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Sunday, 10 August 1997 – 1.45 a.m.





SHE DRIFTED with the waves, falling off their rolling backs and waking to renewed agony every time salt water seared down her throat and into her stomach. During intermittent periods of lucidity when she revisited, always with astonishment, what had happened to her, it was the deliberate breaking of her fingers that remained indelibly printed on her memory, and not the brutality of her rape.













Sunday, 10 August 1997 – 5.00 a.m.





THE CHILD sat cross-legged on the floor like a miniature statue of Buddha, the grey dawn light leeching her flesh of colour. He had no feelings for her, not even common humanity, but he couldn’t bring himself to touch her. She watched him as solemnly as he watched her, and he was enthralled by her immobility. He could break her neck as easily as a chicken’s, but he fancied he saw an ancient wisdom in her concentrated gaze, and the idea frightened him. Did she know what he’d done?











Prologue


Extract from: The Mind of a Rapist by Helen Barry





THE most widely held view is that rape is an exercise in male domination, a pathological assertion of power, usually performed out of anger against the entire sex or frustration with a specific individual. By forcing a woman to accept penetration, the man is demonstrating not only his superior strength but his right to sow his seed wherever and whenever he chooses. This has elevated the rapist to a creature of legendary proportions – demoniacal, dangerous, predatory – and the fact that few rapists merit such labels is secondary to the fear the legend inspires.


In a high percentage of cases (including domestic, date and gang rape) the rapist is an inadequate individual who seeks to bolster poor self-image by attacking someone he perceives to be weaker than himself. He is a man of low intelligence, few social skills, and with a profound sense of his own inferiority in his dealings with the rest of society. A deep-seated fear of women is more common to the rapist than a feeling of superiority, and this may well lie in early failure to make successful relationships.


Pornography becomes a means to an end for such a person because masturbation is as necessary to him as the regular fix is to a heroin addict. Without orgasm the sex-fixator experiences nothing. However, his obsessive nature, coupled with his lack of achievement, will make him an unattractive mate to the sort of woman his inferiority complex demands, namely a woman who attracts successful men. If he has a relationship at all, his partner will be someone who has been used and abused by other men which only exacerbates his feelings of inadequacy and inferiority.


It could be argued that the rapist, a man of limited intelligence, limited sensation and limited ability to function, is more to be pitied than feared, because his danger lies in the easy ascendancy society has given him over the so-called weaker sex. Every time judges and newspapers demonize and mythologize the rapist as a dangerous predator, they merely reinforce the idea that the penis is a symbol of power . . .








 





Chapter One


THE WOMAN LAY on her back on the pebble foreshore at the foot of Houns-tout Cliff, staring at the cloudless sky above, her pale blonde hair drying into a frizz of tight curls in the hot sun. A smear of sand across her abdomen gave the impression of wispy clothing, but the brown circles of her nipples and the hair sprouting at her crotch told anyone who cared to look that she was naked. One arm curved languidly around her head while the other rested palm-up on the shingle, the fingers curling in the tiny wavelets that bubbled over them as the tide rose; her legs, opened shamelessly in relaxation, seemed to invite the sun’s warmth to penetrate directly into her body.


Above her loomed the grim shale escarpment of Houns-tout Cliff, irregularly striped with the hardy vegetation that clung to its ledges. So often shrouded in mist and rain during the autumn and winter, it looked benign in the brilliant summer sunlight. A mile away to the west on the Dorset Coast Path that hugged the clifftops to Weymouth, a party of hikers approached at a leisurely pace, pausing every now and then to watch cormorants and shags plummet into the sea like tiny guided missiles. To the east, on the path to Swanage, a single male walker passed the Norman chapel on St Alban’s Head on his way to the rock-girt crucible of Chapman’s Pool whose clear blue waters made an attractive anchorage when the wind was light and offshore. Because of the steep hills that surround it, pedestrian visitors to its beaches were rare, but at lunchtime on a fine weekend upwards of ten boats rode at anchor there, bobbing in staggered formation as the gentle swells passed under each in turn.


A single boat, a thirty-two-foot Princess, had already nosed in through the entrance channel, and the rattle of its anchor chain over its idling engines carried clearly on the air. Not far behind, the bow of a Fairline Squadron carved through the race off St Alban’s Head, giving the yachts that wallowed lazily in the light winds a wide berth in its progress towards the bay. It was a quarter past ten on one of the hottest Sundays of the year, but out of sight around Egmont Point the naked sunbather appeared oblivious to both the shimmering heat and the increasing likelihood of company.


The Spender brothers, Paul and Daniel, had spotted the nudist as they rounded the Point with their fishing rods, and they were now perched precariously on an unstable ledge some hundred feet above her and to her right. They took it in turns to look at her through their father’s expensive binoculars which they had smuggled out of the rented holiday cottage in a bundle of T-shirts, rods and tackle. It was the middle weekend of their two weeks’ holiday, and as far as the elder brother was concerned, fishing had only ever been a pretext. This remote part of the Isle of Purbeck held little attraction for an awakening adolescent, having few inhabitants, fewer distractions and no sandy beaches. His intention had always been to spy on bikini-clad women draped over the expensive motor cruisers in Chapman’s Pool.


‘Mum said we weren’t to climb the cliffs because they’re dangerous,’ whispered Danny, the virtuous ten-year-old, less interested than his brother in the sight of bare flesh.


‘Shut up.’


‘She’d kill us if she knew we were looking at a nudie.’


‘You’re just scared because you’ve never seen one before.’


‘Neither’ve you,’ muttered the younger boy indignantly. ‘Anyway, she’s a dirty person. I bet loads of people can see her.’


Paul, the elder by two years, treated this remark with the scorn it deserved – they hadn’t passed a soul on their way round Chapman’s Pool. Instead, he concentrated on the wonderfully accessible body below. He couldn’t see much of the woman’s face because she was lying with her feet pointing towards them, but the magnification of the lenses was so powerful that he could see every other detail of her. He was too ignorant of the naked female form to question the bruises that blotched her skin, but he knew afterwards that he wouldn’t have questioned them anyway, even if he’d known what they meant. He had fantasized about something like this happening – discovering a quiescent, unmoving woman who allowed him to explore her at his leisure, if only through binoculars. He found the soft flow of her breasts unbearably erotic and dwelt at length on her nipples, wondering what it would be like to touch them and what would happen if he did. Lovingly he traversed the length of her midriff, pausing on the dimple of her belly button, before returning to what interested him most, her opened legs and what lay between them. He crawled forward on his elbows, writhing his body beneath him.


‘What are you doing?’ demanded Danny suspiciously, crawling up beside him. ‘Are you being dirty?’


‘’Course not.’ He gave the boy a savage thump on the arm. ‘That’s all you ever think about, isn’t it? Being dirty. You’d better watch it, penis-brain, or I’ll tell Dad on you.’


In the inevitable fight that followed – a grunting, red-faced brawl of hooked arms and kicking feet – the Zeiss binoculars slipped from the elder brother’s grasp and clattered down the slope, dislodging an avalanche of shale in the process. The boys, united in terror of what their father was going to say, abandoned the fight to wriggle back from the brink and stare in dismay after the binoculars.


‘It’s your fault if they’re broken,’ hissed the ten-year-old. ‘You’re the one who dropped them.’


But for once his brother didn’t rise to the bait. He was more interested in the body’s continued immobility. With an awful sense of foreboding it dawned on him that he’d been masturbating over a dead woman.




 





Chapter Two


THE CLEAR WATERS of Chapman’s Pool heaved in an undulating roll to break in rippling foam around the pebble shore of the bay. By now three boats were anchored there, two flying the red ensign – Lady Rose, the Princess, and Gregory’s Girl, the Fairline Squadron; the third, Mirage, a French Beneteau, flew the tricolour. Only Gregory’s Girl showed any sign of real activity with a man and a woman struggling to release a dinghy whose winching wires had become jammed in the ratchet mechanism of the davits. On Lady Rose, a scantily clad couple lounged on the flying bridge, bodies glistening with oil, eyes closed against the sun, while on Mirage, a teenage girl held a video camera to her eye and panned idly up the steep grassy slope of West Hill, searching for anything worth filming.


No one noticed the Spender brothers’ mad dash around the bay, although the French girl did zoom in on the lone male walker as he descended the hillside towards them. Seeing only with the tunnel vision of the camera, she was oblivious to anything but the handsome young man in her sight, and her smitten heart gave a tiny leap of excitement at the thought of another chance encounter with the beautiful Englishman. She had met him two days before at the Berthon Marina in Lymington when, with a gleaming smile, he’d told her the computer code for the lavatories, and she couldn’t believe her good luck that he was here . . . today . . . in this shit-hole of boring isolation which her parents described as one of England’s gems.


To her starved imagination he looked like a longer-haired version of Jean-Claude Van Damme in his sleeveless T-shirt and bottom-hugging shorts – tanned, muscled, sleek dark hair swept back from his face, smiling brown eyes, grittily stubbled jaw – and in the narrative tale of her own life, romanticized, embellished, unbelievably innocent, she pictured herself swooning in his strong arms and capturing his heart. Through the intimacy of magnification she watched his muscles ripple as he lowered his rucksack to the ground, only for the lens to fill abruptly with the frantic movements of the Spender brothers. With an audible groan, she switched off the camera and stared in disbelief at the prancing children who, from a distance, appeared to be showing enthusiastic delight.


Surely he was too young to be anybody’s father?


But . . . A Gallic shrug . . .


Who knew with the English?





Behind the questing mongrel which zigzagged energetically in pursuit of a scent, the horse picked its way carefully down the track that led from Hill Bottom to the Pool. Tarmac showed in places where the track had once been a road, and one or two sketchy foundations among the overgrown vegetation beside it spoke of buildings long abandoned and demolished. Maggie Jenner had lived in this area most of her life but had never known why the handful of inhabitants in this corner of the Isle of Purbeck had gone away and left their dwellings to the ravages of time. Someone had told her once that ‘chapman’ was an archaic word for merchant or pedlar but what anyone could have traded in this remote place she couldn’t imagine. Perhaps, more simply, a pedlar had drowned in the bay and bequeathed his death to posterity. Every time she took this path she reminded herself to find out, but every time she made her way home again she forgot.


The cultivated gardens that had once bloomed here had left a lingering legacy of roses, hollyhocks and hydrangeas amid the weeds and grasses, and she thought how pleasant it would be to have a house in this colourful wilderness, facing south-west towards the channel with only her dog and her horses for company. Because of the threat of the ever-sliding cliffs, access to Chapman’s Pool was denied to motorized traffic by padlocked gates at Hill Bottom and Kingston, and the attraction of so much stillness was a powerful one. But then isolation and its attendant solitude was becoming something of an obsession with her, and occasionally it worried her.


Even as the thought was in her head, she heard the sound of an approaching vehicle, grinding in first gear over the bumps and hollows behind her, and gave a surprised whistle to bring Bertie to heel behind Sir Jasper. She turned in the saddle, assuming it was a tractor, and frowned at the approaching police Range Rover. It slowed as it drew level with her and she recognized Nick Ingram at the wheel before, with a brief smile of acknowledgement, he drove on and left her to follow in his dusty wake.





The emergency services had rushed into action following a nine-nine-nine call to the police from a mobile telephone. It was timed at 10.43 a.m. The caller gave his name as Steven Harding and explained that he had come across two boys who claimed a body was lying on the beach at Egmont Bight. The details were confused because the boys omitted to mention that the woman was naked, and their obvious distress and garbled speech led Harding to give the impression that ‘the lady on the beach’ was their mother and had fallen from the cliff while using a pair of binoculars. As a result the police and coastguards acted on the presumption that she was still alive.


Because of the difficulty of retrieving a badly injured person from the foreshore, the coastguards dispatched a Search and Rescue helicopter from Portland to winch her off. Meanwhile, PC Nick Ingram, diverted from a burglary investigation, approached via the track that skirted the inappropriately named West Hill on the eastern side of Chapman’s Pool. He had had to use bolt cutters to slice through the chain on the gate at Hill Bottom and, as he abandoned his Range Rover on the hard standing beside the fishermen’s boatsheds, he was hoping fervently that rubber-neckers wouldn’t grab the opportunity to follow him. He was in no mood to marshal petulant sightseers.


The only access from the boatsheds to the beach where the woman lay was by the same route the boys had taken – on foot around the bay, followed by a scramble over the rocks at Egmont Point. To a man in uniform, it was a hot and sweaty business, and Nick Ingram, who stood over six feet four inches and weighed upwards of sixteen stone, was drenched by the time he reached the body. He bent forward, hands on knees, to recover his breath, listening to the deafening sound of the approaching SAR helicopter and feeling its wind on his damp shirt. He thought it a hideous intrusion into what was obviously a place of death. Despite the heat of the sun, the woman’s skin was cold to the touch and her widely staring eyes had begun to film. He was struck by how tiny she seemed, lying alone at the bottom of the cliff, and how sad her miniature hand looked waving in the spume.


Her nudity surprised him, the more so when it required only the briefest of glances about the beach to reveal a complete absence of towels, clothes, footwear or possessions. He noticed bruising on her arms, neck and chest, but it was more consistent with being tumbled over rocks on an incoming tide, he thought, than with a dive off a clifftop. He stooped again over the body, looking for anything that would indicate how it had got there, then retreated rapidly as the descending stretcher spiralled dangerously close to his head.


The noise of the helicopter and the amplified voice of the winch-operator calling instructions to the man below had attracted sightseers. The party of hikers gathered on the clifftop to watch the excitement while the yachtsmen in Chapman’s Pool motored out of the bay in their dinghies to do the same. A spirit of revelry was abroad because everyone assumed the rescue wouldn’t have happened unless the woman was still alive, and a small cheer went up as the stretcher rose in the air. Most thought she’d fallen from the cliff; a few thought she might have floated out of Chapman’s Pool on a lilo and got into difficulties. No one guessed she’d been murdered.


Except, perhaps, Nick Ingram who transferred the tiny, stiffening body to the stretcher and felt a dreadful anger burn inside him because Death had stolen a pretty woman’s dignity. As always, the victory belonged to the thief and not to the victim.





As requested by the nine-nine-nine operator, Steven Harding shepherded the boys down the hill to the police car which was parked beside the boatsheds where they waited with varying degrees of patience until its occupant returned. The brothers, who had sunk into an exhausted silence after their mad dash round Chapman’s Pool, wanted to be gone, but they were intimidated by their companion, a twenty-four-year-old actor, who took his responsibilities in loco parentis seriously.


He kept a watchful eye on his uncommunicative charges (too shocked to speak, he thought) while trying to cheer them up with a running commentary of what he could see of the rescue. He peppered his conversation with expressions like: ‘You’re a couple of heroes . . .’ ‘Your mum’s going to be really proud of you . . .’ ‘She’s a lucky lady to have two such sensible sons . . .’ But it wasn’t until the helicopter flew towards Poole and he turned to them with a smile of encouragement, saying: ‘There you are, you can stop worrying now. Mum’s in safe hands,’ that they realized his mistake. It hadn’t occurred to either of them that what appeared to be general remarks about their own mother applied specifically to the ‘lady on the beach’.


‘She’s not our mum,’ said Paul, dully.


‘Our mum’s going to be really angry,’ supplied Danny in his piping treble, emboldened by his brother’s willingness to abandon the prolonged silence. ‘She said if we were late for lunch she’d make us eat bread and water for a week.’ (He was an inventive child.) ‘She’s going to be even angrier when I tell her it’s because Paul wanted to look at a nudie.’


‘Shut up,’ said his brother.


‘And he made me climb the cliff so he could get a better look. Dad’s going to kill him for ruining the binoculars.’


‘Shut up.’


‘Yeah, well, it’s all your fault. You shouldn’t have dropped them. Penis-brain!’ Danny added snidely, in the safe knowledge that their companion would protect him.


Harding watched tears of humiliation gather in the older boy’s eyes. It didn’t take much reading of the references to ‘nudie’, ‘better look’, ‘binoculars’ and ‘penis-brain’ to come up with a close approximation of the facts. ‘I hope she was worth it,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘The first naked woman I ever saw was so old and ugly, it was three years before I wanted to look at another one. She lived in the house next to us and she was as fat and wrinkled as an elephant.’


‘What was the next one like?’ asked Danny with the sequential logic of a ten-year-old.


Harding exchanged a glance with the elder brother. ‘She had nice tits,’ he told Paul with a wink.


‘So did this one,’ said Danny obligingly.


‘Except she was dead,’ said his brother.


‘She probably wasn’t, you know. It’s not always easy to tell when someone’s dead.’


‘She was,’ said Paul despondently. ‘Me and Danny went down to get the binoculars back.’ He unravelled his bundled T-shirt to reveal the badly scratched casing of a pair of Zeiss binoculars. ‘I – well, I checked to make sure. I think she drowned and got left there by the tide.’ He fell into an unhappy silence again.


‘He was going to give her the kiss of life,’ said Danny, ‘but her eyes were nasty, so he didn’t.’


Harding cast another glance in the older brother’s direction, this time sympathetic. ‘The police will need to identify her,’ he said matter-of-factly, ‘so they’ll probably ask you to describe her.’ He ruffled Danny’s hair. ‘It might be better not to mention nasty eyes or nice tits when you do it.’


Danny pulled away. ‘I won’t.’


The man nodded. ‘Good boy.’ He took the binoculars from Paul and examined the lenses carefully before pointing them at the Beneteau in Chapman’s Pool. ‘Did you recognize her?’ he asked.


‘No,’ said Paul uncomfortably.


‘Was she an old lady?’


‘No.’


‘Pretty?’


Paul wriggled his shoulders. ‘I guess so.’


‘Not fat then?’


‘No. She was very little, and she had blonde hair.’


Harding brought the yacht into sharp focus. ‘They’re built like tanks, these things,’ he murmured, traversing the sights across the bay. ‘Okay, the bodywork’s a bit scratched but there’s nothing wrong with the lenses. Your dad won’t be that angry.’





Maggie Jenner would never have become involved if Bertie had responded to her whistle, but like all dogs he was deaf when he wanted to be. She had dismounted when the noise of the helicopter alarmed the horse and natural curiosity had led her to walk him on down the hill while the rescue was under way. The three of them rounded the boatsheds together and Bertie, overexcited by all the confusion, made a beeline for Paul Spender’s crotch, shoving his nose against the boy’s shorts and breathing in with hearty enthusiasm.


Maggie whistled, and was ignored. ‘Bertie!’ she called. ‘Come here, boy!’


The dog was a huge, fearsome-looking brute, the result of a night on the tiles by an Irish wolfhound bitch, and saliva drooled in great white gobbets from his jaws. With a flick of his hairy head, he splattered spittle across Paul’s shorts and the terrified child froze in alarm.


‘BERTIE!’


‘It’s all right,’ said Harding, grabbing the dog by the collar and pulling him off, ‘he’s only being friendly.’ He rubbed the dog’s head. ‘Aren’t you, boy?’


Unconvinced, the brothers retreated rapidly to the other side of the police car.


‘They’ve had a tough morning,’ explained Harding, clicking his tongue encouragingly and walking Bertie back to his mistress. ‘Will he stay put if I let him go?’


‘Not in this mood,’ she said, pulling a lead from her back trouser pocket and clipping one end into the collar before attaching the other end to the nearest stirrup. ‘My brother’s two boys adore him and he doesn’t understand that the rest of the world doesn’t view him in quite the same way.’ She smiled. ‘You must have dogs yourself, either that or you’re very brave. Most people run a mile.’


‘I grew up on a farm,’ he said, stroking Sir Jasper’s nose and studying her with frank admiration.


She was a good ten years older than he was, tall and slim with shoulder-length dark hair and deep brown eyes that narrowed suspiciously under his assessing gaze. She knew exactly what type she was dealing with when he looked pointedly at her left hand for the wedding ring that wasn’t there. ‘Well, thanks for your help,’ she said rather brusquely. ‘I can manage on my own now.’


He stood back immediately. ‘Good luck then,’ he said. ‘It was nice meeting you.’


She was all too aware that her distrust of men had now reached pathological proportions, and wondered guiltily if she’d jumped to the wrong conclusion. ‘I hope your boys weren’t too frightened,’ she said rather more warmly.


He gave an easy laugh. ‘They’re not mine,’ he told her. ‘I’m just looking after them till the police get back. They found a dead woman on the beach so they’re pretty shook up, poor kids. You’d be doing them a favour if you persuaded them Bertie’s just an overgrown hearthrug. I’m not convinced that adding canophobia to necrophobia all in one morning is good psychology.’


She looked undecidedly towards the police car. The boys did look frightened, she thought, and she didn’t particularly want the responsibility of inspiring a lifelong fear of dogs in them.


‘Why don’t we invite them over,’ he suggested, sensing her hesitation, ‘and let them pat him while he’s under control? It’ll only take a minute or two.’


‘All right,’ she agreed half-heartedly, ‘if you think it would help.’ But it was against her better judgement. She had the feeling that once again she was being drawn into something she wouldn’t be able to control.





It was after midday by the time PC Ingram returned to his car to find Maggie Jenner, Steven Harding and the Spender brothers waiting beside it. Sir Jasper and Bertie stood at a distance, secure in the shade of a tree, and the aesthete in Nick Ingram could only admire the way the woman displayed herself. Sometimes he thought she had no idea how attractive she was; other times, like now, when she placed herself side by side with natural, equine and human beauty, demanding comparison, he suspected the pose was deliberate. He mopped his forehead with a large white handkerchief, wondering irritably who the Chippendale was and how both he and Maggie managed to look so cool in the intolerable heat of that Sunday morning. They were looking at him and laughing, and he assumed, in the eternal way of human nature, they were laughing at him.


‘Good morning, Miss Jenner,’ he said with exaggerated politeness.


She gave a small nod in return. ‘Nick.’


He turned enquiringly to Harding. ‘Can I help you, sir?’


‘I don’t think so,’ said the young man with an engaging smile. ‘I think we’re supposed to be helping you.’


Ingram was Dorsetshire born and bred and had no time for wankers in dinky shorts, sporting artificial tans. ‘In what way?’ There was a hint of sarcasm in his voice that made Maggie Jenner frown at him.


‘I was asked to bring these boys to the police car when I made the emergency call. They’re the ones who found the dead woman.’ He clapped his hands across their shoulders. ‘They’re a couple of heroes. Maggie and I have just been telling them they deserve medals.’


The ‘Maggie’ wasn’t lost on Ingram although he questioned her enthusiasm for being on Christian-name terms with such an obvious poser. She had better taste, he thought. Ponderously, he shifted his attention to Paul and Danny Spender. The message he had received couldn’t have been clearer. Two boys had reported seeing their mother fall from a cliff while using a pair of binoculars. He knew as soon as he saw the body – not enough bruises – that it couldn’t have fallen, and looking at the boys now – too relaxed – he doubted the rest of the information. ‘Did you know the woman?’ he asked them.


They shook their heads.


He unlocked his car door and retrieved a notebook and pencil from the passenger seat. ‘What makes you think she was dead, sir?’ he asked Harding.


‘The boys told me.’


‘Is that right?’ He examined the young man curiously then deliberately licked the point of his pencil because he knew it would annoy Maggie. ‘May I have your name and address, please, plus the name of your employer if you have one?’


‘Steven Harding. I’m an actor.’ He gave an address in London. ‘I live there during the week, but if you have trouble getting hold of me you can always go through my agent, Graham Barlow of the Barlow Agency.’ He gave another London address. ‘Graham keeps my diary,’ he said.


Bully for Graham, thought Ingram sourly, struggling to suppress rampant prejudices against pretty boys . . . Chippendales . . . Londoners . . . actors . . . Harding’s address was Highbury, and Ingram would put money on the little poser claiming to be an Arsenal fan, not because he’d ever been to a match but because he’d read Fever Pitch, or seen the movie. ‘And what brings an actor to our neck of the woods, Mr Harding?’


Harding explained that he was in Poole for a weekend break and had planned to walk to Lulworth Cove and back that day. He patted the mobile telephone that was attached via a clip to his waistband, and said it was a good thing he had otherwise the boys would have had to hoof it to Worth Matravers for help.


‘You travel light,’ said Ingram, glancing at the phone. ‘Aren’t you worried about dehydrating? It’s a long walk to Lulworth.’


The young man shrugged. ‘I’ve changed my mind. I’m going back after this. I hadn’t realized how far it was.’


Ingram asked the boys for their names and addresses together with a brief description of what had happened. They told him they’d seen the woman on the beach when they rounded Egmont Point at ten o’clock. ‘And then what?’ he asked. ‘You checked to see if she was dead and went for help?’


They nodded.


‘You didn’t hurry yourselves, did you?’


‘They ran like the clappers,’ said Harding, leaping to their defence. ‘I saw them.’


‘As I recall, sir, your emergency call was timed at 10.43, and it doesn’t take nearly three-quarters of an hour for two healthy lads to run round Chapman’s Pool.’ He stared Harding down. ‘And while we’re on the subject of misleading information, perhaps you’d care to explain why I received a message saying two boys had seen their mother fall from a clifftop after using a pair of binoculars?’


Maggie made a move as if she was about to say something in support of the boys, but Ingram’s intimidating glance in her direction changed her mind.


‘Okay, well, it was a misunderstanding,’ said Harding, flicking his thick dark hair out of his eyes with a toss of his head. ‘These two guys’ – he put a friendly arm across Paul’s shoulders – ‘came charging up the hill shouting and yelling about a woman on the beach beyond the Point and some binoculars falling, and I rather stupidly put two and two together and made five. The truth is, we were all a bit het-up. They were worried about the binoculars and I thought they were talking about their mother.’ He took the Zeisses from Paul’s hands and gave them to Ingram. ‘These belong to their father. The boys dropped them by accident when they saw the woman. They’re very concerned about how their dad’s going to react when he sees the damage, but Maggie and I have persuaded them he won’t be angry, not when he hears what a good job they’ve done.’


‘Do you know the boys’ father, sir?’ asked Ingram, examining the binoculars.


‘No, of course not. I’ve only just met them.’


‘Then you’ve only their word that these belong to him?’


‘Well, yes, I suppose so.’ Harding looked uncertainly at Paul and saw the return of panic in the boy’s eyes. ‘Oh, come on,’ he said abruptly. ‘Where else could they have got them?’


‘Off the beach. You said you saw the woman when you rounded Egmont Point,’ he reminded Paul and Danny.


They nodded in petrified unison.


‘Then why do these binoculars look as if they’ve fallen down a cliff? Did you find them beside the woman and decide to take them?’


The boys, growing red in the face with anxiety about their peeping Tom act, looked guilty. Neither answered.


‘Look, lighten up,’ said Harding unwarily. ‘It was a bit of fun, that’s all. The woman was nude so they climbed up for a better look. They didn’t realize she was dead until they dropped the binoculars and went down to get them.’


‘You saw all this, did you, sir?’


‘No,’ he admitted. ‘I’ve already told you I was coming from St Alban’s Head.’


Ingram turned to his right to look at the distant promontory topped by its tiny Norman chapel, dedicated to St Alban. ‘You get a very good view of Egmont Bight from up there,’ he said idly, ‘particularly on a fine day like this.’


‘Only through binoculars,’ said Harding.


Ingram smiled as he looked the young man up and down. ‘True,’ he agreed. ‘So where did you and the boys run into each other?’


Harding gestured towards the coastal path. ‘They started shouting at me when they were halfway up Emmetts Hill, so I went down to meet them.’


‘You seem to know the area well.’


‘I do.’


‘How come, when you live in London?’


‘I spend a lot of time here. London can be pretty hellish in the summer.’


Ingram glanced up the steep hillside. ‘This is called West Hill,’ he remarked. ‘Emmetts Hill is the next one along.’


Harding gave an amiable shrug. ‘Okay, so I don’t know it that well, but normally I come in by boat,’ he said, ‘and there’s no mention of West Hill on the Admiralty charts. This whole escarpment is referred to as Emmetts Hill. The boys and I ran into each other approximately there.’ He pointed towards a spot on the green hillside above them.


Out of the corner of his eye, Ingram noticed Paul Spender’s frown of disagreement but he didn’t remark on it.


‘Where’s your boat now, Mr Harding?’


‘Poole. I sailed her in late last night but as the wind’s almost non-existent and I fancied some exercise’ – he favoured Nick Ingram with a boyish smile – ‘I took to my legs.’


‘What’s the name of your boat, Mr Harding?’


‘Crazy Daze. It’s a play on words. Daze is spelt D-A-Z-E, not D-A-Y-S.’


The tall policeman’s smile was anything but boyish. ‘Where’s she normally berthed?’


‘Lymington.’


‘Did you come from Lymington yesterday?’


‘Yes.’


‘Alone?’


There was a tiny hesitation. ‘Yes.’


Ingram held his gaze for a moment. ‘Are you sailing back tonight?’


‘That’s the plan, although I’ll probably have to motor if the wind doesn’t improve.’


The constable nodded in apparent satisfaction. ‘Well, thank you very much, Mr Harding. I don’t think I need detain you any longer. I’ll get these boys home and check on the binoculars.’


Harding felt Paul and Danny sidle in behind him for protection. ‘You will point out what a good job they’ve done, won’t you?’ he urged. ‘I mean, but for these two, that poor little woman could have floated out on the next tide and you’d never have known she was there. They deserve a medal, not aggro from their father.’


‘You’re very well informed, sir.’


‘Trust me. I know this coast. There’s a continuous south-south-easterly stream running towards St Alban’s Head, and if she’d been sucked into that the chances of her resurfacing would have been nil. It’s got one hell of a back eddy on it. My guess is she’d have been pounded to pieces on the bottom.’


Ingram smiled. ‘I meant you were well informed about the woman, Mr Harding. Anyone would think you’d seen her yourself.’




 





Chapter Three


‘WHY WERE YOU so hard on him?’ asked Maggie critically as the policeman shut the boys into the back of his Range Rover and stood with eyes narrowed against the sun watching Harding walk away up the hill. Ingram was so tall and so solidly built that he cast her literally and figuratively into the shade, and he would get under her skin less, she often thought, if just once in a while he recognized that fact. She only felt comfortable in his presence when she was looking down on him from the back of a horse, but those occasions were too rare for her self-esteem to benefit from them. When he didn’t answer her, she glanced impatiently towards the brothers on the back seat. ‘You were pretty rough on the children, too. I bet they’ll think twice before helping the police again.’


Harding disappeared from sight around a bend, and Ingram turned to her with a lazy smile. ‘How was I hard on him, Miss Jenner?’


‘Oh, come on! You all but accused him of lying.’


‘He was lying.’


‘What about?’


‘I’m not sure yet. I’ll know when I’ve made a few enquiries.’


‘Is this a male thing?’ she asked in a voice made silky by long-pent-up grudges. He had been her community policeman for five years, and she had much to feel resentful for. At times of deep depression, she blamed him for everything. Other times, she was honest enough to admit that he had only been doing his job.


‘Probably.’ He could smell the stables on her clothes, a musty scent of hay dust and horse manure that he half-liked and half-loathed.


‘Then wouldn’t it have been simpler just to whip out your willy and challenge him to a knob-measuring contest?’ she asked sarcastically.


‘I’d have lost.’


‘That’s for sure,’ she agreed.


His smile widened. ‘You noticed then?’


‘I could hardly avoid it. He wasn’t wearing those shorts to disguise anything. Perhaps it was his wallet. There was precious little room for it anywhere else.’


‘No,’ he agreed. ‘Didn’t you find that interesting?’


She looked at him suspiciously, wondering if he was making fun of her. ‘In what way?’


‘Only an idiot sets out from Poole for Lulworth with no money and no fluid.’


‘Maybe he was planning to beg water off passers-by or telephone a friend to come and rescue him. Why is it important? All he did was play the good Samaritan to those kids.’


‘I think he was lying about what he was doing here. Did he give a different explanation before I got back?’


She thought about it. ‘We talked about dogs and horses. He was telling the boys about the farm he grew up on in Cornwall.’


He reached for the handle on the driver’s door. ‘Then perhaps I’m just suspicious of people who carry mobile telephones,’ he said.


‘Everyone has them these days, including me.’


He ran an amused eye over her slender figure in its tight cotton shirt and stretch jeans. ‘But you don’t bring yours on country rambles whereas that young man does. Apparently he leaves everything behind except his phone.’


‘You should be grateful,’ she said tartly. ‘But for him, you’d never have got to the woman so quickly.’


‘I agree,’ he said without rancour. ‘Mr Harding was in the right place at the right time with the right equipment to report a body on a beach and it would be churlish to ask why.’ He opened the door and squeezed his huge frame in behind the wheel. ‘Good day, Miss Jenner,’ he said politely. ‘My regards to your mother.’ He pulled the door to and fired the engine.





The Spender brothers were in two minds who to thank for their untroubled return home. The actor because his pleas for tolerance worked? Or the policeman because he was a decent bloke after all? He had said very little on the drive back to their rented cottage other than to warn them that the cliffs were dangerous and that it was foolish to climb them, however tempting the reason. To their parents he gave a brief, expurgated account of what had happened, ending with the suggestion that, as the boys’ fishing had been interrupted by the events of the morning, he would be happy to take them out on his boat one evening. ‘It’s not a motor cruiser,’ he warned them, ‘just a small fishing boat, but the sea bass run at this time of year and if we’re lucky we might catch one or two.’ He didn’t put his arms round their shoulders or call them heroes, but he did give them something to look forward to.





Next on Ingram’s agenda was an isolated farmhouse where the elderly occupants had reported the theft of three valuable paintings during the night. He had been on his way there when he was diverted to Chapman’s Pool and, while he guessed he was wasting his time, community policing was what he was paid for.


‘Oh God, Nick, I’m so sorry,’ said the couple’s harassed daughter-in-law who, herself, was on the wrong side of seventy. ‘Believe me, they did know the paintings were being auctioned. Peter’s been talking them through it for the last twelve months but they’re so forgetful, he has to start again from scratch every time. He has power of attorney, so it’s all quite legal, but, honestly, I nearly died when Winnie said she’d called you. And on a Sunday, too. I come over every morning to make sure they’re all right but sometimes . . .’ She rolled her eyes to heaven, expressing without the need for words exactly what she thought of her ninety-five-year-old parents-in-law.


‘It’s what I’m here for, Jane,’ he said, giving her shoulder an encouraging pat.


‘No it’s not. You should be out catching criminals,’ she said, echoing the words of people across the nation who saw the police only as thief-takers. She heaved a huge sigh. ‘The trouble is their outgoings are way in excess of their income and they’re incapable of grasping the fact. The home help alone costs over ten thousand pounds a year. Peter’s having to sell off the family silver to make ends meet. The silly old things seem to think they’re living in the 1920s when a housemaid cost five bob a week. It drives me mad, it really does. They ought to be in a home, but Peter’s too soft-hearted to put them there. Not that they could afford it. I mean we can’t afford it, so how could they? It would be different if Celia Jenner hadn’t persuaded us to gamble everything on that beastly husband of Maggie’s but . . .’ She broke off on a shrug of despair. ‘I get so angry sometimes I could scream, and the only thing that stops me is that I’m afraid the scream would go on for ever.’


‘Nothing lasts for ever,’ he said.


‘I know,’ she said mutinously, ‘but once in a while I think about giving eternity a hand. It’s such a pity you can’t buy arsenic any more. It was so easy in the old days.’


‘Tell me about it.’


She laughed. ‘You know what I mean.’


‘Should I order a post-mortem when Peter’s parents finally pop their clogs?’


‘Chance’d be a fine thing. At this rate I’ll be dead long before they are.’


The tall policeman smiled and made his farewells. He didn’t want to hear about death. He could still feel the touch of the woman’s flesh on his hands . . . He needed a shower, he thought, as he made his way back to his car.





The blonde toddler marched steadfastly along a pavement in the Lilliput area of Poole, planting one chubby leg in front of the other. It was 10.30 on Sunday morning so people were scarce, and no one took the trouble to find out why she was alone. When a handful of witnesses came forward later to admit to the police that they’d seen her, the excuses varied. ‘She seemed to know where she was going.’ ‘There was a woman about twenty yards behind her and I thought she was the child’s mother.’ ‘I assumed someone else would stop.’ ‘I was in a hurry.’ ‘I’m a bloke. I’d have been strung up for giving a lift to a little girl.’


In the end it was an elderly couple, Mr and Mrs Green, who had the sense, the time and the courage to interfere. They were on their way back from church and, as they did every week, they made a nostalgic detour through Lilliput to look at the art deco buildings that had somehow survived the post-war craze for mass demolition of anything out of the ordinary in favour of constructing reinforced concrete blocks and red-brick boxes. Lilliput sprawled along the eastern curve of Poole Bay and, amid the architectural dross that could be found anywhere, were elegant villas in manicured gardens and art deco houses with windows like portholes. The Greens adored it. It reminded them of their youth.


They were passing the turning to Salterns Marina when Mrs Green noticed the little girl. ‘Look at that,’ she said disapprovingly. ‘What sort of mother would let a child of that age get so far ahead of her? It only takes a stumble and she’d be under a car.’


Mr Green slowed. ‘Where’s the mother?’ he asked.


His wife twisted in her seat. ‘Do you know, I’m not sure. I thought it was that woman behind her, but she’s looking in a shop window.’


Mr Green was a retired sergeant major. ‘We should do something,’ he said firmly, drawing to a halt and putting the car into reverse. He shook his fist at a motorist who hooted ferociously after missing his back bumper by the skin of his teeth. ‘Bloody Sunday drivers,’ he said, ‘they shouldn’t be allowed on the road.’


‘Quite right, dear,’ said Mrs Green, opening her door.


She scooped the poor little mite into her arms and sat her comfortably on her knee while her eighty-year-old husband drove to Poole police station. It was a tortuous journey because his preferred speed was twenty miles an hour and this caused mayhem in the one-way system round the Civic Centre roundabout.


The child seemed completely at ease in the car, smiling happily out of the window, but once inside the police station, it proved impossible to prise her away from her rescuer. She locked her arms about the elderly woman’s neck, hiding her face against her shoulder and clung to kindness as tenaciously as a barnacle clings to a rock. Upon learning that no one had reported a toddler missing, Mr and Mrs Green sat themselves down with commendable patience and prepared for a long wait.


‘I can’t understand why her mother hasn’t noticed she’s gone,’ said Mrs Green. ‘I never allowed my own children out of sight for a minute.’


‘Maybe she’s at work,’ said the woman police constable who had been detailed to make the enquiries.


‘Well, she shouldn’t be,’ said Mr Green reprovingly. ‘A child of this age needs her mother with her.’ He pulled a knowing expression in WPC Griffiths’s direction which resolved itself into a series of peculiar facial jerks. ‘You should get a doctor to examine her. Know what I’m saying? Odd people about these days. Men who should know better. Get my meaning?’ He spelled it out. ‘P-A-E-do-fills. S-E-X criminals. Know what I’m saying?’


‘Yes, sir, I know exactly what you’re saying, and don’t worry’ – the WPC tapped her pen on the paper in front of her – ‘the doctor’s at the top of my list. But if you don’t mind we’ll take it gently. We’ve had a lot of dealings with this kind of thing and we’ve found the best method is not to rush at it.’ She turned to the woman with an encouraging smile. ‘Has she told you her name?’


Mrs Green shook her head. ‘She hasn’t said a word, dear. To be honest, I’m not sure she can.’


‘How old do you think she is?’


‘Eighteen months, two at the most.’ She lifted the edge of the child’s cotton dress to reveal a pair of disposable trainer pants. ‘She’s still in nappies, poor little thing.’


The WPC thought two years old was an underestimation, and added a year for the purposes of the paperwork. Women like Mrs Green had reared their children on terry towelling and, because of the washing involved, had had them potty-trained early. The idea that a three-year-old might still be in nappies was incomprehensible to them.


Not that it made any difference as far as this little girl was concerned. Whether she was eighteen months old, two years old or three, she clearly wasn’t talking.





With nothing else to occupy her that Sunday afternoon, the French girl from the Beneteau, who had been an interested observer of Harding’s conversations with the Spender brothers, Maggie Jenner and PC Ingram through the video camera’s zoom lens, rowed herself into shore and walked up the steep slope of West Hill to try to work out for herself what the mystery had been about. It wasn’t hard to guess that the two boys had found the person who had been winched off the beach by helicopter, nor that the handsome Englishman had reported it to the police for them, but she was curious about why he had re-emerged on the hillside half an hour after the police car’s departure to retrieve the rucksack he’d abandoned there. She had watched him take out some binoculars and scan the bay and the cliffs before making his way down to the foreshore beyond the boatsheds. She had filmed him for several minutes, staring out to sea, but she was no wiser, having reached his vantage point above Chapman’s Pool, than she’d been before and, thoroughly bored, she abandoned the puzzle.


It would be another five days before her father came across the tape and humiliated her in front of the English police . . .





At six o’clock that evening the Fairline Squadron weighed anchor and motored gently out of Chapman’s Pool in the direction of St Alban’s Head. Two languid girls sat on either side of their father on the flying bridge, while his latest companion sat, alone and excluded, on the seat behind them. Once clear of the shallow waters at the mouth of the bay, the boat roared to full power and made off at twenty-five knots on the return journey to Poole, carving a V-shaped wake out of the flat sea behind it.


Heat and alcohol had made them all soporific, particularly the father who had overexerted himself in his efforts to please his daughters, and after setting the autopilot he appointed the elder one lookout before closing his eyes. He could feel the daggers of his girlfriend’s fury carving away at his back and, with a stifled sigh, wished he’d had the sense to leave her behind. She was the latest in a string of what his daughters called his ‘bimbos’ and, as usual, they had set out to trample on the fragile shoots of his new relationship. Life, he thought resentfully, was bloody . . .


‘Watch out, Dad!’ his daughter screamed in sudden alarm. ‘We’re heading straight for a rock.’


The man’s heart thudded against his chest as he wrenched the wheel violently, slewing the boat to starboard, and what his daughter had thought was a rock slid past on the port side to dance in the boisterous wake. ‘I’m too old for all of this,’ he said shakily, steering his three hundred thousand-pound boat back on to course and mentally checking the current state of his insurance. ‘What the hell was it? It can’t have been a rock. There are no rocks out here.’


The two youngsters, eyes watering, squinted into the burning sun to make out the black, bobbing shape behind them. ‘It looks like one of those big oil drums,’ said the elder.


‘Jesus wept,’ growled her father. ‘Whoever let that wash overboard deserves to be shot. It could have ripped us open if we’d hit it.’


His girlfriend, still twisted round, thought it looked more like an upturned dinghy but was reluctant to voice an opinion for fear of attracting any more of his beastly daughters’ derision. She’d had a bucketful already that day, and heartily wished she had never agreed to come out with them.





‘I bumped into Nick Ingram this morning,’ said Maggie as she made a pot of tea in her mother’s kitchen at Broxton House.


It had been a beautiful room once, lined with old oak dressers, each one piled with copper pans and ornate crockery, and with an eight-foot-long, seventeenth-century refectory table down its middle. Now it was merely drab. Everything worth selling had been sold. Cheap white wall and floor units had replaced the wooden dressers and a moulded plastic excrescence from the garden stood where the monks’ table had reigned resplendent. It wouldn’t be so bad, Maggie often thought, if the room was cleaned occasionally, but her mother’s arthritis and her own terminal exhaustion from trying to make money out of horses meant that cleanliness had long since gone the way of godliness. If God was in his heaven, and all was right with the world, then he had a peculiar blind spot when it came to Broxton House. Maggie would have cut her losses and moved away long ago if only her mother had agreed to do the same. Guilt enslaved her. Now she lived in a flat over the stables on the other side of the garden, and made only intermittent visits to the house. Its awful emptiness was too obvious a reminder that her mother’s poverty was her fault.


‘I took Jasper down to Chapman’s Pool. A woman drowned in Egmont Bight and Nick had to guide the helicopter in to pick up the body.’


‘A tourist, I suppose?’


‘Presumably,’ said Maggie, handing her a cup. ‘Nick would have said if it was someone local.’


‘Typical!’ snorted Celia crossly. ‘So Dorset will foot the bill for the helicopter because some inept creature from another county never learnt to swim properly. I’ve a good mind to withhold my taxes.’


‘You usually do,’ said Maggie, thinking of the final reminders that littered the desk in the drawing room.


Her mother ignored the remark. ‘How was Nick?’


‘Hot,’ said her daughter, remembering how red-faced he had been when he returned to the car, ‘and not in the best of moods.’ She stared into her tea, screwing up the courage to address the thorny issue of money, or more accurately lack of money, coming into the riding and livery business she ran from the Broxton House stableyard. ‘We need to talk about the stables,’ she said abruptly.


Celia refused to be drawn. ‘You wouldn’t have been in a good mood either if you’d just seen a drowned body.’ Her tone became conversational as a prelude to a series of anecdotes. ‘I remember seeing one floating down the Ganges when I was staying with my parents in India. It was the summer holidays. I think I was about fifteen at the time. It was a horrible thing, gave me nightmares for weeks. My mother said . . .’


Maggie stopped listening and fixed instead on a long black hair growing out of her mother’s chin which needed plucking. It bristled aggressively as she spoke, like one of Bertie’s whiskers, but they’d never had the kind of relationship that meant Maggie could tell her about it. Celia, at sixty-three, was still a good-looking woman with the same dark brown hair as her daughter, touched up from time to time with Harmony colour rinses, but the worry of their straitened circumstances had taken a heavy toll in the deep lines around her mouth and eyes.


When she finally drew breath, Maggie reverted immediately to the subject of the stables. ‘I’ve been totting up last month’s receipts,’ she said, ‘and we’re about two hundred quid short. Did you let Mary Spencer-Graham off paying again?’


Celia’s mouth thinned. ‘If I did it’s my affair.’


‘No it’s not, Ma,’ said Maggie with a sigh. ‘We can’t afford to be charitable. If Mary doesn’t pay then we can’t look after her horse. It’s as simple as that. I wouldn’t mind so much if we weren’t already charging her the absolute minimum but the fees barely cover Moondust’s fodder. You really must be a bit tougher with her.’


‘How can I? She’s almost as badly off as we are, and it’s our fault.’


Maggie shook her head. ‘That’s not true. She lost ten thousand pounds, peanuts compared with what we lost, but she knows she only has to turn on the waterworks for half a second and you fall for it every time.’ She gestured impatiently towards the hall and the drawing room beyond. ‘We can’t pay the bills if we don’t collect the money, which means we either decide to hand everything over now to Matthew and go and live in a council flat or you go to him, cap in hand, and beg for some kind of allowance.’ She gave a helpless shrug at the thought of her brother. ‘If I believed there was any point in my trying, I would, but we both know he’d slam the door in my face.’


Celia gave a mirthless laugh. ‘What makes you think it would be any different if I tried? That wife of his can’t stand me. She’d never agree to keeping her mother-in-law and sister-in-law in what she chooses to call the lap of luxury when her real pleasure in life would be to see us destitute.’


‘I know,’ said Maggie guiltily, ‘and it serves us right. We should never have been rude about her wedding dress.’


‘It was difficult not to be,’ said Celia tartly. ‘The vicar nearly had a heart attack when he saw her.’


Her daughter’s eyes filled with humour. ‘It was the greenfly that did it. If there hadn’t been a plague of the blasted things the year they got married, and if her wretched veil hadn’t collected every single one in a twenty-mile radius while she walked from the church to the reception . . . What was it you called her? Something to do with camouflage.’


‘I didn’t call her anything,’ said Celia with dignity. ‘I congratulated her for blending so well into her surroundings.’


Maggie laughed. ‘That’s right, I remember now. God, you were rude.’


‘You found it funny at the time,’ her mother pointed out, easing her bad hip on the chair. ‘I’ll talk to Mary,’ she promised. ‘I can probably bear the humiliation of dunning my friends rather better than I can bear the humiliation of begging off Matthew and Ava.’






 





Chapter Four


Physical/psychological assessment of unidentified toddler: ‘Baby Smith’
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Physical: The child’s general health is excellent. She is well nourished and well cared for, and is not suffering from any disease or ailment. Blood test indicates minute traces of benzodiazepine (possibly Mogadon) and stronger traces of paracetamol in her system. There is no evidence of past or recent abuse, sexual or physical, although there is some evidence (see below) that she has suffered past, continuing or recent psychological trauma. The physical evidence suggests that she was separated from her parent/guardian within 3–4 hours of being found – most notably in terms of her overall cleanliness and the fact that she hadn’t soiled herself. In addition she showed no signs of dehydration, hypothermia, hunger or exhaustion which would have been expected in a child who had been abandoned for any length of time.





Psychological: The child’s behaviour and social skills are typical of a two-year-old, however her size and weight suggest she is older. She presents evidence of mild autism although knowledge of her history is needed to confirm a diagnosis. She is uninterested in other people/children and reacts aggressively when approached by them. She is overly passive, preferring to sit and observe rather than explore her environment. She is unnaturally withdrawn and makes no attempt to communicate verbally, although will use sign language to achieve what she wants. Her hearing is unimpaired and she listens to everything that’s said to her; however, she is selective about which instructions she chooses to obey. As a simple example, she is happy to point to a blue cube when asked, but refuses to pick it up.


While she is unable or unwilling to use words to communicate, she resorts very quickly to screams and tantrums when her wishes are thwarted or when she feels herself stressed. This is particularly evident when strangers enter the room, or when voices rise above a monotone. She invariably refuses any sort of physical contact on a first meeting but holds out her arms to be picked up on a second. This would indicate good recognition skills, yet she evinces a strong fear of men and screams in terror whenever they intrude into her space. In the absence of any indication of physical or sexual abuse, this fear may stem from: unfamiliarity with men as a result of being raised in a sheltered, all-female environment; witnessing male aggression against another – e.g. mother or sibling.





Conclusions: In view of the child’s backward development and apparent stress-related disorders, she should not be returned to her family/guardians without exhaustive enquiries being made about the nature of the household. It is also imperative that she be placed on the ‘at risk’ register to allow continuous monitoring of her future welfare. I am seriously concerned about the traces of benzodiazepine and paracetamol in her bloodstream. Benzodiazepine (strong hypnotic) is not recommended for children, and certainly not in conjunction with paracetamol. I suspect the child was sedated, but can think of no legitimate reason why this should have been necessary.





N.B. Without knowing more of the child’s history, it is difficult to say whether her behaviour is due to: (1) autism; (2) psychiatric trauma; (3) taught dependence which, while leaving her ignorant of her own capabilities, has encouraged her to be consciously manipulative.





Dr Janet Murray




 





Chapter Five


IT HAD BEEN a long twenty-four hours and WPC Sandra Griffiths was yawning as her telephone started to ring again at noon on Monday. She had done several local radio and television interviews to publicize Lily’s abandonment (named after Lilliput where she was found), but although the response to the programmes had been good, not one caller had been able to tell her who the child was. She blamed the weather. Too many people were out in the sunshine; too few watching their sets. She stifled the yawn as she picked up the receiver.


The man at the other end sounded worried. ‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ he told her, ‘but I’ve just had my mother on the phone. She’s incredibly het-up about some toddler wandering the streets who looks like my daughter. I’ve told her it can’t possibly be Hannah, but’ – he paused – ‘well, the thing is we’ve both tried phoning my wife and neither of us can get an answer.’


Griffiths tucked the receiver under her chin and reached for a pen. This was the twenty-fifth father to phone since the toddler’s photograph had been broadcast, and all were estranged from their wives and children. She had no higher hopes of this one than she’d had of the previous twenty-four but she went through the motions willingly enough. ‘If you’ll answer one or two questions for me, sir, we can establish very quickly whether the little girl is Hannah. May I have your name and address?’


‘William Sumner, Langton Cottage, Rope Walk, Lymington, Hampshire.’


‘And do your wife and daughter still live with you, Mr Sumner?’


‘Yes.’


Her interest sharpened immediately. ‘When did you last see them?’
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