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CHAPTER ONE


The worst thing is when you know they’re there, when the fear is so bad you start to gag. You know that if you can’t stop, you’ll choke. You tell yourself it’s not really happening; try and pull yourself into the dark.


It gets so that you’re not really in your body any more, like you’re floating on the ceiling, watching yourself down there, all curled up into a ball. That way you don’t feel anything. Knowing what’s about to happen, before you can escape out of your body, that’s what really does your head in.


So you keep swallowing it down, the bile, as he gets closer. In your mind, you run away, think about other things. You go to another place, a place far away where he can’t find you, no one can. You pull the darkness over your head like a blanket. Please. Just leave me alone.


He gets closer and you can hear him breathing, hot and fast. He stinks. You’re trapped, and he’s right there, outside the door, and there’s no way of getting away.









CHAPTER TWO


Charlie parked the car and looked at his watch: three in the morning, as good a time as any to slip into God’s waiting room. No other cars in the car park, just his and the nurses’. He dragged himself out from behind the wheel, way past tired, made his way towards the splash of light from the foyer. He punched the security code into the keypad and went in.


If you had a dead body, the job would keep, you could close your eyes for a few hours at least. But when you knew your victim might still be alive, there was no way you could rest, even for a minute. Nothing to reasonably achieve before the rest of the crew gets back in, but you keep worrying and worrying at it anyway, can’t sleep for thinking about the one thing you might have missed.


The foyer was the size of a football pitch. The nurse at the reception desk peered at him over the top of her glasses. She looked calm, but that expression on her face, he knew her finger was hovering over the alarm button.


‘Can I help you?’ she said, when he was still only halfway there.


What was her name again? Anna, that was it.


‘Morning, Anna,’ he said.


‘It’s Hannah,’ with a frown.


‘Right. I’m here to see Mrs George. I’m her son. You rang me earlier.’


She looked at her screen. ‘That was at one o’clock.’


‘I couldn’t get away.’


‘She’s asleep now. We managed to get her settled.’


‘Well, I’m here now. Can I see her?’


‘Don’t wake her up.’


‘Why would I do that?’


‘She’s in Room …’


‘Two oh three. Yeah, I know.’


The door to her room was half open; almost seventy and she still couldn’t sleep alone in the dark. He remembered all the beltings he got as a kid for asking to have a light on. There’s no such thing as monsters.


Oh yes there is.


She had a night light; Ben had bought it for her. Charlie stood in the doorway and looked around. Christ, looks like the London Dungeon in here, he thought, all her holy martyr pictures on the walls. Michael must have brought her a few more since the last time he’d been in. No wonder she needed a night light.


Ma lay on her back, her mouth open, her teeth out. Her hair was getting thin. When did she get so ancient? She wasn’t really all that old. The doctors reckoned it was the Alzheimer’s.


He’d asked them how people got it; they said it was just one of those things. But was it, was it one of those things? Or was it getting slapped upside the head every Saturday night from the old man? He’d read in the papers about old soccer players having a greater incidence of dementia because of those big leather footballs they used to head all the time. If you could get Old Timer’s from that, then what were her chances? His old man’s fists were a lot harder than a wet football; he knew that from personal experience.


He kissed her on the forehead. ‘Hello, Ma. It’s me. How are you then, all right?’


She was well away. He undid his coat and sat down on the chair by the bed. It was nice to get some peace and quiet at last. This was the proper business. First minute all day he’d had to himself.


‘Sorry I didn’t get in earlier. I had a Gold Group meeting with the brass about this missing girl. Then I was staring at the computer all night, mostly witness statements, trying to figure out if I’ve missed something. It’s like trying to do the Times crossword, only a lot bleedin’ harder, know what I mean? Time got away from me.’


He stroked a wisp of white hair off her face. He supposed she wasn’t so much old as worn out, poor old thing. It did that to you, living in fear twenty-four hours a day. Funny, this, her losing her memory. Well, ironic, more like. She’d spent most of her life trying hard not to remember, just to stay sane.


‘They reckon the first forty-eight hours is when you have to find them,’ he said aloud. ‘If they’re still alive, that is. They call it the golden hour. I don’t know why; it should be the golden weekend.’ He checked his watch. ‘I’ve got till midnight.’


He leaned back in the chair, closed his eyes. Twenty-one hours. Not a chance in hell.


No, can’t start thinking like that, must stay positive.


‘See, thing is with this job, you’re always second-guessing yourself. If it all goes pear-shaped, I’ll be thinking about this later, wondering if I could have done things different. And I know I’ll think of something. Only I want to think of it now, not when it’s too late. Or maybe that’s the Mick in me, always feeling guilty, even when it’s not my fault.’


There was a Daily Mirror lying on the bedside table. He picked it up. The girl’s picture was there on the front page, smiling at him. ‘Looks like a nice young girl, don’t she? Not Mother Teresa, I don’t suppose, but just out having a good time, and now look. Only nineteen years old. It’s not right. Her car broke down the other side of Wandsworth Common. She called her boyfriend to come and get her, and while she was waiting, some bloke in a white van got out and grabbed her. She shouldn’t have got out of her car, should she? But that’s hindsight, we can all be clever with hindsight. Someone saw it, saw the whole thing, got the rego and everything. But here’s the thing: the number plate he reckoned he saw belongs to a vicar in Dumfries. Easy to make a mistake, I suppose; it was dark, and the van had its lights off. But Jesus Christ.’


Would have got a belt round the ear for blaspheming, once. He still wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d opened one eye and given him a swift backhander. But she was right out of it. She looked so peaceful when she was asleep, not agitated any more.


‘Done everything right, I know I have. But it’ll be down to me if we find her wrapped in plastic in a skip. No one will say it, but they’ll think it. I’ll think it.’


He stood up and went to the window. Pitch black out there, he couldn’t see a thing. He went back to his chair, then got up again, couldn’t help himself.


‘We checked all the sex offenders in a two-mile radius of where she was grabbed. You wouldn’t believe how many we found. Reckon half of London’s criminally deviant. We think the van is a Ford Transit. What we do, see, is we check all the roads that lead to where she was taken, then all the roads out. There’s cameras everywhere now, not like in your day. But you can’t find a vehicle if you don’t have a registration, unless it’s a pink and white Batmobile. You want to know how many Ford Transits there are in London? Still, you don’t want to hear my troubles. What was it you used to say? Laugh and the world laughs with you, cry and you cry alone.’


He turned away from the window. ‘It’s bloody murder, this. Because I can’t stop thinking: she’s out there somewhere. What is he doing to her right now? And her poor parents. I bet they’re not sleeping. So why should I? I know that doesn’t make any sense, because my guv’nor expects me to be wide awake and ready to do my job when I get into the office in the morning.’


He stood over the bed, stroked her arm.


‘By the way, Ben’s organising a surprise party for you next Sunday. He said not to tell you. I said, what’s the point of not telling you, how is she going to remember a surprise birthday party when she doesn’t even remember who she is? I said to him, Ma could organise the party herself and it’d still be a surprise. No disrespect.’


He looked at his watch. He should go home and try to get some sleep. No point hanging around here.


‘They rang me up earlier, reckoned you lost your purse again. Always losing your purse, aren’t you, you silly bugger. I keep telling you, you don’t need your purse in here, it’s like one of those cruises you always wanted to go on, everything’s paid for. But I suppose I’d better find it, seeing as how I’m here.’


He started going through her drawers, looking in all the usual places, under her unmentionables, as she called them, behind the ancient portable television she had on a stand in the corner.


Next he pulled open all the drawers in her dresser. It was full of old photograph albums. Quaint. Some of the old ducks in here showed off their grandchildren by flicking through the gallery on their iPhones. Not his mum. She still preferred the old-fashioned way; on the good days, anyway, when she remembered she had kids.


He found Michael’s baby book. There was a lock of his hair and a record of his first word. Mum. Well, Michael was always a traditionalist. The fact that there even was such a book surprised him. Perhaps their family had been normal once.


He looked for a baby book with ‘Charlie’ written on the front, but there wasn’t one. No prizes for seconds, he supposed. He found a handful of Kodak wallets with negatives and prints, held together with an elastic band.


There was a photo of him in his soccer kit, the Arsenal shirt his old man had bought him. He’d never forget that shirt, it had ‘O’Leary’ printed on the back. Who was he kidding? O’Leary had been a proper player back in the day. Charlie had been more like Tony Adams, shouting at the referee and kicking lumps out of the other team’s centre forward.


The big surprise was finding Mr Rocastle, the teddy bear he’d had as a kid. It was fair tatty now, had lost an ear and an eye, looked more like a robber’s dog than anyone’s teddy. Bit like its original owner. He used to carry that thing around with him everywhere when he was a kid, until his old man told him only nancy boys had teddy bears.


He couldn’t believe she’d kept it.


He tossed it back in the drawer. No sign of the purse. Where had she put it last time? He opened the freezer compartment of the little refrigerator in the corner, where she kept the milk.


Bingo.


He put it on her bedside table and flopped back into the chair next to the bed. Mustn’t think about the girl any more, he thought. She would wait until morning, which by the way was only three and a half hours away. He should be getting off in a minute.


He didn’t remember falling asleep. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t. He dreamed he was watching CCTV on his laptop and the driver of a white van got out and started strangling a young woman right there in front of him. He tried to stop him, but his legs were too heavy and he couldn’t move.


A nurse woke him at a few minutes after six, shaking him by the shoulder, said he’d been shouting in his sleep and frightened his mother. He apologised and left. He had to get back to the office. He looked at his watch as he ran across the car park.


Eighteen hours of his golden hour left.









CHAPTER THREE


Daniel Howlett came down the stairs, his hair still wet from the shower. He looked like a model, she thought, with his long dark hair and brooding eyes. Funny how Ollie was the spitting image. He was a real heartbreaker, was Danny, until he opened his mouth. Then it was your soul he more or less tore apart.


He leaned over her, took a bite of her toast, put the car key fob in his pocket. He was wearing his Hugo Boss shirt and chinos, immaculate as always. He looked her up and down. ‘Is that what you’re wearing?’


‘What do you want me to wear round the house?’


‘Not that. You know what I like. Something a bit more feminine.’


‘I’ll go and change.’


‘No point, I’m going out now.’


She cut up some more toast for Ollie and put it on his plate. ‘You were late home last night.’


‘Was I?’


He checked his look in the hall mirror.


‘Where are you going?’


‘I’m playing golf with Taj and a couple of other blokes from the office. Taj has got us in at Walton Heath. Always wanted to play there.’


‘What time will you be home?’


‘I don’t know. I won’t be late. Ania will be here at seven.’


‘Ania? Tonight?’


He checked the weather app on his phone, fetched his rain jacket from the hall cupboard. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.’


‘I’ve got a lot on my mind.’


‘Like what?’


‘Everything. What are we going to do with Ollie?’


‘Ines can look after him, can’t she?’


‘It’s her day off.’


‘Call her, tell her you need her tonight. She won’t be doing anything anyway.’


‘She said she’s going into London. With her boyfriend.’


‘She’s got a boyfriend? She looks like Ozzy Osbourne.’


‘She’s going to one of her meetings or rallies or something.’


‘What is it this time, Save the Shark?’


‘I don’t know. Climate change, I think.’


‘Climate change. Another name for the weather.’


Sarah wiped Ollie’s face with a damp cloth, poured some apple juice into his sip cup and clipped on the lid. She put it down in front of him. ‘So, you want me to ring her?’


‘If you can make time in your busy day.’


‘What shall I say?’


‘She’s always complaining she doesn’t have enough money.’


‘Can’t we just put Ania off for tonight?’


‘Worst comes to the worst, we’ll leave Oliver in his room, give him something to help him sleep. What’s that stuff you use on the plane? Phenergan or something. He’ll be all right.’


‘The doctor said the Phenergan is only for when he’s sick.’


‘Giving him drugs is good training. Get him used to living in London.’


Ollie knocked his sip cup over and the lid came off. The juice spilled and dribbled off the table onto the tiles. He started bawling. Sarah tore off a strip of paper towel and got down onto her knees to clean it up.


‘I’ll be home before seven,’ Danny said and walked out.


The plasma TV was turned on in the other room, on mute, the breakfast news; more about the poor young woman who had been abducted in Wandsworth. There was shaky video of a car skewed across the road with the driver’s door wide open, police patrol cars with flashing lights, blue and white tape. The vision changed to a police conference room, a tough-looking man in a sharp suit reading from a script while news cameras flashed, a ticker scrolling across the bottom with numbers for the police incident room and Crimestoppers.


Somewhere, the detective said, a woman was being held prisoner.


Ollie started to cry.









CHAPTER FOUR


Nice out here in the country. When she turned off the A12, there were lanes with hedges and fields and animals, white sign-posts with pretty names like Ingatestone and Margaretting. Sometimes Sarah thought she’d like to just drive, not to go anywhere, just stay in the car and never have to stop and talk to anyone, or do anything.


She reached his turn-off, but she didn’t want to see him yet, it was too soon, so she pulled over to the side of the road and turned off the engine. She wound down the window. She could hear birds and a tractor in a field, the sound of insects in the hedgerow.


She looked in the rear-view mirror. Ollie was asleep in his car seat behind her. Easy to pretend he was normal when he was like that; he looked so peaceful, like any other little boy.


She closed her eyes, the sun on her face, dappled through the oak trees. A car went past and sounded its horn. She only had two wheels on the road, what was their problem? People, she thought. No one gives an inch any more.


Better go, he was expecting her.


She started the engine; the radio was playing the end of a Bruce Springsteen song, about a man with a wife and kids who went out for a drive and never went home again. Almost two hundred thousand people went missing every year in Britain, or that was what she’d read in a magazine she’d picked up in the doctor’s surgery. I wonder how many of them never want to be found?


She liked the last verse best.


Ain't nobody like to be alone.


The gravel crunched under her tyres as she pulled into her father’s drive. Liked living out here, he did, playing the country squire. Back when they lived in Hackney and he was out driving cabs every day, he always said he’d like to live in the country one day. She never thought he’d actually do it.


Danny had raised his eyebrows when he first saw it: two storeys, big stone fireplace, love seat round the back and a new Range Rover Sport parked out front. Nice bit of garden too, almost half an acre, a gazebo with a weeping willow, fruit trees, even some old raspberry cages. Mum would die if she saw it; well, she would have if she hadn’t already passed.


He came out in a cardigan. Look at him, it’d be wellies and a flat cap next, start gobbing on about Brexit and Pakis.


‘Hello, sweetheart, haven’t seen you for ages, thought maybe you’d gone abroad and hadn’t told me.’ He held out his arms as she got out. ‘Doesn’t your old man get a proper hello, then?’


She hugged him, leaning in but making it quick, before she could get caught up, then pushed away again.


‘Where’s my little Ollie?’


‘He’s in the back. He’s asleep, don’t wake him up.’


He leaned in and ruffled Ollie’s hair. It woke him up. ‘Ollie, look who it is. It’s your grandpa.’ He unbuckled his seat belt and lifted him out. ‘I think he recognised me. He smiled.’ He tossed him up in the air. ‘Hello, Ollie!’


‘Careful, you know he gets car sick. He’ll throw up all over you.’


‘Come on in, I’ll put the telly on for him.’


There was a hall table inside the front door with half a dozen framed photographs, all of her: her first day at school; playing teddy bear’s picnic in the garden of their two-up, two-down in Hackney; in a school hockey uniform with braces on her teeth; blowing out the candles on her sixteenth birthday. Danny had called it her shrine. He’d only been here once; her dad had never invited him back.


I don’t want that bastard ever setting foot in my house again.


She followed him into the kitchen.


‘How’s Daniel?’ he said.


‘Same.’


‘You two been fighting again?’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘It’s written all over your face.’


‘Wasn’t anything.’


‘Doesn’t hit you, does he? If he ever hurts you, I’ll be round there so fast it will make his head spin.’


‘He won’t hurt me, Dad.’


‘What was it about this time?’


‘It doesn’t matter. Just marriage stuff.’


‘Where was Ollie when all this was happening?’


‘Dad, Ollie’s fine. He wouldn’t understand anyway.’


‘Whatever you say. Do you want coffee? I just got one of those machines with pods.’


‘For God’s sake, you didn’t?’


‘What?’


‘They’re crap for the environment. The pods end up in landfill.’


‘Well, that’s why we have land. What about a cup of tea, then? I’ve got special tea bags, guaranteed not to make the ice caps melt, it says so on the packet. I’ll put the kettle on.’


She checked on Ollie. He was sitting cross-legged on the carpet in the living room, watching Small Potatoes on CBeebies. Dad had done it nice, she’d give him that; restored the timber fireplace, bought himself some black leather sofas, real expensive ones, a view of the gazebo through the French windows.


When she looked up, he was standing in the doorway, smiling. ‘Lovely, eh?’


‘Yeah, it’s proper nice.’


‘Better than living in Clapham.’


‘Bit far out is all.’


‘You don’t have to live there. Honest, I don’t know why you’re wasting your time with that … prat.’


‘Stuck with him now. Sometimes I wish I’d been more like Jackie.’


‘Come off it. You want to live in a grotty little flat in Romford?’


‘At least she’s got a career.’


‘A career! She’s a bloody nurse.’


‘And no one tells her what to do.’


‘Why don’t you leave him?’


‘How can I?’


‘People get divorced all the time, sweetheart. You could walk away with half, you’ll be all right.’


‘Half of what? You know how much the mortgage is on our place in Clapham? Danny is up to his eyeballs.’


‘That’s what he tells you. I’ll bet he has enough squirrelled away somewhere.’


‘He’ll never let me go, Dad.’


‘You’re not scared of him, are you?’


‘Maybe. A bit.’


‘You don’t have to be. Come home. I’ll look after you till you get yourself sorted.’


‘No, Dad.’


‘Your room’s just like you left it.’


‘I’m not a little girl any more. Anyway, you know I can’t.’


‘Don’t say that. Look, I know you and me, we had some problems when you were a teenager and that, but I’ve changed now, I’m different. Everything will be all right.’


‘I’m not coming home. I know you mean well, but it’ll only start up again, you know it will.’


‘Oh sweetheart,’ he said. He put his arms around her. ‘Don’t cry. Everything’s going to be all right. I’ll look after you.’


‘I don’t want you to look after me!’ She untangled herself. ‘Don’t.’


‘No one will ever love you like I do, you know that. Ever since you were a little girl, I’ve only wanted the best for you. Your uncle Joe, he’d say to me sometimes, “Tone, you’re a soft touch when it comes to that girl. Twists you right round her little finger.” Remember we used to sit down and have a tea party with all your teddy bears on the living-room rug. Remember?’


‘Yeah, I remember, Dad.’


‘“Grown man,” Joey used to say, “playing tea parties. Who’d have thought? If your mates down the pub could see you now.”’ The kettle whistled in the kitchen. ‘I’d better get that,’ he said.


Sarah picked Ollie up off the floor. Christ, he was heavy. She walked out with him and put him in his booster seat in the back of the car. She fastened his seat belt and jumped in the driver’s seat, flicked on the central locking.


Her dad came rushing out. ‘Love, where are you going?’


She felt herself choking up. Don’t cry, she thought, don’t give him the satisfaction.


‘Love?’ He banged on the window, ran after her as she was driving away. She caught a glimpse of his face in the rear-view mirror. She dug her nails into the palm of her hand. She shouldn’t have come today, it was a mistake.


Everything was just one big fucking mistake.


Sarah had Ollie in a sling. He was way too big for it, but it was the only way she could carry him around these days; he screamed if she left him in the pushchair too long. She sat down on a bench to wait for the bears to come out. There was only one of them today, playing on the tyre swing.


Ollie reached out a hand.


‘She looks cuddly, doesn’t she, Ollie? But you wouldn’t want to go down there. She’s really fierce.’ Sarah made a growling noise and curled her hand into a claw. ‘They’ll eat you all up.’


He thought that was funny.


She liked it here: no one to stare at her, no one to worry her or touch her. Just her and Ollie. It was the best time, during the week. There were not so many people.


She still felt a bit shaken up. There had been a woman with a little girl in the souvenir shop when she was buying their tickets. The girl wasn’t much older than Ollie and she was staring and staring.


Then she said: ‘What’s wrong with him?’


‘Nothing.’ Sarah had taken her tickets from the woman at the desk and hurried out. She was only a little girl. She didn’t know not to say things like that. But it hurt, just the same.


She avoided crowds whenever she could. She avoided most people, even her friends; well, they were Daniel’s friends mostly, his banker mates and golf buddies and all the yummy mummies. They thought they were being supportive, telling her how great she was. They used to come around and make a fuss of Ollie, tell her how he would catch up, just give it time. Soon he’ll be walking and then you’ll wish he wasn’t. Did they ever stop to listen to themselves?


They talked about her as if what she was doing was special. But she wasn’t special and she didn’t want their pity. She coped because she had to, because there wasn’t any other choice.


She and Danny had taken him to a paediatrician in Harley Street, who told them he had global developmental delay. And that was all Danny heard, ‘delay’. He didn’t get it. He didn’t want to get it.


‘I’m sorry you had to listen to Mummy and Daddy fighting this morning,’ she said to Ollie. ‘I’ve seen you looking at us sometimes. Everyone thinks you don’t understand, but you do, don’t you? I can see you in there, looking out. I reckon you do know. You know something’s not right. Thing is, Ollie, your daddy doesn’t really want me; he just doesn’t want anyone else to have me.’


Another bear came out of the bushes. It stood up on its hind legs and scratched its claws on the bark of the nearest tree, then joined its mate in the pool.


There was a sign on the fence, with a laminated newspaper cutting about the bears. They’d been rescued from a zoo in Romania where they had been penned in a cage with metal bars and cement floors, half starved. They had mostly survived on the porridge that local people brought them because they felt sorry for them. Milwood had asked for donations from the public to help pay for the cost of bringing them back to England and building the enclosure. Their new home had a rope bridge and a swimming pool and three quarters of an acre of woodlands for them to roam in. Sarah had given a thousand pounds towards it, straight off her credit card. Hadn’t Danny hit the roof when he saw that on the bank statement. She thought he was going to have a stroke.


But it proved something, didn’t it? It was possible to do it. The bears had escaped, even though it had seemed hopeless for them once, and look at them now with their shiny coats and little paunches, playing in the sun.


She looked down at Ollie. Such a beautiful boy, with his dark eyes and long eyelashes. You’d never know there was anything wrong when he was still like this. He jumped out of her arms and started shouting at the bears, no sounds you could really recognise as words. He tried to take his shirt off and she made him put it back on again.


She sat him back on her knee.


‘If anything ever happens to me, Ollie, you’ll be all right. You know that, don’t you? You probably wouldn’t even notice if I wasn’t here, I reckon. Your dad would take care of you. He wouldn’t like it, but he would. He’d organise everything, anyway. You’d probably have to go and stay with Grandma. You remember Grandma? She reckons she can do a better job than me anyway, she tells me so all the time.’


He looked at her so seriously that for a moment she thought he understood.


‘I lost my mum when I was about your age, did you know that? I don’t even remember her all that well any more. Sad, isn’t it? Not remembering. But that’s what happens. You forget, and life goes on. It’s not so bad really. Not like I worry about it all the time. Got other things to worry about now.’


Her throat closed up and she couldn’t talk any more.


On the way out, she went in the shop, thought she’d buy Ollie a toy, keep him occupied on the way home. ‘Have you got any of those little blue bears?’


The girl gave a shake of the head. ‘We’re waiting for stock.’


Sarah thought she might try and sell her a furry yellow fox or a pink deer. But she didn’t. Totally didn’t care. Just stared at her, at Ollie, from behind the counter. The door opened, the bell rang, a woman came in with a pushchair and two normal, noisy, walking kids.


I have to get out of here, Sarah thought.


She carried Ollie to the car.


She started driving. It was five minutes before she realised she was heading in the wrong direction. She turned on the radio, looking for some music. Instead it went to the news, the usual rubbish, Cliff Richard, Brexit, Theresa May, the heatwave.


There was more about the missing girl. Evie Myers, her name was. The road where she was taken, it was only a mile from where they lived. Sarah pulled over to the verge, Bluetoothed ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’, turned up the volume, to keep Ollie happy. Was today the day?


She switched on the GPS, started to log in an address in Croydon, changed it to the train station instead, in case anyone snooped around in the car later.


She could walk to the house from there.









CHAPTER FIVE


Danny got home on time that night. Only time he ever managed it, when Ania was coming.


He went upstairs to get changed, came down wearing an Italian linen shirt and brown cords. Such a beautiful man, she thought, but that was the trouble with beautiful people: they were so lovely to look at, it distracted you, stopped you from seeing how ugly they were.


He gave her a look. ‘Don’t you ever change out of that tracksuit? Put a dress on, for Chrissakes.’


They both heard the taxi pull up outside. A few moments later, the doorbell rang and Ania’s face appeared on the security camera. ‘Forget about it, it’s too late now,’ he said.


He opened the door. She stood on the doorstep wearing a short black dress, pumps and perfume.


‘Ania,’ he said.









CHAPTER SIX


Charlie’s inside DS, Dawson – ‘the skipper’ – was already at his desk when he got in. He was scrolling through a PNC database and taking desultory bites out of a carrot stick.


One of the DCs, Wes James, grinned at him. ‘They look brilliant,’ he said.


The skipper gave him a sour look. ‘Wife’s idea. Not enough making me go to the gym, now I have to eat rabbit food.’


‘You haven’t been to the gym in weeks.’


‘That’s because I injured my glutes doing squats.’


‘Your what?’


‘My glutimus maximus muscle.’


‘It’s gluteus,’ James said. ‘And in your case, gluteus enormous.’


‘Okay, that’s enough,’ Charlie said. ‘That’s bullying in the workplace, that is. Give him a break, Wes, you can’t take shots at a bloke when he’s eating carrot sticks. Skip, how are we doing on the MOs? Anything?’


The skipper shook his head. He had been going through a list of MO suspects, local scrotes who had previous for sexual assaults or abductions, but although the computer had thrown up several names, none of them owned a white van. The DCI had wanted them brought in for questioning, but Charlie had resisted. If Evie Myers was still alive, he didn’t want to panic her abductor, or drive him underground.


The helpline had been inundated on Saturday, but now the calls had slowed to a trickle. His team had spent two days knocking on doors, following up on leads from the public and getting nowhere. Most of them had hardly slept, Charlie himself hadn’t been home since Evie had been taken, had worked all weekend until the small hours, grabbing a couple of hours on the camp bed in his office the first night and then, last night, dozing off in the armchair in his mother’s bedroom at the care home.


His head ached, his eyes were sore, his neck was killing him.


All they had was a single eyewitness; he had been over a hundred yards away, in the dark, saw a masked man throw Evie into what he thought was a white Ford Transit van. They’d been able to trace it on CCTV cameras for almost a kilometre before it disappeared south of Brixton railway station. The ID on the plates had been no use to them; they’d either been altered, or their eyewitness had made a mistake in the dark.


‘We have been visited from On High,’ the skipper muttered, nodding in the direction of the doorway.


The DCI pointed a finger at him and went into Charlie’s corner office. The skipper leaned towards him and lowered his voice. ‘If God and Detective Chief Inspector O’Neal Callaghan both walked in at the same time and said they needed to talk to you urgently, which one would you go to?’


‘The one who writes my performance review,’ Charlie said.


He followed his guv’nor in and closed the door. The DCI was examining Charlie’s pot plant, which had recently died. That was the fifth one this year. ‘Where are we with Operation Loxley?’


‘I’ve made finding the van our priority,’ Charlie said.


‘Charlie, tracking down and sighting every Ford Transit registered in the local postcodes will take weeks. We don’t have that much time.’


He wasn’t going to argue about that. Ford Transit vans were commercial vehicles, and many of those registered to local companies were also being used in other branch offices all over London. But it was still their best hope.


‘With respect, sir, we don’t have that many leads. What I’m hoping to do is tie an MO suspect with a white Ford van. I think that’s a better use of time and effort than doing these endless house-to-house walk-ups and press appeals.’


There was a knock on the door, and it edged open. It was the skipper.


‘Sorry to interrupt. Think you might want to have a look at this, guv.’


‘You found a match?’ Charlie said.


‘Looks like it.’


‘Get in,’ Charlie said.


The government loved acronyms, and MAPPA was one of Charlie’s favourites. It stood for Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements, which, roughly translated, was an online register with the details of anyone who had committed a serious crime. His intel team had been searching the system for anyone in that area of south-east London who had been released from prison in the last six months for a similar offence.


The numbers thrown out by that particular enquiry had been unwieldy; the MO had been too broad, and the specified radius too wide. So Charlie had run another search, extending the time frame and restricting the search area to a one-mile radius of Wandsworth Common. This time they came up with a name: Billy Cogan.


Parm, his intelligence officer, was waiting by the skipper’s desk. She handed Charlie a printout of Cogan’s intelligence record, an inch-thick pile of A4 paper. It was a grim history of domestic assaults, drugs and sexual offences. In April 2013, he had been convicted of the attempted abduction of a seventeen-year-old girl from a bus stop in Stockwell. He had been released fourteen months ago.


A further search of national computer records had revealed his address, his known associates and his ride. He had one vehicle currently registered in his name – a 1998 Ford Transit.


‘I’ll organise the warrant,’ the DCI said.


‘Just a minute, sir,’ Charlie said. ‘I think we should hold off on arresting him for the moment.’


‘What for? We grab him, let Crime Unit go through his van, all we need is one speck of blood, one hair and we’ve got him.’


‘Got him, but not got her.’


Charlie could feel Parm and the skipper watching him; he could see they agreed with him, but he also knew they were glad it wasn’t their call to make.


‘Sir, let’s put surveillance on to this first. We get a visual on where he lives, do a covert search as soon as we can. If Evie Myers isn’t there, we put a lump on his van. Then we can track him on GPS and he’ll lead us to her.’


‘That’s a dangerous game, Charlie.’


‘What if she’s not inside his house when we grab him? His brief will tell him to say nothing; all he has to do is wait out the ninety-six hours and then we have to let him go. By then Evie Myers will be dead.’


‘You think she’s still alive, do you, Charlie?’


‘I won’t give up on her while there’s still a chance.’


‘What if we can’t make a covert search? What if he stays indoors the whole time? He could be torturing her to death in his back room while we’re sitting in our cars drinking coffee and reading the newspaper.’


‘Give it twelve hours.’


The DCI looked pained. He looked up at the ceiling, playing it forward in his head. Whatever they did, this could go tits-up.


‘On your head,’ he said, finally, and headed back to the lifts to get the warrants and the surveillance crews organised.


The skipper shook his head. ‘This goes wrong, guv’nor, he’s going to hang you out to dry.’


‘Tell me something new,’ Charlie said.


An hour later, Charlie, Dawson and the DCI were all crowded into his corner office. Charlie’s new deputy walked in, and the DCI put his hand out. ‘You must be DS Grey,’ he said.


‘That’s right, sir.’


‘Good to have you on board.’


Charlie looked at Dawson and raised an eyebrow. What was that all about? The DCI was not known for taking an interest. After six months, most of the newbies were lucky to get a grunt, and a Haven’t I seen you before somewhere?


Charlie put his Nokia on the desk. The surveillance crew were already on their way to Cogan’s terraced house in Stockwell. The surveillance commander, Amory, was directing the operation from his command car, and had promised to keep Charlie up to speed on his mobile.


As soon as he heard the default ringtone, he answered and tapped the speaker key so they could all hear it. They were in position, Amory said. They didn’t yet have a visual on Cogan.


‘This could take a while,’ Dawson said. ‘Who wants a cup of tea?’


‘You know I hate tea,’ Charlie said. ‘I’d rather drink bleach.’


‘Don’t think we’ve got bleach. Shall I send out for some?’


Grey said he’d like tea, and Dawson gave him a look, not sure if he wanted to fetch and carry for the newbie just yet. ‘I’ll join you,’ the DCI said, and winked at DS Grey.


It was a face-saver. ‘Right you are,’ Dawson said, and went out.


Dawson was on his third mug of tea when the Nokia buzzed again. That was quick, Charlie thought. He imagined he’d be through a whole box of PG Tips before they finally got some action. He snatched it up.


Amory reported that Cogan had come out of the house holding a plastic bucket full of chemicals and industrial-strength detergents. He’d already got to work scrubbing the bench seat in the back of the van. ‘Do you want us to intervene?’


‘He’s trying to clean away the evidence,’ the DCI said.


‘It’s still too early to go in, sir,’ Charlie said.


‘We have to protect the forensic trace.’


‘What we want is Evie.’


Amory cut in. ‘What are your instructions?’


‘It has to be him,’ the DCI said.


‘Sir, I’d strongly advise we hold off.’


‘No, Charlie, we can’t let him clean that van.’ He reached across the desk and picked up the Nokia. ‘Amory, this is DCI Callaghan. Arrest the target. I repeat, arrest the target. I want that van protected for evidence at all costs.’


‘Affirmative.’


Amory hung up. The DCI handed Charlie the phone. ‘It’s the right call, Charlie. He who hesitates is lost. You have to be proactive.’


He walked out.


Grey and Dawson looked at Charlie. ‘For once,’ Charlie said, ‘I won’t mind being wrong.’









CHAPTER SEVEN


‘When we went in the house,’ Amory said, ‘we did find a young female, but it wasn’t Evie Myers. Her name was …’ he checked his notebook, ‘Desiree Chantelle Winterbottom. She said she was his girlfriend. She was sitting on the sofa watching Dr Phil and eating a packet of Wotsits.’


‘How does a bloke with his record get a girlfriend?’


‘She’s probably got form as well. Charlie, you should have seen her. Covered in tatts and half a dozen rings through her nose. Scared the life out of me.’


‘Didn’t she come out when she heard you arresting him?’


‘There’s people getting arrested all the time round that way. She didn’t seem that bothered.’


The DCI came out of Interview Room 2 with a face like thunder. He stormed past Charlie and Amory and got in the lift. A few moments later, Cogan came out with his brief. He smirked at them as he walked past.


Dawson was last out of the room. ‘What happened?’ Charlie asked him.


‘He’s in the clear.’


‘Alibi?’


‘Friday night he was in King’s having his haemorrhoids fixed. Reckons he’s going to sue us for wrongful arrest.’


‘Haemorrhoids?’


‘Painful. I had to get mine done a couple of years ago.’


‘Too much information,’ Charlie said.


He waited until Cogan and his brief were on their way out of the building, then went back up to the incident room. The DCI was standing at the far end under the plasma TV, his hands in his pockets, watching Evie Myers’ parents latest televised appeal from the media room at New Scotland Yard.


‘Someone out there must know something. Please, if you can help in any way, we want you to come forward and contact the police.’


Mr Myers paused for a moment, looked like he was trying to swallow a stone. He took a deep breath, forced himself to go on.


‘She has been missing now for over two days. Her mother and I are praying that we will get our little girl back safe and well. It’s breaking our hearts not knowing what’s happened to her. Please, if you have her, don’t hurt her …’


That was it. He couldn’t finish. Catlin, the media officer, gently took the piece of paper out of his hands and finished the prepared statement.


‘Next time,’ Charlie said, ‘we can’t rush it, sir. For Evie’s sake, we have to hold off.’


The DCI gave him a look. ‘We won’t be finding her alive now,’ he said and walked out.









CHAPTER EIGHT


Danny watched the reflection of the late-afternoon sun gleaming on the glass towers above Canary Wharf. The river was slick as mercury. Everything looked cool and clean and promising; contrails spread in white feathers across the blue sky.


He’d read somewhere that those white feathers contributed to the build-up of greenhouse gases. It showed you what a deceptive bitch a sunny day could be.


On the other side of the glass, two dozen traders murmured into headsets, rubbed their eyes and stared at the endless flow of data on their screens. Danny knew what it was like: four screens, three phones, living on caffeine and high-octane greed. He’d always lusted after the office with the view, one just like this. He’d thought that would be the end of the constant grind.


But it had been just the start.


The problem was, you needed so much to break even these days. Apart from the house in Clapham and the holiday home in Brittany, there were the two cars, Ines, his pension contributions, his tax bill, parking fines. It was a wonder there weren’t more homeless.


His whole life was spiralling out of control. He felt like one of those magicians spinning two dozen plates at once; sooner or later, one of them had to fall. In his case, the whole lot was toppling over with a crash all at once.


He rearranged his desk: the blank yellow legal pad, the engraved Montblanc pen his mother had given him for Christmas, the coffee mug from the Schönbrunn market, his Caffè Nero loyalty card.


He touched a button to lower the blind. The window to the trading room turned opaque. They couldn’t see what he was doing from out there anyway; this desperate need for privacy, it was all in his head, he supposed.


He turned to one of the monitors, and with a few clicks of the mouse brought up the account he was looking for, closing the screen when one of his traders tapped on the door wanting to know if he was coming for drinks after work. He nodded without really thinking. He was still trying to digest what he’d just seen.


When the door shut again, he reopened the screen. A cold, greasy sweat oozed out of his body. He sprang to his feet and went to the window; instinct, he supposed, some ancient fight-or-flight reflex. He couldn’t breathe and his heart was beating too fast. Christ, he hoped he wasn’t having a heart attack.
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