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Part One





 


UNTITLED MANUSCRIPT: Draft 8


They say all fathers should make the effort to witness the milestones in their children’s lives.


I was there when my daughter was born. I saw her tiny pulsating heart and watched pink-coloured life spreading through her body as she breathed for the first time. I was there six months later when she said her first word: a curt, quizzical ‘Ba!’ I was there when she cut her first tooth, when she crawled, and when, at thirteen months, she took her first lurching steps from the edge of the coffee table into my outstretched hands.


And of course I was there on her third birthday. The day she disappeared.


After a few hours, when darkness had finally fallen and the search parties had come in from the dunes, there was one police officer left with me in the beach house. Her name was Kath Ptolemy, and she was a detective constable from Alnwick CID they’d assigned to look after me. She was maybe ten years younger than me, and I couldn’t help thinking of that old saying about how you know you’re getting older when policemen start looking younger.


‘Do you think she’s been abducted?’ I asked her. ‘Do you think she’s dead?’


‘Please, Richard,’ she said. ‘You mustn’t say things like that.’


But you find yourself saying things like that, not because you want any words of comfort in return, but because the process disengages your brain from screaming terror for just a few blissful seconds. Ptolemy knew this. That’s why she kept me talking.


‘So what sort of writer are you?’ she asked.


‘Novelist. Or at least that’s the dream.’


‘Have you had anything published?’


‘A few things. Short stories. Bits of journalism here and there. But it’s a difficult time. The publishers are all tightening their belts. What sort of stuff do you read?’


She looked at me sheepishly. ‘I’m not much of a reader.’


‘There’s always time,’ I told her. ‘It’s never too late to pick up a book.’


‘I’ve got to make a quick phone call,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you make us a pot of tea? And you should have something to eat. Keep your strength up. Have you got anything in?’


‘There’s some cheese in the fridge. Crackers. Do you want something?’


‘That would be great.’


That’s another trick, see. Keep them busy, those that are bereft. Don’t bring them tea and sympathy, because while you’re out of the room boiling the kettle and arranging the HobNobs, they’ll be just sitting there, staring at the walls and thinking about their child crying out for them from some dark and terrible place.


So I went into the kitchen and filled the kettle. I took a slab of mature cheddar from the fridge and started slicing it on the chopping board. I laid the slices neatly on the crackers. I even cut a tomato into quarters.


‘How long have you had this place?’ Ptolemy said, appearing at the kitchen door.


‘It belonged to Maggie’s parents.’


‘Nice. How often do you get up here?’


‘Used to be most weekends. Less since Beatrice came along, but things will be easier when—’


‘It’s a beautiful spot,’ Ptolemy said quickly. ‘I hope you’ve got some milk.’


She kept her mobile phone in her hand at all times. Sometimes she’d pick it up and look at the blank screen before putting it down again. Occasionally she would scroll down to see if she’d received any text messages. And when she wasn’t fiddling with her mobile phone, she was looking at the house phone on the stand by the sofa. Because, conversation apart, that was really why she was here. In case somebody called to say they’d found Beatrice.


But the phone didn’t ring that night.


I wasn’t expecting to sleep. I thought I’d be too wired, too frantic. Too fucking guilty. But I was roused by Ptolemy firmly shaking my shoulder.


‘Richard,’ she was saying. ‘We have to go.’


I was lying on the sofa under a thin blanket. I couldn’t stand to be in the main bedroom, because to get to it involved walking past the spare room that we’d done up for Beatrice last summer.


Dread gripped me. ‘What’s happened? Have they found her?’


‘No. Come on. Get dressed, we have to go.’


I could tell immediately by the thin grey light that it was around six in the morning. When we were up here with Beatrice, this was the time my day began. Making toast and coffee, pouring out Rice Krispies, standing barefoot at the open kitchen door and listening to the crash of the sea on the other side of the dunes.


Waiting for her shouting from upstairs and the soaring of my heart.


‘Go where? I can’t leave. What if—?’


‘Get dressed, Richard. Please.’


I read somewhere that the best chance of finding a missing child alive and well is within the first four hours of them disappearing. After that the likelihood reduces exponentially with every hour that passes. Of all the things we’d talked about that first night, this was the one thing Ptolemy didn’t mention – because she knew it was the one thing that would have broken me into a million pieces.


The first two hours after Beatrice disappeared were spent like this: standing still, staring at the empty back carrier on the ground; shouting her name; cursing; walking up and down the beach; moving up into the dunes; asking people if they’d seen her; running up and down the beach; scouring the surf; running back to the house; running back onto the beach; shouting her name some more; standing, sitting, thinking, panicking, praying.


The next hour was spent waiting for the police to show up and, when they did, explaining that I’d only left her unattended for two minutes while I retraced my steps in search of the sunhat she’d thrown from the back carrier. Two fucking minutes. She was three years old – how far could she have gone? The police looked at me as if to say, On her own or with someone else?


The fourth hour – the last hour in which the chances of finding a missing child are good – was spent going over the same area of beach, dunes and surf with a couple of uniformed police officers. Asking the same people the same question: have you seen a little girl? Three years old, brown curly hair, polka-dot sundress?


And after that the likelihood of finding her reduced exponentially with every hour that passed.


When Ptolemy woke me, Beatrice had been missing for sixteen hours.


The beach house is situated at the far end of a cul-de-sac which terminates pretty much in the dunes themselves. It sounds terribly grand to say we have a weekend retreat on the Northumbrian coast, but there’s nothing grand about ours. Believe me, some of the other houses in the village have bigger garages. Margaret and I bought it dirt cheap from the local authority because it saved them the expense of knocking it down. It was to be our work-in-progress, something to tinker with as and when the money became available. Single storey, stone built, almost hidden by dunes and marram grass, it once housed the Bamburgh lifeboat in the days when lifeboats were flimsy wooden cobles. The whole thing still rests on the original wooden stilts; under the floor is an empty space supported by hard-packed earth, something we try not to think about too much when we’re lying in bed listening to the creaks and groans of the house on a windy night. From where the kitchen now stands, a wooden ramp once led away across the sands, and the boat would be dragged by horses directly into the sea.


Nowadays the lifeboats come from Seahouses or Berwick-upon-Tweed. They are hefty, state-of-the-art craft with big engines and radar which enable them to sweep vast swathes of ocean. They liaise with the yellow Sea King air-sea rescue helicopter based down the coast at RAF Boulmer. If you’re lost at sea, they’ll find you eventually. And if they don’t, somebody will. There is plenty of coastline here. It all depends on where the sea decides to spit you out.


As I left the house that morning I could hear the rotors of the Sea King and the grumbling engines of the lifeboats as they renewed their search along the unbroken sweep of the Bamburgh shore from the castle down to Seahouses. I was pleased they couldn’t see me being shuttled into the back of Ptolemy’s car. I felt ashamed that all this fuss was because of what I had allowed to happen.


‘The press office in Newcastle released a photograph of Beatrice last night,’ she said, starting the engine and heading at speed along the beach road towards the village. She sounded annoyed, as if the decision was made without her knowledge. ‘Right now the A1 will be nose to tail with reporters heading north from the city. It won’t take them two minutes to find out where you’re staying. We need to get out of here before we’re under siege.’


‘Where are we going? I don’t want to be too far away in case—’


‘Don’t worry. We’re just getting out of Bamburgh, that’s all. I know a place near here.’


‘Will Maggie be there?’


‘I understand she’s on her way.’


‘Oh.’


‘What was she doing in France anyway?’


‘School exchange trip. She’s a teacher.’


‘Oh? Where?’


‘Kenton School in Newcastle.’


‘She teaches French?’


‘Actually she’s head of maths. But they were short staffed.’


‘I was always hopeless at maths.’


I rubbed a hole in the condensation on the rear window and looked across at the brooding hulk of Bamburgh Castle. The day before I had trudged up the steep escarpment with Beatrice on my shoulders, sweating like a navvy in the summer heat as she cheerfully thumped the top of my head with her soft, balled fists. When we reached the ramparts, I performed the limbo-dance manoeuvre required to unhook the back carrier. Immediately she went for my spectacles, whipping them off my nose and waving them in the air like a trophy.


‘Bea-trice,’ I said in that stern grown-up’s voice that small children delight in ignoring. ‘What have we discussed about Daddy’s glasses? I can’t see a thing now.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ she said, and swiped me across the face with them.


Nearby, in one of the cannon bays that were now used for seating, a couple of middle-aged women in straw hats nudged each other and smiled indulgently.


‘Well if that’s your final word on the subject, I’m afraid I’m going to have to throw you over the side.’


I gripped her like a rugby ball and held her outstretched so that for a moment her head hung over the parapet and the rocks a hundred feet below. She was wriggling like crazy, screaming with laughter, and I could almost hear the intake of disapproving breath from the women, but there was no way I was going to drop her, and Beatrice knew that too.


Because that had been the deal between us, Beatrice and me, since I’d held her in the palm of one hand on the day she was born.


*   *   *


The place that Ptolemy knew was a remote B&B about six miles inland. It was owned – as B&Bs always seem to be – by a white-haired Scottish woman in her sixties. Her name was Mrs McLeod, and she had clearly been primed for our arrival. No sooner were we through the door than we were ushered into a small dining room and served a full English breakfast.


‘Just holler if you need anything,’ she said, then left briskly and shut the door behind her. She had clearly been primed not to make small talk either.


‘Eat it,’ Ptolemy said. She could see I was staring at the food blankly. But it is difficult to contemplate eating sausage, bacon and eggs when you feel sick to the pit of your stomach. ‘Seriously, Richard: get it down you. You’ll feel better.’


I tentatively sliced a glossy morsel of sausage and put it in my mouth. I was expecting it to taste of ashes, but it was delicious in the way that sausages never are when you cook them yourself.


‘That’s it,’ Ptolemy nodded approvingly. ‘Mrs McLeod does the best breakfasts in Northumberland.’


And so it began again. The relentless, upbeat conversation of the previous night. Except this time it wasn’t working. Ptolemy was talking and I was talking back – but today the train of thought would not be derailed. I kept thinking about Beatrice. The way, just before she was about to cry, her mouth slowly rearranged itself so that the jutting bottom lip was almost straight and the top lip was stiffened into three equal lengths above it. A perfect isosceles trapezoid, as Maggie once described it.


We loved to watch her cry: the way her face reddened and tears pooled in her eyes, and then a noise with the same rising pitch as an air-raid siren came out of that perfectly trapezoidal mouth. But she would look so heartbreakingly small and forlorn sitting on the floor with her toy menagerie scattered around her that we couldn’t leave her crying for long. One of us would go to her, and even before we were there her arms would be raised in readiness.


The thought of nobody being there to pick her up, to swipe away the tears from her cheeks, to nuzzle her neck and tell her everything is all right . . .


Seventeen hours after Beatrice disappeared, it was that which finally broke me.


The morning newspaper had published Beatrice’s picture on its front page. The headline was HAVE YOU SEEN BEATRICE? The subhead beneath it read, FRANTIC HUNT FOR MISSING TOT.


It was the word ‘frantic’ which stood out. It conjured images of a baying mob with burning torches, kicking down doors, smashing furniture, shoving people to the ground and trampling over them. It symbolized society’s fear of what it was capable of doing to its children. Of its own black, malevolent soul.


I was upstairs lying on the bed when Maggie arrived.


It was shortly after 1 a.m., although it seemed I’d been staring up at the intricate whorls and loops of Mrs McLeod’s ceiling rose for days. The sound of tyres scrunching on the gravel driveway outside the window sent a horrible sensation of foreboding sluicing through my system.


At first glance, my wife looked as she always did: neat, soberly dressed, in control. Schoolmarmish even. But, as she was helped from the back of the patrol car, I saw that her face was haggard and her skin pale and lifeless, except for bruised crescents of fatigue under each eye.


I saw her look up, and I turned away from the window. I was expecting her to be angry with me. To hit and kick and scream at me. I was ready to accept it, because her rage was what I deserved. It was what I needed to salve my own guilt. But she just stood in the hallway with Ptolemy and a WPC, looking up to where I stood at the top of the stairs. Her face was expressionless. Her eyes were dead. It was as if she did not recognize me.


She seemed to wobble then, and as Ptolemy reached for her arm I thought for a moment that she was going to collapse. But it was me who collapsed. Right there on the top of the stairs. I felt my legs buckling, and I slid down the wall until I was sitting with my forehead resting on my knees and my hands gripping the back of my head, barely able to breathe for the wracking sobs.


‘Oh Christ, Mags, I’m so sorry.’


For most of that second day we sat and watched the news channels in Mrs McLeod’s immaculate front room in an atmosphere of almost surreal, silent detachment.


Every fifteen minutes the bulletin switched to Bamburgh beach, where a windblown reporter gave an update, and the camera panned along the shoreline or zoomed in on a lifeboat or an inshore coastguard vessel circling resolutely out at sea. Yet even when the camera fixed on the beach house – our house, for God’s sake – it was as if the reporter was talking about someone else.


The photograph they were using on the bulletin had been taken from a cheap wooden frame on the shelf of the beach house the previous day. It was my least favourite picture of Beatrice, one which I always think looks least like her and which singularly fails to capture her essence. In it, she is sitting on a plumped cushion in front of a ruched, crimson satin background. She is wearing a velvet dress over a scallop-necked shirt. Her thick, unruly curls are combed neatly from a parting on the side, and her dark eyes are fixed slightly off camera above an expression of bemused discomfort. We’d had it taken by a professional photographer, although God knows why. I suppose we thought it was the kind of thing parents are supposed to do. In the end we didn’t order any copies. We just kept the sample and had it framed to remind us never to do it again.


‘Couldn’t they have used another picture?’ was all Maggie said when she saw it flashed up on the TV screen.


Every parent wants their child to look their best, even when they are missing, most probably dead.


*   *   *


At four o’clock that afternoon the search-and-rescue operation was scaled down. At nine o’clock that evening it was called off altogether.


An hour later Ptolemy arrived to say that Beatrice had been found alive and well, and that our ordeal was over.


Were that it was.




ONE


Last night Chiltern Avenue was an unremarkable street in Benwell, in the west end of Newcastle. This morning, however, it is choked with police cars and emergency vehicles and TV vans. A news helicopter circles at two thousand feet, the camera in its belly trained on one house in particular. Domestic fires do not usually warrant national media coverage, even on a slow news day. They almost never concern the detectives of Northumbria Police’s Major Crime Unit. But four people are dead this morning, two of them children, and all indications are that the blaze was started deliberately.


Number 152 is a three-bedroomed semi-detached house which has been pimped at the front with a PVC porch, an oversized satellite dish and garish stone cladding. However, the porch and the dish have melted, and most of the blackened stone façade is now hidden behind a large protective canopy. Above it, the roof has all but disappeared, leaving only a few charred eaves sticking up. The adjoining property, while not as badly damaged, nevertheless has thick soot stains rising up like fingers from its gaping windows, and half of its roof has also collapsed inwards. The fire was reported shortly after midnight by a woman in the house opposite. By the time the first fire appliance turned up eight minutes later, the blaze had already ripped through the house, and it took three crews to get it under control. It was light before they risked venturing into the premises, and it was then that they found the first of the bodies.


Detective Chief Inspector Theo Vos pauses at the entrance to the canopy. He slips on a pair of polythene overshoes and a paper Teletubby suit and steps inside. On the other side of a heavy polythene screen protecting the interior of the house from contamination, he is met by Gordon Watson, the Crime Scene Investigation chief. Behind Watson the staircase is a charred stump rising out of the smouldering rubble to a gaping, dripping hole through which the morning sky is visible. The smell of burning is almost overpowering.


Watson slides back the hood of his suit to scratch a brush of silvery hair. ‘Morning, Theo,’ he says in a dark Scottish burr.


‘Gordon.’


‘This way.’


Since first light Watson’s team have been busy inside the gutted house. Now each square foot of it has been compartmentalized, numbered and prepared for analysis. The two men follow a trail of raised metal stepping plates along what remains of the hall and into the kitchen at the rear. Here they find Detective Sergeant Bernice Seagram and the fire chief, a man named Doggart. They are staring at a shallow canyon of blackened linoleum that stretches from the centre of the kitchen back out towards the hallway.


‘Morning, boss,’ Seagram says.


‘Bernice,’ Vos says. ‘Morning, Barry.’


Doggart nods grimly. His eyes are bloodshot slits peering out of a smoke-blackened face. ‘It’s a fucking bad ’un this, Theo. Just as well the neighbours were away, or it would have been worse.’


‘What have we got?’


‘The seat of the fire is here.’ Doggart points at the canyon with a gloved finger. ‘Petrol most likely. Slooshed from the kitchen to the foot of the stairs along the hallway, judging by the trail pattern.’


Vos glances at Seagram. ‘Point of entry?’


‘Looks like the patio door, boss,’ she says.


The door, which leads to the garden via an expanse of raised decking, is little more than a network of charred plastic struts connected to the frame by its scorched hinges. Lozenges of blackened glass from the shattered plate glass window lie on the ground.


‘We found this,’ says Gordon Watson. He holds up a polythene evidence bag. In it is a perfectly circular sheet of glass four inches in diameter, lightly dusted with soot. ‘My guess is they used a circular glasscutter with a rubber suction pad. Just enough leeway to get your hand through and flip the lock on the door from the inside.’


Vos seems surprised. ‘Professional job?’


‘Depends what you mean by professional,’ Watson says. ‘You can buy these cutters for a tenner from any hardware store. But it would suggest a degree of premeditation. They’d have needed a sledgehammer to break the glass otherwise, and that would have woken up half the street, let alone the occupants of the house.’


Vos nods. There is certainly premeditation here. Not to mention sophistication. In his experience most arson attacks consist of accelerant being hurriedly poured through a letterbox, followed by a flaming rag or strip of newspaper. Whoever was responsible for this blaze had taken their time. Not only that, but they were familiar with the house. They knew about the plate glass patio door and had come prepared.


There is a metal chain hanging from the remains of a wooden coat hook by the door. Attached to it is what appears to be a strip of scorched leather.


‘Is this a dog lead?’


‘Looks like it,’ says Seagram.


‘Where’s the dog?’


For a moment all eyes are on Barry Doggart, who shrugs. ‘I don’t remember seeing a dog.’


Watson shakes his head. ‘If it’s in here, we haven’t found it.’


Vos pushes the chain with his finger. It is still warm to the touch. ‘OK,’ he says. ‘Is Tunderman here yet?’


‘He’s with the bodies now,’ Seagram says.


*   *   *


On Chiltern Avenue, Detective Constable Phil Huggins is looking at a pile of bouquets and handwritten cards that has accumulated all morning by the cordon blocking off the street.




Sleep well in Heaven, little Angels


You are in God’s hands now, precious ones





The lettering on the card is in that peculiar rotund font used by florists and primary school teachers. One of the uniforms takes another bouquet from the crowd at the cordon and respectfully lays it beside the others.




Safe now, little ones


No need for tears in Heaven





Huggins telescopes his long legs into a squatting position. Who dreams up this crap? he thinks, reading the cards.


Nobody talks like this in Benwell. Nobody talks like this anywhere. He sifts through the florid messages of condolence until he unearths one which has been scrawled in marker pen on what appears to be a piece of card torn from the back of a cereal packet.




SHARK CUNT BURN IN HELL





Now that’s more like it. Huggins picks up the note with a handkerchief and slides it into a plastic evidence bag. Pithy, to the point, and truly heartfelt. He is no psychologist, but he long ago concluded that vicarious grief is merely a prelude to a default position of blame. He recalls that when Princess Diana died, the public mood quickly flipped from one of hysteria to visceral hatred of the royal family. In the case of the dead children in Number 152, the finger has already been pointed at their father.


And what is not to hate about Ged Salkeld?


*   *   *


Further along the street, Detective Constable John Fallow is consoling a fat woman in a nylon dressing gown who is weeping between puffs of a menthol cigarette.


‘They were such lovely bairns,’ she is saying, staring at the ruins of Number 152. ‘Good bairns. Such a credit to their mother.’


‘Did you see them last night, Mrs Mayhew?’ Fallow says.


‘Yes, they were out playing in the street. They were always out. All the kids play out around here. It’s safe, you know. It’s safe.’


She begins sobbing again, and a large bubble of mucus emerges from her left nostril before popping on her upper lip. She swipes it away with the heel of a mascara-stained hand and then takes a deep, calming drag of her cigarette. A crowd of similarly distraught women have formed around her, and to Fallow’s relief one of them moves forward to give her a hug.


‘Did you know Mr Salkeld?’


Mrs Mayhew stiffens and looks up with fire in her eyes. ‘Oh, I knew that bastard all right. Everybody round here knew that bastard.’


‘Bastard!’ comes the unanimous chant of the women.


‘Poor Janet,’ one of them says.


‘She deserved better than that bastard,’ says another.


‘Bastard.’


Fallow can see this one slipping out of his control. ‘Did any of you see anything unusual last night?’ he says quickly. ‘Anyone in the street that you didn’t recognize? Any strange cars driving around?’


But of course they hadn’t, because if they had they would have said so. This street was their business, and so was anyone who lived on it – especially when they were a bastard with a wonderful wife and two angelic kids.


Detective Constable Mayson Calvert is in the garden of Number 152, looking back at the house, his mind working. To his right is a solid brick wall that divides the two fire-ruined semis. The man who lives in the adjoining property – a plumber called Williams – is in Tenerife with his wife and is going to have one hell of a shock when he gets back. To the left is a wooden fence separating Ged Salkeld’s garden from that of a man named Fletcher, who lives in the next block of two houses. Fletcher, a widower, is a retired merchant seaman who did not appreciate being evacuated from his home at midnight but has since spent the morning holding court on the street outside, providing the reporters with all the eyewitness quotes they could possibly want for their morning bulletins and evening editions.


In the centre of the overgrown lawn is the inevitable trampoline, as much a part of the modern English garden now as a bird table or a sundial in days gone by, Mayson reflects. Nearby is a cheap plastic goal net and a partly deflated paddling pool. Dolls and other toys are scattered over the grass. Everything is covered in a film of soot, including a wooden kennel in one corner. The kennel belongs to the fifth member of the Salkeld household, the only one so far unaccounted for. Lulu is a two-year-old Pomeranian, a yappy little bastard according to Fletcher. Apparently she was always digging her way under his fence and shitting in his flowerbeds – until he’d taken the drastic step of installing some underground fencing to stop her coming through.


‘I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, of course, but Salkeld did say he would contribute to the cost of the fencing. No disrespect, but he’s hardly going to fucking contribute now.’


Mayson Calvert suspects Fletcher would regard it as a silver lining if Lulu’s carbonized corpse is eventually discovered in the house. But what bothers him right now is that, according to the investigators, Lulu did not die in the house. If she had, that would explain why she was not in her kennel or indeed anywhere in the vicinity of the garden this morning.
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