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			1

			Twelve-­year-­old Alice Johnson went missing on Thursday, 16 July 2015, early in the morning. She’d been doing her paper round. Her bag, half full of undelivered papers, was found abandoned, lying on the pavement in Vine Court Road in a leafy neighbourhood of Sevenoaks. A motorist, who had been driving through the Great Brittains Wood on the Sevenoaks bypass, a mile to the west, told the police that he’d seen her walking south at the side of the dual carriageway at about eight thirty. Rain was heavy, but when he pulled over to ask if she was okay, she ran into the trees. Later that morning, at around eleven o’clock, someone else saw her in a street in Tonbridge, eight miles to the south, talking to the driver of a black car before getting in and being driven away.

			As usual, the police ran a risk assessment. Given Alice’s age, the risk was ‘high’; early activity was intensive. There was a first report after forty-­eight hours. Another after twenty-­eight days. One more after three months. A fourth after a year. Then annual reports, which were increasingly thin.

			Alice wasn’t found.

			 

			Nine years later the police reopened the case. They had arrested a forty-­year-­old man called Vince Burns on suspicion of the murder of another girl in the Sevenoaks area, and, from comments he made under questioning, had reason to believe that he might also be responsible for the earlier disappearance of Alice Johnson. He had been in both Sevenoaks and Tonbridge on the day Alice vanished and, though he did not possess a black car, he could not account for his movements and had no alibi. His answers to the investigator’s questions were coy and teasing. The body of the murdered girl, called Joleen Price, had been recovered from the Chipstead Lakes, part of a wild-­life reserve on the northern edge of Sevenoaks, and the police began to drag the rest of the lake and search in the nearby woods for other bodies; and in order to speed up their efforts, in the hope of bringing extra charges against Burns, they called me in.
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			The people I work with call me ‘Finder’. I’m a specialist, a finder of missing people, and I work on a freelance basis with any police authority that cares to hire me. With increased pressure to keep the payroll bill down, there’s demand for third-­party contractors. Until a few years ago I was on the payroll myself but I accepted a redundancy package, and since then I’ve supported myself with this freelance work, and have come to think of it not so much as a necessity as an attempt to outface time: my time, I mean, and the lost time of the missing.

			 

			Arriving by train, walking up the hill from the station, you sense at once that Sevenoaks is rich, you see it in the extensive coffee selection at the station kiosk, the plump sycamores screening the large detached houses along Mount Harry Road, in the high-­end delicatessen and dog-­grooming parlour at the end of Prospect Road, my destination. Here there are tiny terraced cottages of red and yellow brick, lovingly buffed and tucked, lined up neatly on both sides of the narrow lane. Originally they must have been for workers; now they are valuable real estate. Somewhere there was a prospect, I supposed, a view of other cottages, Methodist chapels and Quaker meeting houses, Kentish fields and woods; there would be time later to find it, but first I located the Maybush Bed and Breakfast halfway down the lane, introduced myself to Mrs Wentworth and followed her inside. Mrs Wentworth was a small, slender lady in her late sixties, with a pretty face hollowed by age, doll-­like blue eyes and a quiet voice. Her husband had died a few years earlier, she told me, and she had started her bed-­and-­breakfast business soon afterwards. I was the only guest at present, and she could give me the best room.

			‘There’s a view,’ she said as we climbed the steep stairs to the attic, and so, through the high window of my room, I finally saw the prospect: rooftops, fields and woods stretching in the afternoon light east towards Maidstone, where Vince Burns had been remanded in custody, and north to the wildlife reserve, where the body of Joleen Price had been pulled from the lake, flattish country, neat and park-­like in the English manner. It was four o’clock. Left alone, I unpacked the few things I’d brought with me: changes of clothes, washbag and so on, and a copy of Henry James’s What Maisie Knew, a paperback with a creased cover and bruised look. I had read it once before when I was much younger but remembered little of it except some long and appalling conversations. Only later, when I began it again, would I realise that I had chosen it because it describes the destructive thoughtlessness of adults to a child, and, perhaps more pertinently, the extraordinary resilience of the child’s innocence.

			When I had finished unpacking I asked Mrs Wentworth for directions, and went out.

			 

			Cobden Road, close by Prospect Road, is another steep lane of tiny terrace houses, even more cramped. No front gardens, no trees. Number 50, near the bottom, is a classic two-­up, two-­down, showing to the street a red front door and two windows with aluminium frames, one not quite exactly above the other. The brickwork has been painted cream. In well-­to-­do Sevenoaks, it looks just about manageable on a middle income. This is where Alice Johnson had lived with her mother. There had been an acrimonious divorce a year earlier, and Alice’s father lived elsewhere. The street has a mild, modest air. The cars parked outside the houses are sensible Hyundais, Kias and Toyotas; at a guess, their owners are young professionals and thrifty pensioners.

			That morning nine years ago, setting out on her paper round, Alice would first have walked up the hill to Barrack Corner, where the newsagent was sandwiched between Lingerie-­Swimwear and Danish Interiors; then, having picked up her load, she would have gone up Holly Bush Lane, a narrow, privet-­darkened road with houses of all ages and conditions, delivering her first papers, copies of the tabloids here, the Mail and the Express. Going on her way, she would have passed an old infant school, a former cottage hospital, some ex-­chapels, all now converted into apartments, and built like bricks of Lego into the intricate maze of tightly packed houses of this originally proletarian neighbourhood. Then she would have turned into spacious Vine Court Road, where, suddenly, she was among the rich: six-­bedroom Victorian villas in red brick and ragstone, with steep gables, timber framing and decorated chimney stacks, built for well-­to-­do families and their servants. Here, they took the Telegraph and The Times. Number 34, third house on the right, is the last house she delivered to.

			It was a warm afternoon as I stood there in the leafy avenue, peaceful, the only sounds birdsong and tinkling cries of children from the private school round the corner. Had Alice delivered her papers in the normal way, she would have reached number 34 at around seven thirty in the morning. At that time it would have been an even quieter, more peaceful spot. Yet from here, nine years earlier, she had abruptly vanished, leaving behind only her bag, dumped on the pavement as if in haste.
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			Next morning I picked up a hire car and drove to the police station in the centre of Maidstone to meet my contact, Dave Armstrong, who had been SIO on the original missing person investigation, now leading the investigation into Joleen Price’s murder. I’d met Dave before; we’d worked together on two other cases, in fact. An overweight, unshaven man with the stiff dark hair of an adolescent and a frowning habit of letting his eyes wander, he greeted me diffidently, calling me ‘Finder’, as they all do, avoiding my name – Talib – which is not at all hard for the English to pronounce but seems to suggest an alien formality they do not like. Dave had a new office on the south side of the building; the traffic noise was continual, a low mumble through a window showing a crowded view of car parks and churches. I’d already been through the case records but now Dave picked out the main points. Facts were few. As noted, Alice’s paper-­round bag had been found in Vine Court Road, on the pavement outside number 34. Papers had been delivered to all the houses in the street with higher numbers – and to number 34 itself – but none to any with lower numbers, suggesting that she had entered the street at the top end and had been working her way down it when she vanished. Few residents in the road had ever encountered Alice at that time in the morning. An exception, coincidentally, was the owner of number 34, a prosperous car dealer who was usually up early to go to viewings. Sometimes he had run into Alice and exchanged words with her. ‘A nice girl,’ he’d said in his testimony, ‘a bit quiet.’ In the week of her disappearance he’d been abroad with his family; in fact, it was only because he’d forgotten to cancel the papers that Alice had delivered to his house.

			A lot of the original investigation had focused on the two sightings of Alice later in the morning, which together suggested she’d hitched south down the A21 to Tonbridge, perhaps to meet the owner of a black car. But no one came forward to say they had picked her up, the black car was never traced, its owner never identified, and Alice had no known connection to Tonbridge or anyone living there. Now the discovery of Joleen Price’s body had moved the geographical focus in the opposite direction to the Chipstead Lakes, north of Sevenoaks. Alice’s school, Percy Cavendish Academy, was only a few minutes’ walk from the lakes. It made both the earlier sightings questionable, and in fact Dave said that he’d never felt the bypass sighting was a hundred per cent reliable: it had been raining hard and the girl glimpsed by the driver had disappeared almost immediately into the trees.

			I asked Dave about Joleen and he told me that the fourteen ­year ­old had gone missing from Blackwood, a school on the southern edge of Sevenoaks which catered for children unable to stay in mainstream schooling. Joleen had been bipolar; over the years she had struggled with various issues including impulse control disorder, which made her suggestible and volatile. Vince Burns, he said, was certainly guilty of her murder. He’d groomed her, abducted her and killed her. Burns worked for a local company, cleaning fuel and chemical tanks, though he had done a number of different things over the years: construction, driving dispatch, and a couple of years at a zoo in Crowborough. For several months he had been a driver for a charity working with disabled children. Three years earlier he’d served a custodial sentence of twelve months for the possession of class C drugs. At the time it had seemed likely that he would also be convicted of the intent to supply a minor but he escaped on a technicality. Twice since his release he’d received warnings from the head teacher of Blackwood after being discovered in the school’s grounds, but no action was taken. He’d been picked up within forty-­eight hours of Joleen’s body being found: the evidence against him was incontrovertible.

			There was no connection between Joleen and Alice. So far as was known, they never even met. But, despite the two-­year difference in their ages, they were physically similar, slender, even frail-­looking, obviously pre-­pubescent, with nondescript features. There was a look about them: cautious and unconfident. Vulnerable.

			I asked what evidence there was against Burns regarding Alice. Nothing solid yet, Dave said. But Burns was toying with them, teasing them, hinting that he knew more about Alice than he was saying. He’d gone out of his way to give them the impression he was familiar with the neighbourhood where she lived. He certainly knew Alice’s school, which was close to the place where he worked; he’d mentioned that he often walked in that area. ‘I like to see the children play,’ he’d said.

			I asked him where Burns lived. Currently, he rented a flat in Aylesford, a few miles north of Maidstone, but he’d lived all over, always in the area, nearly always alone. At the time of Alice’s disappearance, he’d been living in a caravan in a small village called Hurst Green, near to Sevenoaks.

			Dave thought Burns had killed Alice. ‘He’s a sick child killer,’ he said. He targeted vulnerable girls like Joleen, for instance, who had no father and whose mother was often absent, meeting her after school in secret, giving her little gifts, imposing his interest on her, but only to delay the violence that was his driving excitement. There was no doubt that he was violent. While Burns was serving his previous sentence at Coldingley in Surrey, a small prison for Cat­egory C offenders, he’d been threatened in the showers by two men demanding protection money. He broke the pelvic bones of one of them and permanently blinded the other.

			 

			I met Burns in one of the interview rooms adjoining the cells where he was detained. He came shambling in with a guard, a big, slow man wearing outsized black work trousers and grey hooded top stained with oil. He had a high-­coloured, fleshy face and eyes set deep in bruise-­like shadows, and a loose mouth scabbed at one corner, and he leered at me pleasantly as he sat down. His lawyer sat next to him, a solemn middle-­aged woman ignored throughout by Burns. I indicated that he should be uncuffed and he settled himself comfortably, smirking, his eyes never leaving mine.

			‘Quack?’ he said. His voice was soft and low.

			I asked him why he thought that.

			‘Got a look. Medical. Come to see if I’m all there.’

			I told him I’d been hired to find Alice Johnson.

			‘A finder?’ He smiled. ‘And you’ve come to me for help? I’m flattered.’

			I asked him if he had any help to give, but he just continued to smile.

			I slid across the photograph and he looked at it for some time, smiling to himself. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Even with her top on.’

			I asked him if he’d grown up locally, and he told me he’d been born in East Grinstead in West Sussex, not far from Gatwick Airport, and had lived there with his mother until he left school and went to work for a small engineering firm in nearby Crawley, where he had stayed for a year until moving to Tonbridge, again for work. Over the next three years he changed jobs frequently, spending months in between ‘doing nothing’. In this period his mother died. By the beginning of 2015 he was working for a refrigeration company on the Vestry Road industrial estate next to the Chipstead Lakes. During March they put him on short hours after a dispute over an incident involving missing equipment, but by July, when Alice disappeared, he was working there full ­time again. He answered my questions readily, speaking slowly but smoothly; it was clear that he liked talking about himself. There was an ease, in fact a pleasure, in his reminiscences. I asked him why he had been dismissed from his earlier position at Crowborough Wild Animal Park, and he told me with a smile it was because of his ill-­treatment of the animals.

			‘Nothing wrong with my own company,’ he said, with the same smile when I asked him if he’d lived alone after his mother had died. ‘I know how to amuse myself.’

			‘And how do you do that?’

			He laughed softly to himself. ‘I like to read.’

			I told him that I liked to read too.

			He ignored me. He’d read almost everything there was on serial killers, he said, books on Peter Sutcliffe, Dennis Nilsen, Fred West, Levi Bellfield, and the ‘great’ American killers like Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, the ‘Son of Sam’, the ‘Zodiac Killer’, Ed Gein.

			I asked him if it was the acts of violence he enjoyed reading about or the personalities of the killers. Both, he told me, but best of all he liked to know about the places, to be able to visualise the woods or lakes or other remote spots where the murders were committed.

			‘Is that why you were attracted to the Chipstead Lakes?’ I asked. He laughed to himself for a while, as if to show he had pleasant memories of them.

			I asked him where he was on the day of Alice’s disappearance and he admitted at once that he’d been in both Sevenoaks and Tonbridge, for no real reason, and without anyone to corroborate his movements. He had taken a day off work. So far as he remembered, he spent the day aimlessly, alone, walking about. I asked more questions then about Alice Johnson, and he adopted the same sneering, teasing tone, his answers lengthy but invariably evasive or mocking, never definite, as if to deliberately keep in play the possibility that he had indeed abducted and murdered her without actually confessing it. Yes, he knew where she lived. Yes, he knew her school. He couldn’t remember if he’d seen her there or talked to her, he might have done, or he might not. Several times, with relish, he repeated his view that she looked good in her school photograph. She was the right sort of age, he said.

			‘For what?’

			‘For getting to know what the world’s really like.’

			He sat smirking, pleased with himself.

			I asked him if he knew where she was.

			‘That’s your job, not mine.’

			Indicating to the guard that I was finished, I thanked Burns for his time.

			‘I’m afraid you leave none the wiser,’ he said. He was pleased with himself.

			I told him that, on the contrary, he’d been helpful. It was clear, I said, that he didn’t have anything to do with Alice Johnson’s disappearance. All his innuendoes and allusions amounted to nothing more than what he could have learned from the newspapers at the time. He was freeloading on someone else’s murder.

			It tempted him, I could see. He struggled with himself for a moment, then began to smile his loose, soapy smile again. He nodded at her photograph still lying on the table between us.

			‘Looks to me like the sort of girl who likes pretty things. Don’t you think? Make herself look good, smell nice.’

			I looked at Alice’s photograph. She was plain and pale and looked slightly anxious.

			‘Why do you say that?’

			He ignored me. ‘Some girls that age,’ he said. ‘They know already. What men like.’

			‘And what’s that?’

			His smile went on and on.

			‘Ask around,’ he said at last. Then he glanced away, holding up his hands to be cuffed, and the guard came forward, and they left the room together, and I sat there thinking for a while.

			I went back to Dave, who told me that Burns had said similar things about Joleen Price, and that, subsequently, pieces of cheap jewellery and cosmetics had been found in Joleen’s locker at school. Soon they would obtain Burns’s bank records and might be able to determine if he’d bought them for her. It seemed more than likely. He’d made no attempt to hide his enjoyment in the idea of grooming such a young girl. Now he was hinting that he had groomed Alice too. Dave thought that Alice would have been susceptible because, after her father left, there was no other adult male in her life, though he added that during the original investigation they had found no evidence of anything like that. More likely, Dave thought, was that Burns had stalked her and abducted her by force. But either way, he thought, Burns had killed her.

			If he had groomed her, I wondered, how would he have done it? How would he have behaved, what would he have said to her? To us, Burns presented himself as a man of violent power over other people’s lives. But what sort of Vince Burns might he have presented to a twelve-­year-­old girl like Alice? Perhaps simply a different sort of power, something new to her, something to make her feel special: the power of adult male interest.

			I asked Dave about Alice’s father and their relationship. Dave said that, as he remembered, after his divorce Mr Johnson had largely ignored Alice. He was a difficult man with a volatile temper. During the original investigation, he had several times tried to intervene, once accosting the newsagent, whose papers Alice delivered, accusing him of withholding information.
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			Chipstead Lakes are a sequence of patches of dark water linked by the River Darent curving north of Sevenoaks through villages and hamlets and newer housing estates. The western-­most lake is home to the Sevenoaks Sailing Club: glimpses of water through the thin screen of spindly young trees are filled with the white sails of yachts. It’s a tame area, civilised. The eastern lakes are wilder, more thickly surrounded by trees, less popular. It was in one of these that the body of Joleen Price was found, and it was here that police frogmen were also searching for Alice’s body.

			Joleen had been killed late one night, not long before being put in the water, probably in the car park at the end of the long, shabby lane that runs close to the lake, no doubt deserted at that hour. She had been strangled and sexually assaulted after death. A bronze drum wrench of a kind used in opening chemical tanks had been inserted in her vagina. A fisherman had found her the next day, snagged ‘like a bag of rubbish’ on a low, outgrowing branch at the edge of the water. Traces of Burns’s DNA had been found under the fingernails of Joleen’s right hand, almost certainly from the wound to his mouth. If he had counted on the water destroying any incriminating tissue, he had miscalculated; she hadn’t been immersed for long enough. In any case, CCTV belonging to a riding school at the end of the lane had captured his van that night as it went in and out of the reserve, and Joleen’s prints were found on the inside of the door and window. It was as if Burns wanted to be caught. Perhaps fame was his true goal all along, to be numbered among his homicidal heroes. And, knowing that he was going to be convicted for Joleen’s murder, perhaps now he craved the notoriety of the serial killer, to be known as the murderer not just of Joleen but Alice too, to see himself headlined in the Sevenoaks Chronicle as the famous mass murderer of Kent.

			I walked part way round the lake, thinking these things, then got back in my hire car, checked the time, and drove north to Hazlewood, a village not far from Bromley, to see the man who claimed to have glimpsed Alice through the rain at the side of the A21 on the morning of her disappearance.
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			Roger Clymbourne lived in a small estate of new houses at the end of a scruffy lane leading out of the village on to the flat, empty fields stretching towards London. The steep pitched roof of the house gave it a traditional rural feel but it still looked new and out of place. The car port next to the house was encased in trellising not yet covered in honeysuckle. In it I could see the Skoda Vectra which Roger had been driving nine years earlier when he had seen Alice.

			I knew Roger was out of work and would likely be home, and hadn’t said I was coming. Surprise is a great loosener of the tongue. Roger was confused to see me, then anxious; he hesitated for a long time in the doorway before leading me to a living room at the back of the house. He looked fragile. He was a small man, soft-­bodied in shiny tracksuit bottoms and T-­shirt, with a pasty face and thin, greasy hair the colour of tarnished metal. He’d been ill, he said. Shingles. There were scabs on his arms. He happened to be between jobs, he added with forlorn dignity. Even though I sat across the room I could smell the odour that came off him, only slightly masked by vapour rub. When he spoke, his voice trembled. I could understand why Dave had doubted his statement. He repeated it now, with many hesitations and corrections.

			He had been driving down the A21; until his illnesses he was a salesman for a plastics business in Tonbridge. West of Sevenoaks the road passes through the Great Brittains Wood. At first the trees are thicker on the northbound side of the dual carriageway, then on the southbound. It’s a dark stretch of road at the best of times, notorious for accidents; that morning, torrential rain made it worse. The light had all but failed. Spray from trucks thrashed forwards and backwards across his windscreen. And then, he said, the rain suddenly eased, as it sometimes does, and in the watery light he saw ahead of him a figure at the side of the road. Alice Johnson.

			‘What was she doing?’

			He seemed confused by the question.

			‘Was she walking along the road? Was she trying to hitch a ride?’

			‘She wasn’t doing anything,’ he said. ‘She looked lost.’

			He saw immediately how young she was, he said, and instinctively began to slow down, to ask her if she needed help. As he approached, she turned and stared for a moment, then walked away. When his car was about twenty metres from her, she turned to look at him again and then began to run. She leaped the low crash barrier and plunged into the trees. By the time he had pulled up on the hard shoulder he could only watch her go. There was no question of chasing her, she was moving too fast and obviously had no wish to be caught. In a moment the rain came on again and soon she had disappeared.

			I asked him how he could be sure it was Alice and he said simply that he had recognised her picture on the regional news that night. I asked him to tell me how he’d felt at the moment he had seen her at the side of the road.

			‘Alarmed,’ he said promptly. She looked so purposeless, so unrooted, as if she might blow away in the rain, or – the thought had come to him at once – suddenly dash into the busy road and kill herself.

			Is that what he thought, that she was planning to commit suicide?

			He considered the question for a long time before answering. It wasn’t normal, he said at last, a girl standing there like that. She had no coat on or even a jumper, she wore only a white blouse and grey skirt and she was drenched to the skin. He didn’t know much about girls, he said, but he thought they could be wild at that age. ‘With themselves.’ He fell silent, looking at me furtively, as if to gauge my reaction. I asked him what age that was. ‘I don’t know,’ he said at last.

			At the door he said, ‘I told them all this before, nine years ago.’

			I corrected him. Nine years ago, I said, he’d described her wearing a full school uniform. He was confused again.

			No, he said, she wasn’t wearing a jacket or a top. ‘Just a white blouse. It was so wet,’ he added, ‘you could almost see through it. I remember.’ He was upset. ‘I remember,’ he said emphatically, as if his dignity depended on it.

			I asked him if there was anything else he remembered, anything he might not have mentioned before. Any detail, no matter how small. No, he said.

			I waited. No, he said again. Sorry.

			I gave him my card, we shook hands and I walked back to my car; and as I got there, he shouted to me. He’d remembered something.

			There was another car, he said, it was pulled up on the hard shoulder, further along, beyond Alice. I considered this. Witnesses are capable of inventing cars that didn’t exist, and I questioned him closely.

			Was anyone in it?

			He couldn’t be sure.

			Were its lights on, engine running?

			He didn’t remember.

			Could it have been abandoned there?

			Maybe, maybe not.

			Could Alice could have been there to meet it?

			He shrugged and looked miserable. He described the car to me as best he could. Something small, he said. White. It had been too far away to be certain about anything else.

			He had no more to say. He said he wasn’t feeling well and I left him. But as I pulled away from the house I looked back, and he was still standing in his doorway, frowning as if trying to remember it all again. Or perhaps forget it.

			 

			On my way to Tonbridge I called Dave and asked him to check if Vince Burns had driven a small, white car nine years earlier.

			 

			It was late afternoon by the time I got to the River Centre, where I was meeting Marcia Lawrence, who had seen Alice later that morning in Tonbridge. She was still in a meeting when I arrived so I sat with a coffee in the business exhibitors’ lounge looking at the Medway through huge plate-­glass windows, thinking over Roger’s statement. It was a mess but interesting. I pictured Alice in the rain. Heading for Tonbridge? Or for the car parked on the hard shoulder? Trying to hitch a ride? Or was she thinking of throwing herself in front of a lorry, as he had feared? What had happened to her school jumper, which, according to her mother’s written statement, she’d been wearing when she left home? I remembered Vince Burns’s comments about how good she looked without it. That comment was interesting too.

			At length a young woman appeared to tell me that the Director would see me now and I went up the stairs and along a mezzanine to a large office at the end, where Marcia Lawrence was standing in front of her desk, waiting to give me three minutes of her time. She was due to take part in a video conference, she said, with representatives of the British Dental Industry Association, whose members were shortly to exhibit at the centre. She gave the impression of being frank, smart, competent and above all busy, not just at that moment but by nature, the sort of person who begins to answer your question before you’ve finished asking it. Yes, yes, she said, she was positive the girl that she’d seen in Tonbridge was Alice Johnson. No doubt at all. The sky was clear, the light was strong. Marcia had just come out of an estate agent’s in the High Street and had stopped on the pavement to make a phone call, and as she dialled she had a perfect view across the road of Alice leaning on a black car and talking to the man inside. No, Marcia couldn’t see the driver because the windows were tinted. After a while the passenger door had opened, Alice got in and they drove away. No, Marcia said without pausing for me to comment, she didn’t know what sort of car it was, and now she really had to—

			I asked her if Alice had been wearing a school jumper.

			‘A Percy Cavendish Academy top, yes.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			She looked at me condescendingly. I asked her to describe the top, which she did, definitively, as if acing an exam question, dwelling in particular on its large, easily recognisable school crest, a silver oak tree against a black background with silver lettering in block capitals both above and below the motif. It was the perfect completist answer.

			I asked if Alice had been wet.

			‘It wasn’t raining. Not in Tonbridge at any rate.’ She sighed. ‘Look, I’m aware how unreliable most witnesses are. I’m not. I’m observant, my memory is excellent. I would have no problem testifying under oath. I’m describing exactly what I saw, and what I saw is what was there.’

			I said I didn’t doubt her memory or her observational powers, which were clearly very strong. Something else she’d noticed about Alice was the make-­up she was wearing and now I asked her about that.

			‘Lipstick, yes. Again, I’m certain. She was flirting. Is there anything else? I’m very pushed just now.’

			I said just one more question. ‘How did you feel when you saw Alice?’

			The question irritated her.

			‘How did I feel?’

			I’ve learned over the years to encourage people to reconstruct the emotion of the moment, which so often shapes – sometimes distorts – the memory. I’ve also learned not to explain my questions.

			Marcia looked at her watch, gave an exasperated sigh. I was slowing her down.

			‘For what it’s worth, I felt critical.’

			‘Of the make-­up?’

			Not just the make-­up, she said. It was the middle of the morning of a school day, the girl was clearly playing truant. And in fact, recognising the girl’s uniform, she thought it a sign – another sign – of bad discipline at Percy Cavendish Academy. For years she’d had to work with Cavendish’s head teacher on a local business committee.

			‘You probably know the type, all progressive views and absolutely no common sense. It didn’t surprise me at all that the school has discipline issues. That’s what I felt. And now,’ she said, ‘I really must get on.’

			I let her. Walking back along the mezzanine, I looked out of the great windows towards the river. The afternoon light was just beginning to fail, the view of trees and houses on the far side starting to thicken and darken. On the near side, the wharf was already lit with lamps, and there was a small crowd of schoolchildren gathered there, some on bikes, hanging out together for a last few moments before going home.

			Dave called back. Vince Burns had never owned a small white car.

			 

			That evening I sat in my room in Prospect Road reviewing the various archival materials I had requested earlier: timetables of the rail services on the main commuter lines, traffic reports on the nearby arterial roads, school timetables, bin collection times, postal service times, weather reports. For some time, I studied these, building up a picture of an unremarkable Thursday morning in Sevenoaks years earlier. There was no mention in the traffic reports of an abandoned car on the A21.

			Then I went out for a walk along Alice’s paper route again and stood once more in Vine Court Road, outside number 34. There was no one about, the houses were silent, the air still and empty. I looked up and down. Shaky Roger Clymbourne thought that Alice had made her way from here to the hard shoulder of the A21, two miles due west, shedding her top as she went even as the rain came down, the picture of desperation. Marcia Lawrence with her photographic memory thought Alice had gone to Tonbridge, somehow staying dry, keeping her top on, applying make-­up, to flirt with someone in a black car. They no longer seemed to be two halves of the same thing, but contradictions. Only one of them could be true. I felt encouraged: contradictions, common to witness statements, are useful, exposing mistakes, unsettling assumptions. Later, there would be time to sift possibilities. But first, as I stood there that evening in the mild, safe darkness of Vine Court Road, I thought about the various reasons twelve-­year-­old girls go missing. Because they are forcibly abducted. Because they are persuaded or coerced. Because they are frightened. Because they want to escape. Because they are rescued. Because they have done something terrible. Because they are victims of a crime. And also, sometimes, for no reason they could ever explain, out of an inexplicable but overwhelming need. The only thing I could say for sure now was that it had happened suddenly, with a suddenness that had left her paper-­round bag lying on the pavement.

			I turned and went back to my bed ­and ­breakfast in Prospect Road. Mrs Wentworth had given me my own key but she was still up, I found her in the little front room reading under one of those high-­definition lamps advertised to the elderly. She hoped I’d had a good day, and I said that I had. Delicately, she didn’t ask what I had been doing, and I didn’t tell her. I went upstairs to my room and settled down with What Maisie Knew.

			 

			The plot of the novel, like many of James’s plots, is simple, even diagrammatic. When Maisie is six years old her middle-­aged parents, Beale and Ida, acrimoniously separate, and she begins to live with each of them in turn on a six-­month rota, in the care of a governess, young Miss Overmore. But things get complicated. Miss Overmore marries Beale, Ida marries young Sir Claude. Now Maisie is passed along to these step-­parents on a new six-­month rota – but they soon begin an affair with each other; again the arrangement comes to an end, and a shabby child­minder called Mrs Wix enters the picture. Given their strenuous, ever-­changing love lives, it’s not surprising that none of her parents or step-­parents has any time for Maisie, who observes it all with the sharp, unknowing eyes of a child. She notes wistfully to herself that ‘life was like a long, long corridor with rows of closed doors’, and in acknowledging this she is more honest – perhaps more knowing – than the adults who pretend to know so much.
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			Next morning I walked round the corner and down Cobden Road to number 50 to talk to Alice’s mother.

			There was a white Hyundai parked outside, and when she answered the door I asked her if it belonged to her. She looked affronted. No, she said, it wasn’t hers, she didn’t drive. She led me into the house and directed me on to a sofa in the front room, then stood looking at me for a moment before seating herself in an armchair by the fireplace. Seeing me glance round, she said, in a defensive tone, that she’d always wanted to knock through the front rooms but had never had the means. After her divorce, she said, it was only because the house was in need of modernisation that its price had been within her budget. It was probably the only house in the street still unmodernised but she’d learned to live with it, there was no point in complaining. At least it was snug, she said. Here she paused, glancing round again at the sofa, chair and bookcase, the only items of furniture in the room. She was a short, handsome woman with a squarish head, close-­cropped grey hair and a disapproving expression, which didn’t change as her gaze lingered on the framed photographs of Alice on the bookshelves. There were several pictures in which she appeared herself, a smiling woman with pretty features and stylish hair, the woman she had been before her daughter’s disappearance.

			She began at once to tell me about the problems with the original investigation. She couldn’t understand why any notice was taken of either ‘sighting’, which in each case described a girl doing things that her daughter, quite simply, would never have done. She herself had always been sure that Alice was abducted from outside number 34 Vine Court Road. Why else was her paper-­round bag left lying in the middle of the pavement? Up to this point Mrs Johnson’s voice had been firm but now she fished in her pocket for a tissue and sat head bowed in silence. She would be remembering, among other things, the phone call which informed her of her daughter’s absence from school. I knew that there had been a delay in getting through to her – she had been in meetings all morning at the district council, where she had been working as a planning support officer – and didn’t get the news from school until the early afternoon. She would also remember, of course, what came next, the slow unfolding of official developments, the police effort, the emerging details, the two sightings, the paper bag on the pavement. The mounting fear.

			‘I think it must be this man,’ she said at last. ‘This Vince Burns.’

			I explained my role, what the procedures were, how I would liaise with the Kent police. First of all, I said, and most importantly, I wanted to try to get a feel for the sort of girl her daughter was.

			She looked at me. ‘You mean you don’t have any actual new evidence?’

			I told her that I was only just beginning. Disappointment seemed to hit her physically and her expression tightened further. She took a long, slow breath. Nine years ago, she said, next to nothing had been done. On the one hand, the investigation seemed to take forever, an almost endless period of uncertainty and fear. On the other, so far as the police were concerned, it was over before it had even begun. And she knew why. She was just an ordinary woman without influence. Her daughter was just an ordinary girl. If she were rich, if she weren’t divorced, if she were the wife of a town councillor or lawyer, if she knew how to work the media, if her daughter were more photogenic, it would have been different, there would have been interest, there would have been at least a little extra from the police instead of the bare minimum. Her complaints were well-­rehearsed, her tone monotonous, her anger still restlessly alive.

			With the same resilient bitterness, she mentioned her divorce, which had happened when Alice was eleven. As a single mother, people treated her differently. She became unnoticeable. Alice became unnoticeable too, at school, for instance, where she was routinely overlooked for a part in a show or a place on a limited-­number trip. Sometimes, Mrs Johnson said, the teachers at open evenings hardly knew who she was, though it didn’t stop them criticising her, for a supposed lack of engagement or enthusiasm. Outside school it was the same, her daughter seemed always to attract petty criticisms: her Girl Guides leader complained that she was anti-­social, the newsagent complained that papers were sometimes delivered late. Yet many other girls behaved far worse and were never criticised.

			When she held a tissue to her nose, her hand trembled and she put it in her lap, squeezing the tissue tightly, as though to choke it. I had seen before, many times, how grief refocuses other emotions, how anger becomes persistent, how bitterness hardens and thickens. Even a welcome new investigation reanimates old traumas.

			In Alice’s file I’d found a timetable of her routine activities supplied by Mrs Johnson at the time, and I asked her now to tell me what Alice had liked to do best. Mrs Johnson hesitated, as if unsure how to answer. Alice was a quiet girl, she began, studious though not particularly academic, happy in her own company.

			‘Friends?’

			No close friends, Mrs Johnson said.

			‘Pastimes, hobbies?’

			For a while she took clarinet lessons but soon gave them up. Since the divorce, of course, money was tighter, the arrangement of organised activities were more difficult. Her father lived in Westerham, Mrs Johnson said, not too far away, though after leaving the family home he’d hardly bothered with Alice. Disgraceful behaviour but quite typical. In the first few months after the divorce, Alice stayed overnight with him once or twice but came back upset, though she wouldn’t say why, and after that he always found excuses for not seeing her. Alice, for her part, rarely talked about him.

			‘He went off with his secretary,’ she said. ‘Didn’t last. She saw through him like everyone else. I can’t remember how many girlfriends he’s had since.’

			She told me what time Alice went out in the morning to do her paper round, and what time she came in from school in the afternoon, and from hockey practice on Thursday afternoons, and what she took for lunch every day. She told me how long she took to do her homework in the evenings, and she described the various household tasks for which she had given Alice responsibility, cleaning and cooking and helping in the little back garden, and she told me about the television programmes they watched together, and their routines at the weekends when they went shopping and sometimes to the café at the end of Prospect Road.

			I mentioned that Alice’s days were very full. Though she didn’t do many activities, and spent most of her evenings at home, her time was comprehensively timetabled.

			Mrs Johnson said that from an early age, but especially after the divorce, which Alice had found so upsetting, her daughter, by nature rather young for her age and timid by nature, had needed protecting; and she had always done her best to keep her usefully occupied. Alice had been perfectly content helping round the house or playing on her own in her room.

			I asked what she liked to play. She read a lot, Mrs Johnson said.

			What sort of books?

			She liked to read about the natural world.

			I observed that she had played at least one team game.

			Her interest in hockey had been sudden, Mrs Johnson said. She’d never played before, but in March the games teacher had asked her to join the squad, which was depleted by injuries, for the final month of the season; and she went to practices on Tuesday lunchtime and Thursday afternoons and played games on Saturday mornings.

			‘It didn’t last. Cross-­country running was her sport really. She ran most lunchtimes. Her fitness was the reason the games teacher called her up for hockey.’

			I asked if there had been any change in Alice’s behaviour prior to her disappearance.

			‘She was getting a little stubborn. It happens to all the kids at that age.’

			‘What about family?’ I asked. She had an uncle.

			They were a very small family. Alice’s grandparents were all deceased. Her ex-­husband had no siblings and no other family he was in touch with. Alice’s Uncle Richard, Mrs Johnson’s brother, was her only relative. He lived in Clapton but saw his niece very seldom.

			I asked if Alice had nevertheless talked to him on the phone. No, Mrs Johnson said. She would have known about it. Naturally, she monitored Alice’s communications with others.

			‘Did Alice have her own phone?’

			‘Her own phone? She was twelve!’

			‘Access to the internet?’

			‘Strictly limited.’

			I asked her then, choosing my words carefully, if she thought that, without her knowledge, Alice might have had any social contact with anyone outside her immediate circle; in particular, I said as delicately as I could, any men.

			No, she couldn’t remember ever seeing Alice with a stranger, nor could she remember ever seeing anyone hanging round the house as if waiting for Alice, or watching her. ‘And I would have noticed,’ she said firmly, as if challenging me to contradict her.

			But I believed her.

			‘Was she a happy child?’ I asked then.

			A second time she seemed taken by surprise. ‘What would she have been happy about?’ she said.

			When I asked if I could see Alice’s room, she led me upstairs and left me there. It was a small, narrow room decorated plainly in pinks and blues, with a high bed above the desk where she must have done her homework, and a white wardrobe and tiny chest of drawers, also white. As often in such cases, her room had been kept untouched, as if awaiting her return. The duvet and pillowcase were printed with cartoon animals. There was an impressively modelled (but empty) china piggy bank with a row of feeding piglets at the sow’s teats. Lined up on the bed were her soft toys: teddy bears, a stuffed rabbit, an elephant, a lamb. On the chest of drawers, also arranged neatly, were pads of paper, all blank, tubs of bulldog clips, rubbers, pencil sharpeners, and a transparent pencil case containing coloured pens. In the wardrobe were her clothes, small and plain. There was no school jumper. In the drawers of the chest no jewellery or make-­up either, nothing with which to ‘make herself pretty’, as Vince Burns might have said. The walls of the room were bare: no pictures, no photographs of herself, her mother or anyone else. It was the room of a child even younger than Alice, of an eight-­year-­old perhaps. And it could have been any child’s room, or rather no child’s, for there was nothing distinctively Alice’s in it, nothing that expressed her individuality – until, as I was leaving, I noticed on the windowsill a collection of tiny ceramic animals, vintage Wade models, popular at least seventy years earlier: a hedgehog with shredded-­wheat bristles and a large black nose, a milky-­brown spaniel, a kitten begging on its hind legs and a ghostly, frail-­looking lamb, all inert and highly glazed. It was an odd, antique touch.

			When I went back downstairs I asked Mrs Johnson about them, and she told me that they had belonged to her mother but after the old lady died Alice had taken a fancy to them.

			‘She called them her “bestiary”,’ she said. ‘It’s a strange word, I don’t know where she picked it up from.’ She paused. ‘In some ways,’ she said, ‘she was a strange girl.’ Her eyes invited no comment from me.

			I observed that her piggy bank was empty. Alice had earned money from her paper round. What had she spent it on?

			Mrs Johnson said that she’d earned hardly anything from her paper round. ‘No better than child labour,’ she said. ‘Just pennies.’

			I could tell that she was tiring and I thanked her for her time, gave her my card and said that I would undoubtedly return with more questions in due course, and she gave me a sceptical look. She was already seeing me out when I asked her about Alice’s school jumper. There was no doubt that Alice had been wearing it when she went out, she said. None. She wore it every day to school.

			I asked her if she had any photographs of Alice wearing it, and we went back into the tiny front room and she took one off the bookcase.

			‘This is the top she was wearing that morning?’

			‘Yes.’

			I pointed out that the small school crest on the front of the jumper had no lettering at either the top or bottom, and she told me at once that Alice’s school top was the standard plain one, not the commemorative one with the school’s anniversary dates and details, which had been much more expensive. ‘The richer girls had those,’ she said. So I thanked her and left.

			 

			On my way back to my bed ­and ­breakfast I stopped off at the newsagent’s in Barrack Corner and bought a copy of the Sevenoaks Chronicle. The lady who sold it to me was tight-­lipped when I asked her questions about the shop. She and her husband had taken it on two years earlier and knew nothing about the previous proprietor, she said. She wouldn’t even tell me his name, but fixed me with a suspicious stare as if memorising my face in order to provide a description later to the police.

			Back in Prospect Road, Mrs Wentworth was in the front room again doing nothing in particular, and when she offered me a cup of tea I accepted.

			‘I see you’ve got the local paper,’ she said.

			‘There’s property advertised near the back,’ she said after a while. ‘If you’re interested in property here,’ she added delicately.

			She liked the paper herself, she went on.

			I asked her if the newsagent up the road delivered to her.

			‘Every Thursday. A miserable woman runs it now. Very unfriendly. There was a lovely man there before, but he had to give it up. Health.’ She stared at the wall and a wistful expression came across her face, as if remembering happy times before sad.

			I asked what had happened to him.

			‘Mr Gurm,’ she said. ‘Raminder. A Hindu. He had a little statue on the counter, one of the gods, in the shape of a monkey, I forget the name. On festival days he used to give the children sweets.’ She looked at me as if considering my resilience or perhaps my trustworthiness. ‘You see, there was an incident,’ she began at last. ‘A girl who used to deliver papers from the newsagent went missing. Never found. Raminder just fell apart. I still see him from time to time but he’s changed. Poor man. I wish this new woman would have some health problems,’ she said with unexpected viciousness.

			I went upstairs to Maisie, but before I started to read I thought about the word ‘bestiary’ that Alice had used. A strange word for a girl her age to know, I thought. It conjured up beasts, natural and mythological, not the cute domesticated creatures in her collection of ceramics. A word more suited to the monkey the newsagent had apparently kept on his counter.
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			The road to Westerham runs just south of the Chipstead Lakes, along the River Darent. Further to the south are woods and pastures, dark under the wide Kentish sky, to the north are arable fields, pale and orderly, but views of the countryside are intermittent, buildings crowd the side of the road nearly all the way, in two long strips of villages, first Sundridge, then Brasted. Driving slowly behind a tractor towing a trailer full of hay, on my way to see Alice’s father, I spent the time thinking about what Mrs Johnson had told me about Alice’s school jumper. She had eliminated one of my contradictions. In retrospect, it seemed to me that Marcia Lawrence had focused her attention on the school not the girl; the girl she’d remembered so clearly and correctly had been wearing a different jumper and was not Alice. I was left with the other idea – of Alice walking alongside the A21, drenched and desperate, a messier, more chaotic idea, but in some ways a more interesting one. What could have made this quiet, introverted, homebound girl suddenly drop her bag in the middle of Vine Court Road and head west in the rain? And what had happened to her jumper?

			 

			There were Union Jacks flying in Westerham, at the cricket pitch and along the High Street, statues in the town square of General Wolfe, the hero of Quebec, and Churchill, and a blue plaque to William Pitt the Younger; the place had a historical, almost imperial air. Pale green willows lined the Darent, on which mallards and swans floated through the town, and in the spring there would be fat pink cherry blossom in the front gardens and daffodils along all the grass verges. Rob Johnson lived in the High Street, just beyond the General Wolfe pub, at the far side of the town, in a large, comfortably rambling house of seasoned brick, stone and reddish shingles, with a tilting brown-­tiled roof, whose front porch sat snugly at the end of a wooden bridge over the stream that ran through a moat-­like culvert in front of the house. He had done well since his divorce. He was managing director of a haulage company based in South Croydon, to which he commuted most days on the Southern Railways line from Oxted, a couple of miles to the west.

			At the door he greeted me in his tracksuit; he’d just returned from a five-­mile run, he said, which had taken him southward across the fields behind his house, past the local manor house, Squerryes Court, and along the Darent into the woods at Hosey Common. There were badgers there, he told me, he had heard them barking and even seen them when he went for one of his night runs, dark shapes shifting about like suddenly mobile angry rocks. He looked fit in a weathered, obsessive way, with judgemental eyes looking down his prominent bony nose at me, and it was easy to imagine him a driven, competitive person, and – as Dave had described him – an argumentative one.

			In fact, the first thing he said to me when we were settled in the observatory at the back of the house was that he wanted to talk to Vince Burns himself: a personal confrontation. When I explained why this was not possible he became angry. Like his ex-­wife, he viewed the investigation nine years earlier as a waste of time, a box-­ticking exercise. They hadn’t viewed the CCTV in Tonbridge. They spent no more than five minutes interviewing Richard Millard, Alice’s uncle, a man with whom Rob Johnson had fallen out shortly after his marriage. In general, the police hadn’t been up to it; only his ex-­wife’s objections had prevented him from hiring a private investigator. The way he said all this made me feel that he now viewed me in this role, answerable to him. We talked about the day of Alice’s disappearance. Unusually, he had driven to work that day (in his Mercedes, he mentioned), setting out early and picking up a colleague in Purley Oaks, just south of Croydon, at eight o’clock, and had been in the Croydon office and on other sites, always in the company of others, until the end of the day. He’d been hard to get hold of, and did not receive the news of his daughter’s disappearance until the evening when he returned home, something that clearly continued to outrage him, though I knew from the case records that in fact several messages had been left for him during the day which he had failed to answer. No doubt, as so often, guilt exacerbated his anger. Like his ex-­wife, he thought the so-­called sightings nonsense. The motorist was a dipso, the woman from Tonbridge one of those people who can’t admit their mistakes.

			‘Have you ever lost someone?’ he asked, and when I made no answer, went on, ‘It hits you straight away, of course it does, but you don’t feel the full pain till later. It comes on in waves, like nausea, it ambushes you when you don’t expect it, you wake up with your face wet to find you’ve been sobbing in your sleep, or you suddenly begin to vomit, you’re in a business meeting, say, and you’re vomiting into a waste­paper basket in front of everyone. That’s what it’s like,’ he said. ‘If you’re going to work this case I think it’s good you know a bit about what people go through.’

			I did not know yet if he was a truthful person, but I believed in his pain.

			I asked him how much time his daughter had spent with him after his divorce and he became defensive. There were problems, he said. At the beginning he’d seen her a lot, or a fair amount at least, she frequently stayed with him; but he worked long hours, often away from home, which made visits exceptionally difficult. He stressed that he’d talked to her, or at least sent her a text each week, certainly a few times each month.

			I mentioned that, according to her mother, Alice had returned from one of her visits, towards the end of March, upset. He became angry. Of course she was upset, he said. Of course he was upset. What did I expect? Divorce is difficult. I asked if Alice had found it hard to see him with a new partner.

			She’d loved it with him out there, he told me. Absolutely loved it, the fields and woods. In fact, the truth was that Alice wanted to live with him, not her mother. Her mother, a possessive and vindictive woman, prevented it, and did everything she could to make Alice’s visits to him problematic, putting things in their way, cancelling them with invented excuses.

			‘I would have seen Alice all the time, things would have had a chance to be normalised. There wouldn’t have been any more problems between Mandy and Alice.’

			‘There were problems?’

			He waved away my question as too trivial to answer.

			I asked him about Alice’s clarinet lessons and he said he thought she’d still been taking them. He wasn’t aware of her hockey at all. Nor did he remember her collection of Wade ceramic animals. Cutting off my questions, which he obviously found uncomfortable, he began to describe a couple of early visits Alice had made just after the divorce. They’d gone for long walks, he said, she loved to go with him into the woods where he ran, and further afield, to the south and east. There were lots of footpaths and trails. There was one old path, he said, four or five miles away, that went nearly all the way to Sevenoaks (not quite; the A21 cut across it); they’d done it once together. Alice had shared with him a love of local wildlife. They’d found a badger sett in the woods; further to the east there was an animal rescue centre, which they’d visited twice. He began to reminisce in general. When Alice was small, he said, she reminded him of a small fierce creature, she was headstrong and fearless; he remembered her fighting with other toddlers. Yes, she was an absolute wildcat, he said. Her passions lay just below the surface always ready to explode. Once, losing a race on her tricycle, she wept so fiercely her tears seemed to leap clear of her cheeks. That had impressed him. Then she became closed up, withdrawn, inexpressive. Compliant too; she seemed to have no will of her own anymore.

			Because of the divorce, I asked?

			The divorce itself wasn’t the problem, he said, it was living with her mother afterwards that had done the damage. He repeated his view of his ex-­wife: she was a controlling woman demanding obedience and conformity.

			‘Alice never went out to play with other children,’ he said. ‘She had to stay in, do her homework, help with the chores, watch television with her mother. What sort of life is that for a child? All that passion,’ he said, ‘smothered, suffocated. When she stayed with me,’ he said, ‘we had fun, she was laughing all the time.’

			There was the sound of the front door opening and closing, and a few moments later a young woman wearing tennis whites and carrying a racquet joined us. Mr Johnson introduced her as Samantha. She had that blond, neat beauty that makes ordinary humans seem lumpy or unfinished, and she stood there unselfconsciously, tilting from side to side on her caramel-­coloured coltish legs, looking at Mr Johnson for guidance.

			‘Did Alice like to look pretty?’ I asked him.

			He didn’t seem to understand what I meant.

			‘Dressing up, wearing jewellery, putting on perfume.’

			He hesitated, then said, sadly, ‘I never saw her look pretty in her life.’

			Perhaps he was going to say more but my phone rang and I stepped away to take the call.

			It was Dave at Maidstone Police Station, who told me that an old Percy Cavendish Academy jumper had been found among the trees round the eastern edge of the largest of the Chipstead Lakes. It had clearly been there for several years. I asked him if the top had lettering around a large crest or only a small crest, and waited while he called up the images on his screen.

			‘Just a small crest,’ he said. ‘No lettering.’

			I told him I’d come in.

			Mr Johnson was waiting for me to finish talking, and Samantha was looking at him anxiously, reading the signs. Bluntly, he asked me what had happened, and after a moment I told him. I said that he shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Lake sides, riverbanks, beaches are always littered with random abandoned clothing. He said he was coming with me. I told him that wasn’t possible and he got angry. He followed me out of the room still talking angrily and gesticulating, and at the door attempted to hold me back. I found myself face to face with him, very close. There was an interesting moment when it wasn’t clear what he might do, but the moment passed, he let go of me, and I went across the wooden bridge to the pavement on the other side of the stream.

			 

			This time Vince Burns was openly amused. Sitting comfortably as before, he didn’t bother to answer my questions but met them with looks and smiles, sometimes nodding or laughing to himself. It was ten o’clock at night. I was tired, Burns’s lawyer was tired, but he was enjoying himself.

			We didn’t yet know for sure if the Cavendish top found by the lakes was Alice’s, but her mother, who had been brought in to view it, instinctively believed that it was. It was the right size, it looked and ‘felt’ like Alice’s. I told Burns that we’d discovered it in the trees around one of the lakes, fewer than 200 metres from the spot where Joleen’s body had been found, and that if he had anything to tell us about it he should do so now.

			He smiled, folded his arms and relaxed into his seat.

			I pointed out that if he concealed any information now which came to light later, it could be construed as perverting the course of justice.

			He just raised his eyebrows. What was such a trivial misdemeanour to him?

			I said that we already had evidence to prove him grooming, abducting and killing one Sevenoaks schoolgirl. Were we now beginning to find evidence, at the same place, of another? Was there a pattern developing, I asked him.

			He leaned sideways in his seat and whispered something to his lawyer, who remained stony-­faced.

			I asked him why Alice’s school top would be at Chipstead Lakes.

			No answer.

			I asked him if he had forced or persuaded Alice to meet him there. I asked him why she was seen in a state of distress at the side of the A21 without her top.

			I asked him if he had ever driven a small white car belonging to a friend or colleague.

			He said nothing in response to any of this but his face wrinkled cheekily from time to time, as if he were having difficulty suppressing his mirth.

			I asked him why he had told me earlier that Alice looked good – quote, unquote – even with her top on.

			No answer, but now he smiled broadly.

			I waited. He said nothing, he was too busy showing me how pleased with himself he was, and I sat there thinking about that.

			I said at last, ‘You don’t actually know what I’m talking about, do you?’

			His smile became strained.

			I said no more, just sat watching him. You can learn a lot about people from how they behave during silences. Burns was noticeably less comfortable when I wasn’t asking him questions. He quickly lost his good humour, sneered, began to glare at me. I said that I was disappointed in him and got up without waiting for a response, and left him there.

			 

			But Dave was more convinced than ever that Burns had killed Alice. He was frustrated, however. Unless we turned up more evidence, he thought Burns would keep playing us in this way, dragging it out. ‘He’s enjoying it,’ he said.

			We talked through scenarios that might fit with what we knew but we had more questions than answers. Did Alice walk to the lakes to meet Burns? It would only have taken her twenty minutes or so, but why would she have done it? We had no evidence yet of any prior contact between them, only Burns’s insinuations. Did he abduct her in Vine Court Road and take her to the lakes? What happened there? Did she escape and run? All we knew – if we believed Roger Clymbourne – is that an hour or so later she was walking, without her top in the rain, down the A21, in a state of distress. What happened after that we did not know.

			Dave thought Burns knew the answers to these questions and was withholding them. We talked about this for a while and Dave grew fractious.

			‘What do you think then?’

			I said I agreed that Burns knew things he wasn’t telling us – but not necessarily about Alice Johnson.

			Dave didn’t like that. ‘What does that mean?’

			I said I thought he should start to look at the disappearances of other girls from the area.

			He liked that even less.

			 

			That night, back in my attic in Prospect Road, I read some more of the appalling conversations between the adults in What Maisie Knew, all filtered through the consciousness of the little girl, who has only her instinct to guide her. Like Alice in Wonderland, Maisie is mystified by seeing the wrongness of people so clearly without knowing why. Her parents are strangers to her. But the deeper, more terrible problem is that her parents know nothing about her, nor make any attempt to find out. How much, I wondered, did Mr and Mrs Johnson know about their daughter? They had described to me different children: Mr Johnson’s trapped wildcat, Mrs Johnson’s timid child in need of protection. But how well does any parent know their child? What did my parents know of me, I wondered? When I was young, wasn’t I just as mysterious to them as they were to me?
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			My breakfast next morning was served as before in the windowless basement adjoining the kitchen. Mrs Wentworth had already apologised for the darkness of the room. Her house, like most of the houses in that neighbourhood, was built on steep hill: the back door was a storey lower than the front door. The interior decoration was entirely in keeping with her apparent character, tasteful, even exquisite, but muted, with calming pastel colours on the walls, stripped pine furniture and brass fittings, a few carefully placed art works, interestingly obscure. There seemed to be no trace of her late husband anywhere, only of her. While I drank my coffee she lingered and we began to talk, firstly about the weather, which continued fine, then about Sevenoaks, local issues like house prices and council tax.

			She asked if I liked Sevenoaks, if I’d been before, if I was thinking of staying longer, and I said that, on this occasion, I was only here briefly.

			‘Where do you come from, Talib?’ she asked suddenly. ‘If you don’t mind me asking.’

			I told her I was born and grew up in Baghdad.

			She began to ask about the invasion and occupation twenty years ago and I told her that I’d left before that for schooling abroad and had never returned.

			‘And your parents? Are they still in Iraq?’

			I said that I lost touch with my parents when I was much younger.

			She thought about that, then said, ‘After I left home, I didn’t speak to my mother and father for nearly ten years. I don’t remember why.’

			To change the subject, I asked her about the ‘incident’ of the missing girl which she had mentioned the day before, and she sat down and gave me her view, which, in a nutshell, was that shocking things are done to children all the time and very little is done about it. The culture here, she said (talking to me as a foreigner, though I have lived in Britain for twenty years), is toxic. I mentioned the old newsagent, Raminder Gurm, whom she had also mentioned before. Yes, she said, he’d suffered a collapse in health since the incident. In fact, she’d seen him only the week before, when she popped into the florist, where he now helped out, and he looked dreadful.

			She saw me to the door and stood there watching me go with a protective expression on her beautiful, worn face. She had suggested I take a jacket in case it grew chilly later and I found myself outdoors, though I did not have a jacket and had not told her where I was going. When I looked back, she was still standing politely in the doorway of her house and lifted her hand to send me on my way, as though I were a child, I thought.

			 

			Dave had set up interviews for me at Percy Cavendish Academy. He called as I was on my way there to tell me that early results from Forensics suggested there was a 65 per cent chance that the school top found at the lakes had been Alice’s, which was interesting but not positive enough to stand up in court. Nevertheless, he’d increased the manpower in the various search efforts round the lakes, and was hopeful that further discoveries would be made there. When I asked him about Raminder Gurm, he couldn’t remember him at all and had to consult his records before answering. The interview with Gurm, he said eventually, had been brief; the man had been straightforward, in fact business-­like, showing no sign of distress or anxiety, and had told them nothing of interest. I thought that was odd; after all, Alice had disappeared doing a paper round for him. But I thanked Dave and went on to Percy Cavendish Academy.

			 

			It’s a large school laid out like a business park in carefully landscaped grounds off the A25 on the northern edge of Sevenoaks, new buildings of glass and brick sensibly arranged between trees and lawns and looping access roads. On one side are the playing fields, AstroTurf pitches surrounded by high green fences and floodlights. On the other is a huge car park with marked-­out areas for the buses that bring the children in and take them away again. Everything is well signposted, and every sign is branded by the school’s silver oak tree emblem. Here, Alice had spent one year before her disappearance.

			I was taken from Reception down wide corridors decorated with student art work, up echoing staircases and along other corridors, where children wearing the school top and carrying rucksacks walked by politely. It reminded me of somewhere, I couldn’t think where until I remembered a hospital in France which I had visited more than a decade earlier; it had the same cool design, bland, well-­ordered activity, and faint note of imprisonment.

			I met Miss Gupta in one of the English classrooms. All Year 7 pupils at Cavendish have English teachers as their form tutors in their first year, Miss Gupta said, a reflection of the importance which the school gives to literacy: as their literacy improves, their futures open up, though tragically not, she added quickly, in the case of Alice. Miss Gupta was a startingly beautiful young woman from Canada, a fairy-­tale Indian princess with smooth, clear features and black hair spectacularly streaked at the front with a rogue flash of white. Much of what she said sounded well-­rehearsed and she used phrases I remembered from the WELCOME page on the school website. Alice had come to Cavendish, she explained, because in the ‘Kent Test’, which is what the local schools call the ‘Eleven Plus’, she hadn’t achieved the required grades to go to a grammar school; but, Miss Gupta went on to say, a lack of success in those tests in no way prevents Cavendish from striving to enable all their pupils to achieve everything they can. The school even has a ‘grammar stream’ in operation, which presents roughly half the children with a grammar-­school-­like curriculum.

			I asked if Alice had been in the grammar stream and Miss Gupta said she hadn’t.

			She began then to talk about Alice, whom she had taught, as well as being her form tutor. Of all the teachers at the school, Miss Gupta had had by far the most interaction with Alice. It was Miss Gupta who had originally reported Alice’s absence after morning registration, asking the pastoral team to contact her parents. ‘I still think of her often,’ she said now. She was quiet, Miss Gupta said, academically a little below average, her response to a broad range of subjects muted, her participation in class minimal. Her written work was acceptable but perfunctory, her homework done on time but without distinction. Though not a difficult child, she was withdrawn, at least from adults; it was hard for her teachers to get her to open up. Obviously her parents had quite recently divorced, something which often has a negative impact on children. She seemed disengaged from much of the curriculum.

			I asked if Alice had had a favourite subject, and Miss Gupta thought for a while and said not obviously. ‘It was hard to get her to express a personal opinion,’ she added. It was as if, Miss Gupta said, she was reluctant to make herself visible. ‘I nearly said that I found her “colourless”, though that’s not quite what I mean.’ She was an obedient girl who never complained but never expressed enthusiasm either. Because she was in the ‘high school’ stream, not the grammar stream, she would later have chosen vocational subjects to pursue, Hair and Beauty, for instance, Media and Film, or Food Tech, but it was impossible to say what she would have preferred. ‘Though I’m sure it wouldn’t have been Hair and Beauty,’ Miss Gupta added.

			I asked why.

			‘Many girls that age are showing an interest in their personal appearance, their hair, clothes, even make-­up. But Alice showed no sign of that sort of thing. Of course,’ she added, ‘children change as they grow, so perhaps she would have surprised us.’

			I asked about Alice’s interests in general. Any hobbies or pursuits? What did she like to read? I said that her father remembered her being interested in animals.

			Miss Gupta thought for a while. She couldn’t be sure. ‘You could check in the library to see what sort of books she borrowed.’

			When I asked about extra-­curricular activities, Miss Gupta became animated. No, she said, Alice wasn’t allowed on school trips, her mother forbade it. A disapproving look came into her face. Admittedly, she had never met Alice’s mother, but Alice had often brought notes from her to school asking that her daughter be excused from outings or from participating in school shows, plays for instance, or musical concerts with the orchestra or the choir, and from joining any of the sports teams.

			I countered that as well as cross-­country running, Alice had joined the hockey team, and after a moment Miss Gupta remembered her bringing in her sports bag; but anyway, she said, her point remained, that Alice was in general a non-­participant in group events, and at the very least, Miss Gupta repeated, her mother hadn’t encouraged her to take part in things. Mrs Johnson seemed to want Alice to be at home with her whenever possible. ‘I’m sorry to be so negative and I know I shouldn’t say this, but to be quite frank I felt that Alice was suffering from her mother’s need of her.’

			I asked if Alice’s mother had always been so negative about school events and Miss Gupta said she thought in fact it had got worse throughout the year. ‘It was particularly bad in the summer term.’ She had been meaning to talk to Mrs Johnson about it before the start of the following academic year, though of course, in the event, there was very sadly no need.

			I asked if, nevertheless, Alice had many friends at the school.

			Miss Gupta thought about that carefully. She would describe Alice as something of a loner, she said. She wasn’t ostracised by other children or bullied (the school certainly would never have tolerated that), she couldn’t be described as a victim, she wasn’t that sort at all, but she seemed to prefer not to be in the thick of things, as if she wanted to keep, as it were, some space around herself. Perhaps, Miss Gupta said, she was just very self-­sufficient. Children are a lot less dependent than we think.

			She paused for a moment, as if struck by what she had just said. Then she went on to say that, in her form, Alice sat next to someone very different from herself, Layla Porter-­Wood, a feisty girl, very outgoing, and they seemed to get on perfectly well together. Again, she said, it was an example of how children don’t conform to the patterns of behaviour expected by adults.

			‘They’re sent to confound us,’ she said brightly, as if in consolation.

			I thanked her for her time, and she gave me directions to the library, then paused as if she had something else to say.

			I remember, she said at last, when the school heard about Alice’s disappearance. It was a terrible shock, of course. There was a special assembly to break the news to the children, and in the staffroom all the usual expressions of horror and despair. A gloom. And yet, she said, after just a few days our mood began to lift, people stopped talking about Alice. And after that, even when there were reports in the media about the investigation, Alice’s name was barely mentioned at Cavendish. She was quickly forgotten; a girl who’d never been a vivid presence had left no trace, as if she’d never been here at all. That, said Miss Gupta, was a denial of everything the school stood for, and it had upset her almost as much as Alice’s disappearance.

			 

			The library was run by Celia, a motherly, middle-­aged lady with a rosebud mouth, spectacles and a gleam in her eye that brought to mind Beatrix Potter’s Mrs Tiggy-­Winkle, a copy of which, in fact, was on display on the front desk.

			Yes, she remembered Alice. Yes, she remembered what sort of books she borrowed.

			‘Weasels,’ she said. ‘Stoats. Ferrets. Mink. Foxes, sometimes. Sometimes birds, raptors like eagles, hawks, falcons. But she preferred mammals, small and savage.’ She laughed with delight, revealing surprisingly white teeth.

			She took me to her office and showed me the students’ library records. Alice Johnson’s name appeared on Celia’s screen, followed by a list of nearly a hundred borrowings between September and the following July, approximately five books a week in term time, many of the books taken out more than once – one of them, Beastly Behaviour: Animals and their Mates, renewed four times in March alone.

			I asked Celia if she had ever talked to Alice about the books she borrowed. No, she said. She helped children find the books they wanted, she didn’t try to police their imaginations.

			 

			Outside, I walked for a while in the school grounds, reflecting. With any missing person, I am of course obliged to see them through the eyes of others, and, naturally, everyone’s version of the missing person is different. Yet, with Alice, I had the sense of a girl deliberately presenting others with different, sometimes contradictory, versions of herself; and I wondered why. What about those notes asking for Alice to be excused from school events? Given that Mrs Johnson had expressed her disappointment to me that Alice wasn’t asked to take part in school events, I wondered if the notes had been written by Alice herself. She seemed to be a girl who held herself at a distance from both staff and fellow pupils. ‘Colourless’ wasn’t the right word, as Miss Gupta had admitted, but she was surely right to sense a withholding of something – something which came out, in a way I didn’t yet understand, in her avid interest in small, wild animals. I thought of her ‘bestiary’ and, for a moment, of the fact that Vince Burns had worked for a time in a zoo. As for Miss Gupta’s notion that missing people quicky disappear from people’s minds, I dismissed it, for my experience is the opposite: missing people permanently change those around them by their disappearance. Miss Gupta herself continued to think of Alice, even in the way she deplored the brevity of the school’s mourning, and to worry what that said about the school and its ethos.
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