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A car is left abandoned on a quiet country lane outside of Exeter. The engine is running, the headlights on, the driver’s door open. And the young female owner is nowhere to be found. 

To all outward appearances, she was happily and successfully engaged in her college studies, friendly and well-liked by all who knew her. So, what happened on her early-morning commute and where has she gone? Did she leave of her own volition? Was she snatched by a random attacker? Did someone from her past return and abduct her? Or is something going on much closer to home?

The more DS Pete Gayle and his team dig into the case, the more tangled and mysterious her hidden life appears. Time is ticking and every minute counts. They need to find her. But, with no clues left at the scene, where can they even start their search?
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CHAPTER ONE
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Pete Gayle reached for the remote control and switched to a twenty-four-hour news channel. It was five to six on a Friday evening and he was looking forward to a rare weekend off with his wife and seventeen-year-old daughter. With luck, he’d catch the weather report and be able to plan something.

The blonde presenter was just thanking a reporter who was standing on a sea-front somewhere. She smiled into the camera and the image cut to a male weather forecaster, standing in front of an image of a cloudscape over a field of fresh new crops.

‘After one of the driest summers on record, the weather has truly changed now, as we move towards the middle of meteorological autumn,’ he announced as if his whole audience didn’t already know that. 

From the kitchen, Pete heard his wife and daughter working on dinner. He would see this and go through to help them – if only to lay the table, ready for the meal.

‘Today has been one of heavy showers throughout the country,’ the forecaster continued.

Abruptly, the quiet was torn by the ringing of the phone from the hallway behind him.

‘Bugger.’ Pete sighed as he stood up and went to answer. He picked up the receiver. ‘Gayle.’

‘It’s Colin. Got a case for you. Mark’s got the details but he’s already tied up on something else, so you’ll have to take it. Give him a ring. He’ll fill you in.’

‘OK...’ 

Colin hung up before he could say any more.

‘Who was that?’ Louise’s voice came from the kitchen doorway, to his left.

Pete turned to face her. ‘Colin.’

Her face fell. ‘Have you got time to eat?’

‘Don’t know yet. I’ve got to call Mark Bridgman. He’s got the details.’

‘Right.’ She ducked back and shut the door on him. It didn’t prevent him hearing his daughter’s response as he dialled his fellow detective sergeant’s mobile phone number from memory. He was gratified to hear the disappointment in her voice.

‘Bridgman.’

‘It’s Pete. Colin just rang. Said you’d got a case for me.’

‘Yes. I’d handle it myself, but I’m tied up with this armed robbery series. We’ve just made an arrest, but there’s a lot still to do.’

Pete could understand that. One arrest was not going to stop a whole gang and it meant that Mark had only twenty-four hours to charge the man they’d got or let him out on bail, with a lot of work to do in the meantime, to get the charge secured. ‘So, what’s the story?’

‘I was just down in Custody, booking our guy in when Paul Reid came in with a chap on a drink-driving charge. He was telling me that he’d been out to a case this morning, went back later to follow it up and something seemed iffy.’

‘OK.’ Pete crossed the hall to sit on the stairs, one shoulder leaning against the wall of the rarely used dining room, his mind picturing the lanky, dark-haired DS as he continued, outlining what he knew. ‘All right,’ he said when he finished. ‘Send me the details you’ve got and I’ll have a look into it.’ 

‘Will do. Cheers, mate.’ Mark ended the call and Pete stood, hung up the phone and turned towards the kitchen.

‘You’ve got a case,’ Louise said as he stepped in, Annie pausing to look up from laying the table and see his reaction.

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Mark’s sending me the details. A girl a couple of years older than you,’ he said, switching his gaze to his daughter. ‘Gone missing from Whitestone. Once we’ve eaten, I’ll try her mobile phone and, if she’s still not answering it, go and see her parents, see what they can tell me.’
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The house was a modest detached redbrick with a detached garage set back on the left, joined to the main building by a makeshift wooden shed-like structure, and an odd-looking single storey extension on the right with a sloping roof. It was L-shaped with bright blue facia boards that matched the garage doors but bore no relationship to the white UPVC windows or the front door, of the same material, which was set into the angle. What looked like a foreshortened field gate gave access to the driveway, a mouldy green picket fence leading away from it towards a mature tree, it’s trunk smothered in ivy.

The gate had been left open so Pete pulled in and parked his unmarked silver Ford behind the burgundy-coloured Mazda saloon that was parked in front of the garage, the space to his right being occupied by a small silver hatchback that still bore the Police Aware sticker on the rear window that the traffic officer had put on it this morning. Either the girl had turned up in the meantime and reclaimed it, and no-one had bothered to inform the police, or her father had brought it home using a spare key, he guessed.

He stepped across to the house and rang the bell.

The door was opened almost before the sound had faded by a man in his late forties, dark hair greying at the temples. He was three inches shorter than Pete’s six feet and slim, dressed in black slacks and polo shirt, his expression dour. ‘Y... Yes?’

Pete held up his warrant card. ‘Hello. I’m DS Gayle with Exeter CID. Mr Boreham?’

‘Reverend,’ he said automatically. ‘Yes. How can I...? You’re here about Jessica?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’d better come in.’ He turned to lead the way inside, then paused, turning back. ‘You’ve found her?’

‘Not yet, no. I’ve just taken on the case. You brought her car back here, then?’

‘Yes, we... We thought it would be safer that way. Come in, come in.’ He turned once more and headed inside, leaving Pete to follow.

‘And it started and drove all right? No problems with it?’ He closed the front door and followed the man into a sitting room immediately on the left. 

Turning to face him, Boreham shook his head. ‘No, it was fine.’

‘Has she had any problems with it in the past?’

‘No, nothing.’

So, it probably hadn’t broken down, Pete thought. ‘I’d like to collect the key from you, if that’s OK. Let our forensics team have a look at it.’ 

‘Forensics?’ Boreham asked. ‘I thought...’ He looked slightly horrified as he picked up the TV remote from the coffee table and switched off the TV, which had been playing quietly in the far corner. 

‘They cover all sorts of scenarios, Reverend. It doesn’t mean we suspect anything. Just covering our bases, that’s all.’ He nodded to the woman in the seat beyond Boreham. She looked a few years older with dark, wavy hair and a flower-print dress that he thought would have suited someone at least a generation older than her.

‘I see.’ He waved to the sofa to Pete’s left. ‘Please, take a seat. This is my wife, Maxine. Detective Sergeant Gayle, dear.’

Pete took the offered seat and nodded to the heavy-set sour-looking woman.

Her expression soured further. ‘Detective? Why do we need a detective? Have you...?’ She stopped abruptly.

Pete shook his head. ‘We’ve found nothing as yet, Mrs Boreham. I’ve just taken on the case so I’m here to gather whatever information I can as a starting point.’

She grunted, not looking any happier than she had before he spoke.

He looked from one to the other as they sat side-by-side in separate armchairs, hands folded in their laps. He didn’t have that much experience of vicars or their wives, but this didn’t feel right, somehow. ‘What time did Jessica leave this morning?’ he asked.

‘Seven forty-five, as usual,’ the woman replied.

‘And she travelled alone into the city? She didn’t routinely pick anyone up or anything like that?’

Her frown sharpened. ‘No. She would have been alone.’

He nodded. ‘And you’ve still heard nothing from her, or about her whereabouts from anyone else?’

‘No. We’ve tried calling her several times, but it just goes straight to voicemail.’

The vicar sat back in his chair, letting his wife do the talking.

‘We’re less than a month into the term. Is this her first year of college?’ Pete asked.

‘Her second. What’s that got to do with anything?’ she demanded.

‘I don’t know,’ Pete admitted. ‘Yet. I’ll speak to the college on Monday if there’ve been no other developments. She hasn’t done anything like this before? Gone off without telling anyone?’

‘Certainly not. She wouldn’t d...’ She forced herself to relax. ‘Do that. And she doesn’t have the funds to go anywhere much, anyway. Especially without her car.’

And there’s a hint of the real Mrs Boreham, he thought, although she’d hidden it quickly. ‘Is there a bus service from here into the city?’

‘Yes, but not along that road. It goes from The Traveller’s Rest.’

‘Ah.’ Pete nodded. The Traveller’s Rest was a pub about half a mile south of the village, on a road that took a busier, more populous route into the city than the lane she’d been travelling along, which went in through Exwick. ‘So, she’s not likely to have walked down and caught that if she broke down?’

‘She’d have come home and got her father to take her in. Or at least let us know what had happened.’

‘Sounds reasonable. So, you’ve no idea where she’d have gone, this morning?’

‘No. We were about to call and make an official missing person report when you arrived, as the officer we spoke to earlier suggested. But now you’re here...’

‘Yes. I’ll make it official.’ He reached into his jacket and took out a card, handing it to the vicar. ‘If you hear anything, or if she returns of her own accord, please let me know right away. Any time.’

Boreham accepted the card. ‘We will.’

‘While I’m here, it’s probably a silly question, these days, but does your daughter keep a diary?’

The woman frowned. ‘No. She never has.’

‘Very few people do any more, but we have to ask. In which case, you said her phone’s not active, but does she have a computer?’

‘Yes, she has a laptop. Needs it for her college work.’

‘Does she carry it with her, then, or is it here?’

‘She’ll have had it with her.’

‘And no doubt the bills from her mobile will come by email onto it, yes?’

‘Actually, no. We have them here. We pay for the mobile. It’s on our account. So...’ She spread her hands.

‘Are they fully itemised?’

‘Of course.’

Again, Pete hid his reaction. There was no “of course” about it. He’d never seen an itemised bill from his own mobile phone account, or those of his wife or daughter. But he’d take what he could get. You never knew what use it might turn out to be. ‘Could I see those, please? For the last three months, if possible. It helps to detect any patterns as well as providing a full profile of her contacts,’ he added by way of explanation.

She pursed her lips. ‘Very well.’

She didn’t offer to move so, after a beat, her husband drew a breath and stood up to leave the room. 

‘Thank you,’ Pete said to him and turned back to Mrs Boreham. ‘Talking of contacts, does Jessica have a boyfriend?’

Her expression sharpened. ‘No, Detective. She does not.’

‘So, who’s her best friend?’

Her lips pinched. ‘I really couldn’t say. She doesn’t have much time for socialising. She’s here to work towards her qualifications.’

Pete allowed himself a frown. ‘That’s an unusual way of putting it, Mrs Boreham. It suggests she wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her college course.’

‘Quite so.’ She drew a breath. ‘She returned to us last year for that expressed purpose. She’d been living away from home for some time.’ Her tone said far more than the words she used.

‘Really? Where?’ And why, he added in his mind, although it wasn’t hard to guess as he held the woman’s stern gaze.

‘Totnes.’ It was said with a trace of what Pete read as disgust or at least distaste.

Totnes was a small town around thirty miles south of where they sat. Pete wasn’t aware of anything distasteful about it. In fact, it was something of a tourist spot with its narrow streets and generally independent shops, as opposed to the multiples that populated the High Streets of larger towns. ‘What was she doing there?’

‘I have no idea,’ she said as her husband returned and handed Pete several sheets of paper.

‘The mobile phone bills. Ours are there too, as they’re on the same sheets, but you can sort them out, I’m sure.’

Pete thanked him. The Totnes angle was going to bear some looking into if she didn’t turn up in the next day or two of her own accord, as the vast majority of missing people did. But in the meantime... ‘Could I take a look at Jessica’s room, please?’ he asked, directing the question at the now seated vicar.

‘Um...’ He hesitated, his gaze flicking away towards his wife then back to Pete. ‘I... Yes, I suppose that would be all right.’ He moved to get up again. 

Pete stood with him and glanced down at Mrs Boreham. Her expression was fixed and sour, but she didn’t object as they left the room. The vicar led the way up the stairs and around to the left, where he paused outside a closed door and gestured towards it. ‘Help yourself, Detective. I’ll... We’ll be downstairs.’

Pete nodded and opened the door on a room that lacked any degree of warmth or homeliness. His mind conjured an image of Annie’s room, back at home, and the contrast was stark. By comparison, this was no more than barely functional. Like a monk’s cell, he thought. It reminded him of some old Western movies he’d seen years ago. An iron-framed bed in one corner, a pine wardrobe in another with an ill-matching chest of drawers beside it with a handful of books on top . No mirror. No pictures on the walls, which were covered in wood-chip paper, painted some sort of off-white colour. Even the skirting boards needed a paint job, yellowed and chipped as they were.

There was a table under the window that she obviously used as a desk as well as dressing table but, as the woman downstairs had said, there was no computer here although he could see the charger and cable for one.

First impressions of the life Jessica Boreham had been leading for the past year were hard and frugal at best, he thought as he stepped towards the chest of drawers to begin a quick search for anything that might tell him more about the young woman who called this place home.

It didn’t take long and the only surprise he got was when he opened the wardrobe. Its contents – bright, modern and colourful – were in stark contrast to the rest of the room, the only other clue he’d had to that side of her being in the top left drawer of the chest, where she kept her makeup. A closer check of the books on the chest of drawers revealed that they were all textbooks on psychology and counselling.

With a sigh, he took a final glance around the space and stepped out to the landing, closing the door behind him and returning to the lounge, where the TV’s sound had been turned back on, the volume low. Jessica Boreham’s parents were watching a news item about a new round of destruction in Gaza. They looked up as he stepped into the doorway, their expressions neutral to the point of being closed off, he thought.

‘She didn’t bring much with her from Totnes,’ he said.

‘She left that life behind her when she came here, Detective,’ the woman said. 

‘Still... No photos, no mementos. It’s unusual, unless there was some reason to leave it all behind.’ He was reminded of the women’s shelter he’d had cause to visit a few years before, when one of its residents had become the victim of a vicious killer. Had Jessica fallen into that kind of relationship after she left here? Or been dragged away from here, already involved with an abusive partner? 

The couple sitting before him said nothing in response. 

‘What can you tell me about the circumstances of her going to Totnes? When was it?’

‘Three years ago.’

He frowned as his brain did the maths in an instant. ‘She’d have been... Sixteen, seventeen?’

The woman nodded. 

‘And she left on her own or with a partner?’

Her lips pursed. ‘On her own, as far as we’re aware.’

As far as you’re aware? he thought. ‘But you’re not certain?’

‘Is one ever certain of what goes on in a young person’s mind, Detective? One teaches them what one can, but mind-reading is nothing more than a conjuring trick for the stage, isn’t it?’

Pete tipped his head. She wasn’t wrong, not that it told him anything useful. And he didn’t think he was going to get anything more of any use from these people. ‘All right. Just one more thing, then, for the moment. I’ll need the contact details for Jessica’s GP and dentist, just in case they can be of any help.’

‘Whatever...? You mean if a body is found?’

He dipped his head in acceptance. ‘We work as hard as we can to try and make sure things like that don’t happen, but there are never any guarantees in this life, as I’m sure you’re aware, given your husband’s profession.’

‘I’ll get them for you,’ Boreham said and stood up again.

He was back in a few moments with a slip of paper which he handed over. Pete glanced down to make sure of what was on it. He saw two names with addresses and phone numbers. ‘Thank you. We’ll let you know as soon as we have any news. If you’ll do the same for me...?’

‘Of course,’ the vicar said. ‘Thank... Thank you for coming. I’ll show you out.’

Pete breathed a sigh of relief as he stepped outside into the cooling air of the new night. While he was out this way, there was one more stop to be made. He checked the address on his phone as the door of the vicarage clicked closed behind him.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Two entrances led off the narrow, filthy lane with just a thin hedge between them. Only the second was guarded by a gate – of galvanised steel. Pete turned into the open entrance and eased the car slowly down a gravel drive with grass up the middle, the lawn to his left dotted liberally with what looked like fruit trees. Beyond them stood a pale blur that, as he neared it, resolved into two separate buildings. An old farmhouse on the left with an open-fronted garage and workshop on the right, against the hedge. In the garage, he could see the back end of a dark-coloured pickup. Logs were stacked against the wall closest to the house, ready for the fire that he could now see was sending smoke up through one of the chimneys of the pale-rendered house with its dark window frames and door.

He parked the Ford behind the pickup, crossed to the front door and pressed the doorbell. The ring was loud and abrasive, sounding from both inside the house and beyond it, in the farmyard.

The man who opened the door was in stark contrast to the vicar. In his late fifties, Pete guessed, he stood maybe an inch shorter than Pete but was built solidly with an unruly mop of iron-grey hair and a day’s stubble darkening his jaw. The sleeves of his check shirt were rolled up to the elbows, revealing forearms that were darkly tanned and nearly as thick as Pete’s calves with huge, meaty hands.

Pete raised his warrant card so the man could see it by the light from the hallway behind him. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘DS Gayle with Exeter CID. Mr Shuttleworth?’

‘Yes.’

‘I gather you reported the abandoned car on the Nadderwater road this morning.’

‘That’s right.’

‘The owner’s still missing so could I come in and ask you a couple of questions?’

He grunted and stepped back. As Pete followed him inside, he headed past a flight of dark-stained wooden stairs to a door on the left at the rear of the house, off a hallway that ran from front to back.

The door gave into an old-fashioned farmhouse kitchen with units that hadn’t been changed since the sixties, by the look of them, and a big old pine table in the centre of the quarry-tiled floor. There were no frills in here. A bachelor’s place, Pete guessed.

‘Sit down,’ Shuttleworth said as he moved around the table to take a seat with his back to the sink, under an uncurtained window.

Pete sat at the head of the table, his back to the door they’d entered through. 

‘So, what can you tell me, Mr Shuttleworth? About the car and how you came to find it.’

‘I was on my way to market. Had some sheep in there today. Barren ewes. Seen the car pulled over on the side of the road, under the trees there. Engine was running, lights were on and the driver’s door were open. Wasn’t safe like that, so I stopped to see what were up. Looked round. Called out, but there was no response so I switched ‘er off, closed the door and called it in to your lot.’

Pete was holding back a frown. This was not the way the car had been described in Mark Bridgman’s notes, transcribed from what PC Reid had told him. He’d have to contact the traffic officer and see what he had to say in person. ‘But you didn’t stay on-scene,’ he said.

‘Told you. I had to get to market. See to my sheep.’

‘And you didn’t answer your phone.’

‘Switch it off when I’m driving. Forgot to put it back on again ‘til I got home,’ he said with a shrug. ‘I’m not on it 24/7 like some folks.’

Pete tipped his head, accepting the point. ‘You didn’t recognise the car? Know who it belonged to?’

‘The vicar’s girl’s, wasn’t it? I phoned him after I phoned you lot. He said he’d come out and have a look if she didn’t turn up home in a few minutes.’

This was news to Pete. Neither the vicar nor his wife had mentioned it. He wondered why not, but that was a question for later. ‘How did you recognise the car as hers, Mr Shuttleworth?’  It wasn’t like she’d have driven down this lane every day – if at all, given the filthy state of it, unless she really needed to, he guessed.

Shuttleworth shrugged. ‘Seen her in the village. And the car at her parents’ place.’

Pete’s eyebrows rose. ‘You’re a religious man, are you?’

‘No. But the vicar does more than his sermons and such in the village. Gets involved in all sorts. I’ve helped him out now and then.’

‘I see,’ Pete said. Not that that explains your recognising his daughter’s VRN. Not many people would do that – even that of a friend, never mind the daughter of an occasional acquaintance. He would have to look further into this man and his history, he thought. ‘All right. So, you recognised it. Switched it off and closed the door. Called out to her. Did you search the area at all?’

‘What for? She hadn’t popped through the hedge, had she? Not without a billhook or summat, and leaving a dirty great hole in it. Which there wasn’t. And why would she? Not like she’d have been caught short barely five minutes from home.’

‘Fair point.’ Pete had noticed the closely clipped denseness of the hedge where the car had been found as he approached the village earlier. ‘You didn’t notice anything else out of the ordinary this morning?’

‘No.’

‘And you didn’t see anyone? In the village, maybe? Anyone that might have seen or heard anything?’

The farmer shook his head. ‘That time of day, people have either already gone to work or they ain’t up and about yet.’

‘Hmm.’ Another fair point, but it wouldn’t stop Pete from calling at the nearby properties to speak to the occupants. Or, in fact, any properties that Shuttleworth would have passed between here and where Jessica Boreham’s car had been found. ‘All right. I think that covers things for now, Mr Shuttleworth. Thanks for your time.’ He pushed his chair back and stood up to leave. 

‘Spoken to her boyfriend, have you?’ Shuttleworth asked.

Pete paused. ‘She’s got one, has she? Her parents don’t seem to be aware of it.’

The other man shrugged. ‘Pretty girl like that, she’s bound to have, ain’t she? And they do say the partner or ex is generally the first suspect.’

‘True. But the circumstances here don’t point that way, do they?’ And why would you be suggesting it?

‘Maybe. Unless that were deliberate. To throw suspicion off him, like.’

Pete nodded. ‘True. But to answer your question, no. We haven’t identified a boyfriend yet. But, if there is one, we’ll speak to him. You can be sure of that.’

In the meantime, this evening was shaping up to be a much longer one than he’d anticipated. He was going to need some help.
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Back in the car, he reversed out onto the narrow, filthy lane and set off back towards the village. Using the car’s inbuilt comms system, he made a call. It was picked up on the second ring. ‘Hey, boss. What’s up?’

‘Ben. Where are you?’

‘At home. Why?’

‘I need you out at Whitestone. Dave, too. Could you give him a ring and get yourselves out here? There’s a whole load of houses need knocking on, looking for witnesses.’

‘We’ve got a case, then?’

‘We have. A girl’s gone missing. Car abandoned on the edge of the village, Exeter side, engine running, lights on and door left open, according to the male who called it in this morning. The car’s been collected by her parents but she still hasn’t turned up or been in contact, so we’re treating it as suspicious. We need to know if anyone saw her drive past and if anyone was following her.’

‘OK. I’ll pick Dave up and get out there. We’ll see you soon.’

‘Right. I’ll start from the village and work outward; you start from the edge and work inward and we’ll meet up along the way. It shouldn’t take too long with three of us on it.’ He ended the call as he passed the end of a short cul-de-sac of 1960s bungalows on his left. There was no point stopping there. None of the properties looked out directly onto the lane he was on, never mind the road Jessica Boreham would have travelled along.

In front of him as he reached the T-junction, however, was a cream-rendered house that stood right on the roadside. He pulled the car onto the small parking area beside it and stepped out. The solid wood door was on the end of the building rather than the front. Seeing no bellpush, he used the substantial iron knocker. 

It was answered after a few seconds by a tall, rangy male in his mid-forties, dressed in a check shirt and jeans.

Pete held up his warrant card. ‘Hi. DS Gayle with Exeter CID,’ he said. ‘We’re conducting enquiries regarding a missing person in the village. Were you here between 7:30 and 8:00 this morning?’

‘Yes. A missing person?’

Pete nodded but didn’t expand. ‘Did you see anyone drive past in that timeframe?’

‘Well, several people did. That time of day, it’s when people are heading off to work, isn’t it?’

‘I’m thinking specifically of a small silver hatchback.’

His lips pushed up. Then his expression cleared. ‘Yes, I saw a little silver car. Nissan, I think.’ He blinked. ‘There was another car went past just before that one. I don’t know what it was. A saloon of some kind. Dark.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t really tell you anything more than that about it. I was cleaning the windows. Didn’t pay much attention, you know?’

Pete nodded. It wasn’t like the man would have expected to need the information later.

‘And then Jim Shuttleworth came up and went along that way.’

‘What – straight behind her or after some time?’

‘Oh...’ He grimaced. ‘A minute or two, maybe. No more than that.’

Pete’s lips pressed together as a spark of hope died inside him. ‘No-one else in between them?’

‘Not that I saw, no.’

‘And you’re sure there was a minute or two between them?’ 

If so, it would exonerate Shuttleworth. There was no way he’d have caught her up along there. Unless she’d stopped of her own accord. Maybe had a flat tyre or an engine problem. Although Shuttleworth had claimed the engine was still running and neither the traffic cop nor her parents had mentioned anything of the sort.

‘Yes,’ the man said. ‘I was doing the outside when the Nissan came past: the inside when Jim came up.’  

Pete let out the breath he hadn’t realised he was holding. ‘All right. Thanks for your help.’
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


Pete was standing at the whiteboard on the wall at the end of their cluster of desks, sticking up a picture of Jim Shuttleworth below and to the left of the ones he’d already put up of Jessica Boreham and her parents when Dick Feeney entered the squad room and came around the shoulder-height blue divider between the door and their workstation to complete his team.

He stopped in his tracks on his way to his seat, beside Pete’s and grunted. ‘What’s all this, then?’

Ben Myers, seated to Pete’s left, said, ‘Missing Person. Came in last night.’

‘Oh, ah?’

Pete finished writing Shuttleworth’s name under his photo and turned to face them. A glance at the big clock on the wall at the far end of the room told him it was just after 7:40 am. 

‘Now we’re all here, I’ll go through what we’ve got,’ he said. ‘Twenty-year-old Jessica Boreham, daughter of the vicar at Whitestone, went missing yesterday morning. Car was reported abandoned on the side of the Exeter road shortly afterwards by Jim Shuttleworth of the same village.’ He reached up to tap the man’s picture. ‘He was seen to follow her out of the village, a minute or two behind her. Claims to have been on his way to the cattle market. We’ll have to confirm that. Her phone – which I’ve got the recent itemised bills for as it’s on her parents’ account – has been switched off ever since. We’ll have to go through those bills and contact everyone she’s been in touch with recently. Ben, Dave and I have already interviewed residents that she’d have passed on her way out of the village towards where her car was found. Only one saw her pass and saw Shuttleworth go past, too; hence confirmation of the time difference between them. And the location of the car gives us nothing apart from the fact that she didn’t leave the roadway from there. There’s no field gate close by and the hedges are too dense to get through and too tall to go over. So, if someone snatched her, they did it in less than two minutes.’

‘It doesn’t need to take long,’ DC Jane Bennett pointed out. ‘Just seconds, as long as you can get her to stop her car and get out.’

Pete nodded. ‘Which brings us to the first discrepancy in the case. I haven’t spoken to the attending officer yet, but his verbal report to Mark Bridgman said the car’s engine was off and the doors closed as if it had been parked there normally. Hence the lack of urgency at that stage. Shuttleworth, on the other hand, said that when he found it, the engine was running, the headlights were on and the driver’s door was open. He switched it off and closed the door. But he didn’t stay on scene. Just called it in and went on his way. He did also say that he’d called the owner’s parents as he recognised the car. Not something they mentioned when I interviewed them last night.’

‘So, you’ve got Shuttleworth and the parents to look into, so far,’ Dick Feeney said.

‘Yes. Plus the college she was on her way to, where she was doing a course in psychology and counselling.’

‘The uni?’ Dave Miles asked.

‘No. The independent one on Barnfield Crescent. Let’s start with the phone contacts, though. Some of them will be her fellow students, I expect. We can use the overlap as a starting point at the college. Interview friends and lecturers, see what they can tell us about her. And as Dick said, we’ll need PNC checks on Shuttleworth and the reverend and Mrs Boreham.’

‘Why Mrs?’ the diminutive PC Jill Evans checked.

Pete grimaced. ‘Her attitude didn’t sit right last night. And I want to go back out there: conduct a proper search of the girl’s room and ask why they failed to mention that Shuttleworth had called them in the morning after he reported their daughter’s car abandoned on the side of the road. But first...’

He stepped around behind Ben and Dick to his desk and picked up his police radio. Keyed the mike. ‘DS Gayle for PC Paul Reid.’

No response.

‘DS Pete Gayle for PC Paul Reid,’ he repeated.

Still no response.

‘He can’t have switched it on yet,’ he guessed. ‘Shift doesn’t start until 8:00, I expect. I’ll pop round there. Jill, get onto Traffic and make sure he doesn’t go out before I’ve spoken to him, will you?’

‘Boss.’ She picked up her phone as Pete clipped the radio onto his belt and picked up his jacket from the back of his chair.

‘Jane, you can come with me. We’ll go straight out to Whitestone from Headquarters.’

Ben had been typing into his computer as Pete spoke. He looked up. ‘Shuttleworth’s got a record,’ he said.

Pete shifted his gaze to the spiky-haired PC. ‘What for?’

‘Assault and sexual assault.’

Pete’s eyebrow rose. ‘Really?’ 

‘Three cases against his wife at the time, one against a woman in the pub in Nadderwater and an assault against a male outside the old pub down by the cattle market.’

‘When was the most recent?’

‘The one at the Royal Oak was three years ago. A couple of months after his divorce.’

The Royal Oak having been the pub in Nadderwater, the village between Whitestone and Exeter. Pete had passed it on the way there and back last night. He’d never been in the place, but he knew it had a good reputation before it closed a couple of years before. ‘Hm. Put the details up on the board. I’d better try and catch up with Reid.’

Pete rushed out of the squad room, Jane following close behind him. He shrugged on his jacket as he walked and tried the traffic cop again on his radio as they crossed the big central atrium towards the exit to the back of the building.

This time, he got an answer. 

‘Reid. Go ahead, Sarge.’

‘Where are you?’ Pete asked.

‘Just heading out from Middlemoor.’

‘I’m on the way round from Sidmouth Road. Need a quick word before you go.’ He hit the door-release and stepped outside, heading for his car.

‘Understood.’

The force headquarters was next-door to the station he was now leaving, but it was a big and complex old site and his intention was to go from there straight out to Whitestone and speak again to the missing girl’s parents so he took his car. Three minutes later, he was pulling up in the carpark outside the traffic division’s building. An officer was standing outside the door, waiting. A big man even without the bulky equipment vest, his dark hair was cropped short, his round face clean-shaven. He looked late twenties. As Pete stepped out of his car, leaving Jane in the passenger seat, he stepped forward. 

‘DS Gayle?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Paul Reid. What’s this about?’

‘The case you passed on to Mark Bridgman yesterday. Jessica Boreham.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘You’ve taken it on?’

‘Yes.’

‘What do you need from me?’

‘When you attended, what condition was the vehicle in?’

His thick lips pushed briefly upward. ‘Parked neatly at the side of the road. No damage or signs of a struggle. Keys in the ignition.’

‘Engine running or not?’ 

‘Not.’

‘And all the doors were closed?’

‘Yes. It just looked like it had been parked up and left, except for the keys still being in it. Like she’d run out of petrol or broken down or something.’

Pete nodded. ‘Did you try the ignition?’

‘No.’ He shook his head.

‘All right. Only, that’s not what the reporting party told me last night, when I interviewed him, about how he found it. Engine and lights on, driver’s door open.’

Reid grimaced. ‘Sounds dodgy. If I’d known that, I’d have done more about it. I only got basic details over the radio. Couldn’t contact the RP when I tried. I went out to visit the parents later on, when I had a chance, but they couldn’t tell me much. Only that she hadn’t returned and hadn’t been in touch although they’d been trying. Her phone seemed to be switched off. I’ve got bodycam footage of when I attended the vehicle, if it helps.’

‘It might. Can you send it to me?’

‘Sure. Of course.’

‘What did you make of the parents?’

He grimaced again. ‘She certainly wears the trousers. Not much, other than that, really.’

‘OK. Thanks. I’ll let you get on.’

Reid nodded and picked up the bag that had been on the ground at his feet while they spoke, heading across to the row of patrol cars to Pete’s right as he turned back to his car.

Switching on the ignition, he turned the car around and started back through the maze of old red-brick buildings that always reminded him of a World War II air base although he knew they  had been purpose-built for the function that they were still fulfilling.

‘So, who don’t you trust?’ Jane asked. ‘Shuttleworth or Matey Boy behind us?’

Pete glanced in his mirror and saw Reid’s patrol car following them out of the carpark.

‘Mostly Shuttleworth,’ he admitted. ‘But either way, it’s a discrepancy that needs resolving.’

He used the car’s hands-free system to make a phone call.

‘CID, DC Feeney speaking.’

‘Dick, it’s Pete. Get onto Dispatch, will you? Get the recording of the call that Jim Shuttleworth made yesterday morning. I want to know exactly what he told them. And someone needs to get onto the cattle market. Make sure Shuttleworth was there and, if possible, when he arrived and how long he stayed.’

‘Right. I’m on it. Oh, hang on.’

Dave’s voice came on the line. ‘Hey, boss. I started having a look at those phone records you brought back last night while Ben’s getting hold of the most up-to-date version from the provider. There’s one number that stands out as clearly the most contacted. I did a reverse look-up and it comes back to Rebecca Masters. Jessica’s not on social media, but Rebecca is and that appears to confirm they’re good friends.’

He glanced at the clock on the dash. It was still only 8:15. ‘Where does she live?’

‘The address on the phone bill is Longbrook Road.’

‘Give us the phone number. Jane can call her and we’ll set up a meeting.’

‘OK. You ready, Red?’

‘Hang on,’ she protested, taking out her notebook. She flipped it open and readied her pen over it. ‘Go on, then.’

He quoted the number.

‘Got it.’ 

‘Right,’ Pete said. ‘Thanks, Dave. See you later.’

He pulled over before reaching the Sidmouth Road entrance to the force headquarters, letting Paul Reid pass them. Watched the traffic car turn left out of the entrance and disappear from view behind the now leafless clipped hedge fronting the grounds as Jane made the call.
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He found a place to park in front of a row of three-floored former town houses, now all occupied by businesses, around the corner from the gated cul-de-sac that led to the college and pulled in. The balconied buildings stretched up the right side of the road while, on the left, a wide tree-dotted stretch of grass separated the road from a parallel one with buildings lining the far side of it, similarly taken over by business premises. A few park benches were spaced around the central grassed area and Pete was pondering the idea of stepping out and occupying one of them when the petite blonde came into view around a corner several yards ahead of them. Dressed in a short black skirt over black tights and a white puffy jacket, he recognised her instantly from the photo Dave had sent of her, downloaded from her social media.

‘Give her the front seat,’ he said to Jane and stepped out of the car, the chill of the bright morning striking him again, as it had earlier, at Middlemoor. They were better off in the car than out of it, he concluded and raised a hand to wave. ‘Rebecca,’ he called. ‘Over here.’

Her head turned, short ponytail swinging. She half-raised a hand in response and turned towards him, quickly checking the road before crossing. 

Jane took a step back and opened the rear door. ‘Hi. I’m Jane. This is my boss, Pete. You take the front seat,’ she said to the girl.

‘It won’t take long,’ Pete added. ‘We just need a quick chat about Jessica. Background stuff, you know.’

‘OK.’

They climbed in and, with the doors closed, Pete turned in his seat to face her. She was red-faced from the walk from her accommodation, but her breathing was easy and light. 

‘A bit crisp out there, this morning,’ he said. ‘Better in here.’

‘Yes.’

‘So, Jane told you Jessica’s disappeared. Do you know anything about that? Was she planning to go off anywhere? Had she been having any problems that you know of?’

She frowned, her head shaking quickly. ‘No, not that I know of. And she’s not the sort of person to have enemies or rivals – anything like that. I mean, she’s lovely, you know? Friendly, helpful, full of life.’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t see her running off. She’s so committed to what she’s doing. So keen. Looking forward to being able to use what she’s learning, you know? I mean, that’s the whole reason she’s back living with her parents.’

‘Yes, what about that?’ Pete asked. ‘She must have only been sixteen when she left, so for one thing, how did she qualify to get into college?’

‘She did on-line A-levels. It was hard work, fitting it all in, she said, but it worked out for her. She tried to get me to do the same, but...’ She shrugged. ‘It’s... Well, I don’t really have the time. I don’t know how she did it, really, what with working full-time to support herself as well.’ She shook her head.

‘It certainly shows commitment,’ Pete agreed. ‘Talking of which, do you know if she has a boyfriend?’

She smiled. ‘Yes. I haven’t met him, but she’s talked about him. Nick. She met him randomly – pretty much like we did, I suppose, round the corner in the café, there, but she’s like that, you know? Chat to anyone. Anyway, she was having something done to her car. Tyres changed or something – I don’t know. And he was there, waiting, too. They got chatting. He asked her out. She declined at first, but he persisted and... Well, she gave in, I suppose. She can never turn down a personal connection. She said their first date was an afternoon by the river. Lunch on the quay, then a walk down as far as Trews Weir and afternoon tea.’ She frowned slightly. ‘I get the impression her parents wouldn’t be impressed, but she deserves a life, doesn’t she?’ 

Pete nodded. ‘As we all do. Nick... Do you know his surname?’

She frowned. ‘It began with a C. Um... Cunningham? Corrigan? Something like that. She only mentioned it once, not long after they got together.’

‘All right. And how’s the relationship, from what you’ve seen or heard of it?’

‘Fine. She’s loving it. I think the secrecy from her parents is part of that, but...’ She shrugged. ‘She’s always smiling when she talks about him.’ 

Pete nodded. ‘When did you last see her or speak to her?’

‘Thursday. Lunchtime, we went to the coffee shop just outside the Crescent.’

‘And how was she?’

‘Fine. Normal. Chatting about this and that, like you do. That’s what’s so... You are going to find out what’s happened to her, aren’t you?’

Pete met her earnest blue eyes. ‘That’s what we’re here for.’

She nodded. ‘It’s so worrying, you know? I mean, something must have happened. Somebody must have...’ She stopped, shaking her head.

‘Must have...?’

She shuddered. ‘I don’t even want to think about it.’ She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. ‘Look, I need to... I only do half a day on Saturdays. I could talk to you again after, if you need me to.’

Pete nodded. ‘Of course. Thanks for your time, Rebecca.’

She opened the car door. Turned back to face him. ‘Please find her.’

He gave her a reassuring smile. ‘As I said, that’s what we’re here for. What we do.’

‘Good. Because I’m sure whatever’s happened to her, it’s not good.’ She stepped out, closed the door and walked quickly away, turning into one of the businesses further down the row. 
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[image: ]


A white van with the logo of the Devon and Cornwall police on the sides but no other markings was parked on the gravel, blocking in both the little silver hatchback to its right and the larger, dark red saloon car beside the house when Pete pulled in. The only clue to the van’s purpose were the two white overalled technicians working around the silver hatchback, the passenger door open to allow one of them access while the other wafted fingerprint powder on the outside of the driver’s door.

He’d called them last night, on his way to Jim Shuttleworth’s house, and told them he needed their services out here sooner rather than later, but it wasn’t a priority on a Friday evening. 

With the lane too narrow to park on, he drew up behind the van and switched off his engine. 

‘Give me a shout if you finish before we do,’ he said to the nearest of the two technicians. ‘I’ll move it and let you out.’

‘Right, Sarge.’

The front door was opened as he was reaching for the bell.

The woman’s eyes flicked across to Jane and back, dismissing her instantly. ‘Detective. Have you found her?’

‘Not yet, Mrs Boreham. This is my colleague, Detective Constable Bennett. We’ve got a few more questions for you and your husband. And we’d like to do a proper search of Jessica’s room, if that’s OK.’

‘Whatever for? You looked in there last night.’

‘That was just a cursory look, to see whether she might have left any obvious clues or taken a significant amount of her belongings with her. Which she hadn’t. But a more detailed search, with more time available, might throw up something important.’

‘Assuming she knew whoever attacked her,’ she countered. ‘What if she didn’t? What if it was a random act of violence against a vulnerable young woman, out on the road, as it appears to have been? From what I’m told by my husband and the constable yesterday.’

Pete raised an eyebrow. He was pretty sure Paul Reid would have told her no such thing. ‘The vast majority of violence against young women is perpetrated by people they know, Mrs Boreham. Partners, ex-partners or family members. We need to eliminate the obvious before pursuing less likely scenarios.’

‘And, in the meantime, if one of those less likely scenarios is the case here, the perpetrator is getting away, free and clear, making it all the less likely that you’ll catch him.’

Pete tipped his head. ‘In an ideal world, we’d cover both options at the same time. But this is a far from ideal world, sadly, so we do what we can as efficiently as we can, Mrs Boreham. Now, can we come in?’

She grunted, far from satisfied, but stepped back to allow them inside. ‘My husband is working,’ she said. ‘He has a service to give tomorrow. His parishioners need him, regardless of our personal circumstances.’

She led the way into the lounge and turned to face them once more. ‘You said you had more questions. I can’t imagine what about, but...’ She waved towards the sofa.

‘Thank you,’ Pete said and took the offer of a seat. ‘Would it be all right if DC Bennett went and had a look at Jessica’s room?’

She settled herself in the chair she’d occupied last evening. ‘If she must.’

Pete nodded to Jane. ‘Top of the stairs, first on the left.’ He turned back to Mrs Boreham. ‘So, do you know a Nick Corrigan or Cunningham? Something that sounds like that.’

She frowned. ‘Why? Is he a suspect?’

Pete shook his head. ‘Just someone who’s come up in conversation with a friend of Jessica’s. A contact of hers. The more we can speak to, the more detailed a picture of her life we can create and the more likely we are to come across a clue to what’s happened to her.’

‘Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you with that, Detective. You have her phone bill. It’s itemised although, as you’ve seen, the contacts on it aren’t named, unfortunately. Just numbers and the times and lengths of the calls she made.’

And, having called Ben Myers on the way here, the name had yet to come up in the process of tracking down the identities of the owners of the numbers on those bills. Although they’d only been part-way through the task. There were a few left to trace.

‘We’re in the process of going through them and finding out who the numbers belong to. In the meantime, I need a fuller picture of Jessica’s life. I mean, in terms of what she does with her spare time, how content she is with her lot and so on.’

Her lips pursed. ‘She has a goal. She’s working towards it. Between attending college, home study and chores, she doesn’t have very much spare time, as you call it. She has a full and productive life.’

And yet, your tone is... defensive, he thought. Why is that? ‘Chores?’ he asked.

‘We all have a part to play in the household, Detective. My husband is the breadwinner. Jessica and I do the household things and deal with more background aspects of his ministry. Upkeep of the house and the churches. Organisational things. Liaising with the Women’s Institute, keeping the flowers refreshed, printing up parish notices – all those jobs that need doing but don’t necessarily get noticed as much as the vicar’s more obvious role within the community.’

‘And Jessica’s involved in all that, is she?’

‘Of course.’

‘Is she a religious girl? Does she believe?’

Her head dipped disapprovingly. ‘She’s been brought up in a house of God, Detective. It would hardly be likely that she wouldn’t, don’t you think?’

He tipped his head. ‘But she has a mind of her own. She can think for herself. Her surroundings may affect the way she thinks, but not necessarily in the direction you and your husband would want. Often, just the opposite, in fact. A strict upbringing can produce rebellion in the children enduring it. Talking of which, what led to her going to Totnes? She was very young to be going out on her own like that.’

Her lips pursed. This was clearly not a subject she was happy talking about. ‘As you say, Detective, her mind was leading her in a direction that we didn’t necessarily approve of.’

‘What do you mean by that, exactly?’

‘Boss,’ Jane called from upstairs before she could respond.

Pete sighed. ‘Excuse me.’ He stood up and went to the door. ‘Jane?’ he called.

‘You’ll want to see this.’

‘OK.’ He glanced back at Mrs Boreham, sitting primly upright, her expression fixed and closed. He took a breath and headed for the stairs.

‘What is it?’ he asked as he stepped into the doorway of Jessica’s room.

Standing in front of the chest of drawers, one drawer open which he recalled was full of underwear, she held out a piece of paper towards him. 

‘What’s this?’ he asked, accepting it.

‘I suppose you’d call it a receipt,’ she said. ‘For a mobile SIM.’

He glanced down and unfolded the paper. Saw the logo at the top. Not the provider
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