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Let the children be free; encourage them; let them run outside when it is raining; let them remove their shoes when they find a puddle of water; and, when the grass of the meadows is wet with dew, let them run on it and trample it with their bare feet; let them rest peacefully when a tree invites them to sleep beneath its shade; let them shout and laugh when the sun wakes them in the morning.


MARIA MONTESSORI,


The Discovery of the Child
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The university library was housed in an unimposing corner of North London, halfway up the Holloway Road. A small campus occupied the grounds of a former landfill site and seagulls still circled overhead, drawn by the scent of waste. When Isobel walked back from lunch the shadows of the birds followed her in the winter sunlight.


From the safety of her desk, she flinched at the thought of the gulls’ swollen bodies. Across the room in the study area, two children sat in modular chairs and read books they had brought with them. The children distracted her. She was used to the research students and teaching staff using the library but visitors had to be registered with the university. The children must belong to one of the faculty. Isobel watched them from her workstation.


The library stood at the back of the campus, a liver-bricked cube with a wide staircase leading from the entrance to the road below. Inside, the books were arranged over two levels. Isobel’s station was placed in the middle of the ground floor. From there, she could see everyone who entered. If she turned, she had a clear view between the rows of shelving behind her and Periodicals on her left. It was among the newspapers and magazines that the children sat. They didn’t speak to each other. The only activity came from Melanie Harris at the front desk, stamping books and stacking them onto the metal trolleys. Isobel imagined that Melanie must stamp books in her sleep.


She shared her desk with Jenny. Since Isobel was not a qualified librarian, she was responsible for the maintenance of the books and some of the filing while Jenny took care of all research enquiries. The senior librarians worked in their offices upstairs, visiting the ground floor when they had specific requests. They were always smartly dressed, the two male librarians in suits, while the women wore silky blouses and woollen skirts. Isobel enjoyed the busy periods at the end of term, when everyone worked on the shelves. The jewel colours of the women’s clothes shone out against the sea of student denim. Isobel did not care to shine, but she admired the confidence of those who did.


She took a sip of coffee from the Thermos she kept on the shelf under the countertop. Jenny was making a fresh pot in the staffroom but Isobel preferred the way they made it in the university canteen. The liquid was cold now, but she drank it while she watched the children.


The two girls sat with their hair hanging loose, shoulders rounded as they bent over their books. They looked alike, thin bodies in flared jeans and polo neck jumpers, with the floury faces and shadowed eyes of city children in winter. It had been so long since Isobel had spent any time with children. They were young to be on their own in the library, but they knew how to behave. Nine, maybe? Ten? They each turned the page they were reading and glanced up at each other. She could almost read their lips from where she stood.


‘No,’ one of the girls seemed to say, ‘family.’


Isobel looked away.


When Jenny returned from her break, Isobel got her coat and scarf and went outside. Clouds drooped over the campus square. A few students leaned against benches, eating chips and smoking. A solitary Christmas star in gold tinsel shimmered from a lamp post. Isobel walked across the icy concrete, feeling the cold spread through the soles of her shoes up into her toes, and letting her breath condense in the wool under her chin. She went back to the library as the last streetlight flickered on. The children were gone.







Dalston Echo


18 December 1974


NEW PREMISES FOR CHARITY SCHOOL


The Christmas spirit has helped provide a new building for the plucky children at the Schoolhouse. The charity-funded school has been searching for a site large enough to accommodate the different needs of its pupils, some of whom are handicapped. This month, the Society for Children’s Learning signed the lease on a Victorian warehouse behind Graham Road.


‘This is great news for all our children,’ Schoolhouse headmaster Colin Sanders told the Echo. ‘We were growing out of the old building and it was time for us to expand. The new site has a lot of potential. The Society for Children’s Learning has been our Christmas angel.’


Children from the Schoolhouse can be seen singing Christmas hymns at Smithfield’s meat market this Saturday lunchtime.








January 1975


Thursday


It was the first day of term today but we didn’t have to learn anything because we moved into the new building and we helped unpack. The school used to be a house in a street but now it is in a big building with an outdoors that will be a playground one day. All of us are still in one room, except for the kindergarten classes upstairs, and the Maths room. There is a basement called the undercroft and Mr Dickens said it will be the art room one day but I said it’s so dusty that you can’t breathe. Mr Dickens said, ‘You can clean it, Izzy.’


The headmaster Mr Sanders has an office and he has put in loudspeakers called a Tannoy all over the school, even in the toilets. He has plans for the building and he wants to show us that it is ‘an exciting new venture’. He asked Christopher to walk in front of us all. I have never seen Christopher walk but Mr Sanders said he practised. We stood in the main hall and watched while he wheeled Christopher into position.


‘This is a very exciting day. Let’s show Christopher we care!’ Mr Sanders started clapping. We were supposed to clap as well. It’s just pretending. I didn’t say anything though, I just clapped.


Christopher pushed himself up so he was standing against the chair. Miss Spill went to hold his arm but Mr Sanders waved her away.


Christopher moved one foot forward and then he leaned over and dragged his other foot. He wobbled for a bit and then he took another step.


Mr Sanders stamped his feet from side to side to show Christopher how to do it.


Christopher took another step but he had to use his hands to carry his back leg and he lost his balance and fell over. Mr Sanders started clapping even harder.


No one was allowed to help Christopher get in his wheelchair.


I was hungry in the afternoon and I didn’t have any money for sweets but I had some of my candy necklace in my pocket. It was fluffy from my coat because I licked it yesterday but I washed it under the tap in the loos and sucked it on the way home and I didn’t feel hungry any more.


Monday


I got the early bus into school. Mum and Dad were still in bed. Lucy gave me this diary for my birthday. She is deaf so she can’t hear, but she can talk and she can read. Sometimes she wears a hearing aid but she doesn’t like it. There are other children at school who can’t hear, one boy who is still in kindergarten and a girl who hurt her head when she was born. Lucy taught me some words from sign language so we can talk to each other.


Lucy has her own diary and we can write in our diaries all day. The girls have a gang like the boys now. We are all eleven, Kathy Binks, Lucy and me. Kathy is new from last term, I think she was expelled from her old school. Loads of people get expelled from school. You can’t be expelled from the Schoolhouse though; Mr Sanders says it is a refuge.


Wednesday


There are two caffs the teachers take us to for lunch because there isn’t a kitchen in the new school yet. The girls go to one caff and the boys go to the other and we swap the next day. Luigi’s is best. There are yellow tables and you can have an ice cream float to drink. I always choose cream soda because then I can pretend I am an American girl like Anne of Green Gables. All the food here is from the meat market where we sing at Christmas. I cut it up into small pieces and put it at the side of the plate and it looks like I have eaten some.


Tuesday


The school guinea pig died today. I used to bring him home at the weekends and once we had to smoke him out because he got stuck under the shed in the garden. I think he would have come out if we talked to him but Dad made a fire before I had the chance. You can still see the burn marks where the grass used to be.


At school Kathy and I went to clean his cage and when I touched him he was hard under his fur like a flannel when you leave it on the side of the bath. Kathy pushed him and he didn’t move. Kathy said he was dead.


Angie stood in the pet area, watching us. She said, ‘I want to hug’. ‘Fuck,’ Kathy said, ‘the fucking thing’s dead.’ I didn’t know what to say. ‘I really want to hug,’ said Angie. ‘You can’t hug it. It’s d-e-a-d.’


The guinea pig was called Bartholomew.


Friday


I was late after school because I walked to Kathy’s house first and we ate an avocado pear. When I got home Mum was on the phone. She waved at me and her bracelets jangled but she kept talking. She told her friend I was so independent because of the Schoolhouse.


I do like exploring but I don’t see what it’s got to do with school. The Schoolhouse has about a hundred children in it. We don’t have lessons like in other schools and I don’t think they teach us anything. When Mum and Dad sent me there they said it was important to go to a mixed school. They went to strict schools and they didn’t like them and Mum’s always telling her friends how much the Schoolhouse does for disadvantaged children. She thinks we are different kinds of people. But it’s not like that. They don’t listen when I try to tell them what it is like. So I will write this diary and then they will see.
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Leabrook police station was a forty-minute walk from Palmerston Housing Estate. Detective Sergeant Sally Carter had noted it that morning while she waited for Susan Thompson. It took less than ten minutes to drive, avoiding the High Street and the one-way system, but no one in the Thompson residence had a car.


The woman had reported her daughter missing the previous night and PC Rebecca Hill had taken the statement. The report was on Carter’s desk. Ten-year-old Caitlin Thompson had not come home from school the day before. Her parents had searched the estate, been to her local friends and called everyone in their family. Only when they had run out of options did they consider the police. It was late by the time they called.


Hill had checked in with the local hospitals and phoned the contact numbers Susan Thompson had given. Two uniforms searched the estate. There was no news of Caitlin by the time Carter arrived for work on Friday morning, and the girl’s father had already called several times. His wife was on her way, he said, they couldn’t sit at home and do nothing.


Carter did not know the estate well, she had served her beat years a few miles away in Islington, and when she looked at the missing child’s mother that morning, she felt her lack of local experience. It wasn’t the geography, she’d worked in Leabrook long enough to understand the streets and what connected them, but she was not yet part of the community, and Susan Thompson could tell.


‘Where’s Rebecca?’ The woman looked around the reception area.


‘She’s not here this morning, Mrs Thompson.’ Carter stopped herself from adding ‘I’m sorry’, although she was.


Carter got Susan Thompson a cup of tea and took Hill’s report to her DI’s office.


Detective Inspector Brecon glanced at the case and agreed Carter should take Mrs Thompson home. Missing children were always a headache. They usually turned out to be nothing, a waste of time and money, but the possibility of a serious crime had to be considered. There was a protocol, but it didn’t matter if you’d stuck to the rules if the case was an abduction, abuse, or worse. Brecon would let Carter carry that particular weight for now.


Carter took PC Dawson to accompany her in the car with Susan Thompson, and asked Dawson’s beat partner, PC Marshall, to join them on the estate. The mother stared out the window for the journey, twisting round for a better look whenever a child came into view. She answered Carter’s careful questions without elaborating on her earlier statement. When Carter tried to get a sense of the missing girl, Thompson closed her eyes and leaned back against the seat, her mouth set in a tense ridge. Whether to prevent herself from talking or crying, Carter was not sure.


Probably both, she decided as they walked up the two flights of exterior steps to the Thompson household, a two-bedroom flat in the middle of one of the larger low-rise housing estates in Leabrook. The Right to Buy schemes of the past decade hadn’t reached Palmerston. It was a type of community Carter recognised from her own early childhood, but she didn’t make the mistake of thinking that gave her any special insight into the residents.


David Thompson was waiting for them. At his feet, a grey-and-white dog stood to attention. Carter saw the father’s expectant look turn to worry and anger as he stared at the police standing in his living room.


‘Well? Where is she?’ The man’s thin face tightened.


Carter detected guilt as well, but there were plenty of things for parents to feel guilty about once a child had gone. She went through the events that led to Caitlin’s disappearance. The Thompsons were at work when their daughter should have been home. David Thompson got back around 6 p.m. Usually his wife was there before him but on Thursday he knew she’d gone to her sister’s. When he saw Caitlin wasn’t in her room, he called his wife at her sister’s place but she was already on her way back. The sister hadn’t seen Caitlin. Susan stopped to get some shopping and it was after seven by the time she got home. By then, David had done a search of the estate. The Thompsons had clearly argued about whether to call the police. ‘I told you they wouldn’t do anything,’ David said now, more than once, as they went over the night’s events.


Once she had seen the girl’s bedroom, Carter asked the Thompsons to walk round the estate with her. The dog pushed between them.


‘Don’t mind Spencer,’ Susan Thompson bent to stroke the wiry coat, ‘he’s missing her too.’


‘Seems like an old-fashioned neighbourhood,’ Carter said, ‘where you can count on each other.’


‘It is,’ Susan Thompson nodded. ‘They’re a decent lot.’


‘That’s what we thought.’ David kept his eyes on the ground in front of him.


Carter left Dawson at the flat and followed the Thompsons along the walkways that linked each three-storey unit. The dog didn’t leave their side. At each corner the bitter wind attacked from a new direction. The units had a row of flats on every floor and all the hallways were external, the front doors visible to the flats opposite. Over five hundred homes and more than a thousand residents.


‘You think Caitlin might be with someone on the estate?’


David shrugged. ‘I don’t know what to think.’


They stopped at the next walkway and the dog took a desultory pee against the wall. Even from the second floor it was hard to see beyond the concrete buildings. Carter scanned the landscape. In the middle of the estate a pair of teenagers kicked a ball round a tarmac rectangle. Kids on bikes circled parked cars. Carter frowned. They were too young to be out of school.


‘Was there anywhere she liked to go with her friends?’ Carter turned to the parents. ‘There was nothing to do when I was a kid, except the park or our house. It’s different now though, isn’t it?’


Susan Thompson stared at her, petite and sharp-featured with wide-set eyes.


‘Caitlin isn’t a truant. She’s never done anything like this before. She goes to school every day. You can check the register.’


‘How about after school, though?’ Carter took a cigarette from a pack of Marlboro Lights in her jacket pocket and offered one to the Thompsons. She had stopped smoking two years ago but she hadn’t come up with anything better for encouraging people to talk. David looked away, but Susan nodded and Carter saw how her hand shook as she drew a cigarette from the pack.


‘You’re both at work,’ Carter continued.


‘She comes home with her friend Ruby.’ Susan cupped her hand round the lighter Carter held out. ‘Caitlin’s got keys.’


‘But she didn’t see Ruby last night and no one saw her come home?’


The Thompsons exchanged glances.


‘She goes to the pool,’ David said.


‘On her own?’


‘She doesn’t swim.’ The father shook his head. ‘She just hangs out there. It’s warm, there’s a caff.’


Susan’s lips pursed. ‘She’s allowed to go out as long as she comes home first and gets back for tea. It’s only an hour.’


‘Except on Thursdays?’ Carter kept the question neutral but she caught Susan’s glance at David.


‘I go over to help out at my sister’s place. She’s on her own with three kids and she has to take her eldest to hospital on Thursdays.’ Susan coughed into the hand that held her cigarette, scattering ash onto Carter’s shoulder.


‘So, when Caitlin wasn’t . . . ’


David jumped in before Carter had finished the sentence. ‘I thought she was with Susie. When her sister said Caitlin wasn’t with her, I went out to look.’


Susan Thompson took a step towards her husband and held on to his arm. ‘We should be looking for her now. You,’ she turned to Carter, ‘you’ll help us won’t you? They should be out there, looking for her.’


‘We are, Mrs Thompson. We’re in touch with the school and Caitlin is registered as a missing person.’


‘She’s ten.’ The mother shivered.


‘A missing child, yes.’ Carter stubbed out her cigarette before she could finish it. ‘This friend, Ruby? Any idea why she didn’t say at the time that Caitlin hadn’t turned up?’


Susan’s eyes closed for a moment. ‘She didn’t want to get Cait in trouble. At that age, they get other friends and . . . ’ Her voice broke. ‘Where is she? Where’s my baby?’ Tears slicked down her grey face. From the corner of the walkway, the dog stared back at them, head to one side. Carter took a deep breath as her thoughts connected.


‘What about your dog? Spencer. Where was Spencer when you were all out?’


David Thompson shook his head. ‘What?’


‘With me,’ said Susan, a catch in her throat. ‘He always comes with me. I take him to the laundrette when I’m at work and he comes to my sister’s. Always. You can’t leave a dog on its own all day. You can’t.’


Her voice trailed to a sob as her husband put a hand on her back, and the couple bent into each other. Carter watched them, the wind grazing her eyes in the darkening December light. She had grown up here. Somewhere like this. A smaller estate, less than an hour east of this place, with her own family and a dog, and the chill that seeped into your blood. But that family hadn’t held one another. That dog hadn’t gone out. And no one looked for you when you didn’t come home.


Carter followed Susan Thompson’s directions for the route to Leabrook South Primary School. The building was at the end of a cul-de-sac off the High Street, and looked about twenty years old. Carter could see the amputated terraced houses that the council must have carved up to build the new school. She guessed most of those councillors had retired on profits from their property companies. There was no borough that was too broke not to have the unscrupulous break it some more.


She asked to speak to the headmaster, Mr Fry, and Caitlin’s friend Ruby before a general search and questioning of the pupils. In Carter’s experience, a school full of disrupted children was about as easy to control as a prison riot and a lot more unpredictable. The children were already overexcited in the weeks before Christmas.


Ruby Siltmore was six months younger than Caitlin and in the class below her. Since the new school year, Ruby and Caitlin had been allowed to walk home together, an arrangement Susan Thompson said she liked because it was good for Caitlin to ‘keep an eye on a younger one’.


Carter was shown to the dining room to wait for Ruby and her form teacher, Miss Davies. The girl was tiny. Skinny arms and legs in the school uniform of bottle-green jumper and polo shirt, green tights with a band of grey fabric at the top that passed for a skirt. Carter thought of Caitlin’s school photo she’d removed from on top of the telly in the Thompsons’ living room, the girl’s scrubbed face full of sulky bravado.


‘Ruby?’ Carter smiled and nodded. ‘I’m Sally Carter. I’m a police officer. Do you know why I’m here?’


The girl shrank back.


‘It’s OK.’ Carter checked with Miss Davies that she should continue.


‘Cait?’ Ruby ventured.


‘Yes. She’s not been home and no one has seen her since school yesterday. Her mum says you walk home together?’


The girl stared at her, eyes wide.


‘Did you walk home with Caitlin yesterday?’


A shake of the head.


‘But you waited for her at the gates.’


An imperceptible nod. Carter got out her notebook.


‘It would really help us, Ruby, if you could tell me what happened after school. Anything you remember that was different from normal.’


Ruby looked at the notepad and back at her teacher.


‘You waited for Caitlin, like you usually do, because you get out five minutes earlier. Is that right?’ Carter tried looking at the pad instead of the child.


‘Ruby?’ The teacher’s voice was calm but insistent.


‘Cait didn’t come.’


‘So you had to walk home alone? Why didn’t you tell your mum?’


The child wailed, the sound of a feral cat.


‘Ruby?’


Miss Davies ignored the girl’s sobs. ‘It’s OK, Ruby. You can tell the truth.’


‘It wasn’t my fault. I thought she’d gone to the pool with her friends, I . . . I didn’t want to tell on her . . . ’ Ruby hung her head as the thin shoulders heaved.


Carter put her notepad away and left the teacher to comfort Ruby. She had no technique for dealing with the situation. Ten-year-old girls were only part of her life as truants or victims. They were rarely good witnesses.


There were few security procedures at the school. Visitors came and went without registering but everyone was obliged to enter by the main entrance, which was locked during the day. A receptionist buzzed people in and out. Miss Traynor. When it was quiet she had a good view of all the visitors but during busy periods she admitted it became too hectic to see much except a wave of children streaming past her desk. She was young, mid-twenties, and hadn’t worked at the school for long.


‘She ran off?’


‘We’re not sure. She could be with a friend or have got lost or be in trouble with her family. We’re asking everyone to think about when they last saw Caitlin and if they can remember anything unusual about her behaviour recently.’


Miss Traynor sucked on her lips while she thought.


‘I saw her yesterday. She borrowed a hairband for gym. She was always needing a hairband. Seemed fine.’


‘Her friend Ruby was waiting for her outside after school but Caitlin didn’t turn up. Her form teacher confirmed she was in class all day, but could she have left early?’


‘Not before the bell. Door’s locked.’


‘It’s busy though, when the bell does go? You wouldn’t know who was coming in or going out?’


The receptionist shrugged her shoulders.


‘Thing is, if Caitlin didn’t leave with the rest of her class, and Ruby says she didn’t, then either she was still in the school or she left on her own and no one saw her, or possibly . . . ’ Carter spoke over Miss Traynor’s objection, ‘she left with someone else that you’d let in.’


It took thirty minutes to get the names of those visitors she could remember between Caitlin’s gym class after lunch and the bell at 3.20. A few parents and a couple of deliveries. There was no reason to think any of them was connected to Caitlin, though she would ask the Thompsons, and none of them had been seen leaving with her. Carter radioed a request for Detective Sergeant Lafferty to attend with two uniformed officers to assist with the search while she talked to a few more of the staff. She made a note to ask Lafferty to check the leisure centre and find out if anyone had seen Caitlin.


The headmaster oversaw the search of the premises while answering questions. Carter was surprised that he was able to discuss Caitlin Thompson in some detail.


‘We’re a small school, Sergeant. Caitlin has been here for five years. She’s not in any trouble is she?’


Carter frowned. ‘What sort of trouble could she be in, Mr Fry?’


‘Oh, you hear such things.’


‘About Caitlin?’


‘No, no. She’s a good girl. Not exactly academic,’ Fry smiled, ‘but bright enough.’


Academic? Carter wondered how men like Fry ended up running schools in hard-pressed London boroughs.


‘In all likelihood she’s at a friend’s house.’ Carter put her notebook away. ‘But we need to be alert to all possibilities. She is only ten.’


‘Quite.’ Fry pressed his palms together. ‘That’s what your Detective Inspector said.’


Carter shouldn’t have been surprised but she wished Brecon had talked to her first. Fry had the confidence of a man who felt he had the upper hand and now Carter had to work out how she could turn that to her advantage. She made a point to thank him for his cooperation as the search progressed.


All the kids stood in noisy crocodiles in the front yard while their classrooms were checked. They dangled legs and arms through the front railings and howled like a many-limbed beast when Carter left the premises.


The police radio crackled to life.


‘That’s a negative at the swimming pool. Couple of the kids know her but no one saw her yesterday. Dawson and Marshall are bringing the Thompsons in.’


Carter watched the children being ushered back into the building for lunch. The familiar damp cloth scent of school dinners hung in the afternoon air and she felt grateful for the bacon sandwich she could buy on the way back to the station. She was hungry, and she needed a break. She wished she could share the time with Rebecca Hill. She still hadn’t had a chance to go over Hill’s first impression of the case from the night before, and she valued her insight.


Susan and David Thompson had been called in for formal interviews. The Thompsons had no police record and were visibly desperate, but for Brecon they were the main suspects. It was going to take more than a well-loved dog to convince him otherwise.


In the six months since Carter had been a Detective Sergeant at Leabrook, she had seen more than a dozen cases where primary school children had run away or been taken out of the country or kept off school. In every instance the parents had known why the children were absent and where they had gone.


She sat in her office at Leabrook Station with the door open. She hadn’t always recognised that most parents were trying their best. During her training at Hendon Police College she had been taught to nurture her suspicions. In truth, if it hadn’t been for her boss when she started in Islington, she wouldn’t have lasted on patrol. Sergeant Finch made a point of seeing cases through to the end, and he encouraged Carter to go even further while she finished her qualification. That meant following up on the people who it turned out hadn’t stolen anything or hit anyone, the people who had found what or who they had lost. It meant more phone calls and paperwork, but after a while Carter understood. Most people were doing their best. She no longer laid the wreaths of fear and anger at the feet of each encounter, but it didn’t hurt that she knew both well.


It was early Friday evening. Nearly twenty-four hours since Caitlin was reported missing, a few more since she had failed to meet her friend after school. Only one day. But now it was a timeline.


Carter had spoken to Hill and listened to the recording of the Thompsons’ interviews. The couple came in on a ‘voluntary’ basis. Carter would have been content to talk to the parents at Palmerston again, but Brecon was keen to put more pressure on them. Brecon and Lafferty remained perfectly civil and offered every sympathy throughout the conversation. But Carter, who had met the parents at reception and later escorted them back to their car, knew how quickly an interview could become an interrogation, and a subject become a suspect. The only legal nicety needed was a formal caution, and on the tape she could hear Brecon’s friendly tone sharpen several times as he considered this option.


Brecon didn’t make the arrest but he hadn’t broadened the search yet either. It wouldn’t be long before DCI Atherton took over as Senior Investigating Officer, and Carter saw the hours ahead as wasted time. It didn’t matter whether the case turned out to be a dead end; her job was to deal with the facts as reported and work from there. The rest was politics.


She pressed her head into her palms. She remembered one case of child abduction by a stranger during her time in Islington. A thirteen-year-old girl went missing for a week. It was early in Carter’s career, so she was only involved in some of the legwork. Senior officers changed the investigation from a missing person to a possible body search after five days. That moment had stayed with her, the sense of failure and frustration. The child had been traced, but the public celebration when she was found alive soon turned to criticism. The girl couldn’t provide any evidence. Six months later she was dead.


For the first time she felt that police work really could make the difference between life and death, and that she, Sally Carter, had not made that difference. The case was sealed and Carter went back to her regular beat, but that was the year she decided to be a Detective Sergeant.


Caitlin Thompson’s case had the advantage that her school and home were in the same borough. It made life a lot simpler. Not just the investigation, and the paperwork, but the bodies on the job. In Islington, she’d been sent over to the missing child’s school some miles away, and it was hard to connect information between the two forces, as a junior PC and an outsider. She couldn’t remember why they had sent her, and not a local uniform. It might have been Sergeant Finch’s idea.


She stared at the notes in front of her. The collator who put the information together at the station had found two registered paedophiles from the List 99 check, living in Leabrook. Neither man had a long criminal history or any reported parole violations. Both had volunteered to attend the station later that evening, accompanied by their solicitors.


‘I’ve sent that one home.’ A finger tapped the photo on the desk and Carter glanced up to see her boss.


‘Alibi checks out.’ DI Brecon sniffed Carter’s hair. ‘Cigarettes?’


Carter pulled her head away. ‘They both have alibis.’


‘Well, this bloke was in a meeting on the building site where he works, over twenty witnesses. But this one,’ Brecon moved his finger to the other mug shot, ‘was at home with his mum. WPC Hill checked it out.’


Karl Moffatt was an overweight white male in his forties. He had been arrested three times for indecent exposure in parks and playgrounds and served time on the third charge because of the intention to expose to a minor.


‘Bit of a step up for a flasher, sir.’


‘Is it? Anything on the home search? Why did it take so long for them to report their daughter missing?’


‘Dad was at work. Mum was at her sister’s and got home late. They both ran around looking for her before they called it in.’


‘Who’s with them now?’


‘I left Dawson there. Marshall to join. They’re on their way.’ Carter took the paperwork and got up. The two of them stood at roughly the same height but Carter wouldn’t bet on herself in a fight; Brecon could dodge anything that was thrown at him. Not that she wanted to hit Brecon, he was one of the better ones, it was more a question of planning. As long as you were ready, it didn’t matter who threw the first punch.


‘Search and Recovery have been alerted.’


Brecon snorted. ‘No search teams until we have the all-clear. We’re focusing on the family.’


‘And this guy?’


‘General suspect. Costs nothing to check him out.’


‘Our lucky day, then.’ Carter turned away.


‘How’s that?’


‘All the nonces in Leabrook and our suspect is one of the two we have an address for.’ The Sergeant moved to leave. ‘I’d call that lucky.’ She waited for Brecon to follow her.


‘It’s part of the investigation. This is routine, Sally. Face it, if the girl’s come to harm, someone’s guilty.’


‘And it might as well be Moffatt?’


Brecon stopped at the incident room. They both stared at the map. Carter had filled in places of interest around the school and the housing estate. The girl’s life revolved around a handful of local addresses.


‘I rate the dad. But Moffatt’s in the frame. Your choice.’ Brecon tapped the map.


‘My choice is that we widen the search now.’


‘It’s day one, Carter. Let’s make sure the girl is missing.’


‘DCI Atherton?’


‘He’s been informed. See how you get on with Moffatt.’


Carter tightened her grip on the notes and headed to the interview room.
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In the fifteen years since she had left primary school, Isobel had not travelled far. Her mother liked to say that eleven was young to finish an education and since Isobel had been denied the rest of her childhood, she would never fully grow up. She said it to Isobel’s face, which was one good thing about her mother. There wasn’t anything so dreadful that she wouldn’t say it in front of you. As for Isobel’s development, it would have suited her mother better if they had moved out of London together. Living so close to the family’s old home, her mother said, and to all the places associated with her accident, would only serve to hold her back. Isobel wanted to stay behind. She longed to be left alone.


‘Until you can move out, Isobel, you cannot move on.’


She knew her mother would consider a move to Brighton a true recovery, being the place in which Clare herself had chosen to live, but Isobel had no desire to leave London. She had forged a new life in a part of North London that was far enough away from all that had gone before while being close enough to feel familiar.


The house on Bowman Road was divided into two flats with a narrow communal hallway on the ground floor. Isobel lived in the top one. She liked the way all the rooms were separate, though it meant they were small. Dan, who lived in the flat below, had knocked down the wall between the kitchen and the sitting room. Isobel went there for a Christmas drink once and was surprised by his American-style breakfast bar and the gas fire with a single flame shuddering in a glass bowl. Her own fireplace was plastered over and the melamine kitchen units were shabby when she’d bought the place five years ago. But after an hour of Dan’s open-plan entertaining Isobel was glad to return upstairs and eat her dinner at the foldaway table by the oven, every door in the four-room flat shut tight.


She kept her home warm, setting the timer so the radiators would be hot long before she got back from work in the evening. Heavy curtains hung from poles in all the windows, helping to retain the heat. Isobel did not open the curtains, preferring only the amount of daylight that leaked between the wide loops at the top of the fabric. At the library, the natural light came from a glass dome in the ceiling and onto the stairwell, showing prisms of dust whenever the sun shone. There was plenty to clean in the flat without worrying about dust in the air. She took care with the few books she owned, and tried not to collect them, though she kept a favourite by her bed. She could borrow as many as she liked at work.


The day the two children visited the library Isobel went to the supermarket after work. She bought a bottle of wine and a chicken breast, a potato, broccoli, and added a small bar of dark chocolate as she approached the checkout. She did not need to count calories but she disliked the feeling of food waiting to be digested in her stomach. She laid the objects in her basket as she would on a plate, each without touching the other.


She watched the strangers in front of her pile their purchases on the counter.


The lights were on in the flat downstairs when Isobel got home and she grabbed her mail from the shelf in the hallway without sorting through it. Dan sometimes came out when she turned her key in the front door and there was an awkward interval while he tried to make conversation. This evening he had the television turned up so loudly that she could feel the vibrations through the floorboards outside his flat but she still rushed upstairs in case he heard her. Isobel knew he was trying to be kind and she was always polite to him when they did meet, but the thought of the friendship was enough; she told herself she didn’t need the real thing.


She dropped the post on the kitchen counter, annoyed by the amount of junk mail in the pile. In her home most of all, she avoided the intrusion of the outside world. She owned a television, but rarely turned it on, and the minicom phone was for emergencies only.


She waited until she had unpacked the groceries before looking through the envelopes. A couple of Christmas cards, one from her mother, the other from Whittington Park. A bank statement, a water bill, and one typewritten letter with no return address on the envelope. She was expecting a training application from the university. She took the letter with her and went to run a bath.


1–3 Railway Cottages


Walthamstow E17 8EQ


18 December 1990




Dear Isobel,


You may not remember me, it has been many years since we last met and you were very young. I can understand if you have chosen to forget the circumstances or, at any rate, my involvement in them. I hope you do not think it too much of an intrusion that I write to you now, and that you will read this letter and act upon it.


I will stick to the facts. We were notified that Jason Ryall was being released from prison, and I wanted you to know. I spoke to your mother, but I thought I should tell you myself. Although I have kept in touch with her since the trial, we never speak about your accident, or what happened to Angela. I think she prefers not to be reminded. As, perhaps, do you.
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