
        
            
                
            
        

    
	THE INNOCENT DEAD

	 

	 

	KEITH DIXON

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	Semiologic Ltd

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	WHEN THE CAR stopped suddenly he looked up from his iPad and glanced through the front windscreen.

	He knew they were close to home because he recognised the hedges and the twist of the road ahead. But the car didn’t usually stop here. There was never any traffic to obstruct them. And it was the wrong time of day for cows to be herded along the road from one field to the next, the red-faced farmer twitching a long cane against their waggling backsides. That didn’t take place till an hour later.

	There were no cows but there was a black car angled across the narrow lane. He saw that its doors were open as though the driver had just stepped out to go somewhere and would be back in a moment.

	He switched off his iPad and folded down its cover.

	Harris, the chauffeur, pressed a button and there was a heavy clunk as all the doors in the vehicle locked. 

	Their eyes met in the rear-view mirror and then Harris’ eyes flicked past him to look through the rear window. He said, ‘Shit.’

	Now he noticed a man had appeared at his door. He couldn’t see much of him but he saw the man was wearing black gloves. Another man was standing in front of the car. He wore something over his face, a woollen mask. The man at the front was pointing a gun at Harris, through the windscreen. Then he lowered it and shot one of the front tyres. The car sagged.

	The man raised the gun again and waved it twice, sideways. 

	The doors unlocked and Harris got out. He walked towards the man with the gun.

	Then suddenly his own door was yanked open and a hand fell on his shoulder, pulling him from the back seat.

	This man smelled like a dirty clothes basket and was tall.

	But then everyone was tall to him.

	He was ten years old.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	A FULL FIVE minutes after passing through the entrance gates, the house came into view.

	Although to call it a house was like calling Buckingham Palace a beach-hut. The driveway I was travelling along curved in a great arc between wide, scissor-cut lawns, leading towards a circular, gravel-encrusted courtyard. The obligatory stone fountain—two cupids entwined—sat in the middle of the circle, as dead as Ancient Greece. The mansion itself was faux-Victorian, but a very high-class faux. A phalanx of windows on three stories reflected the sky and its scudding clouds while to one side a large orangery, its roof white and domed, seemed to be clinging on to the main building by means of an intricate network of Virginia creeper and ivy. The place was well-tended but didn’t look particularly well-loved.

	As I drove closer I began to see more of the near side of the house, angling towards the rear aspect in another series of square regimented windows, some of them open to combat the effects of the stifling heat. In others I could see reflected the tops of working buildings clustered around the rear of the house—perhaps accommodation for staff, or garages, or stables or, for all I knew, camps of itinerant labourers milling about aimlessly, waiting to be let loose to tend the gardens or perform other mundane tasks.

	I’d seen the estate from above, from Google Earth, and the mansion showed up as a massive brick of a place surrounded by open lawns to the front and rambling forest to the rear. I’d also found it listed in a local estate agent, where the asking price was £5.5 million. Even for Prestbury, apple of the North West’s eye, that was steep. I wondered why the owner, Mark Ware, was selling. Had the cash run out? Or was he bored with all the greenery? It was a question I might not ask him—it didn’t pay to be rude to clients.

	I stopped my car and climbed out, then stood for a moment, stretching, turning to look over the roof of the vehicle beyond a low wall, letting my gaze fall away over the half-mile of flower beds and lawn towards the distant road. There was no traffic out here: less than two miles from Prestbury, it was isolated, cut off, a planet to itself. I rather liked the idea of being separated from people. Lately I’d been getting too close to them. It hadn’t been good for me.

	I crossed the gravel to the massive front door and after two minutes’ searching found a cord that when pulled seemed to ring a bell somewhere deep inside. The sun beat down on the back of my neck and I felt myself heating up like a lobster in boiling water: nowhere to go but still hoping for the best.

	The door was opened silently by an Asian woman in a smart pale blue jacket and skirt, her hair tied in a bun on the top of her head. She looked to be about forty though I’m notoriously bad at guessing women’s ages. I think her lips were pulled in a tight scowl before she even opened the door, and my actual appearance did nothing to soften her assessment. 

	She lifted her chin once. ‘Yes?’

	‘I’m Sam Dyke. Here to see Mark Ware.’

	‘You have appointment?’ 

	‘It’s a long way to come up that drive without one.’

	The scowl was unremitting. ‘You wait here.’

	The door closed and I continued to boil. I had little time for rich people with staff, though naturally that wasn’t the staff’s fault. Sometimes, however, the staff seemed to think bad manners were necessary to maintain the rich person’s high opinion of themselves. 

	The door opened again and the woman stepped back.

	‘You come in, please.’

	I did so and after a couple of paces came to a dead halt. My mouth had probably opened when confronted with the sheer size and scale of the hallway in front of me. Black-and-white check tiles stretched away towards a panelled wall in which there were four doors, two of them closed. A massive oak cupboard with half a dozen doors and what seemed like a couple of hundred shelves stood to my right. To my left an elaborate curved staircase ascended first to a mezzanine or balcony—I don’t know the technical term—before taking a break and carrying on upwards to another floor hidden from view above. Several large oil paintings hung on the walls of the mezzanine. These weren’t depictions of faded ancestors but appeared to be modern landscapes full of swirl and dash. There were more rooms up there and I could see high ceilings and large glass chandeliers. 

	The Asian woman had been watching me, seeing my response, perhaps basking a little in the reflected glory.

	She said, ‘Follow, please,’ and headed towards the staircase. Our footsteps rang crisply on the tiles until we reached the carpeted stairs, where they were muffled by the warp and weft of deep Axminster. At the top of the first flight of stairs she led me past the manic landscapes and along the mezzanine, turning left to push open a panelled door nearly twice her height.

	We entered a large room painted mostly in white and furnished with expensive cream leather chairs and sofas. A grand piano stood in the far corner, its lid open and with the traditional set of photographs arranged on its shiny top, and there was a fifty inch television set hanging on the wall. From where I stood it looked as big as a stamp.

	More pictures were grouped on the wall between two open french doors that gave on to a wide balcony—but these were enlarged photographs, the kind you pay a specialist studio to take of you and your children against a white background, playful, fun, capturing a moment in your lives you’ll perhaps never know again.

	I didn’t have any of those photographs. When I was growing up that kind of ostentatious ‘fun’ was considered indulgent and middle-class. Looking at the photos of the young couple—the man handsome but already grey at the temples, the woman a blonde beauty with large blue eyes, the child, seven or eight years old, staring frankly at the camera—I felt a surge of envy together with a growing kernel of dislike that was perfectly unfair. These were my clients, and that was their son. I had no need for any feelings whatsoever towards them.

	I should have kept telling myself that.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	THE ASIAN WOMAN was still with me. She took a step forward and made a ‘please sit’ gesture with her hand. She waited until I was reclining like a pasha on one of the white sofas before she turned and floated out of the room, closing the door behind her.

	I was there because of a curt phone call the previous evening, just as I was leaving my office. The man on the phone introduced himself as Mark Ware and then asked whether I knew who he was. Afterwards, I had the feeling he only agreed to meet me because I didn’t know the answer to that question. 

	Surrounded, now, by this extravagant display of wealth, I told myself I should indeed have known him—local hot-shot businessman, CEO of Denning Electronics, suppliers of complex countermeasure systems to the Ministry of Defence and parallel agencies worldwide. In his early forties, he’d been made head of the company a couple of years ago, having risen quickly through the ranks in a small but dynamic pharmaceutical company based in London. He’d been given a Golden Hello—which probably paid for this pad—and a salary that would have kept a small African nation afloat for several years. 

	To say I was surprised by his phone call would be an understatement: I thought he would have had People to do that for him. Even his People would have had their own Sub-People to talk to menials such as myself.

	So when he found out I didn’t recognise his name he invited me out to talk to him. He wouldn’t say why but said it was urgent. I can resist anything but urgency in a rich client.

	Though now I was confronted by the spoils of his job, I was getting a little acid reflux in my stomach. When I worked in Customs & Excise, as it was then known, I’d broken down my fair share of drug-dealers’ doors. I wouldn’t say they had as much money as Ware, but whatever they had, they splashed it around. Exhibitionism seems to be a drug more addictive than heroin when the money gets into your system. It didn’t sit well with me then and it still didn’t.

	I was roused from this philosophical crisis when the door opened again and I stood up in an automatic response.

	The man in the happy family photographs came in. He was older, greyer and seemed altogether not happy. He lifted a grim smile to his lips and stuck out a hand, which I shook. 

	He said, ‘Mark Ware. Sorry to keep you waiting.’

	‘Sam Dyke. No problem.’

	His build was trim and athletic and he had the good looks of a minor television actor, someone who’d started out merely pretty but had weathered and acquired character over time. He was wearing jeans with an arrow-like crease and a pullover by Dolce & Gabbana. Whatever was bothering him wasn’t going to interfere with his dress-sense.

	‘Mr Dyke, thanks for coming, please, sit.’

	We sat at opposite ends of the cream sofa, turned awkwardly towards each other. The air of control transmitted by his body-language was almost palpable. I felt like the gardener summoned to be grilled on how the roses were doing.

	He said, ‘If you didn’t know who I was last night, I daresay you’ve done your research now. Am I right?’

	‘Google is the detective’s best friend.’

	‘So you’ll know my position and what I do. Not that it should make any difference to this conversation, I realise that.’

	‘What is this conversation about, Mr Ware?’

	‘I just wanted to be clear. No misunderstandings. My strength as a leader has always been clarity, at least that’s what people have said. Though of course they could just have been licking my arse.’

	‘It’s a popular occupation in large companies.’

	‘Of course, you’d know that, having worked for the Excise.’ He caught the flicker of acknowledgement that crossed my face, and explained parenthetically: ‘I can use Google too. Most of the time I’m surrounded by people who’ll do what I want without asking questions. That’s all well and good but at this moment it’s irrelevant. I need someone competent … and discreet.’

	‘I’m as competent as I’m allowed to be and as discreet as the next person. Mr Ware, would you like to drop a hint as to what this is all about?’

	‘It’s just …’

	‘What?’

	‘I don’t know you. I find it hard to talk about this.’

	I stood up. ‘Let me know when you find the guts to do it.’

	‘No, please …’ He looked up at me, his face now agonised. ‘I’ll tell you, of course I’ll tell you. Please, sit down.’

	I hadn’t intended to leave but sometimes you have to force their hand. Clients are often embarrassed or guilty or find it difficult to open up to a stranger. Sometimes you have to prove to them that your time is valuable.

	I sat down again and there was a pause I didn’t interrupt. Eventually he turned away from me and stared through one of the open french windows. The day beyond was filled with warm air and blue skies but I could tell it meant nothing to him. His massive gardens and over-substantial house could have been fabricated out of matches for all the strength they were able to provide.

	‘I have a son, Mr Dyke. Lucas. Ten years old. Little blond terror. Do you have kids?’

	‘A son.’

	He nodded, then took a piece of paper from his pocket.

	‘I should probably have kept this somewhere safe, but I can’t seem to let go of it. As though it’ll read differently next time I look.’

	He handed it across. It was a sheet of graph paper torn from a standard exercise book, used by children everywhere. There was writing on one side: 

	 

	We’ll be in touch. No police if you want him back. Go to work. Say nothing.

	 

	Ware watched me finish reading the note and turn it over. There was nothing on the reverse.

	He said, ‘Two days ago Lucas was coming home from school. Our driver had picked him up and they were half a mile from here when they came to a car parked across the lane. Harris, the driver, stopped and another car came up behind him. Seemed to be one man in each car. One of them shot the front tyre and got Harris out. The other one took Lucas from the back seat. They gave Harris this note and made him walk back.’

	‘And you haven’t told anyone?’

	He snorted and gestured towards the note. ‘Would you? If it was your son?’

	‘Could Harris give any descriptions of any kind? Anything unusual about the car, the men?’

	‘Harris is good, ex-cop, worked in the Met. But there was nothing. License plates were covered up. Men were average height and build, wore masks and gloves and dark glasses, said nothing, did it all through gestures.’

	‘What time was this? Where were you?’

	‘I told you, it was after the end of the school day. I got the call from Harris at about four-fifteen and came straight home. My wife was on the way already.’

	‘You have a driver but he was driving neither you nor your wife? Does he take Lucas to school and back and that’s it?’

	He grew exasperated and some colour came into his face.

	‘I was in a meeting in Manchester that was due to finish after six o’clock. My wife was at the hairdresser. She would normally have picked Lucas up but she didn’t want to lose her appointment, and Harris was free because he was hanging around waiting till it was time to fetch me. He would have brought Lucas home then driven into Manchester later on.’

	‘And he would have left Lucas with the woman who let me in.’

	‘Mrs Chau, yes. Lucas doesn’t need much looking after as long as he’s got his iPad and the TV.’

	I leaned back on the sofa and glanced at the family photographs on the wall facing me. They were like a mocking commentary on the situation in which the Wares now found themselves.

	I said, ‘So what do you want me to do? You know what my advice is going to be.’

	He lowered his eyes. ‘Go to the police. Tell them everything.’

	‘Any reason not to?’

	‘How about the fact we’re scared shitless something’s going to happen to Lucas? Will that do?’

	‘It may have already happened. If it hasn’t, the police are still your best option. Resources, manpower, contacts. I’m outgunned.’

	‘My research says you’ve dealt with some high-profile cases in the last few months.’

	‘I’m flattered. PR doesn’t come cheap. The note says no police—that might include me, if you push the definition.’

	‘My wife wants to do something, anything. It’s been two days of hell for her—for me as well, of course. We haven’t slept, barely eaten. We’re just waiting.’

	I sighed. ‘What will they want?’

	‘Who?’

	‘The kidnappers. Will it be money? You’re not short of it.’

	‘What else would it be?’

	‘Influence. A decision made on someone’s behalf. In someone’s favour.’ 

	He glanced up, searching my face. When he spoke he sounded dubious, as though the idea had never occurred to him. ‘Is that likely?’

	‘They’re making you sweat so they’re not after money in a hurry. Perhaps there’s something else on their wish-list. Any big decisions coming up for you? From what I read, your company supplies equipment to most Western defence agencies. Do you sub-contract work out, new contracts to be drawn up, work offered to the smaller fish to fight over … stuff like that?’

	He shook his head confidently, ruling out the possibility. ‘Nothing. The pipe-line for the next eighteen months is all in place. There’s nothing on the table for at least another six.’

	I stood up and went to look through one of the open french windows. As I expected, the view was startling—the garden fell away in little swoops and hollows of colour, the shape defined by artfully-placed trees or bowers or low rough-brick walls; but beyond, across the road where Lucas had been kidnapped, the Cheshire countryside continued in its stately progression, green and profuse and untroubled, an occasional knot of cows punctuating the greenery like brown paint spatter. 

	But it was a world of nature and although well-concealed, an incorruptible violence lurked just below the surface. Evidently Mark Ware and his wife hadn’t expected it to come marching through the front door and seize their child with its rough and uncaring hands.

	As I was thinking this, the door behind me opened again and I turned to find the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen walking towards me.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	THE PHOTOS ON the wall didn’t do her justice. They’d caught the angled planes of her face and the deep colour of her eyes, blue as a Greek sea, but the camera lens couldn’t capture the elegance with which all the sundry parts had been put together—the ligatures, the smooth joints, the precision with which the neck connected collar-bone to jaw-line, the tension of the skin as it moved across the brow and down the cheek towards the delicate chin. 

	She was a marvel of genetic engineering. 

	Today her blonde hair was piled roughly on top of her head and she wore just a trace of pink lipstick. No ear-rings, just a wedding-ring on her finger. A simple white blouse and pale cream slacks. No ostentation. She didn’t need anything to draw attention to her physical presence—you couldn’t help but look.

	And this was on a bad day.

	I shook the pale hand she held towards me. 

	She said, ‘Mr Dyke, Roberta Ware. Everyone calls me Bobbie. So, can you help us?’

	Mark Ware had stood up. He seemed diminished by her presence, as though his own life-force recognised a stronger being.

	He said, ‘Mr Dyke thinks it would be best to tell the police.’

	She looked me up and down. ‘That’s impossible. You read the note.’

	‘But you still called me.’

	‘I’m going out of my mind. I had to do something. If calling the police is all you can think of you’re no use to us. I’m sorry you came all this way.’

	‘I said the police were the best solution to the problem. I didn’t say they were the only solution.’

	She studied me again. ‘Has anyone offered you anything to drink?’

	‘Coffee would be good. White, no sugar.’

	Behind her, Mark Ware moved to a telephone next to the door. I heard him murmur into it.

	Bobbie Ware reached out a hand and drew me back towards one of the sofas, then sat on it next to me. Unlike her husband she had no difficulty looking me straight in the eye. I had no problems with it either.

	She said, ‘You’ve got to help us, Mr Dyke. I’m going mad worrying what they’re doing to Lucas. It’s money, isn’t it? They’ll want money. We’ll pay anything … poor little mite …’

	Now she looked down and I saw in the tremor of her hands the fragility in her no-nonsense pose. She was holding herself together with sheer will-power. 

	I said, ‘If it’s money they’re after they’ll be in touch soon. They’ll look after him because he’s the meal-ticket. They know you’ll want proof he’s still alive. They hid their faces with masks and dark glasses so neither he nor Harris could identify them, which means they’ve planned thoroughly and intend to get away with it. If they … do anything to Lucas, it’s worse for them if they’re caught.’

	She nodded, as though she’d already thought of all this but was grateful for the reassurance.

	‘It’s this house. We’re bloody miles from anywhere. As soon as we got here I didn’t like it. Now we can’t get rid of it.’

	‘They’d have got to you wherever you were. It’s a pro job—or at least someone with brains has thought it through.’

	‘We have to drive miles to get anywhere, Lucas can’t just go next door to a friend’s house, he has to be chaperoned, chauffeured … we should have moved back into town.’

	Mark Ware said, ‘Bobbie … let’s not go over that again.’

	She turned on him. ‘Why the fuck not? The poor kid’s got no friends except a tablet and a TV. And a Vietnamese woman whose English isn’t even her second language …’

	‘It’s not helping. We’ve got to think sensibly.’

	She stared at him for a moment longer, then seemed to shudder and drew a long breath. Finally she turned back to me.

	‘Mr Dyke, what can you do for us? Obviously money’s no object but you can’t talk to the police about this. To be honest, part of me doesn’t want you to do anything, in case, you know … but I can’t just sit around waiting. It’s killing me.’

	‘My best advice is still to tell the police. They’re experienced in this kind of thing, keeping out of the way, persuading the kidnappers nothing has changed. Who knows, there may be CCTV footage from Prestbury they can use.’

	‘Please, don’t make that suggestion again.’

	‘I’m putting all the cards on the table.’

	In response she stood and went to the grand piano, plucking a framed photograph from its shiny black surface. She sat down again and handed it to me. It was a 10x 8 school photograph of a young boy with straight blond hair and a crooked grin. He wore a grey pullover and a red tie was pushed up against his thin neck. 

	Lucas Ware.

	Bobbie Ware said, ‘What would you do if it was your child?’

	I had no reply. I understood completely. I hadn’t known Dan when he was growing up, but now he was a young adult I knew I’d do anything to keep him from harm. I handed the photograph back and she placed it carefully on a small table at the end of the sofa.

	She seemed to become conscious that her back was towards her husband. She left the sofa she and I were sitting on and went to take her place next to him, giving him a small, forgive-me smile as she did so. Their hands found each other and they sat waiting for me to unfurl my expertise like a magic carpet.

	I said, ‘Okay. I’ll do what I can.’

	As best they could, they both smiled. Bobbie Ware said, ‘Thank you.’

	‘But we need to discuss what exactly you want me to do. There isn’t much to go on.’

	‘We’re in your hands. How do we start?’

	I began by telling them my rates and by adding that I might use a colleague, Belinda McFee, for some leg work, and gave them her rates too. The talk of money seemed to irritate them—they both frowned as though  it were inconsequential.

	I said, ‘Let’s go over the story again. Lucas was taken when you were both away from the house.’

	They nodded.

	‘Who would know that?’

	They glanced at each other. Mark Ware said, ‘Harris, of course, and Mrs Chau.’

	Bobbie Ware added, ‘And Debra.’

	I raised my eyebrows.

	‘My assistant. She wasn’t here at the time but she knew I was having my hair done and we were meeting later to discuss one of my projects. I’d told her Mark was going to be out till seven-ish so we’d have time before dinner.’

	‘Anyone else?’

	They looked at each other again. Mark Ware said, ‘Not that we can think of. And believe me, we’ve been thinking about it.’

	‘And you can trust all of these people?’

	‘Implicitly. Harris has been with us for nearly five years, from when we were still in London. Mrs Chau started when we moved to Manchester a couple of years ago. And Bobbie was at school with Debra.’

	I’d taken out a small notebook and had written down the names. Before I could ask the next question there was a small knock on the door and the housekeeper, Mrs Chau, entered with a tray containing a single cup of coffee. She set it on the glass table in front of me and then retreated, nodding once. I took a sip while she left the room.

	I said, ‘So what’s the house routine? How do you organise yourselves in this Disneyland?’

	Between them they began to describe their family life—Mark was driven in to Manchester most days, where his company offices were based, and then Harris would come back to the house and help out with driving duties where he could. His duties seemed to include more than sitting in the driving seat waiting for instructions. He kept track of who was where and organised the transport timetable, keeping both Mark and Bobbie aware of what he could or couldn’t do for either of them. As he was paid out of Mark’s salary, he had first call on his time. But there were long stretches of the day when he could ferry Bobbie around to her various project meetings, which were often in Manchester anyway. She didn’t like driving in the city unless she absolutely had to.

	‘What are these “projects”?’

	She shrugged. ‘Mostly charity work. This is Cheshire. Lots of bored women—farmers’ wives, businessmen’s wives, footballers’ wives … they have time on their hands and brains, so they want to get involved in something. Mark has a big profile and I’m not unknown around here, so I help out where I can.’

	Mark was away a lot on business, home and abroad, so Bobbie stayed at home to look after Lucas and keep the house running. She usually took Lucas in to school and picked him up at the end of the day, driving her own car. When she couldn’t manage they organised themselves so that Harris did it. And if that didn’t work, there was a floating parents’ car pool they could call on as a last resort.

	‘Is there a cook, a housekeeper?’

	‘I like to do my own cooking but Mrs Chau looks after the rest. Cleaning, washing, keeping the place looking nice. I offered to get in a maid service but she said she can manage. Out of all the rooms in this place we only use half a dozen on a daily basis and she can look after those.’

	‘Does she live in?’

	‘Not now. She used to but about a year ago she told us she’d bought a house in Liverpool with her savings and wanted to spend more time there.’

	‘That’s a long commute.’

	‘She only does half days. She can get everything done in the time she’s here and the rest of the day’s her own.’

	‘What about Harris?’

	‘He has his own accommodation at the back of this building. I don’t mean a flat, it’s a separate house, a barn conversion done by the previous owners.’

	‘No Mrs Harris?’

	‘Not these days. He’d just divorced when we took him on. He left her in London. No kids. He was glad to get away, go somewhere new. I don’t know what his domestic arrangements are now and I don’t care. He can do what he likes in his house.’

	‘Those are extensive gardens out there … does Mrs Chau look after them as well?’

	‘We contracted a father and son company in Prestbury. The previous owners used them and recommended them and we’ve had no reason to change. They never step inside the house. We barely even see them. They bring their own tools except for the ride-on mower, which is kept in a hut around the back. I seriously doubt they’d have anything to do with this.’

	‘Why? If you don’t know them well, how could you judge their character or motivations?’

	‘They’re gardeners, for Christ’s sake. Settled in the village for years, decades. Why would they muck that up?’

	‘The thought of money can really confuse some people.’

	‘You can talk to them if you want. Pearson. Harry Pearson and son.’

	Bobbi added, ‘John.’

	I said, ‘It sounds like your routine would be easy to work out. On days you, Mark, are not abroad you’re in Manchester, being the leader of men. Mrs Ware—’

	‘Bobbie.’

	‘—you’re likely to be here or if not, then in Manchester.’

	‘Someone would still need to know the exact details of where we were going to be, and when.’

	‘Why? All they’d really need was the time Lucas was going to be picked up from school. Whether Mrs Ware was driving or Harris, it wouldn’t make any difference. In fact it might have been safer if the lady of the house was behind the wheel rather than an ex-copper. Makes you think, doesn’t it?’

	‘What, Harris? Don’t be stupid.’

	‘Can I talk to him?’

	‘Of course. When do you want to start?’

	‘Now.’

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	MARK WARE said he’d take me through the house to see Harris. He called first, using his mobile, then led the way out of the lounge, down the stairs, through one of the hallway doors that had been closed when I entered the house, and along a corridor that was tiled and smelled of disinfectant. At the end of the corridor we opened out into a kitchen of almost industrial size, then passed through into a mud-room with green wellington boots lined against one wall and overcoats hanging on hooks ranged on another. Like everywhere else, it was spotless. Mrs Chau earned her money.

	A final door led out back to a gravelled yard. To the left was an open barn, inside of which I could see the ride-on mower Bobbie Ware had mentioned. The barn also contained two huge piles of firewood laid out in neat ranks. Somewhere in the house was a wood-burning stove and maybe an Aga so Bobbie Ware could cook in the accepted style. Straight ahead was another building that to judge from its construction had also been a barn once but had been re-purposed into a solid-looking house with a fresh paint-job and double-glazed windows.

	Mark Ware knocked on the door and it was opened immediately. A man in his late fifties appeared in the doorway. He had short grey hair thinning at the front and drooping bags beneath his eyes. He ignored Ware and looked at me with frank displeasure.

	Here we go again, I thought, with the suspicious cop routine. As soon as they knew what I did, their eyebrows closed together and their lips pursed as though unwilling to let any potentially treacherous words out.

	Ware said, ‘George, I’ve brought Mr Dyke to have a conversation. About … you know. Tell him what you told us. Don’t hold anything back.’

	He made a move as if to step forward into the house but I put out a hand.

	‘That’s okay, I can take it from here.’

	He looked startled and then relieved, as though he couldn’t bear to hear the story all over again.

	‘Right, fine. I’ll be in the house when you’ve finished.’

	He backed away as though waiting for a farewell, but neither of us said anything. Harris remained in the doorway, obdurate and solid. He was shorter than me but the barn conversion had a raised front step so he looked me directly in the eye. He was wearing formal black trousers—perhaps part of a uniform—but with a tee-shirt covering his sagging chest.

	He said, ‘Got special powers, have you?’

	‘None that I know of.’

	‘Able to sniff the air and tell which direction they went in? Read tea-leaves? Do a bit of dowsing with a compass over a map?’

	‘Can I come in, or do you want to continue the job interview here?’

	He snorted. ‘You can come in but you haven’t got the job.’

	He turned and went inside. The space opened up into a single large room with an area sectioned off for the kitchen, and a sofa facing a TV console of the kind you don’t see much any more, the wooden sort with spaces beneath for a VHS player and a few tapes. Rows of DVDs were lined up on shelves either side of the television and more of them were ranged in Ikea bookcases behind the set. Not much of a reader, then, but a hell of a couch-potato. 

	He said, ‘I’d offer you tea but I’ve just run out. And coffee. Shame, that.’

	‘Milk?’

	‘It’s gone off. All lumpy.’

	‘Can I sit down?’

	‘Free country.’

	There was an armchair next to the sofa and I sat in it and made myself comfortable. He remained standing just inside the door, still not giving an inch.

	I said, ‘So when you let these two men take your boss’s ten-year-old child, what were you thinking? What passed through your head?’

	His face darkened and he took a step forward before catching himself. His face and the half-moon of flesh above his tee-shirt went red.

	‘I don’t have to answer to you.’

	‘The Wares think otherwise. Like me, they’re wondering if there’s anything else you could have done. Like me, they’re wondering whether you put yourself before the boy. Let him take his chances rather than you get a bullet in your leg.’

	‘You bastard.’

	‘Come on, then. Tell me otherwise. Describe what happened. Tell me what choices you had.’

	‘I worked fifteen years in the Met. I saw what bullets did to bodies.’

	‘Looks worse in ten-year-old bodies.’

	He moved further into the room, his actions sluggish and leaden. I wondered whether he’d been drinking—then realised he was probably devastated by shame.

	That wasn’t my problem. I looked around the room. On the walls of the kitchen section there was a calendar showing a week per page rather than a month. Scribbled handwriting filled the mornings and afternoons—this was the agenda Harris kept to tell him where he was supposed to be at any given time. The next couple of days were filled sketchily. Ware had been told to carry on going to work but he wasn’t about to do any more than absolutely necessary.

	Harris said, ‘Two black nondescript saloons, perhaps Passats. I’m not a car person but they weren’t fancy like Mercedes or Audis. One was across the road in front of me, door open. First thought: an accident, driver’s wandered off. I stop, get ready to open the door when the first man appears out of the hedge, big gun held straight ahead of him, police or armed forces pose. Couldn’t ID the gun.’

	‘Let me guess, you’re not a gun person.’

	‘I look behind—second car’s pulled up to the bumper, no room to manoeuvre.’

	‘And no one’s said anything.’

	‘I lock the doors, start to get my phone out. First man kills the front offside tyre. Waves his gun at me. What am I going to do?’

	‘The car’s not armoured?’

	‘Get real. Standard issue Bentley. Nice to drive but built for the roads in Cheshire, not Syria.’

	‘Even with Ware’s job? Arms manufacturing?’

	‘Desk job. Pen pusher. Lots of big decisions but never picks up a rifle. It’s all “counter-measures”—computers, in other words.’

	‘What were they wearing?’

	‘Black jeans, black pullover, wool masks. Dark glasses, wraparound. Like being held up by Bono.’

	‘So you get out of the car.’

	‘Man keeps his gun on me, reaches in a pocket, hands me the note. I hear the rear door of the Bentley opening and see the kid being yanked out by the other guy. Same clothing, maybe a fraction taller. He takes him back to his own car, the one behind mine, shoves him in the back seat.’

	I sat up. ‘So he puts him in the back then gets in the front to drive?’

	‘Yes.’ The same thought occurred to him as to me. ‘So there’s someone in the back to watch him …’

	‘You didn’t see anyone?’

	‘No, my man taps me on the chest with his gun, gets my attention, points me down the road. Still saying nothing. I hear the other car reversing—there’s an opening in the field twenty yards back so he probably reversed into it and went out through Prestbury.’

	‘And you walk back here.’

	‘I’d gone a hundred yards when I hear the other car leave.’

	‘Didn’t it have to squeeze past the Bentley?’

	‘No, there’s another junction on the road, takes you out between the fields to the farms then out the other side. They’d looked at their maps.’

	‘What then?’

	‘I run back to the Bentley but he’s taken the keys and anyway, the front wheel’s a mess. It’s a ten minute walk here. I phone Ware at his office, he tells me not to phone the missus but she’s en route anyway, left the hairdresser. Arrives five minutes after me. Asks all sorts of awkward questions, like “Where’s my child?” Ware turns up an hour later by taxi and all hell breaks loose. I’d had to tell her and show her the note because I’d turned up without the kid, hadn’t I? But he wasn’t happy. And she wasn’t happy. Pardon my understatement.’

	I closed my notebook.

	‘Going back to when they left you on the road … You ran back to the Bentley but didn’t use your mobile?’

	‘Guy took it with the keys. I’d left it on the dash. Probably thought it would give him another ten minutes.’

	He’d sat down on his sofa and relaxed. Perhaps he liked telling his side of the story. He would have had a rough ride from the Wares when he turned up without Lucas and with a story about armed men.

	I said, ‘Any theories? You being an ex-copper and all.’

	‘Don’t put too much weight on that. Last five years I was behind a desk too.’

	‘You must have had some thoughts.’

	‘Money, first. Look around. They wouldn’t miss the odd million.’

	‘But you don’t think it’s that.’

	He shrugged. ‘I’ll wait and see. Put it this way, I’d be very surprised if it wasn’t money.’

	‘But.’

	‘You get a nose for these things, don’t you? Look, it was two days ago and still no follow-up? No phone-call or message in a bottle? They’re waiting to see what happens before they take the next step. If it were a couple of rough diamonds on a caper they’d have called by now, got the ball rolling.’

	‘Do you think the Wares should bring the police in? Given your experience?’

	‘Yes, if you want size ten boots all over it and a dead kid in a field. On the other hand …’

	‘What?’

	‘The Wares took their bloody time pulling your chain, didn’t they? What was that about?’

	‘You can’t blame them. They’re worried I might be taken for police.’

	‘Not by anyone with two working brain cells.’

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	I COULDN’T BE certain, but I didn’t think Harris was involved in the kidnapping. He had a cushy number and he knew enough about police operations to know kidnappers were usually caught. You could argue his inside knowledge meant he’d be smart enough to get away with it, but he had the demeanour of someone who couldn’t be bothered. He had his DVDs and a nice house and probably a nice pension on top. He’d retire in a couple of years and buy somewhere in Spain, start looking for a companion amongst the widowed expats with dangerous tans and thinning hair.

	As I crossed the yard from Harris’ house back to the main building I saw a movement behind the kitchen window. I pretended I’d seen nothing, but when I opened the door into the mud-room I moved swiftly into the kitchen.

	Empty. 

	It was more like a canteen than a domestic kitchen, with a free-standing Aga and a separate double-oven, a huge breakfast bar with a shiny granite top in the centre, and two large Belfast sinks side-by-side overlooking the yard, each with their own double-drainer. The house must have been used for entertaining large numbers of people from time to time, Ware’s clients or defence ministry muckamucks.

	Turning, I saw there was another doorway into the kitchen apart from the one I’d used. I went through it and was suddenly lost in a warren of small rooms and narrow corridors, all interconnected—probably part of the original farmhouse before the bigger mansion was built on top.

	I kept moving until I found another corridor. I guessed I was heading west, towards the orangery, and just as I had that thought I came out into a small round foyer with the ironwork structure of the orangery visible on its far side, through a high opening. Trying to look casual, I strolled across and passed through the doorway into a glass-sided octagon with yet more views over the garden. Although at one time it might have nurtured fruit trees the space had now been tricked out as a fairly standard conservatory, complete with bamboo furniture and a glass-topped table. A musty smell of earth hung in the air and I saw there were two wooden raised beds in use housing small shoots that were being nursed to full growth. There were two large greenhouses in the gardens outside so this small nursery must have been an area for the Wares’ private use. 
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