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About the Book

A phone call intrudes on retired Detective Inspective Frank Elder’s solitary life in Cornwall. It’s his estranged wife and she needs a favour. A friend’s sister, Claire Meecham, an unassuming widow in her fifties, has gone missing.

Elder agrees to return to Nottingham to try and track her down. Then Claire is found, dead. The killer has arranged her body meticulously, almost lovingly, forcing Elder to remember another dead woman, arranged in an almost identical way. It was his first case with the Serious Crimes Unit. His first case and never solved.

It’s clear to Elder that this is the work of the same unbalanced individual and, to find the killer, Elder must shine a light into the darkest recesses of human behaviour, the dark and twisted recesses of a disturbed human mind…
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For my editor, Susan Sandon, without whom …


 

She said to me, half-strangled. ‘Do that again. And then do the other thing.’

John Berryman: ‘Dante’s Tomb’

The thought of being the mother of men was warming to her heart. She looked at the child. It had blue eyes, and a lot of fair hair, and was bonny. Her love came up hot, in spite of everything. She had it in bed with her.

D. H. Lawrence: Sons And Lovers
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1965

Behind his spectacles, the boy’s eyes were like bevelled glass.

Alice Silverman turned in her chair and adjusted the window blind so that the late summer light fell muted into the room. All of the surfaces – the pale wood table, the backs and arms of both chairs, the long low cabinet of shallow drawers – hummed with a shimmer of honeyed dust. Each drawer in the cabinet was marked clearly with the name of the child to whom it belonged; some, those of the youngest, had an animal brightly painted beside the handle, a dolphin, a diplodocus, a brown bear with outsize feet and a big red bow at its neck.

Close to Alice’s slim wrist rested the unlined pad in which, occasionally, she noted down words or phrases in a neat hand, or otherwise doodled, cross-hatching dark corners which might be clouds or trees. Between herself and the boy there were sheets of unmarked paper, some coloured, some plain, and near them a wooden box filled with pencils, chalks and crayons.

‘There’s plenty of paper here,’ Alice said. ‘You could draw something. Make me a picture.’

Barely a flicker of response in those eyes.

‘It’s difficult, isn’t it?’ Alice said. ‘Part of you wants to, but part of you doesn’t.’

Still nothing.

She had asked him before, not asked him, chivvied him, told him. Needing a response. Something she could push against. Not wanting him to be too comfortable. None of those namby-pamby social-worker questions – What had he done in the holidays? What was his favourite group, the Beatles or the Stones?

Alice looked at him and the boy shuffled awkwardly on his chair until he was sitting almost sideways, head down, face angled away.

The Stones, she thought, it had to be. For her, at least. The words to ‘Mother’s Little Helper’ running through her head. The thrust of Jagger’s skinny hips, cruel lewdness of his lips.

A shiver ran through her and she sensed the boy stiffen as if somehow he had noticed.

The referral had come from the boy’s teacher initially, not based on any one particular thing, more an accumulation of incidents that had alerted her to some underlying malaise that went beyond the norm. Sudden mood swings, outbursts of temper, tears; several occasions on which he’d soiled himself in the playground or, once, in class; an incident, quite possibly misinterpreted, between himself and the school secretary when they had been alone in her office, something vaguely sexual.

Alice had read the reports, hummed and hawed, finally found a place in her schedule. Almost five years now since she had finished her training, three since taking up her post with this authority. The younger children, seven, eight, nine, she felt less anxious with, more in control. Boys like this though, edging eleven, slightly built but with something threatening about them nevertheless, something confrontational beating just beneath the skin …

Sensing the allotted time drawing to a close, Alice allowed herself to glance down at her watch; capped and uncapped her pen, then told herself not to fidget. A cup of tea and a biscuit: two more sessions and then she was through. Another day. Tonight there was a Buñuel at the Film Society. Viridiana. Maybe she’d go along, take her mind off work, relax.

‘All right then,’ Alice said, as brightly as she could. ‘I’ll see you again next week.’
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When Elder had first taken retirement and moved down to Cornwall – could that really be close to four years ago? – one of the things he’d promised himself was that he’d learn the names of all the trees and flowers that grew close to wherever he set down roots. But high in the peninsula between Zennor and St Ives, on a narrow strip of land between moor and sea, there were no trees – or precious few – and the flowers that pushed through, hardily, each spring, remained for the most part anonymous. Red campion he knew, and foxglove; bluebell, of course, and primrose, but little else. The pocket guide he’d picked up second-hand was tucked, half-forgotten, amongst the books that were crammed, higgledy-piggledy, along his shelves.

This morning the sky was pale over the sea and smudged with grey inland, darkening over the old tin mine at Sperris Croft; the only sign of sun a faint reddening blur around the hills to the south-east. On the radio the night before, the forecast had been for a dip in temperature by as much as ten degrees, and, over the higher ground, rare for April, a light fall of snow.

Elder made coffee and toast and hunkered down in the one comfortable chair with a book: The Fox in the Attic by Richard Hughes. The farm labourer’s cottage he rented had lain empty for the best part of a year before he had moved in, its owners’ plans to gentrify it for the holiday trade stalled amidst family recriminations and a shortage of cash. The stone walls, thick enough to withstand the wind, were still, in places, unplastered, and where plaster had been slapped haphazardly into place, it remained unpainted, taking on a pinkish hue that reminded Elder of faded marble. An oil-fired stove, on which he cooked, was the main source of heating, sufficient to the needs of someone living alone, as long as he was prepared to wear several layers of clothing through the winter and required no more than a single shallow bath a day.

For the first eighteen months, the radio had been his only link with the outside world, but then, under some pressure from his ex-wife Joanne and the few friends who insisted they wanted to stay in touch, he had a telephone installed. A land line, there being no signal for anything else. It scarcely ever rang.

After the best part of an hour, Elder set aside his book, stretched, and stepped outside. Colder, yes, but not by that much: perhaps the forecast had been wrong. Fifteen minutes later, boots laced, waterproofs fastened, woollen hat pulled down over his ears, he set out on a path that would take him through Nancledra to the opposite coast and within sight of St Michael’s Mount. Now into his fifties, Elder had chosen a lifestyle that kept him fit at least.

Returning that afternoon, fortified by a pasty from the baker’s in Marazion and the two apples, Coxes, he had taken with him, he saw, from the top of the lane, a swathe of white moving fast across the sea, a band of palpable hail and snow.

Secure indoors, he shucked off his coat, eased off his boots and set the kettle on the stove to boil. Before the tea had brewed, pieces of hail the size of pound coins were rattling against roof and windows, sufficient to drown out the first tones of the telephone from the corner of the room.

Elder covered one ear with his hand as he spoke.

Joanne’s voice in reply was faint at first, but clear enough to make his stomach lurch. His first fear always, that something had happened to their daughter Katherine. Something else.

‘What’s wrong?’ Elder asked.

Joanne’s laugh was quick and not altogether true. ‘Does something have to be wrong, Frank?’

Probably, Elder thought. ‘You’re all right, then?’ he said.

‘I’m fine.’

‘And Katherine?’

‘Katherine’s fine. She’s got exams coming up soon.’

‘She’ll do okay?’

‘She’s working hard.’

Katherine was taking her A/S Levels at college and hoping to go on to university that autumn, either Loughborough or Sheffield Hallam, to study for a degree in sports management. Well, why not? In Cornwall, Elder was certain, it was possible to get degrees in surfing and wave technology. And athletics, running, had for a long time been an important part of his daughter’s life.

‘How’s Martyn?’ Elder asked.

There was no reply.

The owner of a small chain of hairstylists and beauty salons, Martyn Miles was both Joanne’s employer and her erstwhile lover, the man with whom, unbeknown then to Elder, she had enjoyed a lengthy affair. When Joanne and Elder separated, she and Martyn Miles had set up house together, since which time he had moved out again, once if not twice. Elder was reminded of the painted wooden figures who had lived in a model Swiss chalet on his parents’ sideboard, popping in and out with each change in the weather.

‘You remember Jennie?’ Joanne said. ‘Jennie Preston?’

‘Not really, no.’

‘Petite. Blonde. She’s in sales. Beauty products. Hair care, you know? We met her for a drink in the Lace Market. A couple of times.’

‘No, I’m sorry.’

‘She’s got a sister called Claire. Older. Bit of a sad case, according to Jennie.’

Get to the point, Elder thought.

‘It seems she’s gone missing. Claire.’

‘Missing?’

‘Almost a week now. No note, no message, no phone call: nothing. It’s not like her at all. Poor Jennie’s going crazy.’

‘She’s reported it to the police?’

‘They didn’t seem very interested.’

‘She did report it, though?’

‘Yes. And all they said, basically, was she’s a grown woman, no sign of foul play, there’s not a great deal we can do.’

‘That’s probably true.’

‘Frank, it’s driving her crazy.’

‘You said.’

A slight pause. ‘She’s wonders if you’d help.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Why not?’

‘She lives up there? The sister? Claire?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I’m three hundred miles away.’

‘You don’t have to be.’

‘Don’t I?’

‘When was the last time you were here?’

‘Round Christmas.’

‘So come up for a few days. See Katherine. You could meet Jennie; talk to her, at least.’

‘What good would that do?’

‘I don’t know. Set her mind at rest, if nothing else. Maybe there are things she can do herself, things she hasn’t thought of. Just having someone else to talk to, someone who takes her seriously, that would help.’

Elder could feel the helplessness of it, rising like cold water over his feet and around his ankles.

‘Come on, Frank. It’s not as though you’re actually busy down there, after all.’

That’s the point, Elder thought, a lot of it at least.

‘Let me think about it,’ he said. ‘I’ll get back to you.’

‘You promise?’

Your promises – what did his mother used to say? – they’re like pie crusts. His mother had said a lot of things. ‘I promise,’ Elder said, and set down the phone.

He did ring, two days later, the Monday. In the meantime, he’d contacted the Nottinghamshire force and, after exchanging a few barbed pleasantries with officers he used to know, got himself put through to the sergeant in charge of Missing Persons.

Claire Meecham had been reported missing by her sister on Tuesday the twelfth of April. A statement had been taken but no follow-up set in motion. After all, it was little more than a week. And how many thousands disappeared each year? Just walked away, without so much as a by-your-leave. Hadn’t Elder done so himself, in a way? And the proportion of cases in which some crime was involved was, he knew, small.

But Katherine – his relationship with his daughter had not always been the best, these past few years, and this business with Jennie’s friend, it was a good excuse to see her again. He would drive up the next day.

* * *

At the Little Chef on the A46, midway between Evesham and Stratford-upon-Avon, he stopped for a pot of coffee and an Early Starter, a breakfast special that seemed to be always available, no matter how late in the day. After that it was a short distance to the Fosse Way, the old Roman road that would take him, straight as a die, to the outskirts of Leicester; a short stretch of motorway beyond that and he would see the signs for Nottingham South, then follow the single carriageway in past the power station, the old training college, the Clifton estate.

He’d heard this radio programme about a writer – Graham Greene, was it? – his centenary. How he’d lived in Nottingham early on and not thought much of it, a bit of a dump, drab and dark by his account, but something about it nonetheless, something that meant once you’d lived there, it never quite let you go.

Elder eased left off the flyover and followed the broad curve of road round and down into the city centre; five minutes, ten at most, and he would be at Joanne’s home in The Park, a private estate of large, mostly Victorian houses in the lee of the castle walls. Not that there was anything Victorian about the narrow, architect-designed space that presented little more than a flat, grey wall and two small windows to the passing world.

Joanne answered the door with a promptness that suggested she’d been half-waiting for his arrival – his or someone else’s – and gave him a quick smile as she stepped back for him to enter, the wood floor of the hall so pale and unblemished, he felt almost obliged to kick off his shoes.

Elder followed her through into a living area made spacious by dint of a raised ceiling and an almost sheer glass wall that gave out on to the stone patio and garden beyond.

‘How was your journey?’

‘Oh, you know.’

‘What was it? Six hours?’

‘Nearer seven.’

‘You must be exhausted.’

‘I’m okay.’

She was wearing a silver dress that scarcely seemed to touch her body save, perhaps, at her hips. Her hair – darker now? – had been spun into a soft coil at the back of her head, a few stray hairs reaching down to rest against her neck.

‘Let me get you something. Tea? Coffee? A glass of wine?’

There was a glass of white wine on the low centre table; half empty or half full? A little short of three in the afternoon.

‘No, it’s okay. I’m fine.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Sure.’

‘Well, sit down at least.’

For Christ’s sake, he just stopped himself from saying, I’ve been sitting down half the bloody day – uncertain what it was about her, about this house, that was weevilling so rapidly under his skin.

He perched at one end of a long settee that in his memory had been white, but was now a delicate shade of mauve, toning in with the faint greyish blue of the walls.

Joanne disappeared into the kitchen and returned with her glass close to full; sitting opposite him in a cushioned S-shaped chair, she lit a cigarette and released a slow wraith of smoke into the air.

‘I spoke to Jennie. She’ll meet you this evening.’

Elder nodded. ‘Okay.’

‘Frank, she’s really grateful to you for doing this.’

‘I haven’t done anything.’

‘You will, though. I know you will.’

Elder let it pass. ‘How about Katherine?’ he said. ‘Does she know I’m here?’

‘Of course. She said she’d ring, try and sort something out.’

‘Good of her.’

‘Come on, Frank. She’s busy, studying. You should be pleased.’

‘I am. I’d like to see her, that’s all.’

‘I’m sure you will.’

‘This flat she’s in, how’s that working out?’

‘Fine as far as I know.’

‘Why anyone in their right mind would choose a rundown place in the arse end of Lenton …’

‘Instead of living here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Frank, she’s nineteen years old. She’s got a life of her own.’

‘I know, I know.’

‘You can’t mollycoddle her for ever.’

‘There’s been a lot of that.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I know.’

Elder leaned back and for a moment closed his eyes. If he was never himself free of the time Katherine had been snatched off the street by a confessed murderer, imprisoned and abused, then how much worse must it be for her? How hard for either of them to forget that much of the blame was attached to Elder himself?

‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘I’ll have that cup of coffee after all.’

As Joanne walked past the window, the sun came out as suddenly as if someone had just switched on a light, and Elder could see the outline of her breasts and thighs beneath the swivel of her dress.

Following her through to the kitchen, he leaned against the jamb of the door and watched as she spooned coffee into the bottom of the cafetière.

‘When I asked you about Martyn on the phone, you didn’t answer.’

‘That’s because there was nothing to say.’

‘You’re not seeing him?’

‘Seeing him?’

‘I mean, he’s not living here any more?’

Joanne pushed down the plunger in the cafetière too soon. ‘Why is it, Frank, every conversation with you, I feel as if I’m being interrogated?’

‘I’m interested, that’s all.’

‘Oh, yes?’

‘Yes. Of course.’

‘Martyn moved out last June, you know that. Or you did.’

‘I thought he’d moved back in.’

‘Not really. We did try – what did you say? – seeing one another for a while after that. It never really worked.’ She poured coffee, barely dark, into wide china cups. ‘All those young girls hanging round him, not much older than Katherine. I couldn’t compete.’

‘That’s nonsense.’

‘Is it?’

Sliding his coffee along the work surface towards him, she lit another cigarette.

‘You’re not sleeping with him, then?’

‘Sleeping?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Not afraid of the word, are you, Frank?’

‘All right, fucking then. You’re not fucking him any more, is that better?’

For a moment, she held his gaze. ‘Only when he wants to, Frank. And, like I say, that’s not often these days.’

Pushing past him, she went back into the other room.
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Elder booked into the Premier Travel Inn, across from the BBC building at the head of London Road. The room was anonymous and clean, with a firm bed and a small TV and a view down over the canal as it made its measured turn towards the law courts and the railway station. A solitary fisherman sat on a folding stool by the canal’s edge, one rod near his right hand, another resting on a trivet some few metres off. A pair of moorhens ducked their scarlet-tipped beaks beneath the greyish water by the opposite bank.

Still angry with himself for behaving like an adolescent with Joanne, Elder stripped off his clothes and stood in the shower longer than was necessary, as if washing some sense into himself were even a possibility.

Away in Cornwall, he scarcely thought of her for weeks on end and thought little positive when he did; there was no real sense of missing her, of wanting things to be as they once had been. And when he did see her, more often than not it was like meeting a friend with whom you’ve fallen out of touch, whatever there’d been between you so far in the past as to be mostly forgotten.

Strangers.

Elder laughed.

Jealousy then, is that what it was?

Jealous of Martyn Miles after all this time?

Fuck!

He slammed his open hand against the tiled wall and turned the shower high. A burst of cold then out. The small reassuring roughness of clean, well-laundered towels; his body in the mirror taut as he stretched, no sign of flab, not yet. He’d wanted her, that was the thing, wanted her as she moved past the screen of glass and then again, when she stood in the kitchen, close. Only when he wants to, Frank. Her skin when she’d stared up at him, so pale it was almost as if the light showed through, faint purple shadows below the eyes. Only when he wants to.

Elder let the towel fall and stood naked in the centre of the room, head down, eyes closed, slowly unclenching his fingers until they were no longer fists.

In the time since he’d moved away, bars had sprung up like brightly coloured sores across the centre of the city. What was it? Four hundred licensed premises within a radius of little more than a mile? A half a million pounds changing hands on Friday and Saturday nights? Come two o’clock the pedestrianised streets would be awash with puke and piss, young men in short-sleeved shirts eager for the chance to lash out with a word, a threat, a boot, at worst a knife; and girls, no matter the weather, dressed (if that was the word) in the skimpiest of clothes, their backsides, as the singer put it, out to the world.

Even mid-week, early, finding somewhere for a quiet drink without the ubiquitous soundtrack pumping, bass-heavy, through the sound system, was difficult if not impossible.

Jennie Preston had done her best. A corner bar just off the main street in Hockley, caught between the bland brickwork of an NCP car park and the philanthropic splendour of Victorian textile factories since turned into exclusive apartments or lecture rooms for the new city college. There were deep leather armchairs in twos and threes around the walls, tables scattered here and there across a well-scored wooden floor, and stools along the bar itself. Not many people yet: a small cluster of men drinking bottles of imported lager; two women straight from work, heads close together over a bottle of Chardonnay; a solitary man, newspaper folded open, doing the crossword at the bar, and pausing every now and then to ponder a clue and check his watch. The music was mostly instrumental – organ, was it? Saxophone? Dinner jazz, Elder thought it might be called.

He knew it was her the moment she walked in.

Petite, Joanne had been right; without her heels, Elder doubted if Jennie Preston would have topped five foot. She was wearing a rust-red suit, the skirt just above the knee; her blonde bobbed hair, streaked here and there a darker colour and falling in a line that followed the curve of her chin, was expertly cut. Living with a hairstylist for nigh on twenty years, almost despite himself, Elder had learned a little about these things.

‘Frank.’ She walked towards him, hand outstretched, and he rose to meet her. ‘Frank Elder, yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘It was good of you to come.’

He gave one of those half-nods, half-shrugs to suggest it was fine, he hadn’t put himself out overmuch.

‘What are you drinking?’ Jennie asked.

‘I wasn’t yet. I thought I’d wait.’

‘Wine then. Red okay?’

‘Yes, let me …’

But she was already on her way to the bar, heels clipping the floor. Only one of the men in suits failed to turn and look.

A few minutes later she was back with two large glasses, which she set carefully down before fetching an ashtray from another table.

‘You don’t mind?’ she asked before lighting up.

Elder shook his head.

‘How about Merlot? You don’t mind Merlot?’

‘Not as far as I know.’

‘I saw this film a while back, and this guy in it, a real wine buff, you know the kind, he and his friend are just about to meet these two women for dinner and he says, if one of them orders Merlot I’m going to get right up and leave.’ She smiled. ‘But you don’t feel that way?’

‘No.’

‘Then cheers.’

She touched her glass to his and drank. Even in that subdued lighting her make-up showed clear and bright.

For fifteen minutes or so they chatted about her job and how she had first met Joanne, some years back now, repping shampoo and conditioner into the salon Joanne managed; Jennie a foot-soldier back then, not East of England sales manager as she was now, with several hundred accounts to look after – and cold calling, for her, thank God, a thing of the past.

She asked Elder about Cornwall. Didn’t it get lonely? The winters, they must be the worst. And Katherine, she’d only met her a couple of times, but she was lovely, a lovely girl – and after what had happened – to have put that behind her as well as she had and get her life back on track – he must be really proud.

Elder supposed that, when he could avoid the guilt, that’s what he was.

‘My sister,’ Jennie said. ‘My sister Claire.’

‘There’s still no sign?’

Jennie shook her head.

‘And it’s how long now?’

‘The Sunday before last. Nine days.’

‘There’s been no phone call, no letter, nothing?’

‘Nothing.’

‘And you’ve no idea where she might have gone?’

‘None.’

Jennie reached for her bag and lit another cigarette. There were more customers in the bar now, the lighting had been dimmed further, the volume of the music eased up. Little more than silhouettes, people drifted past outside in twos and threes.

‘I called round on the Sunday afternoon,’ Jennie said, ‘the bungalow in Sherwood where she lives. She moved into it after Brian – her husband – after he died. Five years ago, cancer. The kids had gone, grown up, and I suppose she thought, you know, a new start. New lease of life.’

For a moment Jennie’s voice cracked and she looked, hastily, away.

‘You went to see her,’ Elder prompted.

‘Yes. It’s been a habit to go round every couple of weeks. Sundays. Just, you know, a cup of tea and a chat. Try and take her out of herself a bit.’

‘She needed that?’

‘Oh, yes, I think so.’ Jennie drank the last of the wine from her glass and dragged on her cigarette. ‘I got there a bit later than usual. Four, four-thirty, I suppose it was. Somewhere around there. It wasn’t dark yet, but getting that way. There were no lights showing inside, none at all, and I remember thinking that was strange. Then I thought she might be lying down, taking a nap; she gets these headaches sometimes, migraine I suppose, and the only thing she can do is lie down in the dark until it goes away. So I knocked a few times, and rang, and then when nothing happened, I let myself in. Claire had wanted me to have a key.

‘I called, called out her name, and then when there was no reply, went into the bedroom. I was certain that’s where she’d be, under the covers, you know, fast off.’ Jennie paused. ‘There was just this bear, this old bear, propped up against the pillows. We’d had it since we were kids, hers first and and then mine; somehow she’d got it back. Ratty old thing it is now, only one eye. And she wasn’t anywhere. Claire. Not anywhere.’

‘She’d known you were coming round?’

‘Not really, I mean, not for certain. But she’d have assumed it, yes. Like I say, it was what we did. Besides, she was never out, not that time of day. She’d be watching a film on TV. Ironing a few bits and pieces. Reading.’

‘She wouldn’t have popped out to see a friend?’

‘She doesn’t have friends. Not that way. Oh, a few people she knows to say hello to, neighbours, but no one close. Not the kind you can just call round to, on spec. Besides, she wouldn’t do that; she’s not the sort.’

‘And there was nothing to indicate where she’d gone?’

‘Nothing. Believe me. I checked her clothes, the wardrobe, her things in the bathroom – in case she had gone away for the weekend and not got back, though God knows where. But, as far as I could tell, it was all there, in place, the way she always kept it, neat and tidy. Everything except bloody Claire.’

Fiercely, she stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray. Elder carried the glasses back to the bar and returned with fresh ones, more Merlot. It tasted all right to him, but what did he know?

‘What you’ve got to understand, about Claire …’ Jennie weighed in again as soon as he sat back down, ‘she isn’t like me. She doesn’t stick her face out, get on with things. She’s never …’ Jennie leaned back and pushed her hair away from her face. ‘When we were growing up, our mum, she walked out. Packed her bags and left. I don’t know, I suppose it had been going on for years, her and my dad, falling out, this and that. They say kids notice these things, but no, we didn’t. Not me, anyway. Even thinking back, I didn’t notice a thing. But one day – whatever the reason, whatever brought it to a head I don’t know, Dad never said – she just upped and left. Kiss on the cheek, pat on the head. Gone. I was five. I didn’t understand, didn’t have a bloody clue. She’ll be back, I thought, she’ll be back. Tonight, tomorrow, the day after. She never was. Not once.’

Jennie leaned back and drew smoke down into her lungs.

‘I can understand that. Now. Not leaving like she did, not that. But once you have, once you’ve gone, the only way you could hope to make it work, live with yourself, must be to make a clean break. Forget. They say mothers never can, but I don’t know …’

Someone passing close to the back of Jennie’s chair brushed against her and apologised.

‘My dad took it bad. Never made a fuss or anything, but you could tell; later especially, you could tell. Claire, she was a good deal older than me, fourteen. She looked after me when Mum left. Had to, more or less. After Dad died, especially. She left school as soon as she could and got a job. She could have gone to university, she was bright enough, but no. It wasn’t even a job she liked. Just paid a few bills, that’s all it was, marking time. Soon as Brian married her, she packed it in. Stayed home, looked after the kids. Two. Two kids, Jane and James.’ Jennie shook her head. ‘That was her life, the children, the house.’

She sipped some wine then cradled the glass in both hands.

‘One day – university, whatever – they’re gone. And then Brian got sick, lost weight, three months and he looked like a stick. Six more months the doctors gave him but he hung on close to three years. I sometimes think it was our mum leaving made him cling on how he did. As if he wasn’t going to go and leave us, no matter what. And, of course, she nursed him, Claire, all the while. Did everything.’

For a moment, Jennie closed her eyes.

‘When he died, the first few months, she was brilliant. Me, I thought she’d fall apart, but no, all the funeral arrangements, she handled those, boxed up Brian’s clothes for charity, put the house on the market, found herself a job. Just back in an office, nothing special, but a job all the same. When she sold the house, she gave a chunk of money to each of the kids and bought the bungalow with the rest. And then she stopped: as if she’d run out of steam. That was five years back. Now it’s work that bores her silly five days a week, the weekly shop at Sainsbury’s and that’s all. Jane comes back to see her once in a while – not as often now as she used to – and once in a while Claire goes down to see her. At least she did when Jane was still in London. She’s in Bristol now, doing an MBA.’

‘And the son? You said there was a son?’

‘James.’

‘Where’s he?’

‘Australia. Went out for six months, some kind of transfer from the firm he was working for, and stayed.’

‘She wouldn’t have gone out to see him? That’s not a possibility?’

Jennie shook her head. ‘Without telling anyone? Without telling me or Jane? No.’

‘But you’ve checked all the same?’

Jennie smiled a little with her eyes. ‘I’ve checked. The last contact they had was a phone call a couple of weeks before Claire disappeared. James is always on to her to get a computer so they can keep in touch by email, but Claire says no, she wants to hear the sound of his voice.’

‘They’re close, then?’

‘As close as you can be a few thousand miles away.’

‘It puts a lot of pressure on you.’

‘I try.’ Tears threatened the perfection of her face.

Elder hesitated, drank some more wine. ‘I don’t suppose you thought to bring a photograph?’ he said.

But of course she had. Two, in fact. Head-and-shoulder shots, the kind you take yourself in cubicles at post offices and railway stations. A serious-looking woman with a roundish face and dark, rather lank hair. Late fifties, Elder would have said. That at least.

‘It occurred to me not so long back,’ Jennie said, ‘I didn’t have any recent pictures of her, not since Brian passed on, so I asked her if she’d get some taken. Told her I’d pay. I thought she’d go to a proper photographer, in town. What she gave me were these.’

Elder nodded and slipped them back into the envelope.

‘What I’d like you to do,’ he said, ‘is make a list of anyone you can think of with whom she might have been in touch – the children, of course, and anybody else. I know, I know, you say she didn’t have many friends, but think about it again and if you do come up with anyone, note it down. Where she worked, the details there, I’ll need those too.’

‘You will help then?’

‘I’ll do what I can.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Just don’t get your hopes up, that’s all.’

Immediately, he saw the fear flood her eyes.

‘I mean, about what I can do. As far as your sister’s concerned, my guess is she’s fine.’

‘Then where is she? Why doesn’t she get in touch?’

‘I don’t know. But she’ll have her reasons, I’m sure.’

Eighteen years before Elder had been involved in an investigation into the disappearance of a teenage girl from a caravan site on the North Yorkshire coast; when she was found, years later, she was living in a small town in New Zealand, facing out across the Tasman Sea. She had had her reasons, too.

Outside on the street, Jennie looked small beside him, but having made a trip to the Ladies, recovered, her face back in place. No longer as if she might break.

‘This list you want, will tomorrow afternoon be okay? I can fax it to your hotel.’

‘That’s fine.’

‘Okay.’ She took a step away. ‘I’m just in the NCP. Can I give you a lift?’

‘Thanks, no. I’ll walk.’

Jennie held out her hand again. ‘What you’re doing, I’m really grateful.’

Elder edged a smile. ‘The bungalow, you think it would be all right if I went out and took a look?’

The hesitation was momentary, no more; Jennie slipped the key off the ring and into his hand. She’d already given him her card with her various numbers, address and email.

‘We’ll be in touch,’ she said. ‘Yes?’

‘Yes.’

He watched her pass through the car park entrance, then set off along Stoney Street in the direction of his hotel.

Incongruously, there were more fishermen now, hooded and wrapped against the cold, small green lights alongside them puncturing the night. Car headlights flickering in the waters of the canal. Elder had tried sleeping: been unable to sleep. He’d opened his book, but failed to concentrate, no matter how much the story was pulling him in. After what had happened – to have put that behind her as well as she had and get her life back on track. After what had happened. The killer he’d been chasing had abducted his sixteen-year-old daughter, Katherine, and taunted him with what he’d done, what he might do. By the time Elder had finally caught up with him, Katherine had been subjected to savagery and pain she would never forget, her life hanging from a thread. You nearly killed her, Frank. His wife Joanne’s words. You. Not him. Because you had to get involved, you couldn’t let things be. Beneath her anger there was truth, a kind of truth that skewered them all together even as it rendered them apart.

Now the man who had damaged her most was in a secure unit in Broadmoor and Katherine, after a period when she’d seemingly run wild and courted risk, as if, perhaps, nothing more terrible could possibly happen to her, had gradually reined herself back in, resumed her studies, begun to sort out her life.

You must be proud.

Just to think of it for one second made him catch his breath.

He tried another chapter of The Fox in the Attic before turning out the light.

At four-thirty he woke, rimed in sweat. Something, an image, pulling at his brain. It took him several moments to realise it was from the book, not the last section he’d read, but something earlier: unforgettable. Two men walking out of the sea-marsh side by side, save for the misted rain the only things moving amongst the unremitting grey; two men with shotguns, the taller carrying, slung across his shoulder, the body of a dead child. A girl. Elder could see it. Clearly. Her thin legs bouncing light against his chest.
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Elder stood alone in the centre of the room. Someone, presumably Jennie, had pulled the beige curtains part way across the picture window, and had placed the free newspapers and meagre post on the small table just inside the front door. Patterned, machine-made lace hung down close to the glass, keeping out prying eyes. Antimacassars were draped neatly across the back of the two-seater settee and its matching chair. A cushioned footstool stood neatly in between, and, near that, a coffee table finished in beech veneer. A dresser that had come, Elder thought, from the larger house where Claire Meecham had lived previously, stood against the rear wall, its shelves busy with picture plates and china dogs and framed photographs, the two largest displaying her children in mortar boards and gowns, degree certificates held proudly across their chests. Smaller, centrally placed, was a picture of Claire and Brian, bundled up against the cold on some English sea front – Scarborough, Filey, Skegness – clearly half frozen but, just as clearly, smiling. Happier times. As much as ten years before? He picked up the photo and held it towards the light. Claire would have been in her forties then, roughly the age Jennie was now, but looking older. Rounder of face, her hair turning naturally grey. A comfortable fifty or more. Comfortable.

Elder stepped back.

The air in the room smelt stale.

The kitchen was neat and narrow, tea and coffee in squared-off plastic jars labelled ‘Tea’ and ‘Coffee’; Horlicks, Ovaltine, a blue-and-white-striped J-cloth draped across the plastic bowl in the sink. Pinned to the wall by the rear door, a Woodland Trust calendar showed the days up to the weekend on which Claire had disappeared marked off with single diagonal lines. ‘Bank’ was written inside one square in letters almost too small to read, ‘Doctor’ in another. ‘Library’ several times.

At the far end of the garden, a small flurry of sparrows and blue tits were squabbling around a pair of half-empty bird feeders. So far as was known, Claire had gone to work on the Friday as normal, returning home at the usual time; on Saturday she had apparently caught the bus to Arnold for her weekly shop at Sainsbury’s: Jennie had said there were milk and chicken breasts newly in the fridge, fresh bread in the bin. There was no car: not any more. Brian had always done the driving; somehow Claire had never learned.

A fluffy pink bath mat hung over the edge of the bath; a green-and-red acrylic toilet cover was attached to the seat. The bedroom was larger than Elder had expected, its walls a dusky pink. The one-eyed bear that Jennie had mentioned was no longer on the bed, but propped up on a chair between dressing table and wardrobe. There was a small clock radio on a cabinet beside the bed, a box of coloured tissues and a book club edition of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca. Elder had read it, had read several of du Maurier’s books, in fact, after visiting her house in Cornwall. He had preferred the one about pirates and shipwreck. What was it? Jamaica Inn?

The wardrobe doors sprang open easily. Dresses in olive green and shades of grey and brown; a suit in sombre black. Skirts and blouses, evenly matched. Pairs of shoes lined up along the floor. On the surface of the dressing table were moisturising creams and oil of evening primrose, a few items of make-up, more tissues, a brush and comb.

The two top drawers, as he’d expected, held mostly underwear, tights, several nightgowns, a small selection of thermal vests; below, neatly folded, were jumpers and cotton tops and cardigans. Elder slid the last of the drawers back into place then opened it again. The edge of something white was just showing between two shades of green.

Not white but lightly embossed cream; one of those semi-stiff card folders they give you with enlargements of your favourite photographs. This one showed a woman whom Elder, at first glance, failed to recognise as Claire: fully made up, glass of wine in hand, her hair stylishly rolled, wearing a blue off-the-shoulder dress which emphasised the cleavage of her breasts.

In the photograph with Brian she’d looked happy, yes, content, but this was something different. Exultation. Delight.

Elder sat at the dressing table and switched on the light. His first thought was that the picture had been taken some years earlier, when she was younger, but no, behind the lipstick, the foundation and the blusher this was recent, he was sure. Claire, if not today, then not so many weeks or months before.

There were two narrow drawers beneath the mirror and he slid open first one and then the other. In the first were bits and pieces of inexpensive jewellery – bracelets, earrings, a plain silver necklace with a cross – in the second, resting inside a piece of folded cloth, was a vibrator, ridged along the sides and with a smooth and bulbous head.

Well, Elder thought, somewhat surprised, why not?

True to her word, Jennie faxed the information Elder had asked for to his hotel. An address and phone number for Claire’s daughter Jane in Bristol; phone number and email address for her son James in Melbourne, Australia. The organisation where Claire had been employed was called Midas Holdings and had offices on Castle Gate. Jennie thought her boss there was called Tranter, but other than that, she hadn’t been able to come up with a single name from amongst the people with whom Claire worked.

Elder dialled the number Jennie had given him for herself and got through to her voicemail; the reception on her mobile was patchy, just time enough to ask her to meet him that evening at the hotel before the signal went completely.

The walk up through the city to the Central Police Station was uneventful, Elder close to losing count of Big Issue sellers who, despite failing in their pitch, cheerily exhorted him to have a good day.

Neil Grimes, the DS from Missing Persons, had promised him five minutes and kept him waiting in reception for three times that long before coming, heavy-footed, downstairs, a burly reddish-faced man in some danger of outgrowing both the sweater and jacket he was wearing.

‘Let’s talk outside,’ Grimes said. ‘I could murder someone for a fag.’

They walked round the corner into Shakespeare Street, diagonally across from a bar Elder remembered as Russell’s, though it seemed now to be called something else.

‘You were on the force,’ Grimes said, after his first long drag. ‘Up here. Major Crime. A few years back now.’

‘Been checking me out?’

‘I doubt I’d be stood here talking to you else.’

Elder nodded. ‘Claire Meecham. She was reported missing …’

‘A week yesterday, aye. Off on a cruise, most like. Sommat of the sort. Back any day, you’ll see, complete with tan and duty-free.’

‘Her sister’s positive she’d never have gone off like that, without a word.’

A wry smile cut across Grimes’s face. ‘Handled many mispers, did you? When you were in the job?’

‘A few.’

‘’Cause if you did you’d know folk can wake up one morning, pack a bag, and walk out the door wi’out bothering to slip the lock or feed the chuffin’ cat.’

‘Folk fall in harm’s way, too.’

‘You think that’s what’s happened here?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Aye, right.’ Grimes took one more pull on his cigarette and nipped the end between finger and thumb; he’d save the rest for later.

‘The sister,’ Elder said, ‘she thinks you might not be giving it all the priority you could.’

Grimes laughed. ‘And you are?’

Elder shrugged. ‘I said I’d poke around. A favour, that’s all. Didn’t want you to think I was going behind your back.’

‘No skin off my nose,’ Grimes said, beginning to walk back towards the station entrance. ‘Anything does crop up, you’ll give us a shout?’

‘Of course.’

‘No quarrel then, have we?’

The two men shook hands and Elder, realising he hadn’t had lunch and hearing his stomach grumble, went off in search of food.

He’d always liked the French café on King Street and was pleased to find it still in business. He asked for a ham and cheese baguette and ate it while he browsed through that day’s Post; his copy of The Fox in the Attic was too big to fit his jacket pocket. A mistake.

Still hungry, he had a crêpe with sugar and lemon before his coffee. Time for a stroll down past the Theatre Royal towards the Arboretum before heading back to the hotel to meet Jennie.

Later that evening he would phone both of Claire’s children, hoping to catch James before he set off for work, and then, the next day, check out Midas Holdings. Maybe go back out to the bungalow and speak to some of the neighbours. He’d been in the city a good twenty-four hours and so far made no attempt to get in touch with Katherine. And yet he could do all of this. Expend time and energy on someone he only knew from an empty bungalow and a couple of photographs. Because it was easier: easier than dealing with someone you knew almost too well.

He knew that Katherine was living in a student house in Lenton, though he had never been. The mobile number he had for her was no longer current. The distances between them growing greater all the time.

Elder bought a bottle of Jameson and took it into the hotel and up to his room. Switched on the TV then turned it off again. Four walls. Back down in Cornwall, early evening, he would pull on his coat and walk out across the fields, the shapes of animals bulked close in the gathering dark, the last light stretching in a pale ring across the rim of sea.

When Jennie arrived, later than she’d intended, she was angry with the traffic, frustrated by the incompetence of other drivers, the idiot she’d just been listening to on the car radio, a thin film of sweat on her upper lip.

‘Best not ask what kind of a day you’ve had,’ Elder said, edging a smile.

‘Best not.’

They sat in the far corner of the lower-level bar and at that hour had the place almost to themselves. Driving or not, Jennie was in sore need of a gin and tonic and Elder had a small Scotch to keep her company. Once she’d settled and lit a cigarette, he slipped the photograph from between the pages of his book.

‘My God!’ Jennie exclaimed, knocked back. ‘Where on earth did you get this?’

‘One of the drawers in her bedroom. Tucked away.’

For a moment he thought she was going to question his right, but she bit her tongue.

‘You’ve not seen it before then?’ Elder said.

‘Never.’

‘Any idea where it was taken?’

Jennie looked at the picture again. ‘None, I’m afraid.’

‘Nor the occasion?’

She shook her head.

‘It is recent, though?’

‘It’s difficult to say. For sure, I mean. But, yes, I think so. The last couple of years at any rate.’ Jennie took the photograph in both hands. ‘It’s amazing. Claire in that get-up. Don’t get me wrong, I think she looks fantastic. It’s just I’ve never … I’ve never seen her like this, that’s all.’

‘So dressed up or so happy?’

‘Either. Both. Anyone would think she’d won the lottery. At least. And that dress – she used to make me feel like a real slapper if I showed half the cleavage she’s flashing there.’

‘You’re sure you don’t know where it is? Where it was taken?’

Jennie
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