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1
            6 February 2020

         

         For twenty-nine years, Martha Allen had thought she would recognise Nell Beatty anywhere.

         Of course, she realises, as she looks at the photograph on her computer screen, that’s because she’s been thinking of Nell Beatty as she was in the lobby of Victoria Police Station thirty years before: the thick dark hair, the mouth like a ripe berry, the body with its curves that were almost a parody of feminine perfection. That Nell Beatty has lived in Allen’s mind for three decades, waiting to be spotted walking down the road, coming out of a pub, stepping off a bus in the same crop top and tight jeans she wore the first and only time Allen saw her.

         Allen would never have recognised the woman in this photograph as Nell Beatty, no matter where she’d seen her. This woman’s coarse, dyed-black hair dangles over the bench’s slatted back, and her loose body stretches the fabric of her black tights so that her skin, bleached by cold and death, gleams through. There are crumbs of scarlet lipstick at the corners of the sagging mouth.

         ‘Where is this?’

         ‘Dale Park. East Bristol, about half an hour’s walk from the city centre. Found at five thirty this morning. I’m 2the senior investigating officer.’ Detective Chief Inspector Manley Desbury’s voice echoes a bit as it comes through the desk-phone speaker, but it’s still as smooth as it was three decades before.

         ‘It’s her,’ he says.

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘Look at photo two.’

         She clicks on the second jpeg attached to his e-mail. It shows a sheet of paper in a clear plastic evidence bag. Once Allen puts on her reading glasses, she sees that it’s a letter from the Department of Work and Pensions, inviting Miss Nell Beatty, 36 Walpole Road, Bristol, BS5, to an interview regarding her Universal Credit.

         ‘Found in her bag,’ says Desbury.

         Forgetting that he can’t see her, Allen shakes her head. ‘It’s some other Nell Beatty. It must be. It’s a common enough name.’ As I well know, she doesn’t say.

         ‘I thought that, too. But look at the next picture.’

         She clicks. It’s a photo of another bit of paper, in another evidence bag. This time it’s a yellowed newspaper clipping, softened by age and nearly worn through at creases made by repeated foldings and unfoldings. ‘Scene of Crime found it in the inside zip pocket.’

         Allen has no trouble recognising the clipping. The article is thirty years old, but she remembers it as vividly as if it had been published the previous day. BABY BELLA HAPPY AND HEALTHY AFTER MIRACLE RETURN, the headline screams. Underneath is a 3black-and-white photo of a smiling man with dark hair, his head pressed close to that of a beaming woman with lighter hair. Between them is a grinning baby with hair as dark as the man’s. The picture’s caption reads, Baby Bella back with her parents.

         A cold finger swipes down Allen’s spine. ‘Hold on.’

         She goes back to the first photo. When the body appears on the screen again, she looks closely. The woman is wearing a black miniskirt, cheap vinyl knee-high boots and a grubby lilac puffa jacket. Burst capillaries thread her nose and cheeks; her skin is roughened by years of substance abuse and neglect. But, yes, when Allen squints, there is something in the line of the nose, the curve of the high cheekbone under the pallid skin, that could be the remains of the young Nell Beatty.

         ‘Sorry to start your day like this, but I thought you’d want to know.’ She imagines Desbury frowning and pursing his lips, the way he used to when he had to deliver unsatisfactory information.

         ‘I do want to know.’

         Of course she does. She sighs. When Desbury’s e-mail arrived in her inbox a few minutes before, she was taken aback, but anyone would feel that way when faced with a message from someone they hadn’t spoken to for decades. When she opened the message and read the single sentence asking her to call him on the number below as soon as possible so he could ‘speak with you about the attached’, she felt uneasy – uneasy enough to wait to open 4the attachments until she had him on the phone. Even as she’d punched in his number, though, she’d refused to think that this might connect to the Baby Bella case. She’d been given an order to let that case go, and she’s been trying to obey it ever since. But one glimpse of Nell Beatty, even in this state, and she feels the old itch once more.

         She tries to distract herself by focusing on the photo again. The woman’s thrown-back head reveals a band of purple bruises around her throat. Allen knows that when the coroner rolls her over in the morgue later, they’ll find finger-shaped marks where the neck meets the spine, just as she knows that when they open her eyes they’ll find the red dots that indicate death by strangulation, and when they strip her they’ll find bruises covering other parts of the body, too – upper arms, shoulders and back, maybe even inner thighs. She knows this because she’s dealt with countless deaths like this as she’s climbed the police ladder from constable to detective inspector to detective superintendent. In her head there lives – or rather doesn’t live – an endless line of women whose bodies show that they’ve been first abused and then disposed of by some man more concerned about where he can dump the weight than the fact that he’s just killed another human being. What path has Nell Beatty’s life taken that it’s ended in this banal, sordid way?

         ‘Is there any indication of what she was doing in the park?’ 5

         ‘It’s close to Stapleton Road, one of our areas that’s popular with working girls, but until I hear from Scene of Crime and the coroner I’m not drawing any conclusions.’

         She hears a door open. Desbury says, ‘Thanks,’ and there’s the sound of a guzzling sip. Then silence. What else do the two of them have to talk about? Casual small talk would be ridiculous in the face of these photos, and in the face of the memories they call up.

         Finally, she says, ‘It’s Parker’s memorial today. Service with reception to follow.’

         ‘Oh, yes, I saw it in this week’s national bulletin.’ Desbury snorts softly. ‘I don’t envy you, having to go to that.’

         ‘Yeah. They’re all going to be there, all the old boys. Beck’s coming out of retirement to give the eulogy.’

         ‘Course he is. Never one to miss an opportunity to step into the spotlight, our Beck. Well, as my mum would’ve said, try to enjoy it.’

         ‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll share stories and have lots of laughs. After all, those blokes and I are such good mates.’

         But they both know that if she doesn’t show up, it’ll be held against her. Thirty-five years on the force, one of only five female detective supers, and she’s still being scrutinised and judged.

         She sighs again. ‘Listen, could you send me whatever you’ve collected for this murder? I’d like to have a closer look when I get back. Just to see if there’s anything …’ 6

         ‘Absolutely. And contact me if you see anything you want to discuss. I’ll send you my mobile number.’

         His voice sounds heavy when he says goodbye. As she puts on her coat and sets off for the memorial, she wonders why. Weariness? Tension? Then the corpse’s face appears in her mind’s eye, followed by Nell’s face as it was in the summer of 1990, and she thinks she understands. The heaviness in Desbury’s tone had been sadness. After all, he’d seen Nell Beatty then. He must remember her, too.

      

   


   
      7
         
            August 19908

         

      

   


   
      
         
9
            1

         

         Thursday, 2 August 1990, was the hottest day London had known for half a century. Detective Inspector Martha Allen could feel the sun even through her bedroom curtains, bright and hot and relentless. She glanced at her watch as she buttoned her shirt. It was only 7 a.m., and already a drop of sweat was inching its way from her bra band down her back. She looked at the suit jacket on the chair next to her, imagined leaving it behind, then thought better of it. Woman, recently promoted, in charge of a missing-child investigation: any of those on its own required all the authority she could muster. Taken together, they called for a full suit, even on a morning that felt like the inside of an oven.

         The call had come twenty minutes earlier. A child missing from the Bellevue Hotel in Pimlico. A five-month-old baby girl, the control room said. Apparently taken through an open window while the parents slept. Disappearance reported by the hotel owner at 6.22 a.m. Allen was the first available DI. A team had been sent, and they and her sergeant would meet her there.

         She gathered her hair off her neck and made a bun. She knew why she’d been assigned to the case, and it had nothing to do with availability. A child’s disappearance meant distraught parents who required sympathy, probably a mother who needed the gentle touch. The situation 10would require tact and emotional skill. Almost certainly someone would have to make tea. In the minds of her superiors, all of that meant a woman.

         Not that she could blame them. Who would they send instead? She’d seen the eyes of the male probationers glaze over when they’d covered domestic crime during training, been on the receiving end of their blunt questions when they’d practised interview techniques. On that evidence, she really was the right choice for the job. But in the six months since she’d been made a detective inspector, she’d encountered nothing like this incident. She’d handled three murders and a number of robberies, large as well as petty, but never anything involving children since her brief stint in Youth Crime. She couldn’t even remember the last time the Met had dealt with something similar.

         If she wanted to get out of it, she reminded herself … In her mind, she saw the shelf in the bathroom cabinet, the plastic stick with two thick lines across its little windows. She and Phil had known for two weeks that she was pregnant, but she hadn’t said a word to anyone else. She’d planned to keep it secret for as long as possible, until it was too late to transfer her to something dull like economic crime, or to stick her behind a desk for months. But she knew that if she wanted to be taken off this investigation, all she had to do was reveal that she was going to have a baby. Detective Chief Inspector Beck would never let a mother-to-be run a child-kidnapping case – and, yes, she told the critic in her head, she was 11aware of the irony of one kind of sexism relieving her of the burden imposed by another. Still, if she told Beck she was pregnant, she wouldn’t have to listen to raw pain with carefully calibrated earnestness, or offer well-intentioned comfort to two terrified people. As if there could possibly be any comfort when your child is missing!

         Nausea overwhelmed her. She rushed to the bathroom.

         Afterwards she sat on the edge of the bath, rested her head against the sink’s cool side, and tried to breathe evenly. She knew perfectly well that she wasn’t going to pass on this investigation. She thought again of the stifled yawns and cack-handed questions of the male probies in the practice interviews – Didn’t it occur to you, Miss Allen, that that kind of outfit would be seen as an invitation? She didn’t trust any of them to deal with these bereft parents the way she would. And, well, even though she hated thinking this way, a child abduction was an important case. Handled successfully, it could make the men respect her – the ones above her as well as the ones she worked with.

         Returning to the bedroom, she shrugged into her suit jacket and sat on the bed next to Phil’s sleeping body. He murmured and shifted but didn’t wake, so she bent to kiss his cheek and, when he didn’t react to that, buried her face in his hair. Strands tickled her cheek; his scalp smelled like warm bread. Oh, she remembered, they were out of bread.

         The door buzzer sounded. Control had said they were sending a car. 12

         As she entered the front room, she stopped for a second, pulled herself up, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. She imagined the investigation as a dot in the distance, then concentrated on that dot until personal concerns, stray thoughts, even ambition, were all pushed out by complete focus. Good detection, the first sergeant who had supervised her used to say, was ninety per cent details. Slow and careful wins our race. That’s why they call us the plod.

         She opened her eyes, picked up her bag and left the flat.
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         As Allen climbed out of the car in front of the Bellevue Hotel, she checked her watch: 7.45. The baby had been missing for more than an hour. She pushed the door shut and took in the hotel.

         The Bellevue was one of countless identical hotels that lined Pimlico’s Belgrave Road. All had neoclassical facades, and all had seen better days. The off-white paint on the columns that held up the Bellevue’s portico was grimy and chipped in places; the letters that spelled out its name in blue above the door were faded.

         But Allen was too busy making other observations to notice much more than that about the hotel itself. By her estimate, Belgrave Road was a half-mile south-east of Victoria station, with its Tube stop and trains to Gatwick. It was roughly the same distance south-east to the Vauxhall Bridge, with its easy access to the A2 motorway and via that to the port at Dover. Closer to hand, she could see two small private gardens a short way up the road, each one filled with potential hiding places and – grimmer to contemplate – easily accessible rubbish bins.

         Three steps up, and a dark-blue door with a polished brass handle took her into the lobby. This was an open space about eight metres by eight, with a stairway on her left leading to the upper floors and on the right a wooden reception counter with a narrow space behind it and a 14door in its back wall. On the far side of the lobby was a closed door, its top half divided into square panels of reeded glass, through which came the clinking of cutlery. The dining room. Next to that, a corridor ran back into some unknown depth of the building, hidden by a wall that boxed off the far side of the reception area. Thinly carpeted and furnished with a chrome and vinyl three-piece suite of the type in vogue two decades before, the lobby smelt of furniture polish and disinfectant. It was spotlessly clean.

         Behind the reception counter, a worried-looking Indian man clawed his beard, scraping the hair up and down. When he saw her, he snatched his hand back down to his side.

         ‘You are the police inspector?’

         She nodded and took a step forward, flashing her warrant card. ‘Detective Inspector Martha Allen. And you are?’

         He began to smile, then realised what he was doing and stopped. ‘I am Amrish Patel. I own—’

         At that moment, a tall blond man emerged from the corridor on the other side of the lobby. Allen recognised her sergeant, Ray Norton.

         Occasionally Allen wondered if the Met had assigned Norton to her out of a perverse sense of humour. More often, she was sure they had. Before she’d been promoted six months earlier, Norton’s attitude towards her had been a mixture of condescension and scorn. Since then 15he had added barely veiled contempt. Allen imagined whoever determined assignments at Victoria Police Station laughing at the thought of her trying to command loyalty from someone who so obviously thought he was her superior in all but rank. To add to the fun, Norton was an unashamed clothes horse, somehow managing to stretch his sergeant’s salary to support a wardrobe of elegant, perfectly cut suits. Allen, on the other hand, shopped at Marks & Spencer and John Lewis, and she’d never visited a tailor in her life. On the few cases they’d worked together so far, the civilians had automatically assumed that he was the senior officer. She warmed a little towards Mr Patel for not making that mistake.

         Seeing her, Norton stopped short. He had the gift of being able to say and do what was expected while at the same time making his real opinion silently but perfectly clear. Now he raised his eyebrows as if he’d been wondering why she was taking so long to arrive but was too polite to say so.

         ‘Guv.’ His tone dismissed the title even as he used it.

         ‘Norton.’ She walked the few steps it took to reach him, lowering her voice so Mr Patel wouldn’t hear. ‘Where are we?’

         He couldn’t tell her much more than she’d heard from the control room. The parents opened the window a few centimetres before going to sleep then woke to find the baby missing and the window fully up. That had been at 6.15 a.m. His only further information was that he’d 16contacted the Scene of Crime technicians, who should be arriving any moment, and that he’d announced to all the guests currently in the hotel that they needed to be interviewed before they could leave.

         ‘All right.’ She nodded, one quick jerk of her chin. ‘Send officers to every platform at Victoria, and alert Dover to be on the lookout. Search those gardens across the road, including the bins. Especially the bins.’

         ‘Already thought of it, guv.’ A smirk twitched his lips, and it took all of Allen’s self-control not to say, Yes, but you didn’t do it, did you? Instead, she asked, ‘Where are the parents?’

         ‘I put them in the lounge to wait for you.’

         ‘How are they?’

         Norton heaved the heavy sigh of someone forced to answer a ridiculous question. ‘As you might expect. She was hysterical. The hotel called a doctor who gave her some sort of injection. He’s holding up, but he’s got his hands full comforting her.’

         He turned and walked back the way he’d come, leaving her scurrying to catch up. The corridor was shorter than it had seemed, six or seven feet long with a door at the far end. Opening onto the lounge, presumably.

         When she stepped through the door after Norton, it was as if she had entered another world. Perhaps to fulfil the expectations of tourists who thought of London as the city of Dickens and Jack the Ripper, or perhaps because furniture from the period was so ugly that it could be 17bought cheaply, the hotel lounge was a monument to Victoriana: everything wooden was dark; everything upholstered was burgundy velvet. The bookshelves were crowded with porcelain knick-knacks variously pierced, painted, moulded and gilded. The carpet was deep maroon, patterned in an extravagant design of golden foliage but thin under her feet. Someone had drawn the red velvet curtains across the windows, and as a result the room was not only as hot as an oven but also oppressively dim.

         On an elaborately carved sofa set against the far wall sat a dark-haired man and woman. The man was fully dressed, but the woman wore a lightweight blue dressing gown with a few centimetres of matching nightdress visible below the hem. Her feet were bare. The two of them huddled together, knees touching, one of his hands over hers, his free arm around her shoulders. She rocked back and forth slightly. He rested his lips on the crown of her head, his eyes closed. Although they looked to be a few years older than she was, Allen thought they seemed like two lost children.

         She sat in an armchair that faced the sofa and waited for them to notice her. When the man finally lifted his head, she leant forward. ‘Mr and Mrs Carpenter, I’m Detective Inspector Martha Allen. I’m going to be leading the investigation into your daughter’s disappearance.’ The woman didn’t move, but the man nodded. Allen clasped her hands in her lap. ‘I know I can’t begin to imagine how 18you feel, but I want to tell you how terribly sorry I am about what you’re going through. We’ll do everything we can to find your daughter.’

         She paused. She could feel sweat itching its way down the nape of her neck. Over her shoulder she snapped, ‘Could you open a window, please? And pull back the curtains.’

         A clash of metal rings and the room was abruptly illuminated, dust motes filling the slanting light. She heard Norton exhale, then exhale again, and when she turned to look he was wrenching the bottom sash of a window upward, flecks of white paint landing on the sleeve of his navy jacket. He flicked them off, pursing his lips, then turned back to the window, opening it about ten centimetres.

         It turned out that this was exactly what Mr and Mrs Carpenter had done the previous evening.

         ‘It was so hot.’ When Mrs Carpenter at last raised her head and spoke, the words poured out. ‘The room was so hot, we didn’t think Bella could sleep in such a hot room, and we wanted to cool it off. We opened the window to cool the room off. That’s all. We opened the window to let in some cooler air, so Bella could sleep, because it was so hot.’

         She was a thin woman, and Allen could see that she might be pretty in better circumstances. Now, though, her eyes were red and swollen, her hair hanging in lank rats’ tails around her pale face. As Allen watched, her hands escaped from her husband’s and began to move, first the 19left flattening the back of the right, then the right flattening the back of the left. Her husband picked one up and kissed it. Mrs Carpenter leant against him, but the fingers of her free hand continued to clench and unclench.

         Carpenter looked apologetic. ‘The doctor gave her something, but it doesn’t seem to have started working yet.’

         Allen took in his expressionless face. He had the kind of Byronic looks suited to tragedy, his red-rimmed brown eyes and high cheekbones giving him an air of stoic nobility. He seemed calmer than his wife, but Allen knew you could never tell. Men might keep their emotions in, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have them.

         She kept her voice even. ‘Do you think you could tell me what happened last night?’

         He lifted his free hand and dug it into the front of his hair, his fingers pushing so hard that she saw their tips turn white and the skin of his hairline bulge outward. Then he dropped it back to his lap.

         ‘Viv’s right. The room was very hot. I would say it was even hotter than this.’ He looked around the lounge as if the heat were a person he was trying to locate. ‘We opened the window first thing. Then we brought Bella down here for a little while, while we waited for the room to cool down. When we thought it would be cooler, we took her up again.’

         Why did they both keep harping on about the temperature? But Allen thought she knew why. They wanted to impress upon her that they’d been taking care of 20their child, thinking of her best interests. They wanted Allen – and themselves – to know that they really were good parents, despite what had happened. It had been drummed into her over and over again during her time on the force that when a child disappeared the most likely perpetrator was a parent or step-parent, but she found it hard to believe that either of these destroyed people should be considered a suspect.

         ‘We got her settled,’ Carpenter continued. His voice broke on the final word, but he recovered. ‘We went to bed. Around ten, I’d say. It was still hot in the room, so I left the window open about five inches. I do the night feeds, one at midnight and one at 3 a.m. After I gave her the three o’clock bottle I went back to bed.’

         His wife suddenly sat up straight. ‘And when we woke up again she wasn’t there! The window was wide open and she was gone!’ Her voice rose to a scream on the last word and she began to sob, rocking her body so hard that Allen worried she would propel herself off the sofa. Her husband embraced her again, but this time it had no effect. She increased her force so that they both jerked back and forth.

         Allen turned in her seat, looking for Norton. He was leaning on the wall behind her, arms crossed.

         ‘Could you call a woman PC for Mrs Carpenter, please? I’m sure she’d be more comfortable if she could lie down.’

         The WPC arrived. It took her a few seconds to convince 21Carpenter that his wife would be all right without him, but eventually she was able to lead Mrs Carpenter, now becoming woozy, out of the room. As they left, they crossed paths with an Indian girl carrying a tray that held glasses of ice water and a pile of napkins. Her face impassive, she put two of the napkins on the coffee table, then a glass of water on each of them, then a pile of napkins between them. All this she did silently. She made no more noise as she turned to offer Norton the remaining glass and a napkin before she left, closing the door softly behind her.

         Carpenter reached for a glass and drained it in three quick gulps. Allen waited until he’d finished wiping his mouth with a napkin before she spoke. ‘I’ll try to make this as quick as I can, so you can join your wife. I know it’s hard to focus on anything but Bella right now, but it would increase our chances of finding her if we had as clear a picture as possible of the time leading up to her disappearance. Do you feel able to tell me again what you remember about what happened from the time you arrived until the time you went to bed? In as much detail as you can manage.’

         Once more he dug his fingertips into his hairline, but this time he removed them quickly, and when he spoke his voice was firm. ‘I’ll do my best.’

         He repeated the story he had just told, speaking more slowly this time. He added no significant detail or revelation, but the very act of telling calmed him, as Allen had known it would. When he finished, she waited a moment 22then said, ‘Thank you.’ He dipped his head. ‘Now, you arrived here around seven yesterday evening. Can I ask where you came from?’ She smiled. ‘That’s my fancy way of saying where do you live?’

         In her experience, people never answered such simple questions simply. Something in them felt the need to elaborate. Mr Carpenter was no different. ‘We have a house in Wells. We moved there three years ago when we decided to start trying for a baby. I work for an estate agent in the town centre, and Viv’s a painter. Well, now she’s a full-time mum.’

         Allen could hear the scratch of Norton’s pen behind her as he took notes. ‘And what brought you to London?’

         ‘It was meant to be a sort of summer holiday.’ He stopped looking stricken and looked embarrassed instead. ‘I don’t … I’m not high enough up the food chain at work for us to have a real holiday – you know, abroad – but we hadn’t even been out since Bella was born. I thought it would be nice to go somewhere. So we decided on London. Viv wanted to visit the museums, and we thought of going to the theatre if the hotel could arrange a sitter.’ At this sudden reminder of his daughter, he swallowed hard. The rims of his eyes reddened.

         ‘Do you like Wells?’ Allen asked.

         The distraction worked. He calmed down as he described a place caught between a village and a city, a little dull after the years they’d spent in London but a good place to raise a child. 23

         When he paused, she asked, ‘What time did you leave to drive here?’

         ‘About two in the afternoon.’

         She was taken aback. ‘Five hours from Somerset to London? That seems a long time.’

         ‘We stopped a couple of times to take Bella inside a motorway service station.’ Again he looked apologetic. ‘My car’s an old-model BMW, and it doesn’t have air conditioning. We wanted to cool her down.’

         ‘I see. And did you notice anything odd either time you stopped? Did anyone take particular interest in Bella, or ask where you were going? Did you see any cars following you as you left the service area?’ These were all long shots, but still they needed to be ruled out.

         Carpenter shook his head. ‘No, nothing like that. The first time we only went in for five minutes. We stayed longer at the second place. We had some sandwiches and Viv changed Bella, but no one came near us. The place was pretty much deserted.’

         ‘And this was …?’

         ‘Just after we turned onto the M4. About an hour from here. And the first one was just outside Salisbury.’

         She heard Norton’s pen again and knew he would have someone locate the service areas and see if they had security tapes.

         ‘Now, bear with me. Could I ask you to close your eyes and tell me everything you remember about last night, starting from when you arrived?’ She had read about this 24method, encouraging the witness to envision incidents rather than just recite them, in a manual the previous year, and she’d used it ever since.

         He shut his eyes obligingly. ‘We drove past Victoria Coach Station, and I turned onto Hugh Street, then this street. I’d looked the route up in the A–Z beforehand. There was nowhere to park, so I drove around until a place opened up. I carried the bags in, and Viv carried Bella in her basket. The man at reception explained to us about breakfast and so on, handed over the room key, and we went up. God, the room was like an oven! So I opened the window, and we brought Bella down here in the basket while we waited for it to cool down.’

         ‘Did you lock the door of your room behind you when you left?’

         ‘Yes, yes, absolutely, because Viv left her bag in there.’

         ‘And you didn’t use the time while the room was cooling down to go out for a meal or anything like that?’

         ‘No, as I said, we had some sandwiches the second time we stopped. And it was too hot to be hungry, if you know what I mean. No, we just sat down here talking for an hour or so then took Bella back up. The room was cooler – well, less hot – so we settled in. We put her basket on the folding luggage rack. It fit perfectly.’ Again his voice cracked; again he recovered. ‘We watched a little television with the volume turned down, then Viv gave Bella a feed. Then we went to bed.’

         ‘You’re absolutely sure you didn’t go out once she was 25asleep? Not even for a minute, maybe to get a breath of fresh air or check on the car?’

         Carpenter showed his first sign of any emotion other than terror, saying snappishly, ‘I’ve said no. We were with Bella every second.’

         ‘All right.’ Allen held up a placating hand. ‘You stayed in the room. You went to sleep around ten, and at midnight and 3 a.m. you woke up and fed her? You, not your wife?’

         ‘Yes. My wife takes a sleeping pill. She developed terrible insomnia after Bella was born, and our GP prescribed lorazepam. He said it wouldn’t harm Bella. Viv uses a breast pump’ – he coloured slightly, although whether at the revelation or the mention of breasts Allen couldn’t tell – ‘and I give her bottles for the night feeds. After I finished the 3 a.m. feed, I reset the alarm for six fifteen. And when it rang, she wasn’t there anymore. She wasn’t there!’

         His voice rose, but unlike his wife he didn’t cry. Instead, he put his head in his hands and sat unmoving.

         Again she gave him a moment’s space. Then she said, ‘Thank you very much, Mr Carpenter. You’ve been very helpful. I have only one more question. Do you have a photo of your daughter? We’ll put out appeals for further sightings right away, and the chances of someone spotting Bella will be considerably improved if the media can show a picture of her.’

         He nodded and dug his wallet out of a back pocket. Opening it, he handed her a snapshot. 26

         It was a close-up. Mrs Carpenter sat facing the camera, holding a baby on her lap, Mr Carpenter next to her with his arm around her. The baby’s lips curved into a gummy grin, her dark hair standing up in tufts. The parents both gazed down on their child. The looks on their faces said they had never seen anything so wonderful.

         ‘She’s ten weeks there. She’d just started really smiling.’ Carpenter turned his face away and swallowed hard.

         The baby in the photo wore a romper with alternating blue and red stripes. ‘Was this what Bella was wearing last night?’

         He looked, then shook his head. ‘She’s grown out of that.’

         ‘Do you remember what she was wearing?’

         ‘A pink sleepsuit. A summer one with short sleeves and no legs. And her nappy, of course.’

         He looked completely drained. It was time to let him go. In any case, after three repetitions of his story, she’d almost certainly got everything useful she could get from him.

         ‘Thank you very much, Mr Carpenter. I can only imagine how difficult this was for you, and it’s been enormously helpful.’ She rose. ‘DS Norton, could you see to it that someone takes Mr Carpenter to Mrs Carpenter? I’ll meet you in the room they used last night.’

         She headed back to the lobby and made for the reception desk. Up close, she could see that the man behind it was older than she’d thought. There were grey hairs in his 27beard and sideburns, and faint crow’s feet radiated from the corners of his eyes. They nodded at each other again. The day would be full of nods, she thought, awkward substitutes for the usual smiles.

         ‘Were you on duty yesterday evening?’

         ‘Yes. I worked the front desk from six-thirty.’

         ‘And did you check Mr and Mrs Carpenter in?’

         ‘Yes. I put them in room 201.’

         That meant they would need to interview him, but for now it just made her job a little easier. ‘Could you take me there, please?’ Nothing down here was going to show her how the abduction might have been committed.
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         Scene of Crime were already in the corridor outside the room, unpacking tweezers, bags, slides and strips, all the tools of their grim trade. One of them thrust a pair of white latex gloves at her, then at Norton as he hustled up behind. They snapped them on before stepping across the threshold.

         At first glance, there was nothing to suggest the room was anything more than a place where two adults and an infant had spent a night. The furniture was a little shabby and the carpet had seen better days, but there was nothing obviously out of place. As Carpenter had said, the Moses basket was on the luggage stand. It was made of woven raffia, its sides bent slightly inward from use, a fabric canopy folded down against the back edge. A blanket lay crumpled at its bottom end. Because it used up all the rack space, the Carpenters had put their suitcase on the narrow desk that stood across from the end of the bed, where it crowded the small television to the far end of the desktop. The case was shut, but its locks were open and the top was slightly off centre: it had been opened and closed in a hurry. Probably in those desperate moments while the Carpenters were irrationally hoping that baby Bella might be somewhere, anywhere, Allen thought. Then a voice in her head said parent or step-parent. She tapped a finger on the case’s top. 29

         ‘Make sure the SOCOs go through that, and make sure they send us a photo inventory ASAP.’

         A changing bag rested on the floor next to the basket, its top unzipped. She pulled it open and peered inside. A row of folded disposable nappies took up most of the space, with a gap the size of three or four. Carpenter had mentioned his wife changing the baby the second time they stopped. Had they used another after arriving? If not, the kidnapper must have taken them. That suggested a plan to hold onto the baby for, what … twelve hours? Twenty-four?

         The bag showed nothing else of interest, just a box of wet wipes and a tube of what looked like nappy cream, squashed about halfway up. She turned to take in the rest of the room. The bed was unmade, and each of the side tables had a used cup and saucer, one with the teabag still in. Allen knew that the SoCOs would pick all this over and bag up the cups and saucers, so she didn’t look further. Instead, she crossed the five steps to the window, where the bottom sash stood open about a foot. Outside was the rickety iron landing of a fire escape, with equally precarious steps leading up and down from it. She moved closer and peered down. All she could see was a section of concrete courtyard and what looked like the corner of a skip.

         ‘Careful. They’ll want to dust that.’

         Allen was sure she wasn’t imagining the sliver of satisfaction in Norton’s voice at the idea that she might smear 30any lingering prints. ‘I’m not touching anything.’ Then she winced. She shouldn’t defend herself to an inferior officer.

         ‘Climb out, stay steady, escape down without losing your footing or making any noise,’ she said. ‘Tough to manage all that when you’ve got a baby in your arms.’

         ‘If you’re determined enough, you can do anything.’

         But you can’t do it silently, Allen thought. Especially if it required as much dexterity as the sequence she’d just outlined. Was it possible that someone with a key entered the room by the door instead, opened the window wider to throw off suspicion, picked up the baby, and closed the door behind them, all without being heard by the sleeping Carpenters? And was it possible that, having done so, that person could then make it out of the hotel without drawing any attention? That would mean the kidnapper was someone who wouldn’t be noticed, whose presence – and presence carrying a bundle – wouldn’t be remarked on. An employee. A member of the housekeeping staff?

         ‘Detective Inspector?’ She turned. A young DC stood in the doorway. ‘Scene of Crime would like to get started.’

         ‘Right.’ Shuffling by him into the corridor, she asked one of the white-clad men, ‘Do we need to give you time before we go into the yard?’

         He shook his head.

         Access to the yard was through the kitchen. This branched off the dining room, which itself extended down the length of the corridor that led to the lounge and was a 31good twenty feet across. Allen began to see that the hotel was much larger than it appeared. The room was filled with square wooden tables of the type that all budget hotels seemed to buy for their dining rooms, either occupied by people eating breakfast or neatly set with white crockery, a napkin folded into a fan shape resting on each plate. The three windows in the far wall were half open, oscillating fans resting on their ledges trying to cool the air. The floor was uncarpeted, and Allen heard her heels clack against the linoleum as she walked. Diners stopped talking when she and Norton passed then started muttering to each other again behind them.

         The temperature in the yard hit her like a hammer. The sun was blazing, the sky a hard bright blue. Exhaust fumes from cars passing on the road behind were magnified by the heat. She tried not to gag.

         The yard was empty except for an overturned bucket next to the kitchen door, a few cigarette butts ground out next to it and a skip, standing against a weather-beaten fence on the right. She crossed to it, fished a plastic glove out of her shoulder bag and slipped it on before lifting the lid. Empty.

         ‘Rubbish pick-up between six and seven this morning,’ Norton called from the doorway.

         Damn. Damn damn damn. That meant any evidence the kidnapper might have left in the bin was gone. A small chance, but still a lost one. Unless …

         ‘That’s Park Royal transfer station. Send a couple of 32uniforms over there to see if they can head off the lorry. And get someone to take these into evidence.’ She gestured at the discarded cigarette ends. ‘In fact, make sure the techs check over this whole area.’

         She crossed to the fire escape and stood with her back to it, looking around. The increasing heat was a reminder that time was passing, but she fought against her instinct to hurry. Looking mattered, she reminded herself. Seeing mattered. Something you noticed because you were observing calmly, carefully, could end up making all the difference. That’s why they call us the plod. And that’s why she needed to put it out of her mind that the first twenty-four hours in a missing-person case were the most important, and that every moment in which she wasn’t moving might be a moment in which the case was moving too slowly.

         The back of another building overlooked the yard, separated by a wall and a few low trees. The only easy way out of here other than via the hotel was through the black-painted gates opposite the bin. Were they locked? How many people had a key? The cement walls that bounded the yard on all sides were the height of her head, and she was six feet in heels. No ladder that she could see, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. Its location might be well known to every employee. The same people who had pass keys to the rooms.

         With an effort of will she ignored the scent of sausages that seeped out the kitchen door and made her mouth 33water. She shaded her eyes and looked up. The fire escape was dilapidated all the way to the ground, a rusting structure of skinny ladders and skeletal grated landings. Surely no one could get down that without making noise? As she watched, a crime-scene tech climbed through the Carpenters’ window. Proving her point, the landing on the next floor down swayed. The metal clanked a little. The tech braced his feet and bent over. He scraped lightly at the railing with some sort of implement then dropped the scrapings into a plastic bag. Then he bent closer, peering. He straightened up and addressed someone inside the room. There was a sudden bustle inside. A hand emerged, holding an evidence bag.

         ‘They’ve found something.’

         By the time she reached the room, the techs were back at work, all except the one nearest the window. He was writing on an evidence bag he held flattened against his palm.

         ‘What is it?’ She crossed the room, Norton at her heels once again. ‘What did you find out there?’

         Rather than answering, the tech held up the bag by its top. ‘Ma’am.’

         Inside was a tiny scrap of pink cotton, a few threads hanging loose where it had snagged on the railing of the fire escape.
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         The fabric made it clear by which route the baby had been taken, but it also drove home to Allen how long Bella had been gone, and how far behind they were. Suddenly her tour of the yard seemed leisurely, her interview with the Carpenters unnecessarily long. Turning back down the corridor, she began issuing orders to Norton over her shoulder. Immediately increase the fingertip search to cover a mile-wide radius from the hotel, including every park and garden in the area. Post officers with copies of the baby’s photo at all London train stations, at Heathrow and Gatwick, and at all ports. Copy the photo to make up ‘Have you seen this child?’ flyers and put them on every lamp post and through every letterbox in the area, then hand it over to the media liaison with instructions to send it to all television and radio outlets and to every national newspaper. Interview all the residents of the neighbouring buildings to determine if anyone saw anything between nine last night and six-thirty this morning. Locate a blueprint of the hotel and bring it to her. Ask the hotel owner if they could use the dining room for guest interviews, then organise a team of DCs to question those guests who were still in the hotel. Check the register to find out which guests were out for the day or had checked out that morning. Locate and interview them. 35

         Once the blueprint was found and couriered over, she and Norton searched the building from top to bottom. Allen had never realised how many cupboards and storage areas a hotel required. Early on, the linen cupboard between the Carpenters’ room and the hotel staircase seemed promising – a lump of badly folded blankets had briefly appeared to hide something. Two hours later, a dark storage room in the cellar, which was supposed to be empty, instead had a box on one shelf, but when Norton opened it, it turned out just to contain some towels. Nothing else yielded anything that could even be mistaken for a clue. Still, Allen tried to comfort herself as she climbed the cellar stairs, at least now she knew where the baby certainly wasn’t. That was something.

         Once they’d finished, Norton headed back to the station to organise the incident room. Allen sat down in the lounge again and interviewed the hotel’s owner, drafting in a passing DC to take notes. She had gratefully accepted the offer of a sandwich a little while earlier, managing to eat half before the hotel search, and throughout the interview she was aware of a rich, yeasty scent as the bread of the remaining half slowly baked in the heat on a side table. It took almost all her self-control not to reach out and finish it as they talked.

         Amrish Patel seemed unaware of the smell. He sat across from her on the sofa, his face creased with concern, the dark shadows under his eyes making him look exhausted by events. As no doubt he was, thought Allen. She gave 36him the smile substitute, a nod. ‘Thank you for agreeing to talk to me again.’

         ‘Of course.’ His voice was firm. ‘I will do anything I can to help.’

         ‘Could you start by telling me what you remember about last night? Mr Carpenter has told us what he recalls, but it helps to have as many points of view as possible.’

         He thought for a long moment before he began. ‘Mr and Mrs Carpenter arrived around seven in the evening. Mrs Carpenter was carrying the baby in – one of those baskets with a …’ He sketched a semicircle in the air.

         ‘A canopy? To protect the baby’s face from the sun.’

         ‘Yes, a canopy. Mr Carpenter told me who they were, and I checked them in. I explained our arrangement for guests who return late at night, told them our breakfast hours and gave him the key. He carried the baby upstairs.’

         ‘He left his wife with the bags?’ This wasn’t what Carpenter had said. Why lie about that?

         ‘No, my son carried the bags. Mr Carpenter took the baby’s basket from Mrs Carpenter and carried it up. She followed him.’

         ‘All right. And did you see them again after that? Maybe they went out for a meal? Or for a walk once it was cooler?’ Anything that might have given someone time to slip into the room and look around, to formulate a plan for how to take the baby later.

         ‘They didn’t go out. But I did see them again, yes. 37After a few minutes, they came down with the baby in its basket. He said the room was too hot. He had opened the window, and he asked if there was somewhere they could sit until it cooled down a bit. I directed them to the lounge. They sat there for perhaps an hour, maybe a little more. I arranged for my daughter to bring them some water.’

         ‘And after that?’

         ‘After that they went back to their room. I didn’t see either of them again until Mr Carpenter came running down this morning and told me to ring the police, that the baby was missing. I telephoned the moment he told me. I didn’t waste any time.’ At last his composure broke. His words came in a rush. ‘This is a very safe hotel. We have never had a robbery, never anything. Not even a tramp outside.’

         ‘I’m sure that’s the case, Mr Patel. Please don’t worry. No one is suggesting anything about your hotel.’ She guided him back on track. ‘Did anything happen after your son took the Carpenters to their room last night? Or while they were in the lounge? Did you notice anything unusual? Anyone coming in from outside? Maybe someone without a booking who asked for a room?’ Carpenter had said no one had followed them from the rest areas, but he could have been distracted by the fussing baby.

         But Patel shook his head. There had been nothing. A few guests had gone out and returned, but none very late. The last had been a couple down from Yorkshire for a 38wedding, who had returned just after eleven. ‘I’m afraid I don’t remember their name, but I can check the register.’

         ‘Thank you. You said there were arrangements for guests who return late? Is that a night porter? Someone who would have seen if anyone left the hotel during the night, or in the early morning?’

         Another headshake. He and his son took it in turns to act as night manager. Whichever was on duty at reception at midnight locked the hotel’s doors and checked that the padlock on the back gates was locked. The padlock was only unlocked on Thursday nights so the binmen had access to the yard when they came on Friday morning, but the hotel doors were unlocked again every morning at five. Employees who needed to come in before 5 a.m. – ‘our housekeepers and laundresses, our dining-room help’ – were issued a front-door key for the week that they were on – ‘I don’t ask anyone to work those hours for more than a week at a time’ – and they returned it when that week ended. From midnight to five, he or his son slept on a camp bed in the room behind the reception area. Guests who thought they might be out after midnight could request a key to the front door, and there was an intercom for admission in case of emergency.

         ‘And last night you worked the overnight shift?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And you were asleep in the office from midnight to five?’

         Patel shook his head. ‘I stayed up doing paperwork 39until half past midnight. Then I tried to sleep, but it was too hot. I dozed off at about two for a couple of hours, but I never really slept.’

         Hence the shadows under his eyes. ‘And what about the gates in the yard? How are those locked and unlocked?’

         ‘On the mornings when the binmen come, the night manager unlocks the outside gate when he unlocks the front door. I did that this morning.’

         No apparent way for anything to go in or out by the ground-floor doors without being noticed, and a back gate that would be locked even if someone managed to make it down the fire escape without drawing notice. Short of a two-person plan that involved handing a sleeping infant over a six-foot wall or a kidnapper who could teleport, there seemed no way for the abduction to have occurred.

         ‘Does the hotel have a ladder?’

         ‘A ladder?’ Patel looked confused by the change of subject. ‘Yes, for changing light bulbs and so on. We keep it in the cellar. I don’t know exactly where. I could ask my son. But only the people who work here would know – and none of them … They are all good people. I know they are.’

         ‘Sometimes we don’t know people as well as we think. Do you run any kind of background checks on the people you hire?’

         ‘The agency we use takes care of that. They work with immigrant aid organisations to find recent arrivals who need work. My family were Kashmiri refugees so I like 40to hire immigrants.’ He looked embarrassed, like a man realising he’d made a foolish mistake. ‘I can give you their telephone number.’

         ‘Also a list of your employees, please.’ She foresaw a long day for some poor DC, waiting on the phone with Immigration and Interpol. ‘And now I’d like to speak to your daughter and son. Individually, please.’ Mindful of the rules, she added, ‘If either is under sixteen, you’re welcome to sit in on the interview.’
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         Kalpen Patel’s lightly pimpled face, spotted on the upper lip with wisps of moustache, wore an expression that mingled wariness and excitement at the situation in which he found himself. He could offer no new information beyond the fact that both Carpenters had seemed tense, and that Mr Carpenter had given him a pound as a tip. When she asked about the ladder, his expression switched to confusion. Yes, it was in the cellar. In a cupboard next to the laundry room. He had used it a couple of hours ago to change a bulb in one of the corridors. No, he didn’t remember it looking any different from the last time he used it. Yes, it had been in its usual spot when he fetched it.

         Nisha Patel was the daughter who had brought water to the lounge that morning. Whereas Kalpen had looked half adult and half child, Nisha, released from acting as water-bearer, was all teenager. As she sat down in the chair across from Allen, she looked simultaneously bored and resentful. Her sigh was the heavy exhalation of someone with many better things to do.

         Yes, she had brought the Carpenters water at quarter past seven. Yes, she’d carried the glasses on a tray. Her father made her use a tray when she was serving the customers.

         ‘And how did the Carpenters seem to you when you brought the water?’

         A long pause, then, ‘Worried.’ 42

         ‘Worried about what?’

         ‘About the baby.’ Another pause. ‘Like, really worried.’

         ‘Can you give me an example?’

         She heaved another sigh, but as she thought back, her voice lost its truculence. ‘I was in the room for maybe five minutes, and while I was there she asked him twice if he thought their room would cool down enough for them to use it. She said maybe they should book into another hotel, one with air conditioning.’

         ‘And what did Mr Carpenter say to that?’

         ‘He said they couldn’t afford to.’

         ‘And did he seem as worried as she was about the situation?’

         ‘He seemed worried, but not really about the situation. More about her. He made sure she drank the water, and when he answered her he was very gentle. Both times. I would’ve been annoyed the second time, at least, but he wasn’t.’

         ‘Can you remember what he said to her?’

         ‘The first time he said, “I really think it will, Viv. But we’ll need to give it at least an hour.” Or something like that. The second time he said, “Yes, I do.” I remember that because he sounded so sure. You know, firm. She was calmer after that.’

         ‘And that was all they said? They didn’t talk between themselves about seeing someone they knew on the street, or anything odd that had happened to them on their way from the car?’ 43

         The girl looked at her as if she were mad. Allen couldn’t blame her. It was ridiculous to imagine the two people she’d just described, the mother worried about the baby and the father worried about her, stopping to discuss anything so trivial. She went in another direction.

         ‘How about the baby? Was she crying? Making any noise?’ Had the heat made Bella restive, or had it exhausted her? How much of a fuss would she have made when picked up by a stranger?

         ‘She wasn’t doing anything. Some of them don’t, you know.’ Nisha spoke with adolescent superiority. ‘My little sister’s a baby, and all she does is eat and sleep and poo.’

         ‘And after Mr Carpenter reassured his wife? What happened then?’

         ‘I don’t know. I left.’

         ‘And you didn’t have any other interactions with them?’

         She shook her head.

         And that was that. ‘Thank you. You’ve been very helpful.’

         After the girl had gone, Allen sat with her hand over her mouth, thinking. Her own niece, Emma, was a placid toddler who had slept easily and heavily almost from her first weeks. It seemed Bella was a similarly ‘good’ baby. But was any baby really good enough, quiet enough, to be taken from her basket, out of a window, and down that unsteady fire escape without making a cry? 44

         She became aware that her blouse was sticking to her back. Despite the open window, the room remained stifling hot. Was this what it had been like in the Carpenters’ room last night? Had it exhausted them so thoroughly that, although Bella had cried, they had slept right through the noise? She remembered her mother telling her that once you had a baby you never really slept soundly again. But Mr Carpenter wasn’t a mother, and Mrs Carpenter had taken a sleeping tablet.

         A drop of sweat crept down the side of her neck. She swiped at it, then thought of the air-conditioned station house, the endless glasses of cold water she could drink there. She was hungry again. She eyed the half sandwich. The bread curled upward, showing the dried edge of a slice of ham. She found herself yearning for the chips the station canteen served, brown and crisp with fat. She checked her watch: 10.15. There wasn’t anything more she could learn here. She would let the men interviewing in the dining room know she was leaving and commandeer one of them to drive her back.

         Ten minutes later, she ducked under the cordon strung between the hotel’s front pillars. To her astonishment, a crowd of reporters were waiting, outstretched arms holding handheld tape recorders and microphones. One man held a huge fuzzy mic over her head.

         The crowd yelled questions: ‘Why’ve they sent you out, love?’ ‘Any developments?’ ‘When will we hear from the senior investigating officer?’ 45

         She could see the unmarked car rounding the corner, but the last question drew her up short. ‘I am the senior investigating officer. And there’s nothing to report at this time.’

         As she passed through the scrum, they turned to follow her. She kept her head down, focusing on making her way across the pavement without being tripped up.

         But a pair of patent-leather court shoes with brass buckles stepped in front of her, and she had to look up. Black skirt, black jacket over a white T-shirt, glossy pink lipstick, eyes rimmed in blue eyeliner, blonde hair in a Princess Diana cut.

         ‘Just a moment of your time. Just one question.’

         She sidestepped, but the woman sidestepped, too, then stuck a recorder in her face. ‘D’you think being a woman is a disadvantage for leading a case like this?’

         Allen was so surprised that she stopped. ‘What?’

         ‘It’s a baby-napping. Don’t you think there’s a risk that your natural maternal instincts might undermine your effectiveness?’ The woman pushed the recorder a little closer. ‘Do you think the Met are taking a risk by appointing you senior investigating officer?’

         As she asked the question, she took a step back, and Allen saw a clear path to the car. She jumped in, slamming the door behind her. The air conditioning made her shiver as if someone had walked over her grave.
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