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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.
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