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Prologue

All the accoutrements of the last stages of alcoholism were there. Empty bottles, faeces, boots with thin soles, an anorexic ankle. There was also some gear that took DI Kevin Thorpe back to the start of his career in the seventies. When was the last time he’d seen even the most desperate alkie heat up solid polish? Over a bonfire?

The twenty-something constable at his side said, ‘What’s the polish about, then?’

Such innocence, and yet the boy had probably seen more pornography than Thorpe had ever had dinners, hot or cold.

‘They heat it up so they can drink it,’ Thorpe said. ‘Meths Boys was what we used to call them, back when this sort of thing was common. Blokes so poor and desperate they’d drink anything. Polish, methylated spirit, white spirit . . .’

‘Christ.’

Thorpe had hoped he’d seen the last of the Meths Boys back in the early eighties, but in the new shiny London of the twenty-first century, apparently some remnants of the past remained.

‘So, did he set himself on fire?’

The body had been found by a runner. Shaven-headed, he’d looked like a member of the BNP, except he spoke as if he’d been to Eton. Poplar was a funny place in 2014.

‘No,’ Thorpe said.

‘How can you be so sure?’ the kid asked.

The smell was a cross between scorched earth and burnt pork. The sight was worse. The body sprawled out in front of the Children’s Memorial in Poplar Recreation Ground had been damaged by fire, but it was the short-handled knife in his chest that had killed the man. Thorpe pointed at it.

‘Oh.’

‘This is one alcoholic who didn’t kill himself,’ Thorpe said.

Eighteen pupils at Great North Street School in Poplar were commemorated on the Children’s Memorial. They’d died in the first daylight bombing raid on London in 1917. The Memorial had been paid for by public subscription. It was a place Thorpe had always found incredibly touching. That generosity, and a love that some would call sentimentality, was something he’d always taken for granted in the East End of London. Here it was made solid in a white memorial listing eighteen names, underneath a standing angel with its wings outstretched.

Now someone had been killed in front of it, and there was even a mark in what looked like blood on the plinth. Thorpe wondered what kind of person would murder a hopeless drunk in front of a memorial to dead children.

Then, behind the memorial, he saw what looked like a bundle of rags in the middle of a flower bed. All the hairs on his neck stood up.




1

Eleven days earlier

‘I’ve paid your friggin’ rent!’

Yelling down over a set of rusting banisters at your landlord is not the best way to negotiate financial differences, but Lee Arnold was pissed off. Without any notice his landlord, George Papadakis, had put up the rent on his office.

‘You owe me three hundred pounds!’ the landlord countered.

‘Yeah, so you say. But who’s improved this shithole, eh? Not you, George. When I moved in here, the bog was like something out of the Ark. But you didn’t give a toss, did you? I had a new one—’

‘Only since Mrs Hakim came to work for you. Only then did you put that new toilet in. You didn’t give a shit about it until then!’ George spoke with a typical East End accent, but he waved his arms around as if he were declaiming from the steps of the Acropolis.

‘I’ve painted the place, had the wiring done, and if you’ve noticed, George, my sink don’t drip down into your shop any more!’ Lee said. ‘Three hundred quid? You owe me that, mate!’

George clicked his tongue impatiently. ‘I could get twice the rent you pay from one of these rich people moving into this area. You wanna watch it, Lee, the East End is trendy now for the young people. I could make your office into a luxury flat, just like that!’ He clicked his fingers.

‘Then do it,’ Lee said. ‘If you think you can tempt some knobhead hipster kid from Shoreditch all the way out to Upton Park, then knock yourself out.’

Up in his office, Lee’s phone began to ring. He threw the butt of the cigarette he’d been smoking onto the stair he’d been standing on and stepped on it.

‘And stop smoking!’ George said.

‘When you do, I will.’

Lee ran inside his small, stuffy office and picked up the ringing phone. ‘Arnold Agency.’

There was a pause. In the years since he’d left the police and started running the agency, Lee Arnold had discovered that private detection services attracted the odd and sometimes the very very timid, as well as the desperate.

‘Arnold Agency. Hello?’

He didn’t like answering the phone. That was one of the reasons why he’d eventually caved in and employed an assistant. But now that the woman he’d taken on to do the ‘officey’ things was frequently busier looking for errant daughters and dodgy husbands than he was, Lee often had to answer his own calls.

‘Mr Arnold?’

It was a man. Well spoken.

‘Yes.’

There was another pause and then, ‘Mr Arnold, I have a problem.’

‘People who ring here usually do,’ Lee said. There was something familiar about the voice, but he couldn’t place it. He knew a lot of people, even some posh ones. ‘What can we help you with?’

‘I don’t know whether you can help me at all,’ the man said. ‘But if we could meet somewhere – I don’t want to do this over the phone – then we could discuss it.’

‘We could,’ Lee said. ‘Although I have to tell you that I won’t meet anyone in a dark alley, for obvious reasons.’

‘Of course not. There’s a pub near your office called the Boleyn. How about that?’

If he knew Newham’s most famous pub he might be local. But the Boleyn was also West Ham United’s boozer – and he was a bit posh even for the most gentrified bits of the borough.

‘OK, when?’ Lee asked.

‘Can you meet me this evening? At five?’

‘Yeah.’ Lee flicked the desk diary open and began to write. ‘Mr . . .?’

‘Smith.’

It was almost certainly something to do with his marriage. They were always ‘Smith’ or ‘Brown’. Lee could see him in his mind: middle-aged, white, miserable. The wife was probably having an email affair with a waiter she’d met in Morocco.

‘And how will I recognise you, Mr Smith?’

There was another pause. Then, ‘Oh, you’ll recognise me, Mr Arnold,’ and he put the phone down.

Lee Arnold went outside and lit a cigarette to steady his nerves. That ‘Mr Smith’ had said he’d recognise him felt ominous.

*

Although she didn’t like to give too much credence to the fantastical theories that some of her clients had about their husbands’/sons’/daughters’ behaviour, when Mumtaz Hakim found herself following Mr Ali to Broadway Market in Hackney she had been surprised. One of the great centres of East End urban cool was not a place she would have associated with a forty-seven-year-old imam from Manor Park. Girls in ripped tights and hipsters on fixed-wheel bicycles were not obviously the kind of company Mr Ali would want to keep. Had he come to the market to taste the forbidden fruit of the excellent pork with crackling Lee Arnold had told her they sold there? She doubted it, though anything was possible. Perhaps Mr Ali had a fancy for outsized lavender cupcakes. His wife was clearly worried enough to pay good money to find out.

As a girl, if anyone had told Mumtaz that overtly religious people did anything wrong, she wouldn’t have believed it. But even at the relatively tender age of thirty-three, she’d experienced enough to know that wasn’t true. Her late husband had been a ‘good’ Muslim, but he had also been a drunk, a gambler, and had sexually abused both his own daughter and Mumtaz. Now there were other ‘good’ men in her life who wore their religious credentials on their sleeves while concealing the foulest sins in their corrupted hearts. Was Mr Ali one of those?

She followed him to a second-hand shop that seemed to be full of industrial artefacts – metal filing cabinets, factory lamps and furniture made from what looked like railway sleepers. It was fascinating; she could see why Mr Ali was spending so much time looking around. But then he made straight for Regent’s Canal.

When she’d been a child, Regent’s Canal had been a drab, smelly and forbidding waterway. Mumtaz and her two brothers had often lurked around it to throw stones at rats and jump out at unsuspecting walkers. But when a young woman was raped and thrown into the canal in 1997, Mumtaz’s parents forbade the children to go. They took no notice, but their adventures hadn’t been the same. In recent years, however, the canal, just like Broadway Market, had undergone a renaissance. Filled with colourful barges, some of which doubled as floating shops, it was like a holiday destination. Mr Ali, smiling as he walked towards one of the barges, obviously thought so too.

She saw him get on board, to be greeted by a middle-aged white woman who addressed him by his first name and said, ‘We’ve got some lovely stuff for you. Really different.’

Was she some kind of madam? Mumtaz cringed. She heard a male laugh that was probably his and wondered what the ‘stuff’ the woman had alluded to might be. Was it new young girls brought in for his pleasure? Or some peculiar sex toy? It was only when Mumtaz saw Mr Ali and the woman emerge fully clothed onto the deck in the sunshine, carrying bulging plastic bags, that she began to get a clue that maybe she had misjudged them. Then she saw the name of the boat, The Knitty Nora.

She heard him say, ‘I take your point about the hand-painted cashmere, Dora, but my wife wants a sweater like the one in The Killing, so what can I do? Twenty years we have been together. I want to give her something she will love.’

Mumtaz wondered how she was going to start the conversation she had to have with his wife.

*

Lee Arnold was the same build as Superintendent Paul Venus. Tall and slim, Venus was in mufti when Lee found him sitting in one of the far dark corners of the Boleyn, nursing a whisky.

‘I’m assuming it’s you I’m here for, Mr Smith?’ Lee said. Superintendent Venus had come to Forest Gate nick after Lee had left the force, but he had made his acquaintance and still had old mates who worked for him. None of them liked him.

‘Yes.’ Venus looked up. In his mid-fifties, he was almost ten years older than Lee, but his skin was smooth and his hair thick, which made him look younger. On this occasion, however, he had very dark circles underneath his eyes. ‘Can I get you a drink, Mr Arnold?’

Lee asked for a Diet Pepsi. Venus went to the bar.

The Boleyn, inasmuch as it advertised itself at all, promoted an image of a real East End boozer. And that was no lie. But what it meant in the twenty-first century was not what it had meant when Lee was a kid. Back in the seventies the Boleyn had heaved with boozed-up, white, working-class blokes singing West Ham songs and having punch-ups. Now, although it still retained its early Edwardian décor, plus a faint air of chirpy cockneyism, it was a bit of a quiet billet, with the exception of home-game Saturdays. But even though it was a shadow of its former self and he hadn’t taken a drink for years, Lee Arnold loved it.

When Venus returned he said, ‘I’m aware of the fact that you’re friends with several of my officers, Mr Arnold. Specifically DI Collins and DS Bracci.’

Lee had worked with them both years before. He even had an ongoing, ad hoc, fuck-buddy thing happening with Violet Collins. He hoped that Venus didn’t want to talk to him about that.

‘But what I am going to tell you, you mustn’t tell them, or anyone else. Not even your assistant,’ Venus said. ‘I can’t stress that enough.’

Lee frowned.

‘Can you give me an assurance that you will adhere to these conditions, Mr Arnold?’

Vi Collins had a theory that Venus was bent. As she perceived it, he was soft on organised crime in the borough and she speculated he was taking backhanders. Other people in the nick saw him more as a cautious operator. He was, after all, a posh type from out of the area, so fitting in was always going to be difficult.

Lee took a drink. ‘Depends what it’s about,’ he said.

‘Well, I can tell you it’s not about any of my officers.’

‘That’s a good start.’

‘And it doesn’t have anything to do with any of DI Collins’s theories about me either,’ he said. He moved closer, leaning across the scarred pub table. ‘So please put any notions you may have about my being on the make out of your mind. This is a personal matter.’

Another story that went around about Venus was that he was shagging women in the station who were half his age. He was married, to a soap star who had a great big gaff in the country that he rarely visited, but he also had a flat in Islington. Had he been taking little PCs there for some extra-curricular? Was he about to get caught?

‘I need your help. I need someone who knows about being a police officer, but who isn’t one. I need . . .’

He stopped. This was serious. The shadowed eyes, together with the tears Lee could see in them, made the private investigator lean in towards the policeman. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘just between you and me.’

Venus threw what remained of his whisky down his throat. He said, ‘I’ve got a son. Harry. He’s sixteen, attends a public school in Berkshire where he’s a boarder. He’s bright and his mother and I love him very much.’

‘That’s good.’

Venus was crying, tears falling down his cheeks. What was it with Harry? Drugs? Girls? Boys?

Venus said, ‘He’s been kidnapped.’

Lee hadn’t been expecting that.

‘His mother received a phone call the day Harry disappeared and then a written demand from the kidnappers was sent to our family home in Henley-on-Thames last Friday. They, whoever they are, want a hundred thousand pounds for Harry’s safe return. But if I use my police contacts, if I so much as tell the police, Harry will die. I have complied with that. My wife and I are in the process of assembling the money in the required denominations. Would you mind if I got another drink? Would you like one?’

‘No, but you go for it,’ Lee said.

Venus went to the bar.

His wife was an actress called Tina Wilton. Lee remembered her from vaguely saucy comedy programmes in the seventies. Blonde, curvy and a bit tarty, she’d gone on to land a role in the long-running soap Londoners, back in the nineties. She played a tough matriarch, head of a crime family who, Lee always thought, were some of the worst caricatures of East End ‘types’ he’d ever come across. But a lot of people loved Tina Wilton and she was a regular on many panel and reality shows. Every time he saw her, Lee mourned for the way she had looked in the past, pre-Botox and plastic surgery. Had she done all that to enhance her career, or to try to please her husband?

Venus returned. ‘We have to deliver the money to a PO box address on Brick Lane,’ he said.

‘Hold on,’ Lee said. ‘Do you have any proof these people have Harry?’

‘Proof? What do you mean?’

‘Did your wife ask to speak to Harry when they called? Have they called since? Have you spoken to them?’

‘No, no.’ He put his head in his hands. ‘Look, I should have, but I didn’t. I just need to deliver the money they’ve asked for.’

Lee sighed. OK, it was his son, but Venus’s copper’s instinct should have told him to ask for proof of life. He said, ‘When?’

‘Monday morning at ten.’ He downed his latest whisky. ‘I have to do it and I’m fine with that. I just want my son back unharmed.’

‘But . . .’

If that had been all he had wanted, there would have been no need to tell anyone, let alone Lee Arnold.

‘I also want to know who they are,’ Venus said. ‘My wife picked Harry up from school last week. Two days later he left on his bike to go and visit his friend George in Twyford, but he never arrived. Then came the phone call and the following day his mother received the demand.’

Harry was sixteen. Lee could remember being sixteen. He said, ‘Look, I have to ask this – have you or your wife been having, well, issues with your son lately? Forgive me, Mr Venus, but I know you and your wife live apart. I’m just wondering how that’s affected Harry. Whether it’s made him—’

‘Harry wouldn’t put his mother and myself through something like this!’ Venus said.

‘I have to—’

‘My wife and I haven’t lived together, apart from the occasional week during school holidays, for a decade. He is accustomed to our separation. Nothing has changed for him, and in fact I would venture to guess that he has probably done very well out of having a father in London and a mother in the country.’

People often spoilt kids when their marriages failed. Lee wondered whether Harry had learned to exploit his situation. Or whether the boy, secretly unhappy, had just decided to take off with a heap of his parents’ money.

‘Something happened to my son between Henley and Twyford and I want you to go over there and find out what,’ Venus said. ‘I also want you to follow me when I drop the money on Brick Lane. I’ll pay you whatever it takes. You can rip me off to your heart’s content, Mr Arnold. I really don’t care.’

‘I won’t, Mr Venus. I’m not like that.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Lee could have done with a fag to help him think it over, but that meant going outside, and he didn’t want to leave Venus on his own. Much as he was indifferent to him, this man was clearly very vulnerable.

‘When would you want me to start?’

‘Tomorrow,’ Venus said, ‘and I’ve got five hundred pounds for your immediate expenses on me now.’

‘You want me in Henley-on-Thames tomorrow?’

Venus took a folder out of his briefcase and pushed it across the table. ‘Yes. Here’s some information about Harry, his friend George and significant locations like our family home. Plus my wife’s mobile numbers and the address of the hotel I’ve booked you into tomorrow night.’

‘You’re very confident I’ll say yes, aren’t you?’ Lee said.

Venus leaned back in his chair. ‘I know you’ve not got a lot of work commitments, that your landlord has just put up your rent and that your assistant doesn’t usually work at weekends. Your friend DI Collins has, as you know, a very penetrating voice.’

*

She could hear Lee’s mynah bird going through his usual repertoire of West Ham United songs and lists of players as she picked up the phone. Mumtaz heard Lee yell, ‘Shut up, Chronus!’

She laughed. She was in a good mood. Mr Ali had not been playing around with a long-legged blonde in Hackney, which had curtailed her job, but she’d enjoyed telling his wife about the Killing sweater. It was an unusual thing to do, and yet Mumtaz could see how it could happen. Some Muslim men, her own father included, had a masculine image to uphold, but inside they were really soft as butter. Mr Ali had so wanted to make something for his wife that she would treasure, that he had resorted to clandestine knitting classes. When she told Lee, she thought he’d be disappointed that the job hadn’t lasted longer. But oddly, he wasn’t.

‘Sometimes it goes that way,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Yes, but with the office rent . . .’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that either,’ Lee said. ‘That’ll get sorted. Look, the reason I phoned was to ask if you or Shazia could feed Chronus for me this weekend.’

Until recently, DS Tony Bracci had lived in Lee’s spare room. His wife had thrown him out in favour of a younger man, but she’d just taken him back and so Tony was no longer available for bird-sitting.

‘Yes, that’ll be fine,’ she said.

‘Just tomorrow,’ Lee said. ‘I’ll be back Sunday night.’

‘No problem.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

She didn’t ask why he wouldn’t be around to feed Chronus at the weekend and Lee didn’t volunteer the information. It wasn’t her business.

Just as the call ended, Mumtaz heard the front door open, then close, followed by the sound of her stepdaughter going to her bedroom.

‘Shazia?’

The girl, a bright, tall, skinny seventeen-year-old, didn’t answer.

Mumtaz left the kitchen and walked the few steps to Shazia’s room. After living in a five-bedroom house, the flat they shared now was cramped. It felt like living in a doll’s house.

Shazia’s door wasn’t closed and so Mumtaz walked into her room. ‘How long is this going to last?’ she asked the girl.

Shazia, who was sitting on her bed emptying her bag, did not look up.

‘Well?’

‘I told you, as long as you insist on playing the victim, I don’t want to talk to you,’ the girl said. ‘Go to the police or speak to Lee and I’ll talk to you.’

‘You know I can’t do that.’

Shazia looked up. Her eyes, which were dark and huge, were also very heavily made up. She looked stunning. She said, ‘I saw that Naz Sheikh today. He watched me get on the bus to college. He was smirking. Next time I see him, why don’t I just punch him, eh?’

‘Oh no! No!’

‘Why not? He deserves it.’

Mumtaz felt her heart flutter. ‘Shazia, you mustn’t.’

‘Mustn’t?’ She went back to looking at the stuff in her bag. ‘Oh, just go away, Amma,’ she snapped. ‘Go away and leave me alone in my little rabbit hutch.’

Shazia hadn’t had an easy life. Her mother had died when she was a child and her father, while fulfilling her every material whim, had sexually abused her. After his death and despite Mumtaz’s best efforts, she’d also had to suffer the trauma of having to move from their lovely family home to a tiny flat so that her father’s debts could be paid.

In his ignominious career as a gambler, Ahmet Hakim had got himself in hock to a local crime family. The Sheikhs did it all. Slum-landlording, money-laundering, illegal gambling, people-trafficking and blackmail. And when the need arose to give their errant clients the occasional reminder about money owed, the Sheikh family were not backwards in coming forwards. Naz Sheikh, the youngest member of the clan, hadn’t so much as flinched as he’d stabbed Ahmet Hakim to death in front of his wife on Wanstead Flats almost two years before.

‘I can’t believe my father still owes those people money,’ Shazia said. ‘They’re ripping you off!’

They were. The debt Ahmet Hakim had died for had been paid in full, with interest, when Mumtaz had sold their old house. But what Shazia didn’t know was that Mumtaz herself was in debt to the Sheikhs. When Naz Sheikh had killed Ahmet she’d seen him so clearly she would have easily been able to give his description to the police. But she hadn’t. Instead, she’d watched her husband bleed to death into the scrubby Wanstead Flats grass. And the Sheikhs knew why. She’d hated Ahmet. He’d made her life unbearable. Naz Sheikh had been her hero, and he knew it. He played on it. But no one else knew, especially not Shazia.

‘These people add interest payments onto interest payments,’ Mumtaz said. ‘As long as they say I owe them money, then I owe them money.’

‘That’s insane. You should stop paying them.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘You know why not, Shazia.’

They’d talked about this.

‘Because they’ll hurt us? Amma, if you told the police, if you told Lee—’

‘It wouldn’t get any better!’ Mumtaz was yelling now. She didn’t like to yell. She made a conscious effort to slow her breathing. ‘Just leave it to me, Shazia. Leave it to me.’

Naz Sheikh, her one-time hero, had her. The deal – pay up or Shazia gets told her precious amma had a hand in killing her own father – was unbreakable. Even though the girl had suffered so badly at her father’s hands he had still been her abba. Shazia would never forgive her. She would never get over it.

Mumtaz changed the subject. ‘Lee wants us to feed Chronus tomorrow,’ she said. ‘He’s away for the weekend.’

‘With a girlfriend?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t ask.’

Mumtaz walked towards Shazia’s bedroom door.

‘You know you’re forcing him to look elsewhere because you won’t acknowledge what’s happening,’ Shazia said.

The girl had some notion that Lee Arnold had romantic feelings for her. It was absurd.

‘Don’t be silly, Shazia. I’ve told you about romanticising.’

‘What, because he’s a white man? What does that mean, Amma? My father, the one who got us into this mess in the first place, was a Bangladeshi Muslim, and look how well he turned out. Eh? God, you’re so thick sometimes. Love is rare and you should never just ignore it. I know that and I’m only a kid.’

Mumtaz dismissed her with a wave of her hand. Then she went back into the kitchen and put the radio on.
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Lee Arnold had not been the sort of kid who willingly read Enid Blyton books. In fact, any sort of book was a rarity in his parental home and his older brother usually used those that did get in as missiles. But he did get exposed to the Famous Five and the Secret Seven at school.

In an age of Glam Rock and skinheads, the characters had seemed like beings from another planet. All picnics and affectionate dogs, kids like George and Julian never said ‘fuck’ and certainly never got smacked by their alcoholic dad. Custom House was then one of the poorest parts of the London Borough of Newham. With the Royal Docks dying around them, none of the locals could afford holidays to Dorset or anywhere else. Lee and his brother Roy were lucky to get a day out to Southend-on-Sea and a hotdog while their father got pissed in a seafront pub.

Now he was in Blyton land, and it was weird.

Venus had booked him into a country pub, the Flowerpot, at a place just outside Henley-on-Thames called Remenham. He’d arrived early in the morning, wanting to get a jump on the day so that he could get to know the area and meet the missing Harry’s mother. When he’d first rolled up, the Flowerpot hadn’t even been open, so he’d driven around for a while, familiarising himself with the route between Henley and Twyford. It was sunny, the roads were reasonably clear and the view of the Thames Valley flashing between the cottages and vast riverside mansions was picturesque. In Twyford he parked up and looked at houses for sale in the area. Lee worked out that if he sold his flat in London and was careful with money, he could probably put down a deposit on a studio flat round there. Harry Venus was going to be a very rich man one day. If he survived.

When he went back to the Flowerpot it was open, so he checked in. He was given a comfortable room overlooking a big beer garden that was the definition of idyllic. It had two bars, one large and modern, the other small and filled with dusty taxidermy and early risers with local accents. Lee ordered a coffee under the gaze of a dead stag, and called Tina Wilton.

‘Come over when you’re ready.’ She gave him an address on the Wargrave Road. It was minutes away.

Lee finished his coffee and left.

*

Sleep had never been a realistic option. He’d watched the sun set and then rise again over the streets of Islington without so much as a snooze. Paul Venus felt like shit.

In a sense, getting Lee Arnold involved had made his state of mind worse. Harry was in the hands of people who had threatened to kill him if the police became involved. And even though Arnold was no longer a serving officer, he was ex-job. So he knew the ropes, the signs, the tells that could give away even the most cautious. Like Paul Venus.

When it had first happened, he’d called people – bar those in the job – that he knew. Significant people. He’d shouted at men who had other men who looked like Staffordshire bull terriers, ready to kill for them. But no one had known anything, or so they said. And Paul owed no one anything any more. He was straight with the world, as far as he knew. Except for occasionally taking the odd gift . . .

But to stand a chance of finding out who had Harry, Lee Arnold should be told he’d spoken to such people at the very least, because the men with the other men who looked like Staffies lied all the time. Their women didn’t know what the truth was even if it slapped them. They didn’t want to. But how was Paul going to tell him? He wasn’t because he couldn’t. Even talking to such people was wrong, and he’d done much more than that in his time.

The money drop on Monday would have to work. It would work.

*

Tina Wilton was posh.

‘When I started in the theatre back in the seventies you either had to be a debutante type, like Joanna Lumley, or a bit of a slapper,’ she said as she put a glass of iced tea down in front of Lee Arnold. ‘I opted for the latter because it seemed like more fun.’

She sat down and lit a cigarette. They were in a large conservatory that overlooked the River Thames. Just like the Flowerpot, Tina Wilton and Paul Venus’s house had an idyllic garden and views across the river that probably ramped up the price of such a place by at least a hundred thousand quid. The house itself was very tasteful if rather ordinary. Harry’s bedroom had been surprisingly tidy and free of personality for a teenage boy.

Lee got his cigarettes out. ‘Mind if I . . .?’

‘Oh, go ahead,’ she said. ‘I’m not my husband, Mr Arnold.’

Paul Venus was a virulent anti-smoker, which was one of the reasons he disliked the chain-smoking Vi Collins so much.

‘In the seventies all slapper actresses had to smoke, it was the law,’ she smiled. ‘Now . . .’ She shrugged. ‘Bad for the skin, I know, but that’s what Botox is for isn’t it? And Rita isn’t exactly an ingénue, is she?’

Rita was the character she played in Londoners. A hard-bitten East End matriarch who loved her thuggish ‘boys’ in spite of their crimes and doted on her spoilt young granddaughters. On one level, Lee was offended by what many felt was a caricature of East End womanhood, while on the other hand he had to admit he had known women like the awful Rita.

He lit his fag. ‘Tell me about Harry,’ he said.

The facade of tired bonhomie she had been maintaining since he arrived slipped. As did parts of her face. Tina Wilton aged ten years in a second.

‘Harry’s our only child,’ she said. ‘Don’t know what Paul’s told you.’

‘I want to hear what you’ve got to say, Miss Wilton.’

Parents often had different takes on their children, which could be useful.

She said, ‘We’ve spoilt him, materially. It’s classic, making up for not being there for him. We’ve both always worked and so Harry was raised by a succession of nannies and au pairs until he went away to school, when he was thirteen.’

‘Boarding school.’

‘Reeds in Ascot,’ she said.

Lee was none the wiser, but imagined a large Gothic building, boys in boaters and ‘fagging’. Of course he was probably wrong.

‘Is he happy at school?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Harry’s an A star student; his masters anticipates he will easily get a place at a Russell Group university. He’s a good all-rounder, but is especially adept at languages. He took his French and German GCSEs when he was fourteen and now, at no small cost to ourselves I should add, he’s having extra Mandarin and Arabic classes.’

‘The future is Chinese.’

‘So they say.’ She looked out at the river for a moment and then said, ‘Not good at games though. No coordination. It drives Paul wild. He can’t understand it.’

‘And yet Harry rides a bike.’

‘Yes, he likes that,’ she said. ‘I just think he can’t see the point of things like football and rugby, and I have to say that I agree.’

Lee Arnold, lifelong West Ham United obsessive, said nothing.

‘But Harry’s fit and healthy and, as far as I know, beyond the odd glass of wine and the inevitable experimentation with cigarettes, I don’t think he’s got any addiction issues.’

‘Friends?’

‘Harry has a small group of friends. In fact, I met an old friend of mine again through one of Harry’s. We worked in a club together years ago. Harry shares a room with George Grogan, who he was going to visit the day he . . . when he went,’ she said. ‘George is a linguist too. They’re close. It was George’s father, Dr Grogan, who first told me that Harry hadn’t arrived.’

‘Tell me about that day, Miss Wilton,’ Lee said.

She leaned back in her chair. She still had a good figure, if a little soft around the middle.

‘Last Thursday,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t at work. I was just hanging around the house. Harry, I thought, was going to spend the day with me, but at breakfast he said he was going to cycle over to George’s house in Twyford. It was beautiful, like today, and the Grogans have a swimming pool. I quite envied Harry a day of lounging in the water. He left at about eleven.’

‘What was he wearing?’.

‘Shorts, trainers, a T-shirt. He took his blue rucksack, which I thought at the time was a bit big just for his swimming things and a towel. But then afterwards I discovered that he must’ve taken his Apple.’

‘Apple computer?’

‘Yes. Sorry, a MacBook.’

‘Does Harry watch porn? I have to ask. In some abduction cases youngsters have been tempted out to places they wouldn’t normally go by the promise of sex.’

‘I’ve caught him once,’ she said. ‘But it wasn’t what I’d call extreme stuff. Some bondage. What boy of his age hasn’t looked at images like that these days?’

She had a point, but Lee knew not to trust what Tina Wilton thought she knew. What kids could access online, often with very few mouse clicks, was terrifying. He’d seen it and wished he hadn’t. What had Harry Venus and his friends seen?

‘Do you know how long it takes Harry to cycle to George’s house?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not long. It’s only five miles. Dr Grogan called me just after midday, expressing his concern. He said that George had called Harry’s mobile, but it had gone to voicemail.’

‘What happened then?’

‘I tried to call, but I just got voicemail. Then they phoned.’

‘The kidnappers.’

‘A voice, electronic.’ She shuddered. ‘Like Stephen Hawking. Obviously disguised. Said they had Harry and that they’d be telling us how we could get him back soon. They knew Paul. They were very specific. No using his police contacts to try and free our son, or they’d kill him. No telling anyone what was happening. I called my husband immediately.’

‘You didn’t think it was a prank?’

‘Why would I? You can see for yourself that we have money. I’m a D-list “celebrity”’ – she raised her fingers to represent speech marks. ‘Paul’s a prominent police superintendent. We are the sort of people who get targeted by lunatics and criminals wanting to make money out of us. Years ago, back in the eighties, I was stalked. We kept it quiet. The poor man was mentally ill, but these people who have Harry want a hundred thousand pounds.’

Which was not, Lee thought, a lot in the scheme of things. Venus’s Islington flat was probably worth five times that amount.

‘Paul came straight here,’ she continued. ‘He followed Harry’s route. Looked in every lane and driveway from here to Twyford, went to the railway station searching for signs of Harry. But there weren’t any. Not his bike, his rucksack, nothing.’

‘What did you tell George and his parents?’ Lee asked.

‘We had to make something up.’

‘Which was?’

‘Paul came up with the story. Harry had gone to see a girl and then he’d come home before going to stay with my mother in Malta. She really does live in Malta, but the girl was complete fiction. Harry’s never been out with a girl. I don’t know whether George believed that. I suspect that he didn’t, but it satisfied his parents.’

‘Have you spoken to George, Miss Wilton?’

‘How can I?’ She put one cigarette out and lit another. ‘We can’t tell anyone. And what’s the point? Harry didn’t arrive at George’s house, so what would he know?’

Lee knew that George could potentially know a lot. Harry was bright, privileged, and he had to have some feelings about the way his parents lived and how that had affected him over the years, feelings he might have shared with his friends. The story Venus and Wilton told was based on the notion of a boy, his bike and a large rucksack disappearing into thin air. That wasn’t possible. Maybe it was easier for a boy to ‘disappear’ in sedate, posh Henley than it was in Newham, where everyone lived crammed up against everyone else. But it wasn’t likely. If Harry had been abducted, especially if that had happened on the main road from Henley to Twyford, then someone must have seen something. It had been the middle of the day. But Lee couldn’t talk to anyone . . .

‘Anyway, George has gone away for the holidays now,’ Tina Wilton said.

All he could do was look again at the route Harry had taken, or probably taken, towards Twyford and stare at George’s house from a distance. It wasn’t much and, apart from having spoken to Tina Wilton, Lee felt that he was spending Venus’s money poorly. Until the drop on Monday there was little he could do.

‘If anything happens to Harry I won’t be able to carry on,’ Tina Wilton said. She stared out at the sunlit river again. ‘I won’t want to.’

Lee had glanced at the faded scars on her wrists and arms when they’d shaken hands. Now he looked away in case he fixated on them again.

After a pause she said, ‘There is one person you can talk to: Harry’s housemaster, Mr McCullough.’

‘Does he know?’

‘No. Although I imagine he suspects that something’s wrong,’ she said. ‘I told him that Paul has put surveillance on Harry and would he mind talking to the investigator assigned to the job. He didn’t ask any questions, but he’s no fool. I’ll speak to him and then let you have his details.’

*

‘Hello Chronus, how are you?’

Mumtaz put a handful of seed in the mynah bird’s food hopper and then gave him a piece of carrot and a piece of pineapple. He looked up at her with annoyance in his eyes rather than gratitude. She wasn’t Lee and so he was pissed off. Thoroughly spoilt, Chronus was, she always felt, the son that Lee had never had. Constantly vocal on the subject of West Ham, he was probably better company for Lee than his daughter. Mumtaz had only ever met Jody Arnold once, but she struck her as a bit of a madam. A year younger than Shazia, Jody lived with Lee’s ex-wife in Hastings where, it seemed to Mumtaz, she busied herself almost exclusively with shopping and fake tans. Obviously Lee loved her, there were photos of Jody all over the flat, but whenever they spent time together he seemed stressed. Maybe it was being dragged around high-end shops?

Mumtaz’s phone rang. She looked at the screen and then turned it off. Naz Sheikh.

‘I know what he wants,’ she said to Chronus. The bird looked at her with a little more sympathy than before.

She sat down in one of Lee’s immaculately polished leather chairs. As well as money, the Sheikhs now wanted information. They knew how close she was to DI Violet Collins and how well known she was up at Forest Gate nick. Everyone knew Mumtaz. Tongues might loosen around her and it was always useful to the Sheikhs to know what the coppers were doing.

Mumtaz had no intention of telling them anything. A strategy that would work until the police inevitably raided one of the family’s slum lets or brothels. Then they’d probably give her the kicking of her life. Or harm Shazia. That was always a threat that was held over her head and it was, she knew, her one Achilles heel. Once the girl was off to university, Mumtaz knew she’d finally be safe. Until then she had to play the game. But not today.

She looked at the blank-faced phone and put it in her pocket.

*

The public bar of the Flowerpot had a different atmosphere in the evening. Still largely patronised by locals, it was dark and conversation was generally muted. Drinking was serious and laughter, though rare, was loud and genuine. In spite of the entirely on-trend taxidermy, it was mercifully free of braying incomers clad in designer suits, tweed or ‘quirky’ casual wear.

During his travels around the area, Lee had come across a very firm divide between older locals with Oxfordshire/Berkshire accents and younger people who spoke more like incomers from London, and people who had moved there. The older locals, and many of the youngsters, while living in cottages that were probably worth more than they would ever earn in their lives, struggled to make ends meet. The newcomers, who had chosen to live in the area, were very comfortable, thank you. Their place was the big modern saloon bar where they gathered straight from golf courses or for post-river cruise drinkies.

An old bloke in a stained boiler suit had asked Lee where he was from when he’d first arrived. Lee had said, ‘London,’ and then added, ‘Don’t worry I’m not moving in. I’m skint.’ That had caused a ripple of laughter. Then they’d ignored him, but they also talked freely in his presence.

‘The house next door sold,’ the old bloke said.

‘Ah.’

The others, three of them, were elderly working men, probably gardeners, given the smell of grass that came off their clothes.

He carried on. ‘Gone to that tit up the road’s boy.’

‘What, old Ferrari?’

‘That’s it. Kid’s only just left university. The missus . . .’

‘With the Land Rover Evoque?’

‘Yup. She tells me he got a job up the City in some finance firm.’ He paused for a moment, then he said, ‘He’ll move on in time, I expect. He’s young, he’ll be wanting some flat in Kensington or somewhere.’

One of the other blokes nodded. ‘Then some other tosser’ll move in,’ he said, and they all laughed.

Harry Venus and his mate George were well-heeled ‘tossers’ of that kind. Tina Wilton had given Lee the names and addresses of Harry’s two other local friends. Not Reeds boys, but they lived in houses called ‘Riverbank’ and ‘The Boater’. There was his housemaster at school too, Mr McCullough, but he lived in a house with a number, which made Lee think that he must be more downmarket.

In the morning he’d cruise around and look at these places, then he had an interview with McCullough at ten.

Lee’s phoned beeped. A text from Mumtaz telling him that Chronus had been fed. He smiled.
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He opened the door to the safe as his front door closed. The girl had given him some relief, but Paul Venus was still nervous. He took the briefcase out of the safe and counted the money again. It was all still there. Why wouldn’t it be?

His behaviour was paranoid, but was it surprising? Some greedy, evil bastards had his son and until he got him back he was going to be on edge. Tina hadn’t helped. How could she taunt him with how good-looking she thought Lee Arnold had been at a time like this?

She’d said, ‘He was very thorough, your Mr Arnold. Rather easy on the eye too, I thought.’

What did she care about Lee Arnold? Bitch. If it hadn’t been for Harry, Paul would have divorced her ten years ago. Maybe longer. They hadn’t touched each other for years and yet she still felt the need to hurt him. It was more than he felt for her. If she hadn’t denied him his share of what they had both built up over the years, he wouldn’t have had to resort to things that made him squirm when he thought about them.

His landline rang. Paul Venus closed his eyes for a moment before he answered. ‘Yes?’

‘So, how was little Sasha?’

The voice was foreign and familiar.

‘She couldn’t speak English,’ Venus said.

‘’Did she need to speak?’

‘No.’

‘Then what’s your problem?’

‘I’m going to pay you for her,’ Venus said. ‘Tell me how much.’

‘For a whole night? You are talking serious money there, my friend,’ the voice said. ‘But I told you, she’s a gift. You’ve got trouble now, you need a gift. You are my friend and friends help each other. It’s my pleasure.’

Paul Venus bit down on his need to scream. He said, ‘That’s kind. But I . . .’ He wanted to say that he didn’t want to be in the other man’s debt, but he knew that he couldn’t. And he didn’t. ‘That’s awfully kind.’

Why couldn’t he have sex like an ordinary person? Pick up a woman and just have sex with her? Because this was easier. It was professional, he always felt good about himself afterwards, and he had become addicted to it.

‘Welcome. And of course, anything I can do to help you with the boy . . .’

‘Thank you.’

‘Anything I can do, Paul,’ the voice said. ‘You just have to ask.’

‘Thank you.’

He put the phone down, then he looked at the money again. It still hadn’t gone anywhere. It wouldn’t until the next morning when it would buy Harry back.

*

Clarence Road, Henley, was a small street that led up to the local community hospital. Comprising identical red-brick Edwardian cottages, the street was a place where, once upon a time, Lee imagined, poor people had lived. Now, with its parking restrictions, bamboo blinds and tiny frontyard herb gardens, its demographic make-up had changed. The sight of a young woman wearing Birkenstock sandals and carrying her baby in a vast alpaca wool sling confirmed it. The middle classes had colonised the area.

But there was one house that wasn’t as neat as the others. Lee knocked at the door and a grey-haired battered-looking man of about sixty answered.

‘Mr McCullough?’

‘Malcolm.’ The man smiled. His eyes were tired but humorous, and he smelt strongly of bacon and cigarettes. ‘Come in, Mr Arnold,’ he said.

‘Lee.’

‘Lee.’ He smiled again.

The front door led straight into a small living room that looked like something out of a fifties John Mills film. The heavy, faded brocade covered furniture that gave the impression it hadn’t been moved for decades, the gas fire in the large blackened hearth was probably illegal. There was even an oil painting of a stag on one wall. Books, both loose and in cases, were everywhere.

Malcolm McCullough walked through into another room, which was much plainer though no less antiquated. But it was brighter. There was a TV set – albeit one that was probably thirty years old – and a pair of Ercol-style chairs that were almost comfortable.

‘Would you like coffee?’ McCullough asked. ‘Bacon sandwich?’

‘A coffee’d be nice,’ Lee said.

The kitchen, which was a continuation of the second living room, reeked of pork fat, which did make Lee’s mouth water. But he’d had his
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