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         Chapter One 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Martin Hayden felt as good as he looked. And he looked very good.

            
            
         

         
         
         Tall and slim, with overlong, silky blond hair, he walked with graceful, flowing movements. If he’d been an animal, rather than a seventeen-year-old schoolboy, he would have been a beautifully groomed Afghan hound, grace and elegance personified.

         
         
         
         
         His pale skin was clear and blemish-free, apart from a fading bruise beneath his right eye. Those eyes were the azure blue of a Mediterranean sea, and were highlighted by long, curling lashes. This morning, as he began the half-mile walk from Lower Crags Farm to the bus stop, a gentle smile played around generous lips, allowing a glimpse of perfect white teeth.

         
         
         
         
         His school uniform, the dark green blazer, black trousers, white shirt and green and black striped tie of Harrington High School, accentuated his long, fluid limbs. As always, his tie was worn loosely, and the neck button on his shirt was unfastened.

         
         
         
         
         He knew that when he boarded the bus, the girls would gaze at him with undisguised longing. A few of the boys would, too.

         
         
         
         
         He looked as if he didn’t have to try too hard. Yet try hard he did. The lane was muddy, and he took care to avoid dirtying his shoes as he walked.

         
         
         
         
         He reached into his brown leather briefcase, pulled out his MP3 player, put the tiny earphones in place and hit  the Play button. The Kaiser Chiefs soon had him humming along.
         

         
         
         
         
         Long fingers strayed to the bruise beneath his eye. It was barely visible, and no longer sore, but his anger was as raw as it had been a fortnight ago when David Fielding and his fellow thugs had managed to corner him.

         
         
         
         
         Martin had been outnumbered six to one, and it had only taken minutes for them to kick him to the ground and pull off his clothes.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Nancy boy!’ they’d taunted. ‘Queer fucking faggot!’

         
         
         
         
         Tears, more from anger than anything else, had stung his eyes as they’d punched and kicked him.

         
         
         
         
         When they’d finally grown bored, or scared of being caught, they’d run off, leaving Martin to pull on his clothes and stagger to the lavatories in C block to inspect the damage.

         
         
         
         
         There was only a slight puffiness to one eye. It was a few hours before the bruises on his legs and ribs were visible. In the days that followed, he’d managed to laugh off his black eye as an accident on the football pitch.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Bastards!’ he muttered now, the memories still painfully fresh.

         
         
         
         
         This morning, like every morning, his sister, Sarah, had read out his horoscope.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Cancer. With the new moon Marty, are you listening?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m listening,’ he’d promised with amusement. ‘Just cut the crap, sis.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Opportunity comes your way today.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And that’s it?’ he asked in amazement.

         
         
         
         
         ‘With all the crap cut out, then yes,’ she said lamely.

         
         
         
         
         Unlike Sarah, Martin didn’t believe in all that cods-wallop, but perhaps today there was something in it. But no, it was crap. Opportunity came his way every day. He made sure of it.

         
         
         
         
         Today, for instance, crammed into his briefcase was a bottle of home-made wine. Nestling in the zipped compartment was a substantial amount of cocaine. It had taken a while, and a spot of blackmail, to acquire it, but it would  be worth it. He’d read up on the subject. Cocaine, ingested in a sufficient quantity, could kill.

         
         
         
         
         Martin Hayden was special. No one got the better of him. No one. It was a lesson David Fielding would learn the hard way.

         
         
         
         
         Oh yes, revenge would taste very sweet indeed.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Two 

         
         
         
         
         Jill Kennedy walked into her cottage, dropped the bags containing milk, bread, the Racing Post and half a dozen tins of cat food on her kitchen table, and then spotted her mobile phone lying next to the kettle. What a relief. She’d thought she must have lost it in Burnley. Given the fact that she’d overslept and had to rush to a dental appointment, she supposed it wasn’t surprising she’d forgotten it.
         

         
         
         
         
         She glanced at the display and saw that she had messages.

         
         
         
         
         As she called her voice mail, she switched on the coffee maker.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hi, it’s me.’ Me was Detective Chief Inspector Max Trentham, and the shock of hearing his voice had the hairs standing up on her arms. ‘Give me a call, will you?’

         
         
         
         
         The second message had been left twenty minutes later.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Me again.’ Me was still Detective Chief Inspector Max Trentham. ‘Don’t you ever answer this damn thing? Give me a call, will you?’

         
         
         
         
         The third message was shorter and to the point. ‘Where the devil are you?’

         
         
         
         
         The fourth message had come through a matter of minutes ago. ‘OK, you win, kiddo. I’ll train a pigeon. Look out for it, will you? It’ll have a note round its neck saying call Max.’

         
         
         
         
         Patience wasn’t one of Max’s virtues. Off the top of her head, Jill couldn’t name any of Max’s virtues.

         
         
         
         
         She made coffee and stood at her kitchen window, the mug cradled in her hands. It would do him good to wait.

         
         
         
         
          More importantly, it would give her time to recover from the shock of hearing his voice.

         
         
         
         
         Lilac Cottage was as pretty as it sounded, and she adored the stunning backdrop of the Pennines that, today, stood proud and aloof in the morning drizzle. She loved her garden, too. The old lilac tree, which was possibly responsible for the cottage’s quaint name, showed no signs of life, but she knew it would come good with a little sunshine and warmth. It was the same with the clematis. At the moment, that looked like a collection of untidy twigs entangled in the trellis, yet she had been amazed to see her shed covered in dark mauve blooms throughout the summer.

         
         
         
         
         Her cottage sat on the very edge of the Lancashire village of Kelton Bridge, at the end of a narrow, unlit lane. Some people had thought she would find it too remote. They couldn’t have been more wrong. She loved it.

         
         
         
         
         After a holiday in Spain and then another few days on the Croatian island of Krk, it was good to be home.

         
         
         
         
         It was no use; she wouldn’t settle until she knew what Max wanted. She hit the button for his number and he answered almost immediately.

         
         
         
         
         ‘A pigeon’s just committed suicide at my feet. D’you know anything about it?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘About time. Where have you been?’

         
         
         
         
         Max couldn’t even count good manners among his virtues.

         
         
         
         
         ‘In case you’ve forgotten,’ she pointed out patiently, ‘I no longer work for the force.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You said you were coming back.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And I will. I just haven’t decided when. At the moment, I’m enjoying writing my ’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Enjoying writing? What bullshit! You’re a well-qualified, highly respected forensic psychologist who bottled out because a bloke we arrested  a bloke who just happened to fit your profile hanged himself!’

         
         
         
         
         Jill had no response to that. His comments shouldn’t have taken her by surprise; he wasn’t noted for keeping his  views to himself and she’d heard them many times before. Perhaps what he said had a grain of truth to it . . .

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, well. What can I do for you?’ she asked briskly.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Where are you now?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘At home.’

         
         
         
         
         She had more than enough work to do, and she’d planned to do it sitting in front of her fire with her copy of the Racing Post to hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         A thought struck her and she spread her Racing Post across the kitchen table.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Spare me an hour, will you?’ Max asked. ‘I’m off to You’ve heard about the missing schoolboy?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No.’ She’d overslept. There had been no time for breakfast, so she hadn’t listened to the local news and her car’s radio was tuned to Radio Two.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s from your neck of the woods. Martin Hayden. Do you know him?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hayden? No.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Lower Crags Farm.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No.’ It meant nothing to her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘The farm’s about, oh, five miles from you. Anyway, Martin Hayden didn’t turn up for school yesterday and I’m going to talk to his parents again. I thought you could come along.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sorry, Max, but I can’t. I’m too busy. As I’ve just told you, I’m a writer now.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So you are,’ he said in a dismissive way.

         
         
         
         
         It was true that she’d given up police work when Rodney Hill, wrongly arrested, had hanged himself. She’d helped them catch the right man, though. After Valentine, as the serial killer had been dubbed, had been put behind bars, Jill had considered going back to work for the force but, for the moment at least, she was happier out of it. Besides, she had a publishing contract and a screaming deadline.

         
         
         
         
         She ran her fingers down the list of runners and, sure enough, Pigeon Post was running in the 2.45 at Haydock Park. At 331, it didn’t have a hope in hell. All the same . . .

         
         
         
         
          ‘What’s so unusual about a missing schoolboy?’ she asked. ‘Why do you want me along?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’d like to see what you make of the parents. They’re very private, to put it mildly. Something’s not right, but I’m damned if I can put my finger on it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What do you mean, not right?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘They’re hiding something, I’m sure of it. Come along and see them, will you?’

         
         
         
         
         She expelled her breath on a sigh. Max always knew how to arouse her curiosity. ‘OK.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Great. Come over to the nick, will you? I’ve got a couple of things to do and then we can go.’

         
         
         
         
         It took her less than twenty minutes to drive from her-cottage to Harrington police station, and that included phoning the bookie and putting twenty quid on Pigeon Post.

         
         
         
         
         She was about to walk into the building and find Max, but she changed her mind and waited in the car park. Too many people would be wanting to know why she was wasting her time writing self-help books when she could be helping to solve crimes. She’d heard it all before. Of course, there would be others who were glad that she and her mumbo-jumbo, as they called it, were safely out of the way at Lilac Cottage.

         
         
         
         
         It wasn’t long before Max was striding down the steps to the car park. A sudden gust of wind flicked his tie over his shoulder so that he had to pull it back.

         
         
         
         
         He was tall, well over six feet, and slim, and his hair was thick and dark. That hair was greying at the temples, giving him a distinguished air. He wasn’t the best-looking bloke on the planet, not by a long way, and Jill resented the way her stomach clenched at the sight of him.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hiya!’

         
         
         
         
         He flicked the remote to unlock a black Mondeo and got in. Jill had forgotten he had a new car.

         
         
         
         
         ‘So what happened?’ she asked as she sat beside him and fumbled for the seatbelt.

         
         
         
         
         ‘A seventeen-year-old, Martin Hayden, didn’t show up for school yesterday.’ Max fired the engine and pulled out of the car park. ‘He set off at the usual time and his parents assumed he’d been there all day. When he didn’t come home, they phoned one of his friends to see if he was there and it was then that they discovered he hadn’t shown. The bus driver says he hung around for a few minutes, but didn’t think anything of it when he didn’t turn up. It’s unlike him to miss school, though. Enjoys it. A bit of a swot, I gather. They called us at around seven thirty last night.’

         
         
         
         
         In the confines of his car, Jill could feel herself growing more and more tense. She gave herself a strict talking to. Being with Max these days should be easy. It should have no effect on her whatsoever. She’d loved him, lived with him, been betrayed by him but that was in the past. Now, he had no effect on her. None whatsoever . . .

         
         
         
         
         ‘Seven thirty?’ she queried, dragging her mind back to the missing schoolboy. ‘Why not earlier?’

         
         
         
         
         Max eased the car into a stream of traffic. ‘I don’t know. They seem reluctant to have us involved at all. As I said, they’re very private.’

         
         
         
         
         Max drove them towards the outskirts of the town.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I haven’t seen you for weeks,’ he remarked. ‘How’s things?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Fine.’ It was eight weeks to be precise. Eight weeks and two days. Not that she was counting. ‘You? The boys?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yeah, fine, thanks. And the boys are great.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And the dogs?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yup, the dogs are good too. Your cats?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, they’re fine, thanks.’

         
         
         
         
         Max drove in silence for a few moments.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Well, that seems to have covered everything.’ He gave her a sideways glance. ‘Fancy a shag?’

         
         
         
         
         She had to bite back a laugh. Damn him. ‘Piss off, Max.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll take that as a no then.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So where is this Lower Crags Farm?’ she asked, not giving him the satisfaction of a response.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Right in the middle of bloody nowhere.’

         
         
         
         
         The farm was only five miles from Jill’s home village of Kelton Bridge, yet it might have been a different world. The view was similar to the one from Jill’s cottage, yet the hills, those dark, brooding Pennines, were far more imposing.

         
         
         
         
         Max swung the car off the road and stopped at a large wooden gate that barred a track. On one side of the gate was a sign declaring: Lower Crags Farm. On the other side, in bigger, black print was: Private property. Keep out!

         
         
         
         
         ‘Very welcoming,’ Jill murmured.

         
         
         
         
         She got out to open the gate and closed it as soon as Max had driven through.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s a lovely spot,’ she said as she got back in the car.

         
         
         
         
         Max wasn’t impressed. ‘Give me tarmac and pavements any day.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ve no soul, that’s your trouble.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Only one spare wheel, that’s my trouble,’ he replied, swerving to avoid a pothole.

         
         
         
         
         The car bumped and jolted along the rutted track for about five hundred yards before Max brought it to a stop in front of the farmhouse.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who’s with them?’ Jill asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No one. When we suggested a WPC stay with them, they wouldn’t hear of it. They’re not keen on doing a televised appeal, either. George Hayden, the father, said they didn’t want their business broadcast for all the world to know, thank you very much.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s an unusual view to take when your child’s missing.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Exactly. That’s why I want to know what you make of them.’ Max glanced at his watch. ‘We’re doing all we can the search party’s set off, and the chopper’s airborne but it would be a damn sight easier with a bit of help from the parents.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You don’t think he’s done a runner then? Hitch-hiked south or skived off with his mates?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’d like to,’ he said grimly, ‘but no. No, I don’t.’

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Three 

         
         
         
         
         The farmhouse, like a couple of nearby barns, had a sad, neglected air to it. The woodwork needed a coat of paint. A couple of half barrels guarded the front door, but the plants, whatever they were, were long dead. They sat forlornly in waterlogged compost.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Max lifted a black metal knocker and banged it against the wood. Seconds later, a tiny woman in her mid-forties opened the door.

            
            
         

         
         
         ‘Detective Chief Inspector Trentham,’ Max reminded her as she stared blankly at him. ‘Harrington CID.’

         
         
         
         
         She nodded, and Jill realized that her expression wasn’t lack of recognition at all. It was panic.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Jill Kennedy,’ she introduced herself. ‘May we come in? We’d like to ask a few questions about Martin.’

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Hayden opened the door to allow them entry and they walked down a dingy and chilly hallway, and into a sitting room that was crammed with a lifetime’s collection of bric-a-brac. There were porcelain birds and animals, cheap paperweights, ashtrays, jugs, bottles and vases. It was like walking in on a church jumble sale.

         
         
         
         
         The furniture leather suite, several wooden tables and a dresser was functional rather than attractive, and had seen better days. About thirty years ago.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Where is everyone?’ Max asked curiously.

         
         
         
         
         ‘George and Andy that’s my other son,’ she added for Jill’s benefit, ‘are out in the fields. George didn’t know what to do but, as he said, life goes on.’‘

         
         
         
         
         And your daughter?’ Max was trying, and failing, to hide his surprise at the family carrying on as normal and leaving her alone.

         
         
         
         
         ‘At work,’ she said quietly.

         
         
         
         
         ‘She’s a hairdresser, yes?’ Max asked, sitting down.

         
         
         
         
         Jill sat on a leather sofa that had cracked and worn thin through years of use. She patted the space next to her and Mrs Hayden sat beside her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s right,’ she answered Max’s question. ‘Thursdays and Fridays are her busiest days. They used to close on Mondays but, because everyone else did the same, they stay open now and close on Wednesdays instead. Besides, there’s nothing she can do here, is there?’

         
         
         
         
         Except worry with her mother.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Tell us about Martin,’ Jill suggested. ‘Anything you can think of. His friends, where he spends his spare time, what he’s interested in anything at all.’

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Hayden was so quietly spoken that Jill struggled to hear her. Painfully thin, she was a woman who needed a good meal inside her. Her skin hung off her, and her wrists and ankles looked as if they might snap at any minute. Her hair, dark, shoulder-length and streaked with grey, was equally brittle. Her fingernails had been bitten down to the quick. She was wearing a heavy green skirt and a thick brown sweater that had worn thin at the elbows.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ve phoned everyone he knows,’ she was telling them, ‘and the headmaster is asking the boys and girls if they’ve heard anything.’ She bent forward, and began rocking back and forth, her bony hands running over equally bony knees. ‘It’s not like him to be late,’ she added vaguely. ‘He always phones. He’s a good boy.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m sure he is,’ Max said, adding, ‘You said you’d try and find us a more recent photo.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes.’ She sprang up, clearly glad of the activity, went to the drawer in the well-polished dresser, and took out three snaps.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sarah took these at Christmas,’ she said. ‘They’re not as good as his school photo, but as I said, that’ll be eighteen  months old now. I don’t know why they didn’t do one last year. It’s not as if Martin missed it. He didn’t miss a single day last year.’

         
         
         
         
         Max looked at each photo in turn, nodded, and handed them to Jill.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh!’

         
         
         
         
         Max, picking up on the surprise in her voice, gave her a questioning look.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s a striking young man,’ she said, gazing at the pictures.

         
         
         
         
         The boy in the photo, wearing a smile that would have done Mona Lisa proud, was far more than merely striking. He was beautiful. In one snap, he was leaning against the front door to the farmhouse wearing figure-hugging jeans and a black sweater, and he had a jacket hooked on his finger to drape decorously over his shoulder.

         
         
         
         
         More than beautiful, he was perfect.

         
         
         
         
         In the other two photos, he was equally posed. Yes, posed. The half-smile, a knowing, secretive smile, was the same.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I bet he’s popular with the girls,’ Jill said lightly.

         
         
         
         
         And the boys.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s very popular with everyone,’ his mother said softly.

         
         
         
         
         Well aware of it, too, Jill guessed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s a special boy,’ Mrs Hayden murmured. ‘He knows it, too,’ she added with the ghost of a smile.

         
         
         
         
         Max was right; there was something unusual about this family. She was sure, too, that Mrs Hayden was keeping something to herself.

         
         
         
         
         ‘May I look in his room, Mrs Hayden?’ Jill asked, rising to her feet.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Call me, Josie,’ she said awkwardly, nodding. ‘Up the stairs first left. He shares with his brother. Andy’s the untidy one,’ she added.

         
         
         
         
         Jill was pleased that Max kept Mrs Hayden Josie downstairs, telling her of everything that was being done to try and find her son.

         
         
         
         
         She pushed open the bedroom door and was surprised at the size of the room. Even allowing for the sloping ceiling, there was plenty of room for two beds, wardrobes and chests of drawers. Each boy had taken one side of the room, and on Martin’s side there was a desk. A few cables, still plugged in at the wall, showed that a computer had sat on it. No doubt the police had taken that away for examination.

         
         
         
         
         Jill sat at the desk and opened the drawers. They were filled with notebooks, all used for schoolwork, some sheet music, pens and pencils, and a recorder. There was nothing of interest, and nothing personal.

         
         
         
         
         She gazed around her, shuddering at wallpaper dotted with white roses that must have been clinging doggedly to the walls before the boys were even born.

         
         
         
         
         CDs on the shelves told her nothing. His music of choice was the same as that of most seventeen-year-olds, the sort of stuff that had indecipherable lyrics and needed to be played at ear-splitting volume.

         
         
         
         
         The small bookcase held a few surprises. Why, for instance, would a seventeen-year-old boy be reading Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice? Mansfield Park was there, too, right next to The Catcher in the Rye. Perhaps they were part of his schoolwork. One by one, she took them from the shelf and flicked through the pages. Inside the copy of Mansfield Park was a handwritten inscription that said simply: Enjoy. It was signed: DL.
         

         
         
         
         
         There was nothing personal in the room, but that didn’t surprise Jill. Max had said they were a private family, and Martin looked as far as you could tell from three photos a secretive boy. Besides, he shared the room with his older brother. Posters of bands, girls, and especially boys, would prompt ridicule.

         
         
         
         
         He’s a special boy, his mother had said . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         A vehicle drove up to the house and Jill went to the window to look out. Two men, father and son she guessed, jumped out of an ageing Land Rover. Martin’s father and brother?

         
         
         
         
         The older man was stocky with thick grey hair that needed a good cut. The young one was slimmer, but fit and strong-looking, with thick dark hair. Definitely father and son. The resemblance was strong. They had the same stubborn chin, and held themselves in the same manner as they walked.

         
         
         
         
         In this house, among these people, Martin must be like an exotic bird of paradise.

         
         
         
         
         Having gained little from looking at Martin’s bedroom, Jill went downstairs.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ll not find him here, will you?’ Mr Hayden was telling Max, but he stopped when he saw Jill, his eyes widening in astonishment. ‘And what the devil do you think you’re doing?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘George!’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I asked what you were doing?’ he repeated, ignoring his wife’s embarrassed plea.

         
         
         
         
         Trying to find your son. Which is more than you seem to be doing.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We need to find out as much as we can about Martin, Mr Hayden,’ Jill said. ‘It’s a fact that seventeen-year-olds keep secrets from their parents. I did and I’m sure you did. He may have a girlfriend, for instance, or other friends you don’t know about.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are you suggesting he’d go off without telling his parents?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m not suggesting anything.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘They’re trying to help, Dad.’ This was the first time Andy had spoken.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Listen ’ his father rounded on him ‘if you had the brains of your brother, you’d know to speak when you’re spoken to and not before.’

         
         
         
         
         So Andy wasn’t special. He must be sick to death of living in his brother’s shadow. Sick enough to do something about it?

         
         
         
         
         ‘Andy’s right, Mr Hayden,’ Max cut in. ‘We’re doing all we can to find Martin. But we’ll leave you now and go to  the school to talk to his friends. If you need me, you have my number, and it goes without saying that we’ll be in touch.’

         
         
         
         
         He looked at Josie Hayden and his voice softened. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like a female officer to stay?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’re all right on our own,’ her husband snapped on her behalf.

         
         
         
         
         ‘If you’re sure.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just find him,’ he added for good measure.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, we’ll find him,’ Max promised.

         
         
         
         
         Josie, looking embarrassed, showed them out.

         
         
         
         
         Despite the fine drizzle, it was a relief to step outside. They both stood for a moment, gazing at those steep hills, before getting in the car.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I shall deck that bloke before long,’ Max muttered, as he knocked the car into gear.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Obnoxious, isn’t he?’ Jill was still taken aback by his rudeness.

         
         
         
         
         They bumped back along the track and she got out of the car to open and close the gate behind them.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What do you think then?’ Max asked when she was sitting beside him fastening her seatbelt.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I like Josie, but I think she’s hiding something. I also think she’s grateful to her husband for some reason. That’s why he feels he can push her around. His behaviour embarrasses and irritates her, but she’s too beholden to him to say anything. I agree with you; something’s not right. They’re keeping something quiet. A family row perhaps. I think Andy is searching for praise from his father. He’s the one working alongside him, but it’s clear he can’t compare to Martin. I suspect there’s animosity between the two brothers.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And Martin?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Martin is exceptionally attractive,’ she said carefully. ‘He knows it, too. Probably milks it for all he’s worth. He’s the golden boy, and he loves it. He’s very confident. He’s special and he knows it.’

         
         
         
         
         Max nodded. ‘Josie hinted that he was her husband’s favourite. She excused his rudeness by saying he was a lot more distressed than we knew.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who was on the phone while I was upstairs?’ She’d heard the phone ring three times.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sarah, the daughter, was the first caller. The other two were the local rag.’

         
         
         
         
         The hills and fields receded and they were soon caught up in Harrington’s devious one-way system.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I take it I’m coming to the school with you,’ Jill said. She was happy enough to go with him, but it would have been nice to be asked.

         
         
         
         
         Max took his gaze from the road briefly. ‘You don’t have anything better to do, do you?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Only a book to write, a deadline to meet, Christmas shopping to do ’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Eh? It’s the twenty-ninth of November!’

         
         
         
         
         He was right; her Christmas shopping wasn’t urgent. Her book was, though. However, they were almost at the school.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Four 

         
         
         
         
         It was just before two o’clock when Max pulled into the school’s car park. As it was raining heavily now, he parked as close to the entrance as possible, in a bay with a large Reserved sign on it. Perhaps it was reserved for visiting coppers.

         
         
         
         
         There were twelve hundred pupils at Harrington High School and it looked as if every one of them was suddenly storming the building. Originally the school had been a much smaller stone-built affair, but over the last thirty years brick extensions had been added. It wasn’t the most attractive building in the town.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Right,’ he said, unfastening his seatbelt, ‘we’d better have a chat with the headmaster first, then work down. OK with you?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Fine,’ Jill replied, ‘although I’ll lay odds of a hundred to one that Martin Hayden is the model pupil.’

         
         
         
         
         Max knew what she meant. In all the years he’d been a copper, nothing had ever happened to the young hooligans. It was the model pupils with their sparkling futures ahead of them that went missing or were abducted. Or worse.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Better that,’ he murmured, ‘than hearing what a pair of no-hopers my two are.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘True,’ she agreed with a laugh.

         
         
         
         
         Max’s sons, Ben and Harry, attended Harrington High School, but as Max rarely, despite trying his damnedest, made it to parents’ evenings, he didn’t know the building or the staff well.

         
         
         
         
         They dashed in and found themselves amid a crush of pupils. Fortunately, those pupils were giving the main office a wide berth.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Detective Chief Inspector Trentham and Jill Kennedy, Harrington CID,’ Max introduced them to the secretary, flashing his ID. ‘Mr McKay, please. He is expecting us.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Of course.’ She got to her feet, crossed to a door on her left, knocked and said, ‘The police are here to see you, Philip.’

         
         
         
         
         Turning back to Max, she said, ‘Come this way, please.’

         
         
         
         
         They followed her into Philip McKay’s office and, after shaking hands and going through the preliminaries, which included a reference to Harry’s excellence on the sports field but for some reason omitted mention of his academic achievements, were soon seated on chairs that were about six inches too low. Philip McKay, on the other hand, had a comfortable black leather reclining chair in which to relax.

         
         
         
         
         He’d been headmaster at Harrington High for seven years now. A Scot who had lived in England for most of his life, he’d never bothered to lose his accent. In his mid-forties, he was a short, dapper chap. His grey suit and black shoes were of the best quality. Max knew he was married to a music teacher and that they had three children, all at Harrington High. He seemed to have the perfect life.

         
         
         
         
         ‘This is a very worrying to-do,’ he said, frowning earnestly, ‘although,’ he added, ‘I’m sure you’re doing everything you can.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We are,’ Max assured him. ‘What can you tell us about Martin Hayden, Mr McKay? Do you know of anything that might have been bothering him? Any trouble with bullying, that kind of thing?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘There’s no bullying at Harrington High, Inspector, I can assure you. We don’t allow it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m sure other schools will be eager to know how you stop it,’ Jill put in. ‘Kids will be kids. There’s always going to be some trouble, surely?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not here,’ he said firmly.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What happens when a child doesn’t turn up for school?’ Max asked. ‘When either of my boys have been off sick, I’ve well, my mother-in-law has phoned the school. What if they simply didn’t turn up?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We have twelve hundred pupils here,’ Mr McKay reminded him. ‘If the child is a known truant –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is there a lot of truancy?’ Jill asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’re well below the national average.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Which is?’ Jill persisted.

         
         
         
         
         ‘That average, I believe, is around the one point one per cent mark. We’re around the zero point nine per cent mark.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Ten point eight children. That’s not bad,’ she allowed.

         
         
         
         
         Philip McKay hadn’t welcomed the interruption but that faint praise helped.

         
         
         
         
         It was her maths that impressed Max. A lifetime spent working out profits from yankees, doubles and each-way bets must have paid off.

         
         
         
         
         ‘If a child is ill or unable to attend for some other reason,’ McKay went on, ‘it’s the duty of the parent to contact us. We will then authorize that absence. Now, if a child has been absent for two days with no parental contact, we’ll send a letter or phone the parents.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So in Martin Hayden’s case,’ Max said, ‘no action would have been taken?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No.’

         
         
         
         
         They talked of Martin’s academic accomplishments. The reports were glowing.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’ll make head boy,’ Philip McKay declared.

         
         
         
         
         Max only wished he could share the headmaster’s optimism.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ll need to talk to members of staff and pupils,’ he said, getting to his feet.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Of course. I briefed the staff this morning. You’ll find everyone more than willing to co-operate.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thank you.’

         
         
         
         
         The teachers were co-operative, but they all said the same things. Martin was hard-working, pleasant and  happy. In short, he was the model pupil. They confirmed that there was no bullying at the school, and they passed on the names of Martin’s friends, but nothing useful was forthcoming.

         
         
         
         
         The last names on the list were Ms Donna Lord, Martin’s English teacher, and Geoff Morrison, the PE teacher. As Ms Lord, who also taught drama, was in the middle of a rehearsal for the Christmas concert, they left her till last and were in the process of tracking down Geoff Morrison when Max’s phone rang.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’re drawing a blank on Martin Hayden, guv,’ Grace’s distinct tones informed him. ‘No one’s seen him since he left the farm. But I’ve found out something interesting about one of his teachers, a Geoffrey Morrison. All charges were dropped, so it could be nothing . . .’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Go on,’ Max urged. ‘We’re about to have a chat with him.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Seven years ago, at a different school, a lad accused him of indecent behaviour.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Really?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yeah, and I’ve done some checking. Morrison lives with a bloke so he must be gay.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Must be,’ Max agreed drily. ‘OK, Grace, thanks for that.’

         
         
         
         
         He snapped his phone shut and gave Jill the details.

         
         
         
         
         ‘If he likes young boys,’ she said grimly, ‘he’ll think Martin Hayden represents all his Christmases rolled into one.’

         
         
         
         
         Geoff Morrison was striding, oblivious to the rain, from the football field to the swimming pool, wearing a red T-shirt and dark blue jogging trousers. Around the thirty mark, with very short dark hair and big muscles, he wouldn’t have looked out of place on an army assault course.

         
         
         
         
         Max and Jill waited under cover until he reached them, then Max introduced them and showed his ID again.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Can you give me five minutes?’ Morrison asked. ‘I’ve got boys waiting for their swimming lesson. I’ll get them in the pool and  well, we can talk there, can’t we?’‘

         
         
         
         
         Can someone supervise them for a few minutes?’ Max didn’t want to get on to the subject of Morrison’s sexuality with thirty boys listening in. He didn’t want to get on to the subject of Morrison’s sexuality full stop. ‘I’d rather talk in private,’ he explained.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No probs. Jim will be along in a minute. He’ll be OK with them.’

         
         
         
         
         He strode off, flexing impressive shoulder muscles as he went.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hate that expression,’ Max muttered.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What expression?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No probs. There’s no need for it.’

         
         
         
         
         They waited for him and he was soon trotting back to them. He was one of those who would have to jog round Asda.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, flashing strong white teeth at them. ‘How can I help?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’re trying to build a picture of Martin Hayden his friends, interests, that sort of thing,’ Max explained.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m afraid I don’t know him well. He’s not keen on sport, you see. He would far rather read a book than kick a football around.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who does he mix with?’ Jill asked, adding, ‘You must know that. He’s a striking boy. Handsome. You can’t help but notice him.’

         
         
         
         
         Max saw how he flushed slightly at that comment.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s often with Jason Keane so a word with him could be useful. Your best bet is to talk to his classmates.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Seven years ago,’ Max began, ‘I gather a young boy accused you of what was it? Indecent behaviour?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, that. Yes, a pupil. I’d dropped him from the first eleven football team and he didn’t take it well. It warranted a paragraph in the local paper, but he knew he hadn’t a leg to stand on.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘A good-looking boy, was he?’ Jill asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Nothing special.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What would you call special? Someone like Martin Hayden? Tall and slim, graceful, blond hair?’

         
         
         
         
         He laughed at that. ‘I’m not interested in seventeen-year-olds, if that’s what you’re getting at.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Got a boyfriend, have you?’ Jill asked.

         
         
         
         
         His face turned the same shade of red as his T-shirt. ‘As a matter of fact, I have. He’s thirty-eight years old and works in the music industry. He’s what I’d call special,’ he added for good measure.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Doing what in the music industry?’ she asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He sings in a band, produces records, writes songs –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘The boy who made those accusations seven years ago,’ Jill said, with a swift change of subject. ‘What did he look like? Tall? Short?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Average, I seem to recall.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Dark? Blond?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I think he had fair hair, but I really can’t see what this has –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Your boyfriend, what does he look like?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Now, listen,’ he spat out. ‘I have no idea where young Hayden has wandered off to. None at all. And I fail to see what my private life has to do with it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You think he’s wandered off?’ Max asked. ‘From what I’ve heard, he’s not the type to miss school or not let his parents know where he is.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I can’t tell you where he is,’ Morrison said curtly. ‘Now, is there anything else?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No, that’ll be all for now. Thank you for your time, Mr Morrison.’

         
         
         
         
         With a muttered ‘You’re welcome,’ he strode off, rubbing tense neck muscles as he went.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s not your biggest fan, kiddo,’ Max said as they watched him.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m not his, either. I’d like to know about the boy who made those accusations. I’d like to see a photo, too.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m sure Grace is on to it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I know Jason Keane,’ she remarked. ‘The family lives at Kelton Bridge in a huge stone house by the church. Stacks of money, I imagine, but a nice family. Jason’s always seemed a pretty down-to-earth type. He’s another good- looking boy. Gets on well with other kids in the village. He organized a charity car wash when Kelton was raising funds for Emma Bolton, a toddler with cancer.’

         
         
         
         
         They headed back to the main entrance, looked at a plan of the school, and then set off for Room E4 where Max guessed Ms Lord taught kids how to punctuate such classics as CU2nite and CUl8er.

         
         
         
         
         The door had a glass panel and Max peered through.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Blimey, they didn’t make teachers like that when I was a kid.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill took a look. ‘Just as well, Max. If they had, you’d still be struggling with the cat sat on the mat.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Are we going to talk to her or would you prefer to stand here and drool all afternoon?’

         
         
         
         
         Ms Donna Lord was in her late twenties or early thirties with long, blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders. It kept falling across her face and every time she tossed it back, pupils were treated to a glimpse of cleavage. She was sitting on the edge of a desk at the front of the class, wearing a tight blue skirt, blue blouse and high heels. Stockings, too, probably. Yes, Max would bet she was wearing stockings. If they stood there for a few more minutes, they’d probably find out because she kept crossing and uncrossing incredibly long legs. Max wouldn’t be surprised if the lucky lad in the front row could already answer that question.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ll talk to her,’ he said. ‘You’ll have to nudge me if I start drooling.’

         
         
         
         
         Just as he lifted his hand to knock on the door, she spotted them, smiled an acknowledgement and slid off the desk. She said something to her pupils that made them laugh and walked over to the door, opened it and closed it behind her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ll be the police,’ she said, in a slightly husky voice. ‘I’m sorry I missed you earlier but the Christmas concert is looming and, believe me, they need all the rehearsals they can get.’

         
         
         
         
         Her voice was even better than he’d expected. Throaty, and very sexy. He wondered if she’d been born with it, or if she was a heavy smoker.

         
         
         
         
         A discreet elbow in the ribs, presumably a drool alert nudge, prompted Max to respond.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just a couple of questions,’ he told her.

         
         
         
         
         When she’d told them about Martin, her star pupil, Jill had a question of her own.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is Jane Austen on the curriculum? Pride and Prejudice? Mansfield Park?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sadly not,’ Donna Lord said, ‘but Martin’s read those and enjoyed them.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Did you give him a copy of Mansfield Park?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I did, yes.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I thought he’d enjoy it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you give all your pupils books?’ Jill asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not all of them, no.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So if we ask your pupils if you’ve given them a book, what sort of percentage would say yes?’

         
         
         
         
         Ms Lord shrugged.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s possible that Martin Hayden might be the only one?’ Jill suggested.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s possible. I can’t remember. Oh, I did give Alison Summers a couple of poetry books.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why Alison? Why Martin Hayden? What makes them special?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Alison’s keen on poetry. She entered a competition organized by the local library and her poem came second. As for Martin, I told you, he’s my star pupil. He enjoys English language and literature. It’s rare in a boy. I had a spare copy of the book and gave it to him knowing it would have a good home. It is my job to encourage my pupils, you know.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Did you put an inscription in Martin’s book?’

         
         
         
         
         She laughed at that, and Max pulled himself together. He could do without another elbow in the ribs.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I honestly can’t remember,’ she replied with amusement. ‘Probably.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Does he have a crush on you?’ Jill asked curiously.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Probably. Young boys often have crushes, as you call them, on their teachers. They grow out of it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Does he have a girlfriend, do you know?’ Max put in.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not that I know of, but you need to speak to his friends. Jason Keane would know.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thank you,’ Max said, ‘we plan to talk to him. OK, I think that’s all. Thanks for your time, Ms Lord.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s Donna.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Max,’ he returned.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I just wish I could be of more help,’ she said, ‘but I don’t know much about his life outside school. I’ve met his mother twice, but that’s all.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s OK. Thanks.’

         
         
         
         
         She gave Max a let’s-go-to-bed smile at least that’s what it suggested to Max and returned to the classroom.

         
         
         
         
         As Max and Jill walked down the corridor, the sound of her pupils’ laughter reached them.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Right,’ Max said, ridding his mind of Miss Sex-on-legs. ‘We’ll see these pupils and then get something to eat.’ It was three o’clock and he was starving.

         
         
         
         
         They’d been offered the deputy headmaster’s office to use. Max gave the secretary a list of names and the pupils were duly fetched from class.

         
         
         
         
         The first to arrive was Jason Keane. Tall and dark, he was, as Jill had said, a good-looking boy. He and Martin Hayden must make a handsome couple.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hello,’ he said, surprised to see Jill.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hi, Jason. How’s things?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘OK, I think.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Good. I’m here helping the police,’ she explained. ‘We’re trying to find out what’s happened to Martin. He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he?’

         
         
         
         
         He nodded, yet Max thought he looked nervous. That meant nothing, though. Even in these so-called enlightened  days, when Max couldn’t deliver so much as a well-deserved clip round the ear, a rare few were still in awe of coppers.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We thought you’d be most likely to know how he thought,’ Jill went on. ‘Did he say anything, drop any hints, or suggest in any way that he might not be in school yesterday?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No. He definitely intended to come because we planned to go into town afterwards and look in HMV. The music store, you know?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I certainly know it,’ Max told him. ‘My sons would spend a fortune in that shop.’

         
         
         
         
         He gave the lad an encouraging smile. ‘Does Martin have a mobile phone?’ His parents had said he didn’t, but Max couldn’t imagine a boy of that age without one permanently glued to his ear.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No, he doesn’t.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you, Jason?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, yes. My mother insisted. Just for emergencies, really.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘A wise woman.’ Max smiled. ‘Does Martin know the number?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So if he had any sort of problem, he’d call you?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, but he hasn’t.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Apart from looking in HMV, what else do you both do after school?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sometimes we go to McDonald’s for a burger, but usually we go straight home. On Fridays, Martin ’ He stopped short, looking as if he’d said too much.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Go on,’ Max urged him. ‘What does Martin do on Fridays?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He has guitar lessons,’ he admitted quietly.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Really?’ Jill was surprised. ‘I didn’t realize he played guitar.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Er, no. The thing is, his parents well, it’s his father really who doesn’t approve. Martin keeps his guitar at my house, and I bring it in for him on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.’‘

         
         
         
         
         Why Mondays and Wednesdays, Jason?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So he can practise.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I see. And it’s a secret?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s OK,’ Jill said, smiling to reassure him.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Where does he have lessons?’ Max asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘From a man in Church Street, a Mr Campbell. He’s a strange chap, but Martin says he’s a brilliant teacher.’

         
         
         
         
         They talked for a few more minutes, but Jason could shed no light on Martin’s disappearance.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Let me know when you’re organizing another charity car wash,’ Jill said as he was leaving. ‘Mine’s never been so clean.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I will,’ he promised, ‘but we’ll be charging a fiver next time,’ he added with a grin.

         
         
         
         
         The next boy they saw was Keith Palmer. He wasn’t such a fan of Martin’s.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We usually sit together on the bus,’ he told them, ‘but that’s all. We used to be good friends. Until last Christmas.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What happened at Christmas, Keith?’ Jill asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Martin was supposed to be taking my sister, Claire, to the school disco,’ he explained. ‘Something better turned up, though, and he dumped her at the last minute.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Something better?’ Jill queried.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Carole Moreton. Her parents are loaded.’ He hesitated. ‘Martin uses people. He thinks he’s God’s gift to the universe and only chooses friends that he thinks will do him some good.’

         
         
         
         
         Was that true, Max wondered, or was Keith Palmer still bitter because his sister didn’t go to the ball with Martin?

         
         
         
         
         ‘Everyone will tell you he’s wonderful,’ Keith warned them, ‘but he’s not. If something exciting cropped up, he’d go off without a thought for letting anyone know.’

         
         
         
         
         Max only hoped he was right.

         
         
         
         
         The last pupil they spoke to was David Fielding.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I suppose everyone’s saying I beat him up,’ he said shiftily, taking Max by surprise.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Did you?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Then why does everyone say you did?’

         
         
         
         
         Fielding shifted uneasily in his seat. ‘Me and me mates thought he needed a bit of a kicking, but we never hurt him. That’s all lies.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘When was this, David?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘A couple of weeks ago. We only called him names.

         
         
         
         
         Faggot, queen, stuff like that. Honest. Anyway, he got over it. Must have, because on Friday, he said he wanted us to be mates and that we’d have a drink after school.’

         
         
         
         
         Faggot? Queen?

         
         
         
         
         ‘And when are you going to have this drink?’ Jill asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Should’ve been yesterday. He was supposed to be bringing some of his old man’s home-made wine in.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And you didn’t see him at all yesterday?’ Max asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘OK, David, that’ll be all. You can get back to your English lesson now. Is Miss Lord your teacher?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yeah.’ He grinned.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Then I’m sure you’re eager to get back,’ Max said, allowing himself an inner smile. ‘Off you go!’
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