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            Chapter One

          

          REYNOLD

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 9.45 a.m.

      It’s sunny the day the children vanish. It’s been sunny for a week, one of those warm, dry spells you don’t really expect in early April in the Cotswolds. The minibus is black, a sixteen-seater Mercedes with reclining leather seats, tinted windows and air conditioning; far too fancy, some might say, to take a group of over-excited seven- and eight-year-olds on a school day trip. Some might say, elsewhere, but nobody would say it here, because this is Littleford Primary, and here they do things differently. This bus hasn’t been hired for the day, for a start; the school recently bought it, brand new, at a cost of over £70,000. Fundraising isn’t an issue at Littleford. Not every parent is wealthy, but those with cash to spare are more than generous, and Reynold Lyon, who’s leaning against the playground wall, pretending to be engrossed in a phone call, is probably the wealthiest and most generous of them all. Even today, off work and doing the school run, he’s dressed head to toe in designer sportswear, classic black aviators hiding his tired eyes. His most recent donation of £30,000 paid for nearly half of the new minibus, but unfortunately even the fanciest of buses isn’t immune from mechanical problems.

      ‘Damn. There’s a bloody red warning light!’

      Year 2 teacher Erica Lindsay had spluttered the words and then immediately clapped her hand over her mouth, looking around guiltily to check if any of the children were within earshot. This had been forty-five minutes ago, Erica hopping into the driver’s seat to start the engine while the three other staff members accompanying Class 3B on their day out attempted to round up their charges.

      ‘What? Are you serious?’

      Her teaching assistant, Dominic Moore, scurried over, peered at the dashboard and groaned.

      ‘I’m no expert, but that’s the coolant warning. That might mean a leak. How the hell did that happen?’

      He swore softly under his breath, like Erica, glancing around as he did so. Reynold, who’d been listening with mild amusement, glad of the distraction, smiled to himself. He didn’t mind swearing at all, but there was a little cluster of other parents in the playground waiting to wave their offspring goodbye, and he, like the teachers, knew not all of them would be as tolerant. He wondered, briefly, if he should go and offer to help, to see if he could work out what the problem with the bus was, and then immediately decided against it. He might have three expensive motors parked in the driveway of his home just down the road, but he really didn’t have a clue about engines. He had people to worry about that sort of thing for him. He had people to worry about almost everything for him.

      Almost.

      ‘Right. It’ll need to go into the garage for a check, and we don’t have time. Plan B,’ he heard Dominic say decisively.

      And so it is that three-quarters of an hour later, Reynold’s seven-year-old twins, Luca and Lola, and their classmates, who’ve been burning off their excess energy rampaging around the playground, are finally climbing not into the black Mercedes but into a rather battered-looking white Ford Transit bus, complete with rusting wheel arches and an air-freshener in the shape of an Arsenal jersey swinging gently from the rear-view mirror. The replacement bus has been hired at short notice from village taxi driver Arnie – everyone knows Arnie, although nobody seems to know his last name – who drove it into the school playground a few minutes ago with a beep of his horn and a wide grin, clambering out of the driver’s seat and greeting the stressed-looking teachers with a deep bow.

      ‘Emergency bus ready to depart,’ he said, handing over the keys.

      ‘You’re a life-saver, Arnie,’ Erica replied, and Arnie dipped his head modestly, waved at the children and ambled off.

      Reynold, still standing apart from the other parents, and still speaking animatedly to nobody on his phone, watches now as the children scramble for seats inside the bus, their delighted faces clearly showing they couldn’t care less what vehicle they’re being driven in, as long as it gets them to their destination. Lola, who’s nabbed a window seat, taps urgently on the glass, trying to get his attention, and he smiles and blows her a kiss.

      ‘Bye, baby,’ he mouths, and she grins and waves. Reynold waits until he sees Luca safely seated too, in the row behind his sister, then glances over at the little knot of other adults swarming around the open side door of the bus. He knows them all of course, some better than others, but he’s not in the mood for small talk right now, hence the ongoing fake phone call. He’s the only dad here today; the others are all mums and a couple of female nannies, and he’s been trying not to look over at them, trying not to catch her eye, but he can’t help himself. He can’t go over and speak to her, not when there are so many people here. But he needs… something. A look? A nod? Something so he knows everything is OK.

      He stares at her from behind his dark glasses, still holding the silent phone to his ear, willing her to turn around. And moments later, as if she can read his thoughts, she does. Her head swivels, and she looks straight at him, for a second, two, three. She’s wearing sunglasses too, so he can’t see her expression, and his chest tightens. But then, almost imperceptibly, she nods, and a ghost of a smile plays across her lips. Reynold feels a wave of relief. He nods back, and she looks at him for another moment then turns away, resuming the conversation she’s having with one of the other mothers.

      He takes a deep breath.

      Good. All is well, he thinks.

      The teachers are climbing onto the bus, Erica Lindsay in the driving seat, and now the doors are being slammed shut, and the children are whooping and waving, and the adults in the playground are waving too.

      ‘Have fun!’ calls one.

      ‘Behave yourselves!’ shouts another. ‘See you this evening!’

      Reynold smiles again as Lola presses her nose to the window, squashing it against the glass and eyeing him comically. He gives her a thumbs-up sign as the bus begins to move slowly towards the school gates, then glances at the Rolex on his wrist. The trip had been due to commence at nine, but it’s now nine forty-five, and he needs to get home, a little knot of anxiety twisting in his stomach as he thinks about how much he has to do today. He raises a hand vaguely in the direction of the group of mums and nannies, already beginning to disperse, then follows the bus out of the playground, stopping to watch as it comes momentarily to a halt to let a red Post Office van pass. Then its right indicator flashes, and the old white minibus with its precious cargo turns onto the winding street that leads through the centre of the village. Moments later, it disappears around a bend in the road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          REYNOLD

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 9.50 a.m.

      Reynold walks briskly down the street, phone tucked back into his pocket, the morning sun already warm on his face. He’s lived in Littleford for three years now, but even in his current state of mind the picture-postcard beauty of the place still amazes him. Honey-coloured Cotswold stone houses, thatched roofs, mullioned windows, and even a gently babbling river with a bridge; when Reynold and his wife, Petra, decided they wanted to leave London for a quieter life in the Cotswolds before the twins started school, the house search had begun and very quickly ended right here.

      ‘It’s like something out of a fairy tale,’ Petra had whispered, as the estate agent walked them through the gates of the £2.5 million house they now call home. ‘And this house! It’s perfect, Reynold.’

      He had to agree. It was spectacular, all of it, and they made an offer on the property that same day. Littleford is small and quiet, but it’s just six miles north of the pretty, bustling market town of Cirencester, and London is a mere two-hour drive away, the location perfect for their needs. While most of the ivy and wisteria-covered cottages date back to the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, The Granary is only ten years old, a stunning, architect-designed three-storey home built around the shell of a former grain storage barn. Set a little back from the road at the southern end of the High Street, the house has a sweeping driveway lined with silver birch trees, a beautifully tended garden with a home gym and a swimming pool, and an interior like a glossy magazine spread come to life. Reynold’s plan is to head straight to his study on the top floor but, as he closes the front door behind him and walks quickly across the flagstone-floored hall, he abruptly changes course, deciding to have a coffee first. He hasn’t been sleeping well for the past week or so, and he needs the caffeine. In the kitchen, which looks out onto the terrace, he makes himself a double espresso and drinks it slowly, standing at the French windows and watching blue tits pecking at the bird feeder hanging from the old beech tree. It was Luca who insisted they start putting seed out, and Reynold quickly became glad he’d followed his animal-loving son’s orders, finding it strangely therapeutic to stand and watch the birds coming and going. There are normally a couple of squirrels scampering around too, but the only creature on the lawn today is Brandon, the young local handyman who also helps out with a spot of gardening. He’s an annoyingly handsome lad, and a bit of a DIY genius – Reynold’s talents don’t really stretch to using paint brushes or hammers – but today he’s doing his bit to keep the outside space in perfect manicured order, kneeling on the grass next to a flower bed, a blue trug beside him. As Reynold watches, he turns, raises a hand and smiles, flashing even white teeth. Reynold waves back, then downs the last of his coffee and heads for his office.

      A day off is never really a day off for him; today, if he can force himself to concentrate, he’ll be working on the format for a new television game show. His main job for the past five years has been hosting the award-winning Netflix chat show Wednesday With…, an hour-long programme on which he interviews politicians, celebrities, or anyone else who’s made the news that week. Reynold is fifty-five now, and this show is the biggest of his career to date, although he’s been a household name on TV in the UK for years. But he’s not just a front man; Reynold’s also devised some of British television’s biggest game shows, selling the formats to production companies and seeing a very nice return for his efforts. And this new one… he’s got a feeling about it. There’s nothing else out there quite like it, and he needs to focus today, needs to get it absolutely right before he starts thinking about pitching it. Friday is always his day for locking himself away in his office; Monday to Wednesday he’s in London, planning and filming the show; Thursday is de-brief and re-group day; and he tries to keep Saturday and Sunday as family time. His wife, Petra, is twenty years his junior and a model, taking on fewer jobs now that’s she’s a mum but still in demand; she tends to work most Fridays, knowing that Reynold will be at home to do the school runs. They decided from the beginning to do parenthood without any full-time help; Reynold sometimes looks at his life with awe, astounded that in his fifties he’s a father, a husband, happy. Happy most of the time anyway. Now, though, as he sits down at his desk and turns his laptop on, he feels a twinge of guilt. More than a twinge; a wave, that crashes over him, making him feel nauseous.

      If Petra knew…

      He swallows hard, thinking back to the looks that were exchanged in the playground earlier as the children boarded the bus.

      If only I could go back in time, change things…

      He shakes his head, trying to banish the thoughts. It’s too late now. What’s done is done.

      I’m sorry, Petra, he thinks. I’m so, so sorry.

      There’s a photo of her on his desk, one of his favourites from a campaign she fronted for a high-end jewellery range a few years back. She looks beautiful, auburn hair piled high on her head, her green eyes a perfect match to the emerald earrings she’s wearing, her skin milky white against the chartreuse velvet of her dress. He looks at the picture sadly for a moment, then his gaze moves to the framed photograph next to it, a shot of the twins he took himself in the garden just after Christmas, when they’d all built a snowman together. Luca is standing, looping his arm around its shoulders, while Lola kneels beside it, both of them beaming, cheeks pink from the cold and the excitement. He runs a finger gently across the glass and feels a lump in his throat. He’s only just dropped them off at school, and he misses them already.

      ‘OK, stop it. You have things to do. Forget everything else for now,’ he says out loud.

      He stares at the photo for a few moments longer, then resolutely opens his laptop and gets to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LITTLEFORD PRIMARY SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 12.05 p.m.

      ‘I’m so annoyed about the bus. It’s virtually brand new. I mean, honestly…’

      Headteacher Olivia Chamberlain glares out of her office window at the offending vehicle, then turns back to school business manager Richard Cunningham who’s hovering anxiously next to her desk.

      ‘I know,’ he says. ‘And the garage is chock-a-block until Wednesday at the earliest, I’m afraid. Although I suppose we don’t need it until after half-term now, do we? It’ll probably be something minor anyway, considering the thing’s barely been driven. And it’s still under warranty of course, so it won’t cost us anything to fix. I agree, most annoying though.’

      Olivia sighs.

      ‘Oh well. These things happen. At least the trip didn’t have to be postponed. Thank goodness for Arnie. And for Dominic too, organising an alternative so quickly. All’s well that ends well, I suppose.’

      ‘Indeed. Right – better get on. Do you need a coffee or anything?’

      ‘No, thank you. I’m fine.’

      Richard bobs his head and scuttles out of the room, closing the door gently behind him. Olivia sighs again and checks her watch. The replacement bus had left the school just forty-five minutes late, but shortly after its departure Dominic had texted to say they’d hit traffic on the A429, which would further delay their arrival at the Cotswold Wilderness Park near Stratford-upon-Avon, which they’d originally been due to reach by around 10 a.m.

      
        
        Won’t be there until 11.30 earliest now. So unlikely to be back at school before 5.30, maybe a few minutes later as might hit traffic again on way back. Best to warn parents?

      

      

      It’s just after midday now, and Olivia knows she’d better not put it off any longer, especially on a Friday when people are bound to have plans. There are just ten children on the Class 3B trip; the year groups are divided into A and B streams for things like outings, and the kids were given a choice: science museum or wildlife park. There were more takers for science, so today it’s a smaller than usual group, and as Luca and Lola Lyon are twins, that means just nine sets of parents to warn that the bus will be returning somewhat later than scheduled.

      They’ll probably have figured that out anyway, seeing as most of them were here when it left late, Olivia thinks, gratefully.

      Littleford Primary is small, but it’s mighty, she always says; she’s been headteacher for twelve years now, and the school has only ever received an ‘outstanding’ rating from Ofsted, the government department which inspects educational establishments across the country once every four years or so. She’s very proud of this; she intends it to continue, and while little blips like the one they’re experiencing today aren’t ideal, it’s not the end of the world, she decides now.

      She reaches for her phone, then notices a light dusting of rust-coloured powder on it, pollen fallen from the vase of flamboyant white lilies that’s sitting on her desk. She opens her drawer, pulls out a tissue and carefully wipes it away.

      Beautiful, but messy. A bit like the children, she thinks, with a wry smile, as she tosses the tissue into the wastepaper basket. Fresh flowers on her desk are one of her little indulgences. They make her office smell wonderful, like a florist shop, so different from the musty carpet and dusty book smell she still remembers so vividly from her visits to her own headteacher’s office all those years ago. She admires the lilies for a moment, the graceful curve of their petals and their red-orange anthers, then turns back to her phone, scrolling down her list of message groups.

      Class 3B. There it is.

      She picks up her reading glasses, pops them on and begins to compose her apology.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          CLARE

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 4.50 p.m.

      In her small terraced home on a side road off the northern end of the High Street, Clare Tustain is banging around in her kitchen, throwing cutlery into drawers and slamming cupboard doors. After school drop-off, which of course left her running late thanks to the bloody bus debacle, she’d raced off to her job at a pet boarding kennels just outside Cirencester. She’d somehow managed to get there just fifteen minutes after her official start time, but it had been hard work trying to catch up. A dozen dog kennels plus the cattery to clean out, and then the exercising, and then her boss had asked her to sit on reception for an hour too, during which time she’d had to deal with two irate callers, both trying to book their dogs in for the Easter holidays and refusing to accept that they were already fully booked and, in fact, had been for at least two months.

      ‘It’s Good Friday next week, for goodness’ sake,’ she’d hissed at the phone as she ended the second call. What was wrong with people? Then she’d arrived home, still feeling stressed and flustered, to find that Nick had left a sink full of dirty breakfast dishes for her to deal with yet again, not even bothering to run water into the cereal bowls to stop the porridge congealing into cement-like lumps.

      Fine, you have to get to work too, but would it kill you just to turn the buggering tap on? she thinks bitterly, as she finally finishes washing up and putting everything away, wishing for the millionth time that they could afford a dishwasher. Her hands are already raw from the disinfectants she uses at work; sometimes it’s just too much to have to plunge them into hot water yet again as soon as she gets home. But as she reaches for the tub of lavender-scented hand cream that sits next to the sink and slathers some onto her sore, dry skin, she feels a little shiver of hope.

      Maybe, one day soon…

      Because things might be about to change. Her luck, her life. It’s something she’s been fantasising about for so long, and now…

      Maybe. If we can just be brave enough…

      She stands there daydreaming for a few moments, a smile playing on her lips, then sighs. There are things to do first. Things to organise. But right now, she needs to get the house tidied up before she has to head back to school. She checks the time. Nearly five. The head, Mrs Chamberlain, had messaged earlier to say that due to their later than expected departure, the class would be unlikely to return for pick-up before five-thirty.

      OK. Half an hour to get this place shipshape, she thinks, as she heads into the living room, scooping up a pair of discarded pyjama bottoms from the hall floor as she goes. As she starts plumping cushions and picking toast crumbs from the carpet – why Nick insists on eating his breakfast on the sofa when there’s a perfectly good table and a television in the kitchen, she’s never understood – she wonders if they can stretch to fish and chips from the chippie down the road tonight. Then, she thinks about Reynold Lyon, and the vast sum of money he handed over to fund the stupid broken-down school bus.

      Thousands. Just like that. What must it be like to have so much spare cash you can donate thousands to a school fundraiser, and not even think about it? When we have to think twice about whether we can afford a takeaway once a month?

      Clare sighs again. She hates feeling like this; hates feeling bitter and frustrated and envious. She’s just tired, that’s all. She actually thinks Reynold’s OK; she doesn’t know him that well, but he’s always friendly enough, and pretty down-to-earth considering how rich and famous and foxy he is. He and his wife, the model, do all the school runs themselves; they don’t, as far as she knows, employ a nanny at all, and that’s major brownie points, in her humble opinion. Some of the wealthier Littleford parents rely so heavily on nannies she sometimes wonders if their kids even recognise them when they come home in the evening. The Beckfords, for example. Eldon Beckford’s a TV chef; he and his wife, Amy, run a chain of posh Caribbean restaurants, and their poor children have been practically raised by nannies from birth. Amy, amazingly, was in the gaggle of parents seeing the kids off on their trip this morning, but it was a rare sighting. She’s usually far too busy and important to take her own son to school.

      As she runs the vacuum cleaner around, picking up more of Nick’s crumbs, Clare thinks about Reynold again, and wonders if he eats toast in the living room and leaves it for someone else to clean up. She bets he doesn’t. He looked hot in the playground today, with that perfectly coiffed grey hair and those eyes the colour of chocolate mousse. So different to her Nick, with his shaggy brown hair – more mouse than mousse – and his scruffy plaid shirts.

      Oh, stop it, you mean bitch.

      She turns the vacuum cleaner off and shoves it into the cupboard under the stairs, feeling a little pang of guilt and shame. Nick does his best. And he loves her, and Stanley. Stanley, who was so excited to be heading off with his class this morning, the biggest smile on his cheeky little face as he climbed onto the minibus. Her beautiful, happy little boy. Clare feels a bit sick suddenly, as she often has recently when she thinks about Nick and Stanley.

      Can I really do this? she whispers. It’s going to break Nick’s heart…

      She swallows hard. She hasn’t got time to think about it now. She checks the time again, then grabs her keys from the hall table and rushes out of the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          LITTLEFORD PRIMARY SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 5.58 p.m.

      Olivia Chamberlain is pacing up and down her office, peering anxiously out of the window each time she passes it. There’s now a little group of parents huddled together near the gate, but as for Arnie’s rickety old minibus…

      ‘Where the heck are you?’ she mutters.

      She stops pacing and stabs at her phone for the umpteenth time, once more dialling the numbers of each of the four staff members who are with Class 3B: Erica Lindsay, Dominic Moore, Cally Norman, Oscar Jones. Every number goes straight to voicemail. She’s been trying to reach them since just after five, attempting to establish how far away they are and when precisely they expect to be back, but it’s now two minutes to six and she hasn’t been able to get hold of any of them.

      Arnie and his old banger, she thinks crossly, her brow creased in a frown. I bet that’s broken down now, hasn’t it? Somewhere between here and Stratford, with no phone signal. Dammit!

      Olivia glances out of the window again, pushing a strand of long grey-blonde hair off her forehead. Some of the parents are chatting, but others are looking towards the school building, as if expecting someone to appear with an explanation as to why they’re still waiting. She groans. It had to happen sometime, she supposes; there are numerous educational day trips during the school year, and to date every outing has run like clockwork, discounting the occasional case of travel sickness and one visit to A&E, when a Year 2 boy tripped and cut his head on the sharp corner of a display cabinet at a museum two winters ago. She wonders now if the trouble with the Mercedes this morning was some sort of omen. Maybe she should have just postponed the trip until after Easter, instead of sending the children off in the rusty old Ford. But they would have been so disappointed, and Arnie’s vehicles, while not always the prettiest to look at, are usually fairly reliable…

      She sighs. She’s alone in the building now; class finished for the week nearly three hours ago, and all the other staff and children have long gone. Richard hung around for a while, finishing off some admin and then sticking his head round her door at five o’clock to see if she wanted him to wait.

      ‘I don’t mind, but I do have a skittles match at the pub this evening and I wanted to go home and grab something to eat first,’ he’d said hopefully, and she’d shooed him away.

      ‘Go! They’ll be back soon; I won’t be here much longer myself. Enjoy your weekend,’ she’d said, and he’d grinned, thanked her and headed off, wobbling out of the gate on his slightly-too-small red bicycle two minutes later. Now she wishes she’d asked him to hang on after all; she could have palmed this little job off on him. She’s not relishing going out to tell the parents that their Friday evening plans are to be delayed even more than first thought, and she’s rather keen to get home herself, a Waitrose curry and half a bottle of wine waiting in the fridge and a costume drama box set to finish. It’s been a long week, and she’s tired, and she really could have done without this this evening.

      She checks the time again. Ten past six. She feels a prickle of unease. The Cotswold Wilderness Park closes at 4.30 p.m. this week – she’s double-checked; the gates will have been closed an hour and a half ago. It’s less than an hour’s drive, maybe just over an hour at a push on a Friday evening, which was presumably why Dominic’s text earlier had told her he expected they’d be back at 5.30 or just after. They really should be here by now, should have been back a while ago, and they should certainly be contactable. Assuming they’ve broken down in a poor signal area, then – because why else would none of them be answering their phones? – surely the first thing they’d have done would be to flag somebody down to ask them to call for help, or to knock on the door of the nearest house and ask to use the telephone? And then to call her, at the school, to let her know what’s happening? They’re four competent, experienced, trustworthy members of staff. So why has she heard nothing? She thinks about the route between here and the animal park. She’s driven it many, many times herself – one of her best friends lives not far from Stratford. Has she ever hit an area of no or low mobile phone signal? She thinks about this for a minute.

      No. I chatted to my mother on my hands-free for the entire journey up there a month or so ago, didn’t I? It’s fine. The signal on that road is fine, all the way. Good, even…

      So it can’t be that, after all. But why else would none of them be answering their mobiles? It’s not as if she can even try calling the children. The younger ones – and Class 3B, all seven- and eight-year-olds, fall into that category – are not permitted to have phones at Littleford, and even the older children who are allowed to carry a phone for emergencies must have them switched off during school hours.

      Oh… oh no!

      A horrible thought occurs to her, and she shudders, as if someone’s slowly caressing her body with an icy finger.

      An accident. Have they had an accident? Come off the road somewhere? Is that what’s happened? Maybe a wheel came off that old bus, or the engine blew up… Maybe they skidded into a ditch, or a field. Maybe they’re out of sight of the other traffic, so nobody’s even come to help them yet. Maybe they’re all unconscious. Maybe… Oh God. Oh, GOD. Maybe… maybe some of them are DEAD…

      Olivia gasps, her heart beginning to thud, her hand reaching for the edge of her desk for support. She gulps in some air, forcing herself to breathe deeply and slowly.

      No. No, it can’t be that, can it? Arnie wouldn’t let the children go off in a dangerous vehicle. And Erica is such a careful driver…

      ‘Get a grip, woman. It’s only just after six. They’re not that late. Not yet,’ she tells herself out loud in her best, firm headteacher voice. She looks around her office, trying to ground herself: the gallery of children’s artwork on the wall opposite her desk, the neat pile of paperwork in her in-tray, the embroidered cushions on the two comfortable chairs used by parents and other guests. Everything as it should be. Except… not quite. Because this is weird. If they’re OK, if they’re just stuck in traffic and still on their way back, they’d be getting her calls, wouldn’t they? Or at least some of them would be. They can’t all have dead batteries. No, something’s wrong. Something is wrong, she knows it.

      TAP! TAP! TAP!

      She jumps violently and whirls round. There’s a face pressed against the glass of her office window, a young woman with a white-blonde bob and a pair of oversized black spectacles.

      TAP! TAP!

      It’s Clare Tustain, mother of seven-year-old Stanley, spotting her now and peering in at her, one hand raised as she raps the window with her knuckles.

      ‘Mrs Chamberlain? How much longer are the kids gonna be?’ she shouts. ‘We’re getting fed up waiting out here!’

      Olivia takes a step forward and forces a smile.

      ‘I’ll come out,’ she mouths.

      Clare frowns, then seems to understand and nods, backing away from the glass. Olivia casts one more despondent glance towards the school gate, hoping desperately to see the minibus miraculously appearing, but it doesn’t, of course, and clearly she can’t put this off any longer. She’s going to have to tell the parents she currently has absolutely no idea where their children are, and this is not going to be fun. She takes a deep breath and heads for the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          LITTLEFORD PRIMARY SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 6.15 p.m.

      ‘What on earth do you mean, you don’t know where they are? How can you not know where they are?’

      Reynold Lyon sounds exasperated, and Olivia doesn’t blame him.

      ‘Well, I’ve been calling them for over an hour, since around five, and I can’t get hold of any of the staff on the bus. I’m sure everything’s fine – it’s probably just Friday night traffic – but I’m not quite sure why none of them are answering their phones…’

      Her voice tails off as there’s an outburst of questions and exclamations from the little group of parents.

      ‘What? None of them?’

      ‘This is ridiculous! We have dinner plans!’

      ‘Have they had an accident or something? Have you called the police?’

      The clamour stops as Clare Tustain’s strident voice rings out above the rest.

      ‘Well, have you?’ she asks.

      Olivia swallows.

      ‘No. Not yet. I was hoping… but you’re right, Mrs Tustain. I’m getting a little anxious too. I mean, they’re only about forty-five minutes late so far. But the fact I can’t reach any of them… it’s starting to concern me. Maybe we should…’

      She can feel a muscle in her face twitch as all the parents start talking at once again. Some of them are pulling out their phones, tapping, scrolling.

      ‘The Live Traffic app says the road between here and Stratford is clear,’ says one man. ‘It can’t be heavy traffic that’s delaying them.’

      ‘And nothing about any accidents on the police Twitter feeds,’ says another.

      ‘Well, it’s probably just a breakdown then. Hang on – did the bus have a tracker?’ asks Reynold. ‘I mean, I know the new one has, obviously. But what about Arnie’s old jalopy?’

      ‘I–I don’t know,’ says Olivia hopelessly. The TV presenter is right – the Mercedes has a built-in tracker, enabling her to know, via an app on her phone, precisely where it is when it’s away from school premises; she can view a record of exactly where it’s been, what time it arrived there, even what speed it’s been doing on the way. The technology, when it was explained to her, simultaneously astounded and deeply reassured Olivia. But now, of course, this wonderful high-tech vehicle is sitting here in its parking space at the side of the school, and the children and staff are God knows where in a creaky old bus which, according to Richard who’d popped out to the playground when it had arrived, still proudly boasts a tape deck.

      There’s no way it’s going to have a tracker, is there?

      ‘I’m ringing Arnie,’ says one of the mothers, a frantic look on her face. The group falls silent, all heads turning to watch as she holds her phone to her ear. Her hand is trembling slightly, Olivia notes, and her own stomach begins to churn as the woman fills the taxi firm boss in on what’s going on, stammering in her haste to make him understand.

      ‘It doesn’t? Oh, Christ, Arnie… OK. Yes, yes, I’m sure it is.’

      She nods, listening, then says, ‘Really? Oh, that’s so good of you, thank you. Call us back as soon as you can, OK?’

      The woman – it’s Rosie Duggan, mother of seven-year-old Harper – ends the call and looks around, biting her lower lip.

      ‘No tracker,’ she says, her voice shaky. ‘But Arnie says the bus might look a bit knackered but it’s just been serviced and is running perfectly. He was quite indignant about us suggesting it might have broken down. Which is something, I suppose. Anyway, he’s actually on a job on the A429 right now, and he has another driver just leaving Stratford. They’re going to check the route for us, see if they can see them parked up anywhere. But he’s also confirmed what we already know – traffic is pretty light this evening and there are no reports of any accidents. So he’s as confused as we are.’

      There’s a moment of silence, then another mother says tentatively, ‘Maybe one of the kids has been sick? They might have stopped at a garage or something to clean up?’

      Olivia looks at her, her mind racing.

      ‘That could have happened. But… well, one of the staff would have called me. They know they have to keep the school updated if there’s any sort of problem or delay. Why are none of them picking up their phones?’

      ‘Right.’

      It’s Clare Tustain again, a decisive look on her face.

      ‘OK, well this has gone on long enough. We can’t wait for Arnie. Mrs Chamberlain, I think you need to call the police. Now.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          COTSWOLDS POLICE HEADQUARTERS

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 7.05 p.m.

      ‘Well, an entire bus load of kids and teachers can’t just disappear, can it? They must be somewhere!’

      Detective Superintendent Sadie Stewart knows she’s sounding unprofessionally grumpy, and she takes a deep breath. The nearest police station to the school in question, Cirencester, had escalated the call to her in Cheltenham, and that wouldn’t have happened if there wasn’t genuine concern.

      ‘OK,’ she says, in a calmer voice. ‘Where are we with this at the moment?’

      Detective Chief Inspector Daniel Sharma gives her a quick summary: it’s now an hour and a half after the bus’s scheduled return time, and apparently the headteacher and parents awaiting the children’s arrival home have gone into panic mode.

      ‘It doesn’t sound that late, on the face of it,’ Daniel says, rubbing a hand across his neat goatee beard and frowning. ‘But it is a bit unusual. There’s been no contact with the bus since this morning, when one of the teachers messaged to say they’d be back a bit later than planned because they had a late start and then hit traffic. Nothing since, no message to say they’ve diverted anywhere or anything like that. And it’s Friday evening, isn’t it? They need to get the kids back home so everyone can start their weekend. Traffic is light on the route, there have been no reports of any accidents, and the strangest thing is that now none of the staff are answering their phones, even though the signal is strong all the way. Two local taxi drivers have just driven the length of the route the bus would have taken and they’ve seen no sign of them either. They’re not parked in a layby or anything like that. Fourteen people in total. That’s ten kids from the school’s Class 3B, and four adults. What do you think, boss?’

      Sadie stares at him, thinking.

      ‘No tracker on the vehicle?’

      Daniel shakes his head.

      ‘Nope. The school bus broke down this morning so they had to find a replacement at short notice, an old model. ANPR then?’

      Sadie nods.

      ‘Please. Actually, let’s do it on the way. We’ll get down there.’

      She stands up abruptly, and Daniel, who’s been perching on the edge of her desk, leaps off, bending to scoop up the jacket he dropped on the floor when he came into her office a few minutes ago. He makes the call as they head downstairs and out into the car park, Sadie leading the way, a knot forming in her stomach.

      Only an hour and a half late, she thinks. But still…

      She’s learned, during her years in the force, to trust her gut, her sixth sense. And although her logical mind is telling her there’s probably nothing to worry about here, her body is telling her otherwise.

      OK, so there are lots of possibilities. But maybe none of them are good, she thinks, listening to Daniel giving the details of the missing bus to the person on the other end of the phone, and the knot in her stomach tightens as she manoeuvres the car out of its space and heads out of town. It’s a half-hour drive to Littleford normally, but once she’s on the dual carriageway she puts the blue lights and siren on, Daniel still on hold on the phone in the passenger seat. She sees, out of the corner of her eye, his free hand reaching out to the dashboard to steady himself as she puts her foot down, and despite her rising anxiety she allows herself a little smile. She loves driving with blues and twos – she enjoys the speed, the feeling of control, the way the powerful car responds to her touch. Just over twenty-two minutes later they’ve reached the outskirts of the village, a picturesque little place with a river flowing lazily past quaint stone cottages and ivy-covered pubs; as she slows down for the last half a mile, Daniel finally ends his call and turns to her.

      ‘OK, so the ANPR cameras picked up the bus several times this morning, on the A429, the fastest route to the Cotswold Wilderness Park. And it was picked up again just before four-thirty, heading in the other direction, so presumably on its way back to Littleford. It would have been bang on schedule at that point. But… well, this is where it gets a bit strange’ – he frowns, looking at the notebook resting on his thigh, the page covered in what looks, to Sadie, like a totally illegible scrawl, written at seventy-plus miles an hour – ‘the sightings stop shortly after that. There’s nothing further down the road at all. Which means, I assume…’

      Sadie sees the turning for Littleford High Street up ahead and hits the brakes.

      ‘That the bus took a diversion off the A-road somewhere not far from Stratford? Why would it do that?’ she says, as she flicks the indicator on and turns right.

      Daniel shrugs.

      ‘I don’t know. And that would have been, what? Three hours ago now? Where is it? Where did it go? Why no contact from anyone on it? I don’t like this, boss.’

      The knot is still there in Sadie’s stomach, and now her mouth suddenly feels dry, her mind beginning to race. She had a conversation about ANPR, and its use as a crime-fighting tool, with her young nephew, Teddy, only last weekend; at just nine years of age, he’s already decided he wants to be a police officer, and regularly bombards Aunt Sadie with questions, this time about Automatic Number Plate Recognition technology and how it all works. She’d carefully explained that there are around 13,000 cameras dotted throughout the country and even mounted on some police vehicles, constantly capturing and analysing vehicle number plates. She’d told him the cameras are used in the private sector too, in car parks for example, but that it’s the police ANPR cameras, located on main roads and motorways, which are so useful in her job.

      ‘We can cross-check the ANPR data against our own, on the Police National Computer, and that helps us track down people of interest,’ she’d explained, as he stared up at her with his big brown eyes, taking it all in. ‘People who might have committed crimes, I mean. It’s very clever, and very helpful.’

      Teddy’s mum, Sadie’s younger sister, had bustled in at that point, telling them that tea was ready, so she’d left it there, not wanting to overload him with too much information, and leaving out the fact that the ANPR system, good as it is, has its limitations, the biggest being that few rural roads have any cameras at all. A savvy criminal can make a pretty undetectable getaway by avoiding main thoroughfares, and in the Cotswolds there are so many little backroads, meandering through rolling countryside and tiny villages… but why would this bus leave the main road?

      ‘There it is. The school. On your right,’ says Daniel suddenly, and she nods, spotting the handsome gabled building and slowing the car. She turns in through the gate, passing a huddle of people who all turn to look at the police car with tight, fearful expressions.

      Ten kids. This isn’t good, she thinks. They must have had some sort of accident, mustn’t they? But why no report of one? Where are they? And now it’s almost dark, which won’t help one tiny bit…

      She switches the engine off and turns to Daniel.

      ‘Right, I want background checks on all the teachers on that bus, just in case. And we need to get some cars out there. We need to comb those side roads near the last known sighting. If they’ve had an accident, it must be a bad one if none of the staff are contactable. I’m just finding it hard to understand why nothing’s been reported yet, unless they’ve done some sort of spectacular dive into a lake or something. There aren’t any big bodies of water in that area though, are there?’

      He shakes his head.

      ‘Don’t think so. We probably need to put out a full county alert, see if anyone’s seen them anywhere at all in the past few hours. I’ll do that now… Uh-oh. Incoming…’

      He nods at Sadie’s window, and she turns to see an elegant-looking woman peering in at her.

      ‘Any news?’ she mouths.

      ‘Here we go…’ says Daniel quietly, and Sadie gives him a wry smile and climbs out of the car.

      ‘Is there? Any news?’ says the woman again. ‘Sorry – good evening, officers. I’m Olivia Chamberlain, headteacher. We’re getting extremely concerned now. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve tried to call my staff, and all their phones are still going straight to voicemail. Some of the parents are about to get in their cars to go and start looking themselves, but we just thought we’d wait for you to arrive first. I mean, it’s nearly eight o’clock now, so something is clearly very wrong…’

      She’s talking so quickly her words are garbled, and now her voice cracks, and she stops speaking and swallows hard.

      ‘Sorry,’ she whispers. ‘I’m just so worried…’

      ‘I totally understand, and I’m sure everything’s going to be fine, but you were right to call us. We’re getting officers out there as we speak to search the area along the route.’

      Sadie gestures at Daniel, who’s still sitting in the car, chatting animatedly on the phone.

      ‘And I’ll need to get some more details from you about those on board. But it’s probably best if you leave this to us, for now. I can totally understand the children’s parents are very concerned, but I’d prefer it if they stayed here, or went home, maybe, just until—’

      ‘What’s going on? Has anyone got any information yet, for goodness’ sake?’

      A loud, shrill female voice makes Sadie turn sharply. A blonde woman wearing large black-framed glasses is standing right behind her, flanked by a dozen or so other men and women. Even in the gathering gloom of the playground, she can see that some of them look terrified, and she feels her chest tighten.

      ‘I’m so sorry, no news yet, but I’m sure we’ll track them down soon,’ she says, in what she hopes is a reassuring tone. ‘Ms…?’

      ‘Tustain. Clare Tustain. Mrs,’ says the woman tartly. ‘My son, Stanley, is on the bus. This is getting ridiculous. I can’t understand why nobody knows where they are.’

      ‘It is, rather,’ says a man. ‘Ridiculous, I mean.’

      The voice sounds familiar, and Sadie turns to look at the speaker. His face is familiar too – he’s tall and extremely attractive, probably mid-fifties, with neat silver-grey hair swept back from a tanned forehead – but she can’t place him.

      Is he on TV, maybe? An actor?

      She’s not sure, and now he’s being interrupted by another man, who’s pushing through from the back of the group.

      ‘Seriously, we need to get them home as soon as possible,’ he says in a voice high-pitched with worry. ‘My wife’s at home going out of her mind. Sorry – Ben Townsend. My daughter’s on the bus and my wife is distraught. If anything bad’s happened… What’s your best guess, officer? Do you think they’ve just broken down somewhere, or… well, I’m trying not to think the worst but…’

      There’s a cacophony of voices then, everyone suddenly talking at once. The headteacher raises a hand in the air and says something Sadie can’t hear above the commotion, clearly trying to quieten the parents like she would a class of noisy children, but it’s not working, and she turns to Sadie with an expression of despair.

      ‘Please,’ she says. ‘Please find them. Something is really wrong here. I just know it is.’

      Sadie nods.

      She’s right, she thinks. I feel it too. Something is seriously wrong. But what? Where the hell is Class 3B?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          BEN

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: Friday, 8.10 p.m.

      Ben Townsend watches the police car move slowly out of the playground with a sense of rising panic. How is he going to tell his wife that now the police have been called in, and nobody seems to have any idea where the children are? Monique has been in a state of high anxiety all day; she was wandering aimlessly around the kitchen when he left for work this morning, fretting about how their daughter, Willow, was going to cope with a school day trip. She would cope just fine, as she always did, Ben had assured her, but it was no use. Monique was what he believed was known as a ‘helicopter parent’, always hovering and worrying. Actually, worrying was an understatement. His wife tended to work herself up into frenzies, which definitely made home life rather… fraught, at times. By the time he got back this afternoon – he always tried to finish early on a Friday – she was wandering aimlessly around the living room instead, constantly checking her watch and getting in a complete tizzy about the predicted slightly later return time of the school bus. In the end, in an effort to calm her down, he’d told her he’d just go down to Littleford Primary and wait, and made her pour herself a large glass of wine. He’d been greatly relieved when she agreed, but the relief had been short-lived, the continued non-appearance of the bus meaning he’d had to text her several times since to tell her the children were still yet to arrive, and he’d received increasingly hysterical replies.

      ‘Christ, Clare,’ he says now, turning to Clare Tustain. There’s a chill in the air, the pleasant warmth of the afternoon melting away with the daylight, the sky above the playground soot-black and starless.

      ‘She’s worse than usual today. It’s going to tip her over the edge if they don’t get back soon. What in buggery’s happened to them?’

      Clare has just opened her mouth to reply when raised voices behind them make them both look round. It’s Reynold Lyon, and that TV chef mate of his, Eldon Beckford. Ben doesn’t know either of them very well, only that Monique turns into a simpering mess whenever they encounter them at school functions, but he knows who they are, of course. Everyone does.

      ‘Well, if she thinks I’m going to go home and wait like a good little boy while my son is God knows where, she can think again,’ Eldon is saying loudly. His voice is deep, normally with a pleasant sing-song Bajan accent, but now he sounds enraged, and when Reynold places a hand on his arm, he shrugs it off with an irritated jerk.

      ‘Eldon… it does make sense…’ he says, but Eldon shakes his head.

      ‘Fine, you stay here. But I’m getting in the car and I’m going to look for them,’ he growls. ‘Anybody with me?’

      ‘I’ll come,’ says one of other dads. Ben looks at Clare and hesitates. He’s not panicking, not yet, but he wants to go too, to do something, to do anything. To do anything rather than go home to Monique right now, if he’s being honest. The police officer, however, had been quite clear in her instructions before she left.

      ‘Please,’ she had said, ‘go home. I need to know where you all are, for when we track down the bus. I’m quite sure everyone will be fine and that there’s a rational explanation for why we’re currently unable to get hold of them, but just in case… if half of you are haring around on country roads and in and out of mobile phone signal, it’s just going to complicate things. Mrs Chamberlain has given me all the information I need, so I now have all your numbers, and I promise, I promise, you’ll be informed as soon as we have any news, OK?’

      ‘What do you think?’ Ben says now.

      Clare shivers. She’s wearing a thin khaki jacket, not really warm enough for the time of year, and she pulls the zip up to the neck and rubs her hands together.

      ‘I think we should do what the cop said,’ she says. ‘Go home, Ben. I’m sure they’ll be fine. We’ll be laughing about this tomorrow. They’ll be back within the hour, I bet.’

      There’s a beep from her pocket, and she reaches into it and pulls out her phone, squinting at the screen.

      ‘Nick. He’s just got home from work and he’s wondering where we are. I’m going to run, Ben. Go and sort Monique out. It’ll be OK. I’ll see you soon.’

      She reaches out and touches him gently on the arm, and he nods and gives her a small smile, then watches as she turns and walks briskly away, heading for the gate. Ben loiters for a minute longer, listening to the handful of other parents still bickering about whether they should go home as requested or form their own search party, and the entreaties of Olivia Chamberlain, who’s attempting to get them all out of her playground, then makes up his mind and heads for his car.

      When he pulls up outside their house ten minutes later, Monique is flinging the front door open before he’s even switched his headlights off. She’s quite drunk – he sees that immediately; her eyes have a glassy look and she’s clearly spilled something down her blouse. His heart sinks.

      ‘Darling…’ he begins, but she’s grabbing his arm and pushing him aside, peering behind him into the dark driveway and then, realising he’s alone, staggering backwards and shrieking, ‘Where is she? What’s happened? Oh God, oh God, I knew it, I knew it…’

      Ben closes the front door, sighing inwardly. Yes, he’s worried too
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