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For Caroline Braid. She knows why.




PROLOGUE


EVERYONE, EVERYBODY


He’s sitting in the only half-decent café there is, drinking tea and picking at a muffin, when he sees the car slow down and pull over to the kerb on the opposite side of the road, and watches a girl, just like the one he’s been thinking about, walk up to it, smiling, as the passenger window glides down.


Of course she’s smiling, she knows the driver.


Why wouldn’t she smile?


Now, she’s leaning down towards the open window. She tosses her hair and grins at something the driver says; pushes her shoulders back, her chest out. She nods, listening.


He finishes the muffin, closes his eyes for a second or two, enjoying the sugar rush. The rush upon the rush. When he opens them again, the waitress is hovering, asking if she can take the empty plate away, if he needs another tea.


He tells her he’s fine and says, ‘Thank you.’


She knows his name of course and he knows hers. It’s that kind of place. She starts to talk, high-pitched and fast, something about the river that has burst its banks again a dozen or so miles away, how terrible it must be for those poor people living nearby. All that filthy water running into their living rooms. The stink and the insurance, the price of new carpets.


He nods at the right moments and says something in return, one eye on the car and the girl, then looks at the waitress until she takes the hint and wanders away with his empty plate.


The girl stands up and steps back on to the pavement, casts a glance each way along the street as the driver leans across and opens the passenger door. Even though she knows him, trusts him, she knows equally well that she shouldn’t get into his car, not really. She’s not worried about anything bad happening, nothing like that would ever happen here. She probably just doesn’t want to be seen doing it, that’s all, doesn’t fancy the dressing-down she’ll more than likely get from the ’rents later on.


Cradling his mug, he inches his chair a little closer to the window and watches without blinking. He’s enjoying her few seconds of caution, and the fact that it is only a few seconds, that there’s not really any good reason to be cautious, makes him think about what it’s like to live here, just how long it’s been since he moved out of the city.


The reasons he came to this place.


A jolt to begin with, no question about that. A city boy all his life, then waking up to the whiff of cowshit. Birds he couldn’t name and bells singing from fields away and several weeks until he realised that the sound he wasn’t hearing was the blare of car horns from drivers every bit as stressed out and pissed off as he used to be.


The feel of the place though, that was the main thing. The community spirit, whatever you wanted to call it. It was what he supposed you’d describe as tight-knit … well, relative to what he’d been used to anyway. The people here weren’t living in each other’s pockets, not exactly, but they were aware of one another, at least. The size of the place has a lot to do with it, obviously. With that closeness and sense of concern. With the whispered tittle-tattle and the perceived absence of threat.


There was still trouble, still drunks around on a Friday night, of course. There was no shortage of idiots, same as anywhere else, and he knew that one or two of them could easily have a knife in his pocket or might fancy taking a swing because they took a dislike to someone’s face. But it hadn’t taken very long before he knew most of their names, who their friends or their parents were.


The girl pulls the passenger door closed.


Her head goes back and he can see that now she’s laughing at something as the driver flicks the indicator on and checks his mirror. She reaches for the seatbelt like the good girl she is. Like the good girl all her friends, her teachers up the road at St Mary’s, her mum and dad and brother know her to be.


She knows the driver and he knows the driver and the driver knows the waitress and the waitress knows the girl.


That’s how it is here. It’s why he likes it.


He drains his mug and turns at the door to wave and say goodbye to the waitress, before stepping out into the cold and standing beneath the awning, buttoning his jacket as he watches the car disappear around the corner.


It’s the sort of place where everyone knows everybody else’s business.


But they don’t know his.




PART ONE


ALL LOVELY AND SCREAMING




ONE


‘So, a big Sunday roast?’ Thorne had asked. ‘That kind of thing?’


‘And a cream tea on the Saturday with a bit of luck.’


‘No mooching around in antiques shops.’


‘No mooching.’


They stopped, holding their breath as they listened to Alfie coughing in the next room. Thankfully, he stayed asleep.


Thorne adjusted his pillow. Sniffed. ‘A decent pub with a toasty fire.’


‘I bloody well hope so.’


‘And definitely no walking?’


‘Only as far as the pub.’


Thorne had grunted cautiously and pulled Helen closer to him, thinking about it. ‘Just the weekend though, right …?’


Now, on their first night away, a month after those tentative and delicate bedtime negotiations, walking back to their hotel after dinner in a more than decent pub, Tom Thorne decided that he’d got off reasonably lightly. It had taken a good deal of organisation, not to mention the calling in of several favours from sympathetic colleagues, to co-ordinate the holidays they were both due and he knew that Helen had been angling to spend at least a week of it holed up in the Cotswolds.


‘It was nice food, wasn’t it?’ Helen asked.


‘Yeah, it was all right.’


She shook her head. ‘You miserable old git.’


Thorne could see the sly smile, but had no way of knowing that Helen Weeks too thought she’d had a result. Thorne was not the most adventurous of souls. He was still uncomfortable spending time south of the Thames, so she knew that, given the choice, he would rather stick needles in his eyes than spend precious free time in the countryside. Just hearing the theme tune to The Archers was normally enough to give him the heebie-jeebies.


‘Home-made chutney and bloody am-dram,’ he’d said once. ‘I couldn’t care less.’


All things considered, she had decided that a weekend – a long Valentine’s Day weekend – was a fair return for the time spent trying to persuade him that it would be good to get out of the city for a few days. A few days on their own, before they’d head off somewhere good and hot for a week; a nice resort with a toddlers’ club, where they could really kick back and do sweet FA until they were due back on the Job. The ‘no walking’ agreement had been a sacrifice she was prepared to make and the somewhat contentious ‘mooching’ issue had been worth giving ground on. That said, she had her walking boots stashed in the boot of the car and there was a nice-looking antiques shop on the main road. Helen took a gloved hand out of her pocket and put her arm through Thorne’s. She felt quietly confident that the four-poster bed that was waiting for them back at the hotel might lead to the re-opening of discussions.


‘I’ll accept the miserable,’ Thorne said. ‘But less of the old.’


They turned on to the cobbled side street that led to their hotel. Halfway along, a middle-aged woman passed by with a spaniel that appeared to be feeling the cold every bit as much as Thorne and Helen were. Thorne smiled at the woman and she immediately looked away.


‘See that?’ Thorne shook his head. ‘I thought they were supposed to be friendlier in the countryside. I’ve met serial killers who were friendlier than that. Sour-faced old bag.’


‘You probably scared her,’ Helen said. ‘You’ve got a scary face.’


‘What?’


‘If someone doesn’t know you, that’s all I’m saying.’


‘Great,’ Thorne said. ‘So, that’s miserable, old and scary.’


Helen was grinning as Thorne stepped ahead of her and shouldered the front door of the hotel open. ‘Those are your good qualities.’


Inside, Thorne smiled at the teenage girl behind the reception desk, but did not get a great deal more in return than he’d got from the old woman with the dog. He shrugged and nodded towards the small lounge bar. ‘Quick one before bed?’


‘I think we should head up,’ Helen said. ‘Maybe have a quick one in bed.’


‘Oh …’


‘Or a slow one.’


Thorne’s hand moved instinctively to his gut. He was suddenly regretting the decision to eat dessert. ‘You might need to give me twenty minutes.’


‘Lightweight.’


‘Fifteen, then. But you’ll have to do all the work.’


Helen walked towards the stairs and, as Thorne turned to follow her, he caught the eye of the girl behind the desk. He guessed that she had overheard, as she had suddenly managed to find a smile from somewhere.


Thorne was in the bathroom when Helen called him. He was brushing his teeth, smiling at the orderly way in which Helen had laid out the contents of her washbag, replacing the range of complimentary toiletries that had already been secreted in her suitcase.


‘Tom …’


He walked back into the bedroom, still brushing. He spattered his Hank Williams T-shirt with toothpaste as he managed a muffled ‘What?’


Helen was sitting on a padded trunk at the end of the bed. She nodded towards the TV. ‘They’ve made an arrest.’


They had been following the story for the past three weeks, since the first girl had gone missing. It had all but slipped from the front pages, had no longer been the lead item on the TV news, until the previous day when a second girl had disappeared. This time the missing teenager had been seen getting into a car and suddenly the media were interested again.


Thorne walked quickly back into the bathroom, rinsed and spat. He rejoined Helen, sat next to her as she pointed the remote and turned the volume up.


‘It was always on the cards,’ Thorne said.


Helen would have been keenly monitoring such an investigation anyway, of course. As a police officer who worked on a child abuse investigation team. As someone all too aware of the suffering that missing persons cases wrought among those left waiting and hoping.


As a parent.


This one was different though.


On the screen, a young reporter in a smart coat and thick scarf talked directly to camera. She spoke, suitably grim-faced, yet evidently excited at breaking the news about this latest ‘significant development’. Behind her, almost certainly gathered together by the film crew for effect, a small group of locals jostled for position in a market square that Helen Weeks knew well.


This was the town in which she had grown up.


The reporter continued, talking over the same video package that had run the night before: a ragged line of officers in high-vis jackets moving slowly across a dark field; a distraught-looking couple being comforted by relatives; a different but equally distressed couple being bundled through a scrum of journalists brandishing cameras and microphones. The reporter said that, according to sources close to the investigation, a local man in his thirties had been identified as the suspect currently in custody. She gave the man’s name. She said it again, nice and slowly. ‘Police,’ she said, ‘have refused to confirm or deny that Stephen Bates is the man they are holding.’


‘Ouch,’ Thorne said. ‘Right now there’s a senior investigating officer ripping some gobshite a new arsehole.’


‘Leak could have come from anywhere,’ Helen said.


‘Not good though, is it?’


‘Not a lot anyone can do, not there. Somebody knows somebody who saw him taken to the station, whatever.’ Her eyes had not left the screen. ‘It’s not an easy place to keep secrets.’


Thorne was about to say something else, but Helen shushed him. A photograph filled the screen and the reporter proudly announced that this picture of the man now being questioned had been acquired exclusively from a source close to the family.


‘Another “source”,’ Thorne said. ‘Right.’


Helen shushed him again. She stood up slowly and stepped towards the screen.


It was a wedding photograph, a relatively recent one by the look of it, the happy couple posing outside a register office. The groom – a circle superimposed around his head – in a simple blue suit, grinning, a cigarette between his fingers. The bride in a dress that seemed a little over-the-top by comparison.


Thorne said, ‘Looks like a charmer—’


‘Shit!’


‘What?’


‘I know her.’ Helen jabbed a finger towards the screen. ‘I was at school with her. With the suspect’s wife.’


Thorne stood up and moved next to her. ‘Bloody hell.’


‘Linda Jackson. Well, she was Jackson back then, anyway.’


‘Are you sure?’


Helen nodded, stared at the screen. ‘We were in the same class …’


They watched for a few minutes more, but there was nothing beyond the same news regurgitated and once they had run out of horrified locals to interview and began running the same footage for a third time, Helen wandered into the bathroom.


Thorne turned the sound down on the TV and began to get undressed. He shouted, ‘She looks seriously pleased with herself, that reporter. Obviously reckons she’s got a promotion coming.’


Helen did not respond and, a few minutes later, as Thorne was climbing into bed, she came out of the bathroom. ‘I want to go up there,’ she said.


‘You what?’


‘I want to go home.’


Thorne sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Why?’


‘Think about what she’s going through. She’s got kids.’ She waved a hand towards the television. ‘They said.’


‘Hang on, how long’s it been since you’ve seen her?’


‘So?’


‘Near enough twenty years, right?’


‘I know what that place is like, Tom.’


‘Well, I can’t stop you, I suppose, but I think it’s stupid.’


They said nothing for a few long seconds. Helen opened the wardrobe and took out her suitcase.


‘Hang on, you’re not thinking of going tonight?’


‘Dad’s expecting us to be away all weekend,’ Helen said. She opened a drawer, took out a handful of socks and underwear and carried them across to the case. ‘So there’s no problem looking after Alfie.’


‘I know, but still.’


‘We can be there in an hour and a half … less.’ She went back for more clothes. ‘There’s not going to be any traffic now.’


Thorne got off the bed and grabbed one of the two towelling dressing gowns that had been hanging inside the wardrobe. It was too small, but he pulled it on anyway. He placed himself strategically between Helen and her suitcase. ‘You’ve got no family up there any more, right? Where do you think you’re going to stay?’


‘I’ll sort something out.’


‘The place is teeming with coppers and reporters. You wouldn’t find anywhere tonight even if you went.’ He waited, relieved that she seemed to be thinking it over. ‘Why don’t we do this tomorrow?’


She nodded, reluctantly. ‘I’m going though.’


‘If that’s what you want.’


Helen took another look at the TV. There still appeared to be nothing new to report. She walked back towards the bathroom, stopped at the door.


‘You don’t have to come with me, you know.’


‘I know I don’t, but what am I going to do here on my own?’


‘You could go home,’ Helen said. ‘Hang out with Phil for a few days.’


‘Let’s talk about this in the morning,’ Thorne said.


‘You mean talk me out of it?’


‘Well, I do think it’s a stupid idea.’


‘I don’t care.’ Helen was about to say something else when her mobile rang. She stabbed at the handset and answered in a way that Thorne had become used to; the voice tightening a little. Helen’s sister, Jenny. Thorne was not her favourite person and the antipathy was entirely mutual. Much of the time, Helen could not bear her sister either, impatient at being patronised by a sibling two years younger than she was.


‘Yes,’ Helen said. ‘I saw it. I know …’ She rolled her eyes at Thorne and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.


Thorne lay on the bed, nudged the volume on the TV back up. The reporter was talking to the studio again.


‘It’s hard to describe the atmosphere here tonight,’ she said. ‘There’s certainly a lot of anger.’


Thorne could hear Helen talking in the bathroom, but could not make out what she was saying.


The reporter was winding up, the crowd behind her larger now than it had been minutes before, the wind whipping at the ends of her scarf. Her voice was measured, nicely dramatic. ‘With two girls still missing and one of their own being questioned in connection with their abduction, the tension round here is palpable.’ She threw a look over her shoulder. ‘This is a community in shock.’


Thorne watched as the woman attempted to sign off, struggling to make herself heard above raised voices from nearby. Something about ‘our girls’ and ‘justice being done’. Something about stringing the bastard up.


He reached behind him, punched up the pillow.


It was not the holiday he’d had in mind.




TWO


They drove towards the M40, north through Oxfordshire on small roads crowded with mud-caked Chelsea Tractors, negotiating Saturday morning shoppers as they skirted Banbury. The bad weather had not let up since they’d set off. It was certainly looking like they would be on the road for rather more than the hour and a half it might have taken the night before.


‘A week in the sun’s sounding better than ever,’ Thorne said. He turned from the curtain of rain draping itself across the bonnet of the BMW and glanced across at Helen in the passenger seat. ‘What about Portugal? Or Tenerife, maybe?’ Another look. ‘Dave Holland’s always banging on about Tenerife.’


Helen just nodded, her gaze fixed on the shops and houses, the rain-lashed walls and hedges that drifted past. Since checking out of the hotel, after a disappointing breakfast and a tetchy exchange with the hotel manager, she had said very little. She had spent half an hour on the phone before breakfast making arrangements, but since then had seemed preoccupied. As determined as ever to make the trip, but clearly apprehensive about what awaited them when they reached their destination.


On the radio, the news led with the latest from Polesford.


Police were still refusing to confirm the identity of the man they had taken into custody but were, they said, continuing to question him. A senior officer made a short statement. He said that further information would be released, but only when the time was right. Echoing the reporter from the previous night’s television news, the correspondent talked at some length about the atmosphere in the town.


Anger, fear, profound shock.


Above all, she said, there was an overwhelming sense from the residents that theirs was not the sort of town where things like this happened.


Back in the studio, they began to talk about the latest unemployment figures and Thorne turned the sound down. ‘So, come on then, which is it?’ he asked. ‘A small town or a large village? You always talk like it’s a tiny place.’


After a few seconds, Helen turned to look at him as though she had failed to hear the question. Thorne shook his head to let her know it wasn’t important. He switched from the radio to the iPod connection and cued up some Lucinda Williams. He nudged the wiper speed up, spoke as much to himself as to Helen.


Said, ‘Yeah, bit of sun sounds good.’


Ten minutes later, making slow progress on the crowded motorway, Helen turned and said, ‘It’s actually a small market town. We lived in one of the villages just outside. There’s a couple of them a mile or two in each direction.’


‘Sounds nice,’ Thorne said.


‘It’s not like where we were yesterday.’


‘No antiques shops to mooch around in?’


She barked out a laugh. ‘Hardly. It’s like the Cotswolds, only without men in garish corduroy trousers, and a few more branches of Chicken Cottage.’


‘So, not all bad then.’


Thorne indicated, took the car past a van that was hogging the middle lane. He gave the driver a good hard stare as he pulled alongside.


‘I thought it was exciting when I was fifteen,’ Helen said. ‘Polesford was where we used to go on a Friday or Saturday night.’


‘Bit of clubbing?’


She shook her head. ‘As much snakebite as we could afford, a bit of dope in the bus shelter.’


‘Never had you pegged as a wild child.’


Helen smiled for the first time since they’d set off. ‘Just a crafty Woodbine in your day, was it? Or were cigarettes still rationed?’


Thorne returned the smile.


The fact that he was closer to fifty than Helen was to forty was something they joked about now and again. He would pretend to be outraged that she could not remember the Sex Pistols. She would ask him what it had been like to see Bill Haley and the Comets. Based on a few things Helen had said, Thorne guessed that the sort of comments her sister and several of her friends made about the age gap were rather more cutting.


‘It used to be nice,’ Helen said. ‘There’s still some nice bits. There’s an abbey.’


Thorne adopted his best countryside accent. ‘Ah … too many incomers, was it? City folks coming in and ruining the place?’


‘It’s not in Cornwall,’ Helen said.


‘Only rural accent I can do.’


‘Well, promise me you won’t do it again.’ She turned towards the window. ‘It’s Warwickshire, for God’s sake. It’s more like the accent on The Archers, if anything.’


‘Oh, God help us,’ Thorne said.


An hour later they turned off the motorway and within ten minutes were driving slowly along the main street in Dorbrook, two miles south of Polesford. The village in which Helen had spent her childhood. Thorne could see what she had meant earlier. There was rather more stone cladding on display than thatch and Thorne doubted that, come the summer, there would be too many roses growing over the doorways.


They turned off the main street, slowed as they drove past a terrace of cottages that looked to be from the twenties or thirties. Cars were parked within a few feet of most front doors, their wheels on the pavement to allow heavy vehicles to get past. There was a convenience store opposite, a Chinese takeaway, a small area of asphalt adjacent, with a swing-set and roundabout.


Helen pointed, said, ‘There.’ Thorne slowed still further. ‘That was our house.’ She pushed the button and her window slid halfway down. ‘Front door was red when we lived there. There wasn’t double-glazing.’


Thorne stopped the car, checked to see there was nothing behind him. ‘You want to get out and have a look?’


‘It’s pissing down.’


‘There’s an umbrella in the back,’ Thorne said. ‘Go on, knock on the door, see who’s living there.’


Helen shook her head. She was still staring. ‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘Only take five minutes.’


‘Who the hell wants a stranger banging on their door?’ She put the window back up. ‘Poking around.’


‘I just thought you’d be interested.’


‘I want to go and see Linda,’ Helen said, a little sharply. She turned and looked at Thorne, blinked slowly and found a half-smile. ‘What’s the point, anyway?’


The rain was easing as they drove the few miles further on, along snaking lanes with high hedges or skeletal trees pressing in on either side. It had more or less stopped completely by the time they reached the river, drove across the bridge into Polesford and Thorne saw the sign for the Market Square.


It might have been a Saturday, but Thorne guessed that the place was still somewhat busier than it would usually have been. Not that too many of the residents appeared to be there in search of second-hand paperbacks or knock-off perfume or whatever else was on offer. Though a handful of traders had braved the bad weather in the hope of brisk business, they hardly looked to be beating away customers with sticks. Most were sat nattering and drinking from flasks, beneath striped plastic awnings that snapped and danced in the strong wind.


Hard-faced, disappointed.


Instead, the people milling around the fringes or gathered together between the stalls in threes and fours, seemed more intent on animated conversation. Thorne watched them as he drove slowly around the square. He saw men huddled, smoking in doorways. A trio of young women, each nudging a pushchair back and forth on the spot. He saw the nodding and shaking of heads, the pointing fingers, and, even from a distance, it felt as if the entire place was humming with the jibber-jabber, the feverish speculation.


‘Paula said we should try and park behind the supermarket.’ Helen pointed to a turning and Thorne followed her instructions. ‘We can walk from there.’


Paula. The woman in whose house they would apparently be spending the night, though Thorne had still not found out very much about her, or about her relationship to Helen.


‘You were right,’ Helen had said that morning, packing quickly after a spate of calls. ‘Can’t even find a hotel room in Tamworth, never mind in town. But I think I’ve managed to sort something out …’


Approaching the supermarket, they saw a patch of fenced-off waste ground next to the small petrol station opposite. A man in a dripping green cagoule, the hood tight around his face, stood at the entrance. He nodded towards the sign that had been taped to a makeshift barrier. ALL DAY PARKING £7.50.


‘Jesus,’ Helen said. ‘Making money out of it.’


They stared as they drove slowly past. Plenty had already coughed up.


‘He won’t be the only one,’ Thorne said.


Driving into the legitimate car park behind the supermarket, they saw that half the available space had been coned off and was taken up by a large number of emergency vehicles. Vans, squad cars, an ambulance they knew would be there on permanent stand-by. Helen got out and shifted a cone or two, allowing Thorne to park up next to a pair of police motorbikes. While Helen was grabbing an overcoat and umbrella from the back seat, Thorne moved the cones back into position and laid a printed card on the dashboard.


METROPOLITAN POLICE BUSINESS.


They walked for a few minutes in silence, past a school and a small parade of shops. The streets were less busy, but there were still one or two people standing outside their houses, chatter spilling from the open doorway of a crowded pub.


The house where Linda Bates – who used to be Linda Jackson – lived was in a terrace not unlike the one Thorne and Helen had stopped to look at in Dorbrook. There were a few photographers outside, but the majority of journalists were elsewhere, knowing very well that the family of Stephen Bates was no longer in residence.


The circus had moved on.


To all intents and purposes, the property now belonged to Warwickshire Police, and would continue to do so until the painstaking process of forensication was complete. Thorne and Helen walked by on the other side of the road, weaving between the handful of smartphone-wielding onlookers. Crime tape ran around the house, which was obscured from view at the front by a phalanx of police and forensic service vehicles. A uniformed officer stood at each corner of the muddy front garden, two more in the middle of the road to ensure that nobody unauthorised got too close. The coppers looked thoroughly bored, though Thorne noticed that at least one had the good grace to try to disguise the fact when a camera began flashing a few feet away.


An old man with a wire-haired terrier said, ‘Aye aye, there’s PC Plod on the front of the Daily Mail.’


Helen nodded, but she and Thorne both knew that when it came to the media, the big boys would be where the action was.


The house Thorne and Helen were on their way to.


It was the kind of estate that had probably caused outrage among more long-standing residents, when it had been built twenty or thirty years earlier. A bulb-shaped collection of identical properties, most already old before their time. Ugly garages and red-tiled roofs that bristled with satellite dishes.


As well as the predictably large gathering of reporters, there were a good few members of the public huddled close together on the pavement opposite number six. Mums, dads, young kids perched on shoulders. Thorne could hear the muttering increase in volume as he marched up to the cordon and showed the uniformed officer his warrant card. Camera shutters began to click behind them as Helen produced her ID and the pair of them ducked beneath the tape and walked towards the front door.


It was open by the time they reached it.


The female detective was in her late twenties. Tall and skinny; ash-blonde hair pulled back hard, dark trousers and jacket. Thorne guessed that she was a family liaison officer, that there would probably be more inside, uniform and CID.


She looked at Thorne and Helen, faces and warrant cards, then waved them inside.


As soon as the front door was shut, she turned and introduced herself as DC Sophie Carson. Her manner was not especially collegiate and if she had taken in the details on the warrant cards, she did not seem overly concerned that she was talking to two officers of senior rank. She waited for Thorne and Helen to say something and, after a few seconds of awkward silence, she stepped away from the door.


‘Should I know about this?’


‘Nothing to know about,’ Thorne said, thinking that if the woman was a family liaison officer, she might want to ratchet up the warmth a notch or three. He introduced himself quickly and when Helen had done the same he said, ‘Detective Sergeant Weeks is an old friend of Linda’s.’


‘Right,’ Carson said. She nodded, but looked uncertain and as she moved towards them, her hand drifted automatically to the Airwave radio clipped to her belt.


The hallway was narrow and Thorne and Helen had to press themselves against the stairs to allow the DC to get past. She knocked on a door and pushed it open. After a cursory glance into the room, she leaned in and mumbled a few words that neither Thorne nor Helen could make out, then nodded again to indicate that they could enter. She followed them inside and closed the door behind her.


A woman wearing jeans and a baggy sweatshirt sat leaning forward on a battered black-leather sofa, a teenage girl close to her. Two uniformed officers, a man and a woman, sat on hard chairs on the other side of the room. The remains of tea things were scattered on a low table between them: mugs, a carton of milk, an open packet of biscuits. It looked as if they had been watching television, though the sound was turned down.


Thorne and Helen stood side by side, waited. The room was overheated and stuffy and the curtains were drawn. Thorne could hear voices from somewhere above him; a radio or another television.


Carson nodded towards Helen. ‘Says she’s an old friend of yours.’


The woman on the sofa stared at Helen for a few seconds, then stood up slowly, her face creasing as confusion gave way to recognition.


‘Helen?’


‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ Carson said. She waved the uniforms out and one by one they stood up and trooped past her into the hallway. Thorne kept one eye on Carson as she followed them. He watched her key the radio and could hear that she was already reporting events to Operational HQ as the door hissed across the thick carpet and finally snicked shut.


A few seconds before Linda Bates rushed, sobbing, into Helen’s arms.




THREE


She tries to sleep, but not because she is tired.


Awake, it’s cold, despite the thick coat that he let her keep, and there is not so much as a pinhole of light. The tape is still tight around her mouth and having lost the battle to control her bladder, she is starting to feel sore. It had warmed her a little at first, but quickly became clammy and cold. The floor is rough and wet beneath her backside and the pipe that she is chained to is ridged with bolts that press against her spine, even through her coat. It’s been a long time since she was brought here. A day or two at least, she thinks. It’s hard to tell when it’s so dark, when there’s no sound save for the drip and trickle of the water that’s coming in. She knows she’s below ground, she’s certain about that much at least. He had given her enough of whatever was in that bottle to be sure that she would not fight back, but she hadn’t quite been unconscious. She remembers being taken down out of the rain into the quiet and the stink. She remembers the strangest feeling that this was a place she knew, that it was somewhere she’d been when she was younger.


Awake, she is weak with hunger and her throat burns when she tries to swallow and though she knows there are things moving in her hair when she’s asleep, running across her legs, anything is better than the pain that screams in her belly, the desperation for food that even the rank smell of the place cannot keep at bay for very long.


Awake, she suffers through every second of every minute alone and uncertain as to when the man who brought her here will be coming back. At first it was terror that he would come back, the thought of what he would do to her when he did. Now it is all about his absence. The thought of being abandoned in this place.


Awake, she tries to tell herself that it’s some kind of attempt to break her spirit or whatever. That there will be food, but it will probably be offered in return for those things she’s been so terrified about. But the offer won’t be made until she’s been sufficiently starved. Until she cannot possibly refuse it. Each time she hears something skitter and splash in the darkness, one of the rats she knows are down here with her, she wonders if the man is coming back. If somehow they can hear his footsteps far above them, feel them through the water up above, the damp, rotten fabric of the place. It never happens though. He never comes.


Awake, there is nothing to do but sit and listen and hum and weep and try to tell herself that there will be people trying desperately to find her. Nothing to do but imagine the hell her parents are going through. She moves, tries to get a little more comfortable. The chain is just long enough so that she can lie down. That’s me being nice, he’d said. Last thing he’d said. No, that’s not right, not quite the last thing. Apologies for the whiff, he’d said, climbing back up the steps.


The whiff …


Awake, she holds her breath and fights the constant urge to gag at the rank, meaty stench of it. She imagines that she can feel particles of it moving against her face, that she is breathing them in through her nose.


She lies down, one arm beneath her head to keep her face dry.


There is so much she doesn’t know or understand. So much she can only guess at and try to make sense of. But she knows she is not alone, not strictly speaking, anyway.


Awake, she knows there’s a body down here with her, in the wet and the dark.




FOUR


Thorne stayed at the house for another few minutes, but he felt awkward, and more than a little voyeuristic. He was starting to wonder why he had bothered coming at all. He had thought Helen would want the company, but it was quickly becoming clear that she did not really need it. That he was surplus to requirements. He told Helen that she should call when she was ready to leave and he would come back to collect her. She said that she would probably be there a while and would catch up with him later.


‘It’s a small place,’ she told him. ‘I’ll find you.’


He did not speak to anyone else in the house on his way out. Sophie Carson was still on the radio.


The cameras went into overdrive as he walked out and several journalists shouted predictable questions at him as he ducked back beneath the crime tape and picked up his pace. He said nothing, kept his eyes forward. He doubted that he would stay anonymous for very long. Some eagle-eyed journo on a crime desk would almost certainly recognise him eventually. He had made the papers often enough himself, had been plastered all over them just a few months before.


When a prisoner he had been escorting had escaped. When four people had died. When Thorne had almost lost his closest friend.


He walked back to the centre of town and saw that most of the market traders had all but given up and were packing their things away for the day. It was starting to rain again. Walking along the high street, he could see that Helen had been right to say how little the place had in common with the middle-England market town they had left that morning. There seemed to be a proliferation of nail bars and hairdressers. There was an internet café and a small games arcade and Thorne counted four fast food outlets within fifty yards of each other. Not an antiques shop to be seen.


He stopped at a newsagent for a local paper and carried it across the street to a café called Cupz. He ordered coffee and a sausage sandwich and began to read. The first four pages of the newspaper were dominated by the latest on the missing girl and carried the now widely circulated picture of Stephen and Linda Bates on their wedding day. The headline was typically crass and undeniably powerful:


LOVE, HONOUR AND ABDUCT?


Several pages were devoted to the flooding in villages on lower ground to the north. There were pictures of the swollen River Anker, of dirty water lapping at front doors, of a family going to the shops in a small dinghy. The misery was only set to worsen, one story said, with more bad weather forecast and resources stretched to breaking point.


Thorne glanced out through the window, watched people hurrying to find shelter, the rain dancing off multicoloured umbrellas.


A young girl brought his food to the table. She nodded down at the newspaper in front of him. ‘It’s terrible, isn’t it?’


‘Which?’ Thorne asked. ‘The missing girls or the flooding?’


The waitress looked a little uncertain. ‘Well, both,’ she said. ‘I mean, I’m obviously not trying to compare them. God knows what those families must be going through.’ She reddened slightly. ‘The families of those poor girls, I mean.’


Thorne took a sip of coffee which was not as hot as he, or anyone else would have liked. ‘Did you know them?’


‘I’d seen them both in here a few times,’ she said. ‘After school, groups of friends, you know?’


Thorne turned back to the front page of the newspaper and pointed at the picture from the Bates’ wedding. ‘What about him?’


The waitress pulled a face and shook her head. ‘Thank God.’


‘He hasn’t been charged with anything,’ Thorne said.


‘He will be.’


Thorne took a bite of his sandwich and waited.


‘Well, there were witnesses, weren’t there? A couple of Poppy’s mates saw her get into his car.’


Poppy Johnston. The most recent girl to have gone missing. Her name was still mentioned rather more often in the newspaper reports than the girl who had vanished three weeks earlier. Just ‘Poppy’ though now, even to those who had not known her personally.


‘Doesn’t prove he abducted her though.’ Thorne looked at the girl, but she had clearly made up her mind.


‘I meant to ask, do you want ketchup?’


‘Brown sauce,’ Thorne said.


When he had finished his lunch, Thorne walked back through the market square and followed the signs that led to the single-storey Memorial Hall just behind it. The building, adjacent to a small community library and health centre, had been commandeered and was now functioning as the Police Control Unit. Signs were prominently displayed near the entrance showing the phone number for the incident room and there were uniformed officers talking to members of the public just outside. It was from the PCU that the search teams would be co-ordinated; volunteers organised, or more likely dissuaded, since their usefulness was often outweighed by their capacity to unwittingly destroy evidence. It was where locals would come to pass on information or share tittle-tattle, helping themselves to free tea and biscuits while they did so, and it was usually where the media gathered for any official press briefings.


Thorne wandered inside.


He had often heard stories about journalists who had returned from war zones, only to find themselves unable to handle the ordinariness of normal life and desperate to go back. There was, it seemed, a powerful craving for the rush that went with danger. It was a drug, pure and simple. Thorne would not describe his own feelings in quite those terms, but just sensing the excitement, the urgency around a major investigation such as this one, had already got those endorphins kicking in.


Driving from that twee hotel, he had told himself that he was doing no more than keeping Helen company, that this was nothing to do with him. It wasn’t just a matter of jurisdiction either. He was supposed to be on holiday; a much-needed one since the events on Bardsey Island a few months before. He was rather better at kidding others than he was himself. That slow drive around the market square had been enough, and now the chatter in this place, the smell of stewed tea and damp uniforms, had got his blood pumping a little faster. It was a long way from a Major Incident Room back at home, but that buzz was universal. The urge to poke around and to get a taste of it all was as strong as a drowning man’s impulse to push himself towards the surface.


Thorne simply could not help himself.


A uniformed officer, stocky and red-faced, stepped in front of him and asked if he needed any help.


‘Can you tell me where they’re holding Stephen Bates?’ Thorne asked.


The young PC sighed. ‘Move along, would you, sir?’


It was Thorne’s turn to sigh as he took out his warrant card.


‘Oh. Sorry, sir.’ An altogether different ‘sir’. He stepped a little closer and lowered his voice. ‘He’s at Nuneaton, far as I know.’


‘Thank you.’


Thorne was about to walk away, when it suddenly dawned on the PC that any detective involved in the investigation would surely have known the answer to the question Thorne had asked.


‘Can I see your warrant card again, sir?’


Thorne fished for it, held it close to the officer’s face.


‘Since when were the Met involved with this?’


‘I’m just here to advise,’ Thorne said.


‘Right.’ The PC looked dubious.


‘Look, I know the guv’nor, all right?’


‘And he would be …?’


Thorne tried his best to look merely exasperated, while he racked his brains trying to remember the name of the senior detective he had heard talking on the radio. It came to him. ‘I’m a mate of Tim Cornish’s.’


‘Fair enough.’


‘Happy?’ The copper nodded and stepped away. ‘Good lad,’ Thorne said. ‘Now go and help some old people across the road or something …’


Walking back to his car, Thorne began to feel guilty about the way he had spoken to the young constable. He had long ago resigned himself to the person the Job could so easily turn him into; the side-effects of that buzz. The impatience, the intolerance, the capacity to behave like a major-league arsehole.


He pulled out of the car park, turned the music up good and loud and tried to forget about it.




FIVE


Linda’s daughter was sixteen and called Charli. ‘That’s how she prefers to spell it,’ Linda had explained, shrugging: a power less parent. The girl was taller than her mother and a little heavier, and unlike Linda, her hair was cut short and she wore a lot of make-up. She had not spoken, other than to murmur a small ‘hello’ when Linda had introduced her and, after several minutes staring into space, she got up and walked out of the room without a word. Helen could hear one of the officers in the hallway asking the girl if she was all right, but there was no response. Just the noise of heavy footsteps trudging upstairs.


‘Danny’s up there,’ Linda said. ‘Her brother. He’s barely been down since we got here. Just to grab a drink or something to eat then he’s away again. An officer brought them over a computer they could use, which was nice of him. Didn’t have to do that, did he?’ She looked at Helen. ‘They took both the kids’ laptops.’ She shook her head, brushed something from her skirt that wasn’t there. ‘They took everything.’


‘I know,’ Helen said.


‘You wouldn’t believe the stuff they took. CDs, DVDs, the lot. Bags and bags.’


‘I know,’ Helen said again. ‘I’m a police officer.’


Linda stared at her, opened her mouth a little, then closed it again.


‘I’m not here because of that, though. I’m not working. I came because I saw your picture on the news and I thought you might need a friend.’


‘Oh, you did?’


Helen saw how what she had said must have sounded. ‘I mean, I’m sure you’ve got loads of friends, but … I thought I might be able to help.’


Linda nodded and leaned across to the table. She picked up a biscuit then put it back. ‘I didn’t know we were friends,’ she said. ‘How long is it since you left?’


‘Twenty years,’ Helen said. ‘Good as.’


‘And you’ve not been back?’


Helen shook her head.


‘We had a school reunion. You could have come to that.’


‘I wanted to …’


Linda looked as though she was trying to decide whether to believe Helen or not. Either she did, or she decided that it didn’t much matter. ‘It was a laugh, as it happens.’


‘Maybe there’ll be another one.’


Linda ran fingers through hair that was thick and frizzy, with a good deal of grey at the roots. Her face was drawn, the lines pronounced around her eyes and mouth. Her lips were cracked. Helen knew she had changed a good deal herself in twenty years, but the woman sitting next to her was barely recognisable as the smiling bride in the recent wedding photograph.


‘Can’t see either of us going now,’ Linda said. ‘Can you?’


They said nothing for a minute or more. Outside the officers were talking and suddenly music began to play upstairs. Something with no words and a repetitive beat, like a racing pulse.


‘God, I must sound like such an ungrateful bitch,’ Linda said.


‘It’s fine.’


‘No, really, I appreciate you coming. You didn’t have to.’


‘I wanted to.’


There was a knock on the door and a uniformed officer poked his head around it. He asked if anyone wanted more tea and they both said they did.


When the door had closed, Linda rolled her eyes. ‘Bloody tea,’ she said. ‘I’m swimming in it. They teach you that, do they?’


‘What?’


‘At cadet school or whatever it is? If in doubt, make the poor buggers some more tea.’


Helen smiled. ‘I know it must seem like they’re just trying to pretend everything’s fine, but it’s not that. Sometimes it’s just about being nice, but mostly it’s because you don’t know what else to do.’


‘Yeah, fair enough.’ Linda leaned forward again, took the biscuit this time.


Helen looked around the room. Like the sofa on which she was sitting, most of the furniture was modern, but well worn. There were colour prints in clip-frames on one of the walls; pictures of motorbikes and drag-racers. The carpet was light green and the curtains a darker shade with prints of leaves. There was a brownish, mock-marble fireplace containing a gas fire and the TV next to it, though certainly big enough, was not a make Helen had ever heard of.


‘So, whose place is this, anyway?’ she asked.


‘Nobody’s.’ Linda popped the last of the biscuit into her mouth. ‘Well, it was, but I don’t know who they were. It was repossessed.’ She shrugged. ‘Whoever they were, they didn’t have a lot of luck.’ She puffed out her cheeks, clearly aware of the irony in what she’d said. ‘I don’t think we’re doing a fat lot to change things.’ Before Helen could respond, Linda looked up, brighter suddenly, as if fearful of bringing the mood down; of slipping back into a darker place she had been trying to avoid. ‘How’s your dad?’ she asked. ‘I always liked him.’


‘He’s fine,’ Helen said. ‘Awkward and ridiculous a lot of the time, but that’s how they get, isn’t it?’


‘What about your younger sister? Jenny, was it?’


‘Yeah, she’s good. Married with a couple of kids.’


‘You?’


‘I’m good, too.’


‘Any kids, I mean.’


‘I’ve got a two-year-old.’


‘Bloody hell, you left it a bit late, didn’t you?’


‘The job,’ Helen said. ‘Well, not just that, if I’m honest.’ She grinned, thinking about her son, the rings he’d be running round her father by now. ‘He’s great, though. Keeps me on my toes, anyway.’


‘And what about him?’ Linda nodded towards the door. The last place Thorne had been standing. ‘He your old man?’


‘Well, we’re not married,’ Helen said. ‘And he’s not Alfie’s dad.’


Linda waited, but Helen did not want to say any more. She could not be sure that Paul – the man with whom she had been living and who died while she was pregnant – was the father of her child. There had been an affair. A painful mistake that had not been fully rectified before Paul was killed, though it had been more than paid for since in shame and guilt.


And there was always Alfie.


‘He’s good with him though, is he?’


‘Tom? Yeah, he’s great. I mean we haven’t been together very long, so it’s still early days.’


‘He a copper as well, is he?’


Helen said that he was.


‘Yeah, he’s got the look.’


‘And obviously I haven’t?’


Linda cocked her head, studied Helen, as though trying to make up her mind. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘Going that way.’ She saw Helen’s expression tighten a little. ‘I’m only kidding.’


‘I shouldn’t really be surprised anyway,’ Helen said.


‘So … London then, is it? Must be bloody rough down there.’


It seemed odd to Helen, that she was the one answering all the questions, talking about her life. She guessed that Linda was finding that easier than saying too much about her own. Perhaps she thought that quite enough speculation about how her family lived was going on already. Either way, whatever put Linda most at ease was fine with Helen.


‘It’s not too bad,’ she said. ‘Actually, it’s no worse than anywhere else. I work with kids, so—’ She stopped, aware that she was venturing into territory that might make Linda uncomfortable. If that was the case, the woman showed no sign of it.


‘Got to be worse than here though, surely, the crime.’ Another shake of the head, another biscuit. ‘Well, up to now, anyway.’


‘What about you?’ Helen asked. ‘How long have you been married to Stephen?’


Helen saw Linda stiffen momentarily at the first mention of her husband’s name. Linda cleared her throat. ‘Oh, only five years,’ she said. ‘He’s not from round here. Charli and Danny aren’t his kids.’


Helen held herself back from asking how he was with them, but Linda clearly understood the cause of the silence. ‘And yeah, he’s great with them. Like they’re his own, since it’s pretty bloody obvious what you were thinking.’


‘Sorry,’ Helen said. ‘I haven’t come back here so I can put my foot in my big fat gob and make you feel awkward, honestly. I’m just here to keep you company. If that’s what you want.’


Linda’s expression softened. ‘That’d be good.’ She nodded towards the door. ‘That lot aren’t exactly a bundle of laughs.’ She raised a hand before Helen could say anything. ‘I know, I know, they’re just doing their job. Did they really have to go through the bins though, take the rubbish away? Did they really need to take my dirty washing?’


‘It’s about being thorough,’ Helen said. ‘The smallest thing can make a difference, you know? Can help get to the truth.’ She took a moment, as she really wanted Linda Bates to fully appreciate what she was going to say next. ‘Right now, they’re as interested in proving your husband’s innocence as his guilt. You need to remember that, OK?’


Linda thought for a few moments, then sat back as though she was finally ready to discuss the thing that everyone else in town was talking about. ‘He didn’t do it, you know?’ She took Helen’s hand and looked hard at her. Her fingers dug in. ‘He didn’t take those girls.’


There was a knock, and a cheery voice announced the arrival of tea.


Helen nodded, because there was not a lot else she could do.




SIX


Once Bates and his solicitor were seated again, DI Tim Cornish closed the door and joined them at the table. Pulling back a chair, he began removing photographs from a green, cardboard folder. He took a last drag on his e-cigarette – the tip glowing blue – then slipped it back into his top pocket.


He said, ‘So, are you done? We ready to get back to it?’


The duty solicitor was a young woman called Tasmina Khan. She had never had any dealings with Cornish before; had never been involved in anything with as high a profile as this investigation already had. If she was daunted by the new-found notoriety of the man sitting next to her, she did not show it.


She sat back in her chair. ‘My client has every right to consult with me privately whenever either of us chooses.’


‘Goes without saying,’ Cornish said. ‘Just keen to crack on, that’s all. Sooner we can get this done, the sooner Mr Bates can get back to his family.’ He smiled at Stephen Bates. ‘To Linda and the kids.’


Khan said nothing. A look was enough. She knew as well as Cornish did that Bates was unlikely to be seeing his wife and kids any time soon. The twenty-four hours after which Cornish would have to charge or release would be up quickly enough, but she knew that he would apply for a custody extension. She knew that he would get it.


Cornish pressed the red button on the twin CD recorders built into the wall of the interview room. He glanced up at the camera in the corner, then across at the two-way mirror, through which he knew that a small crowd of colleagues and senior officers would be watching.


‘Interview with Stephen Oliver Bates, recommencing at one thirty-seven pm on Saturday, February 14th.’ He identified himself and Khan, his fingers fluttering at his top pocket. ‘So, this was the first time you had given Poppy Johnston a lift? The day before yesterday. You’d never seen her before?’


Bates hesitated, glanced at his solicitor.


‘It’s a simple enough question, Mr Bates.’


Stephen Bates was forty-three years old and had described himself to the police as a self-employed painter and decorator. He was pale-skinned, with dark hair that was shorter than it had been in his wedding photograph and a scruffy, gingerish beard. He was skinny; his jeans baggy on him, as was the paint-flecked polo shirt he had been wearing when police arrived to arrest him at his home the previous afternoon.


‘Seen her, yeah,’ Bates said. His voice was quiet and flat. A Midlands accent. ‘Said hello or whatever. That’s all though.’


Khan turned to look at him, and Cornish understood that after more than half an hour together, solicitor and client discussing the options available, the issue of whether it was in Bates’ best interests to say anything at all had still not been resolved.


It was good to know.


‘And she was in your car for what, fifteen minutes, you said?’


‘Less than that. Ten minutes or something. I told her I couldn’t take her all the way, but I was happy to run her as far as the bus stop on the Tamworth Road.’


‘Good of you.’


‘It was on my way. It looked like it was about to piss down.’


‘What did you talk about?’


‘I can’t remember.’


‘School? Boyfriends?’


‘I can’t remember. Maybe.’


‘And you didn’t stop anywhere on the way?’


‘I took her to the bus stop, I told you. Straight there.’


‘Because you thought it might rain,’ Cornish said.


‘Hasn’t bloody stopped raining, has it?’


Cornish grunted, looked down at his notes. ‘Tell us again what you did after you dropped Poppy off.’


Bates sighed, but his answer sounded confident enough. ‘Went to check out a job in Atherstone. Woman over there wants the outside of her house painting, so I drove across to have a look.’


‘Half six at night? Pitch black by then.’


‘I just needed to see the house, that’s all. Get a rough idea of what I’d be dealing with.’


‘And after that?’


‘I told you, I went for a pint at a pub up the road from there. You can check all this with Linda.’


‘We did and that’s certainly what you told her you were doing when you rang her.’ Another glance at the notes. ‘At about six thirty, she says.’


Bates looked pleased, as if that should be enough. ‘There you are.’


‘She told us that you didn’t get home until after nine.’


‘I had a couple of pints and something to eat. Truth is I wasn’t in a rush to get back. Me and Linda had a row that morning, so …’


‘A row about what?’


‘Can’t even remember now. Sod all, probably.’


‘Problem is, Mr Bates, we can’t find anyone in the pub who can verify that you were there.’ Cornish leaned back. ‘Landlord doesn’t remember you.’


‘Why should he?’ Bates said. ‘Place was rammed. There was a big game on the TV.’


That much Cornish had been able to verify. Chelsea had beaten Arsenal at Stamford Bridge. There had indeed been a bigger than average crowd in the pub that night.


Cornish took three photographs of Poppy Johnston and lined them up. In two of them, she was posing with friends in a local pub. The most striking of the group; blonde and blue-eyed, made-up and dressed for a night out. The newspapers had chosen to use the slightly more demure photograph of the girl in her nicest party dress. Fresh-faced with a smile that was rather more tentative.


Cornish tapped at a photograph. ‘She was all dressed up on Thursday night, wasn’t she? Glittery top and a short skirt. “Too short”, her dad says.’


‘I don’t remember what she had on,’ Bates said. ‘She was wearing a coat anyway. One of those padded ones.’


‘So that wasn’t why you stopped and offered her a lift then? It wasn’t because you liked the look of her? Because she looked nice?’


Bates shook his head.


‘Just out of the kindness of your heart.’


‘I’ve told you,’ Khan said to Bates. ‘You do not have to answer these questions if you don’t want to.’


Bates was looking at Cornish. ‘You want me to say I don’t think she was pretty, that it? Jesus, I’m not blind, am I?’ He stabbed at the picture. ‘Course she’s pretty. That what you wanted to hear?’


Cornish let it hang for a few moments, then produced another photograph and slid it across the scarred black tabletop. ‘Could you please look at this photograph?’


After a second or two, Bates looked down, but not for very long. ‘Have another look,’ Cornish said. When Bates looked again, Cornish leaned towards the CD recorder. ‘Mr Bates is looking at a photograph of Jessica Toms.’


‘That’s the first girl who went missing.’


‘You knew her?’


‘Only to say hello to.’


‘You say hello to a lot of fifteen-year-old girls, do you, Mr Bates?’


‘I would advise you to ignore that,’ Khan said.


‘You see people around, don’t you?’ Bates said. ‘In the pub, in the street or whatever.’


‘Did you give Jessica Toms a lift on January 23rd of this year?’


Bates shook his head. ‘I did not.’


‘Was Jessica Toms ever in your car?’


‘No.’


‘You quite sure about that?’


‘She was never in my car.’


‘You know we’ve got your car, obviously.’


‘If you damage it, you’ll pay me for that, right?’


‘You know we’ll be taking it apart and that if she was in your car, we’re going to know about it? She’ll have left a trace behind, everybody does. These days, somebody so much as kisses you on the cheek, we can get DNA from it. Just saying, in case you want to think about your answer a bit more.’


‘I never gave her a lift.’


‘You remember where you were on January 23rd?’


‘Do you?’


‘I’m not the one under arrest,’ Cornish said.


‘No, I can’t remember,’ Bates said. ‘Working.’


Cornish nodded, happy enough to leave the question, though not for very long. He glanced towards the two-way mirror, then picked up the photograph of Jessica Toms. He looked at it himself for a few seconds, then laid it down again. ‘So, you think she’s pretty?’


‘Do you?’ Bates gave the first hint of a smile, pleased with himself.


‘Really? You think you’re helping yourself, just throwing questions back at me like that?’


Bates scratched at his beard, the smile gone, uncertain.


Khan leaned forward. ‘OK, I’d like some more time to confer with my client in private.’


‘Again?’ Cornish asked.


Bates turned to the solicitor. ‘Thing is, if I say nothing, they think it’s because I’ve got something to hide.’


‘It’s your right to refuse to answer questions.’


Bates wasn’t listening. He nodded at Cornish. ‘That’s right, isn’t it?’


Cornish held up his hands.


‘If I don’t answer you, just say “no comment” or whatever, you think it’s because I must have done it.’


‘That’s not how it works,’ Khan said.


‘Miss Khan is spot on,’ Cornish said. ‘You can sit there all day long and say bugger all if you want, but we are allowed to draw what’s called an adverse influence from that.’ He waited, to be sure that Bates understood what he meant. ‘You remember what was said to you when you were arrested?’


‘I’ve been through all that with him,’ Khan snapped. ‘I have done this before.’


Cornish leaned closer to Bates. ‘About you failing to mention something which you later come to rely on in court? About how that can harm your defence?’ He sat back, folded his arms. ‘But it’s entirely up to you, obviously.’


Bates looked at the table.


Khan turned towards him again. ‘When we were talking earlier, Mr Bates. Remember those three options?’ She spoke with an emphasis that bordered on the patronising. Cornish was happy to see that she had clearly decided her client did not know decent advice when he was given it. Or else was simply not the sharpest tool in the box. ‘You can answer questions if you wish, or you can say nothing. The third option is to provide the police with a written statement and then refuse to answer any more questions after that.’


‘Yeah, I remember,’ Bates said. ‘You think I should do that? The last one you said?’


‘As of this moment, that would be my best advice.’


Cornish had to stifle a smile. Because you’re worried about looking guilty, but you can’t keep your big gob shut …


Bates thought for another few seconds, then nodded and looked across at Cornish. ‘I’ll go for that one.’


The DI looked up at the mirror again. ‘Your call,’ he said.


Cornish terminated the interview for the record and began gathering up the photographs. He picked up the picture of Jessica Toms and looked at it again. He said, ‘She’s really pretty. Any idiot can see that.’ He reached for his e-cigarette. ‘To be honest, Stephen, I would have been a damn sight more suspicious if you’d said she wasn’t.’




SEVEN


Thorne had been waiting in the incident room at Nuneaton station for half an hour or so when Cornish finally appeared. Thorne didn’t mind. He had passed the time talking to as many of those working on the investigation as possible, and, even if he had not learned anything that he did not already know, the coffee was an awful lot better than the stuff that got dished out back at Becke House.


It became quickly obvious to him that the whole place was rather better equipped than the incident room he was used to at home. The computers seemed newer, the whiteboards somehow whiter.


The place did not feel quite as tired.


It was probably just a question of funding, of a more efficient distribution of available funds. Or perhaps the place just saw a lot less action. Waiting for Cornish to arrive though, Thorne could not help asking himself how much of it was down to the drive and energy of the people working here. Were some of those he worked with at home just burned out, or going through the motions these days? He wondered if the day would come when he would be guilty of ‘phoning it in’ and if it did, would anyone tell him. Holland? Probably not. Hendricks …?


Yeah, he thought that Phil Hendricks would.


Cornish was easy enough to spot. The one being collared by a member of his team the moment he walked in, staring across while the man who was waiting to see him was helpfully pointed out.


Thorne stood up and Cornish beckoned him over; waved him into an office.


‘You had coffee? I’m always gasping after a couple of hours in the bin …’


Cornish was a few years younger than Thorne and if there was any grey in his hair he had covered it up skilfully. He was compact and wiry, like a flyweight. In his smart suit and rimless glasses, Thorne thought that he looked like an accountant, albeit one who might knock you out if you questioned his calculations.


As soon as he had sat down behind a cluttered desk, Cornish said, ‘What took you so long?’


Thorne took the chair that had been offered. ‘Sorry?’


‘I’ve been expecting you, Mr Bond!’ Cornish took an e-cigarette from his pocket and puffed on it theatrically.


Sophie Carson had clearly given her boss a complete report on the visitors from London.


‘No big deal,’ Cornish said. ‘We’ve got a few like you round here. Can’t take a day off.’


‘I’m just killing time,’ Thorne said.


‘Course you are.’


‘Don’t know what else to tell you.’ Thorne laughed, but the remarks had hit home. Was that what he had become? ‘Job-pissed’ was what they called the type Cornish was talking about, what Thorne called them too. It was usually aimed at those who played everything by the book, who would rather die than deviate from procedure. Thorne knew that wasn’t him, but he was clearly finding it hard to leave the job behind. Perhaps being ‘job-pissed’ wasn’t the issue. Maybe it was just a question of what your tipple was.
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