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Exeter-based DS Pete Gayle is already busy with a child-snatching case when a call comes into CID that a body has been found in Exwick cemetery. And this burial, in a shallow grave among the trees bordering the graveyard, is not an official one. With nothing but the skeletal remains to go on, Pete must find out who the dead man is, how he got there and, most importantly – who put him there?
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CHAPTER ONE
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‘Tell me.’ Pete sat forward on the cheap brown leatherette seat across from his wife in the tiny break room behind the linen cupboard on the Clinical Decision Unit of the Royal Devon and Exeter Hospital. Gently, he took her hands in his, the room so narrow that their knees were almost touching. 

Her body was as stiff as her starched white staff-nurse’s uniform, her brown eyes troubled. ‘She was brought in around a quarter to four, unconscious. X-rays and CT didn’t show a head injury, but she’d been knocked over by a car as she ran out of the village shop in Clyst St Mary. According to the ambulance crew’s report...’ She handed him the sheet of paper from the seat beside her. ‘...the woman was the only customer in there at the time so both her and the shopkeeper ran out when they heard the impact and the car tyres. The woman wanted to take the kid home, said she’d be fine, but the shopkeeper told her, if she did, she’d report her for neglect. Then she called the ambulance. The ambulance crew called your lot when they got there but didn’t wait for them – the kid was their priority. They brought her into A&E. She woke up...’ She checked the little watch on her breast pocket. ‘...twenty-four minutes ago. I was with her, checking her vitals. She asked where she was, I reassured her a bit, and she asked for her mummy. I said, “She’s just out there.” Pointed to the woman. She’d been pacing up and down, looking distraught, the whole time. As you would with your kid unconscious in a hospital bed. Anyway, the kid took one look at her and said, “No, my real mummy.”’

A chill ran down the back of Pete’s neck. ‘Shit. Seriously?’

Louise nodded. ‘That’s what she said, clear as day. Then the woman stepped in – must have seen something was going on by the way I reacted, I suppose. Wanted to keep the kid quiet, stop her saying anything out of turn.’

‘Like asking for her real mother.’

‘Yeah. Anyway, she saw something was up. The look on my face, or the girl’s – I don’t know. Asked me if everything was all right. I asked her who she was. She started to try and bluff her way through, claimed the girl was adopted, so I said we’d need proof of that before we could release the kid. She started trying to argue the toss until I mentioned security. Then she turned round and ran.’

‘And the girl’s how old?’ Pete asked.

‘She says three.’ She shrugged. ‘Looks about right.’

‘What’s her name?’

Louise sighed. ‘I asked her that. She said, “Ca... Evie.” I don’t know how I stopped myself asking her what the “Ca...” was going to be, but I knew you’d need some sort of so-called expert to go through that with her, for evidence or whatever, so I just said, “It’s OK, Lovey, you’re safe here,” and called you. Then Security, to see if they could see where the woman had got to.’

Pete nodded. ‘And did they? See where she’d got to?’

She shrugged. ‘They said they’d follow it up. That’s all I can tell you.’

‘I’ll ask them. But first, I’d better call Colin. Make it official.’

As if on cue, his phone began to ring in his pocket. He sat back, took it out and checked the screen, eyes widening in surprise as his thumb moved to accept the call. ‘Guv. I was about to call you. I’m at the RDE with Lou. There’s been an incident.’

DI Colin Underhill gave a grunt. ‘I just had Doc Chambers on. Said he was dealing with a body that’s going to be a CID case. Told him I’d send you.’

‘Where?’

‘Exwick cemetery. And don’t.’

Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t what?’

‘Crack any jokes about bodies in cemeteries.’

‘Would I?’

‘Yes.’

‘So, what do I do about what I’m here for?’

‘What is it?’

‘A little girl. Potential abduction case, by the sound of it. Lou called me a few minutes ago, said she’d got something to run by me. Urgent.’ He described what he’d discovered so far. 

Another grunt. ‘Sounds like something for us, but the girl’s safe now. Get the CCTV checks in motion with hospital security and I’ll come over there. You get yourself to Exwick.’

‘OK.’ He hung up. ‘Looks like you’ll have to go through it again with Colin,’ he said to Louise. ‘He’s taking the case on. Sending me to look at a possible homicide. A body’s been found. Believe it or not, in the cemetery.’
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Pete stopped at the gothic-looking grey stone pillars of the main entrance to the cemetery on a short, dead-end road and rolled down the window. 

He recognised the uniformed constable standing there from previous cases. ‘Alex. You all right there?’

He nodded. ‘Sarge.’

‘Where am I going?’

‘Follow the roads over that way,’ he replied, pointing across the graveyard. ‘It’s right over the far side, in the trees, towards the play area. Future reference, you might find you’d be better going in from that way, off Lincoln Road, but now you’re here...’ he shrugged. ‘You’ll see the tape and so on.’

‘OK, thanks.’ Pete hit the switch to roll the window back up in the gathering evening as he set off along the smooth tarmac of the cemetery’s driveways. Driving between the seemingly endless array of marked graves in one of the two main cemeteries of the city, he was all too aware that, normally, the only vehicles these immaculate roads would see would be hearses and the trucks and vans of maintenance workers and stone masons, with the occasional exception of a disabled visitor’s car or buggy.

Alex was right. It was the blue and white police tape stretched across the end of a section of roadway leading into the woodland at the far side of the cemetery that he spotted first. He pulled over and got out, nodding to another uniformed constable who was standing guard at the tape. 

The man recognised him, though it wasn’t mutual. ‘Sarge,’ he said, lifting the tape for him to duck under.

‘Thanks.’

‘You won’t miss them.’

Pete could already see the forensic team’s van parked further up the roadway, in front of Doctor Tony Chambers’ black VW estate car, and the brightness of the tripod lamps glowing through the trees to their right. He set off up the road towards them.

Stopping at the table that had been set up in front of the forensics van, he donned a white overall and elasticated plastic shoe covers, taking a pair of gloves from one of the boxes to pull on as he headed through the trees towards the white glow of the forensic tent that would no doubt be covering the body site. 

It was at the edge of a small clearing, he saw when he got there. White-suited technicians were busy examining the ground around it, both in the clearing and among the trees and shrubs beyond. He approached the small tent and ducked inside to find a white-suited figure working alone, back towards him and hood up. ‘Hello, Doc. What have you got?’

Chambers sat back on his haunches and turned to face the newcomer. 

Pete frowned, seeing what the other man had been working on for the first time. ‘That’s not a body. It’s a skeleton.’

‘It’s human remains.’ The pathologist was older than Pete, in his early fifties, of average height and lean, fit build. Pete knew he worked out regularly in the gym. ‘And the fact that it’s skeletonised doesn’t mean it’s ancient. In these soil conditions, in our climate, it could be as recent as twelve to eighteen months.’

Pete tipped his head. ‘Fair enough. What else can you tell me?’

‘The subject was male. Adult. Judging from the teeth and the fusing of the skull suture lines and the epiphyses... The ends of the long bones... He was at least forty to fifty. Height would have been around six feet. As you can see, it’s a shallow grave. They didn’t dig more than fifty centimetres down. The ground’s full of roots from the surrounding trees and shrubs, so I’d imagine that’s why. But those roots haven’t impinged on the body itself yet, which supports a relatively recent burial. I’m not a botanical expert so I’ll have to consult someone else to find out how recent that suggests. However, I can say – as you can see – that there isn’t much, if anything, remaining in the way of clothing. The destruction of that is helped by the body’s decomposition, of course, but it leaves some remnants, as a rule. So, either he wore almost exclusively natural fibres or he was buried partially clothed or nude.’

Pete frowned. ‘That’s unusual for a male victim.’

‘Indeed,’ Chambers agreed. ‘In either case.’

A few scenarios came into Pete’s mind, but he wasn’t going to speculate at this point. ‘What about cause of death?’ he asked instead.

The pathologist pursed his lips. ‘Too soon to say, I’m afraid. Nothing obvious yet like a bullet wound or broken hyoid. We’ll get the remains back to the mortuary and clean them up, take a closer look and see what shows up. We’ve taken soil samples for testing, too.’ 

‘When are you going to deal with him in the mortuary?’

‘In the morning.’

‘All right. I’ll go and get the lie of the land before it gets too dark.’

Chambers nodded and returned to his work as Pete ducked out and looked around, taking in his surroundings in more detail than he had on the way in. 

He was standing in a small clearing in what looked, essentially, like wild woodland. He could have been miles from the city, surrounded by open countryside, for all he could tell. The only thing that ruined that illusion were the white-overalled figures searching the ground around him, on their knees, with torches to both focus their attention and intensify their eyesight. He approached the nearest of them, at the edge of the trees to his right.

‘Who’s the crime scene manager?’ he asked.

The man came up onto his knees and haunches. ‘Harold Pointer. He’s over there somewhere.’ He pointed into the trees to the west.

‘Thanks.’ 

Harold was a familiar figure in Pete’s working life. Too familiar, by some standards, and Harold himself had said so on more than one occasion, albeit in jest – at least, Pete thought so. He’d been trying over a number of years to develop the dry little scientist’s sense of humour.

He was briefly tempted to simply call out to him in a nasal London accent like the elder of the two main actors in the old 1970s scrapyard sit-com would have, but this wasn’t the time or the place. Instead, he headed into the trees in the direction the man had pointed.

It didn’t take long to find him.

‘Harold,’ Pete said. ‘Good to see you again. Have you found anything to crack the case yet?’

‘Funny how you always want me to do your job for you, Detective Sergeant.’ The portly figure stood up and turned to face him, round glasses gleaming in the light from his torch. ‘No, as far as I’m aware, we’ve found nothing of significance as yet. But then, as Doctor Chambers said earlier, the body’s been there for a considerable time, which makes it less likely that we will. Not that we’ll allow that to affect the thoroughness of our search, of course.’

‘Everyone’s working outward from the body rather than in from any entry points to the site?’ Pete checked.

‘Indeed.’

‘OK. I’ll try to avoid tramping over your search area then.’

‘Ah, the joys of working with a considerate copper,’ Pointer sighed, tipping his head to one side.

Pete laughed. ‘Aren’t we all?’

Harold’s expression reverted to its normal seriousness. ‘Sadly, no, Detective Sergeant.’

‘Disappointing. I’ll let you get on, then. Let me know if you find anything.’

‘Of course.’

Pete headed back to his car. He stopped to speak to the uniformed officer on the tape cordon. ‘Do you know who the first responders were?’

‘Yes. It was singular, not pleural. Me.’

Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘And you’re still here? How come?’

‘Thought I might as well do something useful while I waited for you, sarge. And we’re not exactly flush with manpower, are we?’

‘True. I don’t think we’ve met before, have we?’

‘Not as such. PC Sam Overton.’

Pete nodded. ‘So, who found the body?’

‘A couple of council workers. Groundsmen. They’re working through the woods, tidying things up, at least as far as keeping it safe. Saw something sticking up out of the ground at the edge of the clearing, checked it out and it turned out to be a bone. One of them was going to pull it up, thinking it was from somebody’s old illicit barbie or something, but the other one stopped him. Thought it might be human. So they called it in, just in case, and I got the short straw because I was on Okehampton Road at the time, on a routine patrol.’ 

‘And the council workers...?’

‘They were a bit shaken up when they realised what they’d found. I took their details and sent them on their way. I got the impression they’d be going to drop their truck off and go straight home.’ He took out his notebook and flipped it open, holding it out towards Pete. ‘There you go.’

Pete glanced down as he took out his own notebook. Two names with addresses and phone numbers – both landlines and mobiles – filled the small page. He copied the information across and nodded. ‘OK. I’ll follow up with them once I’ve had a look around at likely ingress points.’

‘Best bet’s probably Chelmsford Road, would be my guess,’ Overton said. ‘Most foot traffic would come in from Lincoln Road, but that would be a bit exposed, I’d have thought. And it’s a bit far to carry a body if they came in through the cemetery. Even from where the forensics van is. There are one or two other ways in and out, but they’re not really suited to the purpose of dragging a body in here, either.’

‘I take it you know the area.’

‘Been my patch since I was four, Sarge. I was brought up on Litchfield Road.’

‘Right.’ Pete nodded. ‘Well, thanks again.’ 

He wasn’t going to simply take the uniformed man’s word – making assumptions like that would be negligent, at best – but local knowledge was always useful to have.

‘Sarge.’
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Back in the car and driving through the now dark graveyard, Pete reached for the car’s inbuilt comms system and placed a call.

‘PC Myers speaking.’

‘Ben, it’s me,’ he said. ‘What are you up to?’

‘The guvnor came in a few minutes ago, asked us to find out if there’s any CCTV, traffic camera footage or whatever from around Clyst St Mary this afternoon, looking for a black Audi A3. Dick’s on the phone to Graham now and Dave and Jane just left, to go out there and have a nose around.’

‘He didn’t get anything from the hospital?’

‘Yeah, but we haven’t had a chance to go through it yet.’

‘OK. I’m going to be out for a while. I take it Colin told you where I went?’

‘Exwick. A body. That’s all he said to us.’

‘That’s right, as far as it goes. Doc Chambers is on-site. He’ll be doing a post-mortem in the morning. But there are several possible points of entry and exit from the site so while I’m over this way, I thought I’d get the lie of the land and see what I could see without treading on Harold Pointer’s delicate little piggies.’

‘I didn’t know you could dance, boss.’

‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Ben. Some of it, you don’t want to. I’ll see you later. In the meantime, get a map of Exwick organised for us, will you?’

‘Will do. Are we moving downstairs?’

Pete knew what he meant. The squad room they normally worked in was on the first floor and was shared by all four of the CID teams under DI Colin Underhill’s leadership. But, for handling big cases, there were two dedicated major incident rooms on the ground floor that they could move into on a case-by-case basis so that the team could be in the same space as any extra staff that were seconded to them and have the room to focus on what they were doing with no distractions and everything relevant readily to hand.

‘I don’t know yet. We’ll have to wait for the post-mortem results. But I wouldn’t be surprised.’

He ended the call as he came within sight of the main entrance. Had barely covered another twenty yards when his phone rang. His eyebrows rose when he recognised the number. He tapped the comms screen to accept the call.

‘Doc. What can I do for you?’

‘I’ve just found the answer to one of your questions, Peter. Cause of death.’

‘Yes?’

‘Our victim appears to have been bludgeoned on the back of his head with a heavy, blunt object.’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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As he stepped out of the car a light came on in one of the houses on the other side of the short cul-de-sac. Pete glanced across towards it. They were standard brick-and-facia frontages, built in the 1970’s, he guessed, almost looming in the darkness that was interrupted here only by a feeble streetlight trying its best to shine through the branches of a mature tree a few yards behind him. Their short, steeply sloping gardens ran down to the road opposite an area of unfenced mown grass that fell away towards a play area. Beyond that and to the right of it were the trees where the body had been found. More mature trees stood over his position, making the whole scene almost rural, but still exposed, he thought as he looked around. That light coming on had given him a brief feeling of being overlooked. Seen, if not watched.

PC Overton was right: a man bringing a body here in order to take it over into those woods would be far too visible for far too long for comfort. With, at this stage, nothing coherent to ask the local residents, he climbed back into the car, turned it around and moved on to the next possible point of ingress to the dump site.

As he drove, it occurred to him that he might be wrong. The offender might not have been bringing a body to the site. The victim may have arrived alive, under his own steam, either with his killer or planning to meet him. 

He hoped fervently that it wasn’t a completely random encounter. That would make solving the case a whole lot more difficult than it already looked like being.

He drove back along the short street, turned left at the end, then left again at a traffic triangle, noting a sign for the local primary school that pointed in the opposite direction. The houses along here were a little older – 1960’s, like his own on the far side of the city – and widely spaced behind expansive lawns, giving a sense of openness and elevation that was added to by the glimpses he got between those to his left, down over the river and beyond towards the city centre. This was a long, winding road, one of the main routes through this part of the city, but eventually he found the street he was looking for. He turned into what he knew to be another cul-de-sac, though this one was longer and forked towards the far end, the houses along here cheaper, council-grade white-rendered boxes in short terraces. He took the left fork first. It led into a small parking area bordered by the blank windowless gable end of a short terrace and the high wooden fence along the side of its garden. At the far end was a sturdy metal handrail marking a set of concrete steps that led down towards the play area and the woods around it. A streetlight stood at the top of the steps but it wasn’t working, adding to the eerie feel of the place.

Once again, Pete stopped the car and stepped out. This time, he cut the engine. The silence and the darkness were near-complete. Looking back the way he’d come, he could see that he was out of sight from any of the surrounding houses. A perfect spot for unloading and dragging away a body, if that’s what the offender had done.

He still wasn’t going to make any assumptions, but it felt... right, if that was the best word to use in the circumstances. 

Locking the car, he switched on the torch he’d taken from the glovebox and headed for the unmarked park entrance, examining the ground and the surroundings carefully. He didn’t know what he was looking for, if anything, but he didn’t want to miss it if something relevant was somehow still there after at least a year.

As he descended the short flight of concrete steps into the tree cover, his sense of direction suggested he was heading away from the location of the body, but that didn’t alter the suitability of this as an entry point. Emerging from the trees at the bottom onto a concrete path, he looked out over the play area that he’d seen a few minutes ago from the other side. To his right, the path led on around the grassed area. He turned that way and, in moments, saw the first glimmer of light through the trees from the forensics crew working there.

Turning back, he saw that he was far enough away from the houses beyond the play area that, especially on a dark night, he wouldn’t be spotted unless he was extremely unlucky.

He headed back to the car, intending to check out the remaining possibilities. He didn’t know what the knowledge he gained from it would add to the case, if anything, but at this stage, anything could turn out to be useful.
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​The two groundsmen who’d found the body lived just a few streets apart in another section of the city, closer to the Devon County Council offices off the Topsham Road. Pete parked outside and walked up to the door of the first one at twenty-to-six in the evening. It was a 1930’s bay-fronted semi with a patch of lawn separated from next-door’s by a privet hedge and a gateless driveway that led to an attached garage. The bell chimed musically at his press.

The porch light came on almost instantly and the inner door opened to reveal a large man in his fifties, Pete guessed, with greying dark hair and bushy sideburns framing a heavy face that was set in a dour expression.

He opened the outer door as Pete held up his warrant card.

‘Yes?’

‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID,’ Pete said. ‘Are you Stephen Ashley?’

‘Hmm.’

‘Could I come in? I’ve just got a few questions. It won’t take long.’

‘Hmm.’ He stepped back, allowing Pete to follow him into a sitting room on the right of the hallway, opposite the stairs.

The woman seated in there was of similar age, stocky, with long hair that she’d allowed to grey, rather than dying it as many women would. Like her husband, she was dressed casually, in sweats and a cardigan. 

‘Police,’ Ashley said to her as he stepped into the room.

‘Oh, right.’ She got up quickly. ‘I’ll go and...’ She switched her gaze across to Pete as he stepped in. ‘D’you fancy a cuppa?’

He gave her a quick smile. ‘Thanks, but I won’t be that long.’

She nodded, waiting for him to move past her before stepping out of the room, heading for the back of the house.

Ashley nodded towards the flower-print sofa. ‘Sit down.’

He took one of the armchairs for himself and picked up the remote to switch the TV off.

‘How are you doing?’ Pete asked.

‘I’m all right. Better than that poor sod in Exwick.’

‘Yes,’ Pete agreed. ‘How did you come to find him?’

‘Him, is it?’

Pete nodded. ‘The pathologist confirmed it a little while ago.’

Ashley paused, letting that sink in. ‘We was out there on a tidy-up job. Strimming, pruning, getting rid of any rubbish. Kids use that area sometimes for drinking, partying and whatever else they get up to when no-one’s looking. Wayne took the loppers over the other side to tidy up some dead bits on a big old rhododendron. I heard him yell, even over the strimmer I was using, looked up and he was stood there, pointing and jabbering. I went over to have a look and there it was, sticking up out of the ground like an old root, a few feet from the bottom of the bush, in a thick patch of grass. If he hadn’t spotted it, I would have when I got round there. He said he tripped over it. I mean, I say it was sticking up. It wasn’t like some hand coming out the ground in a horror movie or nothing. It was more just exposed, you know? Like the ground had shrunk around it. Like I said, I thought it was an old root, to start with, but Wayne recognised it. Just missing the kneecap, that’s all. So we legged it out of there, back to the van, and called you lot.’ He shrugged.

Pete nodded. ‘You say you were there on a clear-up job. How often would that be done?’

‘Oh, it’s not a regular thing. It ought to be, but there’s only so many of us and there’s a lot of ground to cover, so...’ He shrugged. ‘We get there when we get there, you know?’

‘Is there a record kept of where you work, when? A way we could find out when that area was last covered?’

‘I dunno. That’d be down to the office wallers. I mean, we’re allocated jobs from the office, but how they’re recorded – that’s up to them.’

‘OK. We’ll have to pay them a visit tomorrow. It might narrow down the timeline.’

‘He’ll have been there a while, to be like that, surely? Bones, I mean.’

Pete rocked his head from side to side. ‘Not as long as you might think, it turns out.’ He paused as his phone began to buzz in his pocket. ‘Excuse me.’ He pulled it out and checked the screen, saw the number being displayed and looked up at Ashley. ‘I need to take this. Thanks for your time.’ He stood up quickly and headed for the door, accepting the call. ‘Two seconds,’ he said into the phone.

Ashley followed him to the front door and showed him out. Was still standing in the open doorway when Pete lifted the phone to his ear again as he walked down the driveway. ‘Sorry, I was with a witness.’

‘We’ve got a name,’ Louise said. ‘The little girl. I stayed with her while the specialist from Middlemoor talked to her. A familiar face, someone she seemed to trust a bit, you know? It took a while, but the woman coaxed it out of her. Her name’s Carrie.’

Pete was out by the car now. Glancing back, he saw that Stephen Ashley had closed his front door. ‘Carrie. I haven’t heard that as a name for a long time.’

‘It’s not common anymore. Probably Stephen King’s fault, I should think. There’s a singer in America goes by it, but...’

‘Has Colin been told this?’ He unlocked the car and sat inside.

‘What, about Stephen King? No. Yes, the specialist called him.’

‘You didn’t get a surname, I suppose?’

‘Nah. She’s too young, poor little mite. Unless she’d been going to nursery school, I suppose, but she wouldn’t have, would she? Certainly not since she was taken, whenever that was.’

‘Hmm. Still, it’ll help with the Missing Persons search. That and a photo.’

‘Yes, Colin took one while he was here, said he’d use it for that.’

‘I take it there’s a uniform there while we try and track down the parents?’

‘Yes. I don’t know her. Little brunette, barely big enough for the uniform. PC French.’

‘Nikki. Yes, I know her. Worked with her a few times. She might be tiny, but she’s fierce when she needs to be. I don’t know what she’s like with kids, but she takes no crap from adults.’ 

‘Good. I don’t want that woman coming back in here and snatching the girl again.’

Pete chuckled. ‘She won’t with Nikki on the job. Trust me.’

They said their goodbyes, Pete checked the address of Stephen Ashley’s colleague, Wayne, and started the engine.
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Back at the station, he walked past the squad room and knocked on the next door along. There was a brief pause before a gruff voice called from inside. 

‘Come.’

Pete opened the door and was barely halfway through it before he realised that Colin was on the phone and went to step back out. The tweed-suited DI waved him in and indicated for him to shut the door and sit down.

He frowned quickly at the phone in his hand. ‘They don’t know? How...? Right. OK. You’ll tell them? Thanks.’ He put the phone down. ‘We got the girl’s name,’ he said to Pete.

‘Yes. Lou said it was Carrie.’

Colin nodded. ‘Shelton. She’s from Surrey. A place called Great Bookham. Turns out she’s an orphan. Her mum died in a car accident last August. Family didn’t even know she’d got a kid until after she’d died. And by then she was already gone. The mother had employed a nanny, but we’ve got no details on her. There’s some CCTV but that’s all. No paperwork at the property. The only thing they can say for sure is that, the day after the crash, a sum of money was withdrawn from the mother’s bank account and no-one’s been seen at the property since. Not that anyone saw much of them before. Detached place. Commuter belt. People keep themselves to themselves.’

‘So Surrey police are informing the grandparents, are they?’

Colin nodded.

‘What about the father?’

‘Not in the picture. Never has been, according to Surrey. He’s not even on the birth certificate.’

‘So she’ll be going to her grandparents, who she’s never met. That’ll be a big upheaval on both sides.’

Colin nodded again. ‘What about Exwick?’

Pete outlined what he knew. ‘If there’s CCTV of the nanny, we could do with showing it to Lou, see if she can confirm it was her who came in with the girl.’

‘They’re sending it.’

‘Right. I’ll go and update the team.’

Pete headed back to the squad room. 

The big space was divided into bays by chest-high blue fabric-coated boards. His team were in the first bay on the left as he entered. Their desks were clustered together, facing each other to form one large surface, files and reference books arranged along the central line. The whole team were present as Pete took his seat at the outermost desk, his back to the door, with DC’s Jane Bennett opposite him and Dick Feeney to his left.

‘Back already?’ he asked Jane and the neatly groomed Dave Miles, who sat next to her in a pale blue shirt and navy waistcoat.

‘Clyst St Mary is two miles and fifty years from here,’ Dave said. ‘Like stepping back in time. Across from the shop, there’s a cul-de-sac that was built in the mid-sixties. I reckon that was the last thing that happened there. No-one’s ever heard of security or CCTV. Half of them still don’t lock their doors when they go out.’

‘So you didn’t get anything useful?’

‘No,’ Jane said and flicked her bob-cut red hair back over her ear. ‘We spoke to the shopkeeper, but we didn’t get a lot from her. She’d seen the woman in there a few times before, but only on her own. She doesn’t know where she lives and she doesn’t use a credit card in there – cash only – so that wasn’t much help, either.’

‘Almost as if she’s trying to stay off-grid,’ Dick observed as, at his other side, PC Ben Myers picked up his ringing phone. ‘I got the CCTV from the hospital, though, so at least we’ve got a picture of her.’

‘We’ve got a reg,’ Ben announced with a hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Graham found her on the traffic camera by the motorway junction as she followed the ambulance into the city.’

‘Best run it, then,’ Pete replied. ‘And tell him thanks. We owe him a jelly baby.’

Ben passed the message on, then leaned forward to look across at Pete. ‘He says you can shove your jelly baby where the sun doesn’t shine, boss. He wants a donut, at least.’

‘Beyond my pay grade, tell him. He’ll have to ask the guvnor.’

Ben laughed. ‘Boss says you’ll have to ask DI Underhill. We’ll see you after the surgery,’ he said and put the phone down, picking it straight back up again to dial the control room.

‘Is it any good?’ Pete asked Dick.

‘High angle, as you’d expect from the entrance, but not bad, considering.’

‘Best do us a print-out or two, then.’

Ben thanked the person on the other end of the phone and put it down again. ‘You’re not going to believe this,’ he said. ‘It’s a bloody hire-car. From here in Exeter.’

Pete glanced at the big clock on the wall at the far end of the room. ‘And the hire company will be closed for the night.’

‘She will have had to give them her licence, though,’ Jane said. ‘They’ll have a copy of it.’

‘If she used a real one,’ Dick said.

‘Cheerful sod,’ said the immaculately uniformed Jill Evans from opposite Ben.

‘Even I’m not too old to know there’s a lot you can do with a computer and a laminator,’ Dick retorted. Grey-haired and grey-suited, he was the oldest member of the team, but had steadfastly refused promotion beyond his rank of Detective Constable, maintaining that he had enough responsibility at home. He didn’t need more at work.

‘So get an alert out on the car,’ Pete told him. ‘See if the traffic guys can find her and bring her in on suspicion of the abduction of a minor.’

His phone pinged in his pocket. A message had come in. He took it out and checked the screen. It was an email from Colin Underhill. He switched on his computer and found it. 

“CCTV from Surrey. Suggest you pull some stills and show them to Louise. Colin.”

Pete grunted and opened the first of the several attached video files. It was footage from the entrance of a supermarket. He hit play.

‘What’s that?’ Dick asked, glancing across. ‘Hey up, there you go.’ He pointed at the screen. ‘That’s her.’

‘Really?’ Pete shot him a look and paused the playback.

‘Sure as eggs is eggs.’ He stood up and headed across the room to the printer in the far corner. Came back with a handful of A4 sheets. ‘Here you go.’

They were several copies, printed to fill the page, of the picture he’d captured from the hospital footage. Pete instantly saw what he meant. ‘Hmm. I’d best go and get independent corroboration, though, as the guvnor said. I’ll see what else I’ve got first.’ He took a screen capture and saved it to a new folder then moved on to the next video file. It showed a grey BMW saloon in the carpark of what he presumed to be the same supermarket. As he watched, the woman he’d seen in the entrance approached the car, unlocked it and put several bags into the boot, then got in and drove away. The camera was too far away to get a registration but, when the footage ended abruptly, he moved on to the next file. This was from the supermarket’s petrol forecourt. The same BMW slowed to join the short queue to the exit from the site, it’s rear registration plate clearly visible. Pete took another screen grab and switched to the DVLA website to check the VRN. In moments, he had his answer. The car was registered to Joanne Shelton of Great Bookham, Surrey. 

Carrie’s mother.

He returned to the Internet, did a quick search for police stations near Great Bookham and discovered the site for the local area.

‘Are they serious?’ Dick demanded.

Pete glanced sideways and Dick was looking across at his screen again.

‘Bookham and Fetcham?’ Dick looked from the screen to Pete and back again.

‘That’s what it says,’ Pete confirmed.

‘Eh?!’ Jane was wide-eyed with disbelief.

Next to her, Dave chuckled. ‘Aren’t they just up the road from Nickham?’

‘I’ve got to find out if that’s a real place,’ Jill declared.

Ignoring them, Pete continued his search, quickly found what he was looking for and picked up the phone to dial. Sitting through the automated messages and pressing the required numbers, he finally got through to someone.

‘Surrey police. How can I help?’

‘This is DS Pete Gayle with Devon and Cornwall, based in Exeter. I need to speak to whoever dealt with the death of Joanne Shelton in Great Bookham last August.’

‘One moment, sir.’ There was a brief pause, then: ‘Hold, please.’ Another pause, then a male voice took over. ‘DS Rogers.’

‘DS Gayle, Devon and Cornwall. You dealt with the Joanne Shelton case?’

‘That’s right. I was just in touch with a DI Underhill down there about it.’ His accent was more London than home-counties, to Pete’s ear.

‘He’s my guvnor. He’s forwarded me the CCTV you sent. Have you got a confirmed photo of the victim?’

‘There’s one in the file, yes. I thought you were interested in the nanny?’

‘We are. But we need a picture of Joanne for comparison.’

‘OK. I’ll look it out and send it on.’

‘Just a snap of it on your phone and emailed over will do for now,’ Pete said, wanting to hurry things along.

‘Oh, right. Yes, I can do that. Hold on.’ Pete heard the tap of a keyboard. ‘Here we go. I’ve got it on-screen.’

‘Perfect.’ Pete gave him his police email address.

‘Here it comes, then.’

Moments later, Pete’s phone pinged and he opened a new screen on his computer to check his email. There was a new message from Surrey police. He clicked on it and opened the attachment. 

The image that stared back at him was nothing like the woman he’d been looking at in relation to this case. She was blonde instead of brunette and extremely pretty with the same tip-tilted nose as her daughter. ‘Well, that confirms what the girl said.’

‘That the woman she was with this afternoon wasn’t her mother? Yeah, your guvnor told me about that. We put a BOLO out as soon as Joanne’s parents came to us about her, but by then it was too late. She was in the wind. It took them a few days to report it. They didn’t know the little girl even existed until they went to the house, found her stuff there. They were estranged from Joanne. Had been for a few years. Family fallouts, eh?’

‘They can be nasty,’ Pete agreed. ‘But I don’t remember seeing anything about it.’

‘Yeah, well...’ A tension in the other man’s voice made Pete think he was grimacing. ‘Bit of a... Well, she pulled the wool over our eyes a bit, didn’t she? The nanny. When the two uniforms went round to Joanne’s house after she died, she answered the door calling herself the home help. Didn’t mention the kid, nor the word “nanny”. And she said she couldn’t help with contacting Joanne’s next of kin because of the estrangement. Said she didn’t know them. So they left it at that and went off to find them the hard way. We notified them the next day, handed over the keys that Joanne had had with her, but it took them a week or so to get around to going to the house and by then, well... Too late, wasn’t it? And the two uniforms weren’t paying that much attention to the female at the door. It was dark. The light was behind her. So all they could say was that she was around five-foot-three to five-foot-five, slim, with dark hair, and she’d introduced herself as Lynne or Linda Adams. Not a lot to go on, really, when you’re trying to find someone who’s done a bunk. We’ve found the CCTV images that I sent your DI since, of course, but by then... Well, we didn’t want to alert her, drive her even deeper into hiding, you know. So we put a BOLO on the PNC but, without an adequate description, we couldn’t do much more than that until we got a lead.’ 

And, while BOLO’s – be-on-the-lookout-for notifications – were circulated to uniformed branches at shift briefings, they weren’t highlighted to CID and other specialist branches of the force, so Pete wouldn’t have known about it unless it was cross-referenced somehow to a case he was working on. The Police National Computer system wasn’t something you went randomly wandering through without good reason. You could lose your job for that kind of thing. It was all about need-to-know and data-protection, nowadays. His lips tightened at the inadequacy of the system in circumstances like these, but that wasn’t Rogers’ fault. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘But now we’ve got a lead. And the little girl’s safe...’

‘So the hunt’s on for Linda Adams, if that’s her real name,’ Rogers finished for him.
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The little female PC was no bigger than Jill Evans and just as immaculate in her uniform, her long dark hair tied up in the regulation bun as she stood rigidly to attention outside the side-room of the ward, just beyond the nurses’ station where he could see Louise with two other nurses and a lanky, ginger-haired junior doctor who looked like he’d struggle to stay upright in a strong wind.

Hearing his footsteps on the grey lino, she turned her head and gave him a nod. Pete returned the gesture and carried on past the desk to where she stood.

‘Nikki. How’s it going?’

‘All quiet, sarge.’

‘I meant more generally than that.’

‘Oh, right. OK, thanks. All good.’

He nodded and took a sheet of paper from inside his jacket, unfolding it. ‘Do me a favour. You know what the courts can be like for avoiding bias and undue influence. Show this to Louise and ask her if she recognises anyone. I’ll stay here while you do.’

She took the paper and glanced at it, then up at him. ‘A photo line-up. Who of?’

He tipped his head. ‘If I told you that, it’d ruin the surprise, wouldn’t it? See what she says, eh?’

‘OK.’ She headed for the desk, where the young medic had moved away, leaving the nurses to their own devices. He watched as Louise looked up at Nikki’s approach then glanced across at him with a frown.

He shrugged and nodded towards the little PC. Watched as Nikki stepped up to the high counter in front of the desk and handed the sheet to Louise. Instantly, he saw her react. She glanced his way again, then back to the sheet and up at Nikki before picking up a pen and marking the paper, then handing it back. 

Nikki brought it back to him. ‘She’s the one, is she? Who the little one was with?’

Pete ignored the irony of Nikki calling anyone else little as he glanced at the sheet of six images, one of them circled firmly, the pen pressing deeply into the paper and Louise’s initials beside it with a dot that almost punctured the paper.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Thanks for that. I’d best have a word.’ He stepped forward, leaving Nikki to her post.

‘You’ve found her?’ Louise demanded as he neared the desk.

He shook his head. ‘Not yet, but we’ve got an alert out on her car so it should just be a matter of time and you’ve just confirmed who she is.’ He raised the sheet in a salute before refolding it and tucking it away inside his jacket again.

‘So, how’s she going to stay safe?’ She obviously meant Carrie.

‘Her grandparents, up in Surrey, are being told where she is. They’ll come and collect her pretty quick, I expect, depending on what the doctors say.’

‘Grandparents? What about her parents?’ Louise demanded.

‘Single mother, recently deceased. The woman you identified was her nanny. Or home-help. Or both.’

She shook her head. ‘Poor kid. At least most kids love their grandparents, though. That’s something.’

‘She doesn’t know them. Her mum never told them about her, apparently.’

Louise’s eyes widened. ‘Shit. How come?’

He frowned. ‘We presumed it was because they didn’t approve of the boyfriend.’

She grimaced. ‘I suppose that’s the obvious answer, but it makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’

‘You mean...?’

She shrugged. ‘Things happen, awful as they might be. What do you know about her?’  

‘The mother? Nothing much. She was from Surrey, which is where she died. Where we got the picture of the nanny from. It seems like the parents only found out little Carrie existed when they went to sort out her affairs. Her house. As she wasn’t there, they went to the local police, to report her missing.’

‘You need to find out all you can, as quick as you can, then. We can keep her for twenty-four hours for safety reasons, but beyond that...’ She spread her hands helplessly.

‘Hmm. I’d best get home. Annie will be there soon. I can check the PND and get back to the guy in Surrey, see what’s on file and go from there.’

‘Right.’ She stood up and leaned over the counter to give him a quick kiss. ‘I’ll update your friend, there.’ She nodded towards Nikki French.

Pete took out his phone, brought up his police email and found the message from Surrey. Started typing a reply. 

Thanks for photo. Confirms it was the nanny who Carrie has been with. What can you tell me about Joanne’s parents? Did she have any siblings? Where did she go to school? 

He’d left the ward and was heading along the corridor towards the exit when his phone pinged with a new message and he took it out to check. The message was from Phil Rogers in Surrey. No siblings. Not much on her parents. Didn’t really come up, in that sense. Case number SP 1071/22/BF. Feel free to access.

Pete sent back a quick thanks and continued out to his car to head home as he’d told the rest of his team to do before he left the squad room.

Annie was already there when he arrived. She stepped out of the kitchen as he set his briefcase under the hall table and shucked off his jacket.

‘Hi, Dad. Where’ve you been?’

‘With your mother at the hospital.’ He saw the frown create two little vertical creases between her eyebrows and smiled. ‘We’re both fine. She had a case come in this afternoon that needed my attention. Still does, as it happens.’

‘What’s that, then?’

He pursed his lips. ‘I don’t know that I ought to be telling you.’

‘I’m fifteen, not five, dad.’

‘Only just. And that’s still not eighteen. And you’re still a civilian.’

‘Well, please yourself. I’ll ask mum when she gets home.’

Pete drew a breath. He knew it was true: that’s exactly what she’d do, and Louise would have no reason not to tell her. ‘OK. A little girl came in unconscious. Been knocked over by a car,’ he said, following her into the kitchen. ‘Three years old. When she woke up, she asked for her mum, as you’d expect. What wasn’t expected was that the woman pretending to be her mum wasn’t. Turns out her mum’s dead. The poor little tot’s an orphan. And the woman she was with had no right to have her.’

Annie turned from switching on the kettle. ‘But she’s safe now. In the hospital and awake. So, what do you need to do that’s urgent?’

‘Check on her mother’s history. She died in an accident, we know that much, but she was estranged from her parents. Hadn’t even told them she’d got a daughter. So, before they can come down here and claim her, we need to check out the reason for the estrangement.’

‘Well, that should be easy enough,’ she declared. ‘Just check out her social media. How old was she?’

‘Twenty-seven.’

Annie grimaced. ‘Hmm. Maybe not Facebook, then.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s for oldies. What did she do for a living?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve got the case number but I haven’t had a chance to check it out yet.’

‘You want coffee?’

‘Please.’ He took out his phone and used it to access the case file on the Police National Database. It took only moments to discover where she’d worked. ‘Here we are. Looks like she worked in banking.’

‘What – local branch or high-flyer?’

‘High-flyer. City job.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Serious dosh, then.’

‘Enough for a house, a BMW and a nanny.’

‘So...’ She snapped her fingers quickly three times. ‘Impatient, instant, quick-fire. Snapchat, TikTok, Twitter. Maybe Instagram. Probably Linked-in, not that that’ll tell you much.’ She looked around from what she was doing and met his gaze. ‘I was going to start on my new article for the school mag, but I could have a look for you. Save time.’

‘What new article’s this?’

She’d got involved with the school magazine the year before through her ability with a camera but had quickly switched from photography to journalism and seemed to be enjoying it. Despite his and Louise’s feelings about journalists, they were not going to discourage her. 

‘Beside the point, dad,’ she said sternly. ‘Do you want me to help or not?’

‘I’ve said already – you’re a child and a civilian. I can’t get you involved in a case. It’s against the rules.’

‘Only when you want it to be. There are witnesses of all ages, in all sorts of cases. And anyway, no-one needs to know I was involved. It’s your phone line. For all anyone knows, you did the research.’

He sighed. 

‘You know it makes sense,’ she said. ‘Here.’ She handed him a steaming mug of coffee.

‘Thanks. But that doesn’t make it right.’

‘What’s wrong about me having a quick search on social media for a specific person?’

‘The fact that I could have done it by now if you hadn’t been arguing.’

‘Who’s arguing? I’m just offering, that’s all. It’ll save time, in more ways than one. Am I right or am I right?’

He tipped his head.

‘I am, aren’t I?’

‘All right, all right. But you just find her pages, sites, whatever. I’ll take it from there. Got it?’

She hopped up onto a stool at the long stretch of worktop along the far side of the kitchen and picked up her phone. ‘Don’t be a nag. What’s... What was her name?’

‘I’m not a nag, and never have been. I’m a dad. End of. She was Joanne Shelton and she lived in Great Bookham.’

‘What – recently or as a kid?’

‘Recently. Her parents are in... Hang on.’ He set down his mug and picked up his own phone to check. ‘Here we are. Godalming.’

‘Is that Surrey, too?’

‘It is.’

‘OK. Let’s see...’ Her thumbs started flying over her little screen.

Pete shook his head and picked up his mug to take a swig
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