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PROLOGUE

She could hear him moving around on the other side of the closed door. She must have blacked out because she didn’t remember him leaving her here alone. She put out a hand to steady herself against the wall as she shifted to relieve the pressure on her bruised hip bone, but the shooting pain in her ribs took her breath away, and she only just stopped herself from crying out. She forced herself to keep breathing as the clammy terror returned. She didn’t dare try to call out, even if she’d felt capable of drawing enough breath to yell and scream for help.

Beyond the closed door, she heard a clink, a tap run and then the unmistakable chunk of a kettle being placed back on its plate and the sound of the switch being flicked on. Maybe if she lay here silently while he made himself a tea or coffee, if she waited for him to drink it, then maybe he’d calm down and, when he came back through the door, he’d let her go. Or at least not hurt her any more. Or not so badly.

Gingerly she wiped her face with the back of her hand, and felt the stickiness of blood mixed in with mucus and tears. She tried again to ease herself into a better position on the hard floor, ready to make an attempt at standing up, but every movement was agony and she was afraid of making a sound that would bring him back out of the kitchen, so she gave up and lay where he’d left her. Enough light from the darkened street outside came in through the glass panels in the front door for her to make out the outlines of the narrow hallway. She wondered what time it was, if anyone might have reason to miss her yet.

She’d watched earlier as he’d locked the front door and pocketed the keys. It was when she’d attempted to escape that he’d grabbed her by the hair, spun her round and slammed her so hard against the wall that her knees had given way and she’d slid downwards, no longer a person, just physical matter sliding down a wall. Then he’d seemed to tower over her, slapping and punching again, kicking and yanking her up by the hair so he could hit her some more, until she’d cowered as tight as she could into the meagre shelter of the wall. His fury had been determined, rhythmic, almost impersonal.

She heard the kettle switch off and for a heart-stopping second panicked that he might be intending to use the boiling water as a new weapon. Then she heard the rattle of a teaspoon against china, the scrape of a chair as presumably he sat down, and her heart pumped back into action with a sickening jolt. She didn’t want to think of him, to picture him, but right now her life depended on remaining hyper-aware of his every movement and intention.

She was mortally afraid. He’d done some real damage. Whatever primitive part of her brain was supposed to sense these things told her he’d broken several ribs. She shivered with shock and from the cold of the tiled floor. She mustn’t pass out. She must stay awake, vigilant. She must concentrate, focus on something, anything. She knew what to think about: that no one else was going to help her. No one. Only one person could possibly help her now. Her.




ONE

The white laminate front door opened straight off the narrow pavement into a small living room. It was a sunny Monday morning, and Detective Sergeant Grace Fisher was responding to a call from parents concerned about their twenty-year-old student daughter. It was only today, they’d said, that their daughter’s housemate had thought to let them know that Polly hadn’t been home for three nights and wasn’t answering her phone or responding to messages. Grace’s call to the university Student Services had confirmed that Polly Sinclair had no reason to panic over her second-year exams, and her tutors had flagged up no other concerns, but her parents, now on their way to Colchester from Lincolnshire, had anxiously insisted it was totally out of character for Polly to remain out of touch like this.

Grace was new to the Essex force, and she wanted her first day to kick off well. A tiny success would be nice, like finding Polly squirrelled away under a duvet somewhere with a new boyfriend. A bit of optimism, a chance to bond with her colleagues, an opportunity to walk back into the unfamiliar office with a job well done, all these things would help her believe that this could be fresh start. But uniform, who routinely dealt with missing person cases, had already escalated the case to the Major Investigation Team. Although Grace could think of many reasons why a perhaps overwrought twenty-something might seek a bit of time out before having to pack up and switch lives for the summer vacation, attempts to ‘ping’ and locate Polly’s phone showed that the battery was dead or had been removed, and they could find no trace of any electronic footprint since last Friday night. It didn’t bode well.

The clutter of shoes, magazines, coffee mugs and phone and laptop chargers in the cramped living room instantly took Grace back a decade to her own student days, before she’d joined the police, before this Monday morning in an unfamiliar town. Those faraway days at uni already felt like someone else’s life, but the reminder might be useful in making sense of why they were here.

Polly Sinclair’s housemate, Jessica, stood before them, barefoot, in a pink vest and cut-off denim shorts. Grace could see that she was trying hard not to betray her eagerness at playing her part in this potential drama. ‘It’s the end of exams,’ she explained. ‘We were all out getting caned, celebrating. I just thought …’ She pulled a penitent face. ‘You know, maybe Polly spent the weekend with some guy she liked? I never thought she might, you know …’

Grace nodded but kept quiet; she’d noticed right away how Jessica had eyes only for DS Lance Cooper. He was thirtyish, maybe a year or so younger than Grace, and not bad-looking; if his angular features, dark hair and faithful brown eyes were all it took for Jessica to unburden herself, then fine by her! Stepping unobtrusively into his shadow, Grace took the opportunity to survey the room. A fine layer of dust and a couple of empty wine bottles showed there’d been no attempt to clear away any incriminating evidence. Whatever had happened to Polly, it didn’t look like it had started here.

‘You told her mother that you last saw Polly at a bar in town?’ asked Lance.

‘Yes, the Blue Bar.’

Lance responded with an engaging smile. ‘Yeah, I’ve been there. Who were you with?’

‘No one in particular. It’s where everyone goes. I left early, went back to my boyfriend’s. Polly was fine when I left.’

Grace detected a strain in Jessica’s voice, like the whine of a tired child. With their high-tech toys and party drinks, most students weren’t much more than kids, after all. She certainly hadn’t been anywhere near as grown-up as she’d optimistically imagined she’d been at that age.

‘You saw Polly?’ Lance pursued. ‘She was still at the Blue Bar when you left on Friday night?’

‘Yes, I said goodbye.’

‘Was she with anyone?’

‘Just friends. I spoke to a couple of them this morning. They said they left her in the centre of Colchester, calling for a cab. She wasn’t with anyone else.’

‘Any idea what time that was?’

Jessica shrugged. ‘After midnight?’

‘Anyone hassling her during the evening?’

‘No. She was having fun. We all were.’

‘Does Polly have a boyfriend?’

‘No, not really.’

‘She wasn’t into anyone special that night?’

‘No.’

‘But you weren’t too worried about her because you thought she might have gone home with someone?’

Lance reached out and lightly touched Jessica’s arm, a brotherly gesture that Grace liked.

‘None of our business what she gets up to,’ he told her, ‘except that we need to know what’s in character, and what’s not.’

Jessica, still unhappy, nodded. ‘It’s the end of exams. She’s worked like fury.’

‘So, letting off a bit of steam?’

‘We were all a bit hammered. That’s why I didn’t think to call her parents. If she hooked up with some guy after I left and liked him enough not to come home, then …’

‘But you’ve no idea what guy?’

Before Jessica could answer, the doorbell rang. Jessica’s face opened up joyfully, but Grace knew better than to hope it would be Polly with some simple story about a hangover and lost keys. ‘It’ll probably be your landlord,’ she said, anticipating Jessica’s disappointment as she went to open the door. ‘We asked him to be here while we search the house.’

‘Search it?’ Jessica was alarmed. ‘Why?’

Leaving Lance to soothe her, Grace shook the hand offered by Pawel Zawodny, a stocky, sandy-haired, blue-eyed man in his mid-thirties wearing faded jeans, clean white T-shirt and work boots.

‘Hi,’ he said, meeting her eyes cleanly before letting go of her hand. ‘I was asked to attend. Has there been a break-in?’ He looked past Grace at Jessica. ‘You girls OK?’ His English was accented, but confident and correct.

‘Thanks for coming so quickly, Mr Zawodny,’ said Grace, hoping she’d pronounced his name correctly. He didn’t flinch, so she assumed either she had or he had long ago stopped bothering when people got it wrong. ‘I’m DS Fisher, this is DS Cooper. It’s just routine. Polly’s parents are upset that she’s not been in touch, so we need to check the house.’

‘Will you have to go in my bedroom?’ asked Jessica, making for the narrow staircase.

‘Don’t worry, we’re only here to make sure that Polly’s safe,’ Lance said with a reassuring smile. ‘We’re not interested in anything else. So please wait down here until we’re finished.’ He turned to Pawel. ‘Shall we start outside?’

As Grace, too, turned towards the landlord, she thought she caught a flicker of alarm in his face but, if it had been there at all, it was quickly gone.

The enclosed courtyard behind the kitchen was a suntrap. The brick walls had been painted pale blue, and a little slatted table on metal legs and two folding chairs had been set up on the gravel. The kitchen had been cleverly planned to maximise the space, and appeared well maintained, despite the mound of dirty crockery in the sink and the overflowing waste bin. The landlord kept out of the way while Lance opened cupboards, looked behind the shower curtain in the downstairs bathroom, and then went upstairs to check inside wardrobes and under beds in the two bedrooms. Grace followed, trying to paint a picture for herself of the two girls’ life here. Jessica’s room at the front was stuffy and untidy; Polly’s was smaller but relatively clean and neat. It contained the usual complement of possessions; if she’d meant to leave, she’d not taken deodorant, moisturiser or mascara. Nor, Grace noted, the half-finished blister pack of contraceptive pills from her bedside table.

When Lance asked Pawel to hoist him up for a look through the hatch into the insulated loft space, Grace went back downstairs to Jessica. The girl was fiddling with her phone, and Grace waited for her to finish.

‘If Polly did go home with someone on Friday,’ Grace asked, ‘do you have any idea who it might be?’

‘I already called everyone I can think of.’

‘We’re not here to judge. I got myself in scrapes at uni I wouldn’t want people at home to know about. Once we know she’s safe, we don’t have to say where she was.’

Jessica returned Grace’s smile. ‘I know. But Polly’s generally pretty well behaved. That’s why I’m worried about her.’

‘OK.’ Grace touched Jessica’s arm. ‘Be great if you could give us list of everyone you’ve spoken to, everyone you can remember who was in the bar on Friday night. Could you email me any contact details you have?’ She handed Jessica her newly printed card: DS Grace Fisher, Major Investigation Team, Essex Police.

Jessica took the card from her just as, upstairs, Lance landed back on his feet with a thump, causing the girl to move swiftly to the bottom of the stairs. She looked back at Grace in distress. ‘Has something awful happened? Is there something you’re not telling me?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘I should have done something sooner!’

‘I’m sure there’s no cause for alarm. Polly will probably turn up and have some completely trivial reason why she’s been not been in touch. If we can just have that list of names?’

Pawel and Lance joined them in the small living room. ‘The washing machine, it’s working OK now?’ Pawel asked.

‘Oh, yes, thanks. That was so sweet of you to come over.’

‘No problem,’ he said, opening the front door. ‘You call if you need anything, OK? Let me know once Polly comes home safe.’

‘Thanks, Pawel. I will.’

Grace stored away the fact that Jessica pronounced the ‘w’ in his name as a hard ‘v’. Then Lance, too, gave Jessica his card, they said goodbye and followed the landlord out into the sunshine.

Pawel had walked a little way up the road, away from the window that fronted the pavement, and, as he stood waiting for them, looked Grace frankly up and down. In response, she straightened her shoulders, not letting him own the view, glad now that she’d worn a new fitted summer dress to make a good impression on her first day. She’d chosen it to show off the tan on her bare arms, acquired over the five days she’d spent in Barcelona before moving her car-load of boxes to Essex. She was curious to see how Pawel Zawodny would react when his eyes rose to meet her level gaze. He raised his eyebrows, as if amused by the candour of her challenge, and she struggled not to smile.

‘When did you last see Polly?’ she asked, feeling Lance step in behind her, as she had done for him, encouraging Pawel to engage primarily with her.

‘Friday,’ he answered. ‘I came to fix the washing machine. The door catch had broken. Not a big job. But girls, they have to wash their clothes every day. Friday morning, I came. Early.’

He had watched without comment as they searched the house, and had still not asked for more information than they had offered, yet Grace now sensed some slight unease in him. ‘Did you speak to Polly?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘She was upstairs. With some boy. I used my key to come in.’

‘Did you see him? Would you recognise him?’

‘No. They were …’ He waggled his hand. ‘Having fun. I let myself out.’

‘Had you seen her with anyone before?’

‘So long as no boyfriend lives in my house rent-free, I pay no attention.’

‘Thank you. Here’s my card in case you think of anything else that might be helpful.’

Pawel took the card from her hand, touching her fingers, but did not immediately look up to meet her gaze. ‘When did she go missing?’ he asked.

‘We’re still making enquiries.’

He nodded, then shrugged, gave a wave and walked over to a bright red Toyota pick-up parked across the road.

‘Did Jessica mention Polly’s overnight guest while I was upstairs?’ asked Lance.

‘No.’

‘Well, we’d better ask her.’ He turned back to the house, but Grace put a warning hand on his arm.

‘If she knew, we need to think first about why she might not have told us,’ she said.

‘We still need a name.’

‘Yes, but what if she was worried about getting someone else into trouble? In which case it might be counterproductive to march straight back in and call her on it.’

‘Maybe.’ Lance glanced over to Pawel’s Toyota just as the engine fired up. ‘But I’d also like to check he’s telling the truth.’

‘OK, but –’ The noise of the pick-up passing them in the narrow roadway drowned her out. ‘Look,’ she continued, ‘I’ve never been to Wivenhoe. I wouldn’t mind getting my bearings. How about you give me a quick local tour first? Then we can come back to Jessica.’

‘Yeah, fine.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘There’s a cafe on the quay. We could grab an early lunch if you like.’

Grace hesitated. It was a friendly gesture, but she was reluctant to get involved in too much personal chat on her first day. Over the weekend, as she’d made a start on unpacking her boxes in the anonymous rented flat, she’d promised herself that she’d begin slowly: watch and learn what people were like, who was who, how and where she might best fit in.

‘Not sure I’m really hungry yet,’ she replied, and was both relieved and mildly disappointed when Lance didn’t seem to mind being turned down.

She let him lead the way, turning right into the High Street and walking down towards the river. Grace paused to peer along side turnings that became prettier as the water came into view. More redbrick terraces similar to Polly and Jessica’s rented house were interspersed with older and more charming pink, white or blue-painted facades with rounded bay windows and pointed dormers set into pitched roofs. One or two that had higgledy-piggledy half-timbering looked older still. Some boasted railings in front but most opened straight off the quiet streets.

Two girls – they looked Chinese – jogged past in expensive running gear. Grace found them incongruous in such a very English setting, but supposed that Wivenhoe, only two miles from the university campus, must be a pleasant place for students to find accommodation. On the way here, Lance had explained the transport links Polly might have used: there was a bus to the university and regular trains to Colchester – and on to London – from the station at the end of Polly’s street. A few students would presumably own cars, and Grace had also noticed half a dozen men in helmets and Lycra shorts speeding along on bikes.

Several people sat with drinks outside the pub on the quay, and a variety of boats were moored along the riverbank. Wivenhoe lay at the neck of an estuary that opened out into the North Sea – she had consulted an OS map before they left the office – and was surrounded by miles of mudflats, creeks, woods and gravel pits. Rationalising any kind of search for Polly would be a strategic and logistical nightmare.

‘Uniform were right to prioritise this one, don’t you think?’ she asked Lance.

‘Dunno. She’s over eighteen, fit, healthy, solvent, no apparent mental health problems. The weather’s been good, no accidents reported. If she wants to go AWOL after exams, no reason we shouldn’t let her.’

‘But not using her phone for more than forty-eight hours – for someone Polly’s age that’s like severing an artery.’

‘She’ll probably get some cash out today, and we can all stand down.’

Grace frowned at him, perplexed by his tone. ‘Is that what you think?’

‘Nope, just keeping an open mind.’ Lance looked coolly at her, and she felt somehow put in her place. She reminded herself that she was no longer a detective inspector, just a sergeant again, the same as him. And, with a sinking heart, she hoped she wasn’t supposed to take any other meaning from his remark.

‘Seen enough of the neighbourhood?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Right. Let’s go back and speak to Jessica. See if she does know who the mysterious lover-boy is.’

Grace followed Lance back up the High Street, hoping irrationally that this time Polly herself would be there to open the front door.




TWO

Dr Matt Beeston’s office was situated above one of the first ‘squares’ they came to after walking from the car park across a wide expanse of rolling green parkland that included two large ornamental lakes. Like the concrete and plate glass of the university Grace had attended, these buildings, too, had failed to blend into their setting in the way the architects must have hoped, and, fifty years on, the campus still looked like a stage set for some futuristic Sixties movie.

Dr Beeston, too, looked ill-suited to his box-like office, where broken vertical blinds failed to shield him from the bright sunlight. He peered at them from behind his unkempt desk and, before asking who they were, apologised that he was running late for a meeting. Although Jessica had told them he’d only just completed his Ph.D., he seemed more boyish than Grace had expected. He was physically slight but undeniably attractive in a cute sort of way and, despite his preppie clothes and the Arsenal pennant he’d hung on the wall behind his desk, it wasn’t a stretch for her to imagine Polly inviting him home and into bed.

Jessica had admitted that some of her reluctance to tell them that Polly’s overnight guest was a law lecturer had been down to the fear that she’d get him into trouble. And certainly the stressed way Dr Beeston was attempting to stuff a bundle of files into an expensive leather satchel made Grace wonder if maybe he was slightly out of his depth. Lance explained that they were detectives and would need five minutes of his time, and he gave them his full attention.

Matt’s first response was that he didn’t know a student named Polly Sinclair, but when Lance suggested he might have accompanied her home last Thursday night, he blushed furiously.

‘Oh yes, of course,’ he said. ‘Her name had slipped my mind. Not very chivalrous of me.’

‘So you did spend Thursday night with her in Wivenhoe?’ asked Lance.

‘Yes. Why?’ His voice sharpened in alarm. ‘She’s not one of my students. And she invited me back.’ He seemed glad of the shelter of his desk, and busied himself again gathering up his papers. ‘I’ve never taught her.’

‘We’re the police,’ Lance explained patiently. ‘We’re not interested in university regulations.’

‘Right, right.’ Matt took a deep breath and sat down, the colour fading from his cheeks. ‘So why are you here? How can I help? What is it you want to know?’

‘Have you seen or heard from Polly since Friday morning?’

It took another moment for him to take on board how carefully he was being observed, but when he did, Grace was curious to note that his reaction seemed to be a mixture of discomposure and aloofness. He still hadn’t asked if Polly was all right.

‘We were both pretty hammered,’ Matt explained. ‘It was only, you know … I left the next morning with a hangover, and that was that. Isn’t that what she says?’

‘Did you contact her?’ asked Lance. ‘Arrange to see her again?’

‘No.’

‘Or try to?’

‘No. Look, she was sweet, but we both agreed it wasn’t the start of anything. She was no more keen than I was.’ His nervous attempt to sneak a look at his watch made Grace wonder how long it would take him to focus on anything other than himself.

‘We’re sorry to delay you, Dr Beeston,’ she said, speaking for the first time. ‘And we have no wish to embarrass you unnecessarily, but we have to ask: did you and Polly have sex that Friday morning?’

Now he looked well and truly scared. ‘Look, am I being accused of something here, because, if so –’

Grace continued to gaze coolly at him. ‘We need to corroborate other statements.’

He gazed back, apparently trying to work out what they really wanted. Then his face cleared. ‘It’s that foreign builder guy, isn’t it? The one who was spying on us.’

‘Who was spying on you?’

‘He had a foreign name. Russian-sounding. He came to fix something downstairs.’

‘While you were in the bedroom?’

‘Yes. He was creeping around outside the door. A real peeping Tom.’ He let out a breath of relief and sat back in his chair. ‘Has he done something to her?’

‘Polly hasn’t been in contact with anyone since Friday night,’ Grace explained, watching him carefully. ‘Her family are concerned about her. You’ve no idea where she might be?’

Comprehension was followed by a look of calculation, reminding Grace that he had a Ph.D. in law.

‘I spent Thursday night with her,’ he said. ‘I’d never met her before then, and left her house about nine o’clock on the Friday morning. I was here teaching by ten.’ He spoke with fresh confidence, though Grace had a hard time imagining him dominating a lecture hall. ‘So I’m sorry,’ he went on, ‘but I have no idea what might have happened to her since then.’ He picked up his satchel again. ‘Have you spoken to Student Services?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then, as I say, I really can’t help.’ Matt looked from one to the other of them with an apologetic smile. ‘If that’s all you wanted, I hope you don’t mind, but I really am very late.’

Grace and Lance accompanied him out, and he hurried off with a departing flutter of his hand.

‘Well, he was a charmer, wasn’t he?’ Lance observed as they emerged onto hot concrete.

‘He liked a student enough to sleep with her, but couldn’t care less where she is now,’ said Grace. ‘So much for pastoral care.’

The windless air, heated by sunlight reflected off the surrounding expanses of glass, lay heavily along the walkways and within the engineered social spaces. It would soon be the end of term, the end of the academic year, and Grace imagined there was already a feeling of winding down, of lassitude, about the place. She wondered if Polly was happy here.

Earlier, as they’d walked across the park, Lance had pointed out a group of tower blocks and said they provided student accommodation. Grace thought that if the architecture felt so unyielding even with today’s blue sky and greenery, then it must be pretty bleak in winter. It certainly explained why Wivenhoe was a popular place to find digs. Maybe she, too, should have looked there for a place to live, even though it would have meant a longer journey to work.

‘Fancy something to eat?’ Lance interrupted her thoughts.

She followed his gaze and saw there were several cafes and a couple of shops – a mini-market and a bookshop – amongst the more office-like buildings. ‘Sure,’ she replied, realising that she was now both hungry and thirsty.

They bought sandwiches, water and coffee and found a place where they could sit in the shade. The surrounding picnic tables and fixed concrete benches were filling up. The students in their colourful shorts, dresses and T-shirts were like an excitable flock of exotic birds, and Grace listened dreamily to the rising chatter. She allowed herself to give in for a moment to her tiredness, reminding herself that she was here now: she’d made it, and could afford to relax a little, unclench her shoulders and breathe more freely.

‘So Pawel Zawodny’s a peeping Tom,’ said Lance.

‘He was perfectly open about saying he’d heard them having sex.’

‘But what was he doing sneaking around upstairs? The washing machine’s in the kitchen.’

‘True,’ Grace agreed. ‘But Dr Beeston is the one who appears to feel compromised, not Polly’s landlord.’

Her attention was caught by a young man standing in the open doorway of the bookshop. He seemed a bit too neatly dressed, and somehow too poor, to be a student. He had that same undernourished look as the procession of thin, pale-skinned, restless youths she’d watched come and go in custody over the years. But, just as she was thinking how odd a figure he cut in this setting, the young man caught her eye. He gave her a pleasant smile before disappearing after some customers into the gloom of the shop. That explained it, she thought: he must work there.

‘But what if Pawel’s a voyeur?’ Lance stole back her attention.

‘More likely just opportunistic.’

‘Except sometimes voyeurism is a preparation for sexual violence,’ he said, munching on his baguette.

Grace smiled. ‘You’ve been reading the FBI studies.’

‘Yeah, I went to a lecture by an expert from Quantico,’ Lance told her. ‘Why, you think they’re wrong?’

‘No, but they’re working backwards from known serial killers. Doesn’t mean that all voyeurs are planning to abduct people.’

Lance put down his half-eaten baguette and wiped his mouth with his paper napkin. Grace feared she’d sounded patronising and cursed herself. ‘Pawel was in the house, heard them having sex. Wouldn’t you have been tempted to take a peep?’ she asked lightly. ‘Been just a little bit turned on?’

Lance looked at her in surprise, and she grinned, hoping to disarm him. It seemed to work, for he picked up his sandwich again. ‘I guess so.’ He took a bite and chewed thoughtfully. ‘Like being in a cheap hotel and hearing people through the wall. You can either turn the TV up as loud as it will go or join in.’

‘Too much information!’ She laughed, and was glad when he laughed with her.

As they walked across the square to bin their rubbish, Grace glanced up at the row of windows where Matt Beeston’s office was. Her overall impression was that he was self-centred and immature. Those qualities didn’t rule him out as someone who could have harmed Polly in some way, yet – though the idea of an accusation of sexual misconduct had occurred to him a little too readily for her liking – she doubted his ability to lie convincingly enough to cover up more serious crimes.

She waited for Lance to knock back the last of his water, ready to throw away the plastic bottle, and noticed the young man back in position, looking out from his bookshop doorway. If he had looked in her direction she would have returned his earlier smile. She considered running her reasoning about Matt past Lance, but knew her thoughts were really just gut reactions. Not that gut feelings about people didn’t count, but they counted less than facts. Instinct and intuition weren’t evidence. She should have learned that by now.




THREE

Detective Superintendent Keith Stalgood’s ingrained habit of sighing gave the impression of an impatient, irritable man, yet it hadn’t stopped Grace warming to him when he’d interviewed her a month ago for the job on his team. She’d sensed straight away that this tall, well-built man, with a sharp face and a fine head of short, iron-grey hair, would be a good boss. Not that it would have mattered: after quitting her job and remaining unemployed for nearly four months, Grace had had little choice but to accept whatever was on offer and be grateful.

Her stepmother’s friend, Hilary Burnett, communications director for the Essex force, had fixed up the interview for her and then sweetly invited her to stay the night before. Over a microwaved lasagne, Hilary had shared what she knew about the man who led the Major Investigation Team. Formerly a DCI in the Met’s murder squad, Keith had elected to leave London in return for a promotion to superintendent. He and his wife lived in Upminster, so the commute to Colchester was no worse than before, though Hilary reckoned that, really, he was easing down into early retirement and wanted a quieter life.

But this morning, at Grace’s second meeting with him, she’d already decided that Hilary was wrong, that Keith’s impatience was due to a vigorous, practical mind. He certainly seemed happy that she and Lance had acted on their own initiative and gone in search of Matt Beeston after Polly’s housemate had reluctantly identified him as the missing girl’s overnight guest.

‘So why didn’t the housemate volunteer the information?’ asked Keith, rolling up his shirtsleeves as he came out of his office to join the team in their open-plan area.

‘She thought it would get Dr Beeston into trouble, because of sleeping with a student, but I think it was mainly to protect Polly,’ Grace told him. ‘She didn’t want us knowing that Polly had shagged one guy on Thursday, then possibly gone off with another on Friday. She insisted Polly wasn’t usually like that.’

‘Which matches what the parents say,’ said Keith. He glanced at his watch. ‘They’ll be arriving any moment. Everything they’ve said so far confirms that this is totally out of character. I know how naive parents can be about what their kids get up to, but Polly sounds like a nice girl.’

‘Jessica said Polly told her Matt had been a mistake,’ said Grace. ‘That by the morning she was hung-over and couldn’t wait to get rid of him.’

‘Matt Beeston is a member of the academic staff,’ said Lance. ‘Polly’s a modern languages student, wouldn’t be taught by him, but officially it probably shouldn’t have happened.’

‘No,’ Keith commented drily. ‘How old is he?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘He claims he didn’t see her after leaving her house on Friday,’ said Grace. ‘And we confirmed that by ten o’clock he was teaching.’

‘Right. Though I’m not sure the fact that he went home with her on Thursday night takes us any closer right now to what happened to Polly twenty-four hours later. We’ve got no live data, no sightings, no leads.’ He turned to DC Duncan Gregg, a balding, overweight man who seemed, Grace thought, kind and unflappable. ‘Anything from the CCTV around the Blue Bar yet?’

‘Just this so far.’ Duncan tapped at his keyboard, then swung his screen around so Keith could view the brief sequence of grainy black-and-white footage. The camera angle remained static as three young women stumbled across the screen, laughing and clutching drunkenly onto one another. The one in the middle – Polly Sinclair – clearly had trouble staying upright on her high heels.

Grace snuck a quick look at her new colleagues: none of them spoke, their faces showing that they were all equally moved by the fleeting glimpse of a ghostly apparition.

‘I’ve spoken to these two.’ Duncan pointed at the screen. ‘They went home on their bikes.’

‘On bikes?’ asked Keith.

‘They claim they weren’t as drunk as they look.’ Duncan spoke without irony. ‘When they left Polly, about a quarter to one, she was about to call a minicab. We’re still talking to the cab companies, but none so far took a call from Polly’s phone on Friday night. We’re running checks on the regular drivers.’

‘Her friends confirmed she had her phone with her?’

‘Yes. We tried pinging it again. It’s still dead. Reverse billing shows no incoming calls or messages after ten o’clock. The last transmitted signal was from the town centre just before one a.m.’

‘The town centre was busy,’ said Keith. ‘If she was taken against her will, it was done quietly, without fuss.’

‘So she bumped into someone she knew?’ suggested Grace.

‘Someone could’ve offered her a lift,’ agreed Lance. ‘Or she may have been a passenger in a taxi booked in someone else’s name.’

‘We’re checking all minicabs that went to Wivenhoe that night,’ said Duncan.

‘And compiling a list of her friends,’ said Grace. ‘Matt Beeston doesn’t drive, but, though he denies seeing her, his flat is walking distance from the Blue Bar.’

‘Alibi him for Friday night,’ instructed Keith.

‘The Blue Bar was packed,’ said Duncan. ‘It’ll take a while, but we’re working our way through everyone who paid by debit or credit card.’ Grace caught the rest of her new colleagues hiding smiles, but had no idea why. ‘So far no one recalls Polly hanging out with anyone in particular,’ he concluded.

‘Polly’s landlord, Pawel Zawodny, may be of interest, too,’ said Lance. ‘He told us he was aware of Polly and Matt Beeston having sex. If that’s because he was spying on them, then he’s a voyeur. Plus he has a key to the house.’ He gave Grace an encouraging nod.

‘Jessica spent Friday night at her boyfriend’s place, so, if Polly made it home, she was there alone,’ she told Keith. ‘We ran checks on Zawodny.’ She consulted her notebook. ‘Thirty-four, a carpenter from Szczecin in Poland. Been in the UK twelve years. No criminal record. He bought the house in Station Road six years ago, did it up himself. Owns two others in Wivenhoe, also renovated by him and rented out to students. Only to women, though that may be coincidence. He drives a red Toyota pick-up, lives in a rented flat on the edge of Colchester and shares a yard off the main Harwich road.’

She was about to add that the challenge in the cool way the Polish builder had looked her up and down had flagged up something about his attitude to women – maybe just that he enjoyed a challenge – but, constrained by Keith’s neutral gaze, decided it was simpler to keep quiet on her first day.

‘Find out where he was Friday night,’ ordered Keith. ‘See if his truck was picked up on any cameras.’

‘Yes, boss.’ Lance smiled at Grace, making a tiny clenched-fist gesture of triumph.

‘Do we release the CCTV footage to the media?’ asked Duncan.

‘Not yet,’ said Keith. ‘Let’s see it again.’

‘We may pick her up elsewhere,’ said Duncan as he turned to the keyboard to replay the clip. ‘We’re still on it.’

‘Hard on the parents if this is their final sight of her,’ Keith observed.

Grace didn’t have to imagine how many times, in the superintendent’s years with the murder squad, he would have had to break bad news. She couldn’t blame him for wanting to offer Polly’s family a happy ending. ‘Her housemate said they’d been celebrating the end of exams,’ she reminded him, as if trying to make excuses for the missing girl. ‘She looks happy enough, doesn’t she?’

Keith sighed. ‘Yeah, I suppose so. OK. Anything we’ve missed?’

Everyone looked around the room. They all knew better than to ask the obvious question: Where the hell is she?

Hilary Burnett put her head around the door. Her lipstick was freshly applied, her lightened hair brushed to frame her face, her navy linen dress had no creases and her two-inch heels appeared to give her no discomfort at all. She awarded Grace a swift smile before addressing Keith. ‘Quick word?’

She advanced into the room before he could refuse. Grace sensed a ripple of exasperation as several members of the team looked away or started to move back to their desks, but couldn’t be sure whether it was at the intrusion or at Hilary herself. Although Grace had yet to meet any communications director whose role was popular with the troops, she hoped it was not a sign of personal dislike. If so, and Hilary’s role in bringing her to Essex was going to complicate her acceptance, then she’d just have to live with it: Hilary had shown her both kindness and generosity, and Grace was all too aware how rare those qualities could be.

‘Polly Sinclair,’ Hilary began briskly. ‘Can we offer something to the local paper? The editor complains we don’t engage them enough. We could ask them to jog memories of any sightings. We’d need to give them photos. Might be helpful.’

Keith stared at her as if she were speaking a foreign language, but then nodded. ‘Let me find out first how the parents feel about going public,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s early days.’

He made for his own office, but Hilary dogged his footsteps.

‘They’re coming in, aren’t they?’ she asked. ‘Maybe I could set up an interview with them and Roxanne Carson, and then with the local BBC people?’

‘Roxanne Carson?’ Grace spoke without thinking, and felt abashed when everyone turned to look at her. ‘Sorry, it’s just that at uni I knew a Roxanne Carson who went into journalism.’

Hilary smiled at Grace. ‘She’s the crime reporter on the local paper, the Mercury. About your age, so she probably is the same person. That’s nice!’ Hilary turned back to Keith. ‘She’d do a sensitive piece.’

Keith rolled down his shirtsleeves, retrieved his jacket from the back of his chair and, shrugging it on, herded Hilary before him out of the office. ‘Plenty of work for you all to get on with,’ he called over his shoulder as the door shut behind them.

The closing door was a signal for people to settle back into familiar places, and, as Grace observed a kind of a smoothing out across the room, she was made physically aware of being the new girl. She’d been allocated a desk that morning, and moved over to it now with an unexpected pang of homesickness for the incident room in Maidstone where, until last year, she’d been a comfortable part of the gang. She’d known some of those people – Colin, Jeff, Margie – for years, worked alongside them, been through one or two pretty traumatic cases with them. And for what? It only went to show that you didn’t necessarily know people at all. Still, she couldn’t help missing being an organic part of something, even if a lot of the time it had just been mundane chat about cars, sport and holidays.

Meanwhile she barely knew the names or even roles of half the people in this room. The clean, tidy surface of her own desk contrasted with the files and papers cascading across everyone else’s. Lance, leaning over Duncan’s shoulder, was occupied with something on his computer screen. She wasn’t sure quite what she should be getting on with, but it felt too conspicuous to sit here idle. For something to do, she opened up Twitter and began searching for Polly Sinclair. She wondered how many friends Polly had, what they were like, how far Polly had really been able to trust them.
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It was Roxanne who suggested they meet at the Blue Bar. The imposing exterior showed that the premises had once belonged to some venerable Victorian institution, a bank or corn exchange, but the revamped interior, with big wooden ceiling fans and giant potted palms, had been designed to resemble either a New Orleans jazz club or the lobby of a Thirties colonial hotel. Grace, standing in the doorway scanning for the friend she hadn’t seen in several years, couldn’t help thinking of Polly Sinclair who, six days ago, had sat over there by the window with a group of fellow language students. A few of them had been drinking shots and become quite rowdy; now, at seven o’clock, it was too early for a big crowd of serious drinkers, and Grace easily spotted Roxanne Carson seated at the bar. She called out to her friend, and Roxanne slid down from the tall bentwood chair and held out her arms. ‘Grace Fisher! It is so good to see you again!’

‘And you! Been far too long.’

‘Of all the gin joints in all the towns …’

They laughed and hugged, then levered themselves up onto the bar stools. ‘So how long has it been?’ asked Roxanne. ‘Not that it matters, you look just the same! Hair a bit shorter, but slim as ever, damn you!’

‘You look good, too.’

Grace knew that, trim and tall, with straight brown hair, regular features and grey eyes, she’d never be the one to draw attention from anyone glancing in their direction. Roxanne, on the other hand, was petite and curvy, with a mane of dark curls that she said came from her Sicilian grandmother. At uni she’d never had any trouble attracting either friends or lovers, yet on Grace’s first evening in the hall of residence she’d heard Roxanne sobbing through the wall of the neighbouring room. She’d made her get up and take the bus with her into Brighton, where they’d sat on the beach, eating fish and chips and throwing stones at the reflection of the harvest moon in the water. Although never best friends, after that they’d remained close enough to stay in touch for a year or two after graduation.

A barman, good-looking in white shirt and narrow black tie, came up and greeted Roxanne by name; if he recognised Grace as one of the detectives who’d come to speak to his manager two days before, he gave no sign. ‘It’s two for the price of one on shorts before eight o’clock,’ he said. ‘Special midweek promotion, just for the ladies.’

‘We’re fine with the house red, thanks,’ replied Roxanne with a flirtatious smile. She turned to Grace. ‘OK with you?’

‘Sure.’

‘So, the last I heard, you’d got married,’ she said.

‘Yes, and now I’m waiting for my divorce!’ Grace achieved the light-hearted tone she aimed for whenever the subject arose.

‘Quick work,’ observed Roxanne. ‘What happened?’

‘Oh, the usual. Bad idea to live with a man you work with, I guess.’ Two glasses of wine were placed in front of them, and she raised hers in a toast. ‘Cheers!’

‘So what happened?’ repeated Roxanne with a mischievous grin. ‘You’re not getting off the hook that easily.’

‘Oh, we didn’t agree on stuff at work. Trev was happy to remain a constable, but I reckon he never forgave me for being fast-tracked.’

‘That’s a bit lame.’

‘Well, he was in the police national cycling team, and that was always his main priority.’ Grace knew it sounded like an excuse but, even though she could see that Roxanne was waiting to hear more, she took a swig of wine and looked away around the bar.

‘How long were you married?’ asked Roxanne.

‘Two years,’ she answered curtly. ‘So what about you? How long have you been in Colchester?’

‘I’ve been at the Mercury four years. Too long! I’m desperate to move on, but all the nationals are downsizing, buying stuff in and putting even their regular journalists on shifts. Too much is online these days.’ She reached across to touch Grace’s arm. ‘Didn’t mean to pry. Sorry. Sounds like it still hurts?’

‘It’s OK. It got complicated. I’ll tell you another time.’

‘Oh, here.’ Roxanne dug in her battered trophy handbag and drew out a folded newspaper. ‘I brought you a copy. We ran my interview with Polly Sinclair’s parents today.’

Grace heard the pride in her friend’s voice and responded with appropriate enthusiasm. ‘Great, thanks. I’ve only seen the office copy.’

‘I love having my name in print that big,’ Roxanne said with shameless delight. Grace grinned, then cleared aside their glasses so she could spread the newspaper out on the bar.

A photograph of a smiling Polly – blue-eyed with blonde curls, sweetly plump – took up nearly a third of the tabloid’s front page. Student missing for four days: the headline was in large, bold type. In a box at the side was a smaller image of Phil and Beverley Sinclair – the decent, apologetic couple who now haunted the police station – with the heading Desperate parents appeal for help. Phil, a burly man in a short-sleeved white shirt, had his hand over his wife’s clenched knuckles. Beverley must once have shared her daughter’s fair-haired prettiness, but it was clear that the lines running across her brow and down beside her mouth would now deepen into permanence. Grace had only met them briefly, a sharp reminder that, while their journey to Essex heralded an agony of uncertainty and dread, she could think herself lucky enough to have arrived just as a potentially intriguing case kicked off.

Roxanne caught her eye and gave an awkward laugh. ‘We’re ghouls, aren’t we? Feasting off misery and misfortune. Or I am, anyway. At least you’re doing something.’

‘Not true,’ Grace said. ‘Your article’s already had a good response. A lot more people who were in here last Friday night and remembered seeing her have been in touch. Gives us a far better timeline.’

‘Good,’ said Roxanne. ‘So what’s the theory?’

Grace saw the glitter of a reporter’s eye, and her own heart sank. ‘You know I can’t discuss it. You have to go through Hilary Burnett, or I’m in big trouble.’

‘Like Hilary knows what’s really going on!’

Grace shrugged helplessly.

‘I had a call from the crime reporter on the Daily Courier just before I came out,’ said Roxanne. ‘If this turns into a decent story, it could be my chance to get a foot in the door in London, so if there’s any way you think you can help –’

‘I can’t. I’d love to, but I really can’t. And you realise that if it does turn into a major inquiry, then I may not be allowed to speak to you at all.’

‘Yeah, I guessed as much,’ Roxanne acknowledged with a sigh. ‘Still, maybe Hilary will make sure the local paper gets the edge. I know she’s really hot on networking, helping women give the old-boy clubs a run for their money.’

‘Yes,’ Grace agreed, glad that Roxanne wasn’t going to push too hard. ‘It’s thanks to her that I landed up here. She used to work in corporate PR with my stepmum.’

‘So you’re alongside Lance Cooper?’ Roxanne asked with a sly grin.

‘I am.’

‘Hot, isn’t he?’

Grace laughed and held up her hands. ‘I am not even going to go there!’

‘I forgot, love and work don’t mix.’

‘No.’

‘Shame! But you must’ve found out whether he’s spoken for?’

‘I only got here on Monday!’

‘Huh, call yourself a detective! Will you find out and let me know?’ Roxanne finished her drink and signalled to the bartender. ‘Shall we get a bottle this time?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, why not?’ Grace had been afraid Roxanne would hold the necessity for professional discretion against her, but her friend seemed to understand that it wasn’t personal. She began to relax, and heard a Black-Eyed Peas track start to play. Recognising the music of their years at uni together, she felt whisked back to a time when she’d still been carefree and confident that life would go her way.

‘It really is good to see you again,’ Roxanne voiced Grace’s own thoughts with unexpected sincerity. ‘The local reporter may know everyone in town, but I haven’t actually made many friends here. So if you’d like to meet up and do stuff, whatever, just give me a shout.’

‘I will! I was rather dreading the weekends myself, not knowing a soul.’

‘Good. Look, shall we grab a table and get something to eat? The tapas here isn’t too bad.’

‘Great.’

The Blue Bar was beginning to fill up, raising the noise level to a din. Grace and Roxanne were older than most of the crowd. Even the barman, Grace recalled from his statement, was a student doing part-time work. As they moved to a table, she looked again around the high-ceilinged chamber; on the night she disappeared, Polly, bare-legged, had worn a short pale blue dress, blue high-heeled shoes and a small green bag with an across-the-body strap. The last signal transmitted by her mobile had been close by at about one o’clock in the morning. Then the phone, like Polly herself, had simply vanished. There had been no sightings, her parents had her passport, and she’d not used bank, credit or travel cards, nor accessed any of her digital networks.

From everything they now knew about her, it seemed unlikely that she’d chosen to cut herself off from friends and family. Even when she’d gone to Australia and Thailand on her gap year, and had gone hiking, ridden elephants and got a tattoo, she’d kept in constant touch and complained if her mum failed to send regular news bulletins from home, asking specially for photos of the family dog, a golden retriever. Now that she had been missing for nearly five days, the chances that Polly would be found safe and well were diminishing rapidly.

Was whoever was responsible for her fate here tonight, Grace asked herself. Was the perpetrator – if there was one – amongst these loud, red-faced, excited young men? They were little more than teenagers. Would one of them be capable of abduction, rape or perhaps even murder? Was one of them some kind of obsessive stalker who had Polly locked away somewhere? But if so, where?

The day before, she and Lance had gone to take a look at Pawel Zawodny’s yard, pretending it was a casual courtesy to call on him, not to waste his time, and found it kept in good order on a busy industrial park with security monitored by CCTV. If he’d taken Polly by force, he’d hardly imprison her there.

They’d also checked into Matt Beeston’s background: second son of two barristers, he’d gone to a private north London day school, had no criminal record, and the university had no record of any complaint against him.

Unlucky Polly; a split-second’s misjudgement and she may have put herself in the power of someone out to do her harm. Grace felt her adrenaline pump at the memory of being out on the beat as an inexperienced constable, of the demand for constant vigilance, the endless monitoring of one’s environment, the need to assert and maintain control. Fail to notice a tiny mood shift, or trust the wrong person at the wrong time, and it could all go catastrophically wrong. Was that what had happened to Polly?

Grace shook herself. Wrong to identify with the victim: that way you missed things, jumped to inaccurate conclusions. Wrong to think about the past: she was here to move on. She picked up the menu and turned back to Roxanne, willing herself to recapture that earlier lovely moment when she’d remembered being naive, wide-eyed and careless.

The air was still warm when they finally left the bar. They made for the High Street as Roxanne phoned for a taxi. People from other clubs and bars had spilled out onto the noisy streets, making the most of the balmy June night, and there was much drunken laughter and banter outside a popular kebab shop. One girl, misguidedly attempting a somersault on a bike rail, slipped and lay giggling on the ground while her girlfriends shouted their glee and tried to haul her up. A group of buff young men – Grace had the impression they might be paratroopers from the local barracks – gathered round, all clutching beer cans and cheering and jeering in equal measure. Fired up by the attention, the girl tried to repeat her clumsy performance with equally dismal results. When Grace had shadowed uniformed beat officers as part of her graduate-entry training, she had accompanied her share of revellers to A & E after they’d got into brawls, fallen over or vomited themselves into unconsciousness. It was both distasteful and a shocking waste of police time. Her colleagues – many of them legendary boozers themselves – were probably right to despise members of the great British public who couldn’t hold their drink. Yet Grace had remained aware of how vulnerable inebriated youngsters of both sexes could be to robbery, violence or sexual aggression.

Roxanne must have seen the serious expression on her face, for she gave her a playful push, nearly overbalancing herself in the process. Laughing, Roxanne grabbed on to her friend in just the same way that Grace had watched Polly’s grainy avatar cling on to her mates to keep herself upright.

‘Polly was as caned as we are now when she disappeared,’ she told Roxanne. ‘It’s on the CCTV footage.’

‘What d’you think has happened to her?’

Grace shrugged, aware of the shadowy doorways and silent alleyways around them. ‘No idea. But look at us – she’d have been pretty easy prey for someone who was sober and determined, wouldn’t she?’

The cab Roxanne had ordered drew up, and as they identified themselves and clambered in, Grace looked back at all the young women innocently enjoying a boisterous summer night in this old market town, and wished them well.
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