

[image: frontcover]





[image: images]





Copyright © 2000, 2013 by Barry Maitland

First US Edition 2002

First published in Great Britain in 2000 by Orion

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Arcade® and Arcade Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

www.arcadepub.com

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

ISBN 978-1-61145-826-8

Printed in the United States of America





To my faithful supporters’ club

Margaret, Duncan and Pip






Prologue



On a bleak December morning, the east wind gusting in across the Essex marshes and dousing the city in cold rain, Alison Vlasich decided, finally, to go to the police.

She was standing in her daughter’s room when she reached this decision. The silence inside the flat seemed intensified by the muffled moans and buffeting of the wind outside. It was an uncanny, nagging silence, and in her state, both panicky and weary, she couldn’t decide whether it was really there or whether it was just a numbness inside her head. Then she realised that Kerri’s bedside clock, with its happy Mickey Mouse face and loud comforting tick, was gone.

It had taken two sleepless nights and many hours of fruitless phone calls to bring her to this point. The only time she’d previously rung the police was when old Mr Plum had collapsed outside her front door after he’d returned home to find his flat crawling with pre-teen burglars. Mrs Vlasich’s 999 call had produced such an intimidating array of sirens and flashing lights that she was inclined not to repeat the experience. No, she thought, on the whole, the best thing would be to go down in person to the local police station and speak to someone face to face about the fear that was now making her feel quite physically sick. This was how they did it on TV on The Bill, she told herself, pouring out their troubles to a big, attentive, reassuring desk sergeant with a name like Derek or Stan, who would then take it upon himself to make sure things got properly sorted out.

She put on a little make-up, noticing with surprise how pale she had become, then zipped up her anorak and stepped out onto the rain-swept deck. She hurried away, avoiding the stairs and lifts at this end of the block, following the zigzag route of the deck as it passed through court after court until she came at last to the big ramps at the south-east corner of the estate. Below her she saw the glow of the Tesco shopfront on the other side of the street, the dark bulk of The Merry Jester by the traffic lights, the Esso station opposite, and the concrete framework of the police station, tucked in between the last block of housing and the primary school.

She had some trouble finding the public entrance to the police station. It wasn’t the nice timber and glass doorway that she thought they had on TV at Sunhill, but a brutal aluminium job with wired glass and a closed-circuit television camera mounted overhead that looked as if it had been designed to keep out the IRA or gangs of teenagers.

Inside there was a kind of waiting room with metal seats but no counter, and no friendly desk sergeant. No one at all, in fact. In the far wall was another door with wired glass and no handle. Beside the door was a notice: ONE PERSON AT A TIME ONLY PERMITTED IN THE INQUIRY AREA.

Mrs Vlasich looked through the wired glass and saw an elderly man in a cap leaning on a counter, deep in conversation with a uniformed officer on its other side. She tried to push the door, but it was firmly locked and the two inside didn’t notice her. She stepped back and saw a button mounted on the wall with a sign: PRESS FOR ATTENTION. She pressed, and heard a buzz beyond the locked door. Nothing happened. The two men continued with their conversation, the man with the cap gesticulating to elaborate a point.

She pressed the buzzer again, and this time the door clicked open. She pushed at it, but was stopped in her tracks before she could step inside by the policeman’s voice.

‘Please wait out there until I’m finished with this gentleman,’ he said to her, quite sharply, before she had a chance to say anything.

She hesitated, then began to explain how urgent her problem was, but the door had clicked shut again in her face.

She sat down and waited. Five minutes. Ten minutes. The room was extremely depressing, bare but not what you’d call clean. There was a large stain of some brown liquid that had dried under a chair in the corner. She didn’t see how people could have had coffee in here. Unless the regulars knew the score and came equipped with vacuum flasks.

Fifteen minutes. Alison Vlasich sighed, got to her feet and looked through the wired glass of the locked door. The old man was still talking, the officer writing out a report. She clenched her fists and walked out.

Ten minutes later she arrived home again. The driving rain had soaked through her anorak, and her shirt was wet. She put on a fresh blouse, picked up the phone and dialled 999.

‘It’s my daughter,’ she said. ‘She’s been abducted.’

Half an hour after her call two people came, a stern-looking woman in uniform and a man in a suit. They both seemed very young. She was so flustered by now that she didn’t catch either of their names the first time, and had to ask them to repeat them: Police Constable Sangster and Detective Sergeant Lowry. They all sat down and she gave them her daughter’s name, Kerri, and age, fourteen last birthday in July.

Why had it taken her almost forty-eight hours to report Kerri missing? She bit her lip and twisted her fingers and tried to explain, the effort almost more than she could manage. The flat was empty when she’d got home from work on Monday evening, two days ago. She’d looked in Kerri’s bedroom and seen that her daughter had changed her clothes after school, and had then presumably gone out again. When Kerri hadn’t appeared by seven that evening, Alison Vlasich had had another look in the girl’s room and realised that she had taken her pyjamas and her frog bag.

‘Frog bag?’ The woman constable looked up from her notepad.

‘It’s shaped like a frog, bright green, and when she wears it it looks as if there’s a big frog sitting on her back.’ Alison began to cry quietly.

‘So you thought she’d gone to stay with someone for the night?’ the woman constable suggested eventually, offering her some tissues. ‘A friend maybe?’

Alison nodded and sniffed.

‘Without telling you?’ the man called Lowry asked, sounding rather bored.

This was the difficult bit to have to explain to strangers, straight out. Kerri had changed so much in the last two years, through the divorce. She had been such a good, obedient little girl before. Now she seemed set on hurting her mother at every opportunity. She had done this before, going off to stay with a friend without warning, knowing Alison would worry and be forced to ring round everyone until she found where she was. To be quite honest, it was a relief (she was ashamed to say it) to find the flat empty when she returned exhausted from the hospital, because then she didn’t have to face the sulks, the rudeness, the jibes, becoming more habitual and polished with every day that passed.

‘You’re a nurse?’ the woman constable asked.

‘I work in the kitchens.’

She felt that the policewoman was sizing her up, trying to decide how reliable she was, and she fiddled self-consciously with the sleeve of her blouse, glad now that she’d changed into something smart, a reminder of better times.

So Alison didn’t ring round her daughter’s friends that first evening. The following evening, yesterday, when Kerri still hadn’t come home, she started to make the calls, thinking that the girl, to punish her, was refusing to appear until she did so. Nobody knew where she was. Worse, none of her friends had seen her at school that day. The school was closed by this time, and Alison had waited till this morning to get them to confirm Kerri’s absence.

‘I think her father’s got her,’ she concluded, any hope that the police could help her ebbing away.

‘What makes you say that?’ the man in the suit asked. The way he pursed his mouth with impatience, and drummed his fingers, flustered her. His fingers were stained brown, and his eyes kept flicking around the room as if they were searching for an ashtray.

‘Stefan wanted custody when we split up. He’s never accepted things.’

‘Does he have access? Does Kerri visit him?’

Alison shook her head. ‘He lives abroad. I won’t let Kerri go to him, because I know he wouldn’t let her come back.’ She reached for her handbag and produced a slip of paper. ‘This is his address and phone numbers.’

‘Hamburg.’ Lowry scratched the back of his head. His hair looked newly cropped, very short, and the way he touched it made her think he was still getting used to it.

‘I tried ringing him. There was no answer from his home. The second number is his work. They said he’s been away. Abroad, they said.’

‘If Kerri packed up things to take with her, she must have been planning to go somewhere willingly,’ the woman constable said, in that detached, reasonable tone the nurses used with sick people. ‘Why don’t we have another look in her room and make a list of exactly what she took.’

The man looked at his watch impatiently. ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he said.

The uniformed woman, who told Alison to call her Miriam, stayed with her for another half an hour, drawing up a list of missing things, from which they picked out the clothes that Kerri would most likely have been wearing when she left, as well as other belongings – the Mexican silver ring and hair clasp, for example – that would identify her. Alison Vlasich felt herself become calmer as Miriam Sangster talked the matter through with her, discussing options and possibilities. It was only when the policewoman made signs of leaving that her agitation returned.

‘Why don’t you pay a visit to your GP, Alison?’ Sangster suggested. ‘You probably need something to help you sleep.’

‘It isn’t that.’ She gnawed at her bottom lip.

‘What then? Is something else worrying you?’

She hesitated, then nodded. ‘If she hasn’t gone with Stefan …’

‘Yes? Is there another possibility?’

‘I keep thinking … It makes me sick, thinking of it …’

‘What?’

‘But it couldn’t be that, could it?’

‘Mrs Vlasich, Alison, look, sit down. What’s the matter? What do you mean?’

Alison sank into a chair, keeping her eyes fixed on the other woman’s face. ‘She has a job, at Silvermeadow.’

‘Oh yes? What kind of job?’

‘A waitress. In the food court. Only a few hours a week.’

‘And was she due to work there this week?’

‘Not till the weekend. I checked. I phoned them.’

‘Well then?’

‘There are stories. About Silvermeadow …’

‘Ah.’ Miriam Sangster nodded. ‘Yes, I’ve heard the stories, Alison. But that’s all they are, just stories. We get that sort of thing from time to time. A rumour starts somehow, and then it goes round for a while until people get bored with it.’

‘But how can you be sure? People seem so, so … certain.’ She was becoming quite agitated, tugging at the sleeve of the blouse.

‘I’m sure because I checked it myself, Alison, on the computer. There have never been any disappearances from Silvermeadow. It’s just one of those fairy-tales that goes round, without any substance at all.’

‘You’re sure? You’re quite sure?’ She frowned intently at the policewoman, wanting to believe her.

‘Where did you hear the stories, Alison? At the hospital?’

‘Yes. And the hairdresser’s.’

‘Ah.’

‘But everyone seems so certain. One of the nurses told one of the cooks. She’d looked after an old woman in the geriatric ward, just before she died, who said her little girl was one of the missing.’

‘An old woman in the geriatric ward thought she had a little girl?’

‘Oh …’ Alison thought about it. ‘I see.’

‘Look, you can put that out of your mind, believe me. It seems to me the worst that’s happened to Kerri is that she’s having a few days with her dad. And maybe that’s not such a bad thing, eh? After they’ve got over the first excitement of seeing each other again, they may come to realise that the best place for her is here with you. It may clear the air, don’t you think?’
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‘I thought I might bring the children up to town sometime before Christmas. Just for a couple of days.’

Brock nodded his head against the handset. ‘Good idea.’

He took a gulp from his mug of tea. The table in front of him was a jumble of newspapers and the remains of breakfast. He was still in his old dressing gown, although it was already mid-morning. A weak December sun glinting in through the bay window. He’d slept long and deep, the first chance in weeks, and felt expansive, reborn, completely relaxed.

‘The Christmas tree in Trafalgar Square, Hamley’s toyshop, Billy Smart’s Circus, the Science Museum, pantomime at the Palladium … wonderful. They’ll love it.’ He beamed nostalgically and reached for the last piece of toast.

The voice on the other end chuckled. ‘Half those things probably don’t exist any more.’

‘You may be right. You’ll stay here of course.’

‘Are you eating something? I missed that.’

‘I said, you’ll stay here.’

There was a pause. ‘No. That’s sweet of you, David, but I think not. I’ve got the address of a little hotel near Madame Tussaud’s.’

‘Do you know how much hotels in the West End cost, Suzanne? That’s absurd. I’m only twenty minutes away in the train. Of course you must stay here.’

A longer pause. ‘They’re very active, David. You’ve no idea. You’ve forgotten what young children are like. Miranda is five and Stewart eight. It wouldn’t work.’

‘You make me sound antediluvian. I get on very well with them. You know that. And there’s enough space here. They could have the attic room, be independent.’

‘Thanks. I’ll think about it. And you think about it too. Realistically.’

‘You sound tired, Suzanne.’

‘I’ve been run off my feet. The Christmas rush.’

‘In Battle?’ he asked dubiously, picturing the high street in the little Sussex town. ‘Anyway, it’s a long time to Christmas yet.’

She laughed. ‘For you, maybe. I must go, there’s a customer. Speak to you soon.’ And she hung up.

He refilled his mug from the teapot and walked over to the big window at the end of the room. Outside, weak sunlight was struggling to penetrate the stubborn morning fog which still blanked out most of the features of the surrounding city: the houses perched up on the far side of the railway cutting, the signal gantry beyond the wall of the lane. He might be anywhere, at sea even, or in the air. His mind returned to the high street of Battle, and he pictured the front of Suzanne’s little shop. He imagined the customer closing the door against the cold wind blowing in from the nearby coast, and taking in the treasures that filled the shelves. Suzanne would smile a welcome and begin a gentle interrogation, perhaps, trying to figure out how much was to be spent, and what would really appeal – a Georgian spoon, an Art Deco coffee service, some Victorian lace? He pictured her intelligent face, the grey in the hair untinted but carefully cut, and he experienced a sudden pang.

He turned abruptly away from the window and began clearing up his breakfast things. It had been a rough couple of weeks. He should get out of the city, breathe fresh air, sell antiques. As usual, Suzanne had pretty well got it right.

Brock strode out of the archway into the intermittent stream of shoppers in the high street. He walked briskly with a long, rolling lope, hands in pockets, enjoying the wintry sun dappling through the skeletal plane trees in the street. It seemed very quiet for a Saturday morning, and he looked around him with the eye of a host, trying to imagine how the familiar would look to strangers, seeing it for the first time. And it struck him that the place was looking remarkably threadbare, as if the foliage on the trees, now gone, had been masking the underlying scruffiness. Nothing much to appeal to a five-year-old girl and an eight-year-old boy, either. There had been a cinema once, but it had closed down ages ago.

The billboards at the newsagent’s door were recycling old headlines, ROYALS BLOW IT AGAIN and OOPS, SAYS TORY MP. He went inside and studied the front page of the Independent. M15’s new role caught his eye.

‘Not again,’ he muttered.

He bought the paper and stepped back out into the sunshine. His eye passed over the electrical goods in the shopfront next door, then scanned the estate agent’s, a gloomy little window filled with curling pictures of fading hopes, desperately straining to attract someone to pull them out of the pit of negative equity or divorce settlement. He paused as two elderly people blocked his path, struggling to drag a defective stepladder out of their car, and while he waited for them he watched the owner of the bicycle shop on the other side of the street setting up a rack of kiddies’ bikes on the footpath. Apologising profusely, the couple manoeuvred their burden through the door of a DIY shop, stumbling on the uneven pavement. The tree roots had done it, he noticed, and in odd places the council had pulled up the concrete paving slabs around the trunks and patched the footpath with tar. Scruffy.

His next destination lay beyond the unisex hair salon, with its improbably glamorous photographs of stunning heads of hair. Not quite a deli, Butler’s was a half-decent grocer’s shop with an interesting if unreliable range of goods.

‘Morning, Mr Butler.’ He nodded, pleased to have the shop to himself. ‘Fresh delivery of your steak and kidney pies this morning?’

‘I’m afraid they’ve let me down again, Mr Brock.’

‘That’s no good. You know I rely on your steak and kidney pies.’

The grocer shook his head sadly. ‘Not for much longer, Mr Brock.’

‘What?’

‘I’m packing it in. Had enough.’

‘You can’t do that. Are you ill?’

‘Not me, but the business is. Got a bad dose of the Sainsbury’s. You’ll have to get in your car and go down the Savacentre for your pies in future, same as everyone else.’

Brock scratched the crop of his short grey beard. He’d been coming here for years, since the days when it had been a butcher’s shop, with a frieze of brightly coloured tiles around the walls portraying the heads of animals – bulls, lambs, pigs, chickens – smiling cheerfully down on the customers engrossed in selecting prime cuts. He’d never tried the Sainsbury’s pies, but he was certain they wouldn’t be the same.

‘Well, I’m very sorry to hear that, Mr Butler, I really am. What’s going to take your place?’

‘A charity clothes place, so they tell me. Oxfam or some such.’

The shops petered out beyond Butler’s, their place taken by insurance offices and car showrooms crammed together. The Bishop’s Mitre sat brooding among them, a dour 1950s pub that no amount of half-timbering and geranium window boxes could cheer up. Brock looked at his watch. Good timing. He hadn’t had the chance of a relaxed weekend pub lunch in ages. Inside, in the gloom, an off-duty crew from the fire station further up the high street were having a quiet pint.

Brock stood at the bar and opened his paper to see what M15 were up to now. Before he’d even ordered his ham sandwich and pint, the phone in his pocket started chirping. He recognised DS Bren Gurney’s voice.

‘I don’t think I need this, Bren.’

‘A sighting of North, chief. Sounds promising.’

‘Really?’ There had been a rumour, barely that, that Upper North was back in the country. The possibility killed his appetite.

‘You remember Pauline Lewins? The bank job in Ilford. One of the last ones he pulled before the big one in the City. Manager shot dead.’

‘Yes of course. I remember Pauline.’

‘Well, she works at Silvermeadow now.’

‘What’s that? A retirement village?’

‘Blimey, chief. Where’ve you been? It’s a bloody great shopping centre out in Essex, on the M25. Pauline reckons she saw North there this morning. I’ve been talking to her, and I reckon it’s a possible. If it is him, he seems to have changed his appearance a bit. She’s working on a portrait at the moment, and we’re going through the security tapes from the shop where she works.’

‘Where are you?’

‘K Division, the divisional station at Dagenham, Hornchurch Street. Know it?’

‘I’ll find it.’

‘It’s on the edge of a bloody great housing estate. Don’t go in there whatever you do. There’s a security access to the station off the high street. I’ll be at the gate.’

‘I’ll come right over. And Bren, let’s keep this as restricted as possible, eh? That includes the locals. The name North doesn’t get mentioned.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought. They’re up to their ears in their own problems anyway, from what I can gather. There’s a WPC who brought Pauline in. She knows what’s going on. I’ll have a quiet word with her.’

Brock followed Bren’s instructions to the AUTHORISED PERSONS ONLY rear entrance to the Hornchurch Street station, where he stopped and spoke into a speaker on the wall. The metal gate rolled up after a moment, and he drove through and down into a basement carpark where Bren was waiting for him. They went up to a room on the third floor where he recognised Pauline Lewins sitting with a uniformed woman whom Bren introduced as PC Sangster. Pauline smiled weakly in recognition at Brock, as one might at a surgeon whom one had fervently hoped never to see again. He sat and they talked quietly for a while.

She explained to him that she loved Cuddles, and he, noticing that she had put on some weight over the years, thought that she, plump, soft and friendly, was perfectly suited to a job in a soft-toy store. Despite her recent shock, she still had the warm, rather shy smile he remembered, made all the brighter, he noted, by new front teeth. In answer to his enquiry she explained that, although she still sometimes became weepy without any apparent reason, and remained a little self-conscious about the scar on her upper lip, her confidence and happy disposition had largely returned. And this was at least partly thanks to Cuddles, where she had learned to get behind a counter again and deal with strangers without dissolving into hysterics. Cuddles was a reassuring place, she told him, selling delightfully reassuring soft toys, and located in the safest and most reassuring heart of the largest shopping centre in the Home Counties. So when she heard that voice again, halfway through ringing up a pair of fluffy tiger cubs, she had just sort of seized up.

‘You remember the voice, Mr Brock?’

‘Oh yes, Pauline. I remember.’

And who wouldn’t seize up, he thought, hearing it again after all that time?

The first time she had heard it, four years ago, she had been working in a bank in Ilford. One morning she had opened up the front door for business as usual, and was immediately confronted by three men who pushed their way in, locking the door behind them and pulling masks over their faces. One of them took hold of her and rammed the muzzle of a gun into her mouth, so violently that it knocked out her front teeth and split her lip. Using her as a hostage, they had forced the other staff to hand over money and then lie flat on the floor. No one offered any resistance, but the robbers maintained a violent and aggressive manner, especially the one holding Pauline, who seemed to be the leader of the gang. He was very agitated and excited, screaming at the bank staff to try making trouble so that he could show them what he would do to them. His ranting terrified the staff and several of the women began to cry. Finally the branch manager – Fairbairn, Brock remembered – had felt obliged to try to calm the man down. He had looked up from his position on the floor and told the man to kindly stop shouting and be reasonable.

There was immediately a terrible silence. All the witnesses subsequently commented on it, as if this was a signal of some kind that the robbers recognised. The man holding Pauline went very still, then smiled down at the manager, withdrew the muzzle of his pistol from Pauline’s bleeding mouth, bent down, held it six inches from Fairbairn’s upturned face and pulled the trigger.

The three men then calmly walked away, locking the front door behind them. Because of the masks, the other staff weren’t able to identify the gunmen, but Pauline had had a clear view of their faces at the moment they had pushed in through the front door. She gave a particularly vivid description of the man who had held her, his wild unblinking grey eyes, the smooth pink skin on his left temple and cheek where it looked as if he had been burned, the belligerent thrust of his mouth. And she described his voice, a hoarse voice, naturally soft but made to sound big by straining his throat, like vegetables forced through a grater.

The task force from Serious Crime, led by Detective Chief Inspector David Brock, had known exactly who she was talking about, and she had immediately identified the photographs of Gregory Thomas North, a professional criminal with a record of violent armed robberies, known as Upper North because of his dangerous habit of psyching himself up with amphetamines before a job.

‘You heard the voice, Pauline,’ Brock said gently. ‘And you saw him?’

‘I … think so. I looked up as soon as I heard it, and I saw a man walking past behind my customer, talking to a little girl he was holding by the hand. He didn’t look at me. He just walked on out of the shop, and I … everything went blank.’

‘She fainted, sir.’ PC Sangster spoke. ‘Two of the other sales assistants went to help her, and when someone saw me passing by in the mall they called me in to help.’

Brock turned to her. ‘I don’t suppose you happened to notice this man and the little girl?’

‘No, sorry. The place was packed out this morning.’

Brock picked up from the table a copy of an image of a man’s face, based on photographs of North, modified on the computer to Pauline’s instructions.

‘A bit older – like all of us, eh, Pauline?’ Brock said. ‘And wearing glasses now. Suntanned?’

‘Yes, I think so. But I couldn’t see the scar. At least, I don’t remember it.’

‘It was the left side of his face you saw?’

‘Yes.’

‘But apart from that, you’re pretty certain?’

‘I heard the voice, Mr Brock.’

‘Yes. What about the child?’

‘I hardly saw her. I just had an impression of a little girl. I can’t remember how she looked.’

PC Sangster said, ‘I took statements from three of the other shop assistants, sir. One of them had served the man. He wanted to know if they had a particular kind of stuffed animal toy, a badger.’

Brock looked sharply at her, wondering if this was some kind of joke. Brock the badger. She blushed and consulted her notebook.

‘Yes. He wanted a big badger for the little girl. She was about three or four, blonde curls, wearing a red coat. He was wearing a black bomber jacket and jeans, white trainers.’

‘Did they have a badger?’ Brock asked.

‘No. He’d apparently been there before, because he said he’d seen one there, and the assistant said it’d been sold, but they were getting more in next week.’

‘I don’t suppose he left a name?’

‘No, nothing. He just asked about the badger and then they walked out of the shop, the little girl holding his hand.’

Later, after Pauline had been taken home with advice to get a doctor’s note to stay off work for at least two weeks, they played part of the video tape taken by the security camera in Cuddles, from which they had identified the man and child Pauline had seen. Brock sat forward, peering at the screen as they replayed the sequence, then he got to his feet and began pacing up and down the cramped room.

‘What do you reckon, Brock?’ Bren asked.

‘Looks very like him, doesn’t it? Same build, way of holding himself. And she was very sure about the voice.’

He stopped and turned to PC Sangster. ‘We appreciate your help, Miriam. Did Bren speak to you about keeping this to yourself?’

‘Yes, sir. I did report to my inspector, Inspector Rickets, and he was the one who notified the Yard. Other than that I haven’t spoken to anyone.’

‘Good. If it was him, we don’t want a hint to get out that he’s been spotted. Don’t want to frighten him off.’

‘I understand, sir.’

Brock picked up the computer simulation again. It was him, no question. North had returned. They were being given one more chance to put him away. Why had he come back? And for how long?

As Miriam Sangster turned to leave, Brock asked suddenly, ‘Is this Silvermeadow on your regular beat?’

‘Oh no, sir. We don’t patrol there. It’s private property, and they have their own security. I was following up another inquiry, a missing girl.’ She hesitated, but he seemed to want to know more, so she went on. ‘She lives close by here, and hasn’t been seen since Monday at school. Her mother reported her missing on Wednesday. The girl had a part-time job at Silvermeadow, and I was just checking with her employer there. It was an accident, really, that I was there at that time.’

‘Ah. Lucky for us then.’

At the door she stood back to let two men come in, uniformed and with rank. One announced himself as the divisional commander, Chief Superintendent Forbes, and introduced the other as Inspector Rickets.

Brock thought he remembered the name Forbes, but the face meant nothing: fleshy, large ears, with hair growing on the cheekbones. They shook hands formally.

‘They call you Brock, don’t they?’

Brock nodded. He had no idea what they called Forbes, apart from sir.

The chief superintendent looked ill at ease, Brock thought, as if he wasn’t used to being in rooms like this. It was one of those spaces belonging to no one, windowless, soulless, a dozen chairs around four tables pushed together, all bottom-of-the-range office furniture, a few cigarette burns along the edges. Forbes’s smart leather document case looked as out of place as he did.

‘We did meet at Bramshill six or seven years ago, a senior officer management course. You gave a paper on streamlining case management. Quite inspiring.’

Brock didn’t remember. Had he really spoken on a subject like that? Inspiringly?

A sudden violent burst of noise echoed through the building, like a jackhammer being applied to a concrete frame.

Forbes pulled a face, gritting his teeth. ‘They’re doing some repair work downstairs,’ he said loudly to make himself heard. ‘It’s been going on all morning.’

Brock wondered if he was making the point that he had been there all morning, at his desk, on the weekend.

They waited for the noise to stop, then Forbes continued. ‘Inspector Rickets tells me we may have Gregory North on our patch.’

‘It seems possible, sir. We know the principal witness, and she’s reliable, I think.’

‘I see. At Silvermeadow, I understand. Well, half the population of London goes through Silvermeadow at this time of the year, I suppose. So you’ll be wanting to mount an operation there? Shop to shop enquiries, posters, leaflets, information desk …?’

‘Well, no,’ Brock said. ‘The opposite, really. We’d heard rumours that North might have returned, but so far this is the only sighting. It seems that the man at Silvermeadow had visited that shop before, and may do so again, so the last thing we want to do is frighten him off. There’s also the question of the safety of the witness. So I would like this whole business treated in the utmost confidence. I’ve impressed that on PC Sangster. We’d be grateful if you’d leave it entirely with us.’

Forbes looked disappointed.

‘If it’s a matter of credit …’ Brock began, but Forbes dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand.

‘No, no. Tell me, do you think it possible that North is planning something at Silvermeadow?’

‘It’s possible I suppose. We have no indication as yet.’

‘But it is possible. You see, I wondered if some co-operative arrangement between us, a sharing of resources, might not be appropriate.’

‘To be honest, sir, the fewer of your officers seen at Silvermeadow over the next few weeks the better.’

‘Ah, but I’m afraid that may not be practicable, Brock.’ Forbes leant forward across the table. ‘We have our own investigations to pursue, and one of them seems very likely to be focusing on Silvermeadow.’

Brock wondered where this was leading. There was something very calculated about Forbes’s manner, an experienced committee man negotiating his way into a position of relative advantage. What it had to do with catching villains he wasn’t sure.

‘Is that the missing girl investigion?’ Brock asked.

Forbes looked startled. He turned to Inspector Rickets, who glanced at Brock. ‘PC Sangster briefed you on that, sir?’

‘She mentioned that was why she was at Silvermeadow in the first place.’

‘Yes, well, she won’t be aware that there have been further developments in that case, sir. A body has been found.’

‘At Silvermeadow?’

‘Not quite. But there seems to be a connection.’

‘And that being the case,’ Forbes broke in, ‘we may well find ourselves conducting an Area Major Investigation right where you want to be discreet and inconspicuous. Hence my thought that some measure of co-ordination, co-operation …’

Brock had a distinct feeling that he was being manoeuvred, though he couldn’t yet see the point. ‘Do you think that’s going to be called for?’ he asked dubiously. ‘An Area Major Investigation?’

‘We’re not sure yet. The status of the case is currently being reassessed. But it has some disturbing, not to say intriguing features, Brock. And I was wondering if we might possibly prevail upon you, with your considerable specialist expertise, to lend us an hour or two of your valuable time to give us your own assessment. It might just avoid a great deal of unnecessary difficulty further down the track.’

Insurance, Brock thought, that’s what he’s after, in his pompous, roundabout way. Fireproof me with your considerable specialist expertise or I’ll get in your way and stuff up your case.

Perhaps it was an uncharitable thought, and in any case, Brock had never been one to walk away from a murder with disturbing, not to say intriguing features.

‘DS Gurney has some homework to do,’ Brock said, ‘reactivating Criminal Intelligence records on North’s connections in this part of the country. While he’s doing that, I’d be glad to offer whatever assessment I can on your other case. Only I missed lunch. Any chance of a sandwich to eat on the way there?’

Forbes beamed. ‘You shall have the best our canteen can offer.’

He turned to Rickets, who looked doubtful. ‘I believe the workmen have cut off power to the kitchen, sir, but we’ll do our level best.’
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Detective Sergeant Gavin Lowry opened the door of the patrol car for Brock as soon as it came to a halt outside Number Three Shed, introduced himself and led him through the tall metal doors into the cavernous interior. Brock had an impression of vast scale, a shadowy Piranesian dungeon lit from high above by a few blinding industrial lamps, whose baleful glare illuminated a cardboard hillside, an unstable-looking avalanche of compacted cardboard blocks with the texture of a giant’s breakfast cereal.

‘They found her down there, sir,’ Lowry said, pointing to one corner, around which the figures of scene of crime officers in white nylon overalls were crawling. ‘One of the men was loading the waste onto the back of that truck. The bale split open and she was inside.’

‘How long ago was that, Sergeant?’ Brock asked, watching the man reach into the inside pocket of his black suit. A sharp dresser, mid-thirties, gel in his hair, after-shave, a smoker. His accent was standard Estuarine, Essex Man, delivered with a cool reserve, anxious to impress, Brock guessed, without showing it. He pulled the wallet of Polaroid pictures from his pocket and offered them to Brock.

‘The foreman placed a triple niner at eight forty-three this morning, sir. Reported the discovery of a body.’ He looked at his watch and automatically straightened his cuff again. ‘I’ve been here over five hours.’ He recounted briefly what steps he’d taken: the disposition of the SOCO teams, photographer, medical examiner.

‘The body’s been removed?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Brock put on his reading glasses and studied the photographs, peering at the strangely distorted figure coiled tight, pale and naked, inside a clear plastic wrapping, disconcertingly like some pre-packaged meal, a chicken leg perhaps, all ready for the microwave.

‘What did the FME have to say?’

‘Naked human, probably female, probably young, possibly adolescent, five to seven stone, between four six and five six, shoulder-length fair hair. No indication of cause of death, or time.’

‘Couldn’t get much vaguer than that.’ Brock turned to get more light onto the square glossy images.

‘She’s inside a heavy-duty clear plastic bag, as you can see, sir, and the doc didn’t want to open it up here. He reckoned she’d been crushed in a machine.’

‘A machine?’

‘Yeah, a compactor. The guy who runs this place is over there. He’ll explain the technicalities.’

‘No identification, then?’

‘We could see a ring on one of her fingers. It matches the description of one worn by a missing person, Kerri Vlasich, age fourteen, disappeared Monday, sir.’

They walked towards an incongruously dressed figure: bright yellow yachting jacket, white slacks and espadrilles, a navy peaked cap on his head.

‘This is Mr Cherry, sir. The manager of the plant,’ Lowry said.

‘FD, facilities director,’ Cherry corrected tersely. He looked impatient and tense.

‘Perhaps you could tell me what’s going on here, Mr Cherry?’ Brock asked.

‘I’ve already explained it half a dozen times.’

‘For my benefit, if you don’t mind.’

Cherry pursed his lips with frustration, then spoke rapidly. ‘This is one of four WTE plants …’ He saw the look on Brock’s face and checked himself. ‘Waste-to-energy plant,’ he said. ‘Two thousand TPD rating, mixed WTE facility with front-end processing of mixed MSW …’

He spoke hurriedly, as if preoccupied with some overwhelming inner problem, so that the incomprehensible acronyms spilled out of their own accord.

‘TPD? MSW?’ Brock interrupted mildly.

‘Tons per day,’ Mr Cherry replied automatically. ‘Municipal solid wastes.’

A phone began sounding from an inside pocket of his jacket, and he snatched it out. It was the same bright yellow colour as his coat. ‘Christ! What now?’ He hunched away from the police and barked, ‘Yeah? No, no, no, don’t do that, sweetheart … Just be patient, yes? Please … Hang on …’

He turned back to Brock. ‘How long, you reckon? Before you’ll be through with me?’

‘Hard to say, Mr Cherry.’

‘Shit.’ He turned away again, tucking the phone into his shoulder for privacy but making the gesture futile by raising his voice. ‘There’s some chicken and stuff in the galley, sweetheart … no, the kitchen … and a bottle of bubbly in the fridge … Did you? Oh, well, there’s more in the cupboard in the corner … Lie down, have a rest, eh? … How can you be seasick when you’re still tied up to the berth? … Take a walk outside, sweetheart. I’ll ring you back in half an hour.’

He put the phone away, took a deep breath. ‘Right. Okay. What do you want to know?’

‘Has this happened before, Mr Cherry?’

‘What?’ He looked alarmed. ‘With …?’ His voice trailed off. ‘Oh, you mean the body?’

‘Yes, the body.’

‘No, never. They joke about it, the lads, but this is the first time it’s actually happened.’

‘Maybe if you explained to me in laymen’s terms what goes on here, at the plant. You dispose of refuse, do you?’

‘In a nutshell, yeah. It comes from all over Essex and east London. We do some front-end processing to the mixed waste for general recovery and recycling in the building near the front gates. The rest goes up the ramp for processing into RDF – refuse-derived fuel.’

‘Can we see?’

‘Sure.’

He led them out of the shed and onto the roadway leading to a concrete ramp. A light drizzle was falling now and they turned up their collars, hunching against the wind that grew stronger the higher they climbed. Halfway up they were obliged to stop and stand hard against the parapet as a heavily laden truck came grinding past, headlights on. It gave a blast of its horn and continued on up to the head of the ramp. They followed, the view opening up across the surrounding industrial landscape, flat and bleak, the humped profiles of grey factory sheds interspersed with the odd scarlet crane and silver flue.

The truck belonged to one of a number of designated contractors, Cherry explained, whose waste sources were known and whose loads did not require to go through the front-end screening process. They watched as the truck began reversing towards the delivery point, guided by the waving signals of an operative in waterproofs and a hard hat. The back of the truck began to tilt upwards, the load slid with a rumble into the steel maw, and within a minute the truck was disappearing down the exit ramp ahead.

‘Nobody actually inspects the load, see?’ Cherry said, having to shout now against the wind and the roar of the plant. ‘The contractors certify the organic content, and it goes straight in here for processing – shredding, grinding, spin-drying and then into the fuel silos. From there it’s pumped to the power plant’ – he pointed to a pair of tall gleaming steel chimneys reaching upwards to the cloud base – ‘and incinerated. We generate electricity for the grid, and sell the waste heat to a number of industrial plants around here, and to the district heating scheme that serves the Herbert Morrison estate.’ He gestured towards a row of grey concrete slabs almost invisible against the dark clouds.

‘You’re joking,’ Lowry said. ‘Straight up?’

‘Yes, sure. Why?’

‘We think that’s where the girl came from.’

‘Blimey! She could have ended up heating her mum’s radiators and giving her a few minutes of Terry Wogan on the telly,’ Cherry said softly, and they all stared at the distant housing blocks, looking disturbingly like tombstones in the rain.

The rain was falling with greater density and penetration now, and Cherry said, ‘Well, seen enough up here?’

They jogged quickly back down the ramp, returning to the shelter of Number Three Shed where they shook their coats and stamped their feet. The two drivers were back in their machines again, scooping out cardboard bales to the instructions of the SOCO officers. A handler with a beagle had joined them, and the dog was eagerly investigating each new batch of material uncovered. He seemed to be the only one enjoying his work.

‘So where does this fit into the process?’ Brock asked Cherry.

‘It doesn’t,’ the man said wearily. ‘That’s the point. We’ve been having trouble with our emissions. A month ago we were forced to shut down one of the two incinerators while we installed new filters. It’s only just been fired up again. Meanwhile we couldn’t burn all the material coming in. The RDF silos filled up, and we had to start dumping half the loads in here, as a temporary storage. We’ve hardly begun to clear it. By rights, none of this stuff should be here. Number Three Shed is due for demolition, to make way for a third incinerator.’

‘All this should have gone straight up the ramp?’

‘That’s right.’

The manager’s phone rang again and he clamped the yellow instrument to his ear. ‘What’s that, sweetheart?’ he yelled. ‘Where? … You threw up where? … Oh, Jesus!’ He swung round, oblivious to those around him now, staring wildly up into the darkness beyond the floodlights, his mind seized by some vivid mental picture.

Brock walked away, taking the Polaroid pictures from his pocket. The image in the photographs was so bizarre that he wished he’d seen it in situ for himself, the figure coiled inside the cube of compressed cardboard, like a foetus inside an egg. A private, secret foetus that by rights should never have been exposed, should have been delivered straight up the ramp to the shredders and grinders and then incinerated without anyone having a clue. Uncovered by a problem with emissions.

The plant manager seemed preoccupied with an emissions problem of a different kind, Brock thought wryly, watching him thrust his phone back in his pocket.

‘Tell me about compactors,’ he said.

‘Plenty of them about. Factories, supermarkets, anywhere that generates a lot of dry waste. Common type has a two-cubic-yard capacity, four-to-one compression ratio’ – he rattled off the technical mantra while his mental eye seemed mesmerised by the vision of his girlfriend vomiting – ‘usually linked to a receiving container that’s emptied by a contractor.’

Cherry paused, and stared up at the harsh lights. ‘Christ, we’ve had so many fucking disasters lately … Stroke of luck for you though, eh? You’ll be able to work out where it came from, no bother.’

They spoke to the woman leading the SOCO team, who described their preliminary results from the bale of cardboard waste in which the body had been hidden. The manufacturers’ symbols printed on them were those of household names, makers of electrical goods, paper towels, breakfast cereals. Several of the compressed boxes had delivery codes written on them, and one had fragments of a delivery notice inside it, with the sender’s name and despatch number, and the destination: a store at Silvermeadow.

When they returned to the patrol car, Lowry held the door open for Brock and said, ‘He’ll take you to Hornchurch Street, sir. Chief Superintendent Forbes is waiting for you in his conference room on the fourth floor. The driver’ll show you the way.’

He was perfectly polite, Brock noted, like a young man looking after an elderly relative who needed direction. Brock rested his arm on the roof of the car and looked him over thoughtfully. ‘Where are you going, Sergeant?’

Lowry checked his watch. ‘I’d better get over to the autopsy, sir. They said they’d make way for this one, and I’ll be needed to establish continuity of identification.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Ah …’ Lowry’s voice became coaxing, the volume low, as if he didn’t want the driver to hear. ‘Chief Superintendent Forbes is expecting you back there, sir. Area Major Investigation Pool Management has been alerted. I believe there are important management issues to resolve.’

‘Bugger the important management issues, Sergeant. I want to see the body.’

Lowry’s eyes flicked away briefly, a little smile forming on his lips. The elderly relative was becoming difficult. ‘You’ll get me into trouble, sir …’ he began, almost teasingly, then suddenly caught the cold look in Brock’s eye and stopped what he was about to say. He shrugged and reached for his phone. ‘I’ll let them know, sir.’

Brock put out his hand. ‘Just get the number for me, Sergeant. I’ll speak to him.’

He took the phone and walked away, out of earshot.

She – it definitely was a she – was curiously resistant to their probing, as if unwilling to release her secrets. Her age for a start. Perhaps it was the effect of the prolonged wrapping in the heavy plastic, or simply the result of the brutal compression, but her crushed face appeared old, that of a wrinkled old woman, while some other parts of her body – a thigh, a breast – seemed undeniably juvenile. The juxtaposition was disturbing, and Brock found his eyes wandering backwards and forwards, trying to reconcile a span of sixty years in the one body. In the end the pathologist called for X-rays of the teeth, as the only sure guide, but made an informed guess based on the weight of her organs, especially the liver and the spleen, which of all the main organs experience the greatest growth during puberty, and which in both cases were close to the median weight for a fourteen-year-old of similar build.

How and when she died were also problematic. There were no wounds incompatible with the effects of the compactor, into which, the pathologist was fairly certain, she had been put after rigor mortis was well established. But this was only a guess, he explained, for who had any real evidence of what the relentless hydraulic forces of the machine could do to the joints of a human body, whether stiff with rigor or not? He could only estimate, too, that she had been dead for around seven days, which matched reasonably well with Cherry’s conjecture that, from her position in the cardboard mountain, she had probably been delivered to Number Three Shed four or five days before. Maybe. As for identity, the teeth would again most likely provide the most reliable evidence, apart from the Mexican silver ring. It struck Brock as obscene that this little trinket, completely unscathed, should now seem to contain more of her personality than anything else on the stainless-steel table.

When it was over, and they set off again for their meeting with Chief Superintendent Forbes, Brock thought he sensed a certain satisfaction in Lowry that he had kept the senior officer waiting for a couple of hours for so little additional information. But he felt happier. He had, in some way that he couldn’t quite define, made contact with the victim, seen what had to be seen. It was the true starting point, from which the axis of the investigation would extend.

The jackhammering was at full volume when they returned to the divisional station at Hornchurch Street. Lowry showed Brock to the fourth-floor conference room and departed. Forbes rose to his feet, smiling, as Brock walked in. This was a much more comfortable meeting room, with high-backed chairs and a long polished timber-board table. The noise was muffled in here, and Forbes waved Brock to a seat. ‘So, how was the PM?’ he asked.

‘Not as informative as I’d have liked. A fourteen-year-old girl, most probably, but nothing much more solid than that. Sorry to have held you up.’

Forbes waved a large hand dismissively. ‘Can’t stand autopsies. One was enough for me. Had she been interfered with?’

‘We’ll have to wait for the tests.’

‘Mmm. But nasty, you’d agree?’ He appeared keen to have Brock confirm this point.

‘Yes. Certainly that.’

‘A sticker, as my young colleagues would put it, eh?’

Brock nodded. A sticker, certainly.

‘Mmm.’ He seemed reassured. ‘Wouldn’t like it said that we’d overreacted.’

Perhaps that was what the insurance was for, protection against some sensitivity in the system to premature approaches to Area Major Investigation Pool Management.

‘And an interesting case?’

Again Brock nodded. Interesting indeed.

‘No chance of further bodies out there?’

‘They haven’t found any so far, but they’re less than halfway through searching.’

‘Ah. So tell me, have you been able to give my proposal any further thought?’

‘What exactly did you have in mind, sir? There’s no suggestion that North is connected to this other case.’

‘No, no. But it has occurred to me since we last spoke that we might be able to come to some arrangement that would suit both our purposes. You want to spend time at Silvermeadow in the hope of tracking North, but don’t want it to be apparent, and we need top-calibre people there to support our investigations into the murder of this girl. Now suppose I, or rather AMIP, were to make a request to the Yard for high-level assistance with this murder, and you and your team were nominated. That would give you a legitimate reason to be at Silvermeadow, and of course would be a bonus for us.’

‘You would want us to participate in your murder team?’

‘Oh, I think that would be essential, don’t you? Otherwise people would ask what you were doing there. And, given your … status, I imagine people would expect you to play a leading role, at least nominally, yes? And of course, I would express my delight that the Met had agreed to lend us someone so’ – he hesitated, searching for the right word – ‘distinguished,’ he said finally, rather lamely.

Brock was thinking that the insurance Forbes was seeking must be of a more ongoing nature if he wanted him effectively to take over one of his cases. But Brock wasn’t averse to that. He wanted to know what had happened to the crushed child he’d just seen dissected on the pathologist’s table.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can see possibilities in that.’

‘Really?’ Forbes seemed almost taken aback at the success of his gambit. ‘Excellent, excellent. I’ll get it formalised right away. I take it you’re happy to work with DS Lowry? Well regarded. Sound. Local knowledge. An asset, undoubtedly.’

Brock noted the sudden abbreviation of Forbes’s sentences, and wondered if he might have some problem with this local asset.

‘I expect,’ Forbes added with a conciliatory smile, ‘that you’ll want to have your sergeant on the team?’

Brock nodded, acknowledging the etiquette in the balance of power. ‘Bren Gurney, yes. But I want him working on the North case. I’ll bring in someone else to back up the Vlasich inquiry.’

‘Fair enough. Anyone in mind?’

‘I’ve an excellent DS we could probably make available. Name of Kolla.’

‘And he is …?’

‘She.’

‘Ah. Yes, well, good idea. A dead girl – a woman DS should be an asset.’

What a pompous ass he was, Brock thought. ‘Her asset is that she’s a bloody good detective. We’ve got an excellent forensic liaison officer too, if that suits you. I wonder if I might make a couple of calls?’

‘Of course, of course.’ Forbes jumped to his feet, reached for the phone, which was sitting on a side cabinet, and hefted it, together with the three Metropolitan Police telephone directories, red, black and grey, across onto the table. He set the books down beside the phone, pointedly placing the black volume, covering headquarters branches, on top.

‘Be my guest. Just give me a shout when you’re finished,’ he said. ‘I’ll organise tea and biscuits. How do you take it?’

‘White no sugar, thanks,’ Brock said, and Forbes moved rapidly to the door.

Five minutes later there was a knock and a constable stepped in cautiously with a polystyrene cup.

‘The chief super asked me to tell you to ring him on this number when you’re finished, sir.’

Brock took the note she offered and lifted the cup as she left. Coffee, sweet. He grimaced.

His first phone call had reassured him that there was method behind Forbes’s manoeuvrings. There was a political climate to be appeased, and Forbes had probably acted wisely, both in terms of self-insurance and the greater good. Child murder, if that was what it was, was the number one priority of the day.

He put down the cup and rang a second number.

A woman’s voice answered after a couple of rings. ‘Hello?’

Brock looked at his watch. Six p.m. on a cold, wet, wintry Saturday night. ‘Kathy, it’s Brock. Am I intruding?’

‘Just washing my hair.’

‘Going out tonight?’

‘Yes. Nicole Palmer in Records. Know her? She and her partner are throwing a celebratory dinner party.’

‘Ah. A baby?’

‘No. A Harley Davidson, actually.’

‘Very wise.’

‘They’ve got a friend, a male of uncertain marital status. I think that’s why I’ve been invited. Maybe if things go well we might end up having a little motorbike together. But I’ll probably never find out.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Well, I suppose you’ve got something more interesting on offer?’

‘Fourteen-year-old girl, found inside a compressed block of cardboard at a waste disposal plant out in Essex. By rights she should never have been found – should have gone straight into the incinerator. Area have requested our help. But look, I could get somebody else …’

‘I’ll be there. Give me the address.’

Forbes returned with Lowry in tow, the sergeant looking subdued. Brock wondered how he’d taken the news that his case was being handed over to someone from outside.

‘I thought Gavin might brief us quickly on the Vlasich case, Brock, and then’ – he glanced at his watch – ‘then, I really must be on my way. Gavin?’

‘Sir. Last Wednesday morning PC Sangster and I interviewed a local woman, name of Alison Vlasich, from the Herbert Morrison estate next door here. She was reporting a possible abduction, her daughter Kerri, age fourteen. The physical description – colour of hair and eyes, height and weight – matches the girl at the incinerator. And she had a silver ring, from Mexico, that she liked to wear.’ He opened a file he’d brought and passed Kerri’s photograph across to Brock. A pretty girl, with a cheeky smile. No longer, it seemed.

‘How far did your investigation get?’ Brock asked.

‘When we interviewed Mrs Vlasich there were several things about the case that didn’t seem to add up. In the first place, the girl had obviously planned to go away for a while without her mother’s knowledge. She’d filled a backpack with a number of personal things that suggested more than just an overnight stay with a friend. Here’s the list we drew up with Mrs Vlasich’s help: change of clothes, underwear, favourite CDs, an alarm clock, toiletries, and her passport.’

‘Passport?’

‘Yes. The parents divorced over a year ago, and the father, Stefan Vlasich, went over to Hamburg, where his brother and mother live. Custody was a big issue, and Mrs Vlasich has always been afraid that the girl’s father would try to take her away from her. On top of that, the two of them, mother and daughter, haven’t been getting on lately. She described it as a phase Kerri was going through: rebellious, rude, uncommunicative – you know, teenage stuff.’

‘Indeed I do!’ Forbes said with feeling.

‘When she realised that the girl hadn’t just gone to stay with one of her friends, Mrs Vlasich tried to contact her former husband in Germany, and was told that he was abroad. She thought he must have come to the UK to pick up Kerri and take her back with him. It seemed like a reasonable assumption, and we initiated a check on ports and airports for the pair of them.’

‘Hmm. What’s the legal situation?’

‘Messy. If the father had been a German national, the pattern would be to get the girl before a German court as quickly as possible, sir, before the wife could act. The court would put the child’s interests first, regardless of what the UK court had ruled. If the girl stood up and said she felt herself to be a German and wanted to be brought up as one, the court would give the father custody, end of story. That’s the way it goes. However, he’s a Yugoslav citizen, apparently, and so it’s not at all certain how a German court would rule. Anyway, the point is, as far as we know, there’s no evidence that she ever reached Germany.’

Lowry paused as a renewed burst of hammering vibrated through the building.

When it finally stopped, Forbes said, ‘What in God’s name are they doing, Gavin? At six-fifteen on a Saturday evening?’

‘Some kind of emergency, sir. A gas leak, I believe.’

More pounding, louder than ever. There was a knock on the door. Forbes called ‘Come!’, but he was apparently inaudible to the person outside, for a second knock was heard. The hammering abruptly stopped just at the moment when Forbes bellowed ‘YES!’ at the top of his voice. A uniformed policewoman put her head tentatively into the room. ‘Message for DS Lowry, sir. You asked to be informed.’

Lowry got to his feet. ‘I’d better chase this up, sir.’

‘Yes, yes.’

When Lowry had gone, Forbes looked at his watch. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got a dinner engagement this evening, Brock,’ he said. ‘Rotary people … networking, really. Otherwise I’d … Maybe you’d care to join us?’

‘I’ll stick with this, thanks, sir.’

‘Hmm.’ The chief superintendent caressed his calfskin briefcase with the tips of his fingers, frowning. ‘Look, I put a call through to Area Major Investigation Pool Management just now, Brock. And it appears that they have a general AMIP policy that the SIO should be at chief super level, do you see?’

‘Oh yes?’ Brock wondered how many murder inquiries Forbes had been senior investigating officer on.

‘Look, I know it doesn’t really make much sense for me to be leading someone like you on this, Brock, but it seems … it may just work out that way.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘I’ll keep out of your way as far as practicable, of course. Leave all the day-to-day decisions in your hands. Give you all the support I can, and all the credit, goes without saying.’

We’ll see, Brock thought, but said nothing to ease the awkward moment.

Lowry saved Forbes further embarrassment by coming back into the room, reading from a sheet of paper. ‘Purfleet Electrical have traced the batch to their store at Silvermeadow.’ He looked up. ‘The centre has three compactors, apparently.’ He gave Forbes a moment to make enthusiastic noises, then continued, ‘Another of the compressed boxes, formerly containing packs of sugar, also seems to have come from Silvermeadow. And the Vlasich girl, as we know, had a part-time job there. We didn’t follow that up, though, because of the things she’d taken from home, and also we were put off by her school friends, who said they didn’t believe Kerri had planned to go there on Monday evening.’

‘What changed PC Sangster’s mind?’ Brock asked.

‘Sir?’ Lowry looked puzzled.

‘She was there this morning, checking with the girl’s employer apparently.’

‘I didn’t know that. She didn’t discuss that with me.’

‘Anyway, Silvermeadow seems to be our crime scene,’ Forbes said enthusiastically, looking as if he might have been a little premature in promising Brock the credit on this one. The way Lowry was going, they’d have no need of the Yard.

And Lowry was evidently still way ahead of them, for he continued, ‘I have my own contacts at Silvermeadow, sir. The head of their security, Harry Jackson, was a DI at West Ham when I was there.’

‘Really? They have a big security outfit, do they?’ Forbes asked.

‘Oh yes. He’s probably got more staff than you, sir.’ Lowry grinned. ‘Well, better equipped, anyway. All right if I give him a bell, get him to line things up for us?’ He directed this at Brock, who agreed. They also agreed that Mrs Vlasich would be unlikely to be able to make an identification from the ruined figure in the bale, and that her attention at this stage should be confined to the ring.

Forbes made renewed apologies and departed. Brock accepted Lowry’s suggestion to go down to the canteen for something to eat while they waited for Kathy to arrive. The emergency building work had cut off the gas supply to the kitchen, however, and disgruntled groups of uniformed men and women sat at the tables poking at solitary-looking sausage rolls and pasties. Brock ordered an improvised toasted sandwich and mug of tea, without sugar.

While they ate, Lowry maintained a courteous but careful conversation. He knew Bren Gurney, it transpired; they had played rugby together for the Met, Bren in the pack and Lowry, leaner and slighter of build, at fly half. He mentioned this a little too casually, Brock thought, as if implying that he had a wide circle of contacts in the force and wasn’t in any way overawed by an attachment from SOI. Or maybe it wasn’t that at all. The man was certainly sharp and it was too early to judge him. Brock tried to discount the uncomfortable impression that everything Lowry said had a hidden agenda, as if he was testing everyone in some way.

After half an hour Kathy appeared in the canteen. The sight of the familiar face looking around the room, fair hair glistening with rain, her grin when she spotted him, cheered Brock considerably. He waved her over, introduced her to Lowry, and gave her a rapid briefing.

When he was finished Lowry led them out to his car. He took them first to the far side of the Herbert Morrison estate, leaving his car under a street light on the main road rather than on the estate roads that led through the large courts. These courts appeared to Brock to be identical, so that although the layout seemed simple, it was easy to lose a sense of direction once landmarks on the surrounding streets were left behind. Lowry, leading the way, soon became a victim of this effect.

‘I think we’ve been through this one before,’ Kathy said after a few minutes. ‘I remember that tree in the middle, with the broken branches.’

‘Hell.’ Lowry looked around in frustration at the bleak, darkened concrete grids. ‘We want Primrose Court. They’re all named after spring flowers: Bluebell, Jonquil, Tulip … Bloody tragic, isn’t it?’

There was no one about, the shadowy decks deserted, the courts silent except for the dripping of the rain, a burst of TV from an open window, the muffled sounds of traffic somewhere beyond. Lowry was eventually obliged to ring a doorbell. After a rattling of a chain a nose appeared cautiously in the crack. The minimum of information was hurriedly exchanged and they went on, coming finally to Alison Vlasich’s front door. Although the decks were identical bare concrete throughout the estate, Brock had noticed that many of the residents had put small rectangles of carpet or vinyl floor-covering outside their front doors to individualise their address, or perhaps because they too had trouble finding their own front doors. Mrs Vlasich’s threshold was marked by a piece of flowery Axminster, an offcut from her living-room carpet, as they soon discovered.

It was immediately clear to Brock that she felt uncomfortable with Lowry. She avoided his eye and when he opened the conversation, introducing him and Kathy, she turned away and asked what had happened to Miriam, and when he said that PC Sangster was no longer working on this investigation she looked anxiously at Kathy.

‘Are you on your own, Alison?’ Kathy asked, as they sat down.

The woman gave a little nod.

‘Is there anyone we can call, to be with you?’

They watched her reaction, numbness spreading through her. ‘You’ve found Kerri?’ she asked, very slowly. ‘Is that it?’

Lowry took the plastic bag containing the ring from his pocket, and handed it to her. She stiffened and nodded immediately.

‘You’re sure it’s hers?’

‘Yes.’ Her responses were becoming slower and slower, as if she might save her daughter by delaying their news.

‘Might she have given it to someone else? Swapped it with a friend?’

‘No, that’s impossible. Her father sent it to her, for her last birthday. She’s worn it constantly since.’ Alison Vlasich stared at the floor in front of her, at the flowery Axminster, and added dully, ‘Have you come to take me to see her?’

‘No,’ Brock told her gently. ‘We have found someone, a girl of Kerri’s age, with this ring. She seems to have been involved in an accident. It would be better if we make sure who she is before you see her. Has Kerri been to the dentist recently?’

The question made no sense to her, but Mrs Vlasich answered anyway, giving the name of a local practice.

‘Is she dead, this girl?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where … where was the accident?’

‘We’re not certain. But it may have been at Silvermeadow …’

The name had an effect like an electric shock. She went rigid, staring at Brock for an instant, then folded abruptly in half, her hands over her face, sobbing hysterically.

It took a little while to organise a neighbour to stay with Alison Vlasich before they headed off again along the deck around Primrose Court. Their visit had stirred activity. Voices could be heard in the cold night air, and from time to time the patter of running footsteps on the upper deck above them. They took a staircase, comprehensively tagged with graffiti, to the ground. Lowry was ahead of them, hurrying, and as he stepped out into the open a weird sound of whistling made him stop and look up. Out of the darkness overhead Brock was briefly aware of a black object tumbling down through the rain. Before Lowry could move, it smashed to the ground beside him with a shattering explosion. He leapt away and stood staring at the debris.

‘A television set,’ he said, breathless. ‘A fucking TV!’

From overhead they heard a shout, some laughter, then running feet again, like the sound of scurrying rats.

Light suddenly flooded out from one of the front doors and the small figure of an old man lunged forward, bellowing, ‘What? What did they use this time?’

Lowry told him, ‘A TV.’

‘Oh, you’re lucky, mate! Last week it was a bleedin’ dog. From the top deck. What a bleedin’ mess that was!’

‘Who?’ Lowry asked. ‘Who was it?’

‘Kids,’ the man said dismissively. ‘They’ll have calmed down in a year or two. Be full of ’eroin by then, eh? That’ll keep the little bastards quiet.’

There was a further delay while Lowry reported the incident on his phone, demanding a full-scale raid on the estate from an uncooperative duty sergeant.

While they waited, sheltering under an overhang from the sleeting rain, Kathy said to Brock, ‘Two things. The way she reacted to the name Silvermeadow.’

Brock nodded. ‘And the other?’

‘PC Sangster. I’d like to talk to her.’

‘Good idea.’ He rubbed a hand across his beard. ‘Never mind, Kathy. It could be worse. You could be stuck in some hideously comfortable room, eating and drinking too much, being chatted up by a ridiculously handsome merchant banker with a yen to get you across his pillion.’

‘An airline pilot. That’s what he was. But it would never have worked. I don’t have the leathers, see.’
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Traffic was heavy on the motorway, the freezing rain continued to gust in across the Essex flats, and Kathy had difficulty keeping Lowry’s tail lights in sight through the sluicing water. Along the way Brock briefed her on North, the real reason why they were there. She felt a disconcerting sense of having been through this before, for in her first encounter with Brock he had been doing exactly this, using the cover of another murder investigation in order to get a lead on this same elusive North. It had been her first murder case as investigating officer, and she had been both flattered and intimidated to have a senior Yard detective like Brock looking over her shoulder. After she got used to him he had seemed benign, fatherly and harmless. Later she had discovered that he had been trying to track down whoever it was in her division who was supplying information to North’s lawyer. Since she was having an affair with the lawyer at the time, she had been the unwitting prime suspect.

She wasn’t sure how far back Brock and North went, but they were already long-standing adversaries at that time, four years before. Brock had led a team drawn from the Serious Crime Branch and Robbery Squad to hunt North following a series of violent robberies in the London area, culminating in what the tabloids dubbed the ‘City Securities Slayings’, in which two young police officers had been shot dead by the escaping gang. North had fled abroad, but had been lured back to the UK and arrested by Brock, only to escape again while in transit between prisons.

‘You say he was with a little girl?’ Kathy asked.

‘Yes. That’s a mystery. He had a wife and a six-year-old boy when he escaped abroad, but we’ve kept an eye on them over the years and there’s been no hint of contact from him. The wife said she’d had enough of him, and eventually we believed her. She and the boy are living in Southampton now. If he had a girlfriend at that time we didn’t know of it.’

‘The girl might just be cover, someone he borrowed for the day.’

‘Maybe.’ Brock looked unhappy. ‘But who would lend their child to an animal like North, for God’s sake?’

It was a chilling thought. Kathy said, ‘And Lowry and the others, they’re in on this?’

‘No, only those that already knew – Forbes, PC Sangster and her inspector. We’ve asked them to keep it to themselves. Simpler that way. As far as Lowry and the rest are concerned, you and I are investigating the disappearance of Kerri Vlasich. And we will do that, while Bren and his team get on with hunting North. The priority is to sift through the security camera tapes from the centre to get any further sightings of him. If we are very lucky there might a shot of him using a credit card, or getting into a bus or a taxi or car. We’re putting a couple of women officers in shifts into the shop where he was seen, in the hope he might return.’

After a while they saw the sign SILVERMEADOW and followed Lowry up the exit slip road to an overpass bridge. From the top of the embankment the view opened up to the west, the blackness of the night fractured by tall lighting masts illuminating a vast carpark with the brilliance of a football stadium. Beyond the cars, thousands of them, lay the indeterminate outline of a huge building which might have been an assembly plant, or a large warehouse complex. Only the electric hype of the entrances, lit up like pinball machines, signified that this was a place at which the public was welcome.

They parked as near as they could to one of the beckoning entrances, beneath a sign which said REMEMBER! ORANGE CAR PARK, AISLE K4. They hurried through the rain towards the brilliant orange neon WELCOME TO SILVERMEADOW sign. Beneath it, silhouetted against the glass doors, stood a group of motionless figures, waiting. As they hurried closer, Kathy could make out uniforms.

One of them, the oldest and tallest, was in a suit, an identity card clipped to his belt. He stepped forward and shook Lowry’s hand warmly, Kathy noted, then turned to be introduced to them. Grizzled, but looking fit and tough, he gripped her hand firmly and looked steadily into her eyes, like a general receiving a delegation at the frontier of his command, she thought. The others held back and were not introduced, two men and a woman, all dressed entirely in black, in American cop-style caps and leather blouse jackets with insignia on their arms and identity cards on their left breasts.

‘Is this the lot, Gavin?’ Harry Jackson asked, sounding mildly disappointed, as if he’d been expecting an armoured division at least.

‘We’ve got a scene of crime team coming to look at the compactors, Harry. I told them to go to the service road entry, like you said.’

Jackson glanced at one of the uniformed men and inclined his head. The man turned without a word and marched off into the night.
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