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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Stone Man Syndrome (Fibrodysplasia Ossificans Progressiva): A rare, debilitating disease that causes sufferers to grow a second skeleton which literally traps them in a prison of bone. The eyes, tongue, diaphragm and heart are characteristically spared. At present, there is no cure.


Tommy Rawhead: ‘A bogeyman, typically imagined as having a head in the form of a skull, or one whose flesh has been stripped of its skin, invoked to frighten children. Freq. used in conjunction with Bloody-Bones.’ – Oxford English Dictionary










PROLOGUE



On still nights, when the curve of a winter moon is smudged in the flow of the River Quaggy, the dead clamour for him.


He cocks his head and, through the whispering darkness, picks out the loosely formed sobs of the child.


The boy’s mumbled distress pulls at him across the sweep of the city, and he fights the urge to leave at once. Even the passing of the years cannot quiet the shiver that swells through him as he contemplates a lifetime’s work.


From every generation, a collection of its own. His father, his father’s father, and the men who walked before them.


But now it is his time, his privilege and his duty.


He savours the way the moon seeps through the slats in the blinds at his father’s house, and the wash of light on the bones.


Ribbons and sheets of ossified matter. Stalagmites and bridges. Twisted plates and bony nubs. A plaque engraved with the letter C.


The shadows in the house deepen. He stands alone in the hallway, and drinks in the glory of the skeleton in its glass case, mesmerized by its distortions, the incursion of bone into thoracic cavity, the calcified trimmings decorating his spine.


A young boy trapped in a prison of stone.


For years he has been seeking this rarest of specimens, searching amongst the dead and the living. Always looking, always hoping.


And now, after all this time, he has found another one.
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3.21 p.m.


If Erdman Frith had chosen pizza instead of roast beef, his son might have been spared.


If Jakey Frith had been a little more ordinary, the bogeyman who stalked the shadows of his life would have been nothing more than a childhood memory, to be dusted off and laughed at on family occasions.


If Clara Foyle’s parents had been a little less self-absorbed and a little more focused on their five-year-old daughter, her disappearance might never have happened at all.


As for Detective Sergeant Etta Fitzroy, if she hadn’t been haunted by thoughts of what might have been, of what she might have been, both children would have tumbled from the blaze of newspaper headlines into the darkest reaches of infamy.


But none of them suspected anything of this on that wet November afternoon, just hours before their lives collided and cracked open to reveal the truth of them all.


Especially not Erdman Frith, who was dithering in the chiller section; aisle three for pepperoni and a pension; aisle five and he might as well be as dead as the lump of sirloin he was lifting into his trolley.


No, Erdman Frith wasn’t thinking about death at all. He was more concerned with what Lilith would say when she saw . . . dum . . . dum . . . dummmmm . . . Red Meat.


Erdman pictured her, lips pursed tighter than a gnat’s arse.


‘What about the saturated fat content, Erdman?’


‘Doesn’t red meat contribute to bowel cancer, Erdman?’


The gnat’s arse would pucker.


‘Or mad cow disease, Erdman. They claim they’ve eradicated it, but who’s to say they’re telling the truth?’


Did she honestly expect him to answer that?


Once upon a time he’d have teased the worry lines from her face, firing silly jokes at her until they were both laughing, and she would lean into him, fingers tangling his hair, breathing him in, her fears forgotten.


‘Why do they call it PMS, Lilith?’


‘I don’t know, Erdman, why do they call it PMS?’


‘Because mad cow disease is already taken.’


Bada bing.


But these days he couldn’t even raise a smile.


These days, her eyes followed Jakey’s every move, her fears not forgotten, but amplified a thousandfold by a cruel enemy that was reducing their son – and now their marriage – into paper butterflies, fragile and easily broken.


They told their boy, Lilith and Erdman, that he had a little problem with his bones. That was something of an understatement. Jakey’s ‘little problem’ would end up killing him.


The medical team who delivered him had suspected it immediately, thanks to the telltale malformation of his big toes. Fibrodysplasia Ossificans Progressiva. Thirty-five letters. A letter, give or take, for each year Jakey was expected to live. The average life expectancy. Any more would be a bonus.


By chance, a nurse in the maternity unit had spent the previous six months working in an Australian hospital where a teenager had reported with strange bony growths and loss of movement. They’d injected painkilling drugs into her muscles, she’d explained, surgically removed the extra ribbons of bone, and all they had done was make it a million times worse. By the time she was diagnosed, she was practically a statue, barely able to move at all, except to speak. She could still speak. The nurse had told them that as if it was some kind of blessing.


Six years on, even the specialists were shocked at the speed of the progression of his illness. That Jakey’s flare-ups were unusually severe for one so young. That his body was following the characteristic path of the disease, but already it had reached his arms much earlier than they’d anticipated. That a fall or bump could trigger a life-threatening episode.


To enjoy their time with their son.


Erdman’s fingers grazed the cool, damp packaging in his trolley. He should put it back. Lilith would kill him and he didn’t want to upset her, not really. He longed for the joyous freedom of their love, before it was tangled up in hospital appointments and medication. But he was weary of always doing what she told him to.


Anyhow, he hadn’t got BSE or CJD, or whatever the hell it was, and he was pushing forty. If that metaphorical cowpat was heading his way it would have dumped on his life by now, which, let’s be honest, was already shitty enough. Even if the worst did happen he wouldn’t notice the transition from middle-aged man to vegetable. A potato had more fun than he did.


Fuck it. Jakey loved roast dinners and he needed building up.


Had Erdman known that he was sealing his son’s fate in that most glamorous of locations, Tesco on Lewisham Road, the whole family would have become vegetarian. But he didn’t, and so he headed home, smug in the knowledge that as he had done the shopping, it was his prerogative to decide what they had for tea.
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3.23 p.m.


‘Ip dip doo. The cat’s got the flu, the monkey’s got the chicken pox so out go you.’


Poppy Smith was pointing straight at her, giggling through the gap in the top row of her teeth, but Clara Foyle wasn’t smiling.


‘Not playing,’ said Clara, and turned her back on the small knot of children and their game of tag.


She marched off in the direction of the gates at the far end of the infant playground, her hands buried deep into her pockets. It was almost empty, just a few stragglers waiting for the older boys to finish an impromptu game of football. Poppy called after her, making lobster claws with her fingers, and everybody laughed, but Clara pretended not to hear. Poppy’s mother was supposed to be looking after Clara, but she was gossiping with another mother, her back to the little girl, and didn’t notice her wandering off while Poppy was too busy whispering with the others to see.


That was his first stroke of luck.


Mrs Foyle called them scavengers, those playground mothers who gathered in impregnable clusters at the school gates every afternoon. To Clara, they looked like birds with their bobbing heads and pink lipstick and pretty clothes. She didn’t know that some birds liked to pick clean the bones of other people’s lives.


Five minutes earlier she’d tugged on Poppy’s mother’s coat and whispered that she needed to go to the toilet. Mrs Smith hadn’t answered, but carried on talking, flapping her arms about like wings. Clara had squeezed her legs together and hopped about a bit, but now her tights were wet and chafed against her thighs when she walked.


‘No, Mummy, I don’t like Poppy any more,’ she had whined to her mother that morning when Mrs Foyle had explained who would be picking her up.


‘I’m sorry, my darling, but it can’t be helped. You’ll have a lovely time. Anyway, it’s Gina’s afternoon off, and I’ve got an appointment.’


Clara had sulked and cried, but it had done no good. Her mother would not be swayed. To Mrs Foyle, perfectly coiffured hair was more essential than breathing.


The wind flexed its muscles, skittering leaves across the playground. Clara was cold, and her head ached, and she wanted her mum. She patted her rucksack to make sure her purse was still there. The children were not supposed to take money into school, but Clara had slipped it into her bag after breakfast, when Gina wasn’t looking. She liked the sound the coins made when they clanked together.


The chilly air pinched again. It made her think of her father, and the way he squeezed her cheeks between his fingers, leaving them reddened and sore.


Clara shivered and fumbled with the zip of her coat. Mrs Lewis, her reception teacher, caught her eye through the staffroom window and waved. She lifted a shy hand in return, and shouldered her rucksack, which was almost as big as she was.


The side gates stood open. Mr Crofton, the caretaker, would lock them on his late-afternoon rounds, but for now the heavy metal bars were fixed in place against the green railings, the path to freedom unchallenged.


Between jackhammer thumps of her heartbeat, Clara slipped through the school gates and stood on the pavement outside. A shiver that had nothing to do with the wind tickled her insides. Quickly, she glanced back. Across the concrete expanse of the playground, Poppy was playing with Sasha, and Poppy’s mother was still talking and flapping. Three more steps, and Clara would be around the corner and out of sight.


The little girl grinned nervously to herself.


Across the road, a man in a black pinstripe jacket unfolded his body from the car that had been parked there every afternoon for two weeks. He also began to walk. His strides were longer than hers and he soon overtook Clara, but she was too intent on her own escape to notice him.


A few streets on, a woman coming out of a newsagent thought it was strange to see the girl walking home by herself through the Friday afternoon dusk. She registered Clara’s regulation hat, looked for an adult and vaguely noted the man in the black pinstripe jacket. His eyes held hers, and in that frozen moment, she was reminded of her family’s elderly dog. He had died that summer after being eaten from the inside by maggots, an awful, prolonged death by fly strike. When she had found Buddy, still alive but in shock, his eyes had been empty. As empty as this man’s. A powerful sense of revulsion overcame her, and the plastic bottle of milk she was carrying, slick with condensation from the shop’s fridge, began to slide from her fingers. The man looked away, and the woman remembered to tighten her grip before it hit the pavement and burst.


She forgot his face almost instantly.


The man turned into a shop next to the one the woman had just left. It was empty, save for the shopkeeper, who was talking on the phone in Punjabi, the hard line of his jawbone holding the receiver against his shoulder while he scribbled figures on a scrap of paper. He was calculating how much it would cost to install CCTV, and didn’t look up at his customer.


The jars drew Clara in behind him. She loved sweets, and here were rows and rows of brightly coloured gobstoppers and toffees in shiny wrappers and cola bottles and chocolate raisins and rainbow crystals of every flavour.


One-two-three-four-five different colours, counted Clara in her head. Five. The same number as me.


Her stomach growled. Lunch had been almost four hours ago, and she had wrapped her turkey pie in a napkin and dropped it in the bin while Mrs Goddard was shouting at Saffron Harvey for spilling peas all over the dining hall floor.


The man wearing a black coat stood in front of her. Because Clara was so small she could not see his face, rather a five-pence-sized patch of what looked like rust intersecting the fine white stripes of his pocket. Even though she was young, she knew about rust because her father had been complaining about the gardener letting the tools go rusty, and had shown her the rake. It wasn’t rust, though. It was dried blood. And she didn’t know anything about blood. Not yet.


‘A quarter of Raspberry Ruffles, please,’ he said.


When Clara left the shop a few moments later, clutching a paper bag of strawberry bon bons, the man was waiting outside, leaning against some railings.


‘Whaddya get?’ He was cheery, friendly, rifling through his own paper bag before selecting a sweet and removing its wrapper. He popped the chocolate into his mouth and grinned at the girl.


‘Mmmm . . . delicious . . . Do you want one?’


He shook the bag at her, and she took a step backwards. Her rucksack bumped against the telegraph pole, making her stumble.


‘S’OK, I won’t bite.’


The bag quivered again, and she leaned forward, suddenly entranced by the gleaming twists of pink. She reached out a hand to help herself, and the man’s bony fingers closed around her wrist.


‘Mummy asked me to walk you home. ’Cos you don’t like the dark. OK?’


With a shy nod, she allowed herself to be guided down the street, and towards an estate with a row of crumbling garages. A late-afternoon mist was beginning to drift down, blurring the parked cars and the pavement ahead. Dusk was due at 4.09 p.m., and it was touching twenty to.


She sidled closer to the man, nervous of him, but more nervous still of the darkening day, the rapid leaching of colour from the sky. He turned to look at her, his eyes black clots.


The street was narrow with squat blocks of flats on either side. The buildings had no front gardens, just a concrete strip dotted with overflowing wheelie bins. One or two of the upstairs flats were in darkness, but most of the downstairs ones had light blazing from their windows, and her eyes were drawn to the giant TV screens in more than one sitting room. Her tummy rumbled again, and she slid her left hand into her pocket, and plucked out a bon bon. The pink dust left a trace on her fingertip. She sucked hard on its sweetness, which, for a moment, carried away the bitter, anxious taste in her mouth.


Clara lived in Pagoda Drive in Blackheath, an enclave of exclusive properties a world away from this estate with its graffitied slide standing on a patch of scrubland. She had her own bedroom, painted in pink, and a matching clothes rail stuffed with Disney Princess dresses. Sleeping Beauty was her favourite.


She tried to tell the man that she had changed her mind, that she would try to find her own way home, but he didn’t hear her. He was striding along, still gripping her wrist in his hand. When she tried to wriggle it free, his nails dug into the pale strip of flesh protruding from the cuff of her coat.


At the end of the empty street was a disused factory with several broken windows and a Do Not Enter sign. Parked in front was a dented grey Ford van with no windows.


The man turned to the girl, and this time there were no friendly crinkles around his eyes. Still holding her wrist, he waved his keys and the van made a bleeping sound. He jerked his head towards it.


‘Get in.’ His voice was gruff.


Clara didn’t want to get in his van, so she shook her head and tried to pull away, but her small frame was no match for him. As she opened her mouth to scream, he wedged his hand between her teeth. She bit down hard. He did not cry out, but the anger was there in the threat of his eyes, the bruising of his fingers into delicate skin.


She was struggling and tried to kick her legs, like she’d been taught in swimming, but it was no good. The man put his other arm around her waist and hoisted her in. He climbed in behind her and slammed the doors.


Poppy’s mother, Mrs Smith, noticed that Clara was gone about six minutes after she had left the playground. By the time she had scoured the school grounds, and used her mobile phone to call the police, the skies had darkened and the van was driving away.
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5.56 p.m.


Two hours and seventeen minutes after Clara Foyle was abducted, Erdman sat down opposite his family. Lilith was cutting up Jakey’s carrots, her mouth a seam of displeasure; Jakey was singing under his breath, his mind elsewhere.


Erdman ran his fingers through his hair, or what was left of it, as dull as the paintwork on Jakey’s toy car. The one he’d left in the paddling pool for two weeks, and which was now next to useless.


Useless.


That was a word he was well acquainted with. He could never quite shake the feeling that he hadn’t lived up to expectations: his mother’s, Lilith’s, his own. He’d always convinced himself there was plenty of time, but as his waistline thickened and his hair thinned, he was uncomfortably aware that his life was, in all probability, closer to its end than its beginning.


Glancing at his son, Erdman’s heart gave a funny sort of jump. Jakey prompted in him a curious mixture of protectiveness and bafflement that even after six years he struggled to understand. Jakey’s lips moved, but Erdman couldn’t make out the words.


As he tried to find a way into the silence, Lilith grimaced at her plate. She’d worn the same expression in bed that morning when he’d accidentally stroked her thigh.


‘Are you going to carve the meat or what?’ The gnat’s arse shrivelled. ‘I mean, really, who has roast dinner on a Friday night?’


The words of conciliation on his lips congealed. Appetite dwindling, he gazed at the beef, marbled with fat and running pinkish juices, and switched on the carving knife. Its low buzz reminded him of the noise he sometimes heard from the locked bathroom door, when Lilith announced she was having a soak, so could she have half an hour’s peace, please. He wished he hadn’t bothered to sneak home early and had gone to the pub instead.


Lilith was staring through rain-blurred windows into the dark square of their garden. He wanted to drag her back into his life, but he didn’t know how.


A memory surfaced, unexpectedly, of a pub lunch a couple of months after they’d met.


He’d always been wary of large groups, but she’d charmed his friends with funny stories from the school where she’d once worked. As they left, she’d slipped her hand into his, and he could still remember his absurd sense of pride.


God, he missed her.


Jakey’s singing went up several notches. It often did at mealtimes. Erdman wondered if it was his son’s way of drowning out the sound of a family’s disintegration.


‘What’s that song?’ said Lilith, her brow creasing.


‘Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit! I mean, ow, OUCH.’


A burn of pain lit Erdman’s finger as the blade slipped and bit deep, its serrated teeth slicing through skin and subcutaneous tissue. Jakey stopped singing, saucer-eyed. The water in their glasses vibrated. Erdman’s empty plate was spattered with ruby droplets, like a grisly version of the Jackson Pollock he’d seen at the Tate last month.


The knife spun in frantic circles until Lilith switched it off. As Erdman staggered against her, he was briefly aware, for the first time in several months, of the fullness of her breasts.


After a few seconds, the heady sensation lifted and he looked down at his hand, which she’d wrapped in a napkin after lowering him into the chair. He could have sworn the fabric was white, but now it was a vivid scarlet.


‘Get Daddy some water,’ said Lilith. The boy didn’t move. ‘Go on.’


With a six-year-old’s reluctance to leave the bloodied scene of the action, Jakey limped into the kitchen. As he reached the archway, he turned to look at his father. Erdman managed a smile. And a little wave. With his left hand, obviously.


It was starting to sing, his finger. Scheisse. Erdman rested his injured hand on his thigh while Lilith lifted a corner of the damp linen. Fresh blood plip-plipped with purpose, speckling the pale laminate floorboards. He couldn’t bring himself to look at the cut, that thick flap of ruined skin. Lilith’s sharp intake of breath told him all he needed to know.


Outside, a car alarm went off.


Not a car alarm.


Jakey.


Lilith dropped his hand and sprinted towards the kitchen. When Erdman stood, the walls rippled like the inside of a swimming pool. As soon as they’d stopped moving, he stumbled after her. His heart filled his mouth at the scene before him.


Jakey was sprawled across the floor, one arm beneath his body, the other stretched out in front of him. His head was twisted on its side. A stool had been tipped over. Fragments of glass were strewn across the tiles, and water was pooling near the cooker.


Lilith’s face was stricken, guilt and fear and accusation rolling across her features. Jakey was struggling to sit up, gulping and crying.


‘Nice and easy does it, sweetheart,’ said Lilith.


Pushing aside his own pain, Erdman held out his uninjured hand to his son.


‘Where does it hurt, champ?’


Jakey didn’t reach for his father as he usually would. Instead he drew in a shuddering breath, winced and began to cry again. For the briefest of moments, Erdman’s eyes met Lilith’s.


‘My arm, Daddy,’ he said, through a waterfall of tears. ‘I fell on my arm.’


As Lilith helped Jakey to his feet, Erdman was assessing the damage. Jakey’s working arm, the one he used to eat and drink and play and write, was now hanging by his side at an odd, awkward angle. Already, it was beginning to swell, and reminded Erdman of a fat pink sausage about to burst its skin. The other arm, rigid and unyielding, was drawn in at the elbow, fixed in that position since he was three.


‘Anywhere else, Jakey?’ he said. ‘Did you bump your head? Fall on your knees? What about your ribs? You need to be careful when you’re using your stool, we’ve told you that a hundred times before. Didn’t you use the handrails? Why didn’t you get the bottled water from the fridge?’


His son’s bottom lip quivered and he began to sob again, noisily and messily. From the way Lilith was glaring at him, Erdman knew he’d pushed it too far. Jakey still hadn’t moved his arm and now it was a strange, mottled purple.


‘Sit down, sweetie,’ said Lilith. ‘I’ll get you a drink. And one of those biscuits you like.’


Lilith’s whisper was hot in Erdman’s ear as she reached into the cupboard behind him for a tumbler. For a moment, he remembered the feel of her mouth on him, but the pain in his hand and concern for Jakey pulled him back to the present.


‘Listen, you need stitches. It’s a deep cut. Nasty. And I don’t want to scare Jakey, but we better get him down to A&E too. I’ll give him his steroids now, but he’ll probably need an X-ray.’ Her own mouth trembled. ‘I think his arm is broken.’


Erdman groaned, regretting the wasted meal, but truth be told, his appetite had deserted him.


Jakey swallowed down the anti-inflammatory. His tears had quietened, but now they tracked silently down his face. Using his good arm, Erdman hoisted his son onto his hip, careful not to knock him. After a few seconds, his bicep started to ache, but he ignored it and carried him outside to the car. The security light flicked on, the blood from Erdman’s hand leaving a trail of spots on the driveway. His son shifted in his arms to look at them.


‘Are you going to die?’ Jakey’s face was a pale moon against the winter night sky.


‘Course not, champ,’ said Erdman. He buckled Jakey into his seat and kissed his hair. ‘Daddy just needs a couple of tiny stitches.’ He forced his voice to steady. ‘And we need to get you checked over. Can’t have you with a poorly arm.’


As Lilith drove them to the hospital, Jakey began to sing again. His voice was quiet but Erdman was sitting next to him in the back, and could make out his son’s clear notes above the drone of traffic.


Unlike Lilith, he did recognize the song that Jakey was singing. He recognized it because Carlton – Erdman’s brother – had sung it with him when they were little.


And Carlton had been dead for thirty-six years.


At the Royal Southern, Jakey and Lilith were directed to children’s accident and emergency while Erdman had to wait an hour for a harassed trainee to inspect his wound. His name tag announced him as Dr Hassan.


‘It looks like you’ve nicked the bone but I don’t think you’ve damaged the tendon.’ He peeled off his latex gloves. ‘It’ll probably ache for a few days but you did the right thing by coming in. It’ll heal faster with stitches.’


The curtain swished and Lilith’s head poked round. Erdman could see her knuckles were white with the effort of pushing Jakey in his hospital-issue wheelchair.


In summer, the merest hint of sun made his freckles pop like a dot-to-dot puzzle. That November night, the 16th, Jakey’s skin was completely colourless, as if the network of veins and vessels just below the surface were filled with milk.


‘Sorry,’ she mouthed at the doctor. ‘I just wanted to let my husband know what’s happening with our son.’ She didn’t wait for permission to speak, but she was smiling. ‘They don’t think it’s broken, but he’s going for an X-ray, just to be sure.’


The balled fist in the pit of Erdman’s stomach unclenched.


‘Seriously? But it looked so . . .’ He was aware of Jakey’s eyes on him. ‘That’s really great.’


‘I was just telling your husband he needs some stitches,’ said Dr Hassan.


There it was, that word again. Erdman concentrated on keeping down his lunch, and tried to ignore the thumping in his ears. Sweat beaded his upper lip. He shut his eyes. He knew he looked like shit.


‘He’s funny with needles,’ said Lilith. ‘And blood. He fainted when Jakey was born. They had to whisk him off in a wheelchair. Took him a good couple of hours to recover.’ She leaned over and squeezed Erdman’s knee, to take the sting from her words.


Dr Hassan chuckled and patted Erdman on the back. ‘Happens to the best of us, my friend. I fainted the first time I saw a post-mortem.’


‘What’s a post-mortem?’ asked Jakey, his eyes bright with interest.


‘Well, young man, it’s when—’


Lilith interrupted the doctor. ‘It’s just a medical procedure, darling. Now, let’s get you down to X-ray, and then we’ll see about getting you something to eat.’
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6.01 p.m.


Clara’s mouth was pressed hard against something rough, and with every jolt, it rubbed the skin in the dip of her chin. Her wrists were tied behind her back with a length of surgical tape which criss-crossed the scant flesh. The binding cut deep between her thumb and her finger.


The van was flying over bumps, its tail end thumping down heavily after every descent, and the pain in her chin and the strangeness of the situation was making the muscles of her stomach tighten. Clara was usually a child who cried easily, but for once the tears did not come. A kind of numbness had set in.


The man had propped her against a box, and she was wedged between two rolls of carpet. There was a strong smell in the back, like butchered meat left to rot. It was cold and dark, and she couldn’t see.


Something crawled over her cheek. She wanted to scream, but the man had said he would kill her mother if she did. Clara believed him. He had been smiling when he said it, just before he had shut the van doors, but she knew it wasn’t a joke.


Her stomach rumbled again. During afternoon break, Poppy had told Clara they were having sausages and chips for tea. Clara’s mother never let her eat food like that. The van juddered again. Her thoughts flitted back to her mother: pink nails and thick black eyeliner, and the way she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose whenever she told Clara off, the way she pressed her cheek against Clara’s in a facsimile of warmth, but always maintained a gap between their bodies. Mrs Foyle didn’t like sticky faces and hands.


The van stopped and then reversed at speed before the rumble of the engine died away. There was a tick-ticking sound as it cooled. A loud metallic clunk made her jump, and Clara realized it was the van doors sliding open. A bulb without a shade was fixed to the ceiling joist, and it gave off just enough light for her to see she was inside a garage.


This garage belonged to a house, tall and thin like the man who had taken her. She couldn’t see it, but the house had small, shuttered windows and a handrail flanking steps leading down to a basement. A path of cracked black and white tiles, woven with weeds, led to a front door where blue paint had peeled off and left patches shaped like countries. A wrought-iron number 2, dulled from age or weather, had lost a screw, and hung upside down, an inverted cedilla. Spits of freezing rain landed on the pavement. Almost completely dark now.


The man lifted Clara from the van by hooking his arms around her legs. As her feet made contact with the garage’s concrete floor, the light seemed to dim, and the bulb popped and went out.


The sudden change in temperature chilled her, and she blinked into the darkness. The man dug his fingers into her shoulders and propelled her towards an internal door.


She was concentrating so hard on trying to keep her balance in the disorientating blackness that she didn’t notice the lip of the step, and she tripped, tearing her woollen tights and skinning both knees.


A few moments later, she found herself inside the hall of the house. When her eyes had grown used to the dull lighting, she saw the floor was bare, and there was no furniture to speak of, except a glass cabinet in the corner on top of a bureau. Then she noticed another. And another. As Clara struggled to process what she was seeing, the man stepped out of the shadows, drying his hands on a towel. He undid the binding around her wrists and offered her a glass of milk. Some instinct warned her not to drink it, but Clara was so thirsty that she gulped it down anyway. The man’s pinched face seemed to collapse downwards and, for the second time that day, everything went fuzzy around the edges.
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7.52 p.m.


Amy Foyle sat perfectly still on her daughter’s bed while everyone else was in motion.


Two police officers were searching Clara’s bedroom, opening her wardrobe, her chest of drawers, even the wooden jewellery box that she’d got for her fourth birthday and painted herself. One picked up her hairbrush and placed it in a see-through evidence bag.


‘For DNA purposes,’ he explained. ‘I might need her toothbrush, too.’


Don’t touch that, she wanted to scream. It doesn’t belong to you.


They had arrived, the police, just as she was having the dye rinsed from her hair, her throat exposed and vulnerable. She hadn’t picked up the frantic voicemails from Poppy Smith’s mother, her phone buried at the bottom of her Hermès bag.


They’d led her outside, still wearing the hairdressing cape, and it was only when they were nearly home that she realized she’d left behind her coat and forgotten to pay.


An hour later, when Miles had turned up, flanked by the officers who had driven through rush-hour traffic to collect him from his private practice in London Bridge, she was still wearing it. He had unfastened the Velcro, and it dropped, silkily, to the floor. The gesture had felt inappropriate, like he was undressing her for bed.


‘She better not be playing silly buggers,’ was the first thing he said. And then, ‘She’ll turn up.’


‘But it’s dark,’ Amy said. ‘There’s roads, the pond on the Heath—’ She put a hand over her mouth, to stop the horror from spilling out.


He had taken the glass from her other hand, wrapped his arms around her, and she had pressed her face against the damp fabric of his suit. He smelled of soap and safety.


‘What are they doing, the police?’ He let her go, hung up his jacket on the back of the chair, ran his fingers through his silver-grey hair.


So she told him the excruciating details; how they’d asked for a description of Clara, for some recent photographs, for the colour of the coat and gloves she’d been wearing that day.


How they were knocking on doors, searching the streets close to her school, the Common, and up into Greenwich Park, how they’d taken all the telephone numbers of the parents of Clara’s friends, how, because of her age, her vulnerability, if they didn’t find her within the next few hours, they were planning to issue a nationwide Child Rescue Alert.


How most children who disappear are safely back home within twenty-four hours.


Most, but not all.


‘She’ll turn up,’ he had said again, his voice calm. ‘Where’s Eleanor?’


‘At your mother’s. I thought it would be better—’


‘I want her here, with us. She needs to be with her family.’


Amy didn’t like to point out that his mother was their family. She watched him open his briefcase, take out his laptop.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I just need to finish this report.’


Amy had picked up her glass from the hall bureau and let it slide through her fingers. At the sound of it shattering on the tiled floor, an officer stuck his head around the door.


She saw her own anxiety reflected in the lines of Miles’ face, knew that switching on his computer was another way of coping, of maintaining some control, but she couldn’t help herself. Panic pinwheeled inside her. She threw words at him like stones.


‘Our daughter is missing. Don’t you think that’s more important than a fucking report?’ She picked up his jacket, thrust it at him. ‘Shouldn’t you be out there looking for her?’


He peered at her over his glasses.


‘Don’t be hysterical, Amy. The police need space to do their job, and I want to be here when she gets home.’


She couldn’t look at him then, couldn’t share his optimism. Always his fucking optimism. And that goddamn oh-so-reasonable tone. But there was a truth to his words that she couldn’t ignore.


‘You’re right.’ She reached for his hand, briefly squeezed it. ‘Sorry. I’m just scared.’


He patted her arm. ‘It’ll be OK.’


But even then, she didn’t believe him.


Police moved through the house, their voices low and serious. They stood near the family computer, talking about grooming, and multiplayer servers and social media sites, even though Amy had repeatedly told them that Clara was too young to use them. She watched them watch Miles, trying to assess his reactions, and guessed they were watching her too. She heard them ask for a list of the patients he’d seen that afternoon. To confirm his alibi. That bizarre thought made her feel like she’d been cut adrift from her life. That the pattern of their Friday nights – wine, dinner, sex – had been redrawn in a way that was unrecognizable, ugly.


One officer – she couldn’t remember his name, there were so many of them – stepped into the hall. His expression was bland, unreadable.


‘Dr Foyle, Mrs Foyle, I’d like you both to come into the sitting room, and take a seat.’


Amy rested a palm against the wall to steady herself. She had a pain in her chest, like being scoured with a wire brush.


Have they found her?


They’ve found her.


If she’s alive, he’d have told us by now.


So she’s dead.


Dead.


No.


Please, no.


The officer who had come to get them was standing by the fireplace, his colleague by the window. Both men swallowed at the same time, and the jerking of their Adam’s apples reminded Amy of a hangman’s noose.


‘We wanted to let you know that a Child Rescue Alert has now been issued,’ said the first officer. ‘It’s a fairly new but very high-profile way of sending a quick message to all national media outlets to tell them that Clara is missing. If someone has seen Clara, we’ll know about it.’


‘Good,’ said Miles.


‘Interpol is issuing a Yellow Notice in case anyone tries to leave the country with her, and there’s a detective on her way who has a great deal of experience in missing persons cases.’


‘Good,’ said Miles again.


‘Um, earlier, you said you were going to wait a while before you issued the alert, that you have to be absolutely sure it’s the right thing to do, and that Clara’s probably just wandered off.’ Amy’s heart quickened. ‘I was just wondering why you’d decided to do it now.’


The officers’ eyes met for the briefest of moments, and Amy felt the breath of fear on her neck. She caught the flesh of her cheek between her teeth and bit down. A dart of pain reminded her this was real.


‘I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but a credible witness saw a little girl matching Clara’s description outside a sweet shop in Blackheath Village this afternoon.


‘She didn’t see much, just the back of a head, but she was talking to a man.’ His face opened up to let pity slip in. ‘She left holding his hand.’
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8.13 p.m.


In the artificially lit hellhole that was the Royal Southern’s A&E department, Erdman was sitting with his head between his legs and taking deep breaths. A teenager with a broken leg sniggered. Erdman didn’t blame him. It was a ridiculous sight, a grown man, knees poking up either side of his head, a cardboard bowl in his hand. To put it bluntly, he looked like a twat.


Lilith and Jakey were in the cafeteria, buying overpriced sandwiches. His son’s arm wasn’t broken. That knowledge brought with it a palpable sense of relief, but Erdman knew the next few days would be critical. Already, he was bracing himself for the possibility of a flare-up, the anguish on Jakey’s face as he clawed at his inflamed skin, coupled with his own helplessness as he counted and recounted the lumps that preceded the invasion of bone. He hoped the steroids would do their job, although they came with their own set of problems. It killed him every time to watch his son pitch from a kind of manic wildness into a depressive slump. Especially when there was only a fifty-fifty chance the medication would work.


Christ, how much longer? Dr Hassan had promised there wouldn’t be much of a wait, but he’d been here for hours. If a cut like his was left untreated for too long, the window for sutures would close along with the wound.


Cautiously, he lifted his head. The waiting room lurched sideways and he shut his eyes, the taste of vomit in his mouth. When he opened them again, the world was more or less steady. He wanted some water but he daren’t bend down to pick up his plastic cup. Instead he passed the time by watching the hospital’s unfortunate inhabitants.


A man with a rumpled shirt and a face to match was holding a bag of melting sweetcorn to his right eye. His other was trained on a television mounted on the wall next to a couple of faded posters urging new mums to breastfeed and smokers to give up. A young mother, no older than twenty, was trying to soothe a baby, who was wailing thinly. She, too, was glued to the screen.


Erdman swivelled his head a few degrees, trying not to move too quickly. I look like bloody Bubo, he thought. That’s where I should be, at home watching Clash of the Titans, not stuck in this shithole with the telly turned down.


A blonde with a neat cap of hair and too-wide mouth was saying something Erdman couldn’t hear. Her make-up had settled into the cracks around her eyes. It made her look old, even though she must have intended the opposite. An image of a dimpled girl with bunches filled his vision, followed by live footage of police officers, and clusters of people holding torches.


He strained to catch what the newscaster was saying but the volume was too low. His eyes scanned the yellow ticker at the bottom of the screen.


Breaking news: Five-year-old Clara Foyle goes missing after leaving school playground on her own. Community joins officers to scour Greenwich Park and surrounding Heath.


Another picture flashed up: Clara Foyle giggling with someone who looked like an older sister. The sun lit her hair from behind, softening her freckles and creating a halo effect. More footage, this time of a shop cordoned off with police tape. The ticker continued.


Clara Foyle was last seen at a sweet shop in Blackheath, south-east London, around 3.30 p.m. She was wearing a yellow and black school uniform. Parents praying for ‘good news’.


Erdman rubbed his eyes with his good thumb and finger. Poor sods. How would he cope if Lilith rang him at work one Friday afternoon, just when he was thinking about sneaking off to the Bank, and told him that Jakey was missing, that he hadn’t made it home from school? He shook the thought from his mind, as if that simple act of imagining might somehow make it happen. The uncertainty would be the most terrible part. And the waiting. Waiting for that knock on the door. I’m sorry, sir. We’ve found a body. How could any marriage survive that? No wonder so many lives unravelled when a child went missing, or died. Or was very, very sick. Erdman swallowed down the lump in his throat.


‘God, are you still waiting?’ Lilith appeared with Jakey trailing behind her, a limp triangle of cheese sandwich in hand.


‘Yeah, shouldn’t be long now.’


Lilith plonked herself down on the chair next to him while Jakey inspected some drops of dried blood on the floor. ‘We were watching this in the canteen. I had to drag Jakey away in the end. He kept asking if someone had stolen her. Terrible, isn’t it? Her poor parents. Mind you, what on earth was she doing on her own?’


They lapsed into silence, guiltily transfixed by the neatly packaged vignettes about a family just like them.


After a few minutes, Lilith touched her husband on the elbow.


‘You haven’t forgotten about Monday afternoon, Erd.’


‘Um . . .’


Lilith sighed. ‘You have, haven’t you.’


‘It’s Take Your Dad to School Day. Remember, Daddy? All the daddies are coming to my classroom. Miss Haines says it’s going to be fun.’


Erdman couldn’t think of anything less fun. But he couldn’t tell his son that.


‘I’ll be there,’ he said.


They sat for a long while. Two paramedics rushed in with a stretcher, but the excitement only lasted a couple of minutes before their grey-faced charge was whisked away. A whiteboard on the wall informed new arrivals that the average waiting time was four hours. The evening sky deepened into a violent blue. Behind them, a cleaner in a yellow top and trousers pushed a mop back and forth.


‘God, what a dreadful uniform,’ muttered Lilith.


Erdman’s stomach roiled, not helped by the shitty nappy smell from the baby a couple of rows back. Jakey lolled on the chair, his finger up his nose, Lilith’s foot jigged up and down, and the news ticker went round and round, one family’s story of heartbreak stuck on repeat.


Erdman tried not to think about the needle’s sharp point, the thread burrowing through the holes in his skin, the way his vision went white around the edges whenever he had an injection. He wondered if it might be linked to some half-buried memory.


Thank God he and Lilith had been switched on enough to make sure Jakey’s childhood immunizations were administered orally. He’d heard terrible stories about the effects of injections on children like Jakey. Doctors in Pennsylvania were breaking new ground with their research, but there was still no cure. He breathed out slowly, and tried to quell the panic that threatened to consume him whenever he thought about Jakey’s future. He looked at his son, who was staring, oblivious, at the floor.


‘I’m bored,’ whined Jakey.


‘You and me both, champ,’ said Erdman. Wasting his Friday night in this depressing place was not his idea of fun either.


Lilith was scrolling through news websites on her phone. She yawned without covering her mouth.


‘Why don’t you take Jakey home?’ He hadn’t known he was going to say that and regretted it as soon as he did.


‘You sure?’


But Lilith’s question was perfunctory. Already, she was on her feet, pulling on her coat, and helping Jakey with his.


‘I’ll take the car, shall I? You’ll be all right on the bus . . .’


Yeah, course I will. ’Cos I really love getting the bus home with all the Friday-night drunks.


‘I’ll be fine.’


As he watched Lilith and Jakey disappear through the hospital’s automated doors, towards Car Park A and the drizzling darkness, he was still half-hoping she would stay.


He couldn’t blame her. The hours she had spent here with Jakey. That both of them had. He hated this place almost as much as she did.


The minutes crawled by.


‘Erdman Frith,’ called a knackered-looking nurse.


At last. He followed her into the treatment room, stumbling into a Caution Wet Floor sign. He raised an apologetic hand at the cleaner, who nodded in return.


A doctor with a droopy moustache examined Erdman’s hand, and let it drop. He had his back to his patient, but Erdman caught his exchange with the nurse all the same.


‘Tell Kaleb to stop wasting my fucking time. We’re busy enough as it is.’


The nurse smiled her tired smile. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been waiting for such a long while, Mr Frith, but Dr Levison doesn’t feel you need sutures. I’ll dress it for you, but the cut isn’t as deep as we first thought.’


By the time he left the hospital, the rain was sheeting in his face. The wind had picked up and it chilled his wet skin. What he wouldn’t give to be sat in front of the telly with the heating cranked up to block out the draughts, marital or otherwise.


He peered at the timetable. If he’d read it right, it promised a bus in twenty minutes, but he wasn’t convinced he had read it right. He was still trying to decipher the fine black print when a single-decker rolled into view.


Erdman fumbled in his coat pocket for his Oyster card, dropped it on the rain-stamped floor, picked it up and swiped it across the yellow reader, his cheeks pinking. He found a seat by the window and stared, unseeing, through condensing fug.


As the bus drove into the night, Erdman briefly shut his eyes and wondered who would notice if he didn’t make it home.


But he should not have wasted time feeling sorry for himself.


His son was already in danger.


And Erdman had ten days left to save his life.
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9.31 p.m.


Lilith tipped the last of the glass shards into the pedal bin and turned her attention to the dining room floor. The blood from Erdman’s hand had hardened into rusty pennies and she scrubbed against the polished wood to clean them off.


She sat back on her haunches, surveyed her handiwork. God, she was tired. And she still had the remains of their spoiled dinner to clear up. Erdman was not back from the hospital yet, but at least Jakey was in bed. He had been so difficult since they had got home, moody and withdrawn, and although he’d apologized for The Car Incident, she’d been relieved to shut his door on him, and come downstairs on her own.


Lilith didn’t know what had got into her usually mild-mannered son, but whatever it was, she didn’t like it. She made a mental note to book their crappy car in for a service.


As punishment, she had refused to read him a bedtime story. Not that Jakey had seemed to care. It was one of Erdman’s books, some creepy folktale he’d had since he was a boy. The cover was a tall, thin man with a grinning skull for a head. A bogeyman who preyed on children. It gave her the heebie-jeebies. But Jakey had asked for it every night since he’d found it in a box of Erdman’s old things. Not tonight, though. Instead he had thrown it across the room.


She sighed, and scraped congealed gravy and cold potatoes onto a plate. Perhaps it was his medication, or he was just tired from the strain of being at the hospital for most of the evening. Perhaps she should give him the benefit of the doubt, but Jakey had been damn rude. It hadn’t helped that she’d been trying to drive home in torrential rain when the car had beeped its first warning, flashing up this message on the dashboard.


Rear seat belt unbuckled.


‘Jakey,’ she had snapped. ‘Don’t mess around with your seat belt. Do it up now, please.’


‘I haven’t undone it.’


‘Jakey.’ Her voice was steel.


‘I haven’t.’


‘Don’t tell fibs.’


‘I’m not,’ he half-shouted. ‘I haven’t touched it.’


Lilith knew he was lying. That message only showed up when a back-seat passenger undid the belt, or didn’t do it up in the first place.


She tried a new tack. ‘Sweetheart, if we have an accident in this dreadful weather and you’re not wearing your belt, you could be seriously hurt. Please do it up now. For Mummy.’


‘I haven’t undone it,’ he insisted.


Lilith had slammed her hand against the steering wheel, and the car swerved into the oncoming lane. Panicked, she’d overcorrected herself, causing the driver behind her to lean heavily on his horn.


‘Shit.’


‘I haven’t undone it,’ he said again, more softly this time.


She ignored him, her eyes scanning the dark roads for a place to pull over. She would damn well get out of the car and do it up herself. But the rain was making it difficult to see, and now the ribbon of red tail-lights ahead was forcing her to brake.


Stuck in a line of traffic, she had half-twisted to look at him. The pale smudge of his face stared back at her, illuminated in the headlamps of passing cars. ‘C’mon, Jakey. I just want you to be safe.’


‘I haven’t undone my seat belt,’ he said, and burst into tears.


She had thought about explaining to him that the weight of a passenger’s body triggered a sensor that alerted the driver when the belt was unbuckled, that there was no one else in the back so it had to be him, but she didn’t think he’d understand.


Her eyes flicked down to Jakey’s buckle.


It was done up, the metal clip securely in place.


But the message hadn’t changed.


Rear seat belt unbuckled.


She checked to see if her handbag was on the back seat next to him. She carried enough crap for it to register about the weight of a small human being, but the seat was empty.


It was just a glitch in the system of a car that had seen better days.


She had started to apologize, to tell him that adults sometimes make mistakes too, when she heard him mutter beneath the ceaseless drumming of the rain.


‘Go away,’ he hissed. ‘Go away and leave me alone.’


‘Just because you say it quietly doesn’t mean I can’t hear you.’


‘Mummy, I—’


‘I know it’s been a tricky, tiring day, but that’s no excuse. You don’t speak to Mummy like that.’ Lilith’s fingers tapped the gearstick.


‘But I—’


‘And you’re still talking back to me. How about you say sorry instead?’


‘You never listen,’ he burst out. ‘Never, ever, ever. You’re the meanest mummy in the world. I want my daddy.’


The traffic began to move again, the rain easing off. She could see Jakey’s face in the rear-view mirror, pinched and miserable, and regretted her sharpness, felt the itch of motherly guilt.


‘Hey,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to jump down your throat.’


But he didn’t reply, just stared out of the window into the rain, his eyes filmy with tears, and singing that strange little song.


She had left it at that, but as soon as they got home he had asked to go to bed. When she had come up to tuck him in, he had turned his back on her and refused a goodnight kiss.


Now she was alone, she realized that he’d been right. She hadn’t bothered to listen to him, or given him a chance to explain. Some children were compulsive liars, but Jakey, until now, had always been scrupulously honest.


It wasn’t his fault they didn’t have enough money to buy a better car.


She found she couldn’t settle. She finished clearing up and paced restlessly about their house, waiting for Erdman.


Thank God Jakey’s arm was OK. She had been so sure it was broken, had already given him an extra dose of steroids to calm the inflammation. But when the doctors had ordered an X-ray it had only been badly bruised.


She thought about his arm’s lumpy, swollen, misshapen appearance, and offered up a silent prayer.


Just a bruise, the doctor said. Just a bruise. Please God let it stay that way.










SATURDAY
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2.57 a.m.


Detective Sergeant Etta Fitzroy could tell a lot about someone from the state of their front door.


She’d seen ones with peeling paint and broken doorbells, or with splintered wood where they’d been kicked in, or with four different locks to keep out unwanted visitors, but this was her favourite kind: freshly painted with a gleaming silver knocker and a hanging basket with foliage still dripping from the recent downpour.


Not tonight, though. Tonight she did not want to stand on this doorstep of privilege and wealth, and grind this family’s hope into dust.


As she turned into Pagoda Drive, her suitcase dragging behind her, Fitzroy took a tissue from her pocket and wiped the shine from her face. Parents expected a calm, professional presence. They deserved it.


The rain had stopped but the pavements were blackly slick, the smoke-scented air cold against her skin. The Foyles’ three-storey Georgian home was the grandest in the street. Fitzroy guessed it must be worth three million, at least. Lights blazed in its windows, even though it was almost 3 a.m.


Walking up the garden path, Fitzroy drew in a damp, nervous breath. She never knew whether to expect angry, accusing voices or soft questions soaked in tears. Whatever the family’s reaction, she understood it and forgave it, knowing it was rooted in despair.


Her hand hesitated above the knocker, but before she could bring it down against the varnished wood, a silver-haired woman of indeterminate age opened the door, buttoning up the jacket of her tailored suit. Her eyes were tired. For a moment or two, she stared at the detective. Fitzroy was used to it. With one eye a deep brown, the other a startling blue, it was something she had learned to ignore. The woman remembered herself.


‘Come in,’ she said. ‘You must be soaked through.’


Fitzroy held out her right hand. ‘You must be Mrs Foyle.’


The woman laughed, an unexpected sound, displaying two rows of perfect white teeth.


‘Goodness, no. Well, yes, actually, I am Mrs Foyle, but not the one you’ve come to see. I’m Elisabeth, the mother-in-law.’


‘I’m sorry for your trouble.’


Elisabeth Foyle’s mouth rearranged itself into a sombre line.


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’


She led Fitzroy through a vast hallway with a chequerboard floor and wide, mahogany staircase. Several opulently furnished rooms later they reached a closed door at the end of a corridor. Elisabeth knocked softly, but didn’t wait for an answer. She held open the door and stood back to allow Fitzroy to pass.


The room was huge with floor-to-ceiling windows that peered out onto what Fitzroy assumed were well-maintained lawns. A brick fireplace dominated the far wall and on a pale green sofa in the corner sat a woman. Her glossy hair was caught up in a ponytail and it gave her an air of youthfulness, but Fitzroy noticed the deep grooves around her mouth and eyes, even from several feet away. The woman’s shoulders were rounded, as if she’d already conceded defeat. Two uniforms were talking quietly in the corner.


This house would not sleep tonight.


‘Can I get anyone a drink?’ trilled Elisabeth, her mask slipping. It wasn’t the first time Fitzroy had met a woman like Mrs Foyle Snr. Excitement at discovering one’s family at the centre of a nationwide drama was more common than most people realized.


‘Tea, thank you,’ she said.


Fitzroy glanced around the room, noticed a crutch leaning by the fireplace. Flames reflected in its alloy coating like dozens of tiny fireworks. Family photographs – those awkward, posed shots – lined the mantelpiece.


‘My husband thinks she’s coming home.’


Amy Foyle’s voice had a clipped, bitter edge, as if the only way to contain her anguish was to parcel it up so tightly that no emotion could leak out. In Fitzroy’s experience, women as brittle as this were usually the first to break.


Without waiting for an invitation, sat down on the sofa beside her.


‘And what do you think, Mrs Foyle?’


‘You’re the expert, Detective. Shouldn’t you be telling me?’ she said, her voice climbing in distress.


Fitzroy decided that no, she should not. She should not tell this worn-down wisp of a woman how she had spent twenty minutes hanging on the phone while the coroner’s liaison officer checked to make sure Clara’s body hadn’t already been found; that a police search adviser was, at this very moment, arranging for the search to resume at first light; that as well as sightings of Clara, they would be scanning the landscape for scraps of her coat or her school bag. Her Peppa Pig underwear.


That they were still trying to eliminate Miles Foyle from their inquiries.


‘I’m sorry it’s so late,’ she said instead. ‘There’s lots of calls coming in, and I was waiting for an update before I came to see you.’


Mrs Foyle sat up very straight. ‘You have news?’


Fitzroy cursed herself for her clumsy phrasing, and blamed the lateness of the hour. She clasped the woman’s hand in her own. Her French manicure was chipped around the edges. That imperfection in Mrs Foyle’s polished veneer tugged more powerfully at Fitzroy than any tears.


‘Not at the moment. I’m sorry.’


Mrs Foyle bit her lip, and stared at the television screen. Clara was running away from her older sister Eleanor, who was chasing her with a hose. Although the volume was turned down, Fitzroy could just make out her shrieks of terrified pleasure.


‘My husband filmed that in the summer.’ Her voice was flat. ‘He’s upstairs, trying to settle Eleanor now. She’s just had the most horrific nightmare.’


‘Mrs Foyle, have you had a chance to think of anything else that might be helpful to this investigation? Anything at all? Any seemingly irrelevant detail about your daughter? Did she mention she was upset by anything? Had she ever spoken about being approached by a stranger?’


‘I’ve already told your colleagues everything.’


‘Of course.’ Fitzroy was gentle. ‘But sometimes we can suddenly remember something, and even though it doesn’t seem that important, it might be the piece of information that helps us to find Clara.’


A single tear spilled down Mrs Foyle’s cheek. Fitzroy watched it fall from her chin.


‘I know this is difficult. I know you’ve answered hundreds of questions about your daughter. I know you’re frightened and worn down, and that it feels intrusive to have police in your house, checking your computers, touching Clara’s things. But I’ve been asked to come here tonight because I have some experience in cases like this, and I might be able to help you.’


Fitzroy angled her body so that their knees were almost touching.


‘Is Clara a healthy, happy child, Mrs Foyle?’


Mrs Foyle was stopped from answering by the arrival of Elisabeth, who kept up a monologue as she poured milk and handed around biscuits.


‘I wish she wouldn’t do that,’ she said, as soon as her mother-in-law had gone.


‘Do what?’ Fitzroy kept her voice even.


‘Act like nothing has happened. She keeps talking about the party we’ll have when Clara comes home, when everyone knows that she’s probably—’


She broke off, unable to articulate what most of the armchair commentators had already concluded. And then, as Fitzroy had known she would, Mrs Foyle fell apart.


She didn’t howl or scream or rail against the unfairness of it. She simply sat in her chair and cried, until her nose was blocked and her cheeks were blotchy, and she was unable to speak in coherent sentences.


Fitzroy felt an answering pulse of sympathy. In Mrs Foyle’s fractured sobs, she could hear the echoes of all the families of the missing and the dead.


Grace Rodríguez’s mother, Conchita, had been standing at the sink.


Fitzroy had watched her, busy amongst the suds, cleaning the endless teacups and plates she hadn’t eaten or drunk from.
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