene I want you to look at.’ Morrow’s voice was oddly serious for him. 
 
    The final piece, a car, stationary upon a grassy hill, the camera panning across the scene then zooming in to show the courting couple in the back seat. Price felt every muscle tighten in anticipation and from across the room he heard Beth Cooper gasp. He wanted to look away, not to see it, but he found himself involved in the incident. Wrapped up in the plot in a way that both attracted and appalled. He couldn’t look away even as he saw the flames begin to lick beneath the car. The flames begin to rise higher as the camera drew back far enough to show the entire scene. The couple in the car on the hill, the stillness of the summer’s day. 
 
    ‘Why don’t they move? Why don’t they get out? Don’t they know what’s happening to them?’ Stein’s voice drawn thin with anguish. ‘Why don’t they get out?’ 
 
    It seemed to last for ever, but Price knew that was just illusion. Less than half a minute had passed from gathering their first impression of the scene to the moment when the car exploded into flame. ‘It was rigged,’ he whispered. ‘It was bloody rigged!’ 
 
    He looked at Morrow who was nodding slowly. He’d seen this before but the shock of it never left him and it showed now on his face. 
 
    Vaguely, Price was aware of Stein pushing himself from his chair and running from the room. Price’s gaze was fixed upon the television screen as through the smoke he glimpsed the bodies burning up inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    4 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Jake was editing his new film, the first section of the plotline already put together by actors, of a young man being kidnapped. In the film, he was hitching along a lonely road. It was night-time, but there was enough light to catch the blond of his hair. He was quite tall, slender, dressed in the ubiquitous blue jeans and a dark top. 
 
    A car pulled up just ahead of him and he began to run towards it, then, when he reached the car and bent to look inside, it became clear that something was not quite right. The young man began to back away, then to turn and try to run, but already two people had emerged from the car and grabbed him. Pinning his arms behind his back they bundled him inside. 
 
    Jake re-ran the sequence, checking to see that there were no clear shots of the blond one’s face. He’d use the same actor later for the final sequences, and for the major sequences up to the middle of the film; the face of the man he had down in the basement would be either covered or filmed obliquely. It would be easy enough to substitute the head shots later. 
 
    The initial sequence, Jake decided, would do. It didn’t have the stark tension he would have liked, the real fear factor, but then even the best actors couldn’t substitute for the real thing, the genuine terror of someone who’s trapped with no way out and a growing fear that they are going to die. 
 
    Jake skimmed through to the later sequences, classic S & M skin shots, unremarkable but sound enough. The young man from the kidnap scene was doing what he was good at now. Jake flicked back through the script and the rough storyboard that he had put together to organize his shots. According to the brief he’d been given, the young man abducted in the early scenes, after a period of torture and humiliation, would not just cooperate with his captor’s sexual desires — but would actively participate. It was, Jake thought, unimaginative and a little old-fashioned these days. A new take on the rape victim that was really gasping for it, hardly artistically demanding or particularly stimulating. But it would sell, and who was Jake to argue with the demands of economics? 
 
    He had begun to cut what were for Jake the interesting scenes. Those with Blondie in the basement. Jake didn’t know the guy’s name, he wasn’t interested, though he was mildly surprised that the man hadn’t volunteered it. Most people these days saw enough TV drama and police reconstructions to know that you should try to make direct contact with your captor’s psyche. Make yourself real for them. A person, not just a piece of meat, though such distinction would have been wasted on Jake. 
 
    He ran the sequence he’d been working on, something he’d shot that morning. It would need tightening up, but he figured he had enough footage not to have to do another take. 
 
    He had the sound turned down; soundtracks would be dubbed on afterwards by someone who was better at the words than he was. Jake was purely an image man. He made a note that Blondie’s voice would need to be dubbed too. In some ways he was a bit of a disappointment. Not enough reaction. Jake needed him to plead and scream a whole lot more. 
 
      
 
    4.15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Flint was still trying to get to grips with Myers. The man seemed to have worked himself into a loop and nothing Flint could do would break him out of it. 
 
    ‘I have done nothing,’ Myers said in answer to almost every question. 
 
    ‘How did you get those scratches, Mr Myers?’ 
 
    ‘I have done nothing, Superintendent Flint.’ 
 
    ‘Where were you last Thursday evening, Mr Myers? From about six o’clock. Were you home? We could bring your wife in perhaps. Ask her.’ 
 
    ‘I have done nothing wrong, Superintendent Flint.’ 
 
    ‘And these other occasions? You’re a businessman, an engineering consultant, isn’t it? You must keep records, an ordered man like yourself. Where were you on March the twenty-fifth of this year? On April the nineteenth? On July the seventeenth?’ 
 
    ‘I have done nothing wrong, Superintendent Flint. Nothing at all.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what your record shows. And these young women, Mr Myers.’ He laid a series of photographs on the interview room desk. ‘These badly beaten, frightened young women. Recognize any of them, do you? Or did they all look different before you tried to bash their brains out through their ears?’ 
 
    Flint paused. Myers continued to regard him steadily. He was furious, Flint knew, but keeping himself well under control now. 
 
    ‘I have done nothing wrong,’ he said again. 
 
    And so it went on. It was only when Flint told him that they were going to search his house that Myers showed any emotion. 
 
    ‘You have a right to be there, of course,’ he said. Phillip Myers’ eyes flickered with resentment, but he answered calmly. ‘I have done nothing wrong.’ 
 
      
 
    4.15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The two uniformed officers listened to Terry’s version of events. Maria was sitting close by, quietly encouraging. ‘I went into the room,’ Terry said, ‘and she was just lying there. I thought she might be asleep at first; coming in through the door I could see her feet propped up on a cushion on the end of the sofa. But then I could smell it.’ He hesitated for a moment, looking up at Maria as though needing encouragement. 
 
    She nodded. ‘Go on, you’re doing fine.’ 
 
    The boy continued, his voice low and artificially steady, sitting on Maria’s couch with Sarah beside him, clasping his hand tightly. Maria and John facing him. She had dimmed the lights. Only a single table lamp, casting more shadow than illumination across the scene, like some Italian chiaroscuro painting, all depth and light with little in between. 
 
    ‘I could smell the booze,’ Terry said, ‘and the sick.’ His lips twisted in a look of disgust. ‘I knew she’d had a problem; we’d talked about it.’ He looked up quickly at Maria as though again needing approval. ‘Because of my mum, you know. I couldn’t get her to talk to me. She said I wouldn’t understand, but Theo never ever said that. She treated me . . . like I was important to her, you know. Like an equal.’ 
 
    He hesitated, and they all waited. At last Maria said, ‘The last time we spoke, you mentioned Theo and I had the impression this was a new friendship. It wasn’t though, was it?’ 
 
    Terry shook his head. ‘Months ago,’ he said. ‘In the summer. I . . . I liked her, Dr Lucas. I really liked her. I didn’t want anything to spoil it. And it’s always been the same, every time I made a friend, somebody would interfere. Try and break it up.’ He licked his lips nervously, fidgeted with Sarah’s hand. ‘I even told her about me, about my mum, about Nathan. I thought she’d hate me, but she didn’t. I knew my mum would go up the wall if she found out, either about Theo or Sarah. She would have hated it; she always got so scared when I made friends in case they found out. But Theo listened the way you do, but she didn’t judge me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never judged you, Terry,’ Maria said steadily. ‘You know that.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. But you’re paid not to. Theo just didn’t.’ 
 
    Maria nodded slowly, not bothering to correct him. 
 
    Terry had no idea that her involvement with him was voluntary; she’d always figured it would just add to the burden of guilt the boy already carried. 
 
    She said, ‘So what did you do, Terry? What happened then?’ 
 
    ‘I went in. I thought, if she’d been drinking then it would have to be something really bad to make her start again, so I thought . . . she’d been to see the doctor. I thought it must be bad news. I’d promised to come round before David got home and see how she’d got on.’ 
 
    ‘The doctor?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, some specialist in London, not her own doctor. She’d been to him when she lived there. When she was still an actress.’ 
 
    Maria exchanged a glance with John. Even David had claimed not to know of Theo’s illness. Had she confided in Terry? 
 
    ‘This doctor, Terry, did Theo tell you his name, or what she was seeing him about?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Abbot or something. I don’t know really. She usually just called him the specialist. She said she had pain, here.’ He touched his stomach. ‘I thought she just meant an ulcer or something. My grandad had an ulcer. But she said it was more than that. She said she’d brought it on herself with the drinking and stuff. I told her that was stupid.’ 
 
    He fell silent then, staring at the simulated flames on Maria’s gas fire. She found herself wishing, not for the first time, that the fire was real. That would have been more comforting, somehow. 
 
    ‘What did you do, Terry, when you found her? What did you see?’ 
 
    The boy shuddered as though suddenly cold. Sarah moved closer to him and gripped his hand tighter. ‘Tell them, Terry,’ she said gently. ‘Tell it like you told me.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘It was like the other time,’ he said. 
 
    John glanced at Maria, his look questioning. Other time? 
 
    ‘When Nathan . . . when Nathan died. The pillow was over her face. I was so scared.’ He was almost whispering now, his gaze fixed and staring. It had been like reliving a nightmare. He had reached out, he told them, not daring to get too close, afraid of seeing Theo’s face, blue-lipped like the baby’s had been. He had reached out with fingertips, grasped the corner of the pillow and tugged it aside. Theo had been lying there, her eyes half open and her mouth gaping, and he had known, without going any closer, that she was dead. 
 
    ‘Then I ran away,’ he said simply. ‘If they’d found me there no one would believe I hadn’t hurt her. Just like they didn’t believe me about the baby. About Nathan.’ 
 
    He raised his head, looked desperately at Maria. ‘I’m sure I didn’t do anything, Dr Lucas. But I’m scared. Sometimes people do things and then they don’t remember, do they? One therapist I had, she said people shut things out they don’t want to think about. She went over and over, trying to get me to say I’d shut it out. Killing Nathan. She kept telling me it would be all right. That all I had to do was say I was jealous of my baby brother and that I killed him. Then they could help me. She kept on at me and on at me and so did my mum and everyone else that in the end I didn’t even know what I really remembered any more and what I thought I did. So what if they were right? What if they were and I don’t remember? I need locking up if they were, don’t I? Don’t I?’ 
 
    There was silence. John, new to this, not knowing how to respond; the possibility that for the first time he had a proper suspect for his friend’s murder hadn’t escaped him. He forced himself not to react. To reserve judgement until he had some more of the facts. 
 
    Maria paused, then, professional tone carefully in place, she began quietly. ‘I don’t know what happened, Terry . . .’ 
 
    But Sarah, who had been silent through all of this, seized on something he had said. 
 
    ‘You saw the baby’s face. You said you saw the baby’s face.’ 
 
    They all stared at her. Sarah reddened but carried on. ‘That means you must have moved the pillow, but you told me, when the baby was found, it had the bumper pad over its face.’ 
 
    Terry stared at her, his eyes horrified as though in that simple deduction she had just confirmed his guilt. 
 
    ‘So I killed him,’ he whispered. ‘I must have done.’ He tried to get to his feet, to pull his hand away from hers, but she was yelling at him that she wasn’t saying that. 
 
    ‘No, she isn’t,’ Maria said, realizing where Sarah was leading him. ‘She means you saw the baby’s face after he was dead. That maybe Nathan was dead even before you went into his room. That maybe you saw him, like you saw Theo and knew you had to move the bumper pad from his face. Even quite small children know about smothering. Maybe you moved it then. Saw him, dropped it back when you heard your mother coming.’ 
 
    Terry was staring at her, his face a conflict of emotions. ‘I don’t know,’ he whispered. ‘I just don’t know. Maybe it was like that and maybe it was just an accident, but what if I did kill Nathan? What if I saw his face because I’d lifted the cushion up just to make sure that he was dead?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    4.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Vinnie Vincenza, alias Brian Hammond, had made a big thing of remembering Mike. 
 
    ‘Things have been looking up for both of us since you went away,’ he said. ‘I don’t think you’d even made it to sergeant then.’ 
 
    ‘Just,’ Mike informed him. ‘I’d just received promotion. A lot of water’s passed under since then, Vinnie. I hear business is good. You have a place out of town these days.’ 
 
    Vinnie laughed. ‘Just like the old days,’ he said. ‘Always up with the gossip. Yeah, I’ve got a little place out Malmesbury way, though the truth is I only make it down for the weekends.’ He grinned. ‘This is still where the action is.’ 
 
    Mike took the pictures of Marion from his pocket and laid them with the magazine on the table. 
 
    ‘I’m told she’s one of yours, Vinnie.’ 
 
    Vinnie picked up the polaroids and flicked through them with an air of professional interest. ‘She was,’ he said. ‘Not any more though; this is a tough business we’re in. You’ve gotta be professional.’ 
 
    ‘And Marion wasn’t?’ 
 
    Vinnie shrugged expansively. ‘Didn’t turn up for a shoot. You’re letting a lot of people down if a girl fails to show, doesn’t do a whole lot for a man’s reputation, so I crossed her off my list.’ 
 
    ‘Did she give any explanation?’ 
 
    Vinnie’s eyes flickered sideways for the merest instant, then met Mike’s again. ‘Never a word,’ he said. ‘I left her messages, told her to give me a call, but nothing. That’s the way it goes sometimes.’ 
 
    He shrugged again, more reflectively this time. ‘It was a pity. She had just what it takes to make it. Right to the top.’ 
 
    Mike let the unconscious use of past tense go. Vinnie wasn’t going anywhere at the moment and he didn’t want to scare him off. He had no doubt that Vinnie either knew Marion was dead or suspected it. 
 
    ‘Did she do work for anyone else?’ 
 
    ‘A little glamour work, that sort of thing. But she had a regular job and wasn’t into selling herself cheap.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Choosy, you know. What she’s been doing since she left me, I’ve no idea . . .’ 
 
    Mike nodded and got up to leave. There was a lead here, he could feel it, but push too hard now and he might lose what edge he had. Better to use the local force, they’d have the background info. 
 
    Vincenza was seeing him to the door. ‘You haven’t told me what this is all about?’ 
 
    ‘No, I haven’t, have I?’ 
 
    ‘Aw, come on, Mike . . . OK, OK, always the tight one, weren’t you? Well, if you happen to run across my girl, tell her the door’s always open.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you didn’t give people a second chance.’ 
 
    ‘You know Vinnie. Always a soft touch.’ 
 
    Mike left him, walking purposefully back towards his car parked two streets away. He paused once out of sight and back-tracked carefully, waiting ten minutes in the shadows of an alleyway behind a small hotel. Vinnie didn’t show. Any longer and he would attract far too much attention. 
 
    Reluctantly, Mike made his way back to his car and the long drive home. 
 
    Maria called him just after he’d left Vinnie’s and told him about Dr Abbot. 
 
    ‘I’ve already looked him up in the register,’ she said. 
 
    ‘OK, give me the address and I’ll fit him in before I come back.’ 
 
      
 
    5.30 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Price and Morrow had returned to the place where Marion O’Donnel had died. Their mood was sober; Morrow had driven and had only terrified Price once. 
 
    They had left the car parked near Silbury Hill and climbed through the wire, Morrow puffing with exertion by the time they reached the top. 
 
    It was already winter dark but by the time they had reached the summit, Price’s eyes had adjusted to moon and starlight. Around them lay fields, brown with winter earth, flecked with the white of the chalky landscape. 
 
    ‘They used to play cricket up here at one time,’ Morrow commented. 
 
    ‘God help anyone that hit a six.’ 
 
    Price walked to the edge of the flat-topped hill, looking across towards the village of Avebury. 
 
    ‘What about Vincenza?’ he said. 
 
    ‘No evidence he’s anything more than a two-bit creep. And, according to what he told your boss, he sold the pictures on elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘But the magazine thinks they came direct from him.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he sold them twice, or rather, sold Marion. Whoever hired her would do their own pictures, I presume. Or video,’ he added, thinking of the stuff they’d seen that afternoon. 
 
    Price looked away. ‘Yeah, could be she was into more than the odd centrefold.’ 
 
    He turned back to Charlie Morrow, who seemed to be staring at something moving in the grass. 
 
    ‘Do we believe Vincenza?’ 
 
    Morrow shrugged. ‘Best we can hope for is apply for a warrant to search his place at Malmesbury and both offices. Could take a bit of time unless we get something more definite. It’s going to involve three separate forces and God alone knows how many sub-divisions.’ 
 
    Whatever it was that had attracted Morrow must have moved. Morrow edged towards it. 
 
    ‘What have you spotted?’ 
 
    ‘Rabbit,’ Morrow told him. 
 
    ‘Can’t we just buy dinner at the Lion?’ Price asked plaintively. 
 
    Morrow laughed briefly and inched towards the little animal. ‘Lot of them still have myxie round here. Pitiful it is.’ 
 
    ‘Myxie?’ 
 
    ‘Myxomatosis. Used it to control the population.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, but I thought that was years ago.’ He watched, fascinated as the big man inched towards the rabbit. 
 
    He’d picked up a large stone in his right hand. The animal didn’t move. 
 
    ‘You going to kill it?’ He could see the animal clearly now. Milky eyes, unable to stand and with patches of fur hanging from its body. ‘Christ,’ he said. 
 
    Morrow brought the stone down squarely on the creature’s head, then got back to his feet again and wiped his fingers on a bunch of serviettes he’d filched from Mickey’s place that morning. 
 
    Price looked away. 
 
    They didn’t speak again until they had reached the car, then, to break the silence, Price said, ‘Beth Cooper. Attached, is she?’ 
 
    Morrow gave him a predatory grin. 
 
      
 
    6.45 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Theo Howard’s London doctor had his surgery in a quiet square in St John’s Wood, amazingly quiet after the bustle of King’s Cross. Mike could hear the birds sing. 
 
    ‘Yes, I saw Theo last week,’ Dr Abbot told him. ‘I’d been seeing her for years, usually minor complaints, a little depression from time to time. I gave her a medical once a year, that sort of thing, but until this, Theo had rarely ever been ill.’ 
 
    ‘You knew what was wrong with her? You made the diagnosis?’ 
 
    ‘I suspected what was wrong with her. Theo . . . Theo drank perhaps rather more than she should have done over the years. It became very serious at one time, but she was a tough lady. She worked her way through it. When she came to me I thought at first it was liver damage purely alcohol-induced. I sent her for tests. She had a tumour on the posterior lobe. It was operable but we suspected there were secondaries.’ He frowned. ‘You see, she put off coming to me until the pain began to get very bad. It wasn’t that she was afraid of the pain, or even of dying. But she didn’t want to die. She told me that she had met someone. Someone very special. I believe that for the first time in her life, Theo Howard had fallen in love.’ 
 
    The two men were silent for a moment, then Mike said, ‘We found no medication in her house. I would have thought . . .’ 
 
    ‘I gave her pain-killers, this time. She’s refused them every time before and you know, Inspector pain is a funny thing. Some people have a high threshold. I think Theo must have been one of them, but it would not have lasted for much longer. The disease was spreading and there was nothing any of us could do. If you found no medication, well, I don’t know.’ 
 
    As Mike was leaving the doctor said, ‘There’s another thing. It might be unimportant but . . . Theo said she wanted to leave something for Davy to remember her by. Pictures, I think she said. She didn’t want him to think of her as she was going to be in the end. She wanted to leave him something special. I thought she meant one of these makeover portraits at first. You know, there are studios that specialize in those things. She thought that was really funny, I remember. She seemed very excited about the whole thing. Like a child. Said she had something far more special in mind.’ 
 
      
 
    10.00 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Flint had news when Mike got back to Norwich. The first check on Voters had drawn a blank, then Bristol had sent through a list of other aliases their suspect had used. 
 
    ‘They were used in different offences,’ the collator explained. ‘He was done for kiting, passing forged cheques, about seven years ago. Bristol dug around for the names he used then and guess what?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a match on Voters.’ 
 
    ‘Might not be connected, of course. Max Harriman might be just that. But he fits the general time frame, came here two months before the first attack occurred and is A blood group.’ 
 
    ‘We’re bringing him in,’ Flint confirmed. 
 
    The call came a few minutes later. No Harriman, but the landlady lived on the premises and had let them in. 
 
    ‘He’s our man, guv,’ the officer’s voice broke up a little. ‘The walls are plastered with stuff. There’s pictures of Marion O’Donnel and another woman and also some young kid. And books of press clippings. Looks like the man’s into souvenirs.’ 
 
    ‘Then we wait for him to come back,’ Flint said. 
 
    ‘No need, guv, we’ve got his workplace. The landlady insisted on a reference for him before she took him on. He’s working shifts, finishes at ten.’ 
 
    Flint looked across at Mike. ‘Croft,’ he said. ‘You want to do the honours?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    10 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Less than a street away from one another, it felt as though Terry and Sarah were at opposite ends of the earth. Terry, seated at the kitchen table, stared morosely out of the window, trying at least to look as if he was concentrating on his essay. 
 
    For the last two hours he had tried to work. His mother had been so busy pretending that this was just another normal day, that Terry felt compelled to do the same. She had been dusting and polishing and bleaching the already spotless flat, filling the air with the stink of cleaning fluids and the atmosphere of angry busyness until Terry felt he could take no more. 
 
    His mind was full of questions that he couldn’t ask her. Worries that he couldn’t voice. He tried hard to write something sensible, but the essay he was writing seemed so far from any of the problems racing through his mind that he couldn’t concentrate. 
 
    What if they decided it was him? What if they sent him away, to prison, to a young offenders’ centre? To some secure psychiatric unit, locked up with the loonies. 
 
    He wasn’t mad, he wasn’t. He wasn’t guilty either; he was sure of that . . . wasn’t he? 
 
    Over and over again Terry ran through the twin events in his mind as if the two were linked, superimposed one against the other. A mess of images and impressions that merged and flowed and interrupted one another until he could no longer separate them out. Theo’s face, Nathan’s face. The fear he felt when he heard his mother coming. 
 
    Angrily, he tried to drag his thoughts back to Lenny’s problems in Of Mice and Men. His hand wrote about the prejudice that Lenny suffered, the bright hot sunlight and the dim-lit barn and the woman taunting him, pushing him too far. In his mind, Lenny and he became one. The misunderstood. The odd one. Lenny, killing. Terry, killing. Lenny not understanding. Terry not knowing. His mind worrying at the problem like a puppy with a rag. His hand writing ordered words. 
 
    And outside, it was raining. 
 
    When Judith came into the kitchen he could bear it no longer. 
 
    ‘Did I do it?’ he asked her, desperate for absolution. ‘Did I kill Nathan?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sarah watched the rain lashing against her bedroom window. From this angle, she could see the back of Theo’s house and, if she stretched on tiptoe, the rooftops of the taller houses at the end of the street where Terry lived. 
 
    She wished desperately that she could talk to him but knew her parents wouldn’t hear of it. They had been by turns sympathetic and furious, still not understanding why she had gone off with ‘that boy.’ 
 
    They were madder than hell with her because she wouldn’t tell them what Terry was running from. They knew it had something to do with Theo’s death and Sarah knew that her own mother and Terry’s had talked, but she was certain they knew nothing about Nathan. 
 
    Sarah could just imagine the scenes that would be played if ever they found out. 
 
    Finally, she had been sent to her room and her mother had made a show of fastening the window locks in Sarah’s room and taking away the key. 
 
    Sarah stared out through the wet glass, wishing, even, that she was back at school. Wondering when the blasted rain was ever going to stop. 
 
      
 
    10.35 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Jenkins’ was an engineering company. Mike took three uniformed officers as back-up and went in quietly, but even so, the presence of one plain-clothes and three uniformed officers was not something to be easily hidden. 
 
    Other officers had been assigned to the three exits from the building. 
 
    ‘He’s a lathe operator,’ the night supervisor told them. ‘Look, what the hell’s going on here?’ 
 
    ‘If you’ll just point him out to us, sir,’ Mike said quietly. Now they’d found their man they didn’t want to lose him. He didn’t feel it was the time for explanations. 
 
    ‘I’ll take you through,’ the supervisor said. 
 
    Quite what alerted him, Mike was never afterwards quite sure. Events seemed to fall in upon one another in quick succession. One moment Mike was aware only of the noise of the machine shop, of having to shout over it to make himself heard as the supervisor pointed to the man in yellow ear-defenders working at the lathe down at the far end. 
 
    Then the man turned and saw them and he was running. 
 
    He had a head start, the full length of the engineering shop. Mike began to run, shouting to the officers who followed him to split up, try to head the man off. He didn’t know if they had heard, but saw them move, hoped that someone would be in time. Trying to second-guess the route his suspect would be taking. 
 
    Beside him, the supervisor was gesturing. ‘The fire escape. There’s a fire escape that way.’ 
 
    Had they anyone waiting there? Mike tried to visualize the layout of the building but was uncertain where the men outside would have taken up position. 
 
    He couldn’t leave it to chance, he had to get to the suspect before he made it to the door. 
 
    Around him was the roar of machinery, the sound of people shouting. Faces, gestures. Awareness that his leg, badly broken a few months before, was really not up to this. Then he saw the man ahead reaching for the fire escape door. Bursting through. The sudden rush of night air as the outside wind, damp with rain, surged in. Then Mike was through. Shouting ahead, hoping to make enough noise to alert whoever might be waiting below. One hand on the rail, one clutching his radio. Trying to predict where the fire escape might come down. 
 
    There was a sudden shout. The suspect dropped suddenly as though the ground had fallen out from beneath him. Mike looked down. The escape ended a good six feet from the ground. 
 
    ‘Damn!’ He could see the man running down the back alley towards the main road. He expected to see officers come down the other way towards him, but at that moment there was no one. ‘Where the hell is everyone? Suspect has reached the alleyway, repeat, reached the alleyway. Headed in the direction of Alden Street. Repeat Alden.’ 
 
    Behind him one of the other officers crowded close and for a second Mike considered moving aside, letting him go ahead, but there was little room for manoeuvre. Mike swung himself out into empty air and dropped ungracefully into the alleyway. He could feel his leg protesting at the strain. Stumbled, then ran on, limping badly. 
 
    ‘You all right, sir?’ The uniformed officer had landed beside him. 
 
    ‘Yes. Just get after the bastard.’ 
 
    Then it was all over. At the end of the alleyway, Mike could see three officers, the suspect on the floor. 
 
    He steadied himself against the rough brick wall, then limped towards them, his leg and hip screaming every step of the way. 
 
      
 
    11 40 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Phillip Myers collected his things from the custody sergeant and walked out of the building without a word. He felt in his pockets. He had his front door key, a handkerchief, a little change. For the first time in years, he didn’t even have enough to hire a cab. 
 
    He shivered. He didn’t have his coat either. 
 
    There was a call box on the corner of the road and Myers crossed over to it, oblivious of the traffic. He had enough change to call his wife. 
 
    ‘They’ve let me go. No charges,’ he told her. ‘Do you think, I mean, could you and Sarah come and fetch me home?’ 
 
      
 
    11.40 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Mike had settled down to what was going to be a long night. A half-hour into the interview and Max Harriman was already causing problems. He wanted to confess to everything, he said. But wouldn’t even let them know his real name. 
 
    ‘Names are unimportant, don’t you think? They tell you nothing about the man. It’s actions that are really important, not just names.’ 
 
    Mike sighed. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘For the moment, Harriman will do. Now, Mr Harriman, you were telling me about the woman that you met last night.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    An hour later they took a break in the interview. Flint was convinced that they could pin the whole series of attacks on their suspect, he seemed so willing to talk, to boast about what he had done. ‘Forensics won’t stand up to that, sir,’ Mike reminded him. ‘We know the first two attacks were carried out by someone with O group blood.’ 
 
    Flint paced the room irritably. ‘I know, I know,’ he said. ‘But God knows it’s tempting. Anyway.’ He brightened a little. ‘We’ve cleared five of the eight girls — the path report on the latest victim just came in — and getting this one might well scare our other perp off our patch.’ 
 
    ‘So he can become someone else’s problem,’ Mike said wryly. 
 
    ‘Oh, get real, Mike. You know his type as well as I do. He was someone else’s problem before he was ours, and will carry on being someone’s problem until either he gets caught or gets too old to get it up. People like him — for that matter scum like him in there — they don’t stop, they just go on and on until something puts a stop to them or they get too old for the chase.’ 
 
    Mike fell silent. Then: ‘What about Myers?’ he said. 
 
    ‘What about him?’ Flint shrugged. ‘Dammit, Mike, if he wants to complain we’ll feed it through the usual channels. It was a legitimate suspicion you had.’ 
 
    ‘I had.’ 
 
    Flint nodded. ‘All right, we had. And I’m behind you on it all the way.’ 
 
      
 
    20 December, 12.45 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Jake had been making a delivery when he saw her and for a moment thought she looked like Marion. But no, at second glance, the similarity was superficial. Marion had a different way of moving, an indefinable quality that this girl didn’t have. 
 
    He turned his back on her and locked the garage door. 
 
    This would be the last drop tonight. He rarely made deliveries himself these days but from time to time liked to check on security, in this case a strong-box hidden beneath the garage floor. They never knew when a delivery would be made. He demanded payment in advance, delivered the goods within ten days, but no set day and no set time. And no more than three issues to a set. He didn’t believe in leaving merchandise in bulk, too much loss if someone got careless and the stuff was seized, and the price this stuff went for, he didn’t have to deal in bulk. 
 
    He thought about Marion again as he got into his car. She could have been quite something if she hadn’t got too stupid and threatened to give the game away. Talking of stupid, he had only himself to blame. First woman in a long time he’d allowed to get that close and it could have been an expensive mistake. 
 
    He wondered vaguely if Vinnie had any more like her on his list. The new editions would come out in a few weeks’ time. Marion at her best, and no one would ask too many questions about where the pictures came from. 
 
    And later on, there would always be the new video. 
 
    Switching on his radio, he heard the first news of the other one’s arrest. It was vague; talk of a police raid on an engineering firm and a suspect being interviewed about last night’s murder and the previous attacks. 
 
    He was not surprised. Max was getting careless, always trying to impress. Jake had a feeling the man would try to cop for all the previous assaults, even Jake’s score. He was that sort, liked to play the numbers game when, they both knew, Jake out-classed and out-scored him every time. 
 
    Jake turned the radio up, started the engine and drove away. 
 
      
 
    2.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The police photographer had finished at Harriman’s flat and the cuttings books and pinned up clippings removed and brought to the police station. 
 
    Mike was told as soon as they came in. He took them to the interview room and laid the cuttings books out on the table in front of Harriman. There were eight in all, the last not yet complete. 
 
    Max looked at them but made no attempt to touch the books wrapped inside evidence bags. 
 
    ‘Are they yours, Mr Harriman?’ 
 
    Max looked across at him and smiled. He had, Mike thought, a truly appealing, ingenuous smile that creased the corners of his eyes and lit his entire face. It was a strange thing to think about a possible murderer. 
 
    ‘I collected them,’ Max told him. ‘For posterity.’ 
 
    ‘Posterity?’ 
 
    Max nodded. ‘You see, Inspector Croft, we’ve been making history here, and now,’ that smile again, ‘now you’re a part of it too.’ 
 
    Mike ignored the boast. ‘These young women, Mr Harriman. You were telling me about the attacks on these young women.’ 
 
    Harriman nodded. 
 
    ‘We know you’re not responsible for them all,’ Mike went on. ‘No, no we know you’re not.’ This as Max began to protest. ‘There were two separate blood types you see. O and A. Yours is A, and, much as my boss would love to see this whole thing cleared up in one go, we know that someone else attacked two of those girls. You can’t take credit for them all, Mr Harriman.’ 
 
    Max Harriman smiled and he shrugged his shoulders as though conceding the point. ‘I had a good teacher Inspector Croft,’ he said. ‘He set a fine example for me to follow.’ 
 
    Mike let the implication sink in. ‘You know the other man?’ he said. 
 
    Harriman merely smiled. 
 
      
 
    2.15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    After leaving the police station, Davy had ridden the bus to its terminus before he’d even thought of what he had to do next. 
 
    Finally, he had walked back to Theo’s house, but the police seal was still across the door, a reminder that they still did not know who had taken his Theo’s life. 
 
    There was, he thought, nothing left for him here, but he had no idea of where to go or what to do. 
 
    Finally, he had taken a taxi to John Tynan’s cottage and retrieved his car. Tynan wasn’t there — Davy was relieved about that. John would have been full of more questions that Davy didn’t know the answers to. Then he had begun to drive. 
 
    Close to dawn and he sat on the stones at the mouth of West Kennet Barrow. Uncertain what had brought him here, but glad that he had come. 
 
    Inside, someone had lit candles and their faint glow lit the barrow forecourt. It was beginning to rain once more, a slow, steady drizzle that would soak him to the skin. 
 
    Davy knew that he should move and go back to his car, but the rain continued to fall and Davy sat, his hair dripping water down on to his face. Davy no longer knew what was rain and what was tears. 
 
      
 
    11.50 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Terry had not gone to school on Tuesday. Late morning, he took a break from work. He watched as his mother buttered bread for sandwiches and made tea. She had barely spoken to him all day and when she had it had been with that false brightness that Terry hated. That ‘Let’s just forget everything and get on with life’ brightness that had nothing to do with the way either of them was feeling. 
 
    ‘Can I go to the funeral?’ Terry asked. The question had come out of the blue, taking even himself by surprise. He had been thinking about it off and on all morning. Theo’s funeral. He knew that he wanted to go. 
 
    His mother ignored the question. ‘Do you want pickle with this?’ she asked him. ‘Or mayonnaise?’ 
 
    ‘I asked you something,’ Terry said. ‘I want to go, Mum. I want to go to Theo’s funeral.’ 
 
    The knife stopped moving. His mother halted what she was doing, her hands limp on the kitchen counter. 
 
    ‘Do you honestly think anyone will want you there?’ she said, her voice hoarse with emotion. ‘She’ll have family, friends. What makes you think they’ll even want you there?’ 
 
    Terry stared at her, hurt and angry. ‘I was her friend, Mum.’ 
 
    His mother turned on him. She slammed the knife down on the counter and whirled around to face him, the tension and strain of the weekend suddenly breaking over her. 
 
    ‘Your friend,’ she hissed, ‘that woman was your friend, was she? You think she’d have been your friend if she’d known about you? Known what they said about you. Known all the gossip we’ve been trying to protect you from. Me and your grandad and everyone?’ She stopped suddenly, wringing her hands in desperation. ‘You can’t have friends like that, Terry, love. People like that who might talk and not understand you. I wanted you to understand that for yourself, not have to do everything for you. You have to grow up, Terry, realize that however much you try, however much either of us try, it can’t be normal and easy and all the things I know you want. Life’s not like that, Terry. It never was.’ 
 
    Terry stared at her. ‘You knew about Theo?’ he said. ‘Mum, did you know about Theo?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I knew. Not because you told me either. Always creeping around the way you do, keeping things from me, but I knew about her and about that girl.’ 
 
    ‘You followed me?’ Terry was incredulous. He thought he had been so careful. 
 
    ‘I was going to tell her,’ Judith said, her voice falling almost to a whisper. ‘Tell her to keep away from you. I didn’t want you hurt if ever she should find out.’ 
 
    Terry shook his head. ‘Theo did know,’ he said. ‘I told her. I told her about the night Nathan died and about how everybody thought I might have done it and how you started drinking and all the things you never wanted to talk to me about. I told Theo, Mum, because I knew she’d listen to me and help me sort out what I really felt and what I thought and what I couldn’t understand. And she did. She didn’t hate me and she didn’t think I was some kind of creep. And you know what she said? She said she didn’t believe I could have done it. She said that accidents happen and that maybe the padding just wasn’t tied up right. And something else. She said I was still the person she had known before I told her and it wasn’t her way to hate someone just for being honest about what had happened to them. That made me feel good. Better than all the secrets and all the . . . everything.’ 
 
    He’d run out of words, he could see his mother’s face, cold and white with anger. ‘After all I’ve tried to do for you,’ she said. ‘All I’ve tried to protect you from.’ She walked unsteadily to the table, pulled out a chair and sat down. 
 
    ‘I love you, Terry,’ she said softly. ‘You know that, don’t you? I really love you, kid.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Jesus, yes I know you do.’ He went over and stood beside her, pulling her close to him, holding her tightly as though he was the adult and she was the child. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Tuesday, 20 December, 10 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Terry crept downstairs to the hallway. It was almost ten at night, but he couldn’t think of what else to do. His mother had been so odd, talking little that afternoon and evening and when she had spoken it had seemed like nonsense. 
 
    At last, she had seemed to make up her mind about something and had told him to call Maria Lucas. 
 
    ‘But it’s so late,’ Terry had objected. But she had insisted. 
 
    Maria listened to what he had to say. ‘All right,’ she said finally, reacting more to the distress in his voice than to his confused words. ‘I’ll be there in about an hour. You just hold on till then.’ 
 
    John had spent the evening with her and planned to stay over, as he’d drunk a little too much wine. She’d put him up in one of the rooms they kept for the overnight staff. 
 
    She padded along the hallway and tapped lightly on the door, then went in. 
 
    ‘John,’ she said. ‘I’ve just had a call from Terry, he seems pretty upset, something about his mum. I need you to go with me.’ 
 
      
 
    11.15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    ‘I only went to talk to her,’ Judith said softly. ‘I knew about you and that woman. I’d seen you talking to her. Believe me, Terry, all I wanted to do was talk to her. Tell her she wasn’t wanted. That we didn’t need her kind. I went into the house. I’d tried knocking on the door but there was no reply, but I knew she was in there. When I’d come home I’d seen her go inside. So I tried the door.’ 
 
    She paused, looking up at Terry, fixing him with an intense gaze. ‘I went into the room and I saw her lying there. Blind drunk and I thought, this is the woman who my son looks up to. The woman he’d rather spend time with than me. This disgusting drunk, lying there in her own stink.’ 
 
    Terry stared at his mother. ‘You killed her?’ he whispered. ‘You killed Theo?’ 
 
    Judith nodded slowly. ‘It didn’t take much, really, it was so easy. I couldn’t stand to think of her with you.’ 
 
    ‘And Nathan?’ Terry whispered. 
 
    Judith looked away. 
 
    ‘So what happens now?’ Terry asked as his mother was led away. He looked exhausted, Maria thought. Utterly spent. 
 
    ‘For tonight,’ John said, ‘I can offer you a place to stay. Tomorrow, we can talk it through, decide what’s best.’ 
 
    Terry nodded. All he really wanted to do now was sleep. His head just couldn’t get around it all. 
 
    ‘Do you think she did that too?’ he whispered softly. ‘Do you think she killed Nathan?’ 
 
    Maria clasped his hand gently. ‘I don’t know, Terry,’ she said, meeting John’s eyes. ‘I just don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
    Midnight 
 
      
 
    Harriman was getting bored. He had wanted to take Mike through his cuttings books, and for a while Mike had listened carefully to all he had to say. It had become clear, though, that it was not what this stupid policeman wanted right then. He had failed to see the significance of it all. 
 
    ‘Vinnie Vincenza,’ Mike repeated patiently. ‘You were telling me about Vincenza.’ 
 
    Max sighed, turning his gaze to the ceiling. ‘Vincenza sells pictures,’ he said. ‘He’s a little man, with little ideas, and will never be any more than that.’ 
 
    ‘This woman.’ Mike turned the centrefold picture of Marianne back to face Max and laid the polaroids that Davy had taken beside it. ‘This woman,’ he repeated. ‘Vinnie Vincenza sold her pictures to this filmmaker. This Jake Bowen you told me about?’ 
 
    Jake’s name caught Max’s attention once again and he smiled sweetly at Mike. 
 
    ‘Jake is not a little man,’ he said. ‘Not like Vincenza. Jake is a maestro.’ He reached out again for one of the cuttings books. ‘It started with one little film, all those years ago. We were children then, you know, just children, but the vision was there . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake was editing film, making the cuts to the closing sequences. 
 
    Marion’s last film was ready for distribution now and he was pleased with it. He’d included something very special in the final run. Those last seconds of film, showing the car well ablaze, Jake had taken with a long lens. He had let his eye rest on the flames, the black smoke billowing through the open window and into the damp air, and then that final moment he had hardly dared to hope would come about when for an instant the smoke had cleared and Jake had seen her face. 
 
    Jake sat back and reviewed the end of the kidnap film. He’d finished with Blondie in the cellar, disposed of him earlier with a single shot at point-blank range. Jake had let the blond one watch the preparations. Covering the floor and walls with plastic sheet to make the cleaning up easier. Jake had taken time to explain it to him. How it would be in the end, and had finally got the screams of fear that had eluded him so far. 
 
    In the final analysis it had turned out well. 
 
    Jake’s mind turned briefly from the job in hand to wonder what Max was telling the police. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Wednesday, 21 December, 8.30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    They had little sleep that night. Terry had collapsed straight away, but had been awake and restless again an hour later and the adults had fared no better. By the time Mike arrived along with the morning post, they were sitting at the breakfast table feeling very sorry for themselves and Maria knew she had a busy day ahead of her. 
 
    ‘My mum,’ Terry began. ‘She all right?’ 
 
    Mike nodded slowly. ‘Your mum was taken to the hospital last night, Terry. We got the doctor in to see her and they decided she’d be better off there.’ 
 
    ‘Which one?’ Terry asked him. He swallowed hard. ‘I mean, can I see her?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll find out what I can this morning. I promise you.’ 
 
    Terry nodded and fell silent, stirring his tea. Mike began to speak again, wondering what to say to the boy, but Maria shook her head and he left well alone. 
 
    ‘What’s in the post?’ she said. 
 
    John was reading something, his face drawn and pale. 
 
    ‘John?’ 
 
    ‘It’s from Theo, my dear. Written on the day she died.’ He picked up the padded envelope and glanced at the postmark. ‘Though the package wasn’t posted until Friday.’ He reached inside the envelope. Inside was a video. John laid it on the table. 
 
    ‘It’s for David,’ he said. ‘A final gift. She says she made this film over thirty years ago when she was just starting out and needed money. She says she wants me to keep it, give it to Davy when . . .’ He paused, then read on: 
 
    ‘But I’ve never regretted it, John. The girl I starred with went on to take far bigger roles than I did. You might recognize the face. In those days, we all seemed to do at least one blue film. It paid the rent and I’ve never felt ashamed or that I needed to apologize. 
 
    ‘When I knew that I didn’t have long left, I felt so dreadful, John. Not because death frightens me. It never has. Life has always been the hard bit. But there was Davy and I loved him so much, you know. I always intended to finish things myself, before the pain got too bad. I didn’t want Davy suffering. I wanted him to know me, to remember me, not as I knew I would be in the last days and weeks, but when I was young and vibrant and just starting out. 
 
    ‘There was a young woman Davy used to know. She’d called a few times and, well, you know how it is, we’d got talking. She told me about a friend of Davy’s who could help me and so I called his friend, Mr Vincenza.’ 
 
    ‘His friend,’ John laughed harshly. 
 
    ‘And he helped me to make this happen and he had the film transferred on to video for me.’ 
 
    ‘And this is it,’ John said, fingering the video as though he had a precious relic lying on the table. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake woke early, feeling relaxed and content with the world. He had some holiday due to him from his regular job and felt that now would be a good time to take it. Escape from the winter and get some sun. He made a mental note to book the time off later that day. 
 
    He’d disposed of Blondie’s body. Jake had been undecided as to what to do with him, but finally decided to take him back where he’d found him. Leave him in the alleyway at the side of the nightclub. Occasionally, but only occasionally, the love of risk got the better of him. 
 
      
 
    11 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Morrow led the way, Stein and Price in tow, following the instructions given on Vincenza’s tape. 
 
    The search warrant had been issued early. The Vincenza house was impressive. Mock Tudor, complete with swimming-pool and billiard-room. Officers combed the house and grounds but Morrow was going straight for the jugular. 
 
    The store room backed on to the billiard-room. A second safe had been sunk into the floor beneath false boards. 
 
    Vincenza had the combination but claimed he had no knowledge of what had been left inside. He never looked, he said. His fear of the filmmaker he called Bowen was tangible even through the medium of tape. 
 
    Morrow knelt and lifted the boards, took the paper from his pocket and began to turn the dial. 
 
    The doorway was narrow. Price leaned against the frame, watching. Stein waited just outside. 
 
    ‘Right, this is it, boys,’ Morrow said. He sat back on his heels, his heavy body sagging. Then reached down and pulled the door. 
 
    A sheet of flame shot through the narrow room and caught Morrow with full force. Threw Price off his feet and backward into the billiard-room. He heard his own voice, screaming, then shouting Charlie Morrow’s name. 
 
    Pulling himself to his feet, he struggled forward. The drapes had caught and cardboard boxes piled against the wall. In the centre of the room something still living writhed and fought in agony. Price could hardly breathe. Fire in his lungs, they burned so much. He tried to throw himself towards the thing that burned to pull it free before the fire caught even fiercer hold, but his body didn’t want to move and everything seemed to be so slow. 
 
    Somehow, he grabbed Charlie Morrow’s arm, screaming as the fire bit naked hands. Beside him, Stein had hold of him the other side and they dragged the big man from the room. Then Price fell to the floor, retching, hardly able to breathe, dimly aware that there were others now, helping him outside. 
 
    It was rigged, the voice whispered in his head. It was bloody rigged. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At a Travel Inn on the M25 Mr John Phillips checked in for the night. The news was full of it. The arrest of the Norwich rapist. The big copper who’d been blown up in the raid on Vincenza’s house, they didn’t know if he would live or die, it said. 
 
    Jake Bowen smiled. Pity he wasn’t there, he thought. It would have made fantastic film. 
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    18 June, 1999 
 
    They had been forced to leave the car parked at the head of the lane and carry their equipment along the narrow track. 
 
    From the top of the hill they got a view across the valley for the first time, the high hedges either side of the road having blocked any sight of the landscape as they had driven up. It was a beautiful but claustrophobic place. 
 
    Liz pointed across to the opposite rise. ‘That’s the farm where we asked directions. See, it’s marked on the map and this’ — she nodded towards the house at the side of the lane — ‘must be the Jacksons’ place.’ 
 
    Macey nodded, swinging the camera bag across his shoulder. ‘Through there,’ he said, pointing to a narrow opening between the trees. 
 
    Neither spoke as they pushed their way along what was little more than a rabbit track through a tangle of trees and across a plank bridge over a tiny stream. They reached the second stile, beyond which was Forestry Commission land. Here, they both paused. Liz exchanged a glance with Macey, not needing to say a word. The tip-off had come in a couple of hours before. If this was for real then, they had a very good idea of who had brought them to this place and suddenly, being here, just the two of them, didn’t seem too bright. 
 
    ‘Maybe we should have waited for the police,’ Liz suggested tentatively. 
 
    Macey shook his head. ‘And have them get here to find it’s all a wind-up?’ 
 
    Liz gave him a shrewd look. Macey didn’t believe the hoax theory any more than she did. He just wanted to be there first, before the arrival of the local police pushed them back behind the usual barriers. Macey had followed every angle of the story as it had been reported in the nationals and now this had happened on his home ground. If it was for real, it could be his break into the big time. 
 
    Macey made the first move, handing his equipment to Liz while he eased himself over the stile, then helping her across. Behind them, the mixed woodland they had left was alive with the noise and rustling of wildlife. Here, in this dimly lit conifer plantation, there was an uncanny stillness. 
 
    ‘I don’t like this place,’ Liz whispered, expecting one of Macey’s usual acerbic rejoinders. But for once the big man was silent. 
 
    They looked around. Behind them, the hill continued to rise, densely planted and very dark. The path itself was wider than it had been but dropped off to the right, falling down the hill into a steep gully. 
 
    Below, in the gully, there was only a chaos of fallen trees and deeply channelled earth eroded by last winter’s rains. Liz looked again at the sketch map. This was definitely the place. 
 
    She and Macey began to scramble down. It took all their attention just to keep their footing and protect their camera equipment from being slammed against the rough ground and exposed roots. They did not see it until the trees thinned and the scene was suddenly there, exposed in all its terrible beauty. 
 
    The body lay, naked, on a rough bed of fallen branches and fresh flowers. All around, on every low branch, every niche that could be used, stood tiny candles, their white stems gleaming in the flickering light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
    Mike Croft turned away from the crime scene and walked along the head of the gully towards the second stile. Beyond that, the path broadened out, allowing an avenue of sunlight to break through between the tall trees. He climbed over the stile, relieved to get out of the darkness and into the warmth of the early summer’s day. The sudden heat on his back was enough to persuade him out of his jacket. 
 
    He held a large-scale OS map in his hand and referred to it now. Further along, the path apparently turned into a gated road leading back towards Honiton. 
 
    Which way had Jake Bowen come in? Mike wondered. The narrow road and rabbit path that Macey and Liz Corran had taken or this other road? And had the woman been alive when he brought her here? 
 
    Mike leaned heavily against the fence post next to the stile, facing into the sun. This last six months, he felt, he’d done nothing but live and breathe Jake Bowen, especially since he’d been seconded to the operation eight weeks ago, along with practically anyone who’d ever had dealings with the killer. Mike had found himself dragged over half the country, chasing one short-lived lead after another, finally fetching up here — the middle of nowhere and a long way from home. 
 
    ‘Penny for them?’ 
 
    Mike turned with a slight smile. ‘Not worth it, sir. I was trying to work out the last time I had a weekend off.’ 
 
    Chief Superintendent Mark Peterson returned the smile. ‘Probably about the same time I did,’ he said. ‘And it’s not likely to be this weekend either.’ 
 
    ‘No, I suppose not. I’d arranged for Maria to come down.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I’ll tell our man to improve his timing.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Look, Mike, get your lady to come anyway. Unless something breaks fast, you’ll be able to wangle a couple of hours free.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I’ll do that.’ 
 
    Peterson leaned against the fence and gazed out, eyes squinting, into the sunny space between the trees. 
 
    ‘I’ve got someone walking in from the other end, looking for tyre tracks, anything out of the ordinary.’ 
 
    ‘Doubt they’ll find anything. Last two weeks have been too damned dry. I asked one of the locals,’ Mike added by way of explanation. 
 
    ‘You been down there yet?’ Peterson gestured towards the gully. 
 
    ‘Briefly. I came back up top, let the photographer and SOCO do their bit. There’s enough bodies down there as it is.’ 
 
    Peterson laughed gruffly at the unintended humour. ‘We’d better get back and join them,’ he said, ‘they’ve just warned me the surgeon’s on his way.’ 
 
    A sound overhead made both men look up sharply. A squirrel, its tail flying out behind it, leapt between trees. Peterson laughed again. There was relief in the sound of it. ‘You know, Mike. I’m not a man given to all that much imagination, but if, when we find this bugger, he’s got hooves and a forked tip to his tail, I’m not going to be surprised.’ 
 
    A shout from behind them in the gully told them that the police surgeon had arrived. Mike eased himself over the stile and they made their way back along the path. Peterson’s comment had come as no surprise; everyone was as jumpy as hell. He glanced sideways. The man’s rather round face, reddened by too much sun, had gained lines these last weeks. Peterson was a robust man, taller than Mike’s six two and heavier, but the strain of the Bowen hunt was beginning to tell on him and recently he seemed to have shrunk in on himself. 
 
    Some fifteen years older than Mike, Peterson was a career copper who’d made it up through the ranks. His present title, Chief Super; was being phased out in one of the ‘reforms’ sweeping through the service and men like Peterson, who seemed to belong to another time, were finding it hard to make their way in the new order. Promoted sideways to head up ‘Operation Final Frame’ — Mike wondered who made these names up — this was likely to be the last thing Peterson would see through before he retired. 
 
    DI Mike Croft had grown to like and respect the man a great deal and knew it was an opinion largely shared by the rest of the team. Under other circumstances, Mike would have enjoyed working with this large, bluff man with the overgrown moustache. Under these circumstances, Mike wished himself anywhere but here. 
 
    It was not an easy scramble down into the gully. Tree roots reaching from the dry ground and hard, rutted furrows cut by the last heavy rains then dried by the summer heat threatened to undermine every step. The scene, when they reached bottom, was pretty much as Macey and Liz had viewed it. It looked, thought Mike, like a scene from a low-budget horror flick, but this was real. The woman’s long hair was carefully combed out across the bed of flowers on which she lay, her hands folded prayerfully between her breasts, and a long, thin line of blood had flowed from the artery in her throat down across the flowers. White roses stained a rusty brown. 
 
    ‘Bled her like a bloody pig,’ Peterson said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    ‘Death confirmed at four thirty-five p.m., Friday 18 June. And before you ask, a quick estimate just from body temperature, ambient conditions and all that rot, I’d say she’s been dead maybe four, five hours.’ 
 
    ‘That would make time of death around midday.’ 
 
    ‘No, that would make my rough estimate around midday. When was the body found?’ 
 
    ‘Two fifteen, two twenty or thereabouts. The call came in at two thirty-seven. Mobile phones don’t do so well around here. The pair who found her had to go back to the farm on the main road and call in on a land line.’ 
 
    Peterson frowned. ‘They claim to have received their tip-off at around one this afternoon. The call was made from a telephone box in Honiton.’ 
 
    Mike had been looking more closely at the trail of blood. ‘I’d have expected more spattering. More spread. The blood’s run in just this one stream.’ 
 
    The police surgeon looked impressed. ‘I was coming to that. You’re quite right, arterial blood usually spurts in all directions. Maybe our man was intent on not getting his clothes dirty. Maybe to keep to our timescale, he couldn’t allow himself time to change.’ 
 
    ‘So she was already dead when he brought her here?’ Peterson asked. 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t say that. What it probably means is that he reduced the pressure sufficiently for it not to spurt. My guess, and it’s only a guess as yet, is he wanted the effect without getting himself covered.’ He paused, his mouth curved with distaste. ‘To put it bluntly, he drew off sufficient to lower the pressure before he even got her here. Then he arranged things neatly and finished the job.’ 
 
    Mike felt sick. Murder he had dealt with many times, but Jake Bowen had the knack of going well beyond previous experience. 
 
    ‘Well, then, we’ve answered one question,’ Peterson said harshly. ‘Poor kid certainly didn’t walk here.’ 
 
    He turned away and Mike followed him back up onto the path. 
 
    ‘The Jacksons are letting us have use of their barn as an incident room. Just as well! We’d never get a mobile up those narrow lanes and I’m pulling in all the extra bodies they’ll let me have, posting a twenty-four-hour, two-man patrol to keep the trophy hunters at bay.’ Mike nodded. ‘I don’t envy the night shift,’ he commented. ‘This hole’s bleak enough in daylight.’ 
 
    ‘What daylight?’ Peterson gestured. ‘It’s all just bloody dead. Downright weird if you ask me.’ He paused again as though not sure how to say what he had in mind. ‘Do you believe in spirit of place, Mike? You know, you’ll go somewhere and it’ll feel wrong.’ He went on without waiting for an answer. ‘This place. I mean, it’s like it’s been waiting here, all this time, just for something like this to happen.’ 
 
    He laughed, trying to dispel the notion. 
 
    ‘I’ve known places like that,’ Mike said quietly. ‘There was one I came across when I first worked in East Anglia. A place called The Greenway. It was only a pathway, with these damned great hedges either side of it, but there was always this feeling about it. Something that said we didn’t belong there.’ 
 
    Peterson smiled. ‘It’s getting to all of us, isn’t it? We know so much about this man and yet the more we know, the further away he seems to get. Damn it, Mike, we even know the bugger’s name. No wonder the bloody press are making us a laughing stock. Four deaths and he’s pre-warned us about each one. And we’re no bloody closer.’ 
 
    Mike nodded in silent sympathy. It had all been said and he had nothing to add, but Peterson wasn’t finished. 
 
    ‘It’s the sort of thing you’d expect to see in some American slasher movie. You know, some place where crossing the county line actually means something, and with so much bloody space the states are like separate countries. But I mean, look at this. A goddamned wood in the middle of Dorset and we’re chasing this psycho who even has the cheek to send us photo locations before he commits the crime.’ 
 
    He reached into his pocket, withdrew copies of three photographs and held them out in front of Mike, who didn’t bother to look. 
 
    ‘It could have been anywhere,’ Mike said quietly. ‘A few fallen trees and a bit of a bush. Nothing to set it aside from a thousand other places across the country, not until you see the real thing.’ 
 
    Peterson shook his head and continued to regard the pictures, comparing them to the actual scene. Then he shoved them back in his pocket. ‘I know. You’re right,’ he said. ‘Hindsight’s a wonderful thing, but you think our bosses are going to look at it that way? Or the media? Or Joe Public? Damn it, Mike. One man and he’s got most of the population locking themselves in after the Six o’clock News every night.’ 
 
    He sighed, rubbed tired eyes with the heels of his hands, then straightened himself up. ‘Get yourself back to Dorchester, find out how the interviews with our friends from the press are going. I’ll see things are finished up here.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘One thing’s for certain,’ he said wryly. ‘Mr Ed Macey finally got his exclusive.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    The murder in the woods near Honiton, just above the Jacksons’ farm at Colwell Barton, had made the national evening news. At that point, no connection had been made between this and the three others attributed to Bowen, but, as had become typical, Jake Bowen himself had drawn public attention to his latest escapade. 
 
    The pictures of Liz and Macey standing in the woods surrounded by half-burnt candles appeared in two of the morning editions of the tabloids. 
 
    Liz found Macey staring at the front pages scattered over the top of his desk. 
 
    ‘You’ve seen them then?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ He looked up at her, then pushed an office chair in her direction. ‘Sit down before you fall down. Christ, you look bad!’ 
 
    ‘Thanks a bunch. I didn’t sleep, OK? You got a cigarette?’ 
 
    ‘Thought you’d given up.’ 
 
    He pushed the packet towards her. Liz was new to this game, a mere trainee. He wondered, looking at her pale face and red eyes, if she’d be changing her mind on a career in journalism. Most kids at her stage of the game were writing Local Notes on the village fete, not encountering dead bodies in remote woodland. Her hands trembled as she sparked up and she drew a deep, unsteady breath before managing a weak smile. 
 
    ‘I’ll be OK,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Sure you will. Sure you will. We’ve been summoned to another chat with Detective Inspector Michael Croft later this morning. Dumb shit probably wants to accuse me of taking these.’ He gestured angrily at the tabloid pictures. ‘God, Liz, but I wish I bloody had. I truly do.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t mean that.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t I? All my working life I’ve waited for something like this. It falls in my lap and I can’t take advantage. There’s no justice. No bloody justice at all.’ Liz said nothing; she was learning to take little notice of Macey’s bluster. Instead, she pulled the pictures towards her, trying to be calm. 
 
    ‘He’d have to think you were some kind of cool shit to have taken these,’ she said. ‘Stood there with a dead body, set the camera on a timer and posed with that real shocked look on your fat face.’ 
 
    She broke down then, covering her face with her cigarette-free hand and sobbing bitterly, still deep in shock. 
 
    ‘He was there, Macey. There in the woods watching us all the time. We could be dead by now, don’t you understand that? You’re going on about missing the chance of a lifetime and we could be fucking dead.’ 
 
    Macey reached out and put what he hoped was a comforting hand on Liz’s shoulder. She was right; he just didn’t want to tell himself that. The two pictures that had been spread right across the front pages of the morning news showed the clearing in the gully shadowed by trees and slightly unfocused, as though to preserve some sense of decency. But clear enough and in the foreground, the shock and disbelief on their faces so plainly written, stood Liz and Macey. 
 
      
 
    June 19 
 
      
 
    The morning news was full of it. Maria Lucas had watched it on the television: the pictures of the latest Bowen outrage and the predictable responses from anyone and everyone who could wangle a little airtime. 
 
    Library pictures showed Chief Superintendent Peterson speaking at an earlier press call and Mike Croft, almost out of shot, looking as though he’d slept in his suit and had not shaved for at least a week. 
 
    It was, Maria mused, about the only time she got to see him these days. Brief glimpses caught as he sought to avoid the press photographers or the TV cameras. She knew from the odd times they had managed to talk that the strain of conducting this investigation so much in the public eye was becoming unbearable. 
 
    The phone rang. She picked it up on the second ring. ‘Oh, good morning, John. Yes, I saw him. I guess this puts paid to our plans this weekend.’ 
 
    She could hear John Tynan’s smile. ‘That’s the penalty for being involved with a policeman, my dear. Seriously though, it’s a nasty business.’ 
 
    Maria sighed. ‘Isn’t it always? I was going to give you a call later anyway, see if you were free tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I think so. What did you have in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Essie,’ Maria told him. ‘Jo’s still in the hospital, likely to stay there until this baby’s born, and, as you know, Essie’s still at my momma’s place. I thought I’d give everyone a break and take her to see the latest Disney or something.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re not keen on facing it alone? No, certainly I’ll come. I’d love to. Essie’s a pleasure, though are you sure Disney isn’t a bit tame for her? I thought space aliens with big guns were more up her street.’ 
 
    Maria laughed. ‘Probably, but as she’s only five I think we might have problems getting her in. Anyway, I’ll find out the times and give you a ring around lunchtime. That’s if I get a lunchtime.’ 
 
    ‘Heavy workload?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t believe it. Prozac must be the in fix this season.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘OK, got to go, John. Catch you later.’ 
 
    She rang off and began to get her notes in order. Maybe, she thought, if Mike was going to be tied up all weekend, she should offer to have Essie. Maria’s sister, Jo, was expecting her second child and, with high blood pressure and oedema, was having something of a rough time. It would be a load off everyone’s mind if Auntie Maria stepped into the breach. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike and Peterson watched the officers file out after the morning briefing. The barn which had been commandeered as their incident room was hardly ideal. No animals, but the place was still half-filled with hay bales and feed sacks piled against one wall. The flagstone floor struck cold even on the summer morning and Mike was glad that at least this was not happening in the middle of winter. 
 
    There was electricity in the barn, or rather there were two overhead lights. A generator was promised for later that morning to power essential equipment, and it had not yet been decided if this should be set up as a long-term incident room or just a temporary feature. That would depend on what was found at the crime scene, what witnesses came forward and on Jake Bowen’s next move. 
 
    Two cats lounged in the patch of sunlight that poured through the open door. Eight thirty, but the last of the mist had evaporated and the day was already hot. The bright sunlight threw the rest of the barn into deep shadow and Mike turned the pin-board he was setting up towards the light to give himself a clearer view. He was pinning up pictures of the scene in the woods and of Jake Bowen’s previous known victims. There were others, still unproven, filling a stack of files and untold disk space back at Honiton and elsewhere, but, Mike figured, to display that would take more than a pin-board and be a task too depressing to even attempt. 
 
    Peterson pulled out a chair, reversed it and sat down. He’d let Mike handle the morning briefing and assign the search teams and two local mobile units to carry out the door-to-door inquiries. Neighbours were well scattered, a few along the single track road, more placed well back along rutted lanes or accessible only on foot. 
 
    It was a task complicated by the number of visitors. The farm across the valley and a couple of others further along the road had been given over to the tourist trade. 
 
    Folk just there on holiday and intent on relaxing and enjoying themselves probably wouldn’t notice the unusual if it got up and hit them in the face. Many would be in residence only at the ends of the day, not be around to see murders committed at noon. Add to this, as they’d found out the night before, that there were at least four well-established footpaths into the woods, with as many offshoots from each one. When Jake Bowen had chosen what looked like a public time and a public place, he’d certainly known exactly what he was about. 
 
    Peterson looked across to where Mike was pinning the photographs. 
 
    ‘Four murder victims,’ he said, ‘in five months.’ 
 
    ‘That we know of.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t make life complicated, Mike. OK, four that we can prove. And not a bloody thing to connect them.’ 
 
    ‘We can add the Norwich rapes,’ Mike persisted, carefully aligning one of the photographs with the edge of the board. ‘Three of them anyway, and the woman at Kennet in Wiltshire, Marion O’Donnel, all late last year. Whatever else he might be, our man’s no slouch.’ 
 
    Peterson got up, came across to where Mike was standing and began to sort through the notes and pictures lying on the table. It had been Mike Croft’s involvement with a spate of violent attacks on women on his home patch of Norwich that had first brought him into contact with Jake Bowen. That had been at the tail end of the previous year. Peterson himself had become involved in early February of this, when a young woman had been found brutally murdered in a Bristol park. With the turning of the year, Jake Bowen had moved west. 
 
    ‘You spoke to the two reporters last night,’ Peterson said. ‘First impressions?’ 
 
    Mike thought about it. Ed Macey and Liz Corran’s statements had been analysed at the morning’s briefing. Peterson was after a personal response. 
 
    ‘The caller asked for Macey,’ he commented. ‘That’s typical Bowen behaviour, pick on someone specific, someone local, someone who’s likely to want to get involved.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t that go for any reporter?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but Macey’s been working on provincials all his life.’ Mike shrugged. ‘Some people would like it that way, but I think not Edward Macey. He talked last night about looking for a break into the big time before it was too late.’ He paused, pinned up an enlargement of the wound in the victim’s throat. ‘The young woman, Liz Corran, I think we can see her presence as incidental to Bowen’s plans. I’m sure he wanted Macey as a witness and went to great lengths to get him there.’ 
 
    ‘Which, betting on Bowen following his previous pattern, means he might well make contact again.’ 
 
    ‘He might,’ Mike agreed. ‘The officers who interviewed Macey’s associates say he’s apparently in the habit of mouthing off in his local when he’s had a few. Goes on about how he could have been working on one of the nationals if he’d had the right breaks or the right connections.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s just the thing Jake Bowen would be on the lookout for.’ Peterson nodded. ‘And asking round here if there’d been any strangers in the local pubs would get us laughed out of court. We’re in the middle of the bloody tourist season.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite.’ Mike smiled wryly and went to fill the kettle from the tap on the wall. They hadn’t asked, but had assumed that this was drinking water. At any rate, it tasted all right in tea. ‘The real tourist season begins when the schools finish. That’s the third week in July around here, so it’s worth asking. We’ll get a list of conflicting information a mile long, especially as Macey’s “local” could be any one of three or four pubs, but I’ve got a couple of officers on to it.’ 
 
    Peterson nodded. ‘Have you spoken to Maria yet?’ 
 
    ‘No. She was out when I called last night. I’ll have another go mid-afternoon. She generally grabs ten minutes or so then.’ 
 
    Peterson shook his head. ‘I think my wife’s forgotten who I am,’ he said. Then, ‘So what do we have? A woman caller. Asks for Ed Macey and gives him a map reference and a time and tells him that there’ll be something useful waiting for him.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She sounded drunk, Macey said, and wouldn’t answer any of his questions.’ 
 
    Peterson took a copy of Macey’s statement from the table, glancing through it. ‘He mentions that she kept giggling and breaking off to confirm with another person that she’d got it right.’ He dropped the statement back on the table. ‘I mean, anyone else would have reckoned it to be a wind-up and put the phone down.’ 
 
    ‘But not Macey. He wanted this to be real. The caller only had to mention Jake Bowen’s name and he’d be there, on the line with the worm in his mouth.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ Peterson frowned. ‘We know how thorough our man is. It’s obvious he’s talked to Macey or at the very least observed him.’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘Macey is not what you’d call a quiet man,’ he commented. ‘My guess is, with a few pints inside him, you could sit way across the saloon bar and still not need to read lips to know what was on his mind.’ 
 
    ‘So that leaves the woman. The call came in at one p.m. and we’re assuming our victim had probably been dead for around an hour by then.’ He paused and reached across to see to the kettle, which had just come up to the boil. ‘So we have to ask ourselves, does Bowen have a friend or relative living in the area? Someone to make the call for him. Did he meet some woman in the pub and get her drunk, tell her it was some kind of a prank?’ He dunked tea-bags in the mugs and then handed one to Mike. ‘I don’t like what you’re thinking.’ 
 
    Mike took the mug. ‘Neither do I,’ he said, ‘but we both know Bowen’s record. He’s too thorough, too organized, to use someone he just picked up in a pub, unless he was very certain they’d not talk about it. A friend? Relative? Maybe. My bet is, though, whoever made that call is going to be Bowen’s next kill.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Mike drove out to Dorchester to speak with Liz and Macey. He found Macey sitting in a side office behind a desk piled high with newspaper clippings and handwritten notes. 
 
    ‘All the stuff I have so far on Jake Bowen,’ Macey told him. ‘I’ve even got you in amongst that lot somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Mike queried. 
 
    ‘Your work on the Norwich rapist,’ Macey told him. ‘Or should that be in the plural?’ 
 
    Mike poked a cautious finger at the stacks of paper perched precariously on the edge of the desk. ‘You’ve done your homework,’ he commented. 
 
    ‘Some good it’s been. I’m there, literally in the picture, and some bastard on the nationals gets all the credit for it. Didn’t even have to do the work for it either.’ 
 
    Mike found a free chair and sat down. ‘You’ll have them beating a path to your door and you know it. First impressions. The inside story from the man who saw it all.’ 
 
    Macey snorted. ‘Yeah, maybe.’ He was reluctant to confirm what Mike had said, but he was feeling a whole lot better than he had done earlier in the day. Already the phones had been buzzing; big names wanting to get on the inside track. He looked sharply at Mike. 
 
    ‘So, what’s your line this morning? Have you come here to make sure I don’t talk or to accuse me of taking those flaming pictures?’ 
 
    Mike smiled. ‘You watch too many bad films, Macey. No, I’m here because we think you may have had contact with the killer at some time, maybe in the last week or ten days.’ 
 
    ‘Contact? With the killer?’ Macey’s face turned purple and then pale. ‘Now look here, Detective Inspector Croft, if you’re accusing—’ 
 
    ‘No one’s accusing, so cut the outraged voice-of-the-people act.’ Mike paused and rubbed a hand across tired eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been anything but tired. ‘Look, you might have talked to him in passing. Talked in front of him. Complained too loudly about not getting a piece of the action. Anything, as simple as that. Jake Bowen’s got a peculiar sense of humour, that much we do know, and all it might take for him to involve you in his game could be the odd word in the wrong place at the wrong time.’ 
 
    Macey’s mind was working overtime. Random thoughts that had plagued him through a sleepless night now started falling into place. 
 
    ‘He asked for me by name,’ Macey said. ‘It could have been anyone, but he asked specifically for me.’ Mike sat forward suddenly. 
 
    ‘Now wait a minute. It was a woman who made that call.’ 
 
    Macey shook himself. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘But it was a man who spoke to reception. It was only a woman on the line when it was put through to me.’ 
 
    ‘A man,’ Mike said heavily, ‘and you didn’t see fit to mention this in your statement?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know, not until this morning, when I started to ask around. Talk to the girl yourself. You’d better hurry, though. Once she starts putting two and two together and realizes she was chatting to a murderer, she’ll be off like a flash. You mark my words.’ 
 
    Mike wondered if Macey always talked in clichés. ‘I’ll be talking to her,’ he said heavily, ‘just as soon as I’ve done with you, Mr Macey. The fact that he didn’t speak to you himself, that could be significant.’ 
 
    ‘You mean I might have known the voice? Yes, I’d considered that. Look, I’ll give it some thought.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll give it more than some,’ Mike told him. ‘I want to know. Anyone strange or anyone in one or other of your local watering holes who might have shown an unusual interest in you or what you have to say?’ 
 
    ‘Aw, come on, Inspector. I work for a bloody newspaper. Look, knowing that — and, believe me, most of them do where I choose to drink — well, most people it takes in one of two ways. Either they shut up tight when I’m around or they won’t bloody give over. It’s all, “Oh, I’ve got a good story for you, mate,” ’ Macey mimicked. ‘Or, “There’s something going on at such and such a place you ought to be looking at.” Then when they find out I’m a bloody photographer they all want cheap rates on their kiddie portraits. It’s like being a frigging doctor — no such thing as off-duty. There’s always someone got something suppurating they want you to take a look at.’ He pushed back his chair and got up, pacing the little space there was left in the room. 
 
    ‘I mean, what does this fellah look like?’ He waved an impatient hand towards his stacks of paper. ‘A good half-dozen descriptions you’ve got there and not one of them the same. He’s got blond hair. He’s got dyed black hair. He’s clean-shaven when he hasn’t got a beard or an occasional moustache. He’s got blue eyes that might be brown and a Geordie accent according to some vicar in Berkshire who might be talking about the Lord God himself for all the reliability of it. You’ve got some forensic shrink that profiles him as a lorry-driving loner and a wannabe Doris Stokes spiritualist medium that claims she’s in contact with him on a higher plane. Fuck it, Inspector. You know the man’s name. You think he might be from up north because you’ve got a couple of Jake Bowens up there you haven’t been able to track through the voters’ register and that’s about it. Oh, I’m sorry, you know he kills people and likes to make artistic films about it. He probably even takes a starring role. And you can take a guess that he’s going about his business under an assumed name.’ 
 
    Mike opened his mouth to speak, his own anger and frustration beginning to break through, but Macey hadn’t finished. 
 
    ‘I talk to a lot of people, Inspector Croft. You do in my game and a lot of people ask me a lot of daft questions about what I do.’ He sat down again and reached across for a stack of papers. ‘I’ll tell you something for nothing. This guy’s not going to hang around waiting for you to get a fix on him. He’s mobile and he’s smart and, you mark my words, he’s done what he set out to do. He’s long gone.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head slowly. ‘I think you’re wrong,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen the way Jake Bowen works and he’s not finished yet. Those pictures, they were just the beginning. He caught you on film. Just one frozen moment, but that won’t be enough for Jake Bowen. He likes his pictures live and moving or spectacularly dead. I’ll make a bet with you, Macey, he’s already got an archive on you that would make what you’ve got on him look like a kids’ dictionary put beside the Encyclopaedia Britannica. You might hope he’s left, but Jake Bowen makes feature-length editions and so far all you’ve contributed are a few stills.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike had a swift word with both Liz and the receptionist who had taken the call, but his patience was short and he did not want to push it further. He normally saw himself as calm and controlled — too controlled, Maria was always telling him — but Macey had reached under his skin and he had reacted. 
 
    Liz had little to add to her previous statement. She was clearly still shaken and was chain-smoking cigarettes in a non-smoking office as though to make up for the weeks when she’d been trying to give them up. 
 
    ‘I’m OK, though,’ she told him. ‘Damned if this thing is going to get to me.’ 
 
    The receptionist had nothing useful to tell. ‘An ordinary voice,’ she said. Not a local accent, but not one that she could place either. 
 
    Mike made a note to get an officer sent out to take a formal statement but held out little hope that it would get them anywhere. Ordinary voice. That was just the trouble with everything they knew about Jake Bowen. Much of it was so damned ordinary. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon before Mike managed to talk to Maria and suggest that she come down to see him that weekend. 
 
    ‘Oh, Lord, I’m sorry, Mike. I thought with all this business going on you’d be tied up and I’ve volunteered to have Essie.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ He knew it was inadequate, but it was all that he could manage. He tried again. ‘There’s no one else? I take it Jo’s still in hospital?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so. Look, I’ll ring Momma, see if I can come down on Sunday at least. Or,’ she said tentatively, ‘I could bring her with me?’ 
 
    Mike hesitated. He was loath to bring a child to where Jake Bowen might be, even though he knew that was probably stupid, as Bowen could be just about anywhere. Rather hesitantly he explained this to Maria, half expecting her to laugh at him. 
 
    ‘I see what you’re saying, Mike. OK. Look, I’ve not said for certain I’d be able to have Essie at the weekend. I’ll try and sort something out and make it up to everyone another way. I’ll drive down Friday night if you can book me in somewhere. It’s going to be late, but at least we’ll have the weekend together.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long drive, love, and I can’t promise I’ll be there all the time.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine. Anyway, I’m missing you.’ She laughed suddenly. ‘Maybe I should bring John with me. Kind of family reunion.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even think of it. Much as I’d love to spend some time with him, I need time alone with you more. I’ll ring you tonight.’ 
 
    He listened as she put the phone down before switching the mobile off and starting back towards Honiton, thinking about Maria. Having her say she missed him was precious. He’d known her almost two years now and found it impossible to imagine life without her, though it still amazed him that someone as beautiful could choose to be in love with him. 
 
    Mike carried her picture in his wallet. He had always thought that a rather sentimental thing to do, but now he found it comforting to be able to open it and see her smiling at him, head slightly to one side. Her smile raised dimples in the richness of perfect black skin and her dark eyes sparkled with mischief. She wore her hair close-cropped. Before Maria, Mike had always preferred hair to be long. But that was then. Now he viewed everything about her as perfect. 
 
    It would be good to see her at the weekend, even if only for the briefest of times. 
 
    Though the strain still showed itself around his eyes, Mike was actually smiling as he drove down into Honiton. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Liz went to find him, Macey was still poring over his Jake Bowen archive. He’d spent the hours since Mike had left on the phone, returning calls, chatting to editors whose names he’d previously only read at the head of their columns. Macey was one of an increasingly rare breed. He might work for the Dorchester Herald as a photographer but he’d done his time as a journalist and that made him a one-man band, ready and eager to produce the goods for whoever wanted to pay. 
 
    He’d agreed to a couple of interviews, but what he really wanted was the by-line and finally he’d forced tentative agreements from a couple of tabloid editors. Find a new angle and we’ll publish. Macey’s rational side told him that such verbal contracts weren’t worth the proverbial paper they were written on, but he didn’t care. This was going to be it and it was Mike Croft who had given him the germ of an idea. The angle. If Jake Bowen hadn’t finished yet with Macey, well maybe he could use it to his advantage. A genuine inside story with Macey as the leading man. 
 
    And the Herald wanted their share of the glory too. The editor was determined that Macey should not sell them short and, going back over his notes, he thought he had just the thing to satisfy. 
 
    ‘Charlie Morrow,’ he announced as Liz came through the door. 
 
    ‘Charlie who?’ 
 
    ‘Morrow. He put two and two together about Jake being the killer movie-maker he was after. Specialist stuff. Very select audience. Used the one-shot casting principle.’ 
 
    ‘The what? Macey, what the hell are you on about?’ 
 
    ‘His actors. You get to feature in a Jake Bowen special, it’s likely to be your one and only chance of stardom. You burn bright, but by God you have a short career.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about the snuff movies this guy is supposed to have made?’ 
 
    ‘No supposed about it, Liz. They’re real enough and they’re still out there, getting more valuable by the frigging day. This guy, Morrow. He was a DCI from what I remember. Led a raid on one of Bowen’s studios and got himself blown up for his trouble.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ Liz queried. 
 
    ‘You and I are going to talk to him. See how he’s getting along.’ He grinned at her. ‘Editor says we need a good story for the local rag, something the big boys haven’t covered, and my feeling is that Charlie Morrow could be it.’ 
 
    Liz frowned. ‘If it’s such a good story, how come no one else has touched it?’ 
 
    ‘Because up until about a month ago he was still in hospital, specialist bums unit, and they weren’t about to let hordes of journos clutter up their waiting room. Anyway, after all the initial fuss was over and he failed to die from his injuries, the story kind of faded out.’ 
 
    ‘And you think you can revive it?’ 
 
    ‘Sure I can. Few phone calls — well, actually every bloody nursing home in Wiltshire or near enough — and I’ve found him.’ 
 
    ‘And they told you he was there, just like that?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, not just like that. I called and asked to speak to him. Number five and I struck lucky. They put the call through to his room.’ 
 
    ‘And he talked to you?’ Liz was caught between outrage and astonishment. 
 
    ‘Well . . .’ 
 
    ‘He told you where to go. Words that start with F and end with off by any chance?’ 
 
    Macey laughed. ‘That was his first reaction, but I talked him round. Told him who I was, mentioned Jake Bowen’s name.’ 
 
    ‘God, Macey, I’d think that was the last thing he’d want to hear.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Macey tapped gently on the side of his several-times-broken nose. ‘That’s where you’re wrong. Ex-DCI Charlie Morrow is very interested in Jakey boy’s latest escapade.’ 
 
    ‘Jakey boy! Christ, you make me sick sometimes.’ She shook her head. ‘I still can’t believe he’s agreed to see you.’ She looked more shrewdly at Macey. ‘He hasn’t agreed, though, has he? Has he? This is all just so much pie.’ 
 
    Macey pushed himself to his feet with an air of injured importance. ‘Not yet, my girl, but he will. You just mark my words.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    June 20 
 
      
 
    Friday morning was as hot as ever, even at eight o’clock, when Mike set out from Honiton. He was lodging in a cramped room above a pub. The accommodation was basic but adequate, and Mike was quite content with it. All in all, it was probably more comfortable than his flat in Norwich, a one-bedroomed affair he had rented half furnished and to which he had added very little in the two years he had been there. 
 
    He was on his way to see Max Harriman. Mike reprised what he knew about the man. Harriman had been a close friend of Jake when the two of them were growing up and he’d maintained contact with him in a distant way ever since. He had regarded Jake as something of a hero, mimicking his actions, though he lacked Jake’s innate caution and sense of purpose. He had finally been arrested when his imitation of Jake had gone too far. He had raped and then killed in December of the previous year. 
 
    Harriman was still on remand awaiting final psychiatric assessment before going to trial, the wheels of the judiciary moving as slowly as ever. He was presently being held in a secure psychiatric unit and Mike had been seeing him several times a month since then, sometimes at Harriman’s instigation and sometimes his own. 
 
    Harriman should have been their key to Jake. It was because of him that they knew Jake’s real name and anything about his background, but, Mike reflected as he drove out on this latest visit, that still didn’t amount to a great deal. Harriman had played them like an expert over these last months and many times Mike had felt like threatening to withdraw his visits, which seemed to lead to nothing but frustration and only fed Harriman’s sense of self-importance. His superiors, though, had said he must carry on. Mike had been the arresting officer and, for whatever reason, Harriman had chosen him to be the one he’d talk to. From time to time he’d let slip some little detail; some fragmentary clue to the way Jake thought or the way he might behave. It was enough to make them consider cultivation of Max Harriman worthwhile. 
 
    Beside Mike on the passenger seat lay a large folder. Inside were copies of the cuttings books Max had kept over the years, with material from local papers, from the nationals, even from the occasional glossy magazine. Max must have spent a fortune on his news collection. Not all of the articles concerned Jake and Max; it was an eclectic mix. Max had taken care to record noteworthy incidents in the lives of anyone he had once known and grown up with: the weddings of one-time friends; births of their children if they appeared in the paper; even the small achievements of those children, such as the time one had won first prize in a dance competition or another been a May Queen’s attendant at the local fete. 
 
    Everyone mentioned in Max’s books had been traced, interviewed, tagged and quietly turned inside-out, on the off-chance Jake Bowen might still be known to them. 
 
    Macey had been wrong in what he’d said the day before. They knew a great deal about Jake Bowen: the young man growing up in what had been a pit village just outside York; the young man who had shown such promise at school — when he could be bothered to attend. They knew about the teacher Ian Wright who’d borrowed the super eight cine camera on Max and Jake’s behalf and helped them make a film that had won a prize in a national competition, and, unknowingly, set Jake on a career that would make him the most hunted and probably the most feared man in Britain. 
 
    Jake Bowen had been just fifteen years old then and his picture, with Max, in the local paper was the last image they could be certain they had of him. 
 
    They knew that Jacob Alastair Bowen had been born on 9 November 1959 to Millie and Alastair Bowen. He was an only child, though Millie had suffered two miscarriages in previous years. Jake Bowen had grown up in the next street to Max Harriman. There were rows and rows of terraced, back-to-back houses with quiet roads between where the kids had played. The Bowens had a proper bathroom added to their home in 1964 and a downstairs extension at the back. The Harrimans had beaten them to it by a year and been the first in their street to have a pink suite. 
 
    Harriman’s reminiscences had been full of details like this. 
 
    Jake had gone to the local school, built originally as a Victorian Board School a few streets away. It still had the words carved above the doors denoting separate entrances for girls and boys. Mike had visited the school about a month before and it was still a Victorian Board School, for all that the staff had dressed it up inside, making the place more bright and cheerful than its founders could ever have intended. The holes in the tarmac of the school yard, Mike thought, were probably the same ones that Jake Bowen had fallen over, splashed in when it rained and played marbles in all those years before. 
 
    It was ordinary, recognizable. Mike himself had grown up in similar surroundings, geographically about a hundred miles south but in look and spirit very little different. 
 
    Police officers had converged on the little community over the past months, ostensibly mapping Max Harriman’s career, but really more intent on tracking Jake. Mike knew that it would be only a matter of time before Max’s connections with Jake Bowen came out, then the few details the police knew, but the press and public did not, would be splashed across every front page in the country. He could just visualize the headlines, the glaring spotlight trained on this small community when it finally became known that not one murderer but two had emerged from its quiet streets. 
 
    It was a two-hour drive to the prison even using the motorway and another half-hour dealing with the bureaucracy of the visit. Mike sat behind the wooden table in the bare room where it and two chairs were the only furnishings and laid out the cassette recorder he used during these interviews and the photocopied cuttings books. 
 
    The copies had been spiral-bound for ease of handling. Max Harriman’s original books had been sugarpaper scrapbooks, of the sort that could be bought in any stationer’s or post office. Stapled together and bound in stiff card. Harriman had made them more robust by covering the outside in sticky-back plastic. 
 
    The originals had been stashed away as evidence, but Max had been given a copy of each one in the hope that it would prompt him to make further disclosures. In practice Max spent more time bemoaning the loss of his originals than he did adding to their information. He would complain from the moment Mike came through the door, as he did today. 
 
    ‘You haven’t brought my books. I told you, I wanted my books.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning to you, Max. Sit down.’ 
 
    Harriman sat down and shoved Mike’s spiral-bound books away from him as though he found them distasteful. 
 
    ‘I told you, I don’t say anything until I’ve got my books.’ 
 
    ‘They’re evidence, Max. You know that.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got copies. Use those as evidence.’ 
 
    Mike didn’t bother to reply this time. Instead he opened one of the books at a page he had previously marked and turned it so that Max could see. 
 
    ‘Last time I came to see you, we talked about Jake’s parents.’ 
 
    ‘No, Inspector, you talked about Jake’s parents, I just listened. I told you, I can’t do it without my books.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to them, Max? Where did Jake’s parents go to? We’ve got this one picture and nothing after that.’ He leaned forward to see better and read the caption. ‘ “New lay preacher, Mr Alastair Bowen, at St Bartolph’s Parish Church.’” He looked expectantly at Max, who said nothing. 
 
    ‘It’s an odd thing for you to have saved, Max. A little clipping from a church magazine. Especially as neither you nor Jake could have been more than seven when it happened.’ 
 
    Max glanced at him, then at the picture. ‘It isn’t mine,’ he said. 
 
    ‘It was in your book.’ Mike frowned. ‘It’s a funny thing, though, it was in one of the later books if I remember.’ He flipped the cover over to check. ‘Yes, I thought so. You must have added it later and not had room in the original book, so you put it in here. Five years ago, Max. What happened five years ago that you suddenly acquired this?’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t mine. I told you.’ 
 
    ‘Then whose is it, Max? Are you suggesting that I made it up? Stuck it in a book and copied it just to fool you?’ 
 
    Harriman gave Mike an almost pitying look. This was a routine they had repeated many times. Max sometimes even refused to acknowledge that the copies of the cuttings books bore any resemblance to the originals or had anything to do with him. 
 
    ‘If it were in my book I could tell you about it,’ Max told him. ‘That thing, it isn’t mine.’ 
 
    Mike shook his head thoughtfully. ‘I can’t let you have the originals, Max, you know that.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? You’ve got copies. Lots of copies.’ 
 
    ‘So you agree this is a copy of your book? If it’s a copy and you recognize that it’s a copy, why can’t you tell me about this clipping?’ 
 
    Max sighed and leaned back in his chair; gazing up at the ceiling. Mike had learned over the course of many such sessions that the best thing he could do now was carry on, continue to talk, allow his conjectures to become wilder and wilder until Max was finally provoked enough to contradict him. 
 
    He pressed on. ‘So what happened, Max? We know that the Bowens moved to York when Jake was twenty-one and that Jake went with them. We know that Jake was working in a printer’s, that he was a plate maker. Very good, from what I’m told. We’ve traced them on the voters’ register until 1982, when Jake would have been twenty-three, and then they drop out of sight. Now why was that?’ 
 
    He sat forward, turning the book towards him. ‘Where did the Bowens go to?’ He let the silence sit for a little, then, as though thinking out loud, he said, ‘It’s strange, though. Alastair Bowen was a keen churchgoer all his life. Avid, you might say. Sang in the choir as a boy, joined an evangelical chapel as a young man and was a lay preacher at St Bartolph’s right up until a month before they moved to York.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    It was the first positive response of the morning, so Mike treated it with care. ‘Well, doesn’t it strike you as a little odd? I mean, we’ve absolutely no record even of church attendance in York. And I know, because I’ve talked to the minister who had the living at the time, that Alastair left the church quite suddenly. From being a mainstay of church activities to nothing, literally overnight, doesn’t that strike you as strange, Max? Even a little strange?’ 
 
    Max Harriman was sitting very still, his focus having switched from the ceiling to the wall behind Mike. 
 
    ‘And there’s another thing. The minister from St Bartolph’s said it was as though Alastair Bowen was afraid of something. Ashamed and afraid. That suddenly he wouldn’t even speak to anyone from the church. Wouldn’t let them into his house or take their calls when they phoned. Odd behaviour, don’t you think? And I have to ask myself, Max, what was he afraid of? If the minister was right and he was ashamed of something, what do you suppose that could have been?’ 
 
    Max blinked rapidly, as though awakening to Mike’s presence again. ‘He was a stupid man,’ he said. ‘Never understood.’ 
 
    ‘Understood? Understood what?’ 
 
    ‘Why —’ Max laughed and looked at Mike disbelievingly — ‘Jake, of course. What Jake did, what he was, was beyond anything their small minds could understand.’ 
 
    ‘Jake was special, then?’ Mike pressed on, keeping his voice level and noncommittal, though he sensed they might be on the verge of something important. 
 
    ‘You know Jake was special. He always was, always will be to those of us who understand. Who have the vision to see beyond the act and look to the purpose.’ 
 
    ‘And what purpose would that be?’ 
 
    Max smiled at him, two bright spots of colour burning in an otherwise pale face, and his hands moved excitedly as though turning invisible pages to search for the right entry in the book. 
 
    ‘What happened to Jake’s parents, Max?’ Mike asked, hardly daring to raise his voice above the softest whisper. ‘And Jake, where did Jake go to? Where did he go to next?’ 
 
    Max’s hands stopped moving abruptly, as though he had suddenly realized that the pages he was turning were unreal. What he was searching for wasn’t there. ‘I can’t tell you without my books,’ he said. Then he got to his feet, pushing the chair back so that it scraped loudly across the floor. ‘I want to go now. I have nothing more to say. I want to go.’ 
 
    It would be useless to press him further. Max could sit in stubborn silence for hours at a time once he’d set his mind against speaking. Mike watched the guard escort Max away and sat quietly, trying to assimilate what had and had not been said. He had come here today quite convinced that Jake Bowen had murdered his parents and had hoped to get some kind of confirmation from Max. Now, unaccountably, he was not so sure. What he had said to Max about having spoken to the old incumbent of St Bartolph’s Church was a lie. The old minister had been dead and gone at least a dozen years. It had been guesswork on Mike’s part, built on the slight evidence that Alastair Bowen had resigned from his position as lay preacher, but it looked as though he’d hit a target not so far from the truth. 
 
    Mike flipped open one of the other books. If the clippings held any clues, then Jake was already at least involved in the sex industry by then. Max’s clippings recorded raids, in 1983, on two sex shops in the Bradford area, and another one, curiously, in Cardiff, where a quantity of magazines had been seized. 
 
    The evidence had long since been used to prosecute and would then have been destroyed, but from police records most were S&M mags of a particularly violent type. The report also stated that the pictures were very graphic, extremely realistic in their evocation of torture and of pain, and were taken by an obvious professional. It seemed that Jake Bowen knew his business even then. 
 
    Mike gathered his paperwork together and removed the tape from the machine. He glanced up as one of the guards who had escorted Max back to his cell came in. 
 
    ‘I hoped I’d catch you,’ he said. ‘Harriman got very excited when we were taking him back, wanted me to come and tell you something.’ 
 
    ‘What was it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s a bit odd really. He said to tell you that Jake sent him the picture five years ago and that you were right, he didn’t have room for it in his proper book. Then he said I’d also got to tell you that his mother was a whore and the day she died was the only time he ever saw her smile.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike got back into the car and turned on the radio. Peterson had held yet another press conference earlier that morning and details were given in brief on the lunchtime news, which Mike caught the tail-end of. Peterson was saying that he recognized the need for media exposure, that he realized public feelings were running high, and once again he appealed for help. Mike winced, knowing how Peterson really felt about all the media involvement, how much of a struggle it had been to keep anything under wraps. 
 
    Mike flicked the radio off and dialled the incident room number on his mobile phone. ‘I’m on my way back,’ he said when Peterson came on the line. ‘I just heard you on the radio.’ 
 
    Peterson snorted. ‘Total farce,’ he said. ‘But you have to make the right noises. Anyway, we’ve got a development. I’m not going to say much over the air, but we know who she is. And she’s been missing close on twelve weeks.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Got lucky with a missing person’s report. We’re trying to locate kin. I’ll fill you in when you get back. But the big question is, where the hell’s she been all this time?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    21 June 
 
      
 
    Mike had arrived in Lyme Regis at ten o’clock on the Saturday morning to find that Maria had already left for the beach. Their hopes of a romantic weekend had been dashed the night before. Her mother had called her literally as she had been about to leave with the news that Jo had gone into labour. She had to go to her, as Jo’s husband, a sales rep, had been notified but would not be able to make it home for hours. Please could Maria help out? 
 
    She had called Mike immediately but had been unable to reach him. Undecided, the best she could manage was to leave a message telling him that she would be coming down but bringing Essie. 
 
    ‘They left about an hour ago,’ the woman at the boarding house told him. ‘The little girl was so keen to get to the beach.’ 
 
    Maria had left instructions as to where they were likely to be and Mike went to see if he could find them. 
 
    He wasn’t dressed for the beach but for the interview with the bereaved relatives he knew he would be meeting at some point that day. The girl in the woods had been called Julia. Julia Norman. Her parents, after weeks of anxiety, had finally been persuaded to spend a few days away with friends somewhere in the Midlands and it had taken time to track them down. 
 
    Julia had been a fine arts student. She had walked away from her course and the house she shared with four others without so much as a goodbye, taking only some clothes and the box containing most of her art equipment. That had been almost twelve weeks before and was the last anyone saw of her. 
 
    Anyone except Jake Bowen. 
 
    Mike loosened his tie and slung his jacket over his shoulder. He felt conspicuously overdressed among the shorts and T-shirts of the holidaymakers. He walked down the steep hill from the boarding house and cut through a shaded alleyway towards the beach. Maria had said they would be on the short stretch of sand close to the breakwater, looking out towards the Cobb. He strolled along the seafront, enjoying the bright sunlight and the blueness of the water, looking ahead and scanning the crowd for them. 
 
    It was Essie who saw him first. He heard her shouting his name. 
 
    ‘Uncle Mike, Uncle Mike! We’re over here, Uncle Mike!’ 
 
    Mike grinned and waved at the small figure in the red swimsuit. Her braided hair decorated with blue and yellow beads swung about her face as she leapt up and down trying to attract his attention. Water, sparkling like diamonds, splashed all around. 
 
    Mike strode across the stretch of sandy beach, picking his way between the sandcastles and sunbathers. Essie ran to him, arms outstretched. He hoisted her up, almost losing his jacket in the process, and her wet arms and plump sandy legs locked around his body. 
 
    ‘I love you, Uncle Mike.’ 
 
    Mike cuddled the child close, inhaling the warm sunshine scent of her skin. It was a long time since his son Stevie had been this age and he had held him like this. 
 
    ‘I love you too, sweetheart,’ he told her, looking over her head at Maria, who was walking up the beach towards him. She looked spectacular, he thought. Blue denim cut-offs and a white shirt open at the neck and tied below her breasts. 
 
    ‘Hi. I’d forgotten what you looked like.’ Smiling, she kissed him, then looked with mild disapproval at his suit and tie. ‘You’re not dressed for making sandcastles, Uncle Mike.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but I’m sure I’ll manage.’ He set Essie down and watched as she scampered back into the sea, aware of the damp patches on his shirt from wet, sandy limbs. 
 
    ‘You’re likely to be called in?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve identified the murdered girl. We finally managed to contact her parents late last night and they’re expected back in Exeter this morning. Peterson’s going to give me a call when they’ve made the formal identification. I’m really sorry love, but I don’t know how long I’m going to be.’ 
 
    Maria slipped an arm through his and kissed him again. ‘I knew it would probably be like that,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll be just fine. Exeter, you say. She was a local girl then?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Born and brought up in Exeter. Studied at art college there, even lived in a shared house not two miles from her parents’ home. Quiet and rather shy, according to her teachers. Then suddenly she breaks the pattern and takes off without a word.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe no one knew her as well as they thought?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ Mike sighed. He was dreading meeting the parents. ‘Anyway,’ he went on, ‘I’ve got a while with you, and I can’t tell you how good it is to see you.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike had a little over an hour with Maria and Essie before the inevitable call came through. As brief a time as it was, it helped get his mind back into gear and his life back into perspective. As he allowed himself to relax and play with Essie and chat with Maria, he realized just how much tension had built up over the previous weeks and how heavily Jake Bowen weighed upon his mind. 
 
    Peterson’s call, when it came, was brief and to the point. The parents had identified Julia and were insisting on seeing where the body had been found. Mike was to meet them at the crime scene with Peterson. 
 
    Mike frowned as he slipped the mobile phone into his pocket and told Maria he had to go. 
 
    ‘Is that unusual?’ she asked. ‘For people to want to see the place?’ 
 
    ‘It happens, though usually later rather than immediately, but you can never tell what a bereaved family are going to do.’ 
 
    He hugged Essie goodbye, getting wet again. He slipped his jacket on over the sand stains on his shirt and kissed Maria, promising he’d see them later; then walked back to find his car. 
 
    What had possessed a girl like Julia Norman to disappear as suddenly as she had and make no attempt to contact anyone? Or had she been unable to do so? 
 
    Twelve weeks of captivity was an awesome thing to contemplate. Mike wondered just how soon into that time she had known that she was going to die. 
 
    Mike was first to arrive back at the incident room in Colwell Barton. He spent the waiting time taking down the pin-board covered with the pictures of the dead girl and hiding it behind the hay bales in the corner, then tidying any other evidence out of sight. He heard the car pull up on the gravel outside only a few minutes later. 
 
    The Normans were middle-aged, a little older than Mike would have anticipated. He stood stiffly, shoulders squared as though to attention, his gaze deliberately concentrated on whoever might be speaking, while Mrs Norman could hardly bear to meet anyone’s eyes. 
 
    Peterson made the introductions. 
 
    ‘I really am terribly sorry,’ Mike found himself saying, hating himself for the meaninglessness of such platitudes but at a loss as to what else he might do. 
 
    Mr Norman nodded briefly and his wife murmured something that might have been thanks. 
 
    ‘You’ll want to be getting on with this,’ Peterson said brusquely. He’d spent time with them already and realized that sympathy at this stage was more than either of them could take. ‘Mike, if you’d maybe lead the way. The going’s a bit rough, I’m afraid,’ he added, glancing down at Mrs Norman’s summer sandals. 
 
    ‘If we could just go.’ 
 
    Peterson glanced across at Mr Norman. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Mike, would you . . .’ 
 
    Mike led them along the narrow rabbit path and across the stile into the first patch of oak wood before they reached the Forestry Commission land. It was hot and still, silent but for the song of birds and their footsteps, half muffled by the grass. Peterson followed directly behind Mike after the first stile, leaving Mr Norman to help his wife. Her skirt and heeled sandals made it awkward for her to climb and Peterson had no wish to make her feel uncomfortable by having him watch her struggle. 
 
    Mike paused as they reached the second stile. ‘It’s just through here,’ he said quietly. ‘Are you certain you want to do this, Mr Norman? Mrs Norman?’ 
 
    It was Julia’s mother who answered, with surprising firmness. ‘I need to see it,’ she said. ‘I won’t believe it till I’ve seen the place.’ 
 
    Reluctantly Mike led them on. 
 
    The gully was steep even for those in flat shoes but Mrs Norman would allow no one other than her husband to help. She laddered her tights and scratched her legs on the exposed tree roots, but she made it down. 
 
    The place where Julia’s body had lain was still cordoned off, the yellow plastic of the tape seeming to glow in the semi-dark. Mrs Norman stood as close to the cordon as she could and stared at the rough altar of branches and now wilted flowers on which her daughter had died. Her gaze took in the dozens of tiny candles, burned down to mere stumps, that decorated the branches of the trees and travelled upwards to the dark canopy of leaves blocking the sunlight overhead. Then she let out a little cry before covering her mouth tightly with both hands. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, Mrs Norman?’ 
 
    She nodded, hands still tight over her mouth as though she wanted to be sick. Her husband circled his arms around her and pulled her close. 
 
    ‘It’s the same place, isn’t it?’ She pulled away enough so that she could look up into his face. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Yes, I think it is.’ 
 
    ‘The same place?’ Peterson was questioning. ‘Same place as what? You’ve seen this before, Mr Norman?’ 
 
    ‘It’s in a painting,’ he said slowly, his voice thick with tears. ‘At Christmas, Julia gave us a painting. One of hers. It was beautifully done, but it was not like her usual work.’ 
 
    ‘A painting of this place?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. This place. We knew it would be, that’s why we had to come. We knew when you told us where she died. The flowers and the candles and all the things you told us, we had to come and be sure.’ 
 
    ‘This painting,’ Mike asked, ‘it was more than just a landscape?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ the father said softly. ‘It was more than just a landscape. There was a woman lying on a bed of flowers. Lilies and white roses all painted so clearly you could tell what every one was meant to be. All stained with blood.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    22 June 
 
      
 
    Sunday morning brought a surprise in the shape of a phone call from Charlie Morrow. He and Mike had spoken during the earlier investigation and Mike had visited him several times while he had been in hospital receiving treatment for the severe burns he had suffered. He’d had a call from a couple of reporters, he told Mike. They’d done a good job of tracking him down and wanted to do a feature article on him. 
 
    ‘My first reaction was to say no, but I’ve been thinking about it and it might do some good. You’ve not exactly been getting sympathetic coverage.’ 
 
    Mike laughed. ‘No, it’s been more like, why don’t those useless coppers get off their backsides and get their collective fingers out. Seriously, though, do you feel up to joining the media circus?’ 
 
    ‘I feel well enough to be bored out of my brain and very left out,’ Charlie told him. ‘I’ve been lying on my bloody back in hospital for months. No television in case it upsets me and no one willing to tell me a damned thing. I learned more interrogating Macey on the phone for ten minutes than I’ve pieced together in the past six months. Seriously, Mike, it’s been the most frustrating time of my life.’ 
 
    Mike sympathized and promised that he’d try to get to see him. He still wasn’t used to the slight slur in Charlie Morrow’s voice when he spoke. The burns to the right side of his face had tightened the skin and scarred his upper lip badly enough to have necessitated grafts. 
 
    ‘I’ve had a lot of time doing nothing but think and there has to be something I can help on.’ 
 
    ‘If I could offer you anything, Charlie, then you know I would. Lord knows we need the extra brain-power, but while you’re officially on the sick . . .’ 
 
    There was silence for a moment at the other end of the line. The truth was that it would be a long time, if at all, before Charlie Morrow returned to full duty. ‘Charlie, I’m sorry. I really am.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know. I know. But it rankles, Mike. I figure I owe that bastard one.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike returned to Lyme to spend some time with Maria. They walked at Essie’s pace along the shoreline out towards the headland jutting like a rocky finger into the sea. It was rough going over stones and heavy boulders, especially as Essie insisted on taking the hardest way across and shouting for Uncle Mike to look at every fossil that she found embedded in the rocks. Finally, they paused at a spot where the boulders gave way to flat rock, covered with weeds and broken by shallow pools full of shrimp and tiny fish. Essie was delighted, dipping her hands into the warm water, trying to catch the darting fish or sorting among the pebbles for the fossils that Mike had shown her how to identify. 
 
    The adults took the time to talk — a conversation interrupted every few minutes by another of Essie’s finds, but still much more than they had enjoyed for many weeks. 
 
    Jo had given birth to a baby boy the night before and Maria looked forward to seeing the new addition to their family. 
 
    ‘You ever thought about having children?’ Mike asked, surprised that he had never asked before. 
 
    Maria laughed. ‘Are you proposing something?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. I don’t really know. Sometimes I think, yes, I want to settle down again. Have kids before it’s too late and I get too cynical or just too old.’ 
 
    ‘Poor heading-for-middle-age man that you are.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly that,’ he said with a grin. ‘Other times I think of Stevie, of how it felt when I lost him, and I know that I’m afraid of it happening again. Of having something as precious as a child and losing it.’ 
 
    Maria reached for his hand and squeezed it tightly. She was about to speak when Mike stood up abruptly, turning to face the cliff and shading his eyes against the sun. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I thought I saw something. A flash of light, like something reflecting off a lens.’ 
 
    Maria shrugged. ‘Probably twitchers. There must be a ton of bird life up on the cliff.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you’re right,’ Mike said, but he continued to scan the clifftop, looking for the source of that elusive flash of light. 
 
    Maria touched his cheek, turning his face towards her. ‘You’re really spooked by all this, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Anyone would be.’ 
 
    ‘Of course they would, but, Mike, you’ve got to let up a bit or I’m going to be seeing you professionally.’ 
 
    Mike tried hard to make light of it. ‘I didn’t think the rules allowed that,’ he said. 
 
    Maria half-smiled in return, but her eyes were worried. ‘I’ll have to bend the rules, then,’ she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    23 June 
 
      
 
    At the briefing in Honiton on the Monday morning Peterson unveiled the painting Julia Norman had given to her parents. He set it on a table leaning against the wall. 
 
    It was stunningly beautiful, Mike thought. A large canvas, some three feet tall by two across, the towering pine trees almost black against a glimpse of pale sky, with broken shafts of sunlight filtering through the branches, bleaching the colour from the ground. 
 
    The woman seemed to be at one with the scene. There was nothing anomalous about the figure lying prone upon a bed of flowers. The entire painting had a magical quality that allowed anything to happen within its frame. 
 
    Mike bent to look more closely at the figure. It was undoubtedly a self-portrait, with Julia’s auburn hair and pale skin, her full lips curving in a slight smile. She looked as though she could have been dreaming. 
 
    Peterson had pictures of the crime scene, blown up to the same size and pinned to the wall beside the painting. He’d had them taken from as close to the same angle as he could get and it was obviously the same place, down to the details of the fallen trees and the light filtering onto the forest floor. 
 
    He turned towards those assembled. 
 
    ‘Your thoughts, please,’ he said. 
 
    ‘She must have been there.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, or she could have painted from photographs.’ 
 
    ‘So, did she take the pictures or did Jake Bowen?’ 
 
    ‘It was a gift to her parents, sir?’ 
 
    Peterson nodded. 
 
    ‘Well, it seems a bit of an odd thing to give your mum and dad. A nude self-portrait, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘They thought it strange,’ Peterson acknowledged. ‘They said it was not like her usual stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen any of her other work?’ someone asked. 
 
    Peterson nodded. ‘A couple of pictures they had at home. Most of it’s still at the college and back at the house she shared. I’m having Mike collect it later this morning, but from what I’ve seen a lot of her work was semi-abstract stuff she was doing for her degree project. This is definitely not typical.’ 
 
    ‘So why did she paint it?’ 
 
    Mike took a few steps back, standing so that he could see both the painting and the photos of the crime scene from the same angle. 
 
    ‘It’s summertime,’ he said. 
 
    Peterson looked blank for a moment and then realized what Mike had said. 
 
    ‘And I’d say early summer,’ he added. ‘The greenness of it and just the general look. She either painted it last summer, in which case they’d probably have seen it at home — a canvas this size is not exactly an easy thing to hide — or she did it after she moved out in the autumn from pictures or sketches made earlier.’ 
 
    ‘Her parents have no recollection of her coming here,’ Peterson said thoughtfully. ‘But, as you say, if she took the pictures herself or made working sketches, she must have come to the site well before her course began in October. She was only in her first year at the college. I’ve had a list made up of friends and associates, Mike, I’ll leave you to go through it with the parents and identify those who are pre-college, so we can do a follow-up. Conningsby and Pierce, when the rest of her artwork gets here, see if she sketched this place or anything like it.’ 
 
    ‘And we should look out for portraits,’ Mike added. He indicated the painting. ‘She obviously had some skill in that direction.’ 
 
    ‘You think she might have drawn Bowen?’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘We should be so lucky. It’s possible. Anything’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘What if Bowen took the pictures? If she did the painting from those?’ 
 
    ‘She could have got her reference material from anywhere,’ someone else put in. 
 
    ‘But if Bowen did provide it, then it points to him coming here a full year ago. Maybe he took a holiday?’ 
 
    ‘So, check all the local holiday properties for June and July.’ 
 
    There was a general groan from those assembled. 
 
    ‘I know, I know. There must be tens of properties and hundreds of visitors, plus all the B&Bs and camp sites. Look, break it down. Start with those closest. Christ, I don’t need to tell you how to do your jobs.’ 
 
    He broke off as the phone rang. Mike picked it up. 
 
    ‘The front desk have got your wife on the line,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peterson’s usual beat was Bristol. He lived at Somerton with his wife, his two daughters having left home, one for university, the other married with three young children of her own. Jenny, the eldest, was there with her children when he and Mike arrived at his home an hour later and his wife met them at the door. 
 
    ‘Jenny’s terribly upset,’ his wife told him. ‘I know I should have called the locals, but well, when you see the pictures, you’ll know. It’s got to be something to do with what you’re working on.’ 
 
    Peterson’s daughter and three grandchildren were waiting in the kitchen. Only the oldest child, who was seven, seemed to have any comprehension of what was going on. She stood beside her mother’s chair, clinging to her arm, while the other two played with Lego on the floor, arguing between themselves. 
 
    ‘Oh, Dad!’ Jenny got to her feet and almost collapsed into her father’s arms. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of Roger but he’s out on site somewhere and his mobile’s not switched on.’ 
 
    ‘Did you tell them what was wrong? At Roger’s work, I mean?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No. Just that there was something urgent. He’ll probably think one of the kids is ill, but I’ve left word that I’ll be here. I’m not going back home, Dad, I’m not.’ 
 
    Peterson held her tightly and then led her through to the living room, while his wife took charge of the children. Mike followed. 
 
    ‘Sit down, Jen,’ Peterson said. 
 
    She did as she was told. ‘They’re in there,’ she said, pointing to a plastic freezer bag sitting on the table. ‘I opened the envelope, obviously, and I looked inside, but as soon as I realized what it was I tried not to handle it too much. I just shoved everything in the bag and drove over here.’ She smiled weakly. ‘The way I was driving it’s a wonder I didn’t get arrested.’ 
 
    ‘Never a policeman around when there should be.’ Peterson returned the smile, then reached for the plastic bag and carefully emptied the contents onto the coffee table. 
 
    ‘These came with the normal post this morning?’ 
 
    Jenny nodded. ‘This, a postcard from a friend on holiday and the phone bill.’ 
 
    With the eraser end of a pencil, Peterson moved the six pictures around, spreading them out on the table. Three of the images seemed innocent enough: the children playing in the garden at their home, one on the swing, the others on the climbing frame; a bright summer afternoon, blue-skied and filled with sunshine. But the everyday images had been scanned into a computer and subtly changed so that at first it was not clear that there was anything wrong. You had to look closely to see the ligature around the neck of the youngest; the empty, bloody sockets of the oldest’s eyes; the missing hand . . . 
 
    Peterson stood up abruptly and crossed the room, standing by the window and staring unseeing at the world outside. Jenny got up and joined him, clinging to his arm as her own child had done earlier to hers and hiding her face against his chest. 
 
    Quietly, Mike took plastic gloves and an envelope from the pocket of his jacket and gathered the pictures together, opening the envelope and hiding them inside. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Macey had been a little surprised when Charlie Morrow had agreed to see him, despite his assurances to Liz that he’d be unable to resist. 
 
    Charlie had kept him guessing until late on the Sunday night, then called to say he could fit him in on the Monday morning. 
 
    ‘Fit him in.’ Macey had laughed at that. As if the man had anything better to do. 
 
    Macey had some trouble offloading his scheduled work, but he managed it and arrived at the nursing home, Liz in tow, just after eleven. 
 
    Charlie was waiting for them in the lounge, positioned so that he could watch them arrive through the half-open door. He watched Macey’s reaction as the nurse pointed the way through and the journalist caught sight of him, the livid scars puckering the right side of his face and the pressure bandages on his hands and upper body just visible beneath his shirt. 
 
    He gave Macey eight out of ten for control, the way he put aside his shock and strode forward, businesslike and brisk, with his hand extended. The girl following behind was less able to hide her reaction, but Charlie didn’t object to the frank way she looked at him. Anyway, she had pretty eyes and a body that invited equal notice, so he considered it a reasonable trade. 
 
    Macey sat down opposite Charlie and glanced around. ‘Posh place,’ he said. ‘Private, is it?’ 
 
    Morrow laughed. ‘My wife took out health insurance years ago. We’ve been divorced for more than a decade so that’ll tell you how long. The payments went out direct debit and somehow I never got around to cancelling. I thought it was time they gave me something back.’ 
 
    ‘Not public money, then? Police charity fund or something?’ 
 
    ‘No, so feel free to splash it across the headlines. Hero cop goes private.’ 
 
    Macey made a show of writing it down, then grinned at Liz. ‘Grab that table and bring it over here,’ he said to her. ‘That’s unless you’d like to go somewhere else, Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘No one’s going to bother us,’ Charlie assured him. ‘I’m an acerbic bugger and they leave me alone. Now, what have you got for me?’ 
 
    It had been a condition of Macey’s visit that he bring Charlie up to date on the Bowen case and Liz had spent a good two hours with the photocopier, making a record of Macey’s archive. She’d piled it into a black pilot’s case, which she now proceeded to empty onto the coffee table. Charlie eased forward in his chair; eyes gleaming with anticipation. 
 
    ‘Your copies of everything I have,’ Macey told him. ‘Enjoy. Now, do you mind if I tape this, or should we make Liz do her bit with the shorthand?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The incident with Peterson’s family had disturbed Mike deeply. He left them comforting each other and discussing the safest course of action while he tried to get through to Maria on his mobile phone. She was with a patient, he was told, and couldn’t be disturbed. He thought about insisting, but it seemed a little pointless. What could he tell her beyond the fact that she should take extra care? 
 
    And that she should check on Essie. 
 
    He had Maria’s mother’s number somewhere, he remembered, but it was back at his office and, anyway, the same thing applied. What could he tell them? In the end he called John Tynan and filled him in briefly on what had happened, reluctant to say too much over the air. 
 
    ‘I’ll keep trying Maria,’ John promised. ‘In fact, I’ll go over there. She’s off duty today at four or thereabouts.’ 
 
    Mike thanked him. ‘I’m probably just being paranoid,’ he said. 
 
    ‘No, you’re just being human,’ John told him. ‘And it’s human to worry about those we love.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t let me see anything or tell me anything in the hospital,’ Charlie was complaining. ‘I understand why, but it didn’t make it any easier. Wouldn’t even let me watch the bloody news. Afraid it might upset me. Upset me! I’m still a bloody copper, aren’t I? He didn’t stop my mind working even if he did have a go at blowing my bloody face off.’ 
 
    Macey grinned at him, sensing a kindred spirit. ‘Charlie, my friend,’ he said, ‘we have to work together.’ 
 
    Charlie snorted. ‘Me? Work with a flaming journalist? Lowest of the frigging low?’ Then he smiled, half his mouth pulled crooked by the scars. ‘What do you have in mind?’ 
 
    By the time Macey and Liz left, Macey had promised to provide Charlie with computer equipment and a modem. He had his own phone line in his room — ‘one of the perks of going private, though they’ll probably crib about the phone bill’ — so there would be no problem setting up the Internet access that Charlie would need. 
 
    Charlie Morrow might not be able to get out there looking for Jake Bowen on the streets, but Macey had given him another option. Macey had been scanning the news groups on the Net, looking for mention of Bowen and his exploits. There was plenty out there. The police already had people trawling the Internet, but Charlie felt he had a slight edge, something that might lead Bowen to make contact. He’d let Macey write his report, take photographs, give vent to much of Charlie’s resentment and pain, and both Charlie and Macey would have put money on Jake Bowen reading every word and responding. Anything, they felt at this stage, would be worth a try. It would give Charlie an in on the action and Macey would write the exclusive. Setting up an email address could be done quickly and it would give Jake Bowen yet another point of contact. Charlie hoped against hope that he would strike lucky and Jake Bowen would take the bait. 
 
    ‘Can you manage a keyboard?’ Liz asked anxiously, looking at Charlie’s hands. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, love,’ he told her, his eyes alive with excitement now he was taking part. ‘I’ll manage, and I can still point and click a flaming mouse.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It had taken Mike a couple of hours to get to Exeter, dropping off the photographs on the way and collecting a WPC to take with him to the Normans. 
 
    Julia’s parents lived in a quiet suburban road of 1930s houses: twinned, bay-fronted semis with neat gardens. Already an hour late for his original appointment, he had called them on the way to apologize. But as he had become lost in the tangle of side-streets that bore no resemblance to the A-Z, that time had almost doubled. 
 
    Frank Norman met him at the door but paid little attention to his apology. 
 
    ‘We’d nowhere else to go, Inspector’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll show you her room.’ 
 
    No one spoke as the grey-haired man led them up the stairs and along the short landing. Julia’s room was at the back of the house, overlooking the garden. He opened the door and then turned back along the corridor. 
 
    ‘If you’ve anything to ask, we’ll be downstairs,’ he said. He didn’t even glance into his daughter’s room. 
 
    Mike and the WPC, Annie Poyser, stood just inside the door and looked around. He had intended for her to speak with the Normans while he checked Julia’s room, but that no longer seemed appropriate. Frank Norman was intent on calling the shots. 
 
    ‘It’s pretty,’ Annie commented. ‘My mum and dad have a place like this but I was always stuck in the box room and you couldn’t swing a cat.’ 
 
    Mike smiled at her. ‘The advantages of being an only child.’ 
 
    ‘Tidier than my place too, but I don’t suppose she was here that much.’ 
 
    ‘They said weekends, sometimes. And Sunday lunch, apparently. They didn’t like her missing that.’ 
 
    Annie laughed. ‘Sunday lunch with a hangover,’ she said. ‘O joy.’ She frowned, moving across to the window and glancing out over the lawned garden. A child’s swing still took pride of place down at the far end. ‘Didn’t like her growing up,’ she commented. ‘And the room, too, it’s kind of childish, all pink and white like this.’ 
 
    Mike looked around with a fresh eye. Annie was right. The decor of the room, with its cake-icing colours and frilled flowery curtains, was almost babyish. It was unsophisticated and shamelessly pretty, only the blue of the bedcover jarring oddly with the rest of the scheme. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing personal here,’ he commented. ‘I mean, even if she only stayed over at the weekends, you’d have expected, I don’t know, pictures, ornaments . . . something.’ 
 
    Annie was opening the dressing-table drawers. A few items of underwear, a comb and a lipstick in one. Nothing in the other. The small chest of drawers was similarly empty, just two T-shirts, a hairbrush, a few cosmetics. The built-in wardrobe still had its hangers and a winter coat. There was an overnight bag on the floor. 
 
    Mike picked it up, set it on the bed and began to sort through the pockets. Annie was taking the lining papers from the drawers, turning the drawers themselves upside down in case something had been taped to the underside, running a hand around the empty spaces left in the dressing table. 
 
    Mike gave up on the bag. ‘Anything?’ 
 
    ‘Fraid not, sir.’ 
 
    They checked the back of the dressing table and the mirrors, lifted the furniture to look beneath and stripped the covers from the bed and the mattress from the frame. 
 
    ‘Not even the fluff monster,’ Annie commented. ‘I mean, it’s as if the whole place’s been thoroughly cleaned. There’s not a speck of dust even.’ 
 
    Mike looked at her and realized that she was right. He led the way back down the stairs. The Normans were in the kitchen, sitting motionless on either side of the table, looking like awkward strangers in what had once been their home. 
 
    ‘Did you find anything, Inspector?’ Frank Norman asked. 
 
    ‘That isn’t likely, is it, Mr Norman?’ 
 
    Frank looked across at his wife and reached for her hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I should have said something. I should have stopped her, but I was only gone a little while, just to the corner shop to get some milk and she’d . . .’ 
 
    Tears filled his eyes and he pointed out towards the garden. ‘Near the swing,’ he said. ‘There’s a steel basket there I use for burning garden stuff.’ 
 
    Mike gestured for Annie to go and look, then he drew another chair close to the table. ‘Why did you burn her things, Mrs Norman? What was it?’ 
 
    ‘She even took the bedclothes off the bed,’ Frank told him. ‘Burned the lot. It was the pictures. Julia like some cheap . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Not our Julie,’ he whispered. ‘Not our girl. Then, well, I knew you wanted to see her room. I knew you’d be coming and I thought—’ he looked at Mike. ‘I thought, it’s not my Julie they’re after. If I made it look like it was supposed to, odd bits she might have left behind, then you wouldn’t pry. There’s enough been done to her already, Inspector, we just wanted the rest left alone now.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still destruction of evidence, Mr Norman. It was still something that might have helped us find your daughter’s killer.’ He broke off. Anger was pointless now. 
 
    He walked down the garden to where Annie was sifting through the ashes, trying not to add to the ruin that had already taken place. It was starting to rain, fat droplets of water splashing onto the back of Mike’s neck. 
 
    ‘Photos mostly,’ Annie told him, ‘but there’s quite a bit not burned right through.’ She glanced up at the darkening clouds. ‘We ought to get this covered up, sir. A rainstorm’ll just about finish what’s left.’ 
 
    ‘There are bags in the boot of the car,’ Mike said. He waited in the now heavy rain for Annie to come running back and help him pile the remains of Mrs Norman’s bonfire into the black bags, their gloved hands soon slippery with wet soot and their clothes covered with ash, but even in their haste Mike could glimpse the images that had given Julia’s mother so much pain. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Essie’s grandmother May Richards, went to collect her from school. It was a small building, red-brick, slate-roofed, built in the 1920s. Mobile classrooms had been added as the population had grown and these stood to one side of the main building near the Abbot Street gate. Essie’s class was in one of them and May could see Essie through the window as she passed by, busy painting at an easel, daubing bright colours onto a large sheet of paper with the frowning concentration of a true artist. 
 
    May laughed and risked a wave, but Essie didn’t see. She then crossed the playground to the other gate at the Long Street end. The school had outgrown its original capacity and home time was always chaos. To minimize the problem, the smaller children came out of the Long Street gate, where the road was quieter and there was more space for those with pushchairs and smaller siblings to stand. 
 
    May was well known. She’d lived all her life in the area, gone to this school and often came with her daughter Jo to collect Essie. She stood chatting with the waiting parents, glancing across the playground now and then, waiting for her grandchild to appear. 
 
    Essie was never among the first out. She was a popular child and always slow at getting her coat on and her shoes fastened, because she was too busy playing, so it was only when the crowds of children had thinned and May had already seen several of Essie’s friends go by that she began to worry. 
 
    Concerned that if she left the gate, Essie might miss her, she hung on, staring intently at each child that passed, asking ones she knew if they had seen Essie, until finally the playground emptied and May hurried across to the mobile. 
 
    The teacher looked up in surprise as May burst through the door, ‘Mrs Richards? Is something wrong?’ 
 
    They searched everywhere — the toilets, the grounds, the main school. Staff went out into the street to call after the late leavers straggling their way home. 
 
    Then they called the police. There was no doubt of it: Essie had gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A message had been left on Mike’s voice-mail about an hour before. Mike had been with the Normans, talking about another missing child, and his messages had been ignored. 
 
    This one said, ‘She’s a pretty little thing, Mike. Very photogenic, don’t you think?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    It was late evening by the time Mike reached Norwich and drove straight to May Richards’s house. 
 
    He had managed to speak to Maria about an hour after Essie had first disappeared. At that point no one at the Norwich end knew about Jake’s message and the hope was still that she might just have wandered away. As out of character as that was, it was the most comforting thought, though from the outset Maria had insisted she tell the investigating officers about Mike and the possible involvement of Jake Bowen. The anxiety and fear were palpable as Mike spoke to the young officer at the front door. 
 
    Maria heard his voice and came through into the hall. 
 
    ‘I don’t think you should be here,’ she said. ‘Wait for me at John’s and I’ll talk to you later.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve driven here to be with you,’ he objected. 
 
    ‘And I have to be with my family, Mike, and I’m afraid you’re not someone they want to see right now.’ 
 
    ‘They blame me,’ Mike said flatly. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.’ But he could hear the doubt in her voice. ‘Look, I blame myself. If I hadn’t brought Essie with me at the weekend, she might still be here.’ 
 
    ‘You think Jake Bowen doesn’t know about you? About your family? Do you think it would have made any difference? Maria, he’s got the inside track on everyone who’s come even close to him.’ 
 
    ‘Then no one’s safe, anywhere,’ Maria said. 
 
    She then turned away from him and went back down the hall, leaving him utterly bereft. 
 
    ‘She’s just really upset, sir,’ the officer by the door said to him, trying to offer comfort. ‘Her sister, the little girl’s mum, she’s discharged herself from hospital. She just can’t stop crying.’ 
 
    Mike nodded and slipped quietly out through the front door. He’d expected blame. Anticipated the raw anger that the situation was bound to generate, but had never thought he would be excluded like this. It was worse than anything he had prepared himself for. 
 
    Getting into his car, he thought of Stevie, his son; of the drunk driver who’d taken his child from him and never even stopped to help. It was something he could not recover from and he knew that a little part of him had died along with his son. 
 
    But this. For someone to deliberately take a child, to deprive the parents and to let them suffer, not knowing if their baby was already dead or still alive and frightened or in pain. 
 
    He thought of Julia Norman and his hands shook as he turned the key in the ignition, barely able to cope any more with the thoughts running through his head. 
 
    Mike phoned Peterson from John Tynan’s. His daughter and grandchildren had left, he said, gone north to stay with relatives. He wasn’t certain it would help, but that was the best they could do. ‘I’ve been promised police protection for them, but it’s hard to know what to do for the best. Any news your end?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. There’s nothing yet. I feel like I’m in limbo here. I can’t get involved in the investigation and I can’t help Essie’s family. They don’t want me around.’ 
 
    ‘Then come back here, where you can at least be some use. I’m sorry, Mike, but even if you applied for compassionate leave I’d have to veto it. I can’t spare you.’ 
 
    Mike sighed, guiltily relieved to have had the decision of what to do next taken out of his hands. 
 
    ‘Essie’s just a child,’ he said. ‘She’s five years old.’ 
 
    ‘And we’ve no record of Bowen ever attacking children. We have to hope this is just some kind of stunt to get our attention.’ 
 
    ‘What about the photographs your daughter received?’ 
 
    ‘Photo images, expertly tampered with. Damn it, Mike, we even know what software he probably used. It doesn’t mean . . .’ 
 
    ‘But the threat is there. Inherent.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Peterson allowed, the threat was there. ‘But for Christ’s sake, Mike, if we let ourselves think along those lines . . . We’ve got to function. If I thought that little girl . . . If I thought about my grandchildren . . .’ He broke off. 
 
    Mike could think of nothing more to say. Gently, silently, he put the receiver down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    24 June 
 
      
 
    It was early on Tuesday morning when Mike called Maria and told her that he would be going back to Honiton. 
 
    ‘If you want me to stay, then I’ll stay,’ he told her. ‘If you want me to, then I will.’ 
 
    ‘Go back, Mike. There’s nothing you can do here and it’s important you keep working on this. It’s the best thing you can do for Essie.’ 
 
    Mike’s heart sank. Even though she was right and he remembered Peterson’s words of the night before, he had still hoped that she would want him with her. 
 
    ‘There’s no more news?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing. That’s what’s so hard to take. We’re just waiting. The doctor’s given Jo a sedative and she’s sleeping a lot, then she wakes up feeling guilty about going to sleep. And Momma and I, we can’t do anything. It’s so hard, Mike, we sit around doing nothing and feeling like death, but if one of us puts the TV on or tries to read, we feel as though we’re being frivolous or thoughtless, when what we should be doing is giving 100 per cent of our thoughts to Essie and Jo. I thought I’d cope better than this. I spend my entire life teaching other people to cope.’ 
 
    ‘But this time it’s you and yours,’ Mike put in gently. ‘It’s not the same.’ He paused, then asked, ‘Can I at least see you before I go?’ 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, then said reluctantly, ‘I can’t leave just now and you can’t come here. It would be more than Jo could bear. You must realize that.’ 
 
    Mike arrived back at the incident room in Honiton after a long, hot drive. He drove badly, far too fast on narrow, winding roads, the miles passing with little conscious thought or recognition on his part. 
 
    He reached Honiton mid-afternoon, tired and angry. His shirt was sticking to his back and he was suddenly aware that it had been at least two days since he had last shaved. 
 
    Peterson wanted to see him, he was told, as soon as he came in. Mike found him in one of the interview rooms, sitting at the table with a man Mike did not recognize. They were leafing through the copies of Harriman’s cuttings books, the stranger poring over them intently while Peterson sat back in his chair as though to distance himself from the other man. He had an air about him of scarcely concealed anger and looked up sharply as Mike entered the room. 
 
    ‘Mike. Good. I want to introduce you to someone.’ The other man stood up and turned towards Mike, his hand already extended. As he made the introductions, Peterson’s anger began to bubble over; giving a harsh edge to his words. 
 
    ‘This,’ he said, ‘is Mr Alastair Bowen. Father to the famous Jake. Perhaps you’d like to explain to Inspector Croft just why it took you so long to come forward, Mr Bowen.’ 
 
    Alastair Bowen’s expression was one of total calm. ‘As I told you, Mr Peterson,’ he said, ‘it was because of my wife. My wife, you see, was dying. I had to stay with her and I could not bear that she should know about Jake. Not after all he’d put her through before.’ He sighed. ‘But she’s dead now, after two long years of suffering, God rest her soul, and I can speak. Tell you about my son.’ 
 
    ‘We’re glad to hear that, Mr Bowen,’ Peterson said, ‘as, I’m sure, will be the parents and families of those your son has killed these last months, while you were waiting for the right moment.’ 
 
    Alastair Bowen continued to regard Peterson with the same calm gaze, his grey eyes gentle and unmoved by the outburst. 
 
    ‘I don’t expect you to understand,’ he said, ‘and I have no intention of making excuses that no one wants to hear. But I am here now, Superintendent, and that, believe me, is all that really counts.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Mike flicked through the photographs in the folder and laid one down in front of Alastair Bowen. It was five o’clock and the late afternoon sun streaming in through the window mocked the grossness of the images. 
 
    ‘Marion O’Donnel,’ he said. 
 
    Obediently Alastair regarded the image of the pretty blonde woman set before him. 
 
    ‘And this is how she ended up, Mr Bowen.’ He covered the picture with another showing a burnt-out car and the remains of a body curled grotesquely in the driver’s seat. 
 
    ‘She was one of his so-called models, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘She was,’ Mike told him. 
 
    Alastair shrugged. 
 
    ‘You’re suggesting she deserved to die like this, Mr Bowen?’ 
 
    ‘You lie down with wolves, Inspector.’ 
 
    Mike let it pass, but his dislike of Alastair Bowen was growing by the second. Two hours they had spent so far, bringing Alastair up to date on Jake’s crimes, trying to draw from the man some kind of response, some kind of explanation for what his son was doing. They were looking for a clue that might help them to predict his next move. 
 
    ‘This one’s from February.’ Peterson laid the photograph of another young woman down on the table. She too was blonde, her long hair wrapped tightly around her throat, hiding the bruises left by her killer’s hands. ‘We don’t even know her name,’ he said. ‘But somewhere she has family, friends who want to know what happened to her.’ 
 
    ‘You believe that?’ Alastair questioned. ‘In their place I’d prefer to keep my illusions, not be faced with the life she must have led.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever life she led, Mr Bowen, she was still a young woman who had the right to live it.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t kill her, Superintendent Peterson,’ Alastair retorted impassively. ‘I don’t need your accusations.’ 
 
    ‘This next is Simon Caldwell,’ Mike went on. ‘He was twenty-eight years old. An actor.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you call it? Acting?’ 
 
    ‘An actor, Mr Bowen. Jake killed him by forcing a tube down into his stomach and feeding him neat bleach. It’s a horrific way to die, Alastair.’ 
 
    ‘My wife died of cancer, Inspector. That is a horrific way to die. Death is rarely either clean or peaceful.’ 
 
    ‘This is hardly the same as death caused by illness, Mr Bowen.’ 
 
    ‘And you expect me to have more sympathy with this actor than with the sick who die of disease not of their making? He chose the way he lived.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t choose the way he died.’ 
 
    ‘How many of us do? How many of us could?’ Mike gave up and pushed the photograph aside. Caldwell’s professional name had been a little more anatomically biased. He’d been starring in porn flicks the past five years, making a steady living out of his knack for staying hard as long as the producer wanted. Caldwell had kept his reputation right up until the time he died, and the ligature tied around his penis made certain that he stayed that way. 
 
    ‘Matthew Thompson,’ Mike went on impassively, laying the next image on the table. ‘Not one of Jake’s actors, as far as we know. He was a businessman, owned a chain of retail outlets.’ 
 
    Alastair Bowen glanced at the picture. ‘I remember the news item,’ he said. ‘The man died in his bath, I believe.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘He’d been tied up. Tied up with a wire noose round his neck. The end had been fastened to the drain hole and the hole blocked with car body-filler. Jake must have been in his flat for quite some time to set this one up. The man had been drugged, presumably while Jake stripped him and positioned him in the bath. Then he’d turned on the taps and left them running. We know Jake watched him die because we have the film.’ It was not something Mike would forget in any hurry. ‘He watched him die and he filmed every moment, Alastair.’ The man struggling to get free before the water drowned him or the ligature tightened around his neck and he choked to death. 
 
    Mike thought of Essie, then tried not to think of Essie. He turned angrily on Alastair Bowen. 
 
    ‘There’s no pattern to what he does. His victims are all different. Male, female, all ages, no real consistent MO. And we need to get him, Alastair, before he kills again. Before he kills . . . that child.’ Mike found he choked on Essie’s name. 
 
    ‘And you expect me to explain it to you? You expect me to explain my son?’ 
 
    ‘Any light you should shed. We need anything you can give us,’ Peterson told him. 
 
    Alastair Bowen made no response. He stared at the pictures on the table but seemed not to see them. 
 
    ‘Jake sees himself as an artist,’ he said at last. ‘He’d do whatever was needed to get an effect. It was always that way.’ He looked up at Mike. ‘He’s also a businessman, Inspector Croft. Surely you lot have worked that out by now? Jake works to commission, he always did. Someone wants a particular script filming and is willing to pay top price for it, Jake will do it any way they want. Life doesn’t matter to him. People’s lives, their hopes, it’s all script to Jake. All part of the storyline.’ 
 
    ‘You know this for certain?’ 
 
    Alastair Bowen pushed himself away from the table, irritated and clearly bored. ‘A child could work it out, Inspector Croft. You’ve detailed Jake’s career, you’ve seen the films. Jake enjoys what he does, but he also makes a killing from it, if you’ll excuse the pun, and you can bet your sweet life that he’s been doing it for a hell of a lot longer than you credit him with.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    There had been the problem of finding somewhere for Alastair Bowen to stay, but finally they had settled him at Lyme in the boarding house that Maria had stayed in with Essie. There was a room available only for the next two nights, but there was talk anyway of moving Alastair to a safe house as soon as they went public with him. It seemed logical to assume that Jake would not appreciate his father giving evidence against him. 
 
    Mike then made his way slowly back towards the Dorchester road. 
 
    It was almost ten p.m. and the sky already darkening over a calm sea. Bats cruised in front of him as he travelled the back roads heading towards the dual carriageway. There was little other traffic and nothing in the blue-grey of the twilight to distract him. Mike was very tired. His thoughts began to wander. Twice he caught himself nodding with sleep, jerking his attention back only just in time as he veered across the road. 
 
    He tried to drag his thoughts to the case. Thinking about the fragmentary photographs that they had found at the Normans’ house. He doubted they would help further the investigation. All they had done so far was cause more pain to the parents. The few items she had left at the house she shared when she went away had added little to their knowledge. There had been sketches, notebooks for her college projects. No portraits and nothing relating to Jake, not even the odd initialled heart scribbled in the margins. Jake must have been one big secret in Julia Norman’s life. 
 
    ‘She was seeing someone,’ one of the girls she had lived with had said. ‘We knew that, and we thought it must be someone older. But, I mean, Julia went out with a lot of boys, none of them got serious.’ 
 
    The impression was that Julia had been sowing a few wild oats, breaking free of her parents’ rather staid and solid background. When he had put this to her flatmates, one of the girls had laughed. ‘Oh, God. Yeah, I guess that’s what Julia thought she was doing, but I mean, really, if she had more than a couple of drinks she’d see it as living on the edge.’ She’d hesitated, close to tears. ‘She was sweet, you know. Innocent.’ 
 
    The fork for the main road came up out of nowhere and took Mike by surprise. He swerved onto it, blessing the fact that the road was deserted at this time of night. Driving between the trees, it was darker and his mind began to wander yet again. From the corner of his eye he caught movement between the trees like someone running, leaping from the shadow of one tree to the next. He wound the window down and put the radio on, finding some local station playing loud rock music, then flicked the lights to full beam to drive the shadow-men away. For a minute or two it seemed to work, but then he nodded again, his eyes began to close and even the music faded, the names and faces of the dead filling his mind as he drifted into sleep. Julia, Marion O’Donnel, Caldwell, Matthew Thompson. Essie . . . No, his mind rebelled against that one. No, not Essie! 
 
    It was the jolt of the front wheel hitting the verge that woke him and the sudden jerk of the seatbelt cutting across his chest. For one God-awful moment Mike thought . . . 
 
    Wearily, he stumbled from the car and stood in the road waiting for his breath to slow down and his heart to stop pounding. The car was poised with one wheel above the ditch and the first of the trees only inches away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    25 June 
 
      
 
    True to his word Macey had taken the computer equipment to Charlie Morrow. He’d arrived early and the morning news was on in Charlie’s room. The two men watched in silence as the hastily arranged press conference was aired and pictures of five-year-old Essie filled the screen. 
 
    ‘There has been no word from the kidnapper and, so far, no clue as to why this child was taken. Essie’s grandmother and aunt made the following appeal to the kidnapper . . .’ 
 
    Macey and Charlie continued to watch, listening as the two women made tearful appeals that the child be given back, that she not be hurt, that she be left somewhere for the police to find. They had heard it all before. Neither spoke until the news moved on. 
 
    ‘Poor little bugger,’ Macey said softly. ‘Not much hope there, I don’t suppose.’ He frowned. ‘But I’ve seen that woman before. The aunt, I mean, I just can’t quite place her.’ 
 
    ‘She’s Mike Croft’s girlfriend,’ Charlie told him, his voice harsh with shock. 
 
    ‘Then Jake must have taken the child,’ Macey said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike had watched the appeal on the early news. Afterwards, he had tried again to call Maria, only to find that she had left to go to Oaklands and collect some things. He guessed she also needed time away from the overwhelming tension of it all. He tried Oaklands, where Maria lived and worked, to find that he’d just missed her. Her mobile was switched off, which meant she was probably in her car, and he was forced to give up. 
 
    He called her mother’s house again and left a message with the officer on duty, asking him to get her to phone. 
 
    ‘She tried earlier,’ he was told, ‘but you were in a meeting and she couldn’t reach you.’ 
 
    Mike smiled faintly. At least she’d tried. ‘Tell her to use my mobile number. And to keep trying. I’ll leave the damned thing switched on.’ 
 
    He rang off, deeply frustrated. This seemed to be the pattern of their relationship just now, missing one another . . . 
 
    * * * 
 
    It had taken a long time to persuade Alastair Bowen that he should go public, but he had finally agreed and much of Mike’s day had been taken up with the arrangements. 
 
    ‘People will hate me,’ Alastair had said. ‘They will hate me for what I am. They will blame me for Jake.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll hate you more if you don’t,’ Peterson told him bluntly. ‘Alastair, you’re the best hope we’ve got, the first real advantage we’ve had on Jake. You appearing on the television may be just what we need to flush him out.’ 
 
    Finally, he had given in and after that everything had moved with speed. The Ten o’clock News saw Alastair Bowen on national television, patched in from BBC Bristol and simultaneously broadcast as a newsflash on all channels. Alastair Bowen pleading with his son to put an end to the killing and the pain. 
 
    ‘I’m asking you to come forward, Jake. There’s been enough death and enough cruelty. You need help, Jake, as much as anyone else, you need help and I promise I’ll be there for you, whatever you might have done.’ 
 
    He hesitated, clearly uncertain of how to carry on. ‘Your mother’s dead. She died five days ago from cancer and I buried her back home at St Bartolph’s. I know she missed you . . . son . . . we both did, and thought about you . . . always. It’s time to come home.’ 
 
    Watching from the sidelines, Mike could see the falsity of Alastair Bowen’s pleas. 
 
    He despises him, he thought. Loathes and fears Jake even more than we do. It was a revelation, a small one, but, Mike felt, deeply significant. He set himself the task of finding out why and when Alastair had first conceived this passionate loathing of his son. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake Bowen had not expected ever to see his father alive and his appearance on the late news caught him by surprise. 
 
    Sitting on the large blue sofa in front of the television, Jake leaned forward to get a closer look at the parent he had left behind so many years before. 
 
    He swivelled round to regard the small figure lying propped on pillows at the other end of the settee. 
 
    ‘Don’t you think he’s getting old?’ Jake asked the child. 
 
    Essie, arms limply at her sides and eyes gazing listlessly into space, never said a word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    26 June 
 
      
 
    Early on the Wednesday morning Mike took Alastair Bowen to see Max Harriman. 
 
    Alastair was confident. ‘He’ll speak to me,’ he assured Mike, with that same implacable calm he had displayed when Mike had first been introduced. ‘Max loved Jake, doted on him. I’m a link back to their shared past, you see. Max will speak with me.’ 
 
    Mike was not so sure. Harriman had a mind of his own where cooperation was concerned. 
 
    Alastair seemed less blasé about the news reports that had followed his appearance on the television the night before. Every national led with some version of the story, the headlines varying from the lurid ‘Father of a Monster’ to the insipid ‘News Appeal Brings Fresh Hope.’ All asked why Alastair Bowen had taken so long to come forward. All seemed certain that he must long ago have known what path his son had taken. 
 
    Mike asked him about it as they drove along the M5, keeping just above the speed limit in the centre lane. 
 
    ‘I knew he was involved with filth,’ Alastair told him. ‘That he made films that decent people would never want to see.’ 
 
    ‘Was that what made you break with him?’ Mike asked. ‘We know he lived with you into his early twenties then you and your wife and Jake seem to drop out of sight. What happened then, Mr Bowen?’ 
 
    Alastair took time before he answered. His reply, when it came, was obtuse. ‘Jake was evil. From the moment he was born, the boy was evil. I told his mother, but she wouldn’t have it. No, she was a good woman and could see good in everyone, even Jake. But it was there, that devil’s look, right from the moment he was born and I first looked into his eyes.’ 
 
    Mike glanced sideways at him, the hairs rising at the back of his neck, despite the absurdity of Alastair Bowen’s words. 
 
    ‘I don’t believe that any child is born evil,’ he replied. ‘Children are a blank page, it’s what the world does to them that makes them good or bad.’ 
 
    ‘A tabula rasa,’ Alastair intoned. He laughed. ‘Inspector Croft, I would have thought you’d seen enough of the world to know the lie of that. Sometimes evil is born, made incarnate, and there is nothing you can do to that child, neither kindness nor beating, that can make it not so.’ 
 
    Mike shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘And what did Jake have most of, Mr Bowen? Kindness or beating?’ 
 
    Again the laughter devoid of humour. ‘Oh, no, Inspector, you can’t lay that at my door. No one can say that Jake was made the way he is by anything I did to him. Jake had what was needed, one way or another, in about equal measure. His mother was too soft with him. Women are. I had to balance that. But he respected me for it even though I knew there would be no saving him. I had to try, you see, for his mother’s sake. What woman would want to live with the fact that she’d given birth to evil?’ 
 
    Mike glanced at the dashboard clock and saw that there would be at least another hour before they reached Max Harriman. He wondered how much more of Bowen’s ranting he could take, but there was so much he needed to know. He tried another tack. 
 
    ‘Max’s mother. She brought him up alone, I understand?’ 
 
    He felt rather than saw Alastair Bowen nod. ‘The father was killed in a mining accident just before the boy was born. It put her into labour early and they weren’t sure she or the boy would have the will to live.’ 
 
    He fell silent. 
 
    Mike persisted. ‘Mrs Harriman was killed about the time that you and Jake left the area?’ 
 
    ‘That is true.’ 
 
    ‘And Max was accused, taken in for questioning.’ 
 
    ‘And then released without charge.’ 
 
    ‘Did Jake kill Mrs Harriman?’ Mike asked. 
 
    Alastair was silent, so silent and so still that Mike thought he might even have fallen asleep. He glanced sideways at him once more. The man sat with his hands clasped neatly in his lap and an empty expression on his face, gazing out through the windscreen at the road ahead. 
 
    ‘Mr Bowen?’ Mike prompted. ‘Do you think Jake killed her?’ 
 
    Alastair shifted slightly in his seat, but took his time making a reply. ‘I never saw that woman smile,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Macey paid another visit to Charlie Morrow, this time bringing him a pile of disks; stuff he’d pulled down from the Net. 
 
    ‘Mostly news groups and chat rooms,’ he said. ‘We know Jake Bowen puts stuff out over the Internet. If he’s online then he must have a provider and most providers monitor anyone making an abnormal number of hits to kinky sites.’ 
 
    ‘Most, but not all,’ Charlie corrected him, ‘and there are ways around it. Depends on the route you take through the system. Anyone as smart as Jake Bowen will have thought of that. So, for that matter; will my untoasted colleagues.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Macey said. He’d still not grown used to the way Charlie made fun of his injuries. ‘Look, he went on, I’ve been trying something a bit different. As you know, there are chat rooms and discussion groups on just about anything. I’ve picked up over a dozen without even trying hard, all specializing in kinky porn, and they’ve all got something to say about Jake Bowen.’ 
 
    ‘With or without prompting?’ Charlie asked. 
 
    ‘Bit of both. My whole point is, you can sit on the side, monitor a few. Folk out there still have the illusion that they can say just about anything online, like they forget it’s a public place. See what you can stir up.’ 
 
    He delved into his briefcase and pulled out a computer magazine with a CD still attached to the front. 
 
    ‘America Online,’ he said triumphantly. ‘One month’s free connection, complete with helpline. All you’ve got to do is pay for the calls. Here, keep the mag. Present from me to you.’ 
 
    Charlie gave him that crooked half-smile that looked more like anger. ‘You’re all heart, Macey,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Max Harriman was not pleased. He had recognized Alastair Bowen almost immediately, despite the years, and his reaction thereafter had ranged from the sulky to the outraged. 
 
    ‘Why bring him here?’ he wanted to know. ‘He doesn’t know a thing about Jake. He abandoned him years ago. Some father he was.’ 
 
    ‘He’s told me more about Jake than you have,’ Mike lied. ‘Maybe you’d like to set the record straight, Max. Maybe I should tell you what Alastair here’s been saying and you can put us right?’ 
 
    Max sank into an angry silence and refused to be drawn. Mike stood up. 
 
    ‘Well, if you won’t talk to me then I think I’ll go now. After all, it doesn’t look as if we’ll be needing you so much now, does it?’ 
 
    Max was on his feet and yelling loud enough to bring the guards. ‘He knows nothing!’ he shouted. ‘I’m the one that Jake came to. I’m the one that studied him, that followed after him — that understands him. They never did. Never. You need me, Inspector Mike Croft, and don’t you forget it.’ 
 
    Mike wondered briefly whether to push his advantage or to let Max simmer. The ringing of his mobile decided for him and he allowed the guards to take an irate Max and escort him back to his cell. 
 
    The call was from Peterson, who’d heard from Julia Norman’s parents. A video film of her had arrived in the morning post. 
 
    The journey back with Alastair Bowen was a very quiet one, both men busy with their own thoughts. It was only when Mike dropped him at the safe house they had put him into after the TV broadcast that Alastair referred to their earlier talk. 
 
    ‘I always thought he’d done it,’ he said. ‘Killed Emily Harriman. Jake was always round there and the woman liked him.’ He paused. ‘Women did like him,’ he said, ‘all women.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you suspect him?’ 
 
    The man hesitated. ‘Because of the blood,’ he said. ‘Jake came home with blood on his hands and the cuffs of his sleeves. The papers said she’d had her throat cut and everyone knows that would send blood everywhere, so I thought I must have been mistaken.’ 
 
    ‘And his jacket?’ Mike asked. ‘Was he wearing a jacket? Mrs Harriman was attacked from behind, her throat cut, and then she was dropped to the floor, her assailant still behind her. Yes, there would have been a lot of blood, but not necessarily all over Jake. Mostly his hands, his cuffs, the sleeves of his jacket.’ 
 
    ‘He said he lost his jacket,’ Alastair Bowen remarked, staring out of the car window as if absorbed by the scene. 
 
    ‘And you said nothing?’ Mike asked him. 
 
    ‘And I said nothing,’ Alastair Bowen agreed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peterson was waiting for him in the barn-cum-incident room at Colwell Barton. 
 
    ‘Have fun with Max and Alastair?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, great company. Two of a kind.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they should form a double act when Max gets out. But seriously, did you learn anything?’ 
 
    ‘Beyond Alastair Bowen being a religious nut?’ He sat down heavily, watching as Peterson set the video player. ‘Yes, I learned that Max is jealous and that gives us leverage. And that Jake probably started his career early.’ 
 
    ‘With Mrs Harriman, as we thought?’ 
 
    Mike nodded thoughtfully, but there was clearly something else on his mind. 
 
    ‘I don’t like what you’re thinking, Mike.’ 
 
    He smiled at the familiar phraseology. ‘It’s the way Alastair talked about it. He said that Jake came home with his hands and cuffs covered with blood and his jacket missing. I mean, agreed Jake lived only a couple of streets away from the Harrimans and agreed it was late and dark and probably there was no one to see him on the way home, but why not take time to wash his hands? He must have known it was possible his parents were at home. It was as if he wanted his father to see. A challenge, if you like.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s so, and I think you may be on to something, why lose the jacket?’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Why do any of the things Jake does? It’s as if he was constantly trying to keep everyone off balance even then.’ 
 
    ‘It could be you’re looking too deep,’ Peterson suggested. ‘Maybe he just panicked and ran, threw the jacket away and didn’t realize how much blood there was until he got home.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. But no, I don’t think so. The jacket was never found and the area was searched thoroughly. And you’ve got to remember, this isn’t an affluent area. People might have a work jacket, an everyday one and one for Sundays if they were lucky. I remember my dad had the same Sunday clothes for years.’ 
 
    Peterson laughed. ‘Sounds like me,’ he said. ‘But I hear what you’re saying. Clothes weren’t just thrown away and the locals would recognize something that was. It would have led them straight to Jake.’ 
 
    He sat down beside Mike, playing with the video remote. 
 
    ‘You think he killed before that,’ Peterson said thoughtfully, ‘and that his father knew about it. That leaving the blood on his hands for his father to see was like saying, “Look at me, there’s nothing you can do”, something like that?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Yes. And I think it’s important we find out who and when. It might give us the opening we’re looking for.’ 
 
    ‘It might, and it might just waste a lot more time. Oh, I think you’re right, Mike, but we’ve got enough on our plates dealing with the current Jake Bowen, never mind raking through his distant past.’ 
 
    He set the video to play. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake Bowen still had to work, no matter what else he was involved in. His filmmaking and other activities he saw as a profitable sideline — very profitable and invested wisely. Jake had learned early, though, that you should always have a good cover story, that people quickly become suspicious of someone with no regular lifestyle or habits or obvious source of income, and Jake had always had a ‘proper job’ and made certain that, superficially at any rate, he lived within his means. 
 
    Jake was content to wait. He was saving hard for his retirement, and planned on making it a long and easy one. 
 
    His proper job just now was as a sales rep for an artists’ supply house. He enjoyed it. It involved meeting people and selling, two things Jake was very good at. And it gave him opportunity for a little talent-spotting on the side. 
 
    Jake knew his stuff. He was way ahead of the game with the latest colours, always knowing which pigment or primer or paper would give the best results; always helpful and willing to go that extra mile to get a satisfied customer. And he was knowledgeable enough to suggest alternatives for hard-to-get supplies or willing to push his buyers into obtaining things for him. 
 
    As Mike and Peterson were viewing the video of Julia Norman, Jake was leaving the Fine Arts Department at Exeter University. The young woman who’d been tutor to Julia Norman waved to him from her window as he left, the new samples and colour charts he’d just brought in piled on her desk. 
 
    Such a very nice man, she thought idly, turning the ring on her engagement finger and wondering if he was single. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    There was something like forty-five minutes of film, much of it gently erotic and strangely compelling. The first ten minutes or so were images that could have been on anyone’s home movie. 
 
    They were shot on a near-deserted beach: a windy day and Julia, her long hair flying loose as she ran towards the camera. She wore jeans and a shapeless blue sweater, the wind strong enough to mould it to her body as she performed, pretending she didn’t want to be filmed, but dancing barefoot on the sands, teasing the filmmaker. 
 
    Much of their shouted dialogue was lost, whipped away on the strong wind, but Julia chatted to Jake, laughed with him, completely at ease and, Mike thought as he looked into her eyes, clearly in love with him. 
 
    They couldn’t hear the joke that Julia told, but they heard Jake laugh, the microphone built into the camera easily picking up the sound. Mike was shocked at the naturalness of it, the ease and happiness he heard, as though Jake had not a care in the world, and no plans for anything but enjoyment with this girl. 
 
    Other scenes followed, some in which Julia participated with full knowledge, some in which she was clearly unaware that she was being filmed. It was as though Jake wanted to catch her every unconscious movement, her naturalness when she thought herself unobserved. Julia in the park, throwing bread to the ducks. Julia sitting on the steps outside her shared house, chatting to one of her room-mates. Julia brushing her hair and putting on lipstick. Julia painting the canvas she had given her parents that last Christmas. 
 
    Peterson paused the film at that point and tried to take it through frame by frame, cursing the scanning lines that ran across the image and his inability to hold the picture steady on the cheap VCR they’d brought with them to the barn. It was good enough, though, to see the photographs and sketches taped to the edge of the painting and pinned on the wall behind: pictures of Julia herself, lying naked on a bed. 
 
    As the camera angle pulled back and more of the room came into view, it was clear that this was a studio of some kind: the white walls; the large skylight, angled to give maximum illumination to the room but shaded with muslin against the glare; a glimpse of pictures covering the other wall and a room beyond, dark but for the red glow of a safe-light that had been left on. 
 
    ‘Jake’s studio?’ Mike questioned. 
 
    ‘It’s not the university, and it’s certainly not her house or the parents’ place.’ 
 
    ‘It’s worth getting it enhanced,’ Mike commented, ‘and maybe showing to Max. It’s possible he could have been there.’ 
 
    Peterson nodded but didn’t look hopeful. ‘He’s playing with us again,’ he said. ‘Showing us so much and none of it’s going to be of any use. You just know it.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll get careless. He has to.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be sure and tell him that when we meet.’ 
 
    Peterson pressed play once more and let the film run. It had changed in character. The same studio, but with Julia dressed only in a green silk robe, standing self-consciously facing Jake. This time they could hear his voice too as he coaxed her into taking off her robe and posing for him: a pleasant, educated voice with the slight twang of a residual accent that Mike could not quite place. 
 
    ‘Come on, Julie darling, I’ve seen it all before. There’s nothing to be shy about.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but it’s the camera.’ She giggled nervously. ‘I mean, you might show the film to someone.’ 
 
    ‘Why would I do that, darling? Personal consumption this is for. All those long dark nights when you’re not around.’ 
 
    She giggled again. ‘And what nights are those?’ she asked him. ‘I’m here all the time just lately.’ 
 
    She began to unfasten the belt, biting her lip and looking sideways at him, deliberately provocative as she slid the robe from her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    ‘Beautiful,’ he said. ‘Now move for me, darling, pose a bit, think of it like a life class with a bit of movement.’ 
 
    She laughed again, posing awkwardly, trying too hard to look sexy and confident, then gradually, as they watched, beginning to relax and play Jake’s game. 
 
    Her movements became more fluid, more provocative, her eyes on Jake as she touched herself, stroking her own breasts, cupping them in her hands as though presenting them to those watching; her hands moving down onto her belly, and then to the tops of her legs and between her thighs. 
 
    Mike swallowed hard, wanting to look away but compelled to go on watching. He felt Peterson shifting uncomfortably in his seat and then get up and cross the room to fill the kettle. 
 
    Mike sat still, wishing he’d thought of that first, as Julia Norman played out her role on the screen, totally self-absorbed. 
 
    ‘She’s the same age as my youngest,’ Peterson commented, his voice gruff with pain and embarrassment. 
 
    Mike found himself hoping that Julia’s parents had switched off before the tape came to an end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    27 June 
 
      
 
    Against his usual habits, Jake called in sick on the Thursday morning. Alastair’s appearance on the television the night before brought a new twist to the game and he had unfinished business to attend to. 
 
    The news that his mother had died so recently had surprised him. He had assumed that she had passed away long ago, or at any rate he had given little thought to her still living. 
 
    That morning, Jake had spared his mother an hour of his time, the first he had given her in years. 
 
    As the clock in the kitchen ticked away, Jake moved his thoughts to his mother’s dying. He wondered what exactly had been wrong with her, how long it had taken her to die and if there had been much pain. He made a mental note that he should ask Alastair when they met. 
 
    As the clock began to chime the hour Jake sat very still, waiting for the last of the sounds to fade, then he got up from his seat at the kitchen table, ready to carry on with his day, his thoughts of his mother already as dead and gone as the woman herself. 
 
    His father, though, was very much on Jake’s mind. 
 
    Jake walked out of the kitchen and through the garden. It had rained briefly and the grass was damp, the air still early-morning fresh before the heat of the day. He walked barefoot from the house, relishing the coldness of the rain-soaked grass, filling his lungs with the sharp air. He had searched long and hard to find this little house with its disproportionately large cellar and its view of the ocean. It had been in a terrible state, cheap enough to buy for cash, and he’d spent time and money restoring and rebuilding, doing the work himself at the weekends. He’d converted the attic into a studio and darkroom, having to resort to contractors only to install the three large, north-facing skylight windows that flooded the room with daylight. 
 
    At the end of his garden was a rose-hedge and a wooden gate that gave access to the clifftop. The cliff path had once run along here, but coastal erosion had made it dangerous and the path had been diverted for a few hundred yards back onto the narrow road that ran in front of Jake’s house and then on through the village. The house, the garden, the location, they all suited Jake: remote enough for privacy, but not so remote that people would be unduly curious. In the village they knew him well, or thought they did: Mr Phillips, the sales rep, not there much because of his job but a really pleasant sort. Always ready to take part in parish events, but a bit quiet like. Not married — they’d heard he was widowed and had never really got over it . . . Gossip always ready to fill a vacuum. 
 
    Jake stood on the clifftop looking down onto the ocean as it crashed and raged angrily against the rocks. Even at the height of summer the waves were never still. An undercurrent sent the water churning and writhing against the cliff, no matter how calm the water might be further out or how beautiful the day. It was that which had drawn Jake Bowen here, that above all other things, the sound and sight of the restless water grinding away at the land that supported his garden and his house. The slow relentless pounding that had already claimed the old cliff path would one day swallow all that he now owned. 
 
    Jake sat down, oblivious to the cold dampness of the grass, and gazed far out to sea. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alastair had woken early, his dream still fresh in his mind. He lay in bed, thinking about it, remembering the events that had triggered the image. 
 
    He had been walking with his son along the cliff path between Whitby and Robin Hood’s Bay. It was a place he had often taken Jake, always being a great one for long, strenuous walks. This time he had something important on his mind. 
 
    ‘I know what you’ve done,’ Alastair Bowen had told his son. ‘I know you killed her, Jake.’ 
 
    Jake made no comment. His father waited, expecting some response, but received none. 
 
    ‘What I don’t understand, Jake, what I need to know, is why. Why kill the woman? What had she done to you?’ 
 
    Jake shrugged. ‘Nothing to me,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Then why?’ Alastair stood still and looked at his son, as though hoping to read something in his face. He shook his head ‘You were always evil,’ he said. ‘That’s the only explanation for it. You’ll come to a bad end, Jake.’ 
 
    Jake shrugged again, unconcerned by his father’s words. He’d been hearing all his life that he was born the devil’s child. 
 
    ‘You think I’m so evil, why don’t you turn me in?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘You’re still my son.’ 
 
    ‘Really? I thought my dad had horns and a forked tail, to hear you talk. Nah, you’re afraid of what the vicar would say. The pillar of the community with a murderer for a son. You wouldn’t like that, would you, daddy dear.’ 
 
    Alastair’s hands clenched spasmodically at his sides. ‘It would destroy your mother if she knew,’ he said. 
 
    ‘To say nothing of your reputation.’ 
 
    Jake smiled brightly at his father, his unconcern so blatant. Then, whistling to himself, he walked ahead of Alastair, along the narrow path, head high, daring his father to act. 
 
    Jake Bowen was then just fifteen years old. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Thursday had been a quiet and frustrating day. Mike had spent most of it with the collators, assessing results of the door-to-door inquiries. The mammoth effort had begun to verify the identities of everyone who’d stayed in the holiday cottages the year before. So far, nothing of significance had emerged. 
 
    There had been the odd sighting of what might have been Jake and Julia, but could just as easily have been a courting couple heading towards the woods. Then there were a few holidaymakers who were proving difficult to trace — people moved house, Mike reminded himself. The sheer volume of information generated when twenty-odd officers went knocking on a lot of doors was staggering. And all of this had to be fitted in with the normal run-of-the-mill summer problems of tourists and petty crime and stolen cars and domestic trouble that went on regardless of the murder inquiry. 
 
    Mike glanced up as a police constable came in and spoke his name. The young man looked excited, obviously pleased with himself, and had a worried-looking woman in tow. He ushered her into the room and found her a chair. She sat down automatically. Mike was on the verge of asking what was wrong with using an interview room, but the officer was already talking. ‘This lady, sir, she’s the one who made the call to Mr Macey.’ 
 
    ‘You’re certain?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, sir. She’ll tell you all about it.’ 
 
    Mike looked sceptically at the woman. She was in her early twenties, he guessed, with dark hair cut short in a very structured style and blue eyes. 
 
    ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. Yes, I would.’ She looked around uncomfortably. ‘I’ve never been in a police station before.’ Mike smiled and gestured to the PC to get the tea, noting with amusement the reluctance with which the young officer stopped hovering and did as he was told. Then he pulled his chair out from behind the desk and moved round to sit on the same side as the young woman, blocking her view of the office activity. 
 
    ‘I’m Inspector Mike Croft,’ he said. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to make a formal statement in a minute, but for now if you’d like to just tell me about the phone call, Miss . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘Watson. Liv — that’s short for Olivia — Watson.’ Her voice was a little slurred, as though she had started drinking early. She grinned suddenly, nervously. ‘Aren’t I supposed to ask for a lawyer or something?’ 
 
    Mike smiled back. ‘Not unless I arrest you.’ 
 
    ‘You think you might?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, I don’t think so.’ Mike leaned back in his chair, aware that he was being flirted with and a little flattered. ‘You wanted to tell me about the phone call Miss Watson.’ 
 
    ‘Call me Liv.’ She grinned at him again, wrinkling her nose. She had freckles, he noticed, spreading across onto her cheeks. 
 
    ‘Liv,’ he said obediently. ‘The call?’ 
 
    She sighed elaborately. ‘To Mr Ed Macey, at the paper in Dorchester. There was this man, you see. We’d all been talking to him a few nights before.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    ‘Me and some friends. We’d had a few to drink and this guy, he was chatting to us at the bar. Oh, thanks,’ she said, as the PC brought the tea, setting it carefully on the table and then hovering in the background once again. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Mike said. 
 
    ‘Well, Linda, that’s one of my friends, she’d got into a row with her boyfriend and gone storming off outside.’ 
 
    ‘This was the day you made the phone call?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, I told you, this was, I don’t know, about three nights before. Linda will remember. She had a row with her boyfriend, like I said, so she’s bound to remember when it was, you see?’ 
 
    Mike nodded patiently, wishing he’d handed her straight on to someone else. 
 
    ‘And this man talked to you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he was friendly, you know. Not too flirty but nice. Good-looking too. You’ll want a description?’ 
 
    ‘You can give it to this officer here, when you make your statement.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ For a moment she sounded disappointed. ‘OK, then.’ She brightened, switching her attention to the younger man. 
 
    ‘You were telling me about the phone call.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but you see he’d been there that night.’ 
 
    ‘When Linda and her boyfriend had the row?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and he stopped Linda from storming out, said it wasn’t safe and she should at least let him call a taxi for her.’ 
 
    ‘And did he?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘No, Linda’s boyfriend got jealous then, said if anyone was going to call a taxi it should be him, and it looked as though it was going to get really nasty. Like I told, you, we’d all had a lot to drink.’ She smiled up at the young PC. ‘Then we saw him again that lunchtime. He’d spent ages smoothing things over with Linda and her fellah, so we got talking.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t turn nasty then?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, he was a real fast talker. We all ended up having a drink together.’ She frowned. ‘I can’t remember when he left, but I think it was close to chucking-out time. Anyway, this lunchtime, we were all having a drink. We’re all on holiday, you see, so it doesn’t matter. I mean, we don’t drink at lunchtime when we’re at work.’ She paused, waiting. 
 
    ‘I’m sure you don’t.’ 
 
    ‘And we were all saying how good he’d been the other night, helping Linda get back with her boyfriend and smoothing over the row, and he said, if we were so grateful, would I help him play a joke on a friend. It was a surprise or something. So I said yeah, why not?’ 
 
    ‘And he dialled the paper and you took over after he got past the switchboard?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘I was supposed to make the call, but —’ she giggled — ‘I’d had a bit to drink and I couldn’t keep the number in my head.’ 
 
    ‘You managed to remember the message.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. He’d written it down, but I kept having to ask him if I’d got it right.’ 
 
    Mike nodded thoughtfully. ‘And you’ve not seen him since?’ 
 
    ‘No, but he said he was on holiday down here, visiting friends or something, so I supposed he’d gone home.’ She frowned suddenly. ‘Nobody’s told me what this is all about,’ she said. ‘Just that they were looking for someone who might have made a call for someone else to Mr Macey. It was the name I remembered. Mr Ed Macey, who writes for the paper.’ 
 
    She stared hard at Mike. ‘It’s about that murder, isn’t it? Something to do with the murder.’ 
 
    ‘Drink your tea,’ Mike told her, ‘and then if you could go with this young man here and make a formal statement. You’ve been very helpful, Liv.’ 
 
    ‘It is to do with the murder,’ she shouted. ‘I knew it. I just knew it. I told Linda, this is all about that dead girl.’ She stood up suddenly, nervous excitement aided by lunchtime alcohol, looking around as though the murderer might be hiding in the room. ‘I want police protection,’ she demanded. ‘I’m not going to wait until he decides to come back. I want police protection.’ 
 
    Mike sighed, he’d been surprised she’d not made the connection before, but he’d figured that the alcohol might have softened her perceptions. He reminded himself that when he’d first heard about the woman making the phone call, he’d speculated about her safety. Would she have been Jake Bowen’s next victim. 
 
    Now, hearing the circumstances, he was inclined to think not, but could well understand why the young woman would be frightened. 
 
    ‘We’ll arrange for someone to give you a lift home,’ he told her, ‘and give you some general advice. Or maybe you’d like to stay with a friend for a few days? But really, Miss Watson, I don’t think you have anything to worry about.’ 
 
    She was still protesting as she was led away to make her statement, the PC giving Mike a look that spoke volumes about his opinion of Mike’s protective instincts. 
 
    Mike shrugged. The young man was still a probationer and had a lot to learn. He was amused to hear him promise the girl that he’d personally arrange for an eye to be kept on her. In fact, he’d attend to it himself. 
 
    Mike smiled. Well, the girl was pretty. 
 
    Interesting, though, the way Jake had made two very public appearances like that. How carefully had he planned that side of it? Had he worried in case Macey taped his calls? If so, that didn’t explain his voice on the video tape of Julia Norman. It would be interesting, too, to see what Jake had chosen to look like this time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jo had awoken screaming, her sedative-induced sleep producing nightmares in which Essie called for her, shouting and pleading for help. Her screams woke the entire household and started the new baby crying. 
 
    Maria glanced at the clock on Jo’s bedside table. It was one thirty, they had been asleep maybe less than an hour. 
 
    Jo’s mother and husband were there to comfort her and Maria was surplus to requirements. She picked up the crying baby and cuddled him close, carrying him downstairs and away from all the noise. He was unlikely to settle again until he’d been fed, she decided. Jo left bottles made up in the fridge that just needed warming. She could see to that. 
 
    Maria let the baby moan in his cradle chair while she filled the kettle and got the bottle from the fridge. Rocked him gently, chatting to him while the kettle boiled, then stood the bottle in a jug of boiling water to warm through and boiled the kettle again for tea. 
 
    From upstairs she could hear Jo, still crying for her lost child, this new one forgotten in her grief. Jo had barely been able to bring herself to hold her little boy in the days since Essie had gone. She had seen every gesture of affection towards her son as a betrayal of her love for Essie. Maria had taken over, glad of something that she could do without seeming in her turn to be forgetting about the missing child. 
 
    Maria checked the bottle and then picked up the baby, carrying him around the kitchen as he fed hungrily. She glanced out through the half-open kitchen curtain. The police car was still parked at the front of the house, two figures inside dimly silhouetted. They had offered to take Jo and her family to a safe house or to stay with friends. Somewhere private, when media interest threatened to take over and journalists seemed ready to camp outside their door. 
 
    Jo had refused, terrified that the kidnapper might phone and she would not be there to take the call. No one could persuade her otherwise, so they had simply closed the curtains and existed since the Monday night in a twilight world. It had been a relief when, after a couple of days of inaction, the press and television had retreated to camp out in the bar of a local hotel. 
 
    The curtains, though, had still remained closed as if the family already mourned. 
 
    The baby had fallen asleep in her arms. She put him back in his cradle chair and covered him with a blanket. Poor little thing, she thought, he didn’t even have a name yet and no one had gotten around to registering his birth. She must ask Jo if she should do it in the morning, trying to remember if it had to be a parent who did it. She was vaguely surprised that she didn’t know. 
 
    Maria poured the tea and took a tray upstairs. Jo’s husband thanked her. The two women still wept softly, sitting on the bed, May’s arms around Jo. 
 
    Then Maria retreated once more to the kitchen. She had felt such guilt at having taken Essie with her to see Mike, though common sense told her that, as Essie had been abducted from so close to her own home, Jake Bowen would have traced the child no matter what. Jo blamed her, though, and while she could understand her sister feeling that way, it hurt terribly. 
 
    She fished the mobile phone out of her bag and hesitated for a moment before dialling Mike’s number. It was after two in the morning and there was no reason he should have his mobile switched on, never mind be pleased at being disturbed, but she needed to talk to him, to hear a friendly voice. He answered on the third ring, sleepy and surprised. 
 
    ‘Sorry I woke you,’ she said, instinctively keeping her voice low, even though it was unlikely anyone would hear her from upstairs. 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ he said. ‘I went to sleep thinking about you. You must have heard me.’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘Maybe I did. How are you?’ 
 
    ‘Frustrated.’ 
 
    She laughed again, then covered her mouth with her hand, in case Jo might hear. It seemed so long since anyone had made her laugh, it was a relief to know that she still could. 
 
    ‘Any news?’ Mike asked her. 
 
    ‘Nothing. God, Mike, it’s the not knowing that’s so hard. Why doesn’t he get in touch?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he told her. ‘If any of us understood Jake Bowen, we might be a lot further on towards bringing him in.’ 
 
    ‘What about your famous psychologists?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t agree between themselves. Oh, I don’t mean to insult them, love, but this time they seem as foxed as any of us.’ 
 
    ‘And the father, is he any use?’ 
 
    ‘Not a lot so far; but I’m hoping.’ He paused. ‘Look, we’re both on mobiles, I’m not keen on saying too much.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I should have thought.’ 
 
    She didn’t speak for a little while. 
 
    Mike said, ‘Are you still there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, of course I am. I’m sorry. My head’s so full of all this, it’s hard to talk about anything else.’ 
 
    ‘I know. It must be. Look, give me a time tomorrow, use a call box if you have to, and I’ll ring back.’ 
 
    Two o’clock, she told him, and then the renewed crying of the baby ending her time of peace. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake too had woken from a troubled sleep, but there was nothing unusual in that. He had never been one who needed his eight hours a night; he’d been an insomniac all his life, even as a child getting up at all hours and prowling around the house, enjoying his solitary ownership of it while his parents slept. 
 
    He went to look at Essie. She was sleeping but restless and he lifted her, supporting her shoulders as he gave her a drink. She looked up at him with drugged eyes that betrayed no comprehension of who he was or what was happening to her. She had wet herself, too deeply sedated to have bladder control. 
 
    Jake brought fresh towels and lay the child on them, taking the soiled ones and putting them into the washing machine. He brought soap and water and washed the small body, drying her carefully. Then he fetched his camera and shot another few minutes of film. The child was so small, he thought, and had such a fragile hold on life. He came close enough to watch her breathing, the rise and fall of the tiny ribcage. He imagined her heart beating, slightly faster each time she breathed in, slightly slower on the out-breath, a pendulum that swung a little too far one way, unable to find a balanced centre. 
 
    He sat back on his heels, watching her with naked eyes, the camera put aside, and remembered being five years old and the feel of his fathers hand tight around his wrists: one large hand to hold onto both of his. He remembered the sound of his father’s belt being pulled from its loops, the sussussing sound as he tugged it free, and later that day, Jake recalled, he had watched from the window of his room as his father went out into the shadowed yard at the back of their house. There was a raised bed at one end of the concrete surfaced yard that Jake’s mother had made with bricks and earth and planted with roses. Jake watched as Alastair dug a deep hole beside a yellow rose and planted what remained of the dead cat inside. 
 
    Jake could still taste the salty tang of blood in his mouth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    28 June 
 
      
 
    Jake had three national papers delivered daily and was gratified to see that he figured in all of them. Macey’s interview with Charlie Morrow, due out that day, had been sold on to a news agency and picked up by two out of the three dailies that Jake read. The two tabloids led with the story and with pictures of Charlie Morrow, his face turned so that the scarring showed to best effect. The broadsheet had the story as a front-page feature, but what it led with, and what on closer inspection the tabloids had caught onto, was what Jake had really been waiting for. Someone had made the Jake-Essie connection. In less than five days and without the little clue he’d left them. 
 
    Jake was impressed. 
 
    A closer reading told him that it was Macey himself who had identified Essie as the niece of Dr Maria Lucas, the woman Mike Croft had been dating for the past two years. Their pictures appeared on page three of both of the tabloids, one featuring them next to its daily nude. Jake couldn’t help comparing the two women, dwelling on what Maria Lucas might look like displayed on page three. What would DI Croft think to that? 
 
    If he could find the right head shot, Jake thought, from those he had taken that weekend at Lyme, then it would be no trouble to arrange it. He had enough black female nudes in his reference collection to make it easy, and all the right software. 
 
    Daydreaming about selling a remodelled Maria Lucas to the Sun, he set about getting his breakfast. He had already fed Essie some milk and changed the towels again. He still had not decided what to do with her. He’d taken some still shots of her that morning, not particularly provocative but good enough to fetch a reasonable price, especially as the morning news meant he’d have no trouble establishing provenance. 
 
    Jake poured his morning tea and stood looking out of the window at the promise of a bright new day. The sky was a polished blue and the sun already glared off the glimpse of sea on the horizon. 
 
    What really gave Jake the best buzz was to think of all the effort that was being put into catching him, when every day he was out and about, available, dealing with the public: asking policemen for directions; chatting to people in the street, interacting with them, touching them, liking them and being liked in return. He even formed brief relationships with some of them, relationships of the sweetest and most loving kind. And none of them ever suspected a thing — until it was too late. 
 
    He thought of Julia, poor repressed little Julia, so flattered by all his attention and concern. Mummy and Daddy not really understanding the artistic temperament and, to be fair, Julia not wanting them to let go too fast. 
 
    She’d been shy, found working in the shared studio at the university so very hard, and when Jake had offered her a place to paint she had jumped at it. 
 
    ‘Don’t say anything though,’ he’d warned her, as their relationship swiftly became more and more intense. ‘I’m supposed to agree not to get involved with the students. My company goes overboard on corporate image and if they found I was sleeping with one of my customers’ young ladies that might be the end of my job.’ 
 
    Jake had never been certain whether she believed him completely, but she liked the idea of a secret lover — so romantic — especially one who took her away for expensive weekends and provided a place to work and materials that she could never afford on a student loan. 
 
    He’d let her have Christmas with her family, deliver her painting, and enjoyed imagining their confusion and concern when they studied the subject matter. He knew they were far too polite and well bred to say anything to Julia. 
 
    She’d spent Easter with them too. He’d brought her back to the house after the Easter break and told her there was something he wanted to show her in the basement. She had never left it again until the day she died, though he’d let her have her books and drawing things. 
 
    Poor Julia, she’d had a lot of talent. 
 
    Jake turned back to the table and flicked the paper over to the front page, staring hard at the images of Charlie Morrow. 
 
    Jake approved of talent and knew that he had plenty. He took scissors from the kitchen drawer and clipped the pictures of Charlie from the paper, then took them up to his studio and pinned them to the wall, wondering as he did so just how far the burns were likely to extend. 
 
    ‘A real Jake Bowen original,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peterson stormed into the incident room at Honiton and threw the stack of morning papers onto Mike’s desk. 
 
    Mike moved them off the report he had been reading. ‘I’ve already seen them,’ he said. 
 
    Peterson sat down. ‘Our superiors are not happy,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Perhaps if they’re so superior they could have told us how to avoid it,’ Mike said. ‘Someone was bound to make the connection some time and, frankly, I don’t see it’s done us any good sitting on it. We’re still no nearer finding the child.’ 
 
    Peterson gave him a suspicious look. ‘Mike, if I thought you or Maria had anything to do with leaking this, you’d be off this case quicker than I could say Jack Crap.’ 
 
    ‘If I’d known that, I’d have leaked it sooner,’ Mike said wryly. ‘Oh, come off it, we may as well bow to the inevitable. I told Ed Macey nothing. He must have made his own connections.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes, Mike, I wonder about your attitude.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes, so do I.’ 
 
    Peterson didn’t reply to this but stood up again. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘Trouble at home.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘My daughter’s place. It was broken into. She’s been away since those damned pictures arrived so no one’s quite sure when.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t the place alarmed?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘They’re out in the middle of nowhere. People don’t even lock their bloody doors.’ He sighed. ‘Yes, it was alarmed. She was upset, thinks she forgot to set it on Monday when they went to get their things. I said I’d go and see what was missing then get back to her. She doesn’t want to go herself. She’s terrified about going home, Mike. Scared out of her wits.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘I can understand that.’ 
 
    ‘Meantime,’ Peterson said, ‘you’d better go and see our friend Macey. Oh, and we’re going ahead with the Crimewatch thing. The voice enhancement from that video tape should be ready by then. Maybe the bastard overstepped himself this time.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so,’ Mike said quietly. 
 
    After Peterson had left, Mike went back to what he had been doing, trying to get clear in his mind the various strands of the Bowen inquiry. So many people tied up all over the country by one man. So much information and so little of it that connected or made any obvious sense. 
 
    He’d been looking again at the descriptions of Jake that had surfaced. Liv Watson and her friends had him as a man with sandy-coloured hair and pale blue eyes. Freckled skin, they said, and about six feet tall. 
 
    The man seen leaving Caldwell’s house at the time he must have died was dark, with a beard, and Max Harriman swore that Jake had wavy brown hair and grey-green eyes. He gave Jake’s height as being a shade under six feet. That, at least, was vaguely consistent. 
 
    There were other sightings, all of them variable, some of them recorded by police artists or computer-generated images, even old-fashioned photofit. There was little match barring Jake’s height and his weight — well built and definitely not fat, not even around the middle, as Liv had commented in her statement. 
 
    Alastair had confirmed that his son had grey-green eyes and light brown hair, but contacts can be worn and hair coloured, and wigs and false beards no longer had to look as if they’d fallen out of Christmas crackers. 
 
    Mike looked at the dozen random images set out on the desk and tried to fit together some kind of composite — the essential Jake that remained even behind the masks he wore. 
 
    He picked up the final image as Alastair Bowen came through the door. The picture of Jake at fifteen had been scanned into a computer and aged to give a simulation of how he might be now: Jake at nearly forty derived from Jake as a teenage boy. Mike wondered just how accurate this was ever going to be. 
 
    He pushed the images across to Alastair, who regarded them solemnly. Alastair’s own features and those of his wife, taken from a photograph of them both close to Jake’s present age, had been added to the mix and the artist and programmer who had worked upon it professed to be very pleased with the result. 
 
    ‘You think he looks like this?’ Alastair mused. 
 
    ‘I don’t think anything any more. I’ve discovered it’s a waste of time.’ 
 
    Alastair glanced up at him and laughed shortly, then looked back at the picture. ‘Handsome,’ he said. ‘Not flashy, but a good-looking man.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘That comes over in all the descriptions,’ he said. ‘And he looks younger than thirty-nine. No one placed him older than mid-thirties, most ten years younger than we know he is.’ 
 
    It was a sharply featured profile. Slightly prominent nose, high cheekbones and a squarish jaw with a small cleft in the chin. The eyes were large and widely set, with heavy but well-shaped brows. Looking at Alastair, Mike could see a definite resemblance. Alastair was a man in his late sixties and the face had become slack with age and two years of worry about his wife, but it was still a challenging face, the eyes intelligent and alert. 
 
    Alastair pulled another picture towards him, the one of Jake at fifteen years old. Clutching the super eight camera, the teacher who had helped him with his filmmaking standing behind him and Max Harriman at his side, grinning at the camera. 
 
    ‘This teacher Mr Wright,’ Mike said. ‘How close was Jake to him?’ 
 
    Alastair thought before replying. ‘Jake used him the same as he used everyone,’ he said, ‘but the teacher didn’t know that. He believed in Jake, thought he had a great future, and I think Jake respected him. He went to his funeral at least.’ 
 
    ‘He died in a car accident,’ Mike reminded himself. 
 
    ‘That’s right. Not long after Jake won the prize for making the film. Jake actually cried at the funeral.’ He shook his head, disbelieving. ‘The family were so impressed by that. It meant so much that their father and husband had made a difference. It was all sham, of course, but they didn’t know that.’ 
 
    ‘The film,’ Mike said, ‘tell me about it.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you much more than the paper did,’ he said, referring to the article that accompanied the photograph. ‘There was a strike, a big, long-term strike at one of the local factories. We’re talking the time of the recession and the three-day week. You remember that?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
    ‘Like having the Victorian times back again. Oil lamps in the blackouts and candles selling out in all the shops. I remember the kids running about the streets with flashlights and all the parents yelling at them not to waste the batteries.’ 
 
    Mike smiled. He’d been only a kid at the time too. For him it had meant missing school because the heating didn’t work and half the time there was no power. 
 
    ‘The strike?’ he reminded Alastair. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. It was at a local pit. When we still had such things as coal mines back home. They’d been on the three-day week, like all the rest of us, short of cash, and, believe me, where we lived everyone was short enough without adding to it. It was a crazy time to call everyone out, but they did it. I forget the reasons behind it. Showing solidarity or some such, as I recall, but it fascinated Jake. He went round interviewing management, strikers, pickets, anyone that would talk to him. Went into their houses, showing how hard up they were and how much they must have believed in what they were doing if they were putting their whole livelihood at risk by acting like this. Saw himself as a proper documentary filmmaker.’ 
 
    ‘And Max, what was his part in this?’ 
 
    ‘Max just tagged along so far as I could see. Carried stuff. I think he helped with the editing, but I don’t know much more than that really. Max idolized Jake. I don’t think he needed to do much to be happy, it was enough just to be there.’ 
 
    ‘And yet Jake allowed him to take equal credit.’ 
 
    Alastair shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ he said. ‘Who knows why Jake does anything? Maybe the teacher made him give Max credit. I don’t remember, Inspector. It was a long time ago.’ 
 
    Mike nodded and was about to speak again when someone called him from across the room. He excused himself and left Alastair to his thoughts. 
 
    That had been a strange, eventful period. Alastair himself had been on short time. By then he was working in a hardware store and the pay was average at best. He was looking forward to Jake leaving school that summer so he could at least contribute to household expenses, but the teachers wanted him to stay on. Alastair had not been happy. The idea of another two years supporting his son was not something he relished. Already Jake worked four nights a week in the local chip shop, keeping late hours as they stayed open to catch workers coming off the closing shift, though even they had been affected by the three-day week. But Alastair couldn’t see the point in him staying on at school any longer. Just what did Jake plan on doing with his life anyway? 
 
    Jake had loved that winter. No streetlights, walking home in the pitch black or through streets lit on one side while the other showed only candlelight through the curtains. Alastair had never been able to work out the way the power zones worked. Why, for example, their neighbours three doors down had power when they did not or vice versa. It had been a fine time for Jake, the streets around their home almost deserted and no one to watch what he did or where he went. 
 
    Alastair frowned. He needed to talk to Max again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peterson had arrived at his daughter’s house accompanied by two local officers. 
 
    ‘As you can see, sir, the back door’s been forced, but it was only when it blew open that anyone noticed. Your daughter asked the postman to give her letters to a neighbour but didn’t leave the keys with anyone to switch lights on or anything.’ 
 
    ‘She had a lot on her mind,’ Peterson commented. 
 
    The officer nodded. ‘If you’d take a look around, sir, but nothing’s been disturbed as far as we can tell and there’s nothing obvious missing.’ 
 
    Peterson walked slowly through his daughter’s house. The children’s rooms, filled with their toys, the youngest’s bed still unmade. The room his daughter and her husband shared, bed made, everything tidy but for a shirt sticking out of the laundry bin in the en suite shower room. 
 
    Downstairs, everything looked normal. As tidy as a house could be with three children in it. TV and VCR still in their place. Stack system and CDs on the shelf in the comer. Nothing missing as far as he could see. 
 
    In the kitchen, an unwashed mug sat in the sink, traces of lipstick on the rim. Other breakfast pots, washed and in the drainer. His daughter, Peterson remembered, had always been very organized. It was no real surprise that she would have everything done before she had to take the children to school. The post had arrived, she’d said, just before she’d been about to leave. She’d opened the mail, seen the pictures and left for his house. 
 
    Everything done, except for that unmade bed . . . 
 
    Peterson turned to one of the officers. ‘When’s SOCO due to arrive?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not until tomorrow, otherwise it’ll be Monday.’ 
 
    Peterson nodded. Like many scenes of crime units, this one was now civilian-run. They’d have to come out from Bristol and, with there being nothing missing and his daughter not being here, this would not have been graded as priority. 
 
    ‘I just want to look at something again.’ 
 
    He beckoned to the officer and led him back upstairs to the room shared by the youngest children. The smallest one had her bed under the window. It was stacked with teddies, all neatly arranged at the end and the bed covered with a Barbie quilt and pillow. The quilt was pulled back, whereas all the other beds were neatly made. 
 
    Peterson eased the quilt back a little further. In the middle of the bed, decorated with blue and yellow beads, lay one of Essie’s braids. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Macey was ecstatic. He sat with the stack of nationals in front of him, explaining to Liz and anyone else who would listen that this was definitely ‘it.’ Macey had finally made it big. Liz, having pored over the copy he’d pushed under her nose and done her best to congratulate him effusively enough, wanted to move on, but Macey, despite his worldly wise, done-it-all air, was like a sponge, in need of constant praise. 
 
    ‘How’s Charlie getting along, anyway?’ Liz asked him. 
 
    ‘We’ll find out later on today,’ Macey said. ‘I tried to call him this morning but he was having his physio or something. Those hands.’ Macey shuddered elaborately. 
 
    Liz cast him an amused glance. ‘I like him,’ she said. 
 
    Macey nodded agreement before looking up sharply. ‘Knew it would only be a matter of time,’ he said, then more loudly, ‘Inspector Croft, nice to see you again this morning.’ 
 
    Mike didn’t bother replying. He grabbed a chair from a nearby desk and sat down, leaning forward to study Macey’s newspapers. 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Saw your lady on the TV appeal and recognized her,’ Macey said. He reached into his desk and pulled out a folder of clippings, found the one he wanted and gave it to Mike. A local journalist had caught them both on camera during an earlier case Mike had worked on in Norwich. Maria had been professionally involved with a woman suspect. Mike had forgotten that this particular picture even existed. 
 
    ‘There are others,’ Macey said. ‘Things your lady’s been involved in and dragged you along to. Some sort of charity ball, I think one of them is. You look nice in a dinner jacket. Want me to find it?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head. ‘I’ll pass’ he said. ‘And you didn’t think of the consequences, that we might not want this information released?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re asking me so nicely, Inspector. It makes me nervous. Is the bad cop waiting round the corner?’ 
 
    Liz glared at Macey, before asking Mike anxiously, ‘You think it will make things worse?’ 
 
    Mike shook his head slowly. ‘I doubt it will make much difference’ he said. ‘Not to Essie or to Jake. To the family, though, now that it’s publicly confirmed Jake Bowen has their child, I don’t imagine it’s going to be easy for them.’ 
 
    ‘Or for you’ Macey said. ‘How does it feel to know she was taken because of you, Inspector Croft? That this little girl has been kidnapped by a psychopath because you’re dating her auntie?’ 
 
    ‘Macey!’ Liz was outraged, but Mike was wearied beyond retaliating. It was something he’d been charging himself with every hour since Essie disappeared. 
 
    ‘How do you think it feels, Mr Macey?’ Mike said softly. ‘If I could trade places with her, then you can be certain that I would.’ 
 
    He got up then and walked slowly back towards the door. 
 
    ‘He didn’t deserve that, Ed,’ Liz told him angrily. 
 
    Macey threw her an apologetic look. It lasted all of a second and she almost missed it. 
 
    ‘Can I quote you on that, Inspector Croft?’ he shouted at Mike’s retreating back. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peterson was back at Honiton by the time Mike got there. Mike had driven slowly along the Dorchester road, allowing cars to rush past him on the dual carriageway and vaguely aware of impatient drivers behind him when the road narrowed for the villages. 
 
    He didn’t care. Macey’s words had bitten all the harder for being true. He should have come back at him, Mike thought, told him what he really thought of someone who could expose his guilt so openly, but Mike knew he’d only have regretted it. He’d done his best to stay professional and calm, knowing Macey was merely being Macey, riding high upon the moment and made brave by success. 
 
    He would, though, do anything to know that Essie was safe once more. Would, as he had told Macey, willingly have traded places with her. He wondered if Macey would print his parting comment and how he himself would have to respond if Macey did; and if, in some half-conscious way, he had been hoping to use Macey to deliver a message to Bowen. 
 
    His despairing mood was not lifted as he drove back into Honiton. 
 
    Police were still doing the last of the house-to-house calls, with extra officers drafted in from wherever they could be spared. The incident room was full to overflowing, desks crammed in wherever they could be fitted. Notice boards and stacks of paper vied for space with empty cans and sandwich bags. 
 
    Peterson waved him over as soon as he came through the door. 
 
    ‘I need a couple of hours, Mike. If anyone asks, you can’t raise me. My battery’s flat in the mobile or something.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting my family out, Mike. I just need a couple of hours to make arrangements.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, but out where?’ 
 
    Peterson shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Mike, I’m not telling even you. I’ll be leaving something with my bank, saying where they can be reached should anything happen to me, but I’m telling no one else.’ 
 
    Mike had never seen Peterson so rattled. ‘What did you find at the house?’ he said. 
 
    Peterson led him over to where the evidence was being filed and pulled from the box the bag containing Essie’s hair. 
 
    ‘This was on my granddaughter’s bed.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Charlie Morrow had come back from the morning’s physio and logged on again. He’d spent several hours so far sitting on the side and monitoring various of the user groups that Macey had directed him to. The thing that had struck him most was the banality of it all. The ‘public rooms’, to which he had easiest access, were places to exchange gossip; to shock the unwary and enjoy the mild frisson of discussing sexual practices, both regular and somewhat dubious, with the illusion of complete freedom. 
 
    Talk had turned to Jake from time to time. The filmmaker was something of a legend, even though, on closer inquiry, it turned out that no one in the public rooms could honestly say they had seen one of his films. They were, in the main, collectors’ items, expensive and exclusive. 
 
    Jake Bowen had started out in soft porn and his early work was being re-released now that he’d hit the headlines. ‘He’s an artist,’ someone said, implying that artists were allowed to cross the line between good and bad taste; explore the difference between life and death and the full range of sexual experience. 
 
    Charlie doubted any of them really knew what they were talking about. Jake was not some esoteric filmmaker; exploring the links between a good fuck and a fear of dying. He realized quickly that of all those he encountered in the user groups, he was likely to be the only one who had actually seen one of Jake Bowen’s special editions. 
 
    The beautifully shot and cruelly erotic images still lived in his mind and haunted his dreams. 
 
    He wondered if Jake would contact him; if Jake would be as curious about Charlie Morrow as Charlie was about Jake and, if he was, how he would choose to make contact. He decided to make another opening for Jake, just in case. 
 
    He picked at random a half-dozen of the sites and left a message on each, varying the suggested meeting time by five minutes. 
 
    The message read: ‘Meet me at eleven p.m. Regards, Charlie.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Maria phoned Mike just after two o’clock. She was using a public phone and he called her back. 
 
    ‘How are you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Pleased to be out. Someone had to shop.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve seen the papers today?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen the journalists. Most of them are camped outside Jo’s front door. I went out over the wall and through a neighbour’s garden. I think Jo’s about to cave in and agree to move out for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Where will she go? Will you go with her?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve relatives in Kent, that seems favourite at the moment, but no, I don’t think I’ll be going. I have to get back to Oaklands.’ 
 
    ‘Not to work, surely?’ 
 
    ‘Not with patients, no. I’ve off-loaded my urgent cases as best I can but there’s always something to do. I’ve a backlog of paperwork like you wouldn’t believe.’ 
 
    ‘At least I’ll be able to talk to you there.’ 
 
    ‘There is that.’ She paused. She’d been giving things a lot of thought, particularly Alastair Bowen. ‘How are you getting along with the father?’ 
 
    Alastair was across the other side of the room, talking to another officer. ‘Slowly,’ Mike said. ‘He’s got a lot to tell, but it’s hard work.’ 
 
    Maria took a deep breath. ‘You think he’ll talk to me?’ 
 
    ‘To you? I don’t know. I don’t know if Peterson would even agree.’ 
 
    ‘Suppose he did, would Alastair?’ 
 
    ‘He hates shrinks, won’t have anything to do with ours. We were hoping he’d work with the forensic psychologists, but he won’t even entertain the idea.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you force him?’ 
 
    ‘How? Torture went out with the Inquisition.’ 
 
    ‘Very funny. Look, can’t you at least ask him? Not as a shrink but because of Essie. You say he came forward because he heard about Essie?’ 
 
    ‘So he claims. Look, frankly I take everything he says with a large pinch of salt.’ 
 
    He thought about it for a moment, watching Alastair from across the room. Maria might be able to get through in a way that he could not. 
 
    ‘I’ll talk to him,’ he said. ‘That’s all I can promise.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alastair Bowen was not at first amenable to Mike’s request. 
 
    ‘She’s not asking as a psychiatrist,’ Mike said, ‘but simply because of Essie.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think personal involvement was allowed.’ 
 
    Mike sighed. ‘You’re involved,’ he pointed out. 
 
    ‘Hardly the same thing though, is it?’ 
 
    He fell silent then and Mike decided to wait him out. He went to fetch coffee for them both from the machine in the front office. On his return Alastair began to speak. 
 
    ‘I took Jake to see a counsellor,’ he said. ‘We paid for it. I thought I should at least give him a chance.’ 
 
    ‘What made you think he needed help?’ he asked. 
 
    Alastair frowned. ‘His mother thought there was something wrong,’ he said. He sipped his coffee slowly, pausing to stare into the polystyrene cup as though it might give him inspiration. ‘Jake was always a bit of a loner, I suppose. Didn’t play with other kids unless you forced him to. He was always different. I knew it would only be a matter of time before his mother realized something wasn’t right, but I couldn’t tell her what it was. Not what it really was.’ 
 
    Mike made no comment, not certain he wanted to provoke another of Alastair’s statements that Jake had been born the way he was. 
 
    Alastair was not to be put off by a little silence. 
 
    ‘I know you don’t believe me, Inspector Croft,’ he said, ‘but you had to be there to understand. See what Jake did to people, to . . . animals. To his toys even. You had to be there to understand, and in the end it was obvious to me. I hadn’t been imagining things. That look was there right from the time that Jake was born. That look of pure evil, wrapped up in charm.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Mike ventured, ‘hearing you say it so often . . .’ 
 
    ‘Made him that way? No, I’ve told you before. I did my best for the boy, tried all I knew to save him, but none of it would work. Then he kept getting into fights at school and the teachers started poking around about how he was at home — was he happy? Was he having problems? — and his mother decided maybe they were right. The loving little boy she’d always convinced herself he was, was showing his true colours and she didn’t know what to do.’ 
 
    ‘How old was Jake?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘Just turned thirteen,’ Alastair said. 
 
    Mike waited, to see if Alastair was about to find significance in the age, but he made no comment on it. Instead, he went on, ‘You can imagine, we kept it pretty quiet. I mean, the background we came from, no one “went into therapy” or whatever the jargon is today. They’d have laughed themselves stupid, those neighbours of ours. But I did it for my wife and she did it for Jake. It was this young woman, the therapist. Fresh out of college from the look of her. Green as grass. She was no match for Jake. He refused to cooperate for weeks, and I was all set to give up, but his mother reckoned he was getting in less trouble at school and it must be working. So we carried on. He didn’t talk to her, not for all that time, then, suddenly, he poured out his soul to the stupid woman. Talking about all the abuse and cruelty he’d suffered. Blamed me for everything.’ 
 
    ‘You admitted to having beaten him,’ Mike said quietly. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes flashed with a sudden anger. ‘And I make no apology for it,’ he said. 
 
    ‘She called in the social worker. Got the police involved. We managed to keep it quiet, but it almost got to the courts. Then two days before we were due to appear, he laughed in her face and told her it was all lies. Told her how much of a fool she was.’ 
 
    ‘And she believed him?’ Mike asked. 
 
    Alastair shrugged. ‘The police carried on poking around for a while, but then the case was dropped. It was only his word and he’d gone back on that.’ 
 
    ‘But there was some truth in what he’d said,’ Mike persisted. ‘Did you make him retract his statement?’ Alastair Bowen refused to reply, fixing Mike with an icy stare. 
 
    Mike leaned across the table towards him. ‘Talk to Maria,’ he said, hating the desperation he could not keep out of his voice. ‘Talk to her about Jake. How it all began. Anything you might know that will help us to save Essie.’ Memories of the time he’d spent with them, at Lyme and on other family occasions, flooded back. Mike pushed himself away from the table, got up and walked over to the window, staring blindly at the bright, sunlit world outside. 
 
    ‘She’s probably already dead,’ Alastair said softly, ‘you know that, don’t you?’ 
 
    Mike turned angrily and crossed back to where Alastair was still seated, all pretence at professional calm gone. 
 
    ‘And that’s what I’m supposed to tell the family?’ he said. ‘Is that all you have to say? I’m not going to give up, none of us are. You want us to write this off and wait around till there are other Essies? Other Julia Normans? Other children? I know what it is to lose a child, Alastair.’ 
 
    ‘So do I, Inspector Croft,’ Alastair said heavily. He sat forward with his head in his hands. ‘So do I.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake had decided that the focus of his attention from now on should be Mike Croft, as he was the one most in contact with Alastair. He needed to find a way of getting Alastair alone and Inspector Croft looked most likely to be the one to show him how. 
 
    He went down to the basement, gave Essie milk and washed her, changing the wet towels she was lying on. He sat for a while watching the child. She moved restlessly in her sleep, her flickering eyes telling him that she dreamed. 
 
    Jake pulled the child to him and held her in his arms, cradling her gently. Her skin was so very, very soft and he had washed her with perfumed soap, the scent clinging to her as he brought his head close. 
 
    ‘Does your mummy love you, little girl? Does she play with you and cuddle you and tell you how special you are?’ He smiled suddenly. ‘I know your auntie does,’ he told her. ‘And your Uncle Mike.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    29 June 
 
      
 
    Saturday arrived with unexpected rain. It was just over a week since Julia’s body had been found and a week exactly since Mike had met with Maria and Essie at Lyme. He’d returned to the woods above Colwell Barton, the murder site still cordoned off and the entrance to that part of the woods barred. 
 
    The trees grew thickly enough to shelter him from the worst of the rain and the rhythmic beating of it falling on the canopy of leaves was soothing. 
 
    He’d gone into the office early to catch up with some of the reports he’d not had time to read and would not have time to look at later. Most of his day about to be taken up with the return match between Max Harriman and Alastair Bowen. 
 
    They’d had a more complete set of toxicology results on Julia Norman’s body. They confirmed the high level of amphetamine that early results had suggested and also a residual amount of barbiturates. The guess was that Julia had been kept sedated for quite some time, then pumped full of uppers, enough to compensate for the weakness brought on by blood loss. She’d have been high enough to fly when Jake brought her to the woods, then at some point she’d been hit from behind, just beside the left ear, hard enough to put her down. Then Jake had finished the killing of Julia Norman. 
 
    The blood loss had been a difficult thing to account for. Had she lost too much at once, the experts said, the body would have gone into shock and she might well have died sooner. Jake must have taken things slowly, Mike thought; watched Julia dying over many days before bringing her here. It was that element of calculation that he found so sickening. 
 
    He stood just outside the inner cordon surrounding the small altar on which Julia had lain. The flowers were completely withered and many had gone. Despite the officer on guard on the main path, souvenir hunters had been here, finding their way into the woods from across the fields, taking the flowers. 
 
    Yet other people had come into the woods to lay wreathes or light candles, as Jake himself had done. 
 
    There was no stopping them, short of increasing the guard, and with manpower stretched to breaking point on the rest of the inquiry that was impossible. 
 
    Mike glanced at his watch. He would have to collect Alastair soon. It was so still and silent here in this part of the woods: only the sound of falling rain and the occasional fizz as heavier drops forced their way through and hit the dust on the forest floor. It was not a comfortable place to be. 
 
    Mike glanced around. The creeping feeling between his shoulder blades, as though someone was watching him from the shadows, refused to go away. Jake had observed Macey in the woods that day; watched him and captured his reaction on film. Mike wondered how many times he himself had been the subject of similar Jake Bowen attention. 
 
    He turned away and scrambled over the fallen trees, climbing back towards the path. 
 
    After his talk with Alastair the day before, he’d sent for whatever records had been kept from when Jake had been thirteen and ready to accuse his father. Mike was not sure what to make of all that. Alastair was clearly convinced that his son was evil incarnate, but what had come first? Had Jake given Alastair cause for doubt right from babyhood — something Mike, remembering the adoration he had felt for his own baby son, found hard to believe. Or was it that Jake’s actions had so impressed themselves upon his father’s memories that Alastair could simply not remember the time before. 
 
    He must speak to Charlie Morrow later, he reminded himself. The Crimewatch special on the Jake Bowen case was scheduled for Tuesday and, following the recent media publicity, Charlie had agreed to participate. 
 
    Mike tried to visualize the manpower tied up with this investigation all over the country: hundreds of officers expending thousands of hours chasing one man whose imagination and sheer audacity had so far left everyone standing. 
 
    Reaching the path, Mike looked back down into the gully where Julia Norman had died. 
 
    Mike remembered Essie, her small body in his arms and plump little arms around his neck. He stood on the path, staring back at nothing, and wept. 
 
    * * * 
 
    This time Alastair Bowen had made a big effort to get through to Max. He’d sat opposite the other man, his hands idly playing with the cuttings books that lay on the table, and he’d begun to talk. 
 
    At first, Max had made a big show of not listening, but slowly Mike had seen him drawn into Alastair’s tale. It seemed to Mike that Jake’s father had gone to great lengths to dredge from his memory one of the few stories he could remember about Jake that had pleasure in it. And there had been a part for Max. 
 
    ‘I can remember,’ Alastair said, ‘the winter fair when you and Jake were both about seven years old. Jake was just coming up for eight in the New Year, but you were that little bit younger; weren’t you, Max? A spring baby, where Jake was a winter child. I always thought that the winter fair marked the start of Christmas. Still almost a month to go, but there would be the smell of chestnuts in the air and the chill of that cold northerly that always seemed to blow across the valley. You both loved the fair, you and Jake. The noise and lights and all the fuss of unloading. You’d be out there, the pair of you, from the moment the first lorries arrived, getting in the way and hoping for a free ride when the men were setting up. You always reckoned you were going to run away one time when the fair came. One day, you’d say, the winter fair would leave town and take you with it.’ 
 
    ‘I did one time,’ Max said. 
 
    Alastair switched his gaze, focusing on Max. ‘I remember;’ he said. ‘Your mam was going frantic, blaming me, blaming Jake. It was three days till the police fetched you back.’ 
 
    ‘Should have let me be,’ Max said. ‘I’d have been all right.’ 
 
    Slowly Alastair nodded. ‘I guess you would,’ he said. ‘You’d have been away from Jake.’ 
 
    A look of anger crossed Max’s face and for a moment it seemed as though the rapport slowly being built up would fall apart, but Alastair pressed on. 
 
    ‘We didn’t have a lot to spend. You’d both saved what bit of pocket money you’d got, saved for weeks, and I’d given you both a bit extra, I remember, but it was the deciding what to spend it on that took the time. Round that fair we went a dozen times, just taking it all in, till you and Jake decided which rides and which sideshows you’d go on.’ He shook his head, a smile curving the comers of his mouth and a softness in his eyes. ‘I don’t know why you took so long, though. It would always be the same thing, year after year, from the first time I took you and you were old enough for anything other than the baby rides.’ 
 
    Max returned the smile, both men now locked into the memory. ‘The waltzers first,’ Max said. ‘Then the big wheel and the shooting gallery.’ He grinned at Alastair, ‘That was because you were good at it and Jake always wanted to go one better.’ 
 
    ‘It took him another five years even to come close,’ Alastair said, and there was pride in his voice, ‘but he never gave it up, even though I always told him it was fixed. That you had to compensate for bad setup and sights that weren’t aligned and all you stood to win anyway was some stupid soft toy.’ 
 
    ‘Jake never gave up on anything he started,’ Max said. ‘He always won in the end.’ 
 
    ‘The funny thing, though,’ Alastair said slowly, ‘whatever else happened, you always finished up with the same ride. Even when I’d have thought you’d grown too big.’ 
 
    ‘The carousel.’ Max laughed aloud. ‘It was magic, that thing. When we were little kids we’d sit up there on those painted horses and pretend that we could ride away for ever. I don’t think Jake ever stopped thinking like that. We always wanted to ride real horses, but you never had the money for lessons and neither did my mam.’ He laughed briefly. ‘Closest we got were the seaside ponies. Old nags that never did anything but walk up and down between the breakwaters. The carousel was better all round.’ 
 
    From his corner of the visitors’ room Mike watched these two men, engrossed in their shared memories, with a kind of fascination. He didn’t know how much of this was truth or how much a deliberately rose-coloured fabrication, but it was encouraging to see the developing rapport. Was this the breakthrough they had hoped for? He was unprepared for Alastair’s sudden change of tack. 
 
    ‘What happened to that other film, Max? The other one you made with Jake?’ 
 
    Max stared at him. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, I think you do. The one with the girl from the carousel. The pretty little thing that helped her brother take the money.’ 
 
    Max stood up and turned towards the door. He’s pushed him too far, Mike thought. Fuck it, I thought we were getting somewhere. 
 
    Then, abruptly, Max sat down again. ‘It was Jake’s first experiment,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t easy getting more film, but Jake had a bit of a job by then and so did I, so we managed. Got this girl to meet us after she’d finished. It wasn’t hard, she liked Jake — everyone liked Jake. She was, you know, flattered like, that Jake was that bit older. She must have been thirteen, fourteen at most, but she had great little tits and we weren’t the first she’d gone with.’ 
 
    ‘You made the film in Jake’s bedroom,’ Alastair said. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Lighting was a big problem, but we improvised. Jake used the darkroom at school and he borrowed a photoflood bulb. Over the weekend, no one noticed it was missing. That helped a lot, and we brought up every lamp you’d got in the house and a big flashlight he’d got from somewhere. It worked OK. We got the girl drunk on cheap cider. She wasn’t used to the stuff and it didn’t take that much. She did pretty much anything we wanted after that. I filmed Jake and he filmed me. Jake had all these magazines he used to pinch. I mean, they were nothing special, not like the stuff Jake produced later on, but, you know teenage boys — all hormones and no sense of responsibility. It was a laugh.’ 
 
    ‘Not for the girl,’ Alastair said with a cold gentleness that took Mike by surprise. Alastair’s anger at what Max was saying was as palpable as his own. ‘And I don’t think many teenage boys, even after reading mucky books, would tie an underage girl to the bed and rape her repeatedly, just for a good laugh.’ 
 
    Max stood up again, his face stony, closed down once more. This time he called for the guard, demanding to be taken away. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell me about that other film?’ Mike demanded when he had gone. ‘You saw it and you didn’t report Jake then?’ 
 
    Alastair shook his head. ‘I never saw it,’ he said. ‘I guessed from the rumours that were flying around and the accusations that Sally Wilson made. But no one believed her, even though the evidence was all there. Sally and her sister, they were known for it all over town and no one gave a damn.’ 
 
    ‘That was why Max got equal credit on the other film,’ Mike said quietly. 
 
    Alastair nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I believe it was.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    1 July 
 
      
 
    Little of use had happened over the weekend after Alastair’s meeting with Max. They had talked on the return journey, Mike driving Alastair back to where he was staying, but Alastair had added only one thing to Mike’s small fund of knowledge. Mostly, he seemed to want to be alone with his thoughts and resented Mike’s intrusion. 
 
    ‘You realize that we could charge you?’ Mike asked him at one point. The rain had begun again, falling in heavy drops against the windscreen. Alastair stared at it, an expression of concentration on his face. 
 
    ‘You could,’ he conceded. ‘I would not oppose you if you did.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve obstructed a police investigation,’ Mike persisted. ‘Kept back evidence that could have saved lives. Protected Jake when you knew he had committed murder.’ 
 
    ‘When I suspected he might have done, Inspector. I knew nothing for certain. I still know nothing for certain.’ 
 
    ‘You’re playing games, Alastair. This isn’t a question of semantics, it’s about people dying. About a child that might still be alive. It’s about why the hell you kept quiet.’ 
 
    He braked sharply, not having seen the car in front signal to pull out. His hand poised above the horn until he realized it had been his own fault. 
 
    ‘I suggest you concentrate on your driving, Inspector,’ Alastair told him with his infuriating calm. ‘And watch your speed. You don’t want to be seen breaking the law.’ Mike seethed but said nothing. He eased back on the accelerator, back from the eighty-five he’d been doing — far too fast for the driving rain. 
 
    ‘Why did you protect him, Alastair? I can understand any parent wanting to think the best of their son, but you despised Jake. You had no illusions about him.’ 
 
    ‘Despise him? No, it wasn’t that. I . . . pitied him.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t buy that, Alastair. I don’t buy that at all.’ There was silence while Mike thought it through. Nothing Alastair had said so far explained his protection of his son. The key seemed to be Alastair’s decision to wait until his wife had died before coming forward. 
 
    ‘What were you protecting your wife from?’ Mike asked suddenly. ‘What was it Jake knew about you that you were afraid she might find out?’ 
 
    It was a long time before Alastair gave any response. ‘There were things,’ he said. ‘Just things I had done.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike had spent the Monday morning reviewing his notes and sitting in on the briefing Peterson had been giving to those still on house-to-house or following up the previous year’s holiday traffic. It seemed an impossible task. Mike was bitterly aware, as was every officer from the most inexperienced probationer up, that the sheer quantity of information they had gathered could be working against them. Their man might already have been questioned, made a statement, even come forward with information. He might be on a dozen lists and, until the information was cross-referenced, the significance not be seen. Computers helped, but the information still had to be put onto the system and that took time. Other serial killers had fallen through the gaps just because of this kind of confusion: the problem of referencing and cross-referencing; of collating and making sense. 
 
    And there would be the Crimewatch programme the following night, with all the extra statements and witnesses and people who were trying to be helpful. They needed the exposure and they needed the support the programme would generate, but Mike and everyone else on the team dreaded the extra paperwork. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At midday Mike left Honiton to see Charlie Morrow. The road was choked with holiday traffic and Jake, parked in a side road and reading the morning paper, had little worry about being seen. He’d changed his location three times that morning, checking that Mike’s car was still parked but risking being away for upwards of fifteen minutes at a time. 
 
    In Jake’s mind this was giving the policeman the illusion of a sporting chance. 
 
    He kept a good distance behind on roads that offered little opportunity for turning off or overtaking, driving with the windows wide open, enjoying the summer sun. 
 
    Jake followed right up to the gates of the nursing home and watched Mike go inside. Then he passed on by. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘I’d got used to seeing my face in the mirror,’ Charlie said, ‘but to go public like that, it was another thing entirely.’ 
 
    Mike put the newspaper down and sat back in the easy chair. ‘Are you sure you can cope with this television thing?’ he asked. ‘It’s even more public than the newspapers. No one would blame you if you couldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t they? Maybe not, Mike, but I’d blame myself. This is no time for pissing about. That bastard’s out there and I want to play my part in catching him.’ He hesitated, then asked, ‘There’s been nothing more, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘On Essie? No, nothing. I spoke to Maria a few times over the weekend and we’re in close contact with everyone on the case in Norwich, but so far there’s been no word. We’re into the second week now.’ He shrugged helplessly. ‘They’ve interviewed everyone who was in the area over and over again. Jake must have been convincing to get Essie even to talk to him. There’s an alleyway running at the back of the school. We guess he must have taken her out that way.’ 
 
    ‘And no one noticed anything wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Essie was seen standing by the gate talking to a man. She was still on school premises at the time and the woman swears she saw her turn away as though she was about to cross the playground towards the other entrance. She was busy with her own kids and noticed nothing more. We’ve a couple of other similar sightings, but . . . well, I’ve been with Maria once or twice to pick up Essie. Kids and parents everywhere. Cars double-parked. It’s pure chaos. It’s not as hard to imagine as you might think. If Jake looked confident, and we know he would, then he might well go unnoticed.’ 
 
    ‘And the man Essie was talking to?’ 
 
    ‘Tall, sandy-haired, clean-shaven. Wearing jeans and a light-coloured shirt. Possibly blue, but that’s about all we have. Another witness is convinced she saw the man bending down to tie Essie’s shoe. She was wearing these little canvas lace-up things. She’s still not that good at bows . . .’ He trailed off, distracted, finding it hard to think that clearly about the little girl. 
 
    ‘Is Maria still with her sister?’ 
 
    ‘No, she’s gone back to Oaklands, Jo and her mother are staying with relatives. It seemed best to get her away from the media fuss.’ 
 
    Charlie nodded. ‘This Crimewatch thing, the whole programme’s devoted to Jake Bowen, or so they tell me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. God knows, there’s more than enough to fill it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he’ll be well flattered,’ Charlie said. 
 
    It was late afternoon by the time Mike got back to Honiton. He found Peterson and Alastair with others in the briefing room, making final reviews of the footage to be shown on Crimewatch the following day. Much of it could have been library film from any big case, showing officers on house-to-house, others in slow-moving lines, searching the fields around Colwell Barton. 
 
    He got water from the cooler and sat down, watching the screen. Peterson came over. 
 
    ‘That stuff’s come in from up north,’ he said. ‘It’s on your desk.’ 
 
    ‘Anything useful?’ 
 
    Peterson shrugged. ‘All a bit vague. There’s the counsellor’s statement and a social worker’s assessment based on a home visit. Plus Alastair’s and Jake’s statements to the police and another from his mother. Not a hell of a lot more. Alastair called the local vicar in as a character witness, that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve shown Alastair?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. Thought I’d give you the pleasure. At least he talks to you.’ 
 
    Mike smiled wryly. ‘And you’re telling me that’s a good thing?’ He sipped some water and tried to relax in the uncomfortable plastic chair. ‘I still think we should charge him.’ he said. ‘Stop treating him with kid gloves and see what facing an obstruction charge would do for his recall.’ 
 
    ‘I’m tempted to agree, Mike, but so far I’ve been vetoed. We’re to see what we can get out of him this way, see what he can pull out of Max too. I mean, having Max in custody hasn’t got us a whole lot further and, frankly, I don’t think Alastair gives a damn about it either way. It strikes me that, now his wife’s gone, nothing matters to him very much.’ 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘It’s funny, you’d think he’d want to talk about his wife, dying so recently. But he seems to have put her right out of his mind. Never mentions her unless I do.’ 
 
    ‘I think he sees that as a personal matter,’ Peterson suggested. ‘Not something he would appreciate us trampling over.’ 
 
    Mike thought about it, wondering again what Alastair had been keeping from his wife. Did she have her suspicions about Jake too? Or, as Alastair had insisted, did she continue to view Jake as a precious and innocent son? 
 
    ‘Charlie’s all set for tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I thought maybe he’d have second thoughts, but he’s going ahead with it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good. I suggest we break early tonight, Mike. Sleep’s been in short supply lately and we’ll get none tomorrow night.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t argue,’ Mike said. ‘Look, I’ll arrange for Alastair to be taken home, then try and get something to eat. I don’t remember having lunch. Are your family holding up OK?’ 
 
    Peterson nodded. ‘As well as any of us are,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake had been waiting, parked in the side road he had used earlier. He’d been prepared to give them fifteen minutes more, then finish for the night. If they came out after that, well, then it was the luck of the game and a score for them. 
 
    He’d changed cars, swapping the red Sierra for a small green hatchback that he kept in a lock-up garage ready for occasional use, one of several he had scattered up and down the country. 
 
    Suddenly Peterson, Mike Croft and Alastair Bowen came out together and stood for a moment talking in the bright evening sunshine. Jake watched, seeing his father up close for the first time in almost eighteen years. 
 
    Mike left, alone, a few minutes later and it was a young officer in uniform who opened his car door for Alastair to get inside. 
 
    Jake watched them pull away, then waited for a slow count of ten before following, the anonymous little hatchback tailing a couple of cars behind on the Dorchester road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    The house was at the end of a narrow lane, single-track with banks on either side, topped by an unclipped hedge. Jake had driven about a quarter of a mile past the entrance to the lane and parked the car on the verge at the side of the road, then walked back to find the best way of approaching the house unseen. By skirting back towards the main road, he found a gate and climbed over it into a field, then followed the hedge back the way he had come towards the house. It took over an hour and several detours — finding gaps in hedges, having to cut back into neighbouring fields, before Jake finally had the house in sight. 
 
    It was not the best of positions. He was quite exposed, crouched beside the hedge and at the top of the slight rise, and visibility was restricted. Jake could see only one side of the house and the path immediately in front of the door. 
 
    The house had a small garden in front and a larger one behind. A low fence separated it from the field. It was run down and overgrown, the once cultivated shrubs and brambles promising to provide much better cover when it finally grew dark. 
 
    The evening was warm and Jake lay in the sun barely moving, watching the house. Once a man who was not his father came out into the garden and walked down the path, casually glancing around. Once a face appeared at an upstairs window. But that was all. 
 
    At eight o’clock, Jake turned over on his back and closed his eyes. There was still sufficient heat in the sun and in the baked earth to satisfy him. Stretching out like a basking cat, he slept. 
 
    He woke after dark. Lights had gone on in the house and his watch told him that it was five past twelve. He could still see with little difficulty, his eyes accustomed to the summer dark that was still merely a velvet blue at this time of night and helped by a thin moon. Keeping to the shadows, Jake began to move towards the house. His trousers were a light grey and his shirt was pale. Anyone glancing from the house would probably have seen him despite his caution, but Jake paid no heed to that. It was a chance he’d have to take for now. 
 
    He got close enough to see through the unblinded windows and into the living room. His father and a second man sat watching the television. A single table-lamp was lit close to Alastair’s chair. As Jake watched, the first man, the one he’d seen in the garden, came through the door with tea things on a tray. Jake ducked down as he came to pull the curtains closed, then moved around to the other side of the house. 
 
    The kitchen was in darkness, but the windows had neither curtains nor blinds and Jake could see inside. He moved to the back door, tried it. It was locked, but a cautious push at top and bottom moved it slightly against the frame. Not bolted then, just the single fastening. He completed his circuit of the house and stood for a brief time in the shadows beside the front door, listening to the night-time silence. Any noise he made forcing the back door would sound like a rifle crack in the still air. 
 
    Jake took the more direct route back to his car, following the narrow track to the road. Once there he put on the light summer jacket he’d had lying on the back seat. He kept a basic toolkit in his car. He took out a penknife and the wrench from his socket set, together with a flat-blade screwdriver and a roll of ducting tape. The screwdriver was nowhere near as long as he would have liked, but it would have to do. Then he made his way back towards the house, moving cautiously but quickly along the track. 
 
    Two lights burned in the house, one in an upstairs room and one in the living room that Jake had peered into earlier. Jake went around to the rear of the house and tried the back door again. Still locked but not bolted. He pushed against it, seeing how far he could ease it from the frame, and tried the screwdriver, forcing it into the gap. It was an easy fit. 
 
    He circled the house again, looking for open windows. The night was still warm and surely no one would be sleeping with them closed. 
 
    On the ground floor there was nothing, but upstairs the windows in the lighted room were open wide and the small window that probably led onto the landing was a little ajar. There was still the problem of getting up there, though. 
 
    Jake stepped back into deeper shadow and studied the situation. There was nothing to climb and his previous reconnaissance had shown no outbuildings that could hold a ladder. 
 
    Slowly, he retraced his steps. His watch told him that it was one fifteen, and the blue of evening had given way to a deeper night. He slid the screwdriver blade into the crack in the door and levered hard, trying to compensate for the shortness of the blade. He needn’t have been concerned. The door gave easily with a loud crack as the wood splintered from the frame. 
 
    Jake stepped back into the deeper shade at the side of the part-open door, keeping his gaze focused on the ground so as not to be blinded as the light in the kitchen suddenly snapped on and poured through the window. The first man into the room saw the broken door. Jake heard him shout something to his colleague. Heard the footsteps on lino and then the door was wrenched wide. Jake’s arm came down as the man ran outside. The blow landed badly, the wrench catching the man’s shoulder on the downward stroke, enough to make him stumble but then begin to turn. But Jake’s backhand caught his chin as he swung around and the man went down, his half cry not loud, but echoing in the silence. Jake hit him again just to be sure and then again, even though he lay still. He could see the blood darkening the metal of the wrench and feel its slickness on his hand. Jake paused, to wipe his blood-marked palm on the other man’s clothes, then moved on into the house. 
 
    The second officer had run upstairs to Alastair. He came down again, calling to his colleague as Jake stepped into the hall. The officer was trying to be calm, advancing slowly down the stairs, his hands a little outstretched and his voice as steady as he could make it, telling Jake to put his weapon down. 
 
    Jake took a step back towards the kitchen door, keeping his exit clear, and the officer seemed to take this move as uncertainty. But Jake was only repositioning for attack. This man was older, more experienced than the one he’d dealt with outside. Jake let the man come on, to give him the feeling that he might be getting somewhere, bring him close enough to strike and wait to see what opportunity offered him. 
 
    He lowered the wrench slightly, let his shoulders relax and took another step towards the door, the move bringing him around so he faced the bottom of the stairs. The officer took another step down, still talking to Jake, the tone calm and measured, more and more certain that he was in control. 
 
    Even when Alastair appeared on the landing, the man neither faltered nor turned, just raised his voice a little to tell Alastair not to move, then turned his attention back to Jake. 
 
    Jake allowed him one more step, then moved forward with a speed that had the man reeling even before the blow was struck. He fell forward, almost taking Jake with him, one hand clutching at what was left of the right eye, where Jake’s blow had landed. 
 
    Jake did not wait to see what damage he had done. Alastair had taken a moment to respond, but now he was running. Jake took the stairs two at a time, catching up with him at the bedroom door, reaching forward to slam it just as his father’s hand touched the handle. 
 
    ‘I think you should come with me,’ Jake said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Below him, in the hall, Jake could hear the policeman’s voice. He must have a radio or a mobile. He obviously hadn’t hit him hard enough. 
 
    He reached out and grabbed Alastair by the arm, swinging him around and twisting the wrist against the older man’s back. Alastair gasped with pain, his knees buckling as his arm was taken further up his back. Jake kicked at Alastair’s legs, dropping the wrench and grabbing at the other arm, pulling back so that his father hit the floor face-first. He bound Alastair’s hands tightly with the ducting tape, opened the knife and picked up the wrench, which he shoved through the belt of his trousers. Then he pulled up on Alastair’s bound hands and forced him to his feet, turning him around so that he could see the knife. Then, with the knife blade pressed against Alastair’s back, Jake forced him down the stairs. The officer he had injured still lay on the floor, blood pouring from his face, the eye closed and the surrounding skin already turning blue. Jake kicked the radio from the man’s hand, then kicked the officer in the head, the blood spurting from the growing wound. He left him screaming on the hall floor as he forced Alastair out through the kitchen door and into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Tuesday, July 2 
 
      
 
    Mike was woken at two p.m. with the news that Alastair had gone and two officers were down. He was dressed and at the house only twenty minutes later. 
 
    First reports were confused. One officer; though wounded, had managed to call in. He didn’t yet know about the other one. Road-blocks were being set up — Mike encountered one, hastily arranged, a police car pulled up across the road and an officer with a torch stopping what traffic there was — but they had little hope of tracking Jake. Fast as the response had been, he still had the jump on them. 
 
    An ambulance and two police cars, blue beacons creating artificial daylight, stood in front of the house. Peterson was on his way, Mike was told. One officer was still conscious, about to be taken away in the ambulance. The other had not been so lucky and had been declared dead at the scene. 
 
    ‘What happened here?’ Mike asked one of the uniformed officers who’d been first on the scene. 
 
    ‘A bloody fuck-up,’ the man said. ‘We don’t know for sure. Jenkins, the man who died, he was coming out of the back door when he was attacked. Bowen must have hit him about a half-dozen times. Moran, he’s likely to lose an eye, but he’s lucky to be alive. And he’s still conscious, sir, just. Claims he got a good look at our man.’ 
 
    Mike glanced towards the ambulance. It was about to depart and he had no wish to delay it. ‘You’ve someone going with him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, and there’s an ARV unit been actioned. If Bowen knows there’s a witness, he might have a second go.’ 
 
    Mike nodded, wondering what the hospital would make of an armed response unit in its emergency room. He was surprised that the man had been allowed to live. Did Jake think he was more seriously injured than he was, or had he been in too much of a hurry to finish the job? 
 
    He walked round to the back of the house. The body still lay on the floor, waiting for the duty surgeon and the pathologist to arrive. Some officers stood beside the fallen man, while others were still putting up a cordon, separating the house and gardens from the fields beyond. Light from the kitchen showed the way the lock had been forced, giving Jake access to those inside. It was, as the uniformed man had said, an almighty cock-up, Mike thought. 
 
    Peterson had arrived by the time Mike returned to the front of the house. He was talking to the uniformed police. 
 
    His face was grave as he came over to Mike. ‘We’re going to look even bigger bloody fools,’ he said. ‘And we’ve a dead officer into the bargain.’ 
 
    ‘They should have been armed,’ Mike said. ‘It was madness to think Jake would pass this one by. I want protection for Charlie at least until the Crimewatch thing is over. And for Maria too, now she’s no longer with her sister.’ 
 
    Peterson nodded. ‘Lot of good it did here,’ he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Mike did not want Maria to hear about Alastair on the morning news, so he called her himself when he returned to Honiton at seven that morning. She was shocked, devastated. Mike had not realized that, emotionally, she had so much riding on being able to talk to Alastair Bowen; so much hope that he might lead them to Essie. 
 
    ‘I’m coming down to you,’ Maria told him abruptly. ‘I can’t stand it, just sitting here, trying to work when there’s nothing I can do to help.’ 
 
    ‘Stay there, Maria. It’s too dangerous here, you must see that.’ 
 
    ‘Nowhere’s safe, Mike, and no one, not until he’s put away. Wherever I am he could come for me.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll arrange protection for you.’ 
 
    ‘And much good that will do. Look, Mike, I won’t be argued with.’ 
 
    She hung up then and when Mike tried to call her back she’d switched to the answerphone. 
 
    Sighing, he put the receiver down, not bothering to leave a message she’d refuse to hear. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Why don’t you put an ad in some of the nationals?’ Liz asked Charlie, ‘or in the Dorchester Herald. We know he reads that. He knew all about Macey.’ 
 
    They’d been listening to Charlie telling them about the message he’d left on the news groups. So far, there’d been no response from Jake Bowen. 
 
    ‘It’s an idea,’ Charlie agreed, ‘though there’s no guarantee he reads the small ads.’ 
 
    Macey nodded thoughtfully. He’d come here to get Charlie’s reaction to Alastair’s kidnapping and to talk about the Crimewatch programme. Charlie’s responses would make it into the late edition. 
 
    ‘How about the Lonely Hearts column?’ Liz asked. 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Charlie agreed thoughtfully. Jake had been known to pick up potential models that way. ‘I could give it a go, what is there to lose?’ 
 
    Macey laughed harshly. ‘Mark my words, advert or no advert, all you have to do is wait for long enough and Jakey boy will come to you.’ 
 
    Liz ignored Macey’s almost gleeful attitude. ‘It should go in as a small display ad,’ she said. ‘We do them in bold type surrounded by little black hearts or flowers. Really makes them stand out.’ 
 
    ‘Did it work for you, then?’ Macey asked her. ‘Or are you still looking, darling?’ 
 
    Liz paid him no attention. ‘What do you think?’ she asked Charlie. 
 
    ‘That it’s a good idea.’ He pulled a pad and paper towards him. ‘How many words can I have?’ 
 
    ‘Best keep it short. I think you can have up to thirty words, but make it snappy.’ 
 
    Charlie was deep in thought, doodling on the comer of the pad. ‘It’s got to be something he would know at once,’ he said. ‘What do people usually put in these things?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, things in common, the sort of person you’re looking for, that kind of thing.’ 
 
    Charlie thought about it. ‘Vincenza’s place,’ he said. Referring to the house where Jake had stored some of his more spectacular work. It was where Charlie had received his injuries, Jake having booby-trapped the safe he’d used for storage. 
 
    This was something Jake could hardly miss. 
 
    Charlie scribbled a sentence on the paper, amended it, scribbled again, then read out the result. 
 
    ‘J,’ he said. ‘Remember Vincent’s place? We should meet again. Regards, Charlie.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake watched his father wander through the basement rooms. He’d left the doors wide open and the camera running so that he could observe the old man passing from room to room on the CCTV screens, study his reaction to the different settings Jake used as backdrops for some of his more unusual films. 
 
    Alastair sat down briefly on the single bed in a room full of bondage equipment and decorated by a full-length mirror that covered most of one wall. Jake saw him studying himself in the mirror, a look of pain in his eyes and confusion, as though he wondered how he had found himself in such a place. 
 
    Then his father went back into the largest of the basement rooms. Essie lay on her pile of towels in one corner, sleeping restlessly. She’d had a fever this last day or two and Jake knew, as he watched his father go to her and touch her face with his fingertips, how dry and hot the skin would feel. He could sense it as though he felt it with his own hands. 
 
    She was quite seriously unwell. No real food, probably not enough fluids and the effects of such long periods of sedation had taken their toll. 
 
    Jake left his room with its bank of television screens and, with a sawn-off shotgun resting easily across his arm, went down to the basement, checking his father’s position through a peephole in the door before going through. 
 
    ‘She’s sick,’ Alastair said as Jake entered. 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘Why take the child, Jake? What do you plan to do with her?’ 
 
    Jake sat down on the basement steps and pondered the question as though he’d given it no previous thought. ‘I’ve not decided yet,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d leave that up to you.’ 
 
    Alastair winced. ‘What have I to do with it? I don’t even know this child.’ 
 
    ‘You need to know a child to care for her?’ Jake asked. He sounded surprised. ‘What do you think to my workplace, Alastair?’ 
 
    ‘Your workplace. This is where you make that filth.’ 
 
    ‘Some of it. The rest I make on location.’ Jake smiled. ‘Some real stars have lived here for a time. Julia Norman, for instance. Beautiful girl, and so versatile.’ 
 
    ‘And does anyone survive this place?’ Alastair asked him. He was looking at the child, but, Jake guessed, thinking of himself. 
 
    ‘Not so far,’ Jake admitted. 
 
    ‘And you plan to kill me too?’ 
 
    Jake nodded slowly. ‘I expect so,’ he said. ‘But not today. At least, not so long as you behave. They’re doing a real Jake Bowen This is Your Life show on the television later on tonight, I thought you might like to watch it with me.’ 
 
    Alastair shuddered, suddenly cold. ‘And the child?’ he asked again. 
 
    ‘Oh, she can watch too,’ Jake said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Late Tuesday evening Jake brought Alastair upstairs. He kept him covered with the shotgun and guided him into the living room, where the television was already on. 
 
    ‘Sit there,’ he told him, directing Alastair to an old-fashioned dining carver, with wooden arms and a high back. He kept the gun pressed against Alastair’s throat while he secured his hands to the chair with plastic cable-ties and his ankles to the front legs with tape. ‘Behave yourself,’ Jake told him, ‘and I’ll free one hand later to let you have a beer while we watch the programme.’ 
 
    Alastair struggled against his bonds when Jake left the room, but it was of little use. The heavy plastic of the ties bit into his wrists and his efforts to move threatened only to overturn the chair. When Jake returned only moments later with Essie in his arms, Alastair had already given up. In his mind he had begun to prepare himself to die and he was amazed at how little it mattered any more. 
 
    Jake had put fresh towels on the sofa and he lay Essie down, propping her head with cushions. He’d given her no more of the sedative since midday and she was semiconscious, restless and confused. She had started crying for her mother in the brief moments of lucidity that came and went, and watching them both on camera, Jake knew that her whimpering had begun to irritate Alastair. 
 
    ‘Quite a little family,’ Jake commented, glancing at his father, He leaned over the child and whispered to her with a show of tenderness and deep concern, ‘Be quiet, Essie baby. The film about your Uncle Jake’s about to start and Uncle Mike might well be in it too.’ He straightened up and turned back to his father. ‘Now, about that beer.’ 
 
    True to his word, he freed one of Alastair’s hands, opened a can for him and let him hold it. He’d made popcorn too. Alastair watched as he gave a small piece to Essie, placing it in her mouth, but she couldn’t chew, didn’t even seem to realize that it was there. He shook his head as Jake waved the bowl in his direction, a chill running through him at the sight of his son’s slight smile. 
 
    ‘Well, all the more for me then,’ Jake said. 
 
    They sat together in the comfortable room, the large blue sofa piled high with cushions, the lights softly shaded and the curtains closed against the threat of a summer storm announced by a rising wind. Jake smiled and relaxed as his life story unfolded on the flickering screen. Alastair watched his son, unable to take his eyes from Jake’s calm face. 
 
    On screen, the presenter said, ‘We pick up the story of Jake Bowen when he was just fifteen years old and well known in his local community for a film of quite another kind.’ 
 
    Jake had talked about himself as the next John Pilger, Alastair remembered, told local journalists that he had high hopes of a career as a documentary filmmaker, righting wrongs and telling the world the truth. He’d been convincing too, almost persuaded Alastair on occasions. 
 
    ‘Ah, that was a great year,’ Jake commented. ‘You know the funny thing? I thought for a brief time that was where I wanted to be. Front line, changing the world.’ 
 
    ‘Was that why you made the other film? Raped that girl?’ 
 
    Jake raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, so you do know about that. I was never sure. Max tell you, did he?’ 
 
    Alastair said nothing. 
 
    ‘It was the power thing,’ Jake volunteered. ‘That was it with both those films. A power thing. Pretty heady stuff when you’re just fifteen, not that you’d understand that.’ 
 
    ‘Understand what? I understand that you abused the trust we all put in you. Abused that girl too, you and Max.’ 
 
    ‘What trust?’ Jake asked mildly. ‘Now, be quiet, I want to hear what they have to say.’ 
 
    They sat in silence as Jake drank his beer and watched the TV; the slow procession of his life. Alastair in turn watched his son. They made little mention of the early films, the ones that built his reputation in the industry. Jake had still been living with his parents then, and Alastair remembered the shock he had felt when he had realized what kind of films his son made. Jake had been proud of what he did, though, talked about it like an art form, always pushing the envelope of acceptability, always fighting for the best production values he could get with the equipment he could afford. Alastair knew it would annoy his son, though he gave no outward sign, when the presenter merely skipped through a brief commentary of Jake’s early career in film, noting only that he first came to police attention after a raid on a sex shop in a Leeds back street. They missed out too on what Jake had described as his constant search for authenticity, mentioning only that he sometimes intercut his images with library footage and seemed to have an obsession with the links between sex and death. 
 
    Charlie Morrow described the day he had been injured in the blast that Bowen had prepared, his burns showing in every detail in the studio lights, every ridge and furrow that mapped his face, the way the dead skin pulled at the comer of his mouth and half closed one eye. Alastair watched as Jake leaned forward to get a closer look. 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Jake whispered softly to himself. ‘A wonderful effect.’ He glanced across at Alastair. ‘Do you know,’ he asked him, ‘just how much it would cost to produce something like that? You’d need a top effects artist to get it any other way.’ 
 
    Alastair had no reply. 
 
    They moved on then to Jake’s more recent crimes. The killing of a woman called Marion O’Donnel, whose body was found in a burning car. The murders of Caldwell and the others and finally the death of Julia Norman only two weeks before. 
 
    Jake sat forward, watching intently as Peterson talked about the latest outrage. 
 
    ‘This young woman was a gifted artist with a stunning future ahead of her. The death of a young person is always tragic, but this, this needless, wasteful death, seems to me especially sad. As if this is not difficult enough to deal with, we have reason to believe that Jake Bowen is implicated in the kidnapping of a young child, Essie Holmes, snatched from outside her school.’ 
 
    ‘You take a good picture,’ Jake remarked to the child as an image of Essie dressed in her school clothes filled the screen. He listened with the most rapt attention as they talked of witness statements and repeated the appeal made earlier by Essie’s grandmother and Maria. They finished the account with an excerpt from the video of Julia, with Jake’s voice enhanced and the sound cleaned up, giving instruction about how to move, how to pose, what to do to turn the punters on, and finishing with Jake’s laughter as the girl told him some silly joke that even the enhanced tape couldn’t catch. 
 
    Alastair heard the laughter and felt despair. ‘Let the child go. She’s no earthly use to you.’ 
 
    Jake frowned. ‘No imagination if you think that,’ he said. 
 
    ‘The child will die, Jake. Let her go, or finish this whole thing now.’ 
 
    Jake looked at his father in mild surprise. ‘You’d like me to kill you both now?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t think you were so ready for it, Alastair.’ 
 
    The programme had reached the description of Alastair’s abduction the night before. Jake laughed when he heard about the officer killed in the ‘vicious attack’, his laughter louder and less restrained at the mention of the bravery of the other officer, who, despite his wounds, had managed to call for help. 
 
    ‘We came very close to Jake Bowen last night,’ Peterson was saying, ‘and we know he’s getting overconfident, that he will get careless. We would appeal to him to give himself up. We accept that he probably needs help as much as he deserves blame, and he has nothing to fear in coming forward. Someone somewhere knows who Jake Bowen is and where he is. They must know that they’re protecting a killer or at least suspect that something is amiss. Someone has suspicions — has doubts about a loved one or worries that a neighbour might not be all he seems.’ 
 
    Jake was shouting quite uproariously now. ‘Do you have doubts about a loved one, Father, or suspect I might be something not quite pleasant? Oh, come on, Alastair, you must see the joke.’ 
 
    Alastair just stared at him. ‘Why do this, Jake? Why cause all this suffering?’ 
 
    Jake shook his head, bringing his laughter slowly under control. 
 
    ‘You don’t get it, do you?’ he said. ‘You really don’t.’ He gestured with his beer in Essie’s direction. ‘You see it never was a question of why, Alastair. It was just a question of, well, why not?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    3 July 
 
      
 
    Wednesday morning at five o’clock Mike arrived back at Honiton. They had been manning the phones for most of the night, taking calls, finally closing the lines at three in the morning. 
 
    Driving back on empty roads, watching the sun come up, Mike was filled with a sense of unreality. The TV studio and Jake Bowen seemed to belong to another world. He wanted nothing more than to grab a few hours’ sleep and forget everything for a while. 
 
    He was surprised to see Maria’s car parked outside the pub where he was staying. He’d tried several times the day before to speak to her again, only getting the answerphone. When she hadn’t appeared that afternoon or early evening, he had assumed that she had changed her mind and was just giving them both time to cool down. 
 
    Maria was asleep in the front of the car, the seat reclining as far as it would go and an old travel rug thrown over her legs. He tapped gently on the window. She woke and smiled, then opened the door and slipped into his arms. 
 
    Mike forgot he was supposed to be angry. ‘God, I’ve missed you,’ he said. ‘When did you arrive?’ 
 
    ‘Late last night. Well, early this morning really. The hotel was all shut up so I slept here.’ 
 
    Mike had a pass key for the front door. He let them both in and took Maria up to his room. 
 
    ‘It’s not a massive bed,’ he told her. 
 
    She smiled. ‘I’m sure we can manage. Anyway, I think we’re both so tired we could sleep anywhere just now.’ 
 
    ‘Sleep?’ he questioned. ‘I haven’t seen you in so long.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re serious about that in half an hour, let me know. That’s if you’re still awake.’ 
 
    He sat on the side of the bed and watched her undress, too tired even to remove his shoes. He finally shed his clothes and lay beside her, too much aware that he needed a shower and that he couldn’t remember the last time he had shaved. Her body felt so wonderful curved against his own and the rhythm of her breathing so soothing as she drifted into sleep. Half an hour later, Mike was not awake to tell her anything at all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake had locked both Alastair and Essie in one of the smaller rooms so that when he brought their breakfast down he could carry the tray without having to trouble with the gun. 
 
    He went to the top of the basement stairs to retrieve it before letting Alastair back into the outer room, locking the main door and slipping the key into his pocket. 
 
    Urging Alastair into the outer room at gunpoint, Jake returned to the smaller room to check on Essie, aware that his father still hovered near the door, watching him. 
 
    As Jake bent over the child, Alastair made his move. He had in his hands one of the leather straps taken from the bondage room and leapt at Jake as he knelt beside Essie’s makeshift bed, the strap between his hands as though he planned to strangle Jake from behind. 
 
    Jake was ready for him, rising to his feet and striking backwards with the stock of the gun, hitting Alastair hard enough on the temple to send him, dazed and reeling, across the room. 
 
    ‘Just what did you plan to do?’ he asked him. ‘Strangle me? Do you even know how, Daddy dearest? And were you planning on taking the child with you? Or did you just think about your own skin? You’ll have to try a damned sight harder than that, Alastair. A bloody sight harder.’ 
 
    He left his father lying there and returned upstairs to watch them from his viewing room. Jake felt pleasantly surprised at his father’s actions. He hadn’t really thought the old man had it in him to try and fight. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Max Harriman had already heard the news about Alastair’s kidnapping when Mike arrived to see him. Max was excited, unable to sit still. The one thing on his mind was how much they’d need him now the competition had been removed. 
 
    ‘He’ll kill him, you know,’ Max told Mike gleefully. ‘Jake hates his father. Really, really loathes that man.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Mike asked him. ‘What did Alastair do to make Jake hate him so much, and why wait all this time? He could have got rid of Alastair long ago.’ 
 
    Max stopped his pacing and stood still, shaking his head. ‘I told you, Jake hates his father. The way Alastair treated him all his life. He robbed him of his childhood, you know. Beat him, denied him all trace of affection. He was never a father to him. Never.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t buy that, Max. When I brought Alastair here you were talking about what must have been good times. When Alastair took you to the fair, those times you all shared together.’ 
 
    He leaned forward across the table. ‘I need you, Max,’ he said, sensing that flattery was going to get him further just now than any other means. ‘Explain it to me, what went on between the pair of them that grew so much hate?’ 
 
    Max hesitated for a moment, then sat down facing Mike. 
 
    ‘It isn’t easy to explain,’ he said. ‘I mean, both parts of it were true. They were locked into this . . . this circle, like they were playing games with one another. One minute Alastair would be all over Jake, spoiling him, buying him new toys, taking him out. Then you’d look round and he’d have got mad with Jake about something and he’d be beating seven shades out of his backside. Or throwing all the stuff he’d bought him on the bonfire. Jake said to me once he had to learn fast not to cry out when his dad hit him. I could never understand that, because if he didn’t yell, Alastair would hit him even harder. If it’d been me, I’d have yelled the place down and begged for mercy on the first hit.’ 
 
    ‘But Jake saw it as a challenge?’ 
 
    ‘Must have done. He saw it as a kind of test, I suppose. Like, how much stronger than his dad could he be? It was like I said, they were locked into this kind of game. Jake never played with any of the stuff his dad bought. He said he never knew how long he’d have it, so what was the point? What his mam bought, though, that was different. One Christmas, we both had an Action Man. We used to take them up to the old allotments at the back of the school and have mock battles and stuff.’ 
 
    ‘And Jake’s mother bought that for him?’ 
 
    Max nodded. 
 
    ‘And did Alastair never try to destroy those toys, the ones his mother had bought for him?’ 
 
    Max laughed. ‘You’ve got to be joking, Inspector Croft. The woman had forearms the size of hams and a left hook like you’d see from Mike Tyson. Alastair wouldn’t dare to cross that woman.’ 
 
    This was a new element. Was it true? Mike asked himself. ‘And yet,’ he said, ‘she stood by and let her husband beat Jake? Beat him so badly that at one time it almost got to court?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you heard about that, did you? That was a laugh and a half.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    Max sighed patiently. ‘Jake thought it was a big joke,’ he said. ‘He was, what, thirteen, fourteen, and already he could have the average female doing back-flips. That woman, she would have done anything for Jake. It was such a joke, when he said he’d been stringing her along all the time. There was a right stink. He’d had the police involved and all sorts. Alastair ranting and demanding an apology, and this woman, her career was fucked up before she’d even begun.’ 
 
    ‘But it was the truth, wasn’t it, Max? Alastair was guilty of cruelty.’ 
 
    Max shrugged. ‘That’s not the point, Inspector he would never have seen his dad go down for it.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Mike pressed him. ‘What linked those two? They hated each other and yet Alastair constantly protected his son and Jake seems to have done the same. And I don’t understand what Jake’s mother did about it all. She allowed this to go on and yet I get the impression that Jake loved her and that Alastair did too. And you say that they were afraid of her?’ 
 
    Max Harriman was silent for a while, as though thinking it over. ‘They were scared of her,’ he said at last. ‘Alastair knew what Jake was, what he did. But she wouldn’t have it.’ 
 
    ‘But she backed the idea that Jake get counselling.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? She blamed Alastair, she blamed the school, she blamed everyone bar Jake when she thought he was going off the rails, playing truant and that. I don’t know what it was, Inspector Croft. Maybe, well, she’d lost two or three babies before Jake came along. It must have been hard to accept that your kid was a problem child.’ 
 
    Max grinned. ‘There wasn’t a thing that frightened Jake. Nothing he couldn’t or wouldn’t do, even from being a kid. He always said that the biggest kick you could get out of life was doing all the things that people were afraid of doing and watching their faces while you did them. That was power to Jake. He used to say that you had to teach yourself not to be afraid. That anyone could do it, it just meant challenging yourself a little bit more each time until one day you realized you weren’t scared of anything any more. You could do whatever you wanted. He said people were always asking themselves “Why?” whenever stuff went wrong. Jake always said they should be asking themselves why not.’ 
 
    ‘But you said that he was afraid of his mother.’ 
 
    Max nodded. ‘But not later on. I think he respected her, kind of. She was tough, you see, as tough as Jake. She kept that family going by working all hours, more than Alastair ever did. He was in work, then out of it again. He was a lay preacher at the local church and that was what really mattered in his life.’ 
 
    ‘But he left that, suddenly, and went to live in York.’ 
 
    Max shrugged. ‘Caught with his hand in the collection plate, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Alastair?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Alastair. Oh, it wasn’t the first time, but this time he couldn’t cover it up. He had a drink problem, and every now and then he fell off the wagon. This was one time.’ 
 
    Mike absorbed that slowly. ‘And was that why he beat Jake, when he was drunk?’ 
 
    ‘No, no. You take things so literally. Look, the only one Alastair hurt when he was blitzed was himself. He’d fall over things, run into things, whatever. Someone would find him in the street and take him home. Anyone got knocked about then, it was Alastair. She’d lay into him with whatever came handy.’ Max laughed, the memory obviously amusing him. 
 
    Mike tried to take all of this on board. ‘I still don’t understand,’ he said. ‘Why did Jake’s mother allow the physical abuse to go on?’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t know about a lot of it,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Anyway, she wasn’t one to spare the rod and spoil the child herself. When Jake cheeked her she’d backhand him and not think twice.’ 
 
    ‘But is that the same thing? What we’re talking about with Alastair is a systematic pattern of abuse.’ 
 
    Max sighed and stared down at his hands, laying them flat upon the table. ‘Alastair thought he was doing right,’ he said. ‘Thought Jake had the devil in him, and maybe he was right. Jake could outfox the devil, if you ask me. And his mam, well, I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t know the half of it. Maybe she thought it was up to his dad to punish him. And she always knew how sorry he’d be afterwards. Alastair would always be so terribly sorry. He’d go out and work all the overtime he could, bring in more money than usual, spend time doing stuff around the house. I don’t know, maybe it was just the way things were.’ 
 
    Mike looked thoughtfully at Max, uncertain of how much he really understood about Jake’s family and how much truth there was in what Max said. So much seemed contradictory. He wondered how much further he could push things that day. 
 
    ‘Did Jake kill your mother?’ he asked. 
 
    Max blinked in surprise. ‘He didn’t need to,’ he said cryptically, ‘she was already dead. All Jake did was stop the breathing.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Maria should probably not have been in the incident room, Peterson thought, but she was a difficult lady to keep out of anything, and anyway he had no inclination to try. 
 
    ‘We’ve got a team of forensic psychologists and behavioural experts working on this, but if you ask me they can’t agree on a damn thing.’ 
 
    Maria grinned. ‘That’s the problem with shrinks,’ she said. ‘Have you heard the light-bulb joke?’ 
 
    Peterson shook his head. 
 
    ‘How many shrinks does it take to change a light bulb?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t tell you.’ 
 
    ‘One to change the light bulb, at least two to counsel the light bulb on the experience of coming out and half a dozen students to write up the research papers.’ 
 
    Peterson laughed. ‘You missed out the pop psychologist to write the coffee-table book,’ he said, ‘and a couple of tabloids to plaster it all over the front page.’ 
 
    ‘And someone to propose the conspiracy theory,’ Maria added. ‘You said I could see those pictures?’ Peterson had the file in his hand. He laid on the table the photographs that had been sent to his daughter. 
 
    ‘She’s still in shock,’ he said. ‘Won’t let the kids out of her sight, though I can’t say I blame her. I don’t mind admitting, Maria, this has about finished me with the force. I got shifted into this, so they said, because of my experience. Head the investigations, they said, and I’ve got to admit that at first it was good to be hands-on again. Superintendents are desk jockeys these days. Glorified bloody administrators, hassling the troops into getting an optimum clear-up rate or whatever the current jargon is. But I have to tell you, I’d as soon be back behind my desk again. I sometimes wonder if I’m losing it.’ 
 
    Maria shook her head. ‘You know you’re not,’ she said. ‘You’re just under incredible stress . . . we all are.’ 
 
    Maria looked more closely at the images Peterson had spread upon the table, the young children playing in the garden, with the mocking injuries marked upon their bodies. She fought hard to hold on to her professional calm. 
 
    ‘He’s subtle,’ she said quietly. ‘And he knows exactly how much all this is going to hurt.’ 
 
    The phone on Peterson’s desk began to ring. He picked up the receiver, listened for several minutes, then scribbled something on the notepad on his desk. 
 
    ‘That was Mike,’ he said, looking excited, animated. ‘Max came through with something, a London address. He claims that Jake rented a flat and uses it as a letter drop.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    It was a beautiful evening after a perfect summer day. Jake stood on the clifftop looking out to sea, watching a lone cormorant skimming the waves, its prehistoric shape black against the grey-blue waters. 
 
    Alastair stood a few feet away, his hands unbound, the short-barrelled shotgun Jake held cradled across his body enough to keep him from running. 
 
    ‘I love this place,’ Jake told him. ‘It took me nearly two years to find it and another two to restore, but it’s been worth every penny.’ 
 
    Alastair turned his head slightly to regard his son. ‘It’s pleasant enough,’ he said, ‘but I wouldn’t like to be this close to the cliff edge. Another year or two and this whole thing could be washed away.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that,’ Jake said. ‘This place will see us both dead and gone.’ 
 
    Alastair said nothing but followed Jake’s gaze, looking far out to the horizon. It seemed such a barren, lonely vista. Would anyone hear him if he called out? Or was everything as empty as this damned view of open ocean? 
 
    ‘What are you going to do with me?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Talk to you, for a while anyway. There are things I want to know, Alastair. This seems like it could be a good time.’ 
 
    ‘As good as any,’ Alastair said slowly. ‘What is it I can tell you?’ 
 
    Jake glanced at him. ‘Did you ever love me?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Love you? Of course I did, you were my son.’ 
 
    ‘Is that an answer? I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the only one I can give. I did my best for you, Jake. Gave you all I could.’ 
 
    ‘You gave me all you could,’ Jake repeated thoughtfully. ‘And what was that, Alastair? You gave me your hatred and a taste of the belt at least once a week just in case I’d done something you didn’t catch me at. You told me I was bad even when I tried to do my best to be good. You made your own story up in your head and, by God, you lived by it, and I never understood why you hated me so much. What it was that I had done to you that forced you to write me off practically before I was born and never, ever revise that view whatever I said. Whatever I did. I want to know it, Alastair, what it was that made you feel that way?’ 
 
    Alastair shifted restlessly under his son’s relentless gaze. Jake’s voice was calm, as though he’d asked about the weather or some odd item of the news. Alastair wanted to deny his words, to tell him that he’d misunderstood, but he could not bring himself to lie. 
 
    ‘Even when you were a little child,’ he said, ‘you had that way with you, of doing things or saying things that only caused us pain. You were always evil, Jake, killing and maiming and telling lies. Creating hurt and pain where there’d been none before. I had to hurt you, Jake, show you what the pain meant. That you couldn’t go on with your vile games and your lies and your . . . your deceits.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but they weren’t deceits, were they, father? Not all of them, not in the beginning, and I know where all of this began, Alastair. Thinking about it, I really do, and it’s so simple that it’s almost laughable. That day I caught you with that woman in my mother’s room. You on top of her, pounding away, with your white arse showing and your trousers down around your ankles. You’d not even taken time to get undressed before you started poking her. And she was squealing like some stuck pig. That’s when it all began between us, your resentment of me. And all your lies about me won’t change any of that.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t like that,’ Alastair began to protest. ‘You were far too young to understand. After you were born, I never went near your mother again. She wouldn’t have me even touch her, scared she’d get pregnant again and lose another one. Or maybe have another like you, I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, I wasn’t old enough to understand,’ Jake said, ‘but you decided I was old enough to take your belt to. I was beaten raw, and all the time you were lying and screaming what an evil little bastard I’d turned out to be, and I can remember the pain of it. And the worst pain of all was not knowing what I was being punished for.’ 
 
    ‘I was desperate,’ Alastair protested. ‘I loved your mother and I knew she’d never forgive me.’ 
 
    ‘Not again, you mean. Not after all the other women.’ 
 
    ‘I know that I was wrong,’ Alastair said slowly, spacing out his words as though to give them weight. ‘And I regret all that, Jake, I really do. But you were never easy . . .’ 
 
    ‘And when she came home and the neighbours told her what you’d been about. The lies you told her, about me killing her blasted cat. And you hitting it with that broken line prop until you broke its bloody back. I watched you bury it, and I heard her crying because she thought I was turning out like you and couldn’t bear the thought of that. And you know what, Alastair? I could still taste the blood in my mouth where I’d bitten my tongue when you’d knocked me down. You’d given me a real gift that day, you’d taught me that you were weak and stupid and helpless and that I didn’t have to be like you.’ 
 
    Alastair stared out towards the darkening horizon, his jaw clenched and his body tight and rigid. 
 
    ‘I didn’t make you the way you are,’ he said. ‘Nothing I did or didn’t do taught you to be what you became, Jake, and you know that. If I lied about the details, I didn’t lie about the rest. You were evil as a child, even more evil as an adult, and you had more scope to play your games. I never had a part in that.’ 
 
    ‘You created me,’ Jake told him mildly. ‘Sowed the seed in my mother’s belly. I’m sad for you that you didn’t like the results.’ 
 
    He turned his face away from his father, gazing once more out to sea. ‘No, but you’re right, of course. You had nothing to do with what I became. You wouldn’t have begun to know how to do that. You never had that much about you, anything like the skill or the imagination to create someone like me.’ He paused reflectively. ‘It’s sad, don’t you think, that a father should despise his son so much or a son so hate the father?’ 
 
    ‘If you hated me so much,’ Alastair questioned harshly, ‘why didn’t you finish me off? Get rid of me earlier?’ 
 
    ‘Why should I waste my time? It was much more fun to know that you were waiting, every day of your life, you were waiting for me to come back and you were living your life in fear. I enjoyed that, Alastair. Enjoyed that so much.’ He sighed, as though suddenly weary of the game. ‘Move closer to the edge, Alastair, and then look down. Go on.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, the older man moved forward. 
 
    When Jake spoke to him, his voice was soft. ‘Have you ever thought what it would be like to go on walking? To look down at that rush of white water scouring away at the cliff and just become a part of it all. To let go and leave all of this behind. Look down. Spread your arms and fall into the wind. Ask yourself just what it is you have to lose, what you have left. It’s all finished for you, Alastair, this life. Why not let it go?’ 
 
    Jake had moved closer to him, picking up from the grass the palm-sized digital camera he had left lying there. He lifted it to his eye, gun in one hand and the camera in the other, watching his father’s face. 
 
    ‘It would be so easy,’ Jake told him gently. ‘You could make your peace with the world and then just let it all go.’ 
 
    Alastair stood at the very edge of the cliff, his eyes fixed on the boiling rush of water foaming on the rocks, then he jerked around to face Jake. 
 
    ‘I won’t do it!’ he shouted at his son. ‘If you want me dead, you’ll have to be the one to kill me.’ 
 
    Jake fired then, hitting Alastair with both barrels full in the face, then trained the camera on his father’s body as it spiralled down, arms stretched upon the wind, the splash tiny as it hit the sea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Honiton had become the focus for something of a media circus following the Crimewatch programme, although with the coming of evening things had quietened down a little, journalists and photographers wandering off to pick up some local colour in the pubs. 
 
    Mike, Peterson and Maria had driven a dozen miles to find a quiet place to eat. They’d found a little restaurant in Lyme Regis, the relative anonymity of the seaside town promising them the chance of a quieter evening. 
 
    The raid had taken place on Jake’s London flat and they were still waiting for reports to come in. A quantity of letters and what appeared to be house agents’ details had been found, some of them going back four or five years. Mike had arranged for everything to be faxed through to him in Honiton, together with the first of the witness statements from neighbours. It would take time to arrive and everyone needed a break, so Peterson had suggested they all go and eat. 
 
    It had not been an easy day, Maria thought. She’d stayed inside avoiding the media crush, wanting to be useful yet so much aware that she had no real business being there. She’d prowled around the incident room, making tea, washing mugs and emptying bins, anything to keep busy, until Peterson had taken pity on her and given her the psychological reports to read. 
 
    ‘The problem is,’ she said, picking up on an earlier conversation, ‘there’s so much pressure now to get it right. The public expect that anyone with half a degree in any of the mind sciences can get inside the killer’s head and anticipate exactly what he’s going to do.’ 
 
    ‘There’ve been some spectacular successes,’ Mike argued. ‘The Jamie Bulger case, for instance, and early stuff on that London rapist working the railway stations.’ 
 
    ‘John Duffy,’ Peterson provided. ‘That was a first. Then the floodgates opened.’ 
 
    ‘And the level of expectation sky-rocketed.’ 
 
    Maria paused as the waitress arrived, aware of the look the woman gave her and wondering if she’d been recognized. She carried on. 
 
    ‘The problem is the notion that you can be right all the time, and with Jake Bowen that’s not easy. The man is ordered and intelligent. He doesn’t seem to act from fear or impulse, he plans. And my guess is he’s read all the same books we have.’ 
 
    ‘Would you class him as a psychopath?’ Peterson asked her. ‘There seems to be some debate even about that.’ 
 
    Maria prodded at the food on her plate. She was hungry but found it hard to eat, guilty about even that simple act of normality. ‘It’s a more complex question than you might think,’ she said. ‘For what it’s worth, I don’t believe I would. Neither do I think Jake Bowen is insane. My guess, and that’s all it is, is that Jake knows exactly what he’s doing and exactly what effect it’s going to have. That he’s even capable of becoming emotionally involved with those he hurts and kills. I think Jake Bowen understands what we would call right and wrong, can even empathize with it. I just don’t think he cares.’ She lay her fork down and poured water with a hand that trembled only slightly. ‘That’s what scares me so much.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Macey had been out all day and Charlie only reached him at his home number late that evening. 
 
    ‘There’s been no joy,’ Charlie said. ‘No replies to the ad as yet. I’ve been sitting by the phone, staring at it like a lovesick teenager. Anything your end?’ 
 
    ‘Little things here and there, nothing conclusive. Your friend Peterson’s had road-blocks all over the place, disrupting the holiday traffic, and the national press and TV’ve been out in force. It’s been all right from my point of view. They’ve all been so bloody bored, I’ve been the most interesting thing around today. If I’d taken up all the offers of drink I’d had I’d have been comatose by now.’ 
 
    Charlie laughed. ‘So it’s the move to London next, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Living in hope, Charlie. Look, how long do you want this ad to run? Some bright spark on the force is going to see it and then the shit’s really going to hit the fan. Depends whether you’re bothered about that, of course?’ 
 
    ‘Give it another day,’ Charlie said. ‘If he makes contact we’re going to have to bring Mike in on it anyway, but if it comes to nothing I’d as soon not have him, well . . . bothered. We’ll cross that bridge if and when we have to.’ 
 
    ‘I can just see the headline, Charlie, “Injured Cop and Maverick Reporter Snare Woodland Killer”. You know, it’s a funny thing, but no one’s come up with a tag for this one. He’s not the something ripper or the what’s-it strangler or the wherever poisoner.’ 
 
    ‘Problem is, Macey, there’s too much variety in what he does and he’s too mobile. You know how folk like to pigeon-hole. Jake’s problem is he wants everything.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right. But he ought to have a tag line.’ 
 
    ‘If he phones I’ll recommend he gets a publicist,’ Charlie promised. 
 
    He put the phone down and stared at it, willing it to ring. For all his attempt at humour, Charlie was finding this harder and harder to cope with. He knew that everyone involved in the Bowen investigation must feel the same. It was the not knowing, the feeling that Jake could be anywhere, that made it so hard to be rational. Charlie Morrow was no coward, but he wondered what he was going to do if Jake really did make that call. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When they arrived back at Honiton a pile of faxes awaited them. Half a dozen officers sat at their desks, working the late shift, still sifting through the phone calls that had come in the night before. Crimewatch had generated over 700 calls and a list of 270 names. Most would turn out to be entirely innocent; a few would be vindictive. Three or four names had come up more than once, and that might or might not be promising. All needed feeding into the database and cross-referencing with what information they’d already got. 
 
    Maria had gone in with them, her presence accepted but not mentioned. She had the feeling that as long as she kept her mouth shut, so would everyone else, and when Mike picked up a stack of papers from the newly faxed pile, so did she. 
 
    ‘What am I looking for?’ she said. 
 
    Peterson raised an eyebrow. ‘Try and establish some kind of order,’ he said at last. ‘Sort the documents by type and then by date. Then we’ll list them, see if we can establish a pattern and if it fits with what else we’ve got.’ 
 
    Mike was reading another fax. ‘They talked to the cleaning lady,’ he said. ‘They got lucky, she lives only a few doors away. It’s one of those converted houses,’ he explained, ‘and the other tenants knew who she was.’ 
 
    ‘Was she helpful?’ Peterson asked. 
 
    ‘Well, it sheds some light in one way but complicates it in others. She met the tenant only once, but apparently there are a number of people who stay there on an irregular basis. She thinks they’re actors of some kind, which fits with what we know, but she said she didn’t ask too many questions.’ 
 
    ‘How does she get paid?’ Maria asked. 
 
    ‘By post, once a month, in cash. It arrives on the twenty-eighth of every month in a padded envelope. When there are people staying there, she doesn’t have to clean, but she gets paid the same anyway. If she has to do extra cleaning when they’ve gone, she gets paid an extra three hours, so obviously Jake must know who’s in residence and approximately when.’ 
 
    ‘It also means that quite a few people have keys, presumably.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently.’ Mike referred back to the fax. ‘There are regulars who don’t stay there but just pick up their mail. She’s got instructions to leave the mail on the table in the hall until the Sunday. Any uncollected mail gets put in the sideboard cupboard in the living room. She thinks someone goes through it from time to time, and presumably those using it as a mail drop know where to look for stray letters.’ 
 
    ‘The rest just gets left there,’ Peterson commented, looking at the pile of faxes on the table. ‘How long has she been doing the cleaning?’ 
 
    Mike scanned the fax again. ‘Three years, I think. Yes, that’s right. She was recommended by the previous woman, a Mrs Lee, who’s moved to Bangor apparently. They were neighbours. That was the only time she met the real tenant. The flat’s rented under the name of Matthews. They’re trying to find the landlord now, see how Jake pays his rent.’ 
 
    ‘My guess is cash in a padded envelope,’ Maria said. ‘I don’t suppose the landlord cares as long as Jake pays his rent and doesn’t wreck the place.’ 
 
    ‘They must have a way of contacting Bowen,’ Peterson said. ‘I mean, when the cleaning lady left, how did she let him know?’ 
 
    Mike put the fax back on the table and sat down. ‘He calls once a month,’ he said. ‘Her home address, since there’s no direct line to the flat, only a communal phone in the hall. Just checks that she’s got the money, asks if anything’s needed and that’s it. Apparently he asked this Mrs Lee if she knew of anyone who could help and gave her a bonus for finding someone.’ 
 
    ‘And no one got curious or suspicious, because they were well paid and not being asked to do anything illegal,’ Peterson concluded. ‘Do we know when Jake’s due to phone her again?’ 
 
    ‘Last Tuesday,’ Mike told him. ‘We’re a month adrift on that one. They’re keeping a twenty-four-hour surveillance on the flat for the next few days, but the raid was hardly unobtrusive. I’d guess the most we can hope for is one of the regulars picking up their mail.’ 
 
    ‘Could lead us somewhere. It’s the best we’ve got so far.’ 
 
    Maria was sorting through the lists of house agents’ notes. Some were two or three pages long and had become separated during faxing, so she began putting them in order and stapling them back together, the simple task soothing, taking just enough of her concentration. 
 
    ‘He’s looking for a place to restore, by the looks of these,’ she said. ‘Or at least, he was five years ago.’ Peterson pulled the small stack of collated sheets towards him and skimmed through. ‘Older properties, detached, and with large gardens.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, and all of them with outbuildings or basements or both,’ Maria added. ‘Only one problem.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘If these are the ones Jake left in London, then they’re obviously the ones he didn’t want.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    4 July 
 
      
 
    Thursday morning emerged out of a light drizzle that looked like nothing and soaked everything it touched. Jake had decided it was time to go back to work. The new samples he had ordered had come in and he was eager for a change of scene. 
 
    He felt an enormous sense of relief now that Alastair had left him. It was something he had waited a long time for and now that it had happened the euphoria was such that Jake wanted to share it. 
 
    The pity was that he had no one to tell. That was the good thing about film, knowing that it could be shared, that somewhere along the line there would be feedback from delighted fans. 
 
    The film of Alastair’s demise was not enough on its own, but sooner or later Jake knew he’d find a way to work it into something special. 
 
    He liked driving in the rain. He enjoyed the sense of isolation, of separateness, being in the shelter of his car and watching the world around him disintegrate into millions upon millions of fragmented pieces. He liked the way the windscreen wipers, sweeping across the screen, restored his world for a merest instant before the rain shattered it once more. Deliberately, he set the wipers on single stroke rather than repeat, to make the most of the effect. It was a very visual, very Jake Bowen thing. 
 
    There was still the problem of what to do with Essie. Now Alastair had gone, he’d increased the sedation, hoping the dose was right, so she’d be certain not to wake before his return. The truth was, Jake had no real interest in the child. 
 
    He could film Essie — dead or alive or dying, she had financial potential — but was that what he really wanted to do? He guessed that everyone had written her off for dead by now; that they were hunting for a corpse and not a living child. Jake wondered if it would be more fun to let them know that Essie was still alive and then stand back and watch the response. 
 
    Whatever, he thought, he would have to take action soon, the child was definitely sick and he wasn’t sure how much longer she would last. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake could not have anticipated Alastair’s body being found so soon, but he had taken no account of the strong current that whipped around the headland and struck the foot of the cliffs, only to be turned back out to sea. The body, its shattered face battered by the ocean currents, fetched up on a stony beach only miles from where it had entered the water. Mike was sent to identify it. 
 
    ‘It isn’t pretty,’ the pathologist told him. ‘I’ll try and fit the post-mortem in some time today, but I can’t promise anything.’ 
 
    ‘Cause of death was gunshot wounds?’ Mike asked. 
 
    ‘To that, a provisional yes,’ the pathologist told him. ‘Unless the shotgun was used to hide something else, of course. But whether or not he was dead at the precise moment he hit the water, well, I think that’s pretty academic, don’t you, considering half his face was blown away?’ 
 
    Mike didn’t feel qualified to comment. He had a sudden vision of Jake Bowen standing in a courtroom arguing it out with the prosecution, but he let it be. 
 
    ‘We’ve had dental records sent for,’ he said. ‘Will they be of any use?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. There are still plenty of teeth left. Most of the injury is to the upper portion of the head.’ 
 
    They entered the small room at the side of the mortuary that was usually set aside for relatives identifying their dead. 
 
    ‘I put him in here,’ the pathologist said. ‘We’re a bit full right now. Car crash last night on the M5. Maybe you heard about it?’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Seven dead.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, nasty. Anyway, here’s your man.’ 
 
    Mike had seen bodies pulled out of the water before, some of them so bloated and discoloured they looked scarcely human. Alastair had not been immersed that long, but the rocks and tide had done their own damage and the shotgun wounds had been further scraped and beaten by the tides, turning Alastair’s face into a bloody pulp. 
 
    ‘I’d like to see his hands,’ Mike said. 
 
    ‘Certainly. There’s a ring still on the left, looks as if it’s been there for a long time. A wedding band probably. They always get tight as we get older and the body gets, well, that little bit bigger.’ 
 
    Mike looked closely at the dead man’s hands and at the ring that he’d seen so many times, a broad band of light yellow gold. 
 
    ‘Until we’ve got the dental records nothing’s positive,’ he said, ‘but I believe that this is Alastair Bowen.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if I meet up with another six-foot middle-aged male I’ll let you know,’ the pathologist announced with satisfaction. ‘Until then we’ll assume this is your man. I’ll get the reports to you as soon as I can.’ 
 
    Mike phoned Peterson from the mobile in his car. ‘I’m pretty certain,’ he told him. ‘Gunshot wounds to the face, but I’m in little doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Peterson said quietly. ‘Well, that’s that then. Another one chalked up.’ 
 
    ‘Anything on the house-hunting?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve people doing the rounds, and we’ve contacted the other agencies. You remember, there were a couple from up north and others from further along the south coast, but it’s going to be pure luck if we come up with anything. Agents vary in how long they keep their records, so we’re pulling the property guides from the local papers for that period as well.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a long shot.’ 
 
    ‘The man’s got to live somewhere, Mike.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake had taken a break for lunch. He was sitting in a roadside cafe finishing his tea and reading the paper when he saw Charlie’s advert in the Lonely Hearts section. 
 
    He read it twice, just to be sure, then a slow smile spread across his face. So, Charlie Morrow had a sense of humour. 
 
    He tried the number from the pay phone in the cafe, only to have Charlie’s direct line intercepted by the reception switchboard. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ the woman told him, ‘he’s not in his room right now, he’s having his physio.’ 
 
    Jake declined to leave a message. He felt somewhat put out by the delay. A call to the Dorchester Herald came next. ‘Sorry,’ he was told, ‘but it’s too late to place an advert for tomorrow. We usually need at least two days.’ 
 
    He put the receiver down, thinking quickly. Then called the Herald again and asked to be put through to Ed Macey. 
 
    Macey was not at his desk and it was Liz who took the call. 
 
    ‘Hello, Ed Macey’s desk.’ 
 
    ‘My but your voice has changed. Are you taking anything for it?’ 
 
    Liz giggled. ‘Macey’s not here right now,’ she said. ‘He’ll be about ten minutes. Can I get him to call you back?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you, love. I won’t be here by then. I’m calling to leave a message for a man called Charlie Morrow. He’s got a small ad in your Lonely Hearts.’ 
 
    He felt the change in Liz’s attitude even before he next heard her voice and was amused as she began to stall. 
 
    ‘A message, you say, for Charlie Morrow. OK. Right. If you’ll tell me what it is, I’ll pass it on. Of course, I will.’ 
 
    Jake leaned back against the wall, looking out across the cafe. He heard a couple of clicks on the line and guessed Liz would now be recording the call. The slight echo when he next spoke made him wonder if she’d switched to speaker phone. 
 
    ‘I take it you’re recording this for posterity. Well, that’s all right. No doubt your experts will have a lot of fun pinpointing the accent and getting it all wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know,’ Liz told him. ‘I mean, I don’t know much about those things.’ 
 
    ‘No? Well, never mind, give yourself another year or two and I’m sure you’ll be the expert Macey is. Now listen close and tell this to Charlie Morrow. I’ll meet him where Marion O’Donnel died. He’ll know the place I mean. And tell him if he comes alone, I’ll consider giving him the child.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ Liz asked him. ‘I’ve got to tell him when.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a sacred place, love. He’ll know what time.’ 
 
    ‘No! Wait!’ Liz shouted. ‘Wait, don’t hang up yet. Charlie can’t drive. His hands—’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I hadn’t thought of that. Well, tell . . . Ah, yes, tell Maria Lucas that she has to drive him. She’ll do that for the sake of the child, I’m sure.’ 
 
    He paused, enjoying the panic in Liz’s voice, but also the fact that her nerve had held enough to remind him about Charlie. 
 
    ‘We should get together some time,’ he said. ‘Have a little chat, maybe take in a film, or have dinner. My place maybe? Or should it be yours?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Macey was mortified that he’d not been the one to take the call, but listening to the tape he had to admit that Liz had done well. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ he asked her. She was smoking again, he noted. Probably not a good sign. 
 
    ‘Sure I am. Sure. I just got off the phone from talking to a murderer. He invited me to dinner. How the hell am I supposed to feel?’ 
 
    ‘Make him take you somewhere special,’ Macey advised, realizing even as he said it that he’d gone too far. He patted Liz’s shoulder in his usual parody of comfort and dug a packet of cigarettes from the bottom of his drawer. ‘Here, love, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘And there aren’t many people hear me say that in one lifetime.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Charlie was as excited as Macey, but worried too. 
 
    ‘He won’t keep the appointment,’ he said. ‘It’s all just one big joke to him, seeing us running round in circles. I’ve got to get on to Mike. He’ll never agree to Maria driving me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t see he’ll have much choice,’ Macey said. ‘She’s a lady with a mind of her own and she’d do anything to get that little girl back. Charlie, what’s this place he’s talking about?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a place called West Kennet. Other side of Devizes.’ 
 
    ‘And presumably he means midnight as the meeting time. Do we have to bring them in on this . . . Sorry, stupid question. OK, you get on to Peterson. But, Charlie, you cut me out of this and I’ll never let you rest, you know that, don’t you?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    It was something like a two-hour drive from Honiton to Devizes they had estimated and West Kennet was just a little further on. There was no village there, only a cottage, a gate leading to a path between ploughed fields and, at the top of a steep hill, the long barrow itself silhouetted against the skyline. 
 
    ‘I’ve not seen the place since last winter,’ Charlie told Maria as they drove. ‘It’s a bleak spot at the best of times and I won’t forget that night in a hurry. Tipping it down with rain, visibility a few feet and this red-hot shell of a burnt-out car that just wouldn’t cool, no matter what Mother Nature chucked at it.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t be there, will he?’ Maria said. ‘And what he said about letting Essie go, that’s not true either, is it?’ 
 
    Charlie looked at her. She was staring straight ahead, trying to concentrate on the road, but her hands gripped the wheel so tightly he could see the bones of her knuckles through the skin. 
 
    ‘He knew what he was about when he said you had to drive, didn’t he? I wish I didn’t have to put you through this, love.’ 
 
    ‘I know, Charlie. It’s just we’re none of us fooled by this, we know it’s just another Jake Bowen line, and yet—’ 
 
    ‘We can’t afford not to go, just in case he plays it straight with us this time.’ 
 
    Charlie shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He didn’t find it easy to be anywhere for long. There was so much of him that rubbed and chafed where the new skin was growing or the scarring pulled at the surrounding skin. He took pills at night and hated doing it, but the few hours of oblivion were precious and it was the only way that he could sleep. 
 
    It had been chaos since Peterson had been told about Jake’s call. He’d been furious with Macey and with Charlie himself, but his rant had been cut short by the need to act on the information. And Macey would have to wait for his exclusive. 
 
    ‘When we’re done with this, you can write the bloody book,’ Peterson had told the journalist. ‘I’ll give you rights to my frigging memoirs, but you’ve got to hold off on this one. If the public knows he’s making fools of us yet again then all the cooperation we’re beginning to get will come to nothing. And we’ll still be no nearer finding that child.’ 
 
    Macey had agreed to back off, albeit reluctantly. ‘But anyone else gets so much as a whiff of this,’ he promised, ‘and I’ll publish the whole damn thing, with or without your cooperation. You mark my words on that.’ 
 
    Kennet was way outside Peterson’s jurisdiction. Charlie had been a serving officer on the local force when he’d been injured and the help they had received had been unstinting. An ARV had been in place since before Maria had collected Charlie. There were officers in the cottage beside the gate that led to the barrow and still others at the monument itself. An unmarked car with a young couple in plain clothes sat in the lay-by fifty yards up the road and officers equipped with night sights were stationed at vantage points all around the area. 
 
    Peterson and his opposite number from Devizes had taken up position in the shadows of Silbury Hill, the giant earthworks that faced the West Kennet long barrow across the Devizes road. 
 
    Mike was following Maria’s car with two armed officers. 
 
    It was a massive operation. Charlie wondered how much it was costing and what must be going through Jake’s mind when he set it up. He wondered too what Maria was thinking just then, but he found he couldn’t ask. Probably the same hopeless thoughts that were going through his own mind. 
 
    ‘We’re almost there,’ he commented as they reached the traffic island a little over a mile from their destination. The Wagon and Horses pub was in darkness and the unlit road curved ahead and out of sight. ‘Just take it slow,’ he said, ‘or you’ll miss the pull-in. It’s not well marked.’ 
 
    Maria dropped her speed. In the mirror she could see Mike’s car a good way behind. He had orders to go past her when she parked up, then stop further along the road. She saw Silbury looming out of nowhere on the left, just before Charlie told her they’d arrived and pointed to the lay-by on the right-hand side. 
 
    ‘Well, now we’re here,’ she said, her voice unsteady for all that she tried to remain in control, ‘what do we do?’ 
 
    ‘It’s ten to twelve,’ Charlie said. ‘We get out and walk to the place where Marion O’Donnel died and then we wait.’ And when it’s plain the bastard isn’t here, he thought, I suppose we turn ourselves around and go back the way we came. 
 
    Miles away, Jake had the windows open and if he listened hard he could hear the sea. He’d been watching the late film, an old B-movie horror flick, the sort he’d grown up with and still loved, where the heroines scream so prettily and threaten to fall out of their clothes and evil can be destroyed by a cross and a sharp stick. 
 
    He sipped his beer and thought about Charlie Morrow and all his entourage waiting for him in the dark in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    ‘Next time, Charlie,’ he whispered to himself, highly amused by his little escapade. Anyway, he thought, it wouldn’t be so bad. At least this time the rain had stayed away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    5 July 
 
      
 
    It was eight o’clock on the Friday morning. Mike figured he’d had less than an hour’s sleep, but somehow rest would not come. His mind was running in all directions, refusing to either make sense or be still. He felt more deeply depressed than he could ever remember, except perhaps when Stevie had died. Nothing had as yet quite matched that, but the way he felt now came very close. 
 
    Beside him Maria slept. She’d cried herself to sleep, having kept a hold on her emotions until they’d been alone. She had driven back with Peterson in stony silence, then finally broken down. It was a revelation to him. Maria never cried, was always in control, always the one to give comfort. It was the final confirmation of just how hopeless their situation seemed. 
 
    The only compensation he could find was gratitude, that she trusted him enough to let him see how utterly bereft she felt. 
 
    ‘I dreamed of calling Jo,’ she’d told him, ‘and telling her that Essie was safe and it was all over. I knew I was just kidding myself, Mike, but it was something to hang on to, you know.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll still get to do that,’ he told her. ‘It will be all right.’ 
 
    And she’d been kind enough not to tell him to his face that he was a liar. 
 
    It was almost two weeks since Essie had disappeared from her school and they were no further on. 
 
    He must have dozed again despite himself, because the next time he looked at the clock it was almost nine. The bedroom window was open and sounds from the street filtered in: traffic noise and people’s voices as they went about their day. He lay still, nagging at the random thoughts still plaguing him, then he turned over and woke Maria. 
 
    ‘We’re going to talk to Max,’ he told her. ‘You’re going to talk to Max. We have to know where Jake bought his house.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was early afternoon by the time they got to the prison and Max was in flirtatious mood. Maria was a beautiful woman and Max liked attractive females, though he was fickle when it came to type. His last preference had been for blondes, but he was quite prepared to change his mind. 
 
    ‘Nice of you to brighten my day, Inspector Croft,’ he said. ‘But you’ll excuse me if I ask what the lady sees in you. She could take her choice, if you ask me.’ 
 
    Maria raised an eyebrow at Mike but she returned Max’s smile. ‘I suppose I don’t always like the obvious,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Nice answer, yes, nice answer. It’s good to look at the unusual. Jake always said you should try and view the familiar from an unfamiliar angle. That way you learn to see things as they really are.’ 
 
    ‘And does that work for you, Mr Harriman?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, call me Max. It’s not often that I get the choice. But to answer your question, yes, I find it works for me. People are so hidebound, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Maria nodded. ‘Probably,’ she said. ‘Sometimes people have big ambitions, big ideas, but reality gets in the way of achieving them. I think, for most of us, our families and the need to earn a living end up taking priority over the rest.’ 
 
    Max shook his head. ‘I never wanted that,’ he said. ‘Family, it just ties you down. It’s better to be free of all of that.’ 
 
    Maria nodded slowly. ‘I used to think that way,’ she said, ‘but it can get lonely sometimes. You never wanted someone special in your life, Max? Someone who thought you were the most important thing in the world?’ Max grinned at her. ‘He thinks that way about you, does he? I’m not surprised. You’re quite a catch for a humble copper.’ 
 
    Maria laughed. ‘I’ll keep reminding him of that. But did you never want that for yourself?’ 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes and contemplated the question. ‘Just what is it you want from me?’ he asked Maria. ‘I mean, this is very nice and I’m quite happy to waltz around the question all the day, but I’m curious just the same.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think I’ve come for?’ 
 
    ‘The same thing all of them ask for. Tell me about Jake, they say. What did Jake do? What did Jake say? And I understand the fascination, I really do. My whole life has been spent looking at what Jake has done with his and trying to get close, even within touching distance, of half that he’s achieved.’ 
 
    ‘But sometimes you’d like to be valued for yourself,’ Maria stated. ‘I think that’s natural, Max. Everyone would want that.’ 
 
    Max scratched his head, then got up and began to pace around the room. From the corner Mike observed, content to let things take their course for a while. He watched Maria shifting into her professional role, the change in her almost physical as she moved back mentally into her working clothes, and she said nothing as Max paced the room, gathering his thoughts. It seemed like a long time before he sat down and began to talk again. 
 
    ‘Has he got rid of that father of his yet?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know,’ Maria lied smoothly. Confirmation of Alastair’s death had not yet hit the news. ‘Do you think he might?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ Max told her. ‘Why else would he take Alastair away?’ 
 
    ‘It’s your story, you tell me.’ 
 
    ‘No, if Jake’s got him, then it’s a dead story now. It doesn’t matter any more.’ 
 
    ‘What does matter?’ Maria asked him. ‘What would matter now?’ 
 
    Max thought about it for a while, then said, ‘Perfection. Getting things the best they possibly could be. Nothing else was good enough for Jake. Pushing the envelope, was how he put it. Always pushing the envelope.’ 
 
    He glanced over at Mike, then, turning his attention back to Maria, said, ‘Jake, now, he never went for that family thing. He’d seen his own lot, where that got them. Jake wanted more than that. He wanted a place of his own, away from the back streets, somewhere he could breathe. And a studio. Somewhere bright and airy he could work. He wanted to retire at forty-five and live in luxury the rest of his days. Somewhere warm, with open skies and blue seas. And he wanted to be famous. To be admired for his work. For what he had achieved.’ 
 
    Maria held her breath. The mention of a house seemed almost too perfect. ‘Did he get all of those things?’ she asked him. ‘We know about the flat in London of course, you told us that, but does that fit with Jake’s dreams?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. That was just convenient. That wasn’t what Jake wanted, only somewhere to send post and for people to stay. Jake had his own place and his own life quite apart from that.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever go there? To Jake’s other place?’ 
 
    Max awarded her a pitying look. ‘Do you think I’d tell you even if I had?’ he asked. ‘Honestly, you really think I’m thick or what?’ 
 
    She was losing it, Maria realized. She’d tried to push him far too fast. In an attempt to salvage things, she asked, ‘And you, Max, did you ever dream of a place like that? A place in the sun with blue seas all around?’ But Max just laughed at her. ‘You think you’re oh so clever, don’t you, love? But you’re not. None of you are. You just go on your blinkered way, hoping for the best, and Jake runs rings around you all.’ 
 
    He would say nothing after that. Maria tried once more to draw him out but he just sat in silence, listening to her with a slight half-smile hovering around his mouth. Maria wanted to claw it off his face, to rant and scream and demand that he helped them, but she knew that it would do no good. Finally she stood up and Mike did the same. ‘We’re going now,’ she said. ‘Goodbye, Max.’ 
 
    She gave him a moment when she reached the door, time to change his mind, but Max didn’t so much as move. 
 
    When they got out to Mike’s car she sat in the front seat and cried, tears of anger and of pain for Essie. 
 
    ‘Do you think he really knows?’ Mike asked her when she’d calmed a little. 
 
    Maria shook her head. ‘We were stupid even to imagine he would,’ she said. ‘Think about it, Mike. If you wanted to keep something hidden, would you tell a blabbermouth like Max? Someone who worshipped your shadow? No, he’d know Max would only want to boast about it — Jake having got his dream. Max Harriman doesn’t know where Jake is. He doesn’t know a damn thing.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at Honiton, Mike found his desk piled high with house agents’ details and back issues of property pages covering the relevant years. Two officers were already working their way through the stack, marking with highlighter anything that looked as though it matched their brief. 
 
    Most of the notices in the London flat were for the south coast, in the main not much further west than Dorset and to the east as far as Kent. There were a few for the Yorkshire coast and Moors, but as Jake’s most recent activity was all more southerly-based, they were giving priority to these and leaving the northern cottages aside. 
 
    Peterson was not in sight. Mike knew that he had to come clean about their trip to see Max. Maria was a civilian, personally involved, and the whole trip an impulse that had come to nothing. Peterson was not likely to be impressed. 
 
    But the Chief Superintendent had other things on his mind. ‘I’ve got the pathology reports on Alastair,’ he said. ‘It’s definitely him, dental records are a match. He died of the gunshot wounds, no sign of drugs or other injury. And he’d eaten a meal three or four hours before he died. Last meal for the condemned man? Or was Jake planning on keeping him alive and then changed his mind?’ 
 
    Mike shrugged, not really caring either way any more. ‘We’re not likely to find out,’ he said, ‘unless we find Jake.’ 
 
    They went back into the incident room. Several dozen people, sorting information, inputting data, generating more and more facts and figures and suppositions. Maria was sitting at Mike’s desk, leafing through the London faxes once again. ‘He’s got to be close to the sea,’ she said. ‘Just from the way Alastair was found.’ 
 
    ‘Or he might easily have taken the body and dumped it over a cliff. We’ve got the coastguard trying to estimate a point of entry, looking at the currents and tides,’ Mike commented. 
 
    ‘But about a third of the house details are for coastal properties. Lots of them have “ocean view” or “sea view” or “clifftop location” as part of their selling blurb.’ 
 
    ‘But it leaves about two-thirds of them that did not,’ Peterson pointed out. ‘Look, I admit it would be nice to narrow it down, but right now I’m not sure we can risk doing that.’ 
 
    Maria was not going to be put off. ‘Max talked about Jake loving the ocean,’ she said. ‘About his dreams of an open view and a clear sky.’ 
 
    ‘He was talking about a retirement place,’ Mike argued. ‘Somewhere warm, he said.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something we haven’t taken account of yet,’ Peterson noted. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘A private sale. Jake might have seen the house in the small ads. My daughter bought hers that way. In fact, I’m not even sure they even advertised it. The previous owner just put a board up outside the house with a phone number on it. She spotted it when she was out one day and the whole thing was done without an agent.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we can pull in all the small ads that appeared in the local papers,’ Mike said. ‘Though it just adds to the mountain of stuff to plough through. And we’ll just have to hope that Jake wasn’t as observant as your daughter.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The late afternoon sun turned the sea to fire on the horizon. Mike and Peterson had called a briefing — ‘assembling the troops’, as Peterson called it — to see what the day had achieved. Maria left them to it, needing to get away from the hothouse atmosphere of the incident room. She drove down to the coast road, in places not much more than a narrow trackway, and finally pulled her car to the side of the road on the top of a grassy cliff. 
 
    It was another magnificent day. She loved weather like this, bright days at the beginning of summer, when the land was still green and the dustiness of August seemed a long way off. 
 
    She sat on the grass beside her car, gazing far out to sea, the lazy crash of waves sounding below her as she tried to imagine Jake Bowen and where he was. How different was his view from hers? Did he see the same ships far out on the horizon, the same waves, the same sunlight burning on the water? 
 
    Peterson had been talking to the coastguard. An aerial survey had been proposed using a police helicopter and the coastguard flight. In the course of the afternoon, he had come round to Maria’s way of thinking about Jake. That he must be right on the coast in view of the sea. Somewhere he could have pitched Alastair’s body into the ocean without the risk of being overlooked. 
 
    ‘Do you know how many miles of coast that is?’ Peterson had asked Maria. 
 
    She didn’t, and for that matter neither did he. She worried now that she might be wrong; that Peterson would put the time and effort into this and waste it all when he could be looking somewhere else. 
 
    But it was no good feeling guilty, Maria told herself. 
 
    They had to begin somewhere and, deep down, her instincts told her she was right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A few miles along the coast, Jake stepped through the gate with Essie in his arms. She was half awake and crying, confused and frightened by this strange man who, for most of the time, seemed to be part of her bad dreams. 
 
    Jake carried the child easily. She weighed little and was still too doped to struggle very much, though she blinked in the sudden light and tried to turn her face away. 
 
    It was a wonderful day, Jake thought. The bright blue sky and silver-painted sea below, almost too bright to look at, like a mirror reflecting the sunlight. He laid the child upon the soft grass at the edge of the cliff and looked down at her, fascinated by the way the sunlight was absorbed by the darkness of her skin: the odd lights and colours, and a tonal quality white skin did not have. He turned his head this way and that, an artist assessing his subject, and what treatment he should use to give it life. 
 
    Then he bent abruptly, seizing the child by one arm and one small ankle, and lifted her high into the air, swinging her out over the surging water. 
 
    Essie was aware enough to scream, her body twisting in his hands as she reached frantically, grabbing at the empty air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
    It was close to midnight. The sky an inky blue, flecked with silver stars. Mike stood, gazing out of the window as behind him Maria put the telephone receiver down. She had been talking to Jo in spite of the late hour. Jo never slept anyway these days. 
 
    Two hours north, Max Harriman lay dozing on his bed, his thoughts and dreams filled with Jake and the high places he had loved even as a child. His dreams remembered Jake standing at the very edge of a barren granite cliff: grey clouds, grey sea, grey headland beneath Jake’s feet; his arms spread wide as though he could lay himself upon the wind and fly. 
 
    Macey and Liz sat by his office desk, neither of them inclined to go home, the whisky bottle set between them slowly diminishing as the night passed. 
 
    ‘You ever been married, Macey?’ Liz had asked. 
 
    ‘No, never have.’ 
 
    ‘You ever wanted to?’ 
 
    ‘You offering?’ 
 
    Liz giggled. ‘I don’t think I’m right for you,’ she said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sitting on the edge of his bed in a darkened room, Charlie Morrow tried to think of ways to sleep without the pills he was holding in his hand. He had just poured water into the glass and tipped out the little white pills when the telephone rang. 
 
    ‘We should talk, Charlie,’ Jake Bowen said, and in the background Charlie heard a small child crying. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Macey stared accusingly at the telephone on his desk when it began to ring. ‘Who the hell at this time of night?’ 
 
    It was Charlie, excited and confused, as close to panic as Macey could imagine he would ever get. 
 
    ‘He’s called again, Macey.’ 
 
    ‘Then phone the bloody police.’ He reached and switched on the speaker phone so Liz could hear. 
 
    ‘I can’t. He says he’ll kill Essie if I do and I believe him.’ 
 
    ‘The kid’s already dead, Charlie, we both know that.’ 
 
    ‘No. No, she’s not. Listen, he had her talk to me. Poor little bugger sobbing for her mum. He says he’ll trade, me for the child, and I’ve got to go along with it. You must see that.’ 
 
    ‘Charlie, Charlie, you’re not thinking straight. Hold on to yourself. It’s a recording he’s got. The kid’s dead and that’s how you’ll end up if you chase this.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to take that chance.’ The sound of Essie’s crying had affected him as nothing else could. 
 
    ‘Think, Charlie,’ Macey demanded again. ‘You’re a bloody copper, for fuck’s sake. This isn’t the way to go.’ 
 
    He paused, waiting for Charlie’s response, sensing that his initial panic was now starting to subside. ‘Look, I can be with you in less than an hour. Don’t do anything till I get there. Promise me that.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I can. He said he’d be back in touch and I can’t predict what he’s going to do.’ 
 
    ‘Just hold on. I’ll be there.’ 
 
    Macey put the phone down before Charlie could say another word. He turned to Liz. 
 
    ‘Get hold of Mike Croft, his mobile number’s in the book. If you can’t reach them that way, call the pub and keep it ringing till someone answers. I’m going to Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘Are you legal?’ Liz asked him, pointing at the whisky bottle. 
 
    ‘God knows,’ Macey told her, then he was gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Charlie Morrow waited in his room staring at the telephone until he could no longer bear the sight of it. He switched on the computer and began to write a note addressed to Macey and to Mike, recording everything he could remember from Jake’s telephone call. All that had been said or that he had heard in the background or gained an impression of. 
 
    There was a tapping on his bedroom window, French doors opening onto the garden. Charlie opened the door. Jake stood outside. 
 
    ‘Coming, Charlie?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I’ll get my coat.’ 
 
    ‘Be quick then.’ 
 
    Jake watched him as he crossed the room and took his raincoat from the wardrobe. Charlie took a second while his hands were out of sight to remove his watch and press the button to set the timer, then he dropped it on the desk as he passed by. Macey would at least know how long he’d been gone. Some kind of lifeline for a drowning man. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time Macey arrived, Liz had done her job and the local police were already there expecting him. 
 
    ‘DI Croft said you might show up,’ the sergeant in charge told him. ‘You’d better come and look at this, but don’t touch anything.’ 
 
    Macey thought he was well beyond the need to be told that, but he let it pass and followed the officer down the hall. 
 
    ‘He went out through the French windows,’ the sergeant told him, ‘and someone heard a car engine start up about the time we think he left.’ 
 
    ‘Charlie couldn’t drive,’ Macey said, ‘he could barely close his hands to pick up a cup.’ 
 
    ‘He could use the keyboard on the computer.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, he could pick away at it with two fingers if that’s what you mean, but that’s a lot less control than it would take to drive a car. Jake came for him, that’s obvious, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Macey crossed to the computer and read the brief message Charlie had typed on screen. It was full of spelling mistakes and typos and had obviously been done at speed. It recounted what Macey already knew. Jake’s phone call, and the crying child and then Charlie’s guess that Jake’s next contact might be in person and too soon for anyone to help. 
 
    ‘I’ll set the timer on my watch,’ the message said. ‘You can draw some conclusion from how long I have been gone and work out how long it took for him to get here since he called me. I listened as closely as I could and there was no car engine, no sound at all in fact, except I think I heard a clock chiming in the background. The line was clear, no breaking up, and you know what mobiles can be like around here, so he must have called from somewhere the reception was good. I think for certain he must have called from home. I know it isn’t much, but anything might help.’ 
 
    ‘The watch?’ Macey asked, then saw it on the desk. Macey compared it to his own. 
 
    ‘I took his call at ten to midnight,’ Macey said, and he looked expectantly at the officer. 
 
    ‘It was twenty past by the time it had been relayed to us. Another ten before we made it here.’ 
 
    ‘Which gives a forty-minute window for Jake to get here and take Charlie away.’ 
 
    He looked at the message on the screen, remembering that he’d watched Charlie type. His hands were becoming more useful all the time but even so it was a slow process. He held his hands above the keyboard and pretended to input the words, Charlie-style, two fingers at a time and having to look to see each letter. It would have taken quite some time, Macey calculated. Just how long? 
 
    ‘The car, you say, was heard, it left here around twenty past the hour?’ 
 
    The sergeant nodded, somewhat reluctantly, Macey thought. 
 
    ‘Looks like you just bloody missed him,’ he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    6 July 
 
      
 
    Jake had bound Charlie’s wrists with ducting tape and used more tape to wrap around both Charlie and the seat to keep him from moving. 
 
    Essie lay in the rear of the car, dressed only in the pink T-shirt she had been wearing for the past two weeks. Her hands and ankles were tied and a piece of tape covered her mouth. Charlie had seen her face as he’d been pushed into the car, frightened brown eyes begging him to help. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do with her?’ he asked Jake. ‘You said you’d let her go. Gave me your word.’ 
 
    ‘And you trusted me. Now that is touching.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Charlie told him. ‘I did.’ 
 
    Jake drove in silence for a few minutes more, clearing the side road that led from the nursing home and turning back onto the main dual carriageway. At this time of the morning it was all but empty. Charlie waited, not certain what was safe to say. Jake drove another mile before pulling the car to an abrupt halt at the side of the road. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Charlie asked him, his mouth suddenly dry. 
 
    ‘Letting her go,’ Jake replied. ‘Here looks as good a place as any.’ 
 
    He was out of the car before Charlie could say a word and had lifted the child from the back seat. 
 
    ‘I’ll untie her hands and feet,’ he told Charlie, ‘wouldn’t want her to roll into a ditch and not get out.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t just leave her there. She’s only a child.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I thought you wanted me to let her go?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I do, but not here. It’s a major road.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she’s more likely to be seen then, isn’t she?’ Jake said. ‘Or I could change my mind?’ 
 
    Charlie dared say nothing more. At least, he thought, the child was free. He had to hope she’d have the sense to stay off the road. 
 
    He could see her in the wing mirror as Jake moved off, sitting by the roadside, the tape still across her mouth and the look of terror in her eyes. 
 
    ‘You see, I always keep my promises,’ Jake told him as they drove away. 
 
    When Jake next stopped the car Charlie could hear the ocean through the open door. Jake left him for a brief while and returned with a sawn-off shotgun in his hands. He took a knife from his pocket and cut the tape that bound Charlie to the seat, then stood back and let him struggle free. 
 
    ‘This way.’ 
 
    The gun directed Charlie along a narrow crazy-paved path between borders filled with flowers. The air was cool and sweet. Charlie could just make out a whitewashed house. The door was open and a soft light burned inside. 
 
    They entered through the kitchen, a large square room with windows on two sides and another door leading through to a narrow hall. There were stairs going up and other stairs going down through yet another door of painted wood that could have passed for an under stairs cupboard. Charlie had to duck his head to go through, but then the passage ceiling grew to more than normal height as it passed below the stairs. He counted fourteen steps, then another open door. The gun was tight against his back now as Jake reached around and switched on the light. Fluorescent beams blinded Charlie for a moment and he almost fell down the two steps just inside the door. He blinked rapidly, trying to adjust, and Jake prodded him with the gun to move him forward, then closed the door and sat down on the higher of the two steps. 
 
    The room was empty but for a mattress on the floor. Through another door, Charlie could glimpse a toilet and wash bowl and he noted that the room was warm. A vent overhead was feeding in heated air from the rooms above. 
 
    ‘Finished looking?’ Jake asked him, smiling at Charlie. 
 
    ‘There isn’t much to see.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ From the pocket of his jacket Jake produced the digital camera he so loved to use and raised it to his eye, the gun resting across his lap but one hand still in contact with the trigger. ‘Now strip,’ Jake ordered. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Bennet and his wife were not used to being out so late, but they were going to a family wedding and Frank’s shift pattern meant they’d had to start out late in order to get there for the Saturday morning. Em had managed to sleep a little while Frank was out at work, so she drove while Frank dozed in the partly reclined seat beside her. 
 
    She didn’t like night-driving very much but it did have the advantage, she thought, that there was no one else around and she was so looking forward to her niece’s wedding. 
 
    Music played quietly on the radio, something soft and classical that Em recognized from an advert on TV. She was in a relaxed mood, paying little attention to the road ahead. When the tiny apparition appeared in its little pink T-shirt her first reaction was to scream and swerve the car onto the grass verge, missing the hedge and ditch by inches. 
 
    Frank woke from his doze in equal shock. 
 
    ‘What the hell, woman? What did you do?’ 
 
    He thought she must have fallen asleep at the wheel and blundered off the road. 
 
    ‘A child, Frank, a little girl. She’s on the road.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake was fascinated by the scars on Charlie’s body. He’d made him remove his clothes and even the pressure bandages that wrapped his upper body and his arms until finally Charlie stood naked in the centre of the room. 
 
    And Jake had filmed him, recorded every inch of Charlie’s frame, like a sculptor admiring his handiwork. 
 
    ‘Did it hurt you, Charlie? Does it hurt you now?’ he asked. ‘Can you tell me how it feels to let so much of you burn and shrivel. What is it like when people stare at you, wondering what happened to you and if it’s catching? Tell me about it. I want to know.’ 
 
    For a brief time, Charlie put up with this humiliation, fear of the gun keeping him in his place. Then he grew sick of it, decided that Jake was going to kill him anyway and, if he was going to die, then he was going to do it with his clothes on and his dignity intact. He bent, picked up his shirt and began to put it on. 
 
    Jake lowered the camera. ‘What are you doing, Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘Getting dressed. You’ve had your money’s worth, the side-show’s closing.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I’ve finished.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you? Well, I have. You’ve got me here because of that baby and you’ve freed her now. God willing, she’ll be all right. You want to kill me for putting my clothes on, then go right ahead. I’m not playing your stupid games any more.’ 
 
    Jake smiled at him, a slow grin spreading across his face, then raised the gun level with Charlie’s head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    6 July 
 
      
 
    By seven on the Saturday morning, Essie was in hospital in Swindon and Maria was with her. 
 
    She had spoken to Jo and the Kent police were driving Essie’s parents down with a full escort. They should have arrived by mid-morning and Essie’s ordeal, everyone hoped, would be coming to an end. 
 
    Peterson watched Maria as she sat beside Essie, stroking her hair and talking softly to her. Coming close, he crouched down beside the bed. ‘I know it’s a lot to ask,’ he said, ‘but anything she can tell you now that might give us some clue?’ Peterson knew all too well that once the parents arrived it would be impossible. They’d just want to get away from it all and it might be weeks before they allowed the police to talk to the child again. 
 
    ‘I’m doing what I can,’ Maria reassured him. ‘I want to get Charlie back as much or more than anyone. He saved Essie’s life, I’m sure of that.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Macey was already in his office. Looking at Liz, he wondered if she’d even left since last night. She looked as exhausted as he felt. He was desperately trying to knock the story into shape, ready for the early afternoon edition, and it would be passed to the news agencies, maybe even direct to one or other of the nationals after news of Essie’s release and Charlie’s trade broke on the breakfast shows. 
 
    Peterson had authorized Macey to release the entire story, hoping that it would capture the public imagination and shake something loose. 
 
    Liz was deeply upset about it all. She was relieved for Essie and her family, but had been crying for Charlie most of the night and her eyes were red and sore. 
 
    At eight fifteen Mike arrived. He’d already spoken to Maria and had something to add to Macey’s story. 
 
    ‘Essie told us they were near the sea,’ he said. ‘We want that released, so we’re passing it straight to the media across the board, but Peterson said you were to have the full version now and play it for all it’s worth. Jake took her out of the house and onto the clifftop. She remembers him carrying her and thinks it was only a short way, through a garden. He held her over the water and she saw the sea below her, a long way down. He had hold of her only by an arm and a leg and she thought he was going to let her fall. She thought she was going to die.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ Liz said. 
 
    Macey was silent for a moment. ‘I’m assuming you want me to quote that in full,’ he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By ten Mike was conducting the morning briefing. A grid-pattern search by helicopter had been assigned, shadowed by those on the ground. The search was concentrating on the miles of coastline, each unit taking a number of properties gleaned from the guides and estate agents’ details Jake might have used five years before. 
 
    ‘You’re probably looking for a lone male,’ Mike reminded them. ‘Though we can’t rely on that. You have basic descriptions in the written brief, but you must remember that Jake Bowen changes his appearance to suit. The properties on your lists are all well off the main roads, some very isolated, so the slightest sign of trouble and you call for back-up. We want no heroics and no more dead officers.’ 
 
    He waited, letting his gaze travel around the room and hoping that his words were sinking in. 
 
    ‘Questions?’ 
 
    There were a few, but everyone was eager just to be getting on. 
 
    ‘Remember’ Mike emphasized as the meeting broke up and he was worried by the slightly gung-ho attitude he sensed in the room, ‘you call in every location as you get there and the result immediately you’ve got one. I want to know where each and every officer is at all times. We’ve got armed units standing by all along the coast road. Don’t hesitate to call on them.’ He gestured to the stack of strike-proof vests on a nearby table. ‘They’re to be worn,’ he said. ‘I know it’s hot and I know they impede you, but we’ve got enough dead to bury without adding to their number.’ 
 
    He watched the men and women assigned to him file out of the incident room, knowing that this scene was being repeated all along the coast. Road-blocks had been set up. Jake Bowen had to be somewhere close by. They just had to find him. 
 
    Please God, he thought, let’s finish this today. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake watched as the helicopter flew overhead for the second time that morning, then he walked back, barefoot, through his garden. 
 
    He stood in his kitchen waiting for the kettle to boil and watched the mid-morning news on the portable TV. The news was full of him: Essie being found and Charlie Morrow being lost; the mobilization of every available officer up and down the coast; all leave cancelled on his behalf. 
 
    He made instant coffee — strong and black, very sweet and scalding hot. He sipped it slowly as he watched the bulletin, then took his coffee with him upstairs to his viewing room. 
 
    Charlie Morrow seemed to be asleep. Jake switched the camera angles, examining Charlie as he lay on the single bed. He pulled in to focus on the big man’s face, studying the network of scars and patchily growing beard, the rough, stubbled areas between a network of red polished skin. 
 
    His breathing slow and even as he slept. 
 
    Charlie was not asleep, not deeply. He had dozed a little from time to time, but the dead silence of the soundproofed room was not conducive to his brand of relaxation. Anyway, he found it hard to sleep at all without his pills. 
 
    Lying on the narrow bed, sensing that Jake was watching him, Charlie forced himself to keep very still, to pretend a lack of concern he could not feel. He tried not to imagine what Jake had planned for him and concentrated his thoughts on what might lie ahead should he finally get out of here. 
 
    He listened to the faint noises carried by the heating pipes, straining his ears for the slightest clue to Jake’s movements above his head. He tried to imagine what the day must be like outside. Hot and dry, close enough to the sea to hear the roar of the tide, taste the tang of salt on the air and hear the cry of birds. 
 
    Lying there, fooling Jake into thinking he was still asleep, Charlie made up his mind that whatever Jake might have in mind, he wasn’t going down easy. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peterson and Maria had arrived back at the incident room in Honiton. Calls from the operational units were already coming in, each report being plotted on the maps pinned to the office walls. Mike snatched a moment to greet Maria before being called away and Peterson too was immediately swallowed up in the organized confusion. 
 
    Maria perched herself on the edge of one of the desks, suddenly surplus to requirements. The effects of the last days were beginning to catch up on her in full measure. 
 
    She wanted to crawl away somewhere and get some sleep. She wanted news to come in saying that Charlie had been found, Jake arrested and all of this was over and done with. 
 
    Staring at the red and blue pins scattered over the maps, she tried to second-guess the pattern of the search, to imagine Jake’s reaction as he felt the net closing in on him. Maria wondered what would happen if they reached the end of this intensive search, the close of this incredibly expensive day, and Jake had not been found. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake had spent a little time watching Charlie on the CCTV screens. He was not the most cooperative guest he’d ever had. He refused to beg, refused to panic, even declined to shout, and for the last two hours had remained on the mattress fast asleep. 
 
    Jake began to gather his things together: his passport in the name of John Phillips, sales rep, and a spare in another name; his credit cards and, again, a couple of others he had acquired along the way. It always amazed him how helpful and un-nosy the banks could be, provided you kept money flowing through their accounts. 
 
    He also packed a bag and stowed it ready in the boot of his car. It left one question: what to do with Charlie Morrow? 
 
    * * * 
 
    In Dorchester, Macey watched the latest bulletin on a portable television someone had brought into the office. He was booked for an interview later on that day, together with Peterson and Essie’s mum. It was likely to be an emotional affair. And Macey’s exclusive coverage of the story had been sold in reworked forms to no less than three of the national dailies and one of the major Sunday broadsheets. Macey had hit pay-dirt. 
 
    Liz sat down beside him, staring at the screen. 
 
    ‘You should be pleased,’ she said. ‘You could cut any deal you wanted right now. Any story you wanted to write.’ 
 
    ‘Not any deal,’ Macey said slowly. ‘And not any story. The only one I want to write just now, love, would say that Charlie’s safe and well.’ 
 
    Liz turned to stare at him, for a moment not certain whether to believe him or not. 
 
    ‘You really mean that, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I really do.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    By lunchtime, Charlie had grown tired of his own silence. He lay on his back on the single bed and recited poetry, dredging from his memory the fragments of verse inflicted on him from primary school on. 
 
    He had begun, he estimated, about half an hour before, with nursery rhymes, and amazed himself with just how many he could remember. Exhausting those, he’d graduated to passages of Shakespeare he’d been forced to learn, line by line, comma by comma, in his early years at grammar school. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow . . . You hear me, Jake? Quite an actor I could have been, given half the chance. Fancied myself as Hamlet, but I didn’t fit the tights. You listening to me, Jake? I’ll bet you are.’ He paused a moment, waited for a response. ‘You going to get your arse down here and talk to me, or what? You’re a lousy host, you know that? You don’t come down here, Jake, it won’t be just the poetry. I might be forced to sing.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike was at the road-block on the Dorchester road when Macey finally caught up with him. 
 
    ‘Rumour is you’ve had a couple of false alarms?’ 
 
    ‘I won’t ask where the rumour came from. There’s been nothing concrete, Macey.’ 
 
    ‘Mind if I tag along when you leave here.’ 
 
    ‘You’d follow me if I said no.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right I would. I’m going nuts back there.’ He hesitated for a moment before asking, ‘You think he’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Macey. Depends what Jake had in mind.’ 
 
    ‘I keep thinking, you know, if I’d got there sooner—’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing you could have done.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not certain I believe that.’ 
 
    ‘What you believe, Macey, quite frankly doesn’t matter. We got Essie back and we’ll find Charlie Morrow. Jake’s been calling the shots long enough.’ 
 
    Macey watched him walk back to his car, shoulders set square against argument. ‘You really believe that, do you, Inspector Croft?’ he asked. ‘Or doesn’t what you think matter any more either?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    By one p.m. Jake had decided it was time to leave. He listened in to Charlie’s monologue one last time — the microphones he’d rigged up fed the sound through to the viewing room. 
 
    Charlie was singing a very unmusical rendition of something from Gilbert and Sullivan. He seemed to know only about half the words, making up the rest as he went along. Jake listened for a short while, amused at Charlie’s version of the sorrow of a policeman’s lot, wondering how long Charlie’s change of mood would last and slightly regretful that he would not be hanging around long enough to find out. He switched off the basement sound and left his prisoner totally alone. The appeal of killing Charlie was just not there if there wasn’t time to set it up properly and film the action. In Jake’s philosophy, if you couldn’t do things right, they were often better left undone. He put the rest of his essential gear into the car and left the house, he thought, for ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Jake got all of half a mile, driving down the single-track lane towards the main road, before being met by a police car on its way up. He was forced to back up the way he’d come, the police car following closely and finally parking across the exit from Jake’s yard. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, officers,’ Jake asked. ‘I hope it won’t take long. I was about to go out.’ 
 
    ‘Anything special, sir? Maybe you could phone if you’re going to be late for an appointment?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing special.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then, if we could just step inside?’ 
 
    Jake gave in as gracefully as he could, relieved he’d stowed his luggage in the boot and not on the back seat of his car. One officer followed him inside. Jake glanced back, curious as to what the other might be doing. He was speaking into his pocket phone, consulting a map and a list which he’d taken from the car. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The call came in to Honiton that a double-crewed unit had another possible. The third so far. 
 
    ‘Lone male, fits the general description, sir; and he seems a bit edgy.’ 
 
    ‘Who wouldn’t be?’ Peterson questioned. ‘OK, give me the location and I’ll put the nearest back-up on standby.’ 
 
    Peterson listened, matching the details to the grid reference. The property was right slap-bang on the coast. He signed off, prepared to call the other units in. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘What’s this all about?’ Jake asked the officer who’d followed him inside. 
 
    ‘Have you seen the news today?’ 
 
    ‘About the policeman and the little girl? Yes. Yes, I have.’ 
 
    The other officer joined them now, moving to the other side of the small kitchen as though wanting to keep Jake in full view. Jake realized that he was being far too stiff, that they were not at ease with him. He tried to compensate. 
 
    ‘Can I offer you some tea?’ 
 
    ‘That would be nice, but what we’d really like to do, if it’s not too much bother is to check your basement.’ 
 
    Jake filled the kettle from the kitchen tap, his back to both the men. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask them where their warrant was. Instead he lied as smoothly as he could. ‘I’m sorry, officer, but I don’t have a basement here.’ 
 
    He plugged the kettle into the socket and began to turn, then saw that what he’d taken for a list in the policeman’s hand were house agents’ details — a photocopy of the write-up he’d seen when first he’d come looking at the house. 
 
    ‘It says here, sir, that this house has a full-sized basement. Have you had it sealed or filled in?’ 
 
    The lunchtime washing up was still stacked on the draining board, including the sharp knife Jake had used. It was more impulse than thought that made him snatch it and he lunged forward, then slashed across the body of the nearest man, the blade catching the man’s sleeve and deflecting upward, opening his cheek. Then he was out of the kitchen door and into the narrow hall. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike took Peterson’s call just after leaving the road-block. 
 
    ‘It could be nothing, Mike. We’ve had two false ones already and brought them in, but it’s not going to amount to much.’ 
 
    Mike took the reference and checked it against his own map. He was about five miles away. ‘On my way,’ he said. 
 
    He ran to his car, shouting at Macey to join him. 
 
    ‘It might be nothing,’ he said, ‘but it’s the best fit we’ve had so far.’ 
 
    He’d slammed into gear and taken off before Macey had time to fasten his seatbelt. 
 
    ‘You think this is it?’ Macey asked him. ‘God Almighty, do you always drive like this?’ 
 
    Mike didn’t trouble to answer, too intent on taking a thirty-mile bend at twice that speed. Macey too fell silent, thinking about Charlie Morrow and visualizing his next by-line. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It took Jake only seconds to descend the basement steps and unlock the cellar door. The gun he’d used earlier had been propped beside it, left loaded but broken. Jake snapped it closed and then he was inside, with Charlie at gunpoint, and heading back towards the stairs. 
 
    The uninjured officer met him three steps from the top, and then he saw the gun. 
 
    ‘Back off,’ Jake ordered him. ‘I can kill this one and still have another barrel left for you.’ 
 
    They moved slowly to the top of the steps, the gun pressed close against Charlie’s spine. The other officer, his hands raised, was trying to talk Jake down. 
 
    ‘This is no good, sir. Lower the weapon. I’ve called for reinforcements.’ 
 
    ‘And they’ve a bloody long way to come, haven’t they, officer?’ 
 
    They were going to die, Charlie thought, and Jake was going to get away again. 
 
    The idea that Jake should escape free and clear suddenly enraged Charlie Morrow. That he could go on killing and maiming and destroying people’s lives. He had to take a chance. 
 
    They were almost at the kitchen door now, the hallway cramped and overfull with the three of them. One police officer had backed up and gone through the kitchen door when Charlie made his move. He dropped and turned, came up with his hands reaching for the gun, deflecting the shot at the moment Jake fired. The two men fell, Charlie on top of Jake, struggling for control, but the younger man was stronger and he still had possession of the gun. He hit out with the rifle stock, catching Charlie’s shoulder a glancing blow, and forcing him aside. Jake rolled forward, twisting his body as Charlie struggled once more to gain control. Then Jake had pinned him down, was sitting astride his legs with the gun raised and pointing straight between Charlie’s eyes. Charlie thrust upward with both hands, praying to deflect the shot before he fired, but the expected explosion of sound and pain never arrived. 
 
    A look of shock spread across Jake’s face and he fell forward, the knife he had used to slash the policeman’s face wedged deeply in his back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    It seemed a long time before anyone arrived and when they did it was all at once. Patrol cars screaming down the lane, a helicopter hovering above them. Armed police emerging from ploughed fields, sprung from some lunatic effect-artist’s dream. 
 
    Charlie had led the other officer outside, after helping him to get his injured colleague from the house and fetching the first aid kit from the police car. They sat in the garden, Charlie doing his best to clean the face wound and stop the bleeding. 
 
    ‘It’s not as bad as it looks,’ he said hopefully. ‘A bit of a scar, maybe, but that’s all.’ 
 
    He saw the other man studying his face and then pulling his gaze away, embarrassed. ‘I’ll be all right,’ he said. A macho man, trying not to cry. 
 
    The sun was hot on their backs but the young man who had killed Jake Bowen shivered as though freezing cold. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ Charlie asked him. 
 
    ‘George, George Mitchell. What will happen next?’ 
 
    He was still a child, Charlie thought, and, now it was all over, very scared. 
 
    ‘You did what you had to do,’ Charlie told him. ‘No one can tell you anything else, believe that.’ 
 
    ‘I feel sick, and look at me, I’m shaking like a bloody leaf.’ 
 
    ‘You and me both,’ Charlie said. ‘You been in the force long?’ 
 
    George Mitchell managed a weak half-smile. ‘Six months out of my probationary year,’ he said. ‘God, what a start.’ 
 
    Charlie laughed. Yeah, what a start, he thought, and it was far from over yet. There’d be the inquiry, the immediate suspension from duty, the debriefing and the counselling, and George’s slow realization that he had killed a man. 
 
    ‘We’ll get through it,’ Charlie told him. ‘Don’t you worry, we’ll get through.’ 
 
    The first of the police cars arrived then, their sirens screaming through the still air. There was an ambulance, with its flashing blue light, and people everywhere, shouting instructions and running across Jake’s close-clipped lawn. They broke around Charlie and the others like a flood. The injured officer was led away. Someone was trying to organize the chaos of parked and now wedged cars, and the armed officers were being stood down and lounging in the garden, waiting for someone to tell them what to do. 
 
    A senior officer came and took George Mitchell aside, quietly encouraging him to tell his story, easing him back into a system that had its own rules and its own closed door. 
 
    Charlie didn’t feel a part of that any more. He ignored their questions and their anxious looks, and the ambulance man who said he was in shock and needed medical attention. It was all suddenly so alien to Charlie Morrow. Now Jake was dead, he didn’t feel a part of anything. 
 
    He was standing on the cliff, looking out to sea, when Mike Croft arrived. He had Macey with him and Charlie took a moment to wonder how Macey had wangled that. 
 
    ‘Charlie! You OK?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Just fine.’ 
 
    As he watched, a cormorant skimmed lazily above the ocean, the same one that Jake had watched so many times. It was, Charlie thought, an inspiring sight, something unchanged for generations and still going on. 
 
    ‘You ever thought about what it would be like to stand here with the wind in your face and the sun on your back and then just let it go? Step over the line?’ 
 
    ‘Charlie?’ Macey’s voice was scared and Charlie felt a hand gripping his arm. 
 
    ‘It’s all right, Macey, I’m not going to jump.’ 
 
    He turned away, let Macey lead him back from the edge. 
 
    ‘Too earthbound, Macey,’ Charlie said. ‘I never learned to fly.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
    Three weeks to the day after Jake Bowen’s death Julia’s body was finally released to her parents, and that same morning Alastair Bowen was accepted back by the community of St Bartolph’s Church. He was to be cremated that afternoon, but Mike had decided not to remain for that. 
 
    He had attended the brief funeral service as the police representative, selected because he had most contact with the man during those last few days. 
 
    There were few people there, the media being kept outside and only a handful of folk wanting to be openly acknowledged as Alastair’s friends sitting with him in the church. Alastair had left instructions in his will. No flowers and no hymns, just a few words spoken by a cleric who had never known him and whose eulogy could have been for anyone. 
 
    It was a sad end, Mike thought, and he was glad when it was over and he could slip away. 
 
    Outside, the press was there in force, but Mike was not the main focus of their interest. That was reserved for those who had known Alastair in life and were less able to brush the questions aside with official words. Mike was soon back in his car and ready to go. 
 
    He sat back in the driver’s seat and reached for his mobile phone. Maria’s number was first in the memory. 
 
    ‘It’s all finished then?’ she asked him. 
 
    Alastair’s funeral, yes, but there was so much yet that wasn’t over. There’d be the inquest, and the internal inquiries into what could have been managed better and what lessons had been learned. And then there was Essie. She was healing well, the memories hazed by the sedative Jake had given her, but Mike knew it was likely to be months before Jo would so much as speak to him again. She was depressed and paranoid, unable to let either of her children out of her sight. The nightmares were a torture when she slept and the waking memory pervaded every conscious hour. Jake Bowen had left a terrible legacy. 
 
    ‘Are you still there?’ Maria asked him, he had been silent for so long. 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m still here. I was thinking, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a lot to think about.’ 
 
    ‘Can I see you tonight? There’s something I want to ask and I can’t say it over the phone.’ 
 
    She sounded surprised. ‘Pick me up, seven thirty. We’ll go and eat somewhere.’ 
 
    They finalized arrangements and Mike switched off his phone, smiling to himself. In his pocket was a ring, an emerald, because Maria liked them, and as he started the car to drive home Mike was hoping she would say yes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Thank you for reading this book. If you enjoyed it please leave feedback on Amazon, and if there is anything we missed or you have a question about then please get in touch. The author and publishing team appreciate your feedback and time reading this book. 
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    A SELECTION OF OUR OTHER TITLES YOU MAY ENJOY 
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    http://www.amazon.co.uk/SECRET-gripping-detective-thriller-suspense-ebook/dp/B00XYMC5GI/ 
 
      
 
    http://www.amazon.com/SECRET-gripping-detective-thriller-suspense-ebook/dp/B00XYMC5GI/ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shocking family secrets come to light when a young woman is murdered 
 
      
 
    Amy Hill, a nineteen-year-old student, is strangled and her body dumped on open ground in the city. New police partners, D.I. Jim Neal and D.S. Ava Merry are called in to investigate this brutal crime. The last person to see Amy alive was Simon, the son of a family friend, but before he can be properly questioned he disappears. 
 
    Detectives Neal and Merry are led on a trail of shocking family secrets and crimes. Can this duo track down the murderer before anyone else dies? Stopping this tragic cycle of violence will put D.S. Merry’s life at risk in a thrilling and heart-stopping finale. 
 
    If you like Angela Marsons, Rachel Abbott, Ruth Rendell, or Mark Billingham you will be gripped by this exciting new crime fiction writer. 
 
    DEAD SECRET is the first in a new series of detective thrillers featuring D.S. Ava Merry and D.I. Jim Neal. Ava Merry is a young policewoman, recently promoted to detective sergeant. She is a fitness fanatic with a taste for dangerous relationships. Jim Neal is a single dad who juggles his devotion to his job with caring for his son. 
 
    Set in the fictional Northern city of Stromford, this detective mystery will have you gripped from start to shocking conclusion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A bag of severed fingers is found in a playground. . . 
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    http://www.amazon.co.uk/WRONG-gripping-detective-thriller-suspense-ebook/dp/B010Y7641M/ 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/WRONG-gripping-detective-thriller-suspense-ebook/dp/B010Y7641M/ 
 
    First a shooting, then a grisly discovery on the common . . . 
 
    Police partners, D.I. Calladine and D.S. Ruth Bayliss race against time to track down a killer before the whole area erupts in violence. Their boss thinks it’s all down to drug lord Ray Fallon, but Calladine’s instincts say something far nastier is happening on the Hobfield housing estate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you like Angela Marsons, Rachel Abbott, Mel Sherratt, Ruth Rendell, or Mark Billingham you will be gripped by this exciting new crime fiction writer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Glossary of English Slang for US readers 
 
    A & E: Accident and emergency department in a hospital 
 
    Aggro: Violent behaviour, aggression 
 
    Air raid: an attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets 
 
    Allotment: a plot of land rented by an individual for growing fruit, vegetable or flowers 
 
    Anorak: nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket) 
 
    Artex: textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings 
 
    A Level: exams taken between 16 and 18 
 
    Auld Reekie: Edinburgh 
 
    Au pair: live-in childcare helper. Often a young woman. 
 
    Barm: bread roll 
 
    Barney: argument 
 
    Beaker: glass or cup for holding liquids 
 
    Beemer: BMW car or motorcycle 
 
    Benefits: social security 
 
    Bent: corrupt 
 
    Bin: wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb) 
 
    Biscuit: cookie 
 
    Blackpool Lights: gaudy illuminations in seaside town 
 
    Bloke: guy 
 
    Blow: cocaine 
 
    Blower: telephone 
 
    Blues and twos: emergency vehicles 
 
    Bob: money 
 
    Bobby: policeman 
 
    Broadsheet: quality newspaper (New York Times would be a US example) 
 
    Brown bread: rhyming slang for dead 
 
    Bun: small cake 
 
    Bunk: do a bunk means escape 
 
    Burger bar: hamburger fast-food restaurant 
 
    Buy-to-let: Buying a house/apartment to rent it out for profit 
 
    Charity Shop: thrift store 
 
    Carrier bag: plastic bag from supermarket 
 
    Care Home: an institution where old people are cared for 
 
    Car park: parking lot 
 
    CBeebies: kids TV 
 
    Chat-up: flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments 
 
    Chemist: pharmacy 
 
    Chinwag: conversation 
 
    Chippie: fast-food place selling chips and other fried food 
 
    Chips: French fries but thicker 
 
    CID: Criminal Investigation Department 
 
    Civvy Street: civilian life (as opposed to army) 
 
    Clock: punch 
 
    Cock-up: mess up, make a mistake 
 
    Cockney: a native of East London 
 
    Common: an area of park land/ or lower class 
 
    Comprehensive School (Comp.): High school 
 
    Cop hold of: grab 
 
    Copper: police officer 
 
    Coverall: coveralls, or boiler suit 
 
    CPS: Crown Prosecution Service, decide whether police cases go forward 
 
    Childminder: someone who looks after children for money 
 
    Council: local government 
 
    Dan Dare: hero from Eagle comic 
 
    DC: detective constable 
 
    Deck: one of the landings on a floor of a tower block 
 
    Deck: hit (verb) 
 
    Desperate Dan: very strong comic book character 
 
    DI: detective inspector 
 
    Digestive biscuit: plain cookie 
 
    Digs: student lodgings 
 
    Do a runner: disappear 
 
    Do one: go away 
 
    Doc Martens: Heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole 
 
    Donkey’s years: long time 
 
    Drum: house 
 
    DS: detective sergeant 
 
    ED: accident and emergency department of hospital 
 
    Eagle: boys’ comic 
 
    Early dart: to leave work early 
 
    Eggy soldiers: strips of toast with a boiled egg 
 
    Enforcer: police battering ram 
 
    Estate: public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects) 
 
    Estate agent: realtor (US) 
 
    Falklands War: war between Britain and Argentina in 1982 
 
    Fag: cigarette 
 
    Father Christmas: Santa Claus 
 
    Filth: police (insulting) 
 
    Forces: army, navy, and air force 
 
    FMO: force medical officer 
 
    Fried slice: fried bread 
 
    Fuzz: police 
 
    Garda: Irish police 
 
    Gendarmerie: French national police force 
 
    Geordie: from Newcastle 
 
    Garden Centre: a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold 
 
    Gob: mouth/ can also mean phlegm or spit 
 
    GP: general practitioner, a doctor based in the community 
 
    Graft: hard work 
 
    Gran: grandmother 
 
    Hancock: Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s 
 
    Hard nut: tough person 
 
    HGV: heavy goods vehicle, truck 
 
    HOLMES: UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents 
 
    Home: care home for elderly or sick people 
 
    Hoover: vacuum cleaner 
 
    I’ll be blowed: expression of surprise 
 
    Inne: isn’t he 
 
    Interpol: international police organisation 
 
    Into care: a child taken away from their family by the social services 
 
    Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman 
 
    ITU: intensive therapy unit in hospital 
 
    Jane Doe: a person whose identity is unknown/anonymous 
 
    JCB: a mechanical excavator 
 
    Jerry-built: badly made 
 
    Jungle: nickname given to migrant camp near Calais 
 
    Lad: young man 
 
    Lass: young woman 
 
    Lift: elevator 
 
    Lord Lucan: famous aristocrat who allegedly killed his children’s nanny and disappeared in 1974. Has never been found. 
 
    Lorry: a truck 
 
    Lovely jubbly: said when someone is pleased 
 
    Luftwaffe: German air force 
 
    M&S: Marks and Spencer, a food and clothes shop 
 
    Miss Marple: detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie 
 
    MOD: ministry of defence 
 
    Mobile phone: cell phone 
 
    MP: Member of Parliament, politician representing an area 
 
    MRSA: A strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. 
 
    Myra Hindley: famous British serial killer 
 
    Naff: lame, not good 
 
    Naff all: none 
 
    National Service: compulsory UK military service, ended in 60s 
 
    Net curtains: a type of semi-transparent curtain 
 
    NHS: National Health Service, public health service of UK 
 
    Nick: police station (as verb: to arrest) 
 
    Nowt: nothing 
 
    Nutter: insane person 
 
    Nursery: a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale) 
 
    Old bag: old woman (insulting) 
 
    Old Bill: police 
 
    OTT: over the top 
 
    Owt: anything 
 
    Pants: noun: underwear adjective: bad/rubbish/terrible 
 
    Para: paratrooper 
 
    Pay-as-you-go: a cell phone you pay for calls in advance 
 
    PC: police constable 
 
    Pear-shaped: go wrong 
 
    Petrol: gasoline 
 
    Pictures: movie 
 
    Pillbox: a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence 
 
    Pillock: fool 
 
    Pips: police insignia indicating rank 
 
    Piss off: as exclamation, go away (rude). Also can mean annoy. 
 
    Pissing down: raining 
 
    Playing field: sports field 
 
    Pleb: ordinary person (often insulting) 
 
    Portakabin: portable building used as temporary office etc. 
 
    Post: mail 
 
    Planning Department: the local authority department which issues licences to build and develop property 
 
    PNC: police national computer 
 
    PSNI: police service of Northern Ireland 
 
    Prat: silly idiot 
 
    Premier League: top English soccer division 
 
    Proms: concerts held at the Albert Hall 
 
    Public Analyst: scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes 
 
    RAF: Royal Air Force 
 
    Rag: newspaper 
 
    Ram-raiding: robbery where a vehicle is rammed through a shop window 
 
    Randy: horny 
 
    Recce: reconnaissance 
 
    Red Adair: famous oil well firefighter 
 
    Resus: resuscitation room 
 
    Right state: messy 
 
    Ring: telephone (verb) 
 
    Roadworks: repairs done to roads 
 
    Rozzers: police 
 
    RSPB: Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
 
    RTC: road traffic collision 
 
    RV: rendezvous point 
 
    Royal Engineers: British army corps dealing with military engineering etc. 
 
    Rugger: rugby (posh American football) 
 
    Sarge: sergeant 
 
    SCO19: Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command 
 
    Scrote: low life 
 
    Section: to have someone committed to a mental hospital under UK mental health laws 
 
    Semi: Semi-detached house, house with another house joined to it on one side only 
 
    Shedload: a large amount 
 
    Shop: store 
 
    Shout the odds: talk in a loud bossy way 
 
    Sickie: day off work pretending to be ill 
 
    Sixth-form college: school for high school students in final two years. 
 
    SIO: senior investigating officer 
 
    Skell: tramp or homeless person 
 
    Skip: a large open container used for building waste 
 
    Slapper: slag 
 
    Smackhead: heroin addict 
 
    Snout: police informer 
 
    SOCO: scene-of-crime officer 
 
    Sod: an annoying person 
 
    Sort: to do or make 
 
    Solicitor: lawyer 
 
    Sparky: electrician 
 
    Spook: spy 
 
    Spuds: potatoes 
 
    Squaddie: a soldier of low rank 
 
    Stunner: beautiful woman 
 
    Super: superintendent (police rank) 
 
    Surveyor: someone who examines land and buildings professionally 
 
    Sweeting: endearment, like sweetheart 
 
    Tabloid: newspaper 
 
    Tea: Dinner (Northern English) 
 
    Tea towel: drying cloth 
 
    Till: cash register 
 
    Tip: a mess 
 
    Tipsy: a bit drunk 
 
    Top himself: commit suicide 
 
    Torch: flashlight 
 
    Tutor: university teacher 
 
    Tower block: tall building containing apartments (usually social housing) 
 
    Twoc: steal a car, often just for joyriding 
 
    Upmarket: affluent or fancy 
 
    Wacky baccy: cannabis 
 
    Wally: silly person 
 
    War Cry: Salvation Army magazine 
 
    Wash: the washing machine 
 
    Water board: company supplying water to an area 
 
    White van man: typical working-class man who drives a small truck 
 
    WI: Women’s Institute, organisation of women in UK for social/cultural activity 
 
    Widow’s weeds: black clothes worn by a widow in mourning 
 
    Wilco: will comply i.e. yes 
 
    Wrinklies: old people 
 
    Yellowbelly: native of Lincolnshire 
 
    Yob: a rude or aggressive youth or person 
 
    Yorkie bar: type of chocolate bar 
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