
 
[image: Cover image: Little Boy Lost by J. P. Carter]



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Chapter Sixty-Nine

Chapter Seventy

Chapter Seventy-One

Chapter Seventy-Two

Chapter Seventy-Three

Chapter Seventy-Four

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Keep Reading …

About the Author

Also by J. P. Carter

About the Publisher



CHAPTER ONE

Three days later

The images on the television screen filled Detective Chief Inspector Anna Tate with a deep sense of despair. They showed police officers under attack, buildings and cars on fire, shops being looted, and other acts of mindless, wanton vandalism.

It would have been shocking enough if it had been happening in some far-flung, lawless country. But these appalling scenes were being captured by news cameras right here in her beloved London. What’s more, most of the action was taking place south of the River Thames, where Anna lived and worked. When she turned down the volume on the TV she could hear the urgent chorus of sirens outside.

According to the news, the neighbourhoods worst hit were Brixton, Peckham, New Cross, Rotherhithe and Clapham, all within a short distance of her terraced house in Vauxhall. It was why she’d changed her plans and decided not to take her daughter out for dinner at the local McDonald’s. Far too risky.

Civil unrest had descended on the capital three nights ago following a police raid on the home of a known drug dealer named Warren Fuller. During the raid his twenty-seven-year-old wife Grace was shot and killed by a firearms officer who claimed it was a tragic accident. She was in a bedroom with her husband when the officer entered. The gun apparently went off during a struggle between the two men, and Mrs Fuller, who was cowering in a corner, was hit in the chest, the shot killing her instantly.

Within hours of the news getting out there was a backlash, with Grace Fuller being described as the latest victim of brutal police tactics. Her family called for the officer who fired the shot to be charged with murder.

It didn’t matter that she was the wife of a dangerous gang member. What mattered was that as well as being unarmed, she had also been four months pregnant with her first child.

The situation quickly spiralled out of control as people took to the streets to protest against what they were calling the murder of an innocent bystander. They were even claiming that the killing had been racially motivated because the victim was black.

Anna, who had spent the last month off work, had already contacted the office and offered to report for duty. She’d been told to stand by and wait for a call back.

Meanwhile, she had heeded the warnings to stay indoors and so had watched the drama unfold from the comfort of her living room sofa.

She had expected the riots to be short-lived, but instead they’d spread like wildfire and had become increasingly more violent. Disbelief had given way to anger as her city was being torn apart before her very eyes.

‘We’re now hearing that Scotland Yard is calling for re-inforcements from forces around the country,’ the newsreader was saying over footage of a pitched battle between hooded rioters and police. ‘So far two hundred arrests have been made and fifty people have been injured, including ten police officers. This afternoon the Prime Minister convened another meeting of the Government’s emergency response committee to discuss the growing crisis, which is being likened to the riots that engulfed London in 2011.’

Anna was a detective inspector back then, and she could well remember how bad it was. The unrest lasted for five days and nights and spread to other parts of the country. Five people died and damage to property topped two hundred million pounds.

Those riots started after an undercover police officer shot dead a man of mixed race who was suspected of being armed and a threat. Since then the seeds of disorder had again been taking root, and what was happening now had been widely predicted. In fact, Anna had been surprised when she heard the Metropolitan Police Commissioner himself describe London as a powder keg. The comment came during a speech in which he criticised the latest round of spending cuts that were being imposed on the force at a time when the city was in the grip of an epidemic of knife and gun crime. In the previous year the number of murders in the capital had reached a ten-year high.

As a senior officer with the Major Investigation Team based in Wandsworth, Anna had seen first-hand how dangerous London had become in recent years.

It was due to a combination of factors – the sheer number of ruthless gangs, a growing sense of alienation felt by ethnic groups and those living in deprived areas, and a significant reduction in police numbers. Plus the skyrocketing cost of living that was pricing many Londoners out of their own city. A culture of grievance and blame had been allowed to take hold and now the city was suffering the consequences.

Anna’s eyes remained anchored to the TV screen as she sipped lukewarm coffee from a mug. The newsreader had linked to live coverage from Brixton where a double decker bus was completely engulfed in flames. A reporter at the scene explained that the youths responsible had been chased off by police in riot gear, and went on to remind viewers that the district had also experienced mass rioting back in 1995, sparked by the death of a black man in police custody.

Next came pre-recorded footage of a supermarket being looted in Clapham. The looters were making so much noise that Anna almost didn’t hear her phone ringing. She had to rush into the kitchen where she’d left it on the table.

The caller ID told her it was her boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Bill Nash.

‘I’ve been expecting you to ring, guv,’ she said. ‘I’m surprised it’s taken you so long.’

‘Well I was hoping I wouldn’t have to,’ he replied. ‘But as I’m sure you’ve seen for yourself, things have got much worse out there today and I’m afraid your compassionate leave is over. I want you back at work immediately.’

‘Is it for general support or something specific?’

‘Specific. We’ve got an unusual case, and I need someone on it I can trust to do a good job. It’s like a war zone out there and we’re stretched to breaking point.’

‘So what is it?’

‘Four hours ago rioters set fire to a derelict pub in Camberwell,’ Nash said. ‘The brigade were on the scene pretty quickly and put the blaze out before it destroyed the building. But there was a fatality. A boy no older than ten or eleven was found inside and it seems he died from smoke inhalation.’

‘Do we know who he is and what he was doing in a derelict boozer?’ Anna asked.

After a beat, Nash said, ‘He hasn’t been identified yet, but we know why he couldn’t escape the fire. He was chained to a wall in the cellar.’




CHAPTER TWO

Even after seventeen years on the force, Anna still found it hard to believe some of the things that people did to one another. The thought of a small boy dying while chained in a cellar like an animal caused the blood to stiffen in her veins.

‘Forensics haven’t yet processed the scene but it’s believed he’s been there since before the riots began,’ Nash said. ‘If so, then whoever put him there probably wouldn’t have known the building was going to be set on fire.’

‘Has anyone been dispatched to the scene?’ Anna asked.

‘DI Walker is there but I want you on this as senior investigating officer. And bear in mind that we’ve been drained of resources. Some of your team are helping out elsewhere and things are going from bad to worse so who knows how the hell we’re going to cope …’

‘Should I arrange for a squad car to pick me up?’

‘No point. You’ll need to make your own way. Virtually every vehicle in the Met is being deployed as we speak.’

‘OK. What’s the address of this pub?’

‘I’ll text it to you. It was known as The Falconer’s Arms before it was abandoned four years ago.’

‘I’ll get there as soon as I can.’

‘Thanks, Anna. There is something else you need to know. You’re probably aware that the rioters have been targeting police cars, ambulances and fire appliances—’

‘That really doesn’t surprise me, guv. It’s what they always do.’

‘I know, but the homes of about half a dozen police officers have also come under attack. And some addresses are even being circulated on social media.’

‘Jesus.’

‘I’m telling you because I assume you won’t want to leave your daughter alone in the house. Once it gets dark, we’re expecting another night of complete mayhem as many more nutters take to the streets.’

Anna checked her watch. It was four-thirty p.m. Only a couple of hours of daylight left.

‘I’ll call Tom and get him to come over,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it won’t be a problem.’

‘Good. Sorry, I should have asked … how are things working out between you and Chloe? It’s been a couple of weeks since we last spoke.’

‘It’s not been easy to be honest, especially for Chloe. She’s still struggling to come to terms with what’s happened. And who can blame her? She’s been to hell and back.’

‘But she’s back where she belongs now, Anna. And you’ll both get there in the end, of that I’m sure.’

A wedge of anxiety lodged in Anna’s chest when she hung up the phone. She had spent every day of the past month with her daughter and she didn’t feel ready to leave her now and return to work. But in the circumstances, she really had no choice.

It had been a tough four weeks for both of them, not least because they’d been the focus of frenzied media attention, which was understandable given the level of interest in their story.

Anna had reluctantly agreed to take part in several press conferences and to give interviews to a number of journalists. After all, the papers and TV news organisations had played a vital part in helping to reunite her with her daughter, and she felt indebted to them.

The story was still considered to be newsworthy even though there had already been blanket coverage. The latest edition of a popular magazine, which had been delivered that morning, carried one of the interviews Anna had given, and the feature was spread over no fewer than four pages.

But naturally Chloe had hated being thrust into the limelight, and not only because she was a mere twelve years old. Her life had been turned upside down and she was trying to deal with a tsunami of emotions from grief to the shock of learning that she wasn’t the person she thought she was. For most of the time she suffered in silence, but the tears flowed whenever she was asked about her father and the woman named Sophie who had helped to raise her. The pain and sense of loss was there in her eyes for all to see, and it broke Anna’s heart.

She had done her best to shield her daughter from the glare of publicity and to make her feel safe, comfortable and loved. But the poor girl had been so traumatised by events that it had proved to be a real challenge. It was only in the past week that Chloe had started to open up and engage with the mother she’d been told had died ten years ago.

Anna had been granted two months’ compassionate leave and she’d been hopeful that by the end of it they would have formed a much-belated bond. But now she feared that these bloody riots might set them back and shove a dirty great spanner in the works.




CHAPTER THREE

As usual Chloe had spent most of the afternoon closeted in her room. It wasn’t the room she had occupied when she’d last lived in the house – up until the age of two. Anna continued to use that room as her study, and the walls were still covered with photos taken before Chloe’s father abducted her. Anna had wanted to leave it be so that Chloe could see that her real mother had never stopped thinking about her … Or given up searching for her.

This bedroom was a work in progress, and Chloe had yet to put her own stamp on it. Many of the belongings she’d brought from her previous home were still in boxes, including books and posters and some of her clothes.

The door was ajar so Anna knocked lightly and then eased it open and stepped inside. Chloe was sitting on her bed with her back against the wall. Her knees were up and her precious photo album was resting against them. Anna had laid eyes on the album for the first time a month ago, and it had been a moving experience. It was her daughter’s link to the past, filled with ten years of memories that Anna hadn’t shared with her. And for Anna it was a painful reminder of what she had missed. All those Christmases and birthdays that made a child’s formative years such a joy. They were all there in the photos, but Anna found it hard to look at them without choking up.

‘Are you all right, sweetheart?’

Chloe looked up and smiled. It was a half-hearted smile, but Anna was used to that. She knew her daughter needed more time to embrace her new life. Things could only get better.

Anna crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed. The fact that Chloe no longer flinched when she got close was the clearest sign yet that they had made significant progress in the short time they’d had together.

‘I’m afraid I have to go out to work,’ Anna said. ‘I know it’s sooner than expected but it can’t be helped.’

Chloe frowned. She seemed curious rather than alarmed. ‘Is it because of all the rioting?’ she asked.

Anna chose not to tell her about the boy in the cellar. It would only play on her mind and stir up painful memories of her own kidnap ordeal at the hands of a brutal villain.

‘It’s connected to the riots, yes,’ she said. ‘There’s been a serious crime and they need me to take charge of the investigation. But I’m going to call Tom to get him to come and stay with you.’

‘He doesn’t need to. I’ll be OK by myself.’

There was an edge to her voice, but there always was when the conversation turned to Anna’s boyfriend, Tom Bannerman. Chloe had convinced herself he wasn’t happy that she had entered their lives because it made it less likely that he would be allowed to move into the house in the near future.

For her part, Anna wasn’t sure what to believe, although it was undoubtedly true that it had placed a strain on their relationship. Tom had only stayed overnight on two occasions during the past month and in that time they hadn’t had sex or gone on a date.

‘There’s no way I’m leaving you here by yourself,’ Anna said. ‘A lot of bad things are going on out there and I want to be sure you’re safe.’

Chloe responded with a shrug, so Anna reached out and placed a hand on her knee.

‘I love you so much, sweetheart. You know that don’t you?’

Chloe hesitated, and for a fleeting moment Anna thought she was going to say that she loved her back for the first time. But instead, Chloe nodded and said, ‘I know you do, Mum.’

Anna was disappointed, but took comfort in the fact that at least her daughter was now calling her Mum. It was something Chloe had struggled with in the beginning. That was because the only mother she had ever really known had plunged to her death from a warehouse roof only four weeks ago.

‘I’ll get Tom to make you some dinner and I promise to come home as soon as I can,’ Anna said.

As Chloe shifted her gaze back to the photo album, Anna’s breath caught in her throat. She still found it hard to look at her daughter without feeling the swell of emotion. They’d been apart for so long and there had been times over the years when she thought she would never see Chloe again. There was still so much they didn’t know about each other, so many unresolved issues.

One of those issues was that her daughter did not like to be called Chloe. After her father ran off with her, he changed her name to Alice. Alice Miller. She said she preferred that name, which was why Anna referred to her as sweetheart most of the time. She didn’t want to make a big deal of it at this early stage because it was one less thing for her daughter to have to wrap her young mind around.

Anna knew she had to be patient. Indeed, the child counsellor appointed by social services had warned her that it would be a long, mentally challenging process. Not only was Chloe still shell-shocked from what had happened to her, she was also only weeks away from her thirteenth birthday, so hormones were flooding her developing body and she was facing a storm of social, physical and emotional pressures.

Not for the first time Anna found herself staring intently at Chloe’s face, mesmerised by the button nose, dimpled chin and bright blue eyes. She had retained most of her baby features and it was amazing how accurate the age progression image of her had turned out to be. Anna had commissioned it on the tenth anniversary of her disappearance and it had been instrumental in bringing her home. The only difference was her hair, which her adoptive mother had recently allowed her to have cut short and dyed blonde.

‘You’re doing it again,’ Chloe said, without moving her eyes from the album. ‘I told you I don’t like it when you stare at me.’

Anna laughed. ‘I know and I’m sorry. I just can’t get over the fact that I’ve got you back. And I’m terrified of losing you again.’

Chloe turned to face her. ‘I don’t want to lose you either,’ she said. ‘You’re all I’ve got.’

Anna stood up quickly to stop herself crying. Tears came easily these days, usually triggered by something Chloe said or did, or just because she was finding it increasingly difficult to control her feelings.

‘I’ll go and ring Tom and then get ready,’ she said. ‘Is there anything you want?’

‘No, thank you.’

Anna leaned over and kissed her daughter on the forehead.

‘I’m going to take good care of you, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘You’re my world now, and I promise I won’t let any more harm come to you.’

As she stepped back out of the room, Chloe was still turning the pages of her album, no doubt reliving some of the memories it contained of the times she’d spent with her father and the woman who’d brought her up from the age of two.




CHAPTER FOUR

Tom was a social worker who always stayed in his office on Fridays to deal with the paperwork he had accumulated during the week. In the seventeen months they’d been dating he had often skived off early to meet Anna for a drink or to come to the house to cook her dinner, and she was pretty confident that she could rely on him to help her out even though it was such short notice.

‘No problem,’ he said after she explained the situation over the phone. ‘I’ll have to pop home first but I can probably be there in under an hour.’

His flat was just over a mile away in Nine Elms, so Anna could live with that. Tom was Mr Reliable, after all. She had never known him to let her down or disappoint her. It was one of the reasons she had fallen in love with him – he was the exact opposite of her ex-husband.

Matthew had been selfish, short-tempered, egotistical and controlling. Tom, on the other hand, was kind, calm and generous.

The pair were also miles apart physically. Tom was a six-foot hunky black man with tight curly hair and the most amazing come-to-bed eyes. At forty-seven he was four years older than she was.

Matthew had been five foot six and pale-skinned, with severely receding fair hair. If he hadn’t been murdered three years ago he would now be forty-four.

‘Are you sure Chloe won’t mind me babysitting?’ Tom asked. ‘I always get the impression she doesn’t like having me around.’

‘It’s your imagination, Tom. I’ve told you that. She’s just finding it hard to relate to anyone right now, including me.’

‘Well I hope you’re right. For both our sakes I need her to like me.’

‘I can assure you she does. We have to give her time to settle in to her new life. It’s all so overwhelming for her. And scary.’

‘I can appreciate that, Anna. And I have to say that I think she’s coping really well, considering she’s only twelve. She’s a remarkable girl … You must be so proud of her.’

‘I am. I only wish I could wave a magic wand and take away all the pain that’s still eating her up inside.’

‘You will,’ Tom said. ‘It’s early days, and it’s clear you’re doing a good job. It’s such a shame your compassionate leave is being cut short.’

Anna sighed. ‘I know, but it can’t be helped. It’s really kicking off out there, and no way can I just sit back and watch it on the telly.’

She told him then what Nash had said about the homes of some police officers coming under attack.

‘Well don’t you worry about Chloe,’ he said. ‘If anyone comes to your house to cause trouble I’ll make sure they regret it.’

Anna was comforted by his words, and as she started to get herself ready, she reflected once again on how lucky she was to have him in her life. But an unwelcome thought had crept into her mind: Would he stick around?

Even before Chloe came back into her life, Tom had begun to feel insecure. He had wanted to move in with her, but she had resisted, telling him, truthfully, that she wasn’t ready. She was content with the arrangement they had because it gave her a degree of independence. It meant she’d been able to spend much of her spare time searching for clues to Chloe’s whereabouts, mainly through social media appeals, the FindChloe Facebook page she’d set up, and interviews with newspapers and magazines.

She took the view that cohabiting would not only have made things more difficult, but that it wouldn’t have been fair on Tom either.

However, in recent months she had begun to fear that unless she agreed to move their relationship forward, there was a chance Tom would get fed up waiting and end it. In fact she had almost reached the point where she was going to invite him to move in.

But as soon as she got Chloe back she knew she couldn’t do it. At least not yet.

Her daughter took priority over everything else. Including the love of her life.

*

It didn’t take Anna long to get ready. She kept the make-up to a minimum and changed into a black polo sweater and navy trousers. She dragged her long dark hair back into a ponytail and put on her three-quarter-length overcoat. October had arrived with a vengeance and she wanted to be prepared for what was almost certainly going to be a long, cold night.

She went back into the living room to pick up her shoulder bag, and caught the tail-end of an interview with Gary Trimble, London’s Police Commissioner, who was appealing for calm.

‘The death of Grace Fuller was an unfortunate accident,’ he was saying. ‘It in no way justifies this mindless criminality. I would urge those responsible to think what they’re doing to this great city and to community relations.’

Anna was in no doubt that his words would fall on deaf ears. The blue touch-paper had been lit and the riots were not going to end any time soon.

She knew she had to try to view them as a distraction and to focus on the boy who had died in the pub cellar, but it wasn’t going to be easy – that much was obvious.

She was on her way out the front door, having told Chloe that Tom was on his way over, when her phone rang. She smiled when she noted the caller ID: it was DI Max Walker, her most trusted wingman, who was already at the crime scene.

‘Hello, guv,’ he said. ‘The boss told me he’d called you in. I’m sorry you’re having to cut short your leave.’

‘Can’t be helped. I’m just leaving the house. Should be there within fifteen minutes, traffic and rioters permitting.’

‘OK. I’m just ringing to let you know that we’re pretty sure who the boy is.’

‘That was quick.’

‘Well it wasn’t difficult because I recognised him from the photographs that were plastered all over the papers on Tuesday morning. I reckon he’d still be front-page news if it wasn’t for the riots.’

Anna felt a pang of dread. ‘You’re not talking about Jacob Rossi? Son of Mark Rossi?’

‘I am.’

‘Oh shit. I was hoping that story would have a happy bloody ending.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Anna checked with central control before setting off. Camberwell was only about two miles away, but she wanted advice on the safest route to take.

She felt a shiver grab hold of her spine when she was told that rioting had broken out around Vauxhall tube station and along South Lambeth Road, both within walking distance of the house.

She sent this information to Tom in a text and urged him to take care. He responded instantly:

I won’t bother going home. Will go straight there xx

Anna let out a breath. She didn’t want Chloe to be alone in the house for too long. That wouldn’t be fair, or sensible bearing in mind what Nash had said.

Control’s advice was to approach Camberwell from the north, but to nevertheless expect some trouble along the way.

She drove with the radio on and listened to continuous news coverage. But at times it was a struggle to hear what was being said because of the urgent screams of police sirens and the roar of helicopters circling overhead.

The rush hour was already well underway and the roads were busy. It seemed incongruous to Anna that life carried on as normal in those parts of the city that hadn’t so far been affected by the rioting.

The impression she got from the news was that some neighbourhoods were effectively lawless. There were reports of several buildings being razed to the ground in Peckham, police officers being attacked in Deptford, and a Sainsbury’s supermarket being looted in Clapham. And a mob of masked youths was now gathering outside MIT headquarters in Wandsworth where Anna and her team were based. The unrest had also reignited racial tensions in the city with white and black gangs fighting each other, and a black shopkeeper had been beaten up in Lewisham in what was being described as a racist attack.

The more Anna heard the more her heart rate increased and her breathing deepened. Something in her gut told her that these riots were going to be more widespread and destructive than those of 2011. There weren’t enough police officers to cope, and social media would almost certainly play a more effective role in fanning the flames of anarchy.

Only one death had so far been confirmed – the boy in the cellar. But Anna found it impossible to believe there wouldn’t be more over the coming hours and days. The media hadn’t yet been told about this first fatality, but the news would soon be out there, and Anna would have to do her best to hold back the details until the parents had been informed.

If DI Walker was right about the identity of the lad – and she had no reason to doubt him – then they would later be heading over to Bromley and the home of Mark Rossi and his wife. Anna had never met Rossi, but like millions of other people she knew quite a lot about him from his appearances on the television.

The man was a Celebrity with a capital C, one of the most popular and versatile TV presenters in the UK. He’d hosted game shows, a travel series and a number of one-off light entertainment programmes on various channels. His last screen appearance had been on Tuesday morning when Anna had watched him make an emotional appeal on BBC news for information on the whereabouts of his ten-year-old son, Jacob.

The boy had disappeared on the Monday while walking home from school. It was feared he’d been abducted because his mobile phone had been switched off and he had never given his parents cause for concern before.

Anna would have to talk to the team who were on the case to find out how far they’d got. But she strongly suspected that the investigation would have been hampered by the riots. After all, there was only so much the Met could cope with at any one time.

The closer Anna got to Camberwell the more uncomfortable the journey became. She saw groups of hooded youths who were clearly roaming around looking for trouble. Roads and pavements were littered with rocks, broken glass, shopping trolleys and wheelie bins, and she counted no less than four fire-damaged cars, one of which was still smouldering.

She got her first glimpse of actual rioting as she passed through Kennington. Traffic came to a sudden standstill because a building was ablaze up ahead, flames and smoke billowing into the sky.

Two squad cars were blocking the road and vehicles were being directed down a side street. As Anna followed the traffic she looked to her left and saw a mob clashing with police in front of the burning building. The officers, who looked to be greatly outnumbered, were using their shields to protect themselves against a barrage of missiles.

Anna got the impression that the rioters were relishing the thrill while at the same time showing a breathtaking sense of impunity. It was scary to think that such havoc was being unleashed all over the capital. On the radio they were now saying that it had spread across the river into East and North London. Shops were being ransacked in Tottenham, which was where the riots of 2011 began.

Anna suppressed a shudder and told herself that however bad it got on the streets she must not lose sight of the fact that she had been given a specific task: to find the bastard – or bastards – who had imprisoned a young boy in a derelict pub cellar where he met a cruel death.




CHAPTER SIX

Five minutes after her mother had left the house, Chloe was still lying on the bed looking through her photographs.

It was something she never got tired of doing. Some of the photos made her smile while others made her want to cry. As usual she flicked to her favourites, including the one that showed her taking her first paddle in the sea, and the one where she was sitting on her father’s shoulders and pulling at his hair. She touched his face with her finger and a ball of sadness grew in her chest. Despite what he had done she still missed him. A part of her wished she had never found out the truth. At least the memories of her years in Spain would not have been so bittersweet.

As always it was like a trip down memory lane, each picture a precious moment from her previous life as Alice Miller.

She now knew that her father gave her that name when she was two years old. He changed his own name as well from Matthew to James so that when he ran away with her nobody would ever be able to find them.

She didn’t discover the truth until just over a month ago. That was when everything changed and she learned that she wasn’t – and never had been – the person she thought she was.

She had always believed what her dad had told her – that her biological mother had died of cancer shortly after her second birthday. But it was a lie that carried on for ten years. And now she had to live with that. To put the past behind her and move on. A new name. A new mum. A new home.

It was proving difficult, though, and there’d been times when she had wanted to run away from everything. From the pain, the memories, the lingering grief, the pressure to adapt to this new life.

There were so many questions, so much that she didn’t know about her past, so much that scared her about the future.

For one thing she didn’t want to have to go to a new school in a few weeks, but she didn’t have any choice. She wanted to go back to the school in Shoreditch where she’d spent the past three years. Most of her friends were there, including Rhona, Charlotte and Sue. But her mum had told her it was on the other side of London so it would take too long to get there and back every day.

It wasn’t her mum’s fault. She knew that. Her mum only wanted what was best for her and she couldn’t blame her for what had happened. Her dad should never have done what he did. It was wrong and cruel, and she wished that he was still alive so that she could tell him so.

His face stared up at her now from the album and she felt the swell of tears in her eyes. It was one of the many photos taken during those seven years they lived in Spain. He was standing in front of the bar he ran, squinting against the bright Spanish sunshine. Chloe knew it would have been Sophie who took the picture – she was always snapping shots on her phone and then had the best ones printed so that they could go into the album.

Chloe turned the page and there was Sophie, the woman who became her adoptive mother. Black hair; kind face; wide, familiar smile. This one was taken just over three years ago during the last day they all spent on the beach together. They’d had a picnic, swum in the sea, and played ball games.

It was a few days before Dad brought them to England, and just several weeks before he was killed.

Her mobile phone rang, jarring her out of her reverie. It came as no surprise to see that it was her mum. Who else could it be?

She wanted to check that Chloe was all right and to reassure her that Tom would soon be there.

‘I’m still fine,’ Chloe said off the back of an audible sigh. ‘You’ve only been gone about ten minutes.’

‘I know, but I’m almost where I need to be, and once I’m there it’ll be more difficult for me to ring you.’

‘There’s no need to worry. I was just about to go downstairs and make myself a cup of tea.’

‘Well I bought you a packet of your favourite chocolate biscuits. They’re in the jar.’

‘I know. I had some this morning.’

‘Of course you did. I forgot. Well enjoy your evening and please be nice to Tom. He really does think the world of you.’

Chloe wasn’t so sure about that. Tom seemed nice enough, but she sensed that he wished it was still just the pair of them. Him and her mum. Two grown-ups without any kids around to spoil their fun.

She had overheard them speaking in the kitchen just a week after she came to live here. Her mum was telling him that he wouldn’t be able to move in because she wanted her daughter to settle in first. He said he understood, but it had sounded to Chloe like he wasn’t too happy about it.

She returned her attention to the album. The last photo on the last page. It was one of her at the age of nine. She was standing in front of the marina in Puerto de Mazarron and she was eating an ice cream.

Minutes after it was taken, the man she now had nightmares about turned up. After that nothing was ever the same again.

Chloe put the album back on the bedside table because she didn’t want to upset herself if Tom was going to turn up at any minute.

She got off the bed, checked her reflection in the wardrobe mirror, and decided that she didn’t need to change her clothes. She was wearing faded dungarees over a tight, red sweater, one of the outfits that she was convinced made her look a couple of years older than she was.

The noises outside were getting louder, and it wasn’t just the sirens she could hear. There was shouting too now and it sounded close by.

She peered through the window. Her room was at the front of the house with a view of the road. She could see some of the neighbours huddled outside their homes talking amongst themselves – they all seemed to be looking up the street at something that Chloe couldn’t see.

She wondered if the vandals who had been causing all the trouble across London had turned up here. She hoped not. She’d seen them on the telly doing damage to shops and throwing things at the police who were trying to calm them down. It was truly frightening.

She gathered it was happening because a woman had been shot and this had made a lot of people very angry. But it didn’t justify what they were doing. That was what her mum had said and she agreed. Innocent people were bound to get hurt and that wasn’t fair.

She knew that she’d be safe so long as she stayed in the house. Even so she couldn’t help feeling a bit nervous. She swallowed down the butterflies that rose in her tummy. She’d learned from bitter experience that if bad men were determined to get at you then it was hard to stop them.

She consoled herself with the thought that she wouldn’t be alone much longer. Despite her reservations about Tom she knew he wouldn’t let any harm come to her. Her mum would never forgive him.

Downstairs in the kitchen she put the kettle on. It was the first time she’d had the house to herself and it felt really strange. It still didn’t feel like home and she wondered if it ever would.

When the kettle boiled, she poured the hot water over a tea bag and carried the mug into the living room. Her mum hadn’t switched the TV off and on the screen there was a car on fire and lots of hooded men standing around it cheering.

But Chloe was more interested in the glossy magazine she spotted lying on the coffee table. It was one she hadn’t seen before and she guessed it had been delivered with the shopping that morning.

There was a photo of her and her mum on the cover below a headline that read:

REUNITED AT LAST

THE FULL STORY BEHIND A MOTHER’S TEN-YEAR NIGHTMARE

Chloe picked up the magazine and sat on the sofa to read it. Soon she was oblivious to the sounds out of the street that were growing louder by the minute.




CHAPTER SEVEN

By the time Anna reached Camberwell the neighbourhood was relatively quiet. The rioters had either moved on to other areas of South London or were lying in wait somewhere until darkness descended.

They had left a trail of destruction in their wake. Rows of shops had been damaged and looted, walls had been daubed with slogans, and bins had been emptied across roads and pavements.

Some people had begun to clean up while others stood around in groups looking shocked and bemused.

Anna was relieved to finally arrive at her destination – a street close to Camberwell bus station that was mostly residential.

Two police patrol cars and a forensics van were parked in front of the derelict building that used to be The Falconer’s Arms pub. It was set back from the road with a large forecourt that was littered with ash and puddles left by the firefighters.

Three uniformed officers in hi-vis jackets were standing beyond the crime scene tape that was stretched across the entrance.

Anna pulled up behind one of the patrol cars and climbed out of her Toyota. At once her nostrils were assaulted by the acrid smell of smoke and noxious fumes.

She paused on the pavement to look up at the building and assess the damage that had been done to it. The two-storey structure had clearly never been an architectural landmark. It was square and bland, with a painted brick facade and a pitched tiled roof that had been partly destroyed by the fire. The front double doors had been forced open, no doubt to allow the firefighters to get inside.

Anna was no stranger to Camberwell and she had a vague recollection of having visited the pub some years ago before it closed down. It was unlikely to have been a social visit, so she had probably come here on police business back when the area was a crime hot spot. It still was to some extent, with drug dealing a serious problem along with knife attacks. But in that respect it was no worse than most other parts of London.

She showed her warrant card to the uniforms and one of them went to get her a paper suit and shoe covers from the forensics van. As she slipped them on she was told that two detectives were already inside the pub along with crime scene investigators and the pathologist.

Anna ducked under the tape and trudged across the forecourt. As she approached the building, two figures wearing pale blue forensic suits stepped out through the doorway. She didn’t recognise them until they removed their face masks and lowered their hoods. Detective Inspector Max Walker and Detective Constable Megan Sweeny.

‘We saw you arrive, guv,’ Walker said. ‘Welcome back to duty. Did you have much trouble getting here?’

Anna shook her head. ‘There was a pitched battle going on in Kennington, but I managed to avoid it.’

‘You were lucky then. And so were we. Soon after we left headquarters a mob of rioters turned up outside and I just heard that it’s getting nasty there.’

‘Well I was expecting things to be a lot worse here,’ Anna said.

A muscle flexed in Walker’s jaw as he wiped a hand across the fine film of sweat that had gathered on his bald head.

‘They’ve moved on to Peckham,’ he said. ‘A few hours ago it was pretty bad here apparently. A group of about a hundred crazies tore along Camberwell New Road and spread out into neighbouring streets to cause havoc. Some stopped off at this place and a petrol bomb was lobbed through an upstairs window. So far we haven’t found any witnesses who saw who actually did it, and I’m not sure we’re going to. It took only minutes for the fire to spread, but most of the damage was to the roof and first floor. The brigade was quick off the mark and got here before the whole lot collapsed into the cellar. By then the rioters had cleared off.’

‘If it had there’s a good chance the boy’s body would never have been found,’ Sweeny added.

Anna could tell from the pained look on the detective’s face that she’d been affected by what she had encountered inside the building. But having joined MIT just over three months ago, at the age of thirty-five, Sweeny still sometimes struggled to cope with the harsh realities of the job. Anna was the first to admit that it did take some getting used to.

‘I gather the pathologist is here already,’ she said.

Walker nodded. ‘It’s Gayle Western. She arrived about half an hour ago. She’s already made arrangements for the body to be removed after you’ve seen it in situ.’

‘Then let’s get to it. Are you sure it’s Jacob Rossi?’

‘One hundred per cent. He’s wearing the school uniform Jacob had on when he disappeared on Monday. And there’s a name tag sewn into the inside of his blazer.’

DC Sweeny stayed outside so that she could make some calls, and Walker led the way into the building, warning Anna to tread carefully because it was structurally unsafe. ‘Just so you know we’ve had to ignore the advice from the fire brigade, which was not to come in here until they’ve carried out a full risk assessment,’ Walker said. ‘They’ve got so much on their plate with the riots that it could be days or even weeks before they get around to it.’

‘We’ll just have to do what has to be done as quickly as we can,’ Anna said.

The interior was a total mess, with wet, charred rubble everywhere. Part of the ceiling had collapsed and above it light shone through the damaged roof, revealing clouds of ash and smoke swirling in the air.

Walker stopped in the middle of what would have been one of the pub’s bars. He pointed to a crime scene investigator who was examining an open door at the rear of the building that hadn’t been touched by the fire.

‘There are two doors and five ground-floor windows that look out onto a small car park round the back,’ he said. ‘They’re all still intact because the fire didn’t reach them. So we’re able to see that the lock on one of the doors is broken and the boarding has been removed from two of the windows, along with the glass. It’s my guess that whoever brought the boy here gained access through one of them.’

‘So why wasn’t the building more secure?’ Anna asked.

Walker shrugged. ‘That’s a question for the estate agents who’ve got a for-sale sign out front. They’re bound to say that they thought they’d done enough to keep people out. But you and I both know that vandals and homeless people are breaking into derelict buildings all over London every day.’

‘That’s true,’ Anna said. ‘So where is the cellar?’

‘We’re standing on top of it.’ Walker gestured towards an interior door to their left that stood open. ‘That leads to the stairs. It was closed when the brigade entered the building after they’d put the blaze out. But there’s extensive damage to the floorboards next to it and the cellar was filled with smoke. The fire officers who went down there reckon it was so thick they didn’t spot the boy’s body until one of them almost tripped over it.’

Anna could feel the blood pounding in her ears as she followed Walker down the rickety stairs into the cellar. It was much larger than she’d expected it to be, stretching almost the entire length of the building. There was no electricity, but natural light came from above through the damaged ceiling.

A lead weight formed in Anna’s chest as she took in the scene. At one end of the room the parts of the ceiling that had come down were piled up on the soaked floor. There were no windows and the bare brick walls were festooned with fixtures that had once been attached to beer kegs.

Four forensic officers were present, and one of them was the pathologist, Gayle Western. She was crouched down next to a grey, inflatable mattress on which lay the body of the dead boy.

Anna experienced a cold shiver as she stepped forward and confronted a scene that she knew would haunt her forever.
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