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 ONE

The Widow

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 9, 2010


I
 can hear the sound of her crunching up the path. Heavy-footed in high heels. She’s almost at the door, hesitating and smoothing her hair out of her face. Nice outfit: jacket with big buttons, decent dress underneath, and glasses perched on her head. Not a Jehovah’s Witness or from the Labour party. Must be a reporter, but not the usual. She’s my second one today—fourth this week, and it’s only Wednesday. I bet she says, “I’m sorry to bother you at such a difficult time.” They all say that and put on that stupid face. Like they care.

I’m going to wait to see if she rings twice. The man this morning didn’t. Some are obviously bored to death with trying. They leave as soon as they take their finger off the bell, marching back down the path as fast as they can, into their cars and away. They can tell their bosses they knocked on the door but I wasn’t there. Pathetic.

She rings twice. Then knocks loudly in that rap-rap-rappity-rap
 way. Like a policeman. She sees me looking through the gap at the side of my sheer curtains and smiles this big smile. A Hollywood smile, my mum used to say. Then she knocks again.

When I open the door, she hands me the bottle of milk from the doorstep and says, “You don’t want to leave that out. It’ll spoil. Shall I come in? Have you got the kettle on?”


 I can’t breathe, let alone speak. She smiles again, head on one side. “I’m Kate,” she says. “Kate Waters, a reporter from the Daily Post
 .”

“I’m,” I start, suddenly realizing she hasn’t asked.

“I know who you are, Mrs. Taylor,” she says. Unspoken are the words: “You are the story.”

“Let’s not stand out here,” she says. And as she talks, somehow, she’s come in.

I feel too stunned by the turn of events to speak, and she takes my silence as permission to go into the kitchen with the bottle of milk and make me a cup of tea. I follow her in—it’s not a big kitchen and we’re in a bit of a squeeze as she bustles about filling the kettle and opening all my cupboards, looking for cups and sugar. I just stand there, letting it all happen.

She’s chatting about the kitchen. “What a lovely fresh-looking room—I wish mine looked like this. Did you put a new kitchen in?”

It feels like I’m talking to a friend. It isn’t how I thought it would be, talking to a reporter. I thought it would be like being questioned by the police. Thought it would be an ordeal, an interrogation. That’s what my husband, Glen, said. But it isn’t, somehow.

I say, “Yes. We chose white doors and red handles because it looked so clean.” I’m standing in my house discussing kitchens with a reporter. Glen would’ve had a fit.

She says, “Through here, is it?” and I open the door to the living room.

I’m not sure if I want her here or not—not sure how I feel. It doesn’t feel right to protest now—she’s just sitting and chatting with a cup of tea in her hand. It’s funny—I’m quite enjoying the attention. I get a bit lonely inside this house now that Glen is gone.

And she seems to be in charge of things. It’s quite nice really, to have someone in charge of me again. I was beginning to panic that I’d 
 have to cope with everything on my own, but Kate Waters is saying she’ll sort everything out.

All I have to do is tell her about my life, she says.

My life? She doesn’t really want to know about me. She hasn’t walked up my path to hear about Jean Taylor. She wants to know the truth about him. About Glen. My husband.

You see, my husband died last week. Knocked down by a bus just outside Sainsbury’s. He was there one minute, giving me grief about what sort of cereal I should’ve bought, and the next, dead on the road. Head injuries, they said. Dead, anyway. I just stood there and looked at him, lying there. People were running around finding blankets, and there was a bit of blood on the pavement. Not much blood, though. He would’ve been glad. He didn’t like any sort of mess.

Everyone was very kind and trying to stop me from seeing his body, but I couldn’t tell them I was glad he was gone. No more of his nonsense.






 TWO

The Widow

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 9, 2010


T
 he police came to the hospital, of course. Even DI Bob Sparkes turned up at the accident and emergency department to talk about Glen.

I said nothing to him or any of the others. Told them there was nothing to say. I was too upset to talk. Cried a bit.

DI Bob Sparkes has been a part of my life for so long—more than three years it is now—but I think perhaps he will disappear with you, Glen.

I don’t say any of this to Kate Waters. She’s in the other armchair in the sitting room, nursing her mug of tea and jiggling her foot.

“Jean,” she says—no more “Mrs. Taylor,” I notice—“this last week must have been terrible for you. And after all you’ve already been through.” I say nothing, just stare at my lap. She has no idea what I’ve been through. No one has really. I’ve never been able to tell anyone. Glen said that was best.

We wait in silence, and then she tries a different tack. She stands up and picks up a photo of us from the mantelpiece—both of us laughing at something.

“You look so young,” she says. “Was this before you got married?”

I nod.


 “Did you know each other a long time before that? Did you meet at school?”

“No, not at school. We met at a bus stop,” I tell her. “He was very good-looking, and he made me laugh. I was seventeen, an apprentice at a hairdresser’s in Greenwich, and he worked in a bank. He was a bit older and wore a suit and good shoes. He was different.”

I’m making it sound like some romantic novel, and Kate Waters is lapping it up, scribbling in her notebook, peering at me over those little glasses and nodding as if she understands. She isn’t fooling me.

Actually, Glen didn’t seem the romantic sort at first. Our courtship was mainly in the dark—the cinema, the backseat of his Escort, the park—and there wasn’t much time for talking. But I remember the first time he told me he loved me. I prickled all over, like I could feel every inch of my skin. I felt alive for the first time in my life. I told him I loved him, too. Desperately. That I couldn’t eat or sleep for thinking about him.

My mum said it was a “fascination” on my part when I mooned around the house. I wasn’t sure what it meant, “fascination,” but I wanted to be with Glen all the time, and back then he said he felt the same. I think Mum was a bit jealous. She relied on me.

“She relies on you too much, Jeanie,” Glen said. “Not healthy to be going everywhere with your daughter.”

I tried to explain about Mum being frightened of going out on her own, but Glen said she was being selfish.

He was so protective, picking a seat for me in the pub away from the bar—“Don’t want it to be too noisy for you”—and ordering for me at restaurants so I tasted new things—“You’ll love this, Jeanie. Just try it.” So I did, and sometimes the new things were lovely. And if they weren’t, I didn’t say anything in case I hurt his feelings. He would go quiet if I went against him. I hated that. Felt I’d disappointed him.


 I’d never been out with someone like Glen, someone who knew what they wanted in life. The other boys were just that, boys.

Two years later, when Glen proposed, he didn’t go down on one knee. He held me very close and said, “You belong to me, Jeanie. We belong together . . . Let’s get married.”

He’d won Mum over by then, anyway, He’d come with flowers—“a little something for the other woman in my life,” he’d say to make her giggle—and he’d talk to her about Coronation Street
 or the royal family, and Mum loved it. She said I was a lucky girl. That he’d brought me out of myself. Would make something of me. She could see he’d take care of me. And he did.

“What was he like then?” Kate Waters asks, leaning forward to encourage me. Then. She means before all the bad stuff.

“Oh, he was a lovely man. Very lovey-dovey, couldn’t do enough for me,” I say. “Always bringing me flowers and presents. Said I was the one. I was blown over by it all. I was only seventeen.”

She loves it. Writes it all down in a funny scrawl and looks up. I’m trying not to laugh. I feel the hysteria rising, but it comes out like a sob, and she reaches her hand over to touch my arm.

“Don’t be upset,” she says. “It’s all over now.”

And it is. No more police, no more Glen. No more of his nonsense.

I can’t quite remember when I started calling it that. It had begun long before I could name it. I was too busy making our marriage perfect, beginning with the wedding at Charlton House.

My mum and dad thought I was too young at nineteen, but we persuaded them. Well, Glen did, really. He was so determined, so devoted to me, and in the end Dad said yes, and we celebrated with a bottle of Lambrusco.

They paid a fortune for the wedding because I was their only one, and I spent my whole time looking at pictures in bridal 
 magazines with Mum and dreaming of my big day. My big day.
 How I clung to that and filled my life with it. Glen never interfered.

“That’s your department,” he’d say, and laugh.

He made it sound like he had a department, too. I thought it was probably his job; he was the main breadwinner, he said. “I know it sounds old-fashioned, Jeanie, but I want to look after you. You’re still very young, and we’ve got everything in front of us.”

He always had big ideas, and they sounded so exciting when he talked about them. He was going to be the manager of the branch, then leave to start his own business, be his own boss and make lots of money. I could see him in a posh suit with a secretary and a big car. And me, I was going to be there for him. “Never change, Jeanie. I love you just the way you are,” he’d say.

So we bought number 12 and moved in after the wedding. We’re still here all these years later.

The house had a front garden, but we graveled over “to save on cutting the grass,” Glen said. I quite liked the grass, but Glen liked things neat. It was hard at the beginning, when we first moved in together, because I was always a bit untidy. Mum was always finding dirty plates and odd socks in the fluff under my bed at home. Glen would’ve died if he’d looked.

I can see him now, clenching his teeth and his eyes going all narrow when he caught me brushing crumbs off the table onto the floor with my hand after we had tea one night, early on. Didn’t even know I was doing it—must’ve done it a hundred times without thinking, but I never did it again. He was good for me in that way, taught me how to do things right so the house was nice. He liked it nice.

In the early days Glen told me all about his job in the bank—the responsibilities he had, how the juniors relied on him, the jokes the staff played on one another, the boss he couldn’t stand—“Thinks he’s 
 better than everyone, Jeanie”—and the people he worked with. Joy and Liz in the back office; Scott, one of the counter staff, who had terrible skin and blushed over everything; May, the trainee who kept making mistakes. I loved listening to him, loved hearing about his world.

I suppose I did tell him about my work, but we seemed to drift back to the bank quite quickly.

“Hairdressing isn’t the most exciting job,” he’d say, “but you do it very well, Jeanie. I’m very proud of you.”

He was trying to make me feel better about myself, he told me. And he did. It felt so safe being loved by Glen.

Kate Waters is looking at me, doing that thing with her head again. She’s good. I’ll give her that. I’ve never spoken to a journalist before, apart from telling them to go away, never mind let one in the house. They’ve been coming to the door for years on and off, and no one has got inside until today. Glen saw to that.

But he’s not here now. And Kate Waters seems different. She’s told me she feels “a real connection” with me. Says she feels like we’ve known each other for ages. And I know what she means.

“His death must’ve come as a terrible shock,” she says, giving my arm another squeeze. I nod dumbly.

I can’t tell her how I started lying awake, wishing Glen were dead. Well, not dead exactly. I didn’t want him to be in any pain or suffer or anything. I just wanted him not to be there anymore. I would fantasize about the moment when I’d get the call from a police officer.

“Mrs. Taylor,” the deep voice would say, “I’m so sorry, but I’ve got bad news.” The anticipation of the next bit used to make me almost giggle.

“Mrs. Taylor, I’m afraid your husband has been killed in an accident.”

I then saw myself—really saw myself—sobbing and picking up 
 the phone to ring his mum and tell her. “Mary,” I’d say, “I’m so sorry. I’ve got some bad news. It’s Glen. He’s dead.”

I can hear the shock in her gasp. I can feel her grief. I can feel the sympathy of friends at my loss, gathering my family around me. Then the secret thrill.

Me, the grieving widow. Don’t make me laugh.

Of course, when it really happened, it didn’t feel nearly as real. For a moment his mum sounded almost as relieved as me that it was all over; then she put the phone down, weeping for her boy. And there were no friends to tell and just a handful of family to gather around me.

Kate Waters chirps up about needing the loo and making another cup of tea, and I let her get on with it, giving her my mug and showing her the downstairs bathroom. When she’s gone, I look around the room quickly, making sure there’s nothing of Glen’s out. No souvenirs for her to steal. Glen warned me. He told me stories about the press. I hear the toilet flush, and she eventually reappears with a tray and starts again about what a remarkable woman I must be, so loyal.

I keep looking at the wedding picture on the wall above the gas fire. We look so young, we could’ve been dressing up in our parents’ clothes. Kate Waters sees me looking and stands to take the photo off the wall.

She perches on the arm of my chair, and we look at it together. September 6, 1989. The day we tied the knot. I don’t know why, but I start to cry, my first real tears since Glen died. Kate Waters puts an arm around me.






 THREE

The Reporter

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 9, 2010


K
 ate Waters shifted in her chair. She shouldn’t have had that cup of coffee earlier—what with that and the tea, her bladder was sending distress signals and she might have to leave Jean Taylor alone with her thoughts. Not a good idea at this stage of the game, especially as Jean had gone a bit quiet, sipping her tea and gazing into the distance. Kate was desperate not to pause the moment and damage the rapport she was building with her. They were at a very delicate stage. Lose eye contact and the whole mood could change.

Her husband, Steve, had once compared her job to stalking an animal. He’d had a glass too many of Rioja and was showing off at a dinner party.

“She gets closer and closer, feeding them little bits of kindness and humor, a hint of money to come, their chance to give their side of the story, until they are eating out of the palm of her hand. It’s a real art,” he’d told the guests around their dining room table.

They were his colleagues from the oncology department, and Kate had sat, doing her professional smile and murmuring, “Come on, darling, you know me better than that,” as the guests laughed nervously and sipped their wine. She’d been furious during the washing up, sloshing the suds over the floor as she threw pans into 
 the sink, but Steve had put his arms around her and kissed her into a reconciliation.

“You know how much I admire you, Katie,” he’d said. “You’re brilliant at what you do.”

She’d kissed him back, but he was right. It was sometimes a game or a flirtatious dance, to make an instant connection with a suspicious—even hostile—stranger. She loved it. Loved the adrenaline rush of getting to the doorstep first, ahead of the pack, ringing the bell and hearing the sounds of life inside the house, seeing the light change in the frosted glass as the person approached and then, as the door opened, going into full performance mode.

Reporters had different techniques on the doorstep: One friend she’d trained with called it his “last puppy in the basket” look to get sympathy; another always blamed her news editor for making her knock on the door again; and one had once stuffed a pillow up her jumper to pretend she was pregnant and asked to use the loo to get in.

Not Kate’s style. She had her own rules: Always smile; never stand too close to the door; don’t start with an apology; and try to distract from the fact that you’re after a story. She’d used the bottle-of-milk thing before, but milkmen were a dying breed. She was very pleased with herself for getting through this door with such apparent ease.

In truth, she hadn’t wanted to come in the first place. She needed to go into the office to finish her expenses forms before her credit card bill came through and cleaned out her bank account. But her news editor was having none of it.

“Go and knock on the widow’s door—it’s on your way in,” Terry Deacon shouted down the phone above the radio news headlines blaring out beside him. “Never know. Today might be your lucky day.”

Kate had sighed. She knew immediately who Terry meant. There was only one widow everyone wanted to interview that week, 
 but she also knew it was a well-trodden path. Three of her colleagues at the Post
 had already tried—and she was sure she must be the last reporter in the country to knock on this particular door.

Almost.

As she reached the turn onto Jean Taylor’s road, she automatically checked for other press and immediately spotted the man from The
 Times
 , standing by a car. Boring tie, elbow patches, and a side part. Classic. She edged her car forward as the traffic crawled along the main road but kept one eye on the enemy. She’d have to go around the block again and hope he’d gone by the time she got back.

“Bloody hell,” she muttered, signaling left and swinging down a side street to park.

Fifteen minutes and a flick through the dailies later, Kate put her seat belt back on and restarted the car. Her phone rang, and she dug deep into her bag to find it. Fishing it out, she saw Bob Sparkes’s name on the display and turned off the engine.

“Hello, Bob. How are you? What’s happening?”

Detective Inspector Bob Sparkes wanted something; that was obvious. He wasn’t the sort of bloke to ring for a chat, and she bet herself the call would last less than sixty seconds.

“Hi, Kate. Good, thanks. Quite busy. You know what it’s like. Got a couple of cases on the go but nothing interesting.

“Look, Kate, just wondered if you were still working on the Glen Taylor case.”

“Christ, Bob, have you got me on CCTV or something? I’m just about to go and knock on Jean Taylor’s door.”

Sparkes laughed. “Don’t worry—you’re not on the surveillance list as far as I know.”

“Anything I should know before I see her?” Kate asked. “Anything new since Glen Taylor died?”

“No, not really.” She could hear the disappointment in his 
 voice. “Wondered if you’d heard anything. Anyway, I’d appreciate a heads-up if Jean says anything.”

“I’ll give you a call afterward,” she said. “But she’ll probably slam the door in my face. That’s what she’s done to all the rest of the reporters.”

“Okay, speak later.”

End of. She looked at the phone and smiled. Forty-one seconds. A new record. She must tease him about it next time she saw him.

Five minutes later she’d cruised down the Taylors’ newly media-free street and walked up the path.

•   •   •


N
 ow she needed the story.


Oh, for God’s sake, how can I concentrate?
 she thought, digging her nails into her hand to distract herself. No, no good.

“Sorry, Jean, but would it be all right to use your loo?” she said, smiling apologetically. “Tea, it goes straight through you, doesn’t it? I’ll make us another drink if you like.”

Jean nodded and rose from her seat to guide the way. “It’s through here,” she said, standing aside so Kate could edge past into the peachy haven of the downstairs loo.

Washing her hands with the perfumed guest soap, Kate looked up and caught her expression in the mirror. She looked a bit tired, she thought, smoothing her unruly hair down and tapping the bags under her eyes with her fingertips, as instructed by the girl who did her occasional facials.

In the kitchen on her own, she idly read the notes and magnets on the fridge while she waited for the kettle to boil. Shopping lists and holiday souvenirs—nothing much for her here. A photo of the Taylors taken in a beach restaurant showed the couple smiling and raising their glasses to the camera. Glen Taylor, all tousled dark hair 
 and holiday smile, and Jean, dark blond hair done for the occasion and tucked neatly behind her ears, going-out makeup slightly smudged by the heat, and that sideways glance at her husband.


Adoring or in awe?
 Kate wondered.

The last couple of years had clearly taken their toll on the woman in the photo. Jean was sitting waiting for her in cargo pants, baggy T-shirt, and cardigan, her hair escaping from a stubby ponytail. Steve was always teasing her about how she noticed the little things, but it was part of the job. “I’m a trained observer,” she’d joked, and delighted in pointing out tiny, telling details. She’d immediately spotted the damage to Jean’s rough and cracked hands—hairdresser’s hands
 , she’d thought to herself—and the skin around the nails, frayed from the widow’s nervous chewing.

The lines around her eyes told their own story.

Kate took her phone out and photographed the picture. She noted that everything in the kitchen was immaculate, nothing like her own, where her teenage sons would, no doubt, have left a trail of detritus from their abandoned breakfast—stained coffee mugs, souring milk, half-eaten toast, a lidless jar of jam with a knife sticking out of it. And the obligatory filthy football kit festering on the floor.

The kettle—and thoughts of home—clicked off, and she made the tea and carried the mugs through on a tray.

Jean was staring into space, her teeth working on her thumb.

“That’s better,” Kate said, plonking herself down. “Sorry about that. Now, where were we?”

She had to admit, she was beginning to worry. She’d spent nearly an hour with Jean Taylor and had a notebook full of bits and pieces about her childhood, early married life. But that was all. Every time she edged a bit closer to the story, Jean would change the subject to something safe. They’d had a long discussion about the challenges of bringing up kids at one point, and then 
 there had been a brief interlude when Kate had finally taken one of the insistent calls from the office.

Terry was beside himself when he heard where Kate was. “Brilliant,” he yelled down the phone. “Well done—what’s she saying? When can you file?”

Under the widow’s watchful eyes, Kate muttered: “Hang on a minute, Terry. The reception isn’t very good here,” and slipped into the back garden, signaling mock irritation to Jean with a weary shake of her head.

“For God’s sake, Terry, I was sitting next to her. I can’t really talk now,” she hissed. “It’s a bit slow, to be honest, but I think she’s beginning to trust me. Let me get on with it.”

“Have you got her under contract yet?” Terry asked. “Get her under contract, and then we can take our time getting the full works.”

“I don’t want to scare her off by pushing things, Terry. I’ll do my level best. Speak later.”

Kate pressed the off button on the phone with feeling and considered her next move. Maybe she just needed to mention the money straightaway. She’d done the tea and sympathy, and now she had to stop dancing around the edge.

After all, Jean might be hard up now that her husband was dead.

He wasn’t there to provide for her anymore. Or to stop her from talking.






 FOUR

The Widow

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 9, 2010


S
 he’s still here, an hour later. Before today, I’d have asked her to go. I’ve never had a problem before telling the press people to get lost when they knock. Easy when they are so rude. “Hello,” they say, then straight into their questions. Horrible, intrusive questions. Kate Waters hasn’t asked anything hard. Yet.

We’ve talked about all sorts of things: when Glen and I bought, the price of property around here, what we’ve done to it, the price of paint, the neighborhood, where I grew up and where I went to school, that sort of thing. She chimes in with everything I say.

“Oh, I went to a school like that. I hated the teachers. Didn’t you?” That kind of thing.

Makes me feel I’m chatting to a friend. That she’s just like me. Clever really, but maybe it’s what she does every time she does an interview.

She’s not so bad really. I think I could quite like her. She’s funny and seems kind, but maybe it’s all an act. She’s telling me about her husband—her “old man,” as she calls him—and how she must give him a ring later to let him know she might be home late. Not sure why she’ll be late—it isn’t even lunchtime yet and she lives only thirty minutes around the South Circular—but I tell her she needs to ring 
 straightaway or he’ll worry. Glen would’ve worried. He’d have given me hell if I stayed out without telling him. “It’s not fair on me, Jeanie,” he’d have said. But I don’t tell her that.

Kate is laughing and says her old man is used to it now, but he will complain because he’ll have to deal with the kids. She’s got teenagers, she tells me, Jake and Freddie, with no manners and no respect.

“He’ll have to cook dinner,” she says. “But I bet he orders a pizza. The boys’ll love that.”

The boys are driving her and the old man mad, apparently, because they won’t clean up their bedrooms.

“They’re living in a pigsty, Jean,” she says. “You won’t believe how many cereal bowls I found in Jake’s room. Practically a dinner service. And they lose socks every week. Our house is like the Bermuda Triangle of footwear,” and she laughs again, because she loves them, pigsty or not.

All I can think is: Jake and Freddie. What lovely names. I stash them away for later, for my collection, and I’m nodding like I understand how she feels. But I don’t, do I? I’d have loved her problems. I’d have loved to have a teenager to nag.

Anyway, I find myself saying out loud, “Glen could be a bit difficult when I let the house get in a mess.” I just wanted to show her I had my own fair share of problems, that I was just like her. Stupid, really. How could I ever be just like her? Or anybody? Me?

Glen always said I was different. When we were going out, he’d show me off, telling his mates that I was special. I couldn’t figure it out really. I worked in a salon called Hair Today—Lesley’s, the owner’s, little joke—and spent all my time shampooing and making cups of coffee for menopausal women. I thought hairdressing was going to be fun—glamorous even. Thought I’d be cutting hair and creating new styles, but at seventeen, I was bottom of the ladder.


 “Jean,” Lesley would call across to me, “can you shampoo my lady and then sweep up around the chairs?” No please or thank you.

The customers were all right. They liked telling me all their news and problems because I listened and didn’t try to give them advice, like Lesley. I nodded and smiled and daydreamed while they rabbited on about their grandson and his glue sniffing or the neighbor who was throwing her dog mess over the fence. Whole days would go past without me giving an opinion beyond “That’s nice” or making up holiday plans to keep the conversation going. But I stuck at it. I did the courses, learning how to cut and color, and started getting my own clients. It wasn’t very well paid, but I wasn’t really fit for anything else. Didn’t work at school. Mum told people I was dyslexic, but the truth is, I couldn’t be bothered.

Then Glen showed up and I was suddenly “special.”

Nothing much changed at work. But I didn’t socialize with the three other girls because Glen never liked me going out on my own. He said the other girls were single and out for sex and booze. He was probably right, if their Monday morning stories were anything to go by, but I just made excuses and, in the end, they stopped asking me.

I used to enjoy my work because I could drift off into my head and there was no stress. It made me feel safe—the smells of chemicals and straightened hair, the sounds of chatter and running water, hair dryers roaring and the predictability of it all. The appointment book, marked up in blunt pencil, ruled my day.

Everything was decided, even the uniform of black trousers and white tops—apart from Saturday when we all had to wear jeans. “Demeaning on a woman of your experience. You’re a stylist, not a junior, Jeanie,” Glen had said later. Anyway, it meant I didn’t have to decide what to wear—or do—most days. No grief.

They all loved Glen. He’d come and pick me up on a Saturday 
 and lean on the desk to talk to Lesley. He knew so much, my Glen, all about the business side of things, and he could make people laugh even when he was talking about serious stuff.

“He’s so clever, your husband,” Lesley would say. “And so good-looking. You’re a lucky girl, Jean.”

I always understood that she couldn’t believe Glen had chosen me. Sometimes I couldn’t either. He would laugh if I said it and pull me in to him. “You are everything I want,” he’d say. He helped me see things for what they were. He helped me grow up, I suppose.

I didn’t know the first thing about money and running a home when we got married, so Glen gave me housekeeping money each week and a notebook to write down everything I spent. Then we’d sit and he’d balance the figures. I learned so much from him.

•   •   •


K
 ate is talking again, but I’ve missed the start. It’s something about an “arrangement” and she’s talking about money.

“Sorry,” I say. “I was miles away for a minute.”

She smiles patiently and leans forward again. “I know how difficult this is, Jean. Having the press on your doorstep, night and day. But honestly, the only way to get rid of them is to do an interview. Then they’ll all lose interest and will leave you alone.”

I nod to show I’m listening, but she gets all excited, thinks I’m agreeing to it. “Hang on,” I say in a bit of a panic. “I’m not saying yes or no. I need to think it through.”

“We’d be happy to make a payment—to compensate you for your time and to help you at this difficult time,” she says quickly. Funny, isn’t it, how they try to dress things up? Compensate! She means they’ll pay me to spill the beans, but she doesn’t want to risk offending me.

I’ve had lots of offers over time, the sort of money you win on 
 the lottery. You should see the letters that’ve been pushed through my letter box by reporters. They’d make you blush, they’re so false. Still, I suppose it’s better than the hate mail that gets sent.

Sometimes people tear out an article from the papers about Glen and write MONSTER in block capitals with lots of underlining. Sometimes they underline it so hard, their pen goes through the page.

Anyway, the reporters do the opposite. But they are just as sickening really.

“Dear Mrs. Taylor”—or just “Jean” sometimes—“I hope you will not mind me writing to you at this difficult time, blah, blah, blah. So much has been written about you, but we would like to give you the chance to tell your side of the story. Blah, blah, blah.”

Glen used to read them out in one of his funny voices, and we’d laugh, and then I’d stick them in a drawer. But that was when he was still alive. There was no one to share this one with.

I look back down at my tea. It’s cold now, and there’s a bit of a skin on the top. It’s that full-fat milk that Glen insists on. Insisted.
 I can get low-fat milk now. I smile.

Kate, who’s doing her big sell on how sensitive and responsible her newspaper is and God knows what else, sees the smile as another positive signal. She’s offering to take me to a hotel for a couple of nights. “To get away from the rest of the reporters and all that pressure,” she says. “To give you a break, Jean.”

I need a break, I think.

As if on cue, there’s a ring on the front doorbell. Kate peeps through the sheer curtains and hisses: “Bloody hell, Jean, there’s a bloke from the local TV station outside. Keep quiet and he’ll go away.”

I do as I’m told. As usual. You see, she’s taking over where Glen left off. In charge. Protecting me from the press outside. Except, of course, she’s the press, too. Oh God, I’m in here with the enemy.


 I turn to say something, but the bell goes again and the letter box flap pings up. “Mrs. Taylor?” the voice shouts into the empty hall.

“Mrs. Taylor? It’s Jim Wilson from Capital TV. I only want a minute of your time. Just a quick word. Are you there?”

Kate and I sit looking at each other. She’s very tense. It’s strange to see someone else going through what I go through two or three times a day. I want to tell her that I’ve learned to just stay quiet. I even hold my breath sometimes so they won’t know there’s a living soul in the house. But Kate can’t sit still. Then she gets her mobile out.

“Are you going to phone a friend?” I ask, trying to break the atmosphere, but of course the telly bloke hears me.

“Mrs. Taylor, I know you’re there. Please come to the door. I promise I’ll only take a moment. I just need to speak to you. We want to give you a platform . . .”

Kate suddenly shouts, “Fuck off!” and I stare at her. Glen would never have allowed a woman to say that word in his house. She looks at me and mouths, Sorry
 , and then puts her finger to her lips. And the telly man does fuck off.

“Well, that obviously works,” I say.

“Sorry, but it’s the only language they understand,” she says, and laughs. It is a nice laugh, sounds genuine, and I haven’t heard much laughter lately.

“Now, then, let’s sort out this hotel before another reporter comes.”

I just nod. The last time I went to a hotel was when Glen and I went to Whitstable for a weekend, a few years ago now. Must’ve been 2004, for our fifteenth anniversary.

“A milestone, Jeanie,” he’d said. “It’s longer than most armed robbers get.” He liked a joke.

Anyway, Whitstable was only an hour from home, but we stayed in a lovely place on the seafront and ate posh fish and chips and went walking along the stony beach. I picked up flat stones for 
 Glen, and he skimmed them through the waves and we counted the skips together. There was the clanging of sails on the masts of the little boats and the wind whipping my hair into a mess, but I think I was truly happy. Glen didn’t say much. He just wanted to walk, and I was happy to get some of his attention.

You see, Glen was disappearing from my life really. He was there but not there, if you know what I mean. The computer was more of a wife than I was—in all sorts of ways, as it turned out. He had a camera thing so people could see him and he could see them when they were talking. The lighting on those things makes everyone look like they are dead. Like zombies. I just left him to it. To his nonsense.

“What do you do on there all evening?” I’d say, and he’d shrug and say, “Just talk to friends. Nothing much.” But he could spend hours doing whatever it was. Hours.

Sometimes I’d wake up in the night and he wouldn’t be there, beside me in bed. I could hear the murmur of his voice from the spare room, but I knew better than to disturb him. He didn’t welcome my company when he was on the computer. When I used to take him a cup of coffee, I had to knock before going in. He said I made him jump if I suddenly came into the room. So I’d knock, and he’d turn off the screen and take the cup off me.

“Thanks,” he’d say.

“Anything interesting on the computer?” I’d ask.

“No,” he’d answer. “Just the usual.” End of conversation.

I never used the computer. It was very much his department.

But I think I always knew there was something going on in there. That’s when I started calling it “his nonsense.” Meant I could talk about it out loud. He didn’t like it being called that, but he couldn’t really say anything, could he? It was such a harmless word. 
 “Nonsense.” Something and nothing. But it wasn’t nothing. It was filth. Things that no one should see, let alone pay to look at.

Glen told me it wasn’t him when the police found it on his computer.

“They found stuff I didn’t download—horrible stuff that just finds its way onto the hard drive when you’re looking at something else,” he said. I didn’t know anything about the Internet or hard drives. It could’ve happened, couldn’t it?

“Loads of blokes are being wrongly accused, Jeanie,” he said. “It’s in the papers every week. People steal credit cards and use them to buy this stuff. I didn’t do it. I’ve told the police that.”

And when I didn’t say anything, he went on: “You don’t know what it’s like to be accused of something like this when you haven’t done anything. It tears you apart.”

I reached out and stroked his arm, and he grabbed my hand.

“Let’s have a cup of tea, Jeanie,” he said. And we went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. When I was getting the milk out of the fridge, I stood and looked at the photos on the door—us on New Year’s Eve, all poshed up; us painting the ceiling in the front room, covered in spots of magnolia; us on holiday; us at the fair. Us. We were a team.

“Don’t worry. You’ve got me, Jeanie,” he’d say when I came home after a bad day or something. “We’re a team.” And we were. There was too much at stake to split up.

And we were in too deep for me to walk away. I’d lied for him.

It wasn’t the first time. It started with ringing up the bank to say he was ill when he didn’t fancy going in. Then lying about losing the credit card when he said we’d got into financial trouble so the bank would write off some of the withdrawals.

“It doesn’t hurt anyone, Jeanie,” he’d say. “Go on, just this once.”


 Of course it wasn’t.

I expect that this is what Kate Waters wants to hear about.

I hear her say my name in the hall, and when I get up to look, she’s talking to someone on the phone, telling them to come and rescue us.

Glen used to call me his princess sometimes, but I’m sure no one is coming on a white horse to save me today.

I go and sit down again and wait to see what happens.






 FIVE

The Detective

MONDAY, OCTOBER 2, 2006


B
 ob Sparkes smiled the first time he heard Bella Elliott’s name. His favorite auntie—one of his mum’s flock of younger sisters—was called Bella; the joker in the pack. It was the last time he smiled for weeks.

The 999 call had come in at 4:38. The woman’s voice was breathless with grief.

“She’s been taken,” she said. “She’s only two. Someone has taken her . . .”

On the recording played over and over again in the ensuing days, the soothing alto tones of the male operator could be heard in an agonizing duet with the shrill soprano of the caller.

“What is your little girl’s name?”

“Bella, she’s called Bella.”

“And who am I talking to?”

“I’m her mum. Dawn Elliott. She was in the garden, at the front. Our house—44A Manor Road, Westland. Please help me.”

“We will, Dawn. I know this is hard, but we need to know a few more things to help us find Bella. When did you last see her? Was she on her own in the garden?”

“She was playing with the cat. On her own. After her nap. She 
 hadn’t been out there long. Just a few minutes. I went out to bring her in about three thirty and she’d gone. We’ve looked everywhere. Please, help me find her.”

“Okay. Stay with me, Dawn. Can you describe Bella? What is she wearing?”

“She’s got blond hair—in a ponytail today. She’s only little. She’s just a baby.

“I just can’t remember what she was wearing. A T-shirt and trousers, I think. Oh God, I can’t think. She had her glasses on. Little round ones with pink frames—it’s because she’s got a lazy eye. Please find her. Please.”

It was thirty minutes later, after two uniforms from the Hampshire force had gone to confirm Dawn Elliott’s story and make an immediate search of the house, that Bella’s name came to DI Sparkes’s attention.

“Two-year-old gone missing, Bob,” his sergeant said, as he barged into the DI’s office. “Bella Elliott. Not been seen for nearly two hours. In the front garden, playing, and then gone. It’s a council estate on the edge of Southampton. Mum’s in pieces and the doctor’s with her now.”

Sergeant Ian Matthews laid a slim folder on his boss’s desk. Bella Elliott’s name was written in black marker on the cover and, attached with a paper clip, was a color photo of a little girl. Sparkes tapped the photo, taking it in before opening the file.

“What are we doing? Where are we looking? Where’s the dad?”

Sergeant Matthews sat down heavily. “The house, the loft, the garden so far. Doesn’t look good. No sign of her. Dad is from the Midlands, the mum thinks—a brief encounter who left before Bella was born. We’re trying to trace him, but the mum isn’t helping. She says he doesn’t need to know.”


 “And what about her? What’s she like? What was she doing while her two-year-old was playing outside?” Sparkes asked.

“Said she was making Bella’s tea. The kitchen looks out over the back garden, so she couldn’t see her. Only a low wall at the front, barely a wall at all.”

“Bit careless to leave a child that age unsupervised,” Sparkes mused, trying to remember his two kids at the same age. James was now thirty—an accountant, of all things—and Samantha, twenty-six and newly engaged. Had he and Eileen ever left them in the garden as toddlers? He couldn’t remember, to be honest. Probably wasn’t around much at that stage—always out at work. He’d ask Eileen when he got home—if he got home tonight.

DI Sparkes reached for his coat, on a hook behind him, and fished his car keys out of a pocket. “I’d better get out there and have a look, Matthews. Sniff the air, talk to the mum. You stay here and get things organized in case we need an incident room. I’ll call you before seven.”

In the car on the way to Westland, he turned on the radio to hear the local news. Bella was top of the news bulletin, but the reporter had found nothing that Sparkes didn’t already know.


Thank goodness for that,
 he thought, his feelings toward the local media decidedly mixed.

The last time a child had gone missing, things had turned ugly when the reporters started their own investigation and stomped all over the evidence. Laura Simpson, a five-year-old from Gosport, had been found dirty, scared, and hidden in a cupboard at her stepuncle’s place—“It was one of those families where every Tom, Dick, and Harry was a relative,” he’d told Eileen.

Unfortunately, one of the reporters had removed the family album from the mother’s flat, so the police hadn’t seen a photo of 
 Uncle Jim—a local registered sex offender—and realized his connection with the missing girl.

He’d tried to have sex with the child but failed, and Sparkes believed he would have killed her as the detectives ran around in circles, sometimes only yards from her prison, if another member of the extended family hadn’t got drunk and rung in with the name. Laura escaped with bruising to her body and mind. He could still see her eyes as he opened the door to the cupboard. Terror—no other word for it. Terror that he was going to be like Uncle Jim. He’d called a female detective forward to hold Laura in her arms. Safe at last. Everyone had tears in their eyes except Laura. She looked numb.

He’d always thought he’d let her down somehow. Should’ve found the link earlier. Should’ve asked different questions. Should’ve found her quicker. His boss and the press had treated it like a triumph, but he couldn’t celebrate. Not after he’d seen those eyes.


Wonder where she is now,
 he thought. Wonder where Uncle Jim is now.


•   •   •


M
 anor Road was filled with reporters, neighbors, and police officers, each interviewing one another in a verbal orgy.

Sparkes pushed his way through the knot of people at the gate of number 44a, nodding at the journalists he recognized. “Bob,” a woman’s voice called. “Hi. Any news? Any leads?” Kate Waters pushed forward and smiled mock wearily. He’d last seen her during a grisly murder investigation in the New Forest and had enjoyed a couple of drinks and a gossip in the weeks it took to nail the husband.

They went way back, bumping into each other every so often on different cases and picking up where they’d left off. Not really a friendship, he thought. It was definitely all about work, but Kate was all right. Last time, she’d held onto a line in the story she’d 
 stumbled on until he was ready for the information to come out. He owed her one.

“Hello, Kate. Just got here but may have something to say later,” he said, ducking past the uniform guarding the house.

There was a smell of cats and cigarettes in the front room; Dawn Elliott was huddled on a sofa, trembling fingers clutching a mobile phone and a doll. Her blond hair was tethered off her face in a halfhearted ponytail, making her look even younger. She looked up at the tall, serious-looking man in the doorway, her face collapsing.

“Have you found her?” she managed.

“Ms. Elliott, I’m Detective Inspector Bob Sparkes. I’m here to help find Bella, and I want you to help me.”

Dawn looked at him. “But I’ve told the police everything. What’s the good of asking the same questions over and over? Just find her. Find my baby!” she shouted hoarsely.

He nodded and sat down beside her. “Come on, Dawn, let’s go through it together,” he said gently. “There may be something new you remember.”

So she told him her tale, dry sobs choking off her words. Bella was Dawn Elliott’s only child, the result of a doomed affair with a married man she’d met at a nightclub, a sweet little girl who loved watching Disney videos and dancing. Dawn didn’t mix much with the neighbors. “They look down their noses at me. I’m a single mum on benefits. They think I’m a scrounger,” she told Bob Sparkes.

But as they talked, his team and scores of volunteers from the community, many still in their work clothes, were searching back gardens, dustbins, hedges, attics, basements, sheds, cars, kennels, and compost heaps all over the neighborhood. The light was beginning to fade outside, and a voice suddenly cried out, “Bella! Bella! Where are you, lovey?” and Dawn Elliott jumped to her feet to look out the window.


 “Dawn, come and sit down,” Sparkes said. “I want to ask if Bella has misbehaved today.” She shook her head.

“Have you been cross with her about anything?” he continued. “Little ones can be a bit of a trial, can’t they? Did you have to smack her or anything?”

The intent behind the questions slowly dawned on the young woman, and she shrieked her innocence. “No, of course not. I never smack her. Well, not very often—only when she acts up sometimes. I haven’t hurt her. Someone’s taken her . . .”

Sparkes patted her hand and asked the family liaison officer to make another cup of tea.

A young constable put his head around the sitting room door and gestured to his senior officer that he needed a word.

“Someone saw a bloke wandering about the area earlier this afternoon,” he told Sparkes. “A neighbor saw him. Didn’t recognize him.”

“Description?”

“A bloke on his own, he said. Long hair, looked rough. Neighbor said he was looking in the cars.”

Sparkes fished his phone out of his pocket and called his sergeant. “Looks like a live one,” he said. “No sign of the child. We’ve got a description of a suspicious character walking down the road, details on their way. Get it out there to the team. I’m going to talk to the witness.

“And let’s knock on the door of every known sex offender in the area,” he added, his gut churning at the thought of the child in the clutches of any of the twenty-two registered sex offenders homed by the local authority on the Westland housing estate.

Hampshire Police Force had about three hundred offenders in its area: a shifting population of flashers, voyeurs, pedophiles, and rapists who disguised themselves as friendly neighbors in unsuspecting communities.


 Across the road, at the window of his neat bungalow, Stan Spencer was waiting for the senior detective. Sparkes had been told he’d started an ad hoc neighborhood watch a few years back, when the spot in which he felt he was entitled to park his Volvo kept being usurped by commuters. Retirement held few activities for him and his wife, Susan, apparently, and he relished the power a clipboard and nightly patrol gave him.

Sparkes shook his hand, and they sat together at the dining room table.

The neighbor referred to his notes. “These are contemporaneous, Inspector,” he said, and Sparkes suppressed a smile.

“I was watching out for Susan coming back from the shops after lunch, and I saw a man walking down our side of the road. He looked a rough sort—scruffy, you know—and I was worried he was going to break into one of the neighbors’ vehicles or something. You have to be so careful. He was walking past Peter Tredwell’s van.”

Sparkes raised his eyebrows.

“Sorry, Inspector. Mr. Tredwell is a plumber who lives down the road and has had his van broken into several times. I stopped the last one. So, I went outside to keep watch on the man’s activities, but he was quite far down the road. Unfortunately, I only saw the back of him. Long dirty hair, jeans, and one of those black anorak things they wear. Then my phone rang indoors, and by the time I came back out, he’d gone.”

Mr. Spencer looked very pleased with himself as Sparkes noted it all down.

“Did you see Bella when you went down your path?”

Spencer hesitated but shook his head. “I didn’t. I hadn’t seen her for a few days. Lovely little thing.”

Five minutes later, Sparkes perched on a chair in Dawn Elliott’s hallway and scribbled a press statement before going back to her sofa.


 “Have you got any news?” she asked.

“Nothing new at the moment, but I’m going to tell the media that we need their help to find her. And . . .”

“And what?” Dawn said.

“And that we want to trace anyone who was in the area this afternoon. People who might have been driving or walking down Manor Road. Did you see a man walking down the road this afternoon, Dawn?” he asked. “Mr. Spencer across the road says he saw a man with long hair, in a dark coat, someone he hadn’t seen before. It might be nothing . . .”

She shook her head, tears already sliding down her face. “Was it him that took her?” she said. “Was it him who took my baby?”






 SIX

The Widow

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 9, 2010


M
 ore feet on the gravel. This time Kate’s phone rings twice and stops. Must be some sort of signal, because she immediately opens the front door and lets in a man with a big bag over his shoulder.

“This is Mick,” she says to me, “my photographer.”

Mick grins at me and sticks out his hand. “Hello, Mrs. Taylor,” he says. He’s come to pick us up and take us to a hotel “somewhere nice and quiet,” he says, and I begin to protest. Everything’s moving so fast.

“Wait a minute,” I say. But no one is listening.

Kate and Mick are discussing getting past the reporters who’ve gathered at the gate. The man from the telly must’ve told people I had someone in the house, and they’re taking turns knocking on the door and opening the letter box to shout to me. It’s awful, like a nightmare. Like it was at the beginning.

Then they were shouting at Glen, accusing him of all sorts of things.

“What’ve you done, Mr. Taylor?” one shouted.

“Have you got blood on your hands, you pervert?” the man from the Sun
 had said as Glen took the bin out. Right in front of people walking by. Glen said one of them spat on the pavement.


 He was shaking when he came in.

My poor Glen. But he had me to help him then—I would stroke his hand and tell him to pay no attention. But there’s just me now, and I don’t know if I can cope on my own.

A voice is yelling horrible things through the door: “I know you’re there, Mrs. Taylor. Are you being paid to talk? What do you think people will say if you take this blood money?”

I feel like I’ve been hit. And Kate turns and strokes my hand and tells me to ignore it. She can make it all go away.

I want to trust her, but it’s hard to think straight. What does making it all go away mean? Hiding has been the only way to deal with it, according to Glen.

“We have to wait it out,” he would say.

But Kate’s way is to go at it head-on. Stand up and say my piece to shut them up. I would like to shut them up, but it means being in the spotlight. The thought is so terrifying I can’t move.

“Come on, Jean,” Kate says, finally noticing me still sitting in the chair. “We can do this together. One step at a time. It’ll all be over in five minutes, and then no one will be able to find you.”

Apart from her, of course.

I know I can’t face more of the abuse from those animals outside, so I obediently start to get my stuff together. I pick up my handbag and stuff some knickers into it from the tumble drier in the kitchen. Upstairs to get my toothbrush. Where are my keys?

“Just the essentials,” Kate says. She will buy me anything I need when we get there. “Get where?” I want to ask, but Kate has turned away again. She’s busy on her mobile, talking to “the office.”

She has a different voice when she talks to the office. Tense. A bit breathless, like she’s just walked upstairs.

“Okay, Terry,” she says. “No. Jean is with us, so I’ll give you a call later.” She doesn’t want to talk in front of me. Wonder what 
 the office wants to know. How much money she’s promised? What I will look like in the pictures?

I bet she wanted to say, “She’s a bit of a mess, but we can make her look presentable.” I feel panicky and go to say I’ve changed my mind, but everything’s moving too fast.

She says she’s going to distract them. She’ll go out the front door and pretend to get her car ready for us while Mick and I slip down the garden and over the fence at the back. I can’t really believe I’m doing this. I start to say “Hang on” again, but Kate is pushing me toward the back door.

We wait while she goes out. The noise is suddenly deafening. Like a flock of birds taking off by my front door.

“Snappers,” Mick says. I guess he means photographers. Then he throws his jacket over my head, grabs my hand, and pulls me along behind him out the back door into the garden. I can’t see much because of the jacket, and I’ve got stupid shoes on. My feet are sliding out of them, but I try to run. This is ridiculous. The jacket keeps slipping off. Oh God, there’s Lisa next door, looking out of her top window, mouth open. I wave my hand limply. God knows why. We haven’t spoken for ages.

At the back fence, Mick helps me over. It’s not high, really. More for show than security. I’ve got trousers on, but it’s still a bit of a struggle. He’s parked his car around the corner, he says, and we creep slowly to the end of the alley behind the houses, in case one of the reporters is there. I suddenly want to cry. I’m about to get into a car with people I don’t know and head off to God knows where. It’s probably the craziest thing I’ve ever done.

Glen would’ve had a fit. Even before all the police stuff, he liked to keep things private. We lived in this house for years—all our married life—but, as the neighbors were only too glad to tell the press, we kept ourselves to ourselves. It’s what neighbors always 
 say, isn’t it, when dead bodies or mistreated children are found next door? But in our case, it was true. One of them—it could’ve been Mrs. Grange opposite—described Glen to a reporter, as having “evil eyes.” He had nice eyes, actually. Blue with longish lashes. Little-boy eyes. His eyes could turn me over inside.

Anyway, he used to say to me, “Nobody’s business but ours, Jeanie.” That was why it was so hard when our business became everyone else’s.

•   •   •


M
 ick the photographer’s van is filthy. You can’t see the floor for burger boxes, crisp packets, and old newspapers. There’s an electric razor plugged into the lighter thing and a big bottle of Coke rolling around in the foot well.

“Sorry about the mess,” he says. “I practically live in this van.”

Anyway, I’m not getting in the front. Mick takes me around the back and opens the doors.

“In here,” he says, grasping my arm and guiding me in. He puts his hand on my head and ducks me down so I don’t bang my head. “Keep down when we drive off, and I’ll give you the all clear.”

“But—” I start to say, but he’s slammed the doors, and I’m sitting in semidarkness among camera gear and dustbin bags.






 SEVEN

The Detective

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 5, 2006


B
 ob Sparkes yawned loudly, stretching his arms above his head and arching his aching back in his office chair. He tried not to look at the clock on the desk, but it winked at him until he focused. It was two a.m. Day three of the hunt for Bella over and they were getting nowhere.

Dozens of calls about long-haired, scruffy men and other leads were being checked in an ever-widening circle from the locus, but it was meticulous, slow work.

He tried not to think about what was happening to Bella Elliott—or, if he was honest, what had already happened. He had to find her.

“Where are you, Bella?” he asked the photo on his desk. The child’s face was everywhere he looked—the incident room had a dozen photographs of her, smiling down at the deskbound detectives, like small religious icons giving a blessing to their work. The papers were full of pictures of “Baby Bella.”

Sparkes ran his hand over his head, registering the growing bald patch. “Come on, think!” he told himself, leaning in to the computer screen. He read once more through the statements and reports from the trawl of the local sex offenders, searching for the tiniest weaknesses in their individual stories, but he could see no real leads.


 He scanned through the profiles one last time: pathetic creatures, most of them. Solitary blokes with body odor and bad teeth, living in a fantasy online universe and occasionally straying into the real world to try their luck.

Then there were the persistent offenders. His officers had gone to Paul Silver’s house; he’d abused his kids over the years and had done time for it. But his wife—His third?
 he wondered. Or is it still Diane?
 —confirmed wearily that her old man was inside, doing five years for burglary. Diversifying, apparently, Bob Sparkes had told his sergeant.

Naturally, there’d been sightings of Bella reported all over the country in the first forty-eight hours. Officers had rushed off to check, and some calls had got his heart racing.

A woman from just outside Newark had rung to say a new neighbor had been playing in the garden with a child. “She’s a little blond girl. I’d never seen a child in the garden before. I thought she didn’t have kids,” she said. Sparkes sent the local force around immediately and waited at his desk for the phone to ring.

“It’s the neighbor’s niece, visiting from Scotland,” the local DI had told him, as disappointed as him. “Sorry. Maybe next time.”

Maybe. His problem was that most of the calls to the incident room were always going to be from chancers and attention seekers, desperate to be part of the drama.

The bottom line was that the last sighting of Bella by anyone other than Dawn was at the newsagent’s shop down the road. The owner, a mouthy grandmother, remembered mother and child coming into the shop around eleven thirty. They were regulars. Dawn went in most days to buy cigarettes, and this visit, Bella’s last, was recorded in the grainy stop-start images of the shop’s cheap security camera.

Here, little Bella holding her mother’s hand at the counter; cut to 
 Bella, face blurred and indistinct, as if she were already disappearing, with a paper bag in her hand; cut to shop door closing behind her.

Dawn’s mum had phoned the house after lunch—2:17, according to her phone records—and told police she’d heard her granddaughter shouting along to Bob the Builder
 in the background and asked to speak to her. Dawn had called her, but Bella had apparently run off to fetch a toy.

The timeline of the next sixty-eight minutes was Dawn’s. It was vague, punctuated by her household chores. The detectives had got her to reenact the cooking, washing up and folding of Bella’s clothes from the tumble dryer to try to get a sense of the minutes that passed after Dawn said she saw Bella wander into the garden to play, just after three o’clock.

Margaret Emerson, who lived next door, had gone to fetch something from her car at 3:25 p.m. and was sure the front garden was empty.

“Bella always shouted ‘Peepo’ to me. It was a bit of a game for her, poor little thing. She loved attention. Her mum wasn’t always interested in what she was doing,” Mrs. Emerson said carefully. “Bella used to play on her own a lot, carting her dolly round and chasing Timmy, the cat. You know what kids get up to.”

“Did Bella cry a lot?” Sparkes had asked.

It had given Mrs. Emerson pause for thought, but then she’d shaken her head and said briskly: “No. She was a happy little thing.”

The family doctor and health visitor agreed. “Lovely child,” “Little poppet,” they chorused. “Mum struggled a bit on her own—it’s hard bringing up a child alone, isn’t it?” the doctor said, and Sparkes nodded as if he understood. All of this was logged away in the now-bulging files of evidence and statements, proof of the effort his blokes were making, but he knew it was all surface chatter. They were making no progress.


 The long-haired man was the key, he concluded, switching off his computer and carefully stacking the files on his desk before heading for the door and five hours of sleep.

“Maybe tomorrow we’ll find her,” he whispered to his sleeping wife when he got home.

A week later, with no news, Kate Waters was on the phone.

“Hi, Bob. The editor has decided to offer a reward for any information that leads to Bella being found. He’s putting up twenty grand. Not too shabby.”

Sparkes groaned inwardly. “Bloody rewards,” he cursed to Matthews later. “The papers get all the publicity, and we’ll get every nutter and con man in the country on the phone.”

“That’s very generous, Kate,” he said. “But do you think this is the right moment? We’re working on a number—”

“It’s going on the front page tomorrow, Bob,” she interrupted. “Look, I know the police usually hate the idea of rewards, but people who see or hear things and are worried about ringing the police will see twenty grand and pick up the phone.”

He sighed. “I’ll go and tell Dawn,” he said. “I need to prepare her.”

“Right,” Kate said. “Look, what are the chances of getting a sit-down chat with Dawn, Bob? Poor woman could barely speak at the press conference—this would be a proper chance for her to talk about Bella. I’ll be very gentle with her. What do you think?”

He thought he wished he hadn’t answered her call. He liked Kate—and there weren’t many reporters he could say that about—but he knew she was like a terrier with a bone when she was after something. He knew she wouldn’t let up until she got what she wanted, but he wasn’t sure he and Dawn were ready for this sort of grilling.

Dawn was still a largely unknown quantity: an emotional mess, drugged against her terror and unable to focus on anything for more than thirty seconds. Bob Sparkes had spent hours with the 
 young mother and he felt he’d only scratched the surface. Could he really let Kate Waters loose on her?

“It might help her to talk to someone who isn’t a police officer, Bob. Might help her remember something . . .”

“I’ll ask her, Kate, but I’m not sure she’s up to it. She’s on tranquilizers and sleeping pills and is finding it hard to concentrate on anything.”

“Brilliant. Thanks, Bob.”

He could hear the smile in the reporter’s voice.

“Hold on. It’s not a done deal yet. Let me talk to her this morning, and I’ll give you a ring back.”

When he arrived, he found Dawn sitting in exactly the same spot, among Bella’s toys, cards from well-wishers, and letters on lined notepaper from the mad and angry, crushed empty packs of cigarettes, and pages torn from newspapers on the sofa that had become the mother’s ark.

“Have you been to bed, love?” he asked her. Sue Blackman, a young woman in uniform acting as the family liaison officer, shook her head silently and raised her eyebrows.

“Can’t sleep,” Dawn said. “Need to be awake for when she comes home.”

Sparkes took PC Blackman into the hall. “She needs some rest or she’s going to end up in the hospital,” he hissed.

“I know, sir. She’s dozing on the sofa during the day, but she hates it when it gets dark. She says Bella is afraid of the dark.”






 EIGHT

The Reporter

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 11, 2006


K
 ate Waters arrived at the house at lunchtime with a photographer and a bunch of ostentatious supermarket lilies. She’d parked down the road, away from the pack, so she could get out of the car without attracting attention. She rang Bob Sparkes to let him know she was there and swept past the journalists sitting outside the house in their cars, Big Macs in their fists. By the time they’d leaped from their vehicles, she was inside. She heard a couple of them swearing loudly, warning one another they were about to be shafted, and tried not to grin.

As Bob Sparkes led the way, Kate took it all in: the shambles and stasis created by grief. In the hall, Bella’s blue anorak with a fur-lined hood and teddy-bear backpack hanging on the banister; her tiny, shiny red wellies by the door.

“Get a photo of those, Mick,” she whispered to the photographer following her as they made their way into the front room. There were toys and baby photos everywhere, the scene taking Kate straight back to her own early days of motherhood, struggling against the tide of chaos. She had sat and cried the day she brought Jake home from the hospital, lost in the postpartum hormonal wash and sudden sense of responsibility. She remembered she’d asked the 
 nurse if she could pick him up, the morning after he was born, as if he belonged to the hospital.

The mother looked up, her young face creased and made old by weeping, and Kate smiled and took her hand. She had planned to shake it but simply squeezed it instead.

“Hello, Dawn,” she said. “Thank you so much for agreeing to talk to me. I know how hard it must be for you, but we hope it will help the police find Bella.”

Dawn nodded as if in slow motion.


Bloody hell, Bob wasn’t kidding
 , Kate thought.

She picked up a red Teletubbies
 doll from the sofa. “Is this Po? My boys preferred Power Rangers
 ,” she said.

Dawn looked at her, interested. “Bella loves Po,” she said. “She likes blowing bubbles, chases after them, trying to catch them.”

Kate had noticed a photo of the toddler doing exactly that on a table and got up to bring it to Dawn.

“Here she is,” she said, and Dawn took the frame in her hands. “She’s a beautiful little girl,” Kate said. “Full of mischief, I bet.”

Dawn smiled gratefully. The two women had found their common ground—motherhood—and Dawn started to talk about her baby.


First time she’s been able to talk about Bella as a child, not a crime victim
 , Bob Sparkes thought.

“Kate’s good. You have to give her that. She can get inside your head quicker than a lot of my coppers,” he told his wife later. Eileen had shrugged and returned to the Telegraph
 crossword. Police work took place on a different planet, as far as she was concerned.

Kate had fetched more photos and toys to keep the conversation flowing, letting Dawn tell her story about each item with barely a question needed. She used a discreet tape recorder, slipped quickly onto the cushion between them, to capture every word. 
 Notebooks were a bad idea in a situation like this—it would be too much like a police interview. She just wanted Dawn to talk. She wanted to hear about the ordinary pleasures and everyday struggles of being a mum. Of getting Bella ready for nursery school, bath-time games, the child’s delight at choosing her new wellies.

“She loves animals. We went to the zoo once, and she wanted to stay watching the monkeys. She laughed and laughed,” Dawn told her, taking temporary shelter in memories of a previous life.

The glimpses of Bella and Dawn would bring the reader straight into the nightmare the young mother was enduring, Kate knew, writing the intro in her head.


A pair of tiny red Wellington boots stand in Dawn Elliott’s hallway. Her daughter, Bella, chose them two weeks ago and has yet to wear them . . .


This was what the public wanted to read so they could shiver in their dressing gowns over tea and toast and say to their spouse, “This could have been us.”

And the editor would love it. “Perfect womb trembler,” he’d say, and clear the front and a spread inside the paper for her story.

After twenty minutes, Dawn began to tire. The drugs were beginning to wear off, and the terror crept back into the room. Kate glanced at Mick, and he stood up with his camera and said gently: “Let’s take a photo of you, Dawn, with that lovely picture of Bella blowing bubbles.”

She complied, like a child herself.

“I’ll never forgive myself,” she whispered as Mick’s shutter clicked. “I shouldn’t have let her go outside. But I was just trying to get her tea ready. She was out of sight for only a minute. I’d do anything to turn the clock back.”

And then she cried, dry sobs shaking her frame as Kate held her 
 hand tightly and the rest of the world came back into focus around the sofa.

Kate always marveled at the power of interview. “When you’re talking to real people—people without an ego or something to sell—it can be complete exposure of one person to another, an intense intimacy that excludes everyone and everything else,” she’d told someone once. Who was it? Must’ve been someone she was trying to impress, but she remembered every line of every interview that touched her like this.

“You’ve been so brave, Dawn,” she said, squeezing her hand again. “Thank you very much for talking to me and giving me so much time. I’ll contact Inspector Sparkes to let him know when the story will appear. And I’ll leave my card so you can get in touch whenever you want.”

Kate tidied up her things quickly, sliding the recorder into her bag and relinquishing her place beside Dawn to the family liaison officer.

Sparkes took her and Mick to the door.

“That was great. Thanks, Bob,” she said in his ear. “I’ll call you later when I’ve written it.” He nodded as she brushed past and out of the house to face her furious colleagues.

In the car, she sat for a moment, running through the quotes in her head and trying to assemble the story. The intensity of the encounter had left her drained and, if she was honest, a little shaky. She wished she still smoked but rang Steve’s number instead. It went straight to voice mail—he’d be on the wards, doing his surgical rounds—but she left a message. “It went really well,” she told him. “Poor, poor girl. She’ll never get over this. I’ve lifted a lasagna out of the freezer for tonight. Speak to you later.”

She could hear the catch in her voice as it recorded.

“For goodness’ sake, pull yourself together, Kate; it’s work,” she 
 told herself as she started the engine and pulled away to find a quiet car park and start writing. “Must be getting old and feeble.”

•   •   •


D
 awn Elliott began ringing Kate Waters the next day, the day the story appeared. She rang from her mobile, standing in the bathroom away from the ever-attentive Sue Blackman. She wasn’t sure why she was making it a secret, but she needed something just for herself. Her whole life was being unpicked by the police, and she wanted to have something normal. Just a chat.

Kate was thrilled—a direct line to the mother was the prize she’d allowed herself to hope for but didn’t take for granted, and she cultivated it carefully. There were to be no direct questions about the investigation, no prying, no pressing. No scaring her off. Instead, she talked to Dawn as if she were a friend, sharing details of her own life—her boys, traffic jams, new clothes, and celebrity gossip. And Dawn responded as Kate knew she would eventually, confiding her fears and the latest police leads.

“They’ve had a call from abroad. Near Malaga? Someone on holiday there has seen a little girl in a park they think is Bella,” she told Kate. “Do you think she could be there?”

Kate murmured reassurance while noting everything down and texting the crime correspondent, a hard-drinking hack who’d had a couple of bad misses lately. He was grateful to be included in Kate’s exclusive tips, putting in calls to a contact in the incident room and telling the news editor to book a flight to Spain, pronto.

Not Bella. But the paper got an emotional interview with holidaymakers and a perfect excuse for another spread of photographs.

“Well worth a go,” the editor had said to the news desk, adding as he passed Kate’s chair: “Well done, Kate. You’re doing a great job on this.”


 She had the inside track on the investigation, but she had to be careful. If Bob Sparkes found out about the secret phone calls, it would not be pretty.

She liked Sparkes. They’d helped each other out on a couple of the cases he’d run—he’d given her the odd bit of information to make her story stand out from the rest of the pack’s, and she’d tipped him off when she got something new that might be interesting. It was a sort of friendship, she thought, useful for both of them. And they got on well. But there was nothing deeper. She almost blushed when she remembered she’d developed a bit of schoolgirl crush on him when they first met, in the nineties. She’d been drawn to his quietness and brown eyes and had been flattered when he’d singled her out for a drink a couple of times.

The crime man at her last paper had teased her about her cozy relationship with Sparkes, but they both knew the detective was not a womanizer like some of his colleagues. He was renowned for never straying, and Kate didn’t have the time or the inclination for extramaritals.

“He’s a straight up-and-down copper,” her colleague had said. “One of the last.”

Kate knew she risked burning Sparkes as a contact by carrying on with Dawn behind the detective’s back, but having the inside edge on the story was worth it. This could be her story of a lifetime.

She rehearsed her arguments as she drove in to work: “It’s a free country, and Dawn can talk to whoever she wants, Bob”; “I can’t stop her phoning me”; “I’m not phoning her”; “I don’t ask her any questions about the investigation. She just tells me stuff.”

She knew it wouldn’t wash with Sparkes. He’d got her in there in the first place

“Oh, well, all’s fair . . .” she told herself irritably, making a 
 silent promise to tell Bob anything that might help the police. She crossed her fingers at the same time.

It didn’t take long for the phone call from Sparkes to come.

•   •   •


H
 er phone rang and she picked it up and headed for the privacy of the corridor.

“Hello, Bob. How are you?”

The detective was stressed and told her so. Dawn’s latest bathroom conversation with her favorite reporter had been overheard by the liaison officer and Sparkes was disappointed in Kate. Somehow, that was worse than if he’d been furious.

“Hold on, Bob. Dawn Elliott is a grown woman—she can talk to whoever she wants. She rang me.”

“I bet. Kate, this was not the deal. I got you in there for the first interview, and you’ve been sneaking around behind my back. It could affect the investigation—you do understand that?”

“Look, Bob. She rings me for a chat that isn’t about the investigation. She needs some time, even a couple of minutes, to escape.”

“And you need stories. Don’t play the social worker with me, Kate. I know you better than that.”

She felt ashamed. He did know her better than that.

“I’m sorry you’re upset, Bob. Why don’t I come down and meet you for a drink and we can talk things through?”

“Too busy at the moment, but maybe next week. And, Kate . . .”

“Yes, yes. No doubt you’ve told her not to call me, but I’m not ignoring her if she does.”

“I see. You’ll have to do what you have to do, Kate. I hope Dawn will see sense, then. Someone has to act like a responsible adult.”

“Bob, I’m doing my job and you’re doing yours. I’m not hurting the investigation. I’m keeping it alive in the paper.”


 “I hope you are right, Kate. Got to go . . .”

Kate leaned on the wall, having a completely different argument with Bob Sparkes in her head. In this version, she ended up on the higher moral ground and Bob was groveling to her.

Bob would come around when he calmed down, she told herself, and she texted Dawn to apologize for any trouble caused.

She got a message back immediately that ended with, Speak later
 . They were still on. She grinned at the screen and decided to celebrate with a double espresso and a muffin.

“To life’s little triumphs,” she said as she raised the cardboard cup in the cafeteria. She’d drive down to Southampton tomorrow and meet Dawn for a sandwich in the shopping center.






 NINE

The Widow

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 9, 2010


K
 ate gets in Mick’s van a couple of miles farther on, in a supermarket car park. She laughs and says “the pack” had rushed up the path to see if I was in the house when she drove off alone.

“Idiots,” she says. “Fancy falling for that.” She has twisted around in the front seat so I can see her face. “Are you all right, Jean?” she says.

Her voice has changed back to caring and gentle. I’m not fooled. She doesn’t care about me. She just wants the story. I nod and keep quiet.

As we drive, she and Mick chat about the office. Seems her boss is a bit of a bully who shouts and swears at people.

“He uses the C word so often, they call the morning news conference the Vagina Monologue,” she tells me, and they both start laughing. I don’t know what a Vagina Monologue is, but I don’t let on.

It’s like she and Mick live in another world. Kate is telling him about how the news editor—the Terry she was talking to on the phone—is very happy. Happy that she has got the widow, I suppose.

“He’ll be in and out of the editor’s office all day, poor sod. Still, it’ll stop him bitching at the other reporters. He’s a funny bloke—get him in the pub and he’s the life and soul. But in the office, he sits at his desk twelve hours a day, staring at his computer screen. 
 He only looks up to give someone a bollocking. He’s like one of the living dead.”

Mick laughs.

I lie down on the sleeping bag. It’s a bit grubby but it doesn’t smell too bad, so I doze, and their voices fade into a background hum. When I wake up, we’ve arrived.

The hotel is big and expensive. The sort of place that has those enormous flowers that practically fill the lobby and real apples on the reception desk. I never know if those flowers are real, but the apples are. You can eat them if you want, the apples.

Kate’s in charge. “Hi. You have three rooms for us, under the name ‘Murray,’” she informs the receptionist, who smiles and looks at her screen. “We only booked a couple of hours ago,” Kate says impatiently.

“Here you are,” the receptionist says finally. Mick must be the Murray. He gives his credit card to the lady, and she looks at me.

I suddenly realize what I must look like. A sight. My hair’s all over the place after having the jacket over my head and sleeping in the van, and I was hardly dressed to go to the shops, let alone a posh hotel. I stand there, in my old trousers and T-shirt, looking at my feet in my cheap flip-flops, while all the form filling goes on. They put me down as Elizabeth Turner, and I look at Kate.

She just smiles and whispers, “This way, no one will find you. They’ll be looking for us.” I wonder who Elizabeth Turner really is and what she’s doing this afternoon. I bet she’s going through the racks at T.J.Maxx, not hiding from the press.

“Any bags?” the woman asks, and Kate says they’re in the car and we’ll get them out later. In the lift, I look at her and raise my eyebrows. She smiles back. We don’t speak because there’s a porter with us. Daft really, because there’s nothing to carry, but he wants to show us our rooms. And get a tip, I suppose. Room 142 is mine, 
 next door to Kate in 144. The porter makes a big show of opening the door and ushering me in. I stand and look. It’s lovely. Huge and bright with a chandelier for a light. There’s a sofa and a coffee table and lamps and more apples. They must have some sort of deal with Sainsbury’s to have so much fruit around.

“Is this all right?” Kate asks.

“Oh yes,” I say, and sit down on the sofa to look at it all again.

Our honeymoon hotel wasn’t as posh as this. It was a family-run place in Spain. Still, that was lovely, too. We had such a laugh. When we got there, I still had bits of confetti in my hair, and the staff made a big fuss over us. There was a bottle of champagne waiting—Spanish stuff, which was a bit sickly—and the waitresses kept coming up and kissing us.

We spent our days lying by the pool, looking at each other. Loving each other. Such a long time ago.

Kate says there’s a pool here. And a spa. I haven’t got a swimsuit—or anything, really—but she asks my size and sets off to get me “some things.”

“The paper will pay,” she says.

She books me a massage for while she’s out.

“To relax you,” she says. “It’ll be lovely. They use essential oils—jasmine, lavender, that sort of thing—and you can go to sleep on the table. You need a bit of pampering, Jean.”

I’m not sure, but I go along with it. I haven’t asked how long they’re keeping me here. The subject hasn’t come up, and they seem to be treating it like a weekend break.

An hour later, I’m lying on the bed in a hotel dressing gown, floating just above the covers, I feel so relaxed. Glen would’ve said I smell like a “tart’s boudoir,” but I love it. I smell expensive. Then Kate knocks and I’m back where I started. Back to reality.

She comes through the door with loads of shopping bags.


 “Here you go, Jean,” she says. “Try these on to see if they fit.”

Funny how she keeps using my name. Like a nurse. Or a con man.

She has chosen lovely things. A pale blue cashmere jumper I could never have afforded, a smart white shirt, a floaty skirt, a pair of tailored gray trousers, knickers, shoes, a swimsuit, luxury bubble bath, and a beautiful long nightie. I unpack it while she watches.

“I love that color. Don’t you, Jean?” she says, picking up the jumper. “Duck-egg blue.”

She knows I love it, too, but I try not to show too much.

“Thank you,” I say. “I really don’t need all this. I’m only here overnight. Perhaps you can take some of it back.”

She doesn’t reply, just gathers up the empty bags and smiles.

It’s well past lunchtime, and they decide to have something to eat in Kate’s room. All I want is a sandwich, but Mick orders steak and a bottle of wine. I look afterward, and the wine was thirty-two pounds. You could get eight bottles of Chardonnay for that at the supermarket. He said it was “Effing delicious.” He uses the F word a lot, but Kate doesn’t seem to notice. Her attention is all on me.

When the plates are put outside the door to be collected, Mick goes off to his room to sort out his cameras and Kate settles back in an armchair and starts chatting. Just normal chat, the sort of thing I would say to a client while I was shampooing her hair. But I know it can’t last.

“You must have been under a terrible strain since Glen’s death,” she begins.

I nod and look strained. I can’t tell her I haven’t. The truth is that the relief has been wonderful.

“How have you coped, Jean?”

“It’s been terrible,” I say with a catch in my voice and switch back to being Jeanie, the woman I used to be when I first got married.

Jeanie saved me. She bumbled on with her life, cooking tea, 
 washing customers’ hair, sweeping the floor, and making the beds. She knew that Glen was a victim of a police plot. She stood by the man she married. The man she chose.

At first Jeanie reappeared only when family or the police asked questions, but as more bad stuff began to leak under the door, Jeanie moved back into the house so Glen and I could carry on our life together.

“It was a terrible shock,” I tell Kate. “He fell under the bus right there in front of me. I didn’t even have time to call out. He was gone. Then all these people came running up and kind of took over. I was too shocked to move, and they took me to the hospital to make sure I was all right. Everyone was so kind.”

Until they found out who he was.

You see, the police said Glen had taken Bella.

When they said her name, when they came to our house, all I could think of was her picture, that little face, those little round glasses and the plaster over one eye. She looked like a baby pirate. So sweet, I could’ve eaten her. No one had been able to talk about anything else for months—in the salon, in the shops, on the bus. Little Bella. She was playing in the garden outside her house in Southampton and someone just walked in and took her.

Of course, I’d never have let a child of mine play outside on her own. She was only two and a half, for goodness’ sake. Her mum should’ve taken better care of her. Bet she was sat watching Jeremy Kyle
 or some rubbish like that. It’s always people like that that these things happen to, Glen says. Careless people.

And they said it was Glen who took her. And killed her. I couldn’t breathe when they said it—the police, I mean. They were the first. Others said it later.

We stood there in our front hall with our mouths open. Well, I 
 say we. Glen sort of went blank. His face was blank. He didn’t look like Glen anymore.

The police were quiet when they came. No banging down the door or anything like on the telly. They knocked, rat-tat tat-a-tat-a tat
 . Glen had only just come in from cleaning the car. He opened the door, and I put my head around the kitchen door to see who it was. It was two blokes, asking to come in. One looked like my geography teacher at school, Mr. Harris. Same tweedy jacket.

“Mr. Glen Taylor?” “Mr. Harris” asked, all quiet and calm.

“Yes,” Glen said, and asked if they were selling something. I couldn’t hear properly at the beginning, but then they came in. They were policemen—Detective Inspector Bob Sparkes and his sergeant, they said.

“Mr. Taylor, I’d like to talk to you about the disappearance of Bella Elliott,” DI Sparkes said. And I opened my mouth to say something, to make the policeman stop saying these things, but I couldn’t. And Glen’s face went blank.

He never looked at me once the whole time. Never put his arm around me or touched my hand. He said later he was in shock. He and the policemen carried on talking, but I can’t remember hearing what they were saying. I watched their mouths moving, but I couldn’t take it in. What had Glen got to do with Bella? He wouldn’t harm a hair on a child’s head. He loved children.

Then they left, Glen and the policemen. Glen told me later that he said good-bye and told me not to worry; it was just a stupid mix-up he’d sort out. But I don’t remember that. Other policemen stayed at the house to ask me questions, to root around in our lives, but through it all, going around and around in my brain, I kept thinking about his face and how I didn’t know him for a second.

He told me later someone had said he’d been making a delivery 
 near where Bella disappeared, but that didn’t mean anything. Just a coincidence, he said. There must’ve been hundreds of people in the area that day.

He’d been nowhere near the scene of the crime—his delivery was miles away, he said. But the police were going through everyone, to check if they saw anything.

He’d started as a delivery driver after he got laid off by the bank. They were looking for redundancies, he told people, and he fancied a change. He’d always dreamed of having the chance to start his own business, be his own boss.

The night I discovered the real reason was a Wednesday. Aerobics and a late supper for us. He shouted at me about why I was later than usual, horrible tight words spat out, angry and dirty. Words he never used normally. Everything was wrong. He was crowding the kitchen with his accusations, his anger. His eyes were dead, as if he didn’t know me either. I thought he was going to hit me; I watched his fists clench and unclench at his sides, me frozen at the cooker, spatula in my hand.


My kitchen, my rules
 , we used to joke, but not that Wednesday. Wednesday’s child is full of woe.

The row ended with a slammed door as he marched off to bed, to sleep on the sofa bed in the spare room, cut off from me. I remember standing at the foot of the stairs, numb. What was this about? What had happened? I didn’t want to think about what it meant for us.


Stop it
 , I told myself. It’ll be all right. He must’ve had a bad day. Let him sleep it off
 .

I started tidying, picking up his scarf and jacket where he’d hung them on the banister and putting them on the coat hooks by the door. I felt something stiff in one pocket, a letter. A white envelope with a see-through panel with his name and our address showing. From the bank. The words were official and as stiff as the 
 envelope: “inquiry,” “unprofessional behavior,” “inappropriate,” and “termination forthwith.” I was lost in the formal language, but I knew this meant disgrace. The end of our dreams. Our future. Clutching the letter in my hand, I ran up the stairs. I marched into the spare room and flicked on the light. He must’ve heard me coming but pretended to be asleep until I heard myself screech: “What is this about?” He looked at me like I was nothing.

“I’ve been fired,” he said, and rolled back over to pretend to sleep.

The next morning Glen came into our bedroom with a cup of tea in my favorite cup. He looked like he’d hardly slept and said he was sorry. He sat down on the bed and said he was under a lot of pressure and it was all a misunderstanding at work and that he’d never got on with the boss. He said he’d been set up and blamed for something. Some mistake, he said. He’d done nothing wrong. His boss was jealous. Glen said he had big plans for his future, but that didn’t matter if I wasn’t beside him.

“You are the center of my world, Jeanie,” he said, and held me close, and I hugged him back and let go of my fear.

Mike, a friend he said he met on the Internet, told him about the driving job—“Just while I work out what business I want to get into, Jeanie,” Glen said. It was cash in hand at first, and then they took him on permanently. He stopped talking about being his own boss.

He had to wear a uniform. It was quite smart: a pale blue shirt with the company logo on the pocket and navy trousers. Glen didn’t like wearing a uniform—“It’s demeaning, Jeanie, like being back at school”—but he got used to it and seemed happy enough. He’d go out in the morning and wave as he drove off to pick up the van. Off on his travels, he’d say.

I went with him only once. Special job for the boss on a Sunday just before Christmas one year. Must’ve been the Christmas before he was arrested. It was only down to Canterbury, and I fancied a run out. 
 We sat in total silence on the way down. I rooted through his glove box. Just stuff. Some sweets. I helped myself and offered one to Glen to cheer him up. He didn’t want it and told me to put them back.

The van was lovely and clean. Spotless. I never really saw it normally. It was kept at the depot, and he took his car to pick it up in the mornings. “Nice van,” I said, but he just grunted.

“What’s in the back?”

“Nothing,” he said, and turned up the radio.

And he was right. I had a look when he was talking to the customer. The back was as clean as a whistle. Well, almost. There was a corner torn from a sweet packet poking out from under one edge of the mat. I got it out with my fingernail. It was a bit fuzzy and dusty, but I put it in my coat pocket. To be tidy.

•   •   •


I
 t all seems so long ago. Us going for a drive like normal people. But it was only three years ago.

“Glen Taylor?” the nurse is saying to me, startling me out of my thoughts and frowning as she writes his name on a form. Trying to remember. I wait for the inevitable.

The penny drops.

“Glen Taylor? The one accused of taking that little girl Bella?” she says quietly to one of the paramedics, and I pretend not to hear. When she turns back to me, her face is harder. “I see,” she says, and walks away. She must’ve made a phone call, because half an hour later, the press is there, hanging around the casualty department, trying to look like patients. I could spot them a mile off.

I keep my head down and refuse to speak to any of them. What sort of people are they, hounding a woman who’s just seen her husband die?

The police are there, too. Because of the accident. They’re not 
 the ones we usually see. They’re the local police, the Met, not the Hampshire officers. Just doing routine work, taking statements from the witnesses, from me, from the driver of the bus. He’s here, too. Apparently, he got a nasty knock to the head when he braked and says he didn’t even see Glen step out.

He probably didn’t—it was that fast.

Then DI Bob Sparkes shows up. I knew he’d turn up eventually, like a bad penny, but he must’ve driven like the wind to get here from Southampton so quickly. He’s all sad face and condolences for me, but he’s even sadder for himself. He certainly doesn’t want Glen dead. Him gone means that the case will never be closed. Poor Bob. He’ll be stuck with that failure all his life.

He sits down beside me on a plastic chair and reaches for my hand. I’m so embarrassed I let him. He has never touched me like this before. Like he cares for me. He holds my hand and speaks in a soft, low voice. I know what he’s saying, but I don’t hear it, if you know what I mean. He’s asking me if I know what Glen did with Bella. He’s saying it nicely, telling me I can let go of the secret now. Everything can be told. I was as much a victim as Bella was.

“I don’t know anything about Bella, Bob. Neither did Glen,” I say, and take my hand away, pretending I need it to wipe away a tear. Later I’m sick in the hospital toilets. I clean myself up and sit on the loo with my forehead resting on the lovely cool tiles on the wall.






 TEN

The Detective

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 12, 2006


T
 he detective was standing in the incident room, scanning the boards for emerging patterns and links, taking off his glasses and narrowing his eyes in case a change of focus might reveal something.

There was, apparently, a maelstrom of activity all around the Elliotts’ garden, but at the epicenter, Bella remained the missing piece.


All that information but not a sign of her
 , Sparkes thought. She’s here somewhere. We’re missing something.


The forensic team had dusted and swabbed every inch of the brick garden wall and painted metal gate; the garden had been the subject of a fingertip search by a line of police officers, making a religious progress on their knees and, like holy relics of the child, fibers from her clothes, golden hairs from her head, dismembered toy parts, and discarded sweet wrappings touched by her had been preserved in plastic bags. But of the abductor, nothing.

“I think the bastard must have reached over the wall and lifted her straight over and into his vehicle,” Sparkes said. “It would have taken only seconds. She was there and then she wasn’t.”

The team had found a half-sucked red sweet on Bella’s side of the wall. “Maybe it fell out of her mouth when he picked her up,” Sparkes said. “Is it a Smartie?”


 “I’m not exactly an expert on Smarties, boss, but I’ll get someone to check,” Sergeant Matthews said.

When it came back from forensics, it had been identified as a Skittle. Bella’s saliva was on the sweet, matched with the comforter she sucked at night.

“She never had Skittles,” Dawn said.


He gave her one to keep her quiet,
 Sparkes thought. How old-fashioned.
 He remembered his mum telling him as a boy: “Never take sweets from a stranger.” That and something about men with puppies.

He was reviewing the list of evidence and his energy was dipping. It didn’t look good. There were no CCTV cameras watching over the street—only good old Mr. Spencer—and no images so far of a scruffy man collected from the nearest camera sites.

“Maybe he was just lucky,” Sparkes said.

“Luck of the devil, then.”

“Get on the phone, Matthews, and see when we can get on Crimewatch
 . Tell them it’s urgent.”

The television reconstruction seemed to take forever to organize although it was only eight days. A Bella look-alike had to be found from a nursery school in another town, because no parent living near the Westland estate would let their child take part.

“Can’t blame them, really,” Sparkes told the exasperated director. “They don’t want to see their kid as a kidnap victim. Even a pretend one.”

They were waiting at the end of Manor Road for the film crew to set up, discussing what Sparkes would say in his appeal for information.

“The appeal is live in the studio after we screen the reconstruction, Bob,” the director said. “So make sure you have everything sorted in your head before you speak. You’ll know what questions you’re going to get.”


 Sparkes was too distracted to take it all in. He had just put Dawn Elliott in a police car to her mum’s as the actress playing her arrived.

“She looks like me,” she’d whispered to him. She hadn’t been able to look at the child playing Bella. She had laid out a set of her daughter’s clothes, a little headband and Bella’s spare glasses on the sofa, stroking each item and saying her child’s name. Sparkes had helped her up, and she had walked, dry-eyed and holding his arm, to the car. She got in beside Sue Blackman and didn’t look back.

The street was now quiet, deserted as it must have been that day. Sparkes watched as the reenactment took shape, the director gently coaching “Bella” to chase a borrowed gray cat into the garden. Her mother stood just off camera, with emergency Chocolate Buttons in case bribes were needed, smiling at her little girl and trying not to cry.

Mrs. Emerson volunteered to play her own small role, walking stiffly down her garden path, pretending to look for her little friend next door and then responding to “Dawn’s” cries for help. Across the road, Mr. Spencer acted out spotting the actor in a long wig strolling past his house, his mimed puzzlement filmed through the bay window by a cameraman standing on Mrs. Spencer’s French marigolds.

The abduction took only minutes, but it was three hours later that the director was satisfied and everyone crowded around the monitor in the film truck to watch the end product. No one spoke as they watched “Bella” playing in the garden, and only Mr. Spencer remained to mull over the events.

Afterward, one of the older officers took Sparkes aside: “Have you noticed that our Mr. Spencer is always hanging around the investigation team and giving interviews to the reporters? Telling them he saw the man who took her? Bit of a glory seeker if you ask me.”

Sparkes smiled sympathetically. “There’s always one, isn’t there? 
 He’s probably lonely and bored. I’ll get Matthews to keep an eye on him.”

As expected, the broadcast, twenty-three days after Bella vanished, triggered hundreds of phone calls to the studio and incident room, the film igniting public emotion and a fresh outpouring of variations on “My heart goes out to . . .” and “Why? Oh why?” messages on the show’s website.

About a dozen callers claimed to have seen Bella, many of whom were sure they had spotted her in a café, on a beach, in a playground. Each call was acted upon immediately, but Sparkes’s optimism began to fade as he took his turn answering the phones at the back of the Crimewatch
 television studio.

The following week, a sudden buzz of voices from the incident room reached Sparkes as he walked down the corridor.

“Got a flasher in a kids’ playground, sir,” the duty officer told him. “About twenty-five minutes from the Elliott house.”

“Who is he? Is he known to us?”

Lee Chambers was a middle-aged, divorced minicab driver who’d been questioned six months earlier for exposing himself to two female passengers. He’d claimed he was just having a quick pee and they caught a glimpse as he zipped himself up. Completely unintentional. The women didn’t want to take it further, didn’t want the attention, and the police sent him on his way.

Today he’d been in bushes beside the swings and slides at Royal Park as children played nearby.

“I was just having a quick pee,” he told the police officer called by a horrified mother.

“Do you normally have an erection while peeing, sir? That must be inconvenient,” the officer said as he led him to a waiting car.

Chambers arrived at Southampton Central Police Station and was put in an interview room.


 Peering through the toughened glass panel in the door, Sparkes saw a skinny man in tracksuit bottoms and a Southampton FC shirt, with long, greasy hair in a ponytail.

“Scruffy, long hair,” Matthews said.


Did you take Bella?
 Sparkes thought automatically. Have you got her somewhere?


The suspect looked up expectantly as Sparkes and Matthews entered. “This is all a mistake,” he said.

“If I had a quid . . .” Matthews muttered. “Why don’t you tell us all about it, then?” he said as the officers squeaked their chairs closer to the table.

Chambers told his lies and they listened. Just a quick pee. Didn’t choose a playground deliberately. Didn’t see the children. Didn’t talk to the children. Completely innocent mistake.

“Tell me, Mr. Chambers, where were you on Monday, October the second?” Sparkes asked.

“God, I don’t know. Working probably. Monday is one of my regular days. The cab controller would know. Why’d you ask?”

The question hung in the air for a beat, and then Chambers was all eyes. Sparkes almost expected an audible ding.


“That’s when that little girl went missing, isn’t it? You don’t think I had anything to do with that? Oh God, you can’t think that.”

They left him to stew for a bit while they joined their colleagues already searching his address, a bedsit in a converted Victorian house in the city’s run-down red-light area near the docks.

Leafing through the extreme porn magazines beside Chambers’s bed, Matthews sighed. “This is all about hating women, not wanting sex with kids. What’ve you got?”

Sparkes was silent. Photos of Dawn and Bella had been cut from newspapers and slipped into a clear plastic folder on the floor of the wardrobe.


 The minicab controller was a bored-looking woman in her fifties, bundled up against the cold of her unheated office in a cable-knit green cardigan and fingerless mittens.

“Lee Chambers? What’s he been up to? More of his accidental flashing?” She laughed and slurped a Red Bull.

“He’s a nasty little man,” she said as she flicked through the records. “Everyone thinks so, but he knows a friend of the boss.” She was interrupted by the fizz of static and a voice rendered robotic by the tinny speakers and gave some incomprehensible instructions back.

“Right, where were we . . . ? Monday, October second. Here we are. Lee was in Fareham early on—hospital run for a regular customer. All quiet until lunch, and then he picked up a couple from the airport at Eastleigh to go to Portsmouth. Dropped about fourteen hundred. Last job of the day.”

She printed out the details for them and turned back to the microphone as they left without saying good-bye.

“They call this firm Rapists’ Cabs in the nightclubs,” Sergeant Matthews said. “I’ve told my girls never to use them.”

The team was all over Chambers’s life; his former wife was already waiting for a chat with Sparkes and Matthews, and his colleagues and landlord were being questioned.

Donna Chambers, hard-faced with thick, homemade highlights, hated her former husband, but she didn’t think he would hurt a child.

“He’s just a wanker who can’t keep it in his trousers,” she said.

Neither of the detectives dared catch the other’s eye. “Bit of a Romeo, then?”

The list was long—almost impressive—as she detailed how Lee Chambers had worked his way through her friends, work colleagues, and even her hairdresser.


 “Every time he said it would never happen again,” the wronged wife said. “He had a high sex drive, he said. Anyway, he was very bitter when I finally left him and threatened to come after any bloke I saw, but nothing came of it. All talk. The thing is, he’s a born liar. He can’t tell the truth.”

“What about the indecent exposure? Is that a new thing?”

Mrs. Chambers shrugged. “Well, he didn’t do it when we were married. Maybe he ran out of women who fell for his lines. Sounds desperate, doesn’t it? Horrible thing to do, but he is a horrible man.”

The landlord knew little about him. Chambers paid his rent on time, made no noise, and put out his rubbish. Perfect tenant. But the other drivers had stories to tell. One of them told the detectives about the magazines Lee Chambers sold and swapped from the boot of his car.

“He used to set up a stall at motorway service areas for lorry drivers and other blokes who like that sort of thing. You know, photos of violent sex, rape, and kidnap. That kind of stuff. He said he made quite a bit of money.”

He was a horrible man, everyone agreed, but that didn’t make him a child abductor, Sparkes said miserably to his sergeant.

During their second interview with Chambers later that afternoon, he claimed he’d kept the cuttings in the folder because he fancied Dawn Elliott.

“I cut pictures of women I’m attracted to out of the papers all the time. Cheaper than the skin mags,” he offered. “I’ve got a high sex drive.”

“Where did you go when you finished the job in Portsmouth, Mr. Chambers?”

“Home,” he said emphatically.

“Anyone see you there?”


 “No. Everyone was out working, and I’m on my own. I watch telly when I’m off-duty and wait for the next call out.”

“Someone says they saw a man with long hair walking down the road where Bella Elliott was playing.”

“Not me. I was at home,” Chambers said, touching his ponytail nervously.

Sparkes felt dirty when he came out of the interview room for a short break.

“He deserves locking up just for breathing,” Matthews said, joining his boss in the corridor.

“We’ve spoken to the fare, and they say he helped them in with their suitcase and they offered him a cold drink but he left straightaway. No witnesses to his whereabouts after that.”

As they talked, Chambers sauntered past them with an officer. “Where are you going?” Sparkes snapped.

“To the john. When are you letting me go?”

“Shut up and get back in the interview room.” The two men stood for a moment in the corridor before going back in.

“Let’s see if we can spot him on the cameras. We also need to find his contacts for the car boot sales at the services. They’re all perverts traveling the motorways around here. Who are they, Matthews? They may have seen him on October the second. Get on to traffic and see if they’ve got any likely names.”

Back in the interview room, Chambers squinted at them across the table and said: “They don’t give me their names, do they? It’s all very discreet.”

Sparkes waited for him to claim he was doing a public service, keeping perverts off the street, and Chambers didn’t disappoint.

“Would you recognize your customers again?” he asked.

“Don’t think so. Staring isn’t good for business.”


 The detectives began to lose heart, and in the next break, Sparkes called time.

“We’ll have to watch and see, but make sure we do him for the indecent exposure. And, Matthews, tell the local press to look out for him in court. He deserves a bit of publicity.”

Chambers smirked when they broke the news that the interview was over. But it was a brief moment of triumph before he was led away to be processed by the custody sergeant.

“God, one flasher. That’s all we’ve got to show for the investigation so far,” Sparkes said.

“Early days, boss,” Matthews murmured.






 ELEVEN

The Detective

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 2, 2006


M
 atthews had Stan Spencer’s notebook in his hand and looked unhappy.

“I’ve been looking at this again, boss, and reading back through Mr. Spencer’s observations. Very thorough. Weather conditions, number and ownership of vehicles parked in the road, who went in and out of the houses. Including Dawn.”

Sparkes perked up.

“Clocked her in and out of the house most days.”

“Watching her in particular?”

“Not really. All the neighbors are mentioned. But there’s something we need to ask him about his notes. They end halfway through a sentence on the Sunday, the day before, and then switch to Monday, October the second, and the stuff about the long-haired man. Looks like there may be a page missing. And he wrote the full date at the top of the page. He doesn’t do that normally.”

Sparkes took the notebook and scrutinized it, his stomach sinking.

“Christ, do you think he made it up?”

Matthews grimaced. “Not necessarily. He may have been interrupted doing the Sunday log and not gone back to it. But . . .”

“What?”


 “The notebook says it has thirty-two pages on the cover. There are only thirty now.”

Sparkes ran both hands through his hair.

“Why would he do it? Is it him, then? Is he our man? Has our Mr. Spencer been hiding in plain sight?”

Stan Spencer was dressed for gardening when he answered his door, in old trousers, a woolly hat, and gloves.

“Good morning, Inspector. Good morning, Sergeant Matthews. Good to see you. Any news?”

He ushered them through the house to the conservatory, where Susan was reading a paper.

“Look who’s here,” he chirped. “Get the officers a drink, dear.”

“Mr. Spencer.” Sparkes tried to bring an official note to what was turning into a coffee morning. “We want to talk to you about your notes.”

“Of course. Go ahead, please.”

“There appears to be a page missing.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he answered, reddening.

Matthews spread the relevant pages on the table in front of him. “Sunday finishes here, in the middle of your remarks about litter outside Dawn’s house, Mr. Spencer. The next page is Monday and your notes about the man you say you saw.”

“I did see him,” Spencer blustered. “I tore out the page because I made a mistake, that’s all.”

There was silence around the table.

“Where is the missing page, Mr. Spencer? Did you keep it?” Sparkes asked gently.

Spencer’s face crumpled.

His wife emerged with a tray of tasteful mugs and a plate of homemade biscuits. “Help yourselves,” she was saying gaily when 
 she noticed the heavy silence around the table. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

“We’d like to talk to your husband for a moment, Mrs. Spencer.”

She paused, taking in Stan’s face, and turned, tray still in hand.

Sparkes asked his question again.

“I shoved it in my desk drawer, I think,” Spencer said, and went into the house to look. He reappeared with a folded sheet of lined paper. The rest of Sunday’s log was there, and halfway down the page, Monday’s original log started.

“Weather, clement for the season,” Sparkes read out loud. “Legal vehicles in road during day—morning: number 44’s Astra, midwife’s car at number 68; afternoon: Peter’s van. Illegal vehicles in road—morning: usual seven commuter cars; afternoon: ditto. Leaflets on nuisance parking stuck under wipers. All quiet.”

“Did you see the long-haired man on the day Bella was taken, Mr. Spencer?”

“I . . . I’m not sure.”

“Not sure?”

“I did see him, but it might have been on another day, Inspector. I may have got confused.”

“And your contemporaneous notes, Mr. Spencer?”

He had the grace to blush. “I made a mistake,” he said quietly. “There was so much going on that day. I just wanted to help. To be of assistance to Bella.”

Sparkes wanted to wring his neck, but he maintained the crisp, professional tone of the interview.

“Did you think you were helping Bella by sending us off in the wrong direction, Mr. Spencer?”

The older man slumped in his chair. “I just wanted to help,” he repeated.


 “The thing is that people who lie often have something to hide, Mr. Spencer.”

“I haven’t got anything to hide. I swear to you. I’m a decent man. I spend my time protecting the neighborhood from crime. I’ve stopped the thefts from vehicles along this road. Single-handedly. Ask Peter Tredwell. He’ll tell you.”

He stopped. “Will everyone know I got it wrong?” he asked, his eyes pleading with the officers.

“That’s not really our main concern at the moment,” Sparkes snapped. “We’ll need to search your house.”

As members of his team began sifting through the Spencers’ life, he and Matthews let themselves out of the house, leaving the couple to contemplate their new role in the spotlight.

Matthews rubbed his jaw. “I’m going to talk to the neighbors about him, boss.”

At the Tredwells’ house, they had nothing but praise for “Stan the Man” and his patrols.

“He chased off some hooligan who broke into my van last year. Saved my tools from being nicked. Fair play to him,” Mr. Tredwell said. “I park it in a lockup now. Better security.”

“But your van was parked in Manor Road on the day Bella Elliott was taken. Mr. Spencer noted it down.”

“No, it wasn’t. I was using it for work and then put it in the lockup. Do the same thing every day.”

Matthews quickly took the details and stood up to go.

Sparkes was still standing outside the Spencers’ bungalow.

“There’s a blue van in the road unaccounted for at the material time, boss. It wasn’t Mr. Tredwell’s.”

“For Christ’s sake. What else has Spencer got wrong?” Sparkes asked. “Get the team looking back through the witness statements 
 and CCTV in the area. And see which of our perverts owns a blue van.”

Neither man spoke again. They didn’t need to. They knew they were thinking the same thing. They’d wasted a whole month. The papers would crucify them.

Sparkes fished out his phone and rang the press office to try to limit the damage. “We’ll tell the reporters that we have a new piece of evidence,” he said. “And steer them away from the long-haired man. Soft-pedal on that front and focus on the hunt for the blue van. Okay?”

The media, hungry for any new detail, put it on the front pages. This time there were no quotes from their favorite source. Mr. Spencer was no longer answering his door.






 TWELVE

The Detective

SATURDAY, APRIL 7, 2007


I
 t took another six months of donkeywork, tracing every blue van in the country, for a breakthrough to come.

It was the day before Easter when the incident room took a call from a delivery firm in South London. One of their vehicles, a blue van, had been making drops on the south coast the day Bella disappeared.

An old hand answered the call and went straight through to Sparkes.

“Think this is one for you, sir,” he said, putting the information sheet down on the desk.

Sparkes rang Qwik Delivery back immediately to confirm the details. The manager, Alan Johnstone, started by apologizing for wasting police time, but he’d only recently joined the company and his wife had made him call in.

“She talks about the Bella case all the time. And when I talked about the cost of respraying the vans the other day, she said to me, ‘What color were they before?’ She nearly shouted the house down when I said they were originally blue. They’re silver now. Anyway, she asked if they’d been checked by the police. She kept on and on at me, so I went through the paperwork and found that one was in Hampshire. Didn’t go to Southampton, so that’s probably why the 
 old management didn’t contact you at the time—probably didn’t think it was worth bothering you with. Sorry, but my wife made me promise.”

“Don’t you worry, Mr. Johnstone. No information is a waste of our time,” Sparkes coaxed, his fingers crossing. “We’re very grateful that you took the time to call. Now, tell me about the van, the driver, and the journey it took.”

“The driver was Mike Doonan, a regular of ours. Well, he’s left now—wasn’t due to retire for another couple of years, but he had a terrible back problem and could hardly walk, let alone drive and lug parcels about.

“Anyway, Mike had drops in Portsmouth and Winchester on October the second. Spare parts for a chain of garages.”

Sparkes was scribbling it all down, phone under his chin, and entering the name and details into his computer with his left hand.

The driver was within a twenty-mile radius of Manor Road to make his drops and, potentially, fit the time frame.

“Mike left the depot just before lunchtime—it’s a one-and-a-half-to-two-hour journey if the M25 doesn’t come to a standstill,” Mr. Johnstone said.

“What time did he deliver the parcel?” Sparkes asked.

“Hold on. I’ll have to call you back when I’ve got the paperwork in front of me.”

As he hung up, Sparkes shouted: “Matthews. In here now!” and handed over the computer search to his sergeant as his phone rang again.

“He dropped first at two oh five,” Johnstone said. “Signed for and everything. The second drop time doesn’t seem to figure on this sheet. Not sure why. Anyway, they didn’t see him come back. The office staff clock out at five and, according to this, the van was left on the forecourt, clean and hoovered out for the next day’s work.”


 “Okay, that’s great. We’ll need to talk to him, just in case. He might’ve seen something helpful to us. Where does he live, your driver?” Sparkes asked, fighting to quell a note of excitement in his voice. He wrote down an address in southeast London on his notepad.

“You’ve been very helpful, Mr. Johnstone. Thanks very much for phoning in.” He ended the call.

An hour later he and Matthews were on their way up the M3.

At first glance the driver’s profile on the police computer hadn’t contained anything to make their pulses race. Mike Doonan was in his late fifties, lived alone, had been a driver for years, and was reluctant to pay his parking fines. But Matthews’s scan of the police database had pulled him up as “of interest” to the boys on the Operation Gold team. “Of interest” meant there was a possible link to child sex abuse websites. The Operation Gold team was working its way through a list of hundreds of men in the UK whose credit cards appeared to have been used to visit specific sites. They were concentrating on those with access to kiddies first—the teachers, social workers, care staff, Scout leaders—then moving on to the rest. They hadn’t yet reached Doonan (DOB 04/05/56; profession: driver; status: council tenant, divorced, three children) and, at the current pace of the investigation, were not due to knock on his door for another year.

“I’ve got a good feeling about this,” Sparkes told his sergeant. Everything was in position. Met officers had been discreetly placed to watch the address, but no one was to move until the Hampshire officers arrived.

The DI’s mobile buzzed in his hand.

“We’re on. He’s at home,” he said when he hung up.

Mike Doonan was marking his race card in the Daily Star
 when he heard his doorbell.

Swinging his bulk forward to stand out of his armchair, he 
 groaned. The pain shot down his left leg, and he had to stand for a moment, to catch his breath.

“Hang on. I’m coming,” he shouted.

When he cracked open the door onto the walkway, it was not his Good Samaritan neighbor with his Saturday delivery of lager and sliced bread but two men in suits.

“If you’re Mormons, I’ve already got enough ex-wives,” he said, and made to close the door.

“Mr. Michael Doonan?” Sparkes said. “We’re police officers, and we’d like to talk to you for a moment.”

“Bloody hell, it isn’t about a parking ticket, is it? I thought I’d cleared them all. Come in, then.”

In the tiny sitting room of his council flat, he lowered himself into his chair slowly. “Back’s buggered,” he said, gasping from a spasm of pain.

At the mention of Bella Elliott, he stopped wincing.

“Poor little thing. I was in Portsmouth that lunchtime on a job. Is that why you’re here? I told the boss he ought to ring in when the papers said about the dark blue van—you know I drove one that color—but he said he didn’t want coppers sniffing around his business. Not sure why—you’ll have to ask him. Anyway, I was nowhere near where the little girl lived. Just did my job and came back.”

Doonan continued to be helpful to a fault, offering his thoughts on the case and what should happen to “the bastard who took her.”

“I’d do anything to get my hands on him. Mind you, couldn’t do much if I did, not the state I’m in.”

“How long have you been in this state, Mr. Doonan?” Sergeant Matthews asked.

“Years. I’ll be in a wheelchair soon.”

The officers listened patiently, then broached his alleged interest 
 in Internet child pornography. He laughed when they talked about Operation Gold.

“I haven’t even got a computer. Not my kind of thing. Bit of a technophobe, if I’m honest. Anyway, all these investigations are bollocks, aren’t they? Clever blokes in Russia stealing credit card numbers and selling them on to pedos, it says in the papers. Don’t take my word for it. Have a look around, Officers.”

Sparkes and Matthews took up his offer, pushing through clothes jammed into a wardrobe and lifting the mattress on Doonan’s bed to look in the storage bags underneath. “Lot of women’s clothes, Mr. Doonan,” Matthews observed.

“Yes, bit of a cross-dresser when the mood takes me.” Doonan laughed easily. Too easily, Sparkes thought.

“Nah, the clothes belonged to my latest ex-wife. Haven’t got around to chucking them out.”

There was no sign of a child.

“Do you have kids, Mr. Doonan?”

“Grown-ups now. Don’t really see much of them. They sided with their mothers.”

“Right. We’ll take a quick look in the bathroom.”

Sparkes looked across at his sergeant, digging through the laundry basket and trying not to breathe.

“Well, she’s not here, but I don’t like him,” Matthews hissed through his teeth. “Overly friendly. Creepy.”

“We need to talk to the Operation Gold boys again,” Sparkes said, closing the bathroom cabinet. “And get his van in for forensics to go over.”

When they filed back into the sitting room, Doonan smiled. “All done? Sorry about the washing. Expect you’ll be off to see Glen Taylor now?”


 “Who?” Sparkes asked.

“Taylor. One of the other drivers. He did a drop in the area the same day. Didn’t you know?”

Sparkes stopped putting on his coat and moved closer to Doonan. “No. Mr. Johnstone didn’t mention a second driver when he called in. Are you sure there were two of you?”

“Yeah. I was going to do both jobs, but I had a doctor’s appointment and had to get back to town by four thirty. Glen Taylor said he’d do the second drop. Maybe he didn’t put it on the log. You should ask him.”

“We will, Mr. Doonan.”

Sparkes signaled to Matthews to go and call Johnstone to confirm the new information.

As the sergeant closed the front door behind him, Sparkes looked hard at Doonan. “Is this other driver a friend of yours?”

Doonan sniffed. “Not really. Bit of a mystery if I’m honest. Clever boy. Deep, I’d say.”

Sparkes wrote it down. “Deep, how?”

“Acted all friendly, but you never knew what he was thinking. The blokes would be talking in the drivers’ lunchroom and he’d just be listening in. Secretive, I suppose.”

Matthews knocked on the window, startling them both, and Sparkes put his notebook away and said good-bye without shaking hands.

“We’ll see you again, Mr. Doonan.”

The driver excused himself from getting up to let them out. “Slam the door behind you and come back anytime,” he called after them.

The officers got in the stinking lift and looked at each other as the doors closed.


 “Mr. Johnstone says there’s nothing in the log about Glen Taylor doing any jobs that afternoon. He’s looking for the delivery receipt to see whose signature is on it. I’ve got Taylor’s address.”

“Let’s go there now,” Sparkes said, reaching for his keys. “And check if Doonan turned up for his doctor’s appointment.”

In the flat, Mike Doonan waited for an hour and then staggered to the coat hooks in the hall and fished out a padlock key from his jacket pocket. He shook two of his special painkillers from a white plastic container and swallowed them with a gulp of cold coffee. He stood while they kicked in and then shuffled out to remove the pictures and magazines from his locker in the neighbor’s garage.

“Fucking police,” he grumbled as he braced himself against the lift wall. He’d burn the photos later. He’d been stupid to keep them really, but they were all that was left of his little hobby. The computer stuff had come to an end months ago, when his spine had started to collapse and he couldn’t get to his special Internet café anymore.


Too crippled for porn.
 He laughed to himself—his painkillers making him light-headed and giddy. That’s tragic
 .

He opened the door of the gray metal cabinet and pulled the battered-looking blue folder off the top shelf. The corners of the photocopies had become dog-eared with use, and the colors were beginning to fade. He’d bought them from another driver, a bloke who drove cabs down on the coast and sold his stuff from the boot of his car. Doonan knew his pictures by heart: the faces, the poses, the domesticity of the backgrounds—living rooms, bedrooms, bathrooms.

He hoped the detectives were giving Glen Taylor a good going-over. Served him right, jumped-up little prick.

The older one had looked interested when he’d said Taylor was “deep.” He smiled.






 THIRTEEN

The Detective

SATURDAY, APRIL 7, 2007


S
 parkes’s heart was going like a steam hammer as he walked up the Taylors’ path, all senses heightened. He’d done this walk a hundred times, but his reactions never seemed blunted by repetition.

The house was a semi, painted and well cared for with double-glazed windows and clean net curtains.


Are you here, Bella?
 he repeated in his head as he raised a hand to knock on the door. Softly, softly, he reminded himself. Let’s not panic anyone.


And then there he was. Glen Taylor.


He looks like the bloke next door
 was Sparkes’s first thought. But then monsters rarely look the part. You hope you’ll be able to see the evil shining out of them—it would make police work a damned sight easier, he often said. But evil was a slippery substance, glimpsed only occasionally and all the more horrifying for that, he knew.

The detective made a quick visual sweep behind Taylor for any signs of a child, but the hall and stairs were spotless, nothing out of place.

“Normal to the point of abnormal,” he told Eileen later. “Looked like a show house.” Eileen had taken offense, seeing the 
 remark as a judgment on her own housekeeping skills, and hissed her discontent at him.

“Bloody hell, Eileen. What’s the matter with you? No one is talking about you, about our house. I’m talking about a suspect. I thought you’d be interested.” But the damage was done. Eileen retreated into the kitchen and some loud cleaning. Another quiet week
 , he thought, and turned the telly up.

“Mr. Glen Taylor?” Sparkes asked quietly and courteously.

“Yes, that’s me,” Taylor replied. “What can I do for you? Are you selling something?”

The officer stepped closer, Ian Matthews at his heels.

“Mr. Taylor, I’m Detective Inspector Bob Sparkes from the Hampshire Police Force. Can I come in?”

“Police? What is this about?” Taylor asked.

“I would like to talk to you about the case of a missing child I’m investigating. It’s about the disappearance of Bella Elliott,” he said, trying to keep the emotion out of his voice. The color drained from Glen Taylor’s face, and he stepped back as if recoiling from a punch.

Taylor’s wife came out of the kitchen and was wiping her hands on a tea towel when the words “Bella Elliott” were spoken. A nice, decent-looking woman, Sparkes thought. She gasped and her hands flew up to her face. Strange how people react. That gesture, to cover your face, must be hardwired into people. Is it shame? Or an unwillingness to look at something?
 he wondered, waiting to be shown through to the sitting room.


Odd really,
 he thought. He hasn’t looked at his wife once the whole time. It’s as if she isn’t there. Poor woman. She looks like she’s going to collapse.


Taylor quickly pulled himself together and answered the officers’ questions.


 “We understand you were making a delivery in the area where Bella was taken, Mr. Taylor.”

“Well, I think so.”

“Your friend Mr. Doonan said you did.”

“Doonan?” Glen Taylor’s mouth tightened. “Not a friend of mine, but hang on a minute. Yes, I think I was.”

“Try to be sure, Mr. Taylor. It was the day Bella Elliott was abducted,” Sparkes insisted.

“Right, yes. Of course. I think I had one drop early afternoon and then came home. About four, as I remember.”

“Home at four, Mr. Taylor? You made very good time. Are you sure it was four?”

Taylor nodded, forehead creased as if miming thinking hard. “Yes, definitely four. Jean will bear me out.”

Jean Taylor said nothing. It was as if she hadn’t heard, and Sparkes had to repeat the question before she made eye contact with him and nodded.

“Yes,” she said as if on autopilot.

Sparkes turned back to Taylor. “The thing is, Mr. Taylor, your van matches the description of a vehicle that was noticed by a neighbor just before Bella vanished. You probably read about it—it was in all the papers—and we’re checking all blue vans.”

“I thought you were looking for a man with a ponytail. I’ve got short hair, and anyway, I wasn’t in Southampton. I was in Winchester,” Taylor said.

“Yes, but are you sure you didn’t take a little drive after the delivery?”

Taylor laughed off the suggestion. “I don’t do any more driving than I have to—not my idea of relaxation. Look, this is all a terrible mistake.”

Sparkes nodded to himself thoughtfully. “I’m sure you understand 
 how serious this matter is, Mr. Taylor, and I’m sure you won’t mind if we have a look around.”

An immediate search of the house began with the officers moving quickly through the rooms, calling Bella’s name and looking in cupboards, under beds, behind sofas. There was nothing.

But there was something about the way Taylor had told his story, something rehearsed about it. Sparkes decided to take him in for further questioning, to go over the details once more. He owed it to Bella.

Jean Taylor was left weeping on the stairs while the other officers finished their work.






 FOURTEEN

The Widow

THURSDAY, JUNE 10, 2010


T
 hey let me rest for a bit, and then we have dinner by the big windows in Kate’s room, overlooking the gardens. The waiter wheels in a table with a white tablecloth and a vase of flowers in the middle. The plates have those fancy silver domes on them. Kate and Mick had ordered starters, mains, and desserts, and they’re stacked on a shelf under the table.

“Let’s push the boat out,” Kate says.

“Yeah,” Mick says. “We deserve it.”

Kate tells him to shut up, but I can see they’re really pleased with themselves. They’ve won the big prize—an interview with the widow.

I have chicken and play with it for a bit. Not hungry for it or their celebrations. They pile into the wine and order a second bottle, but I make sure I don’t drink more than a glass. Must stay in control.

When I feel tired, I pretend to cry and say I need some time alone. Kate and Mick exchange a look. Obviously, this isn’t going to plan. But I stand and say, “Good night. See you in the morning.”

They scrape their chairs back and stumble to their feet. Kate walks me to my door and makes sure I’m safely inside.

“Don’t answer the phone,” she tells me. “If I need to talk to you, I’ll knock on the door.”


 I nod.

It’s boiling hot in my room, so I lie on the enormous bed, with my windows open to let out the heat of the radiators.

Today is playing over and over in my head on a loop, and I feel dizzy and out of control, like I’m a bit drunk.

I sit up, to stop the room spinning, and see myself reflected in the window.

It looks like someone else. Some other woman who’s let herself be taken away by strangers. Strangers who, until today, were probably banging on my door and writing lies about me. I rub my face and so does the woman in the window. Because it is me.

I stare back at myself.

I can’t believe I’m here.

I can’t believe I let myself agree to come. After everything the press has done to us. After all the warnings Glen gave.

I want to tell him that I don’t actually remember agreeing, but he’d say I must have done or I wouldn’t have got in the van with them.

Well, he’s not here anymore to say anything. I’m on my own now.

Then I hear Kate and Mick talking on the balcony next door.

“Poor thing,” Kate says. “She must be exhausted, and he died less than a month ago. We’ll do it in the morning.”

Whatever “it” is. The interview, I suppose.

I feel dizzy again. Sick inside because I know what is coming next. There’ll be no more massages and treats tomorrow. No more chat about what color the kitchen cupboards are. She will want to know about Glen. And Bella.

I go into the bathroom and throw up the chicken I’ve just eaten. I sit on the floor and think about the first interview I gave—the one to the police, while Glen was in custody. It was Easter when they came. We’d planned to walk up to Greenwich Park the 
 next day to see the Easter egg hunt. We went every year—that and Bonfire Night were my favorite times of the year. Funny the things you remember. I loved it. All those excited little faces looking for eggs or under their woolly hats, writing their names with sparklers. I’d stand close to them, pretend they were mine for a moment.

Instead, that Easter Sunday, I sat on my sofa while two police officers went through my things and Bob Sparkes questioned me.

He wanted to know if Glen and I had a normal sex life. He called it something else, but that’s what he meant.

I didn’t know what to say. It was so horrible being asked that by a stranger. He was looking at me and thinking about my sex life and I couldn’t stop him.

“Of course,” I said.

They wouldn’t answer my questions, just kept asking theirs. Questions about the day Bella disappeared. Why was I at home at four, instead of at work? What time did Glen come in the door? How did I know it was four o’clock? What else happened that day? Checking everything and going over the same things again and again. They wanted me to make a mistake, but I didn’t. I stuck to the story. I didn’t want to make any trouble for Glen.

And I knew he’d never do anything like that. My Glen.

“Do you ever use the computer we took away from your husband’s study, Mrs. Taylor?” Inspector Sparkes suddenly asks.

They’d taken it the day before, after they’d searched upstairs.

“No,” I say. It comes out as a squeak. My throat betraying me and my fear.

They’d taken me up there yesterday, and one of them sat down at the keyboard to try to start it. The screen lit up, but then nothing happened and they asked me for the password. I told them I didn’t even know there was a password. We tried my name and 
 birthdays and Arsenal, Glen’s team, but in the end they unplugged it and took it away to crack it open.

From the window, I’d watched them leave. I knew they’d find something, but I didn’t know what. I tried not to imagine. In the end, I couldn’t have imagined what they found. DI Sparkes tells me when he comes back the next day to ask more questions. Tells me there are pictures. Terrible pictures of children on there. I tell him Glen couldn’t have put them there.

I think it must’ve been the police who let Glen’s name out of the bag, because the morning after he finally got home from the police station, the press came knocking.

He’d looked so tired and dirty when he’d walked in the door the night before, and I’d made toast and pulled my chair close to his so I could put my arms around him.

“It was awful, Jeanie. They wouldn’t listen to me. Kept going on and on at me.”

I started crying. I couldn’t help myself. He sounded so broken by it.

“Oh, love, don’t cry. It will be all right,” he said, wiping my tears with his thumb. “We know I wouldn’t harm a hair on a child’s head.”

I knew it was true, but I felt so relieved hearing him say it out loud that I hugged him again and got butter on my sleeve.

“I know you wouldn’t. And I didn’t let you down about coming home late, Glen,” I said. “I told the police you were home by four.” And he looked at me sideways.

He’d asked me to tell the lie. We were sitting having our tea the night after the news came out that police were looking for the driver of a blue van. I said maybe he ought to ring in and say he’d been in a blue van in Hampshire on the day Bella went missing so they could rule him out.


 Glen had looked at me for a long time. “It would just be inviting trouble, Jeanie.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, I did a little private job while I was out—a delivery I took on for a friend to make a bit of extra money—and if the boss finds out, he’ll sack me.”

“But what if the boss reports that you were in the area in a blue van?”

“He won’t,” Glen had said. “He’s not keen on the police. But if he does, we’ll just say I was home here by four. Then everything will be all right. Okay, love?”

I’d nodded. And, anyway, he did ring me at about four to say he was on his way. Said his mobile was on the blink and he was ringing from a garage phone.

It was practically the same thing, wasn’t it?

“Thanks, love,” he said. “It’s not a lie, really—I was on my way—but we don’t want the boss to know I was doing that extra work on the side. We don’t need any complications or me losing my job. Do we?”

“No, ’course not.”

I put some more bread in the toaster, breathing in the comforting smell.

“Where did you go for your extra drop?” I said. Just asking.

“Over near Brighton,” he said. And we sit in silence for a while.

The next morning, the first reporter to the door knocked—a young bloke from the local paper. Nice lad, he looked. Full of apologies.

“So sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Taylor, but please may I speak to your husband?”

Glen came out of the living room just as I asked the lad who he was. When he said he was a reporter, Glen turned on his heel and 
 disappeared into the kitchen. I stood there, not sure what to do, frightened that whatever I said would come out wrong. In the end, Glen shouted through: “There’s nothing to say. Good-bye,” and I closed the door on him.

We got better at dealing with the press after that. We didn’t answer the door. We sat quietly in the kitchen until we heard the footsteps going away. And we thought that was the end of it. ’Course it wasn’t. They went next door and across the road, to the paper shop and the pub. Door knocking for bits of information.

I don’t think Lisa next door said anything to the reporters at the beginning. The other neighbors didn’t know much, but that didn’t stop them. They loved the whole thing, and two days after he was released, there we were in the papers.

“Have Police Finally Made a Breakthrough in Bella Case?” one headline read. In another one, there is a blurry picture of Glen from when he played for the pub football team and a load of lies.

We sat and looked at the front pages together. Glen looked shell-shocked, and I took his hand to reassure him.

In the papers, lots of it is wrong. His age, his job, even the spelling of his name.

Glen smiled at me weakly. “That’s good, Jeanie,” he said. “Maybe people won’t recognize me.” But of course they did.

His mum rang. “What’s all this about, Jean?” she said.

Glen wouldn’t come to the phone. Went and had a bath. Poor Mary, she was in tears.

“Look, it’s all a misunderstanding, Mary,” I told her. “Glen has had nothing to do with this. Someone saw a blue van like his on the day Bella went missing. That’s all. It’s a coincidence. The police are just doing their job, checking out every lead.”

“Then why is it in the papers?” she asked, and I didn’t know.

“I don’t know, Mary. The press gets excited over everything to 
 do with Bella. They chase all over the place when people say they’ve seen her. You know what they’re like.”

But she didn’t and neither did I, really. Not then, anyway.

“Please don’t worry, Mary. We know the truth. It’ll all blow over in a week. Take care of yourself and love to George.”

After I put the phone down, I stood in the hall, in a daze. I was still there when Glen came down from the bathroom. He had wet hair, and I could feel his damp skin when he kissed me.

“How was my mum?” he asked. “In a state, I suppose. What did you tell her?”

I retold the whole conversation as I made him some breakfast. He’d hardly eaten for two days since he got home from the police station. He was too tired to eat more than toast.

“Bacon and eggs?” I asked.

“Lovely,” he said. When he sat down, I tried to talk about normal things, but it sounded so false.

In the end, Glen stopped me talking by kissing me and said: “There are going to be some very difficult days ahead, Jeanie. People are going to say some terrible things about us and probably to us. We need to be prepared.

“This is a terrible mistake, but we mustn’t let it ruin our lives. We need to stay strong until the truth comes out. Do you think you can do that?”

I kissed him back. “Of course I can. We can be strong for each other. I love you, Glen.”

He smiled at me properly then. And squeezed me tight so I wouldn’t see him getting emotional. “Now, is there any more bacon?”

He was right about it ruining our lives. I had to give up work after he was questioned. I tried to keep going, telling my clients that it was all a terrible mistake, but people stopped talking when I got near them. The regulars stopped booking appointments and 
 began going to another hairdresser down the hill. Lesley took me to one side one Saturday night and told me she liked Glen and was sure there was no truth in the press reports, but I had to leave “for the good of the salon.”

I cried because I knew then that it would never end and nothing would ever be the same again. I rolled up my scissors and brushes in my coloring overall, shoved them into a bag, and left.

I tried not to blame Glen. I knew it wasn’t his fault. We were both victims of the situation, he said, and tried to keep me cheerful.

“Don’t worry, Jean. We’ll be fine. You’ll find another job when this blows over. Probably time for a change, anyway.”
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The Detective

SATURDAY, APRIL 7, 2007


T
 he first interview with Glen Taylor had to wait until everyone arrived back in Southampton. It took place in an airless cupboard of a room with a door painted hospital green.

Sparkes looked through the glass panel in the door. He could see Taylor sitting up like an expectant schoolboy, his hands on his knees and his feet tapping some mystery tune.

The detective pushed open the door and walked to his mark on this tiny stage. It was all about body language, he’d read in one of the psychology books on his bedside table. Dominating by making yourself bigger than the interviewees—standing over them, filling their frame of reference. Sparkes stood for slightly longer than necessary, shuffling the papers in a file on the table, but finally lowered himself into a chair. Taylor wasn’t waiting for the detective to make himself comfortable.

“I keep telling you, this is all a mistake. There must be thousands of blue vans out there,” he complained, banging down his hands on the coffee-stained table. “What about Mike Doonan’s? He’s a strange bloke. Lives on his own—did you know that?”

Sparkes took a deep, slow breath. He was in no hurry.

“Now, then, Mr. Taylor. Let’s concentrate on you and look at 
 your journey again on October the second. We need to be sure of the timings.”

Taylor rolled his eyes. “There’s nothing more to tell. Drove there, dropped the package, drove home. End of story.”

“Right. You say you left the depot at twelve twenty, but it isn’t recorded in the work sheets. Why didn’t you record the journey?”

Taylor shrugged. “I did the job for Doonan.”

“I thought you didn’t get along with him.”

“I owed him a favor. The drivers did it all the time.”

“So where did you have lunch that day?” Sparkes asked.

“Lunch?” Taylor asked, and let out a bark of a laugh.

“Yes. Did you stop somewhere for lunch?”

“I probably had a bar of chocolate, a Mars bar or something. I don’t eat much at lunchtime—I hate supermarket sandwiches. Prefer to wait till I get home.”

“And where did you buy the Mars bar?”

“I don’t know. Probably bought it at a garage.”

“On the way there or back?”

“Not sure.”

“Did you buy fuel?”

“I can’t remember. This was months ago.”

“What about your mileage? Is it recorded at the beginning and end of your working day?” Sparkes asked, knowing full well the answer.

Taylor blinked. “Yes,” he said.

“So, if I did the journey you’ve described, my mileage should be the same as yours?” Sparkes reasoned.

Another blink. “Yes, but, well, there was a bit of traffic before Winchester, and I tried to find a way around it. I got a bit lost until I got back on the ring road and had to double back on myself before I found the drop-off point,” he said.


 “I see,” Sparkes said, and exaggerated the time it took him to note the response on his pad.

“Did you get a bit lost on the way back?”

“No, of course not. It was just the traffic jam.”

“You took a long time to get home, though, didn’t you?”

Again the shrug. “Not really.”

“Why did no one see you return the van if you were back so quickly?”

“I went home first. I told you. I’d finished the job and popped in,” Taylor said.

“Why? Your work sheets show that you usually go straight to the depot,” Sparkes pressed.

“I wanted to see Jean.”

“Your wife, yes. Bit of a romantic, are you? Like to surprise your wife?”

“No. I just wanted to tell her I’d sort out supper.”

Supper. The Taylors ate supper, not dinner or tea. The bank had given Glen Taylor aspirations to a lifestyle, then, Sparkes mused.

“And you couldn’t have phoned her?”

“My mobile had run out of juice and I was passing the house anyway. And I fancied a cup of tea.”


Three excuses. He’s spent too long putting together this story
 , Sparkes thought. He’d check the mobile straight after the interview.

“I thought drivers had to stay in touch with the depot. I’ve got an in-car charger.”

“So have I, but I’d left it in my car when I picked up the van.”

“What time did your phone battery die?”

“I didn’t notice it was dead until I got off the M25 and tried to ring Jean. Could’ve been five minutes or a couple of hours.”

“Do you have children?” Sparkes asked. Taylor clearly hadn’t 
 expected the question and pressed his lips together while he gathered his thoughts.

“No. Why?” he muttered. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Do you like children, Mr. Taylor?” Sparkes pressed on.

“’Course I do. Who doesn’t like children?” His arms were crossed now.

“You see, Mr. Taylor, there are some people who like children in a different way. Do you know what I mean?”

Taylor tightened his grip on his upper arms and closed his eyes, just for a second, but it was enough to encourage Sparkes.

“They like children in a sexual way.”

“They are animals, aren’t they?” Taylor spat.

“So you don’t like children in that way?”

“Don’t be disgusting. Of course I don’t. What kind of a man do you think I am?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out, Mr. Taylor,” Sparkes said, leaning forward to crowd his quarry. “When did you start driving for a living? Strange change of career—you had a good job, didn’t you, at the bank?”

Taylor did his pantomime frown. “I fancied a change. I didn’t get on with the boss and thought I would look at starting my own delivery business. I needed to get experience of every aspect, so I began driving—”

“What about the business with the computers at the bank?” Sparkes interrupted him. “We’ve spoken to your former manager.”

Taylor reddened.

“Weren’t you sacked because of inappropriate use of the computers?”

“It was a setup,” Taylor said quickly. “The boss wanted me out. I think he felt threatened by a younger, better-educated man. 
 Anyone could’ve used that computer. The security was laughable. Leaving was my decision.”

The arms were so tightly crossed over his chest, they were constricting his breathing.

“Right. I see,” Sparkes countered, leaning back in his chair to give Taylor the space he needed to embellish his lie. “And the ‘inappropriate use’ of the computer you were accused of?” His voice was casual.

“Porn. Someone was looking at porn on an office computer during work time. Bloody idiot.” Taylor was on a roll of self-righteousness. “I would never do something as stupid as that.”

“So where do you look at porn?” Sparkes asked. The question stopped Taylor dead.

“I want to see a lawyer,” he said, his feet now dancing beneath the table.

“And you shall, Mr. Taylor. By the way, we’re looking at the computer you use at home. What do you think we’ll find on it? Is there anything you want to tell us about now?”

But Taylor had closed down. He sat silently, staring at his hands and shaking his head at the offer of a drink.

Tom Payne was the solicitor on call that weekend. A middle-aged man in a dusty-looking dark suit, he strode into the room an hour later, a pad of yellow paper under one arm and his briefcase flapping undone.

“I would like some time to consult with Mr. Taylor,” he told Sparkes, and the room was cleared.

As Sparkes left, the two men looked at each other, sizing each other up before Tom Payne offered his hand to his new client.

“Now, let’s see what I can do to help you, Mr. Taylor,” he said, clicking his pen.

Thirty minutes later the detectives were back in the room and 
 rooting through the details of Taylor’s narrative, snouts to the scent of fakery.

“Let’s go back to your dismissal from the bank, Mr. Taylor. We will be talking to the bank again, so why don’t you tell us all about it?” Sparkes said.

The suspect retold his excuses, with his lawyer impassive at his side. Apparently, everyone was at fault apart from him. And then there was his alibi. The detectives stormed it from all sides, but it proved unbreachable. They had knocked on the neighbors’ doors, but no one had seen him arrive home the day Bella went missing. Apart from his wife.

Two frustrating hours later, Glen Taylor was being swabbed and scraped before being taken to a cell, while the police checked his story. For a moment, when he realized he was not going home, he looked young and lost as the custody sergeant asked him to empty his pockets and take off his belt.

“Will you phone my wife, Jean, please?” he asked his lawyer, his voice cracking.

In the bleached emptiness of the police cell, he sank onto a discolored plastic bench along one wall and closed his eyes.

The custody sergeant squinted through the eyehole in the door. “Looks calm enough,” he told his colleague. “But let’s keep a close eye on him. Quiet types make me nervous.”






 SIXTEEN

The Widow

THURSDAY, JUNE 10, 2010


I
 used to love Sunday lunch. Always roast chicken and all the trimmings. It used to feel like a family thing and, when we were newlyweds, we had our mums and dads over to share it with us. Sitting around the table in the kitchen, they’d half listen to the end of Desert Island Discs
 and read the Sunday papers as I put the potatoes in the oven to roast and poured us cups of tea.

It was lovely being part of this grown-up world where we could invite our parents for lunch. Some people say they felt it when they started their first job or moved into their first home, but those Sundays were when I felt like a real adult.

We loved our house. We’d painted the sitting room magnolia—Glen said it was “classy”—and we bought a green sofa and armchairs on credit. We must’ve paid hundreds of pounds for it in the end, but it looked just right, so Glen had to have it. It took longer to save up for a new kitchen, but we managed in the end and picked one with white doors. We walked around the showroom for ages, holding hands, like the other couples. I liked the pine cupboards, but Glen wanted something “clean.” So we went for white. Looked a bit like an operating theater when we first put it together, to be honest, but we bought red handles, snazzy jars and things to liven it up. I loved 
 my kitchen—“my department,” as Glen called it. He never did any cooking. “I’d only make a mess,” he’d say, and we’d laugh about it. So I did the cooking.

Glen would set the table around them, play fighting with my dad to move his elbows and teasing his mum about reading the horoscopes. “Any tall, dark strangers this week, Mum?”

His dad, George, didn’t say much, but he came. Football was the only interest they shared, really. Only they couldn’t even agree on that. Glen liked to watch football on the telly. His dad went to the match. Glen didn’t like all those bodies squashed together, all that sweat and swearing. “I’m more of a purist, Jean. I like the sport, not the social life.” His dad said he was a “poofter.”

George didn’t understand Glen at all, and we thought he probably felt threatened by his education. Glen did well at school—always near the top of the class—and he worked hard because he was determined not to end up a cabbie, like his dad. Funny that he did end up in the same profession. I said it as a joke once, but Glen told me there was a world of difference between being a cabbie and being a driver.

I didn’t know what I wanted to be. Maybe one of the pretty girls who didn’t have to try. I didn’t try, anyway, and Glen always said I was pretty, so it sort of came true. I did make an effort for him but not too much makeup. He didn’t like it—“Too tarty, Jeanie.”

At our Sunday get-togethers, Mary used to bring an apple crumble and my mum brought a bunch of flowers. She wasn’t a cook. She preferred tinned veg to real ones. Funny really, but Dad said it was what she’d been brought up with and he’d got used to it.

When I did domestic science at school, I used to bring home the dishes we cooked. They weren’t bad, but if we’d done something “foreign,” like lasagna or chili con carne, Mum pushed it around her plate a bit.


 So roast chicken suited everyone, and I always did tinned peas for her.

There was lots of laughing. I remember that. About nothing, really. Funny things that had happened at the salon or the bank, gossip about the neighbors and EastEnders
 . The kitchen would get all steamy when I was draining the carrots and cabbage, and Glen would draw with his finger on the windows. Sometimes he drew hearts, and Mary would smile at me. She was desperate for grandchildren and would whisper to me when we did the washing up, asking if there was any news. At first I said, “Plenty of time for babies, Mary. We’ve only just got married.” Later, I pretended not to hear as I stacked the dishwasher, and she stopped asking. I think she guessed it was Glen’s problem. We were closer than me and my mum at the time, and she knew I’d tell her if it was me. I never told her the reason, but I suppose she guessed, and Glen blamed me for telling her. “No one’s business but ours, Jeanie.”

The Sunday lunches started to tail off because Glen and his dad couldn’t bear to be in the same room.

His dad found out about our fertility problem and made a joke of it the Christmas after we were told by the specialist.

“Look at this,” he said, picking up an orange out of the fruit bowl. “It’s like you, Glen, seedless.”

George was a nasty man, but even he knew he’d gone too far. No one said anything. The silence was awful. No one knew what to say, so we all looked at the telly and passed the Christmas chocolates. Pretended it hadn’t happened. Glen was white as a sheet. He just sat there, and I couldn’t bring myself to touch him. Seedless.

In the car home, he said he’d never forgive his dad. And he didn’t. We didn’t refer to it again.

I wanted a baby so badly, but he wouldn’t talk about “our problem,” as I had to call it, or about adoption. He disappeared inside himself, and I kept myself to myself. Two strangers in the house for a while.


 At the Sunday lunches, Glen stopped drawing in the steam; he opened the back door to let it out. And everyone began leaving earlier and earlier, and then we all started making excuses. “We’re so busy this weekend, Mary. Do you mind if we leave it until next Sunday?” Then “next month,” and gradually family lunches were just on birthdays and at Christmas.

If we’d had kids, our parents would have been grandmas and granddads. It would’ve been different. But the pressure to perform for our parents became too much. There were no distractions. Just us. And the scrutiny of our lives was too intense for Glen. “They want to interfere in everything,” he said after one lunch when Mary and my mum had decided where would be best for me to buy a new oven. “They only want to help, love,” I’d said lightly, but I could see the dark clouds gathering over him. He’d be quiet and busy with his own thoughts for the rest of the day.

He hadn’t always been like that. But he started to take offense at everything. Tiny things—something the man at the corner shop said about Arsenal losing or a kid on the bus disrespecting him—would upset him for days. I’d try to laugh him out of it, but I got worn down by the effort, so I stopped and let him work it out for himself.

I began to wonder if he was looking for reasons to be upset. The people he’d always liked working with at the bank began to annoy him and he’d come home, moaning about them. I knew he was working himself up to something, a row probably, and I tried to talk him out of his moods. There was a time I might’ve been able to—when we were younger—but things were changing.

One of my ladies at the salon said all marriages “settle down after the ‘truly, madly, deeply’ bit.” But was this settling down? Was this it?

I suppose it was then that he started going upstairs to his computer more. Closing himself off from me. Choosing his nonsense over me.






 SEVENTEEN

The Detective

SUNDAY, APRIL 8, 2007


T
 aylor’s delivery van was being dismantled and scrutinized, inch by inch, by the forensics boys in Southampton, along with his uniform and shoes taken from home, fingerprints, saliva swabs, samples from under his fingernails, genitals, and hair.

And experts were conducting their dig into the dark recesses of Taylor’s computer.

They were all over him. Now Sparkes wanted to try his luck with the wife.

On Easter Sunday morning, fresh from their Premier Inn breakfast in South London, Sparkes and Matthews knocked at eight a.m.

Jean Taylor answered the door with her coat half on.

“Oh God,” she said when she saw Sparkes. “Has something happened to Glen? His lawyer said it would all be sorted out today and he could come home.”

“No. Not quite,” Sparkes said. “I need to have a chat with you, Mrs. Taylor. We can talk here rather than at the station.” Mention of the station made Jean Taylor’s eyes widen.

She stood back to let the detectives in before the neighbors spotted them and wearily shrugged off the sleeve of her coat.

“You had better come through,” she said, and led the way into 
 the living room. Jean hovered by the arm of the sofa. She looked like she hadn’t slept much, her hair lank with exhaustion, and there was a scrape of throatiness to her voice as she asked them to sit down.

“I answered all the questions yesterday with the other officers. This is all wrong.”

She was so agitated, she got up and then sat down again, lost in her own sitting room.

“Look, I’m due at my mum and dad’s. I always go on a Sunday to do Mum’s hair. I can’t let her down,” she explained. “I haven’t told them about Glen . . .”

“Perhaps you could phone and say you’re sick, Mrs. Taylor,” Sparkes said. “We need to talk about a few things.” Jean closed her eyes as if she was about to cry and then walked to the phone to tell her lie.

“It’s just a headache, Dad, but I think I’ll stay in bed for a bit. Tell Mum I’ll call her later.”

“Now, then, Mrs. Taylor,” Sparkes said. “Tell me about you and Glen.”

“What do you mean?”

“How long have you been married? Are you both from around here?”

Jean told the bus stop story, and Sparkes listened attentively as she progressed through their courtship to the fairy-tale wedding and their blissful married life.

“He worked for the bank, didn’t he?” Sparkes asked. “That must’ve been a good job with prospects . . .”

“Yes, it was,” Jean said. “He was very proud of his job. But he left to start a business of his own. Glen has lots of ideas and plans. He likes to think big. And he didn’t get along with his boss. We think he was jealous of Glen.”

Sparkes paused. “And there was the business with the office computer, wasn’t there, Mrs. Taylor?”


 Jean stared at him, all eyes again. “What do you mean?” she asked. “What about the office computer?”


Bloody hell. She doesn’t know about the porn,
 Sparkes thought. Christ. Here we go, then.


“The indecent images found on his office computer, Mrs. Taylor.”

The word “indecent” hung in the air as Jean blushed, and Sparkes pressed on.

“The images found on his computer at work. And on the computer we took away yesterday. Do you ever use the computer?”

She shook her head.

“There were pornographic images involving children, Mrs. Taylor, found on both computers.”

She put her hands out to stop him. “I don’t know anything about pornographic images or computers,” she said, the color deepening to bruise her neck. “And I’m sure Glen doesn’t, either. He isn’t that sort of man.”

“What sort of man is he, Mrs. Taylor? How would you describe him?”

“Goodness, what sort of question is that? Normal, I suppose. Normal. Hardworking, a good husband . . .”

“In what way is he a good husband?” Sparkes asked, leaning forward. “Would you say you were happy as a couple?”

“Yes, very happy. We hardly ever argue or fall out.”

“Have you been having any problems? Money problems? Problems in your intimate life?” He didn’t know why he had shied away from using “sex life,” but the woman’s distress at the questions was palpable.

“What do you mean, our ‘intimate life’?” Jean said.

“In the bedroom, Mrs. Taylor,” he clarified delicately. She looked as if she’d been spat on.

“No, no problems,” she managed to get out before starting to weep.


 Matthews passed a box of tissues from the nest of tables at his elbow.

“There you go, Mrs. Taylor,” he said. “I’ll get you a glass of water. I’m not trying to upset you, Mrs. Taylor, but these are questions I need to ask. I’m investigating a very serious matter. Do you understand?”

She shook her head. She didn’t understand.

“What about children, Mrs. Taylor?” The detective moved on to the next incendiary subject.

“None,” she said.

“Did you decide not to have any?”

“No. We both wanted children, but we couldn’t.”

Sparkes waited a beat.

“It was a physical problem with Glen. The doctor said,” she faltered. “We love kids. That’s why I know Glen could never have had anything to do with Bella’s disappearance.”

The child’s name was now in the room, and Sparkes asked the question he’d been waiting to ask. “Where was Glen at four o’clock on the day Bella went missing, Mrs. Taylor?”

“He was here, Inspector Sparkes,” Jean answered immediately. “Here with me. He wanted to see me.”

“Why did he want to see you?” Sparkes asked.

“Just to say hello, really,” she said. “Nothing special. Quick cuppa and then off to the depot to get his car.”

“How long was he home?”

“About, about forty-five minutes,” she said a little too slowly.


Is she doing the maths in her head
 ? Sparkes thought.

“Did he often come home before returning the van?” he asked.

“Well, sometimes.”

“When was the last time he called in like this?”

“I’m not sure—I can’t remember . . .” she said, ragged blotches spreading to her chest.


 “I hope she doesn’t play poker,” Matthews said later. “She has more tells than I’ve seen for a long time.”

“How did you know it was four o’clock, Mrs. Taylor?” Sparkes asked.

“I had an afternoon off work because I’d worked Sunday morning, and I heard the news at four on the radio.”

“It could’ve been the news at five. There’s a bulletin every hour. How do you know it was four?”

“I remember them saying it. You know, ‘It is four o’clock; this is the BBC News.’”

She stopped to sip her water.

Sparkes asked about Glen’s reaction to the news of Bella’s disappearance, and Jean told him he was as shocked and upset as she was when they saw it on the news.

“What did he say?” Sparkes asked.

“‘Poor little girl. I hope they find her,’” she said, carefully putting her glass on the table beside her. “He said he thought it was probably a couple whose child died who took her and went abroad.”

Sparkes waited for Matthews to catch up in his notebook and turned to Jean Taylor. “Did you ever go in the van with Glen?”

“Once. He prefers driving on his own so he can concentrate, but I went for a ride last Christmas. To Canterbury.”

“Mrs. Taylor, we’re having a good look at the van at the moment. Would you mind coming to the local station to give your fingerprints so we can rule them out?”

She wiped a tear away. “Glen keeps his van spotless. He likes everything spotless.

“They will find her, won’t they?” she added as Matthews helped her on with her coat and opened the front door.






 EIGHTEEN

The Detective

SUNDAY, APRIL 8, 2007


G
 len Taylor was proving to be a man with an answer for everything. He had a quick brain and, once the shock of his arrest wore off, he seemed almost to be enjoying the challenge, Sparkes told his wife.

“Arrogant little sod. Not sure I’d be so confident in his position.” Eileen squeezed his arm as she passed him his evening glass of red wine.

“No, you’d confess everything immediately. You’d be a terrible criminal. Chops or fish tonight?”

Sparkes perched on one of the high stools Eileen had insisted on when breakfast bars were de rigueur and helped himself to shards of raw carrot from the pan on the counter. He smiled at Eileen, relishing the entente cordiale in the kitchen that evening. Their marriage had been through the usual peaks and troughs of a shared life but, although neither would admit it out loud, the children leaving home had put it under unexpected strain. They had talked before about all the things they would be able to do, the places they’d see, the money they could spend on themselves, but when it happened, they found their new freedom forced them to look at each other properly for the first time in years. And, Bob suspected, Eileen found him wanting.

She’d been ambitious for him when they were going out and then 
 married, urging him to study for his sergeant’s exams and bringing him endless cups of coffee and sandwiches to fuel his concentration.

And he carried on, bringing home his triumphs and disasters, as small promotions and anniversaries passed. But he suspected she was now seeing what he’d actually achieved in the cold light of late middle age and was wondering, Is that it?


Eileen squeezed by with some frozen chops and ordered him to leave the veg alone.

“Hard day, love?” she asked.

It had been an exhausting day, combing through Taylor’s statements for gaps and inconsistencies.

Images of children being sexually abused found on his computer were, according to the suspect, “downloaded by mistake—the Internet’s fault” or without his knowledge; use of his credit card to buy porn was done by someone who had cloned his card. “Don’t you know how rife credit card fraud is?” he’d asked scornfully.

“Jean reported our card stolen last year. She’ll tell you. There’s a police report somewhere.” And there was.


Interesting that it was around the time the papers started writing about the link between credit cards and online child sex abuse,
 Sparkes mused, going over the interview transcript at his desk later. But it was circumstantial.


He can see daylight
 , Sparkes thought during a coffee break. He thinks his story is solid, but we haven’t finished yet.


Nothing seemed to get through to Taylor until they interviewed him again and showed him a scrapbook of children’s pictures, torn from magazines and newspapers, found behind the hot water tank at his home.

There was no pantomime this time. It was clear he’d never seen it before; his mouth fell open as he leafed through the pages of images of little cherubs in cute outfits and fancy dress costumes.


 “What is this?” he asked.

“We thought you might tell us, Glen.”

They were on first-name terms with the suspect now. Glen hadn’t protested. But he called the detective “Mr. Sparkes” to preserve a distance between them.

“This isn’t mine,” he said. “Are you sure you found it at my house?”

Sparkes nodded.

“It must belong to the previous owners,” Glen said. He crossed his arms and tapped his feet as Sparkes closed the book and pushed it to one side.

“Hardly, Glen. You’ve lived there how many years? We think it belongs to you, Glen.”

“Well, it isn’t mine.”

“Perhaps it is Jean’s, then? Why would she keep a book like this?”

“I don’t know—ask her,” Taylor snapped. “She’s obsessed with babies. You know we couldn’t have any, and she used to cry all the time about it. I had to tell her to stop it—it was ruining our lives. And, anyway, we’ve got each other. We’re lucky in a way.”

Sparkes nodded along, considering Jean Taylor’s luck to have a husband like Glen.


Poor woman,
 he thought.

A forensic psychologist they were consulting on the case had already warned him that it was very unlikely the scrapbook belonged to a pedophile.

“This isn’t a predator’s book,” he’d said. “There’s nothing sexual in the images—it’s a fantasy collection but not made by someone who objectifies children. It is more like a wish list—the sort of thing a teenage girl might make.”


Or a childless woman
 , Sparkes had mused.


 Jean’s secret fantasy life had rattled Taylor. That much was clear to the detectives. He was lost in thought, perhaps wondering what else he didn’t know about his wife. It had, Sparkes and Matthews agreed afterward, created a hairline crack in his certainty that he had her under control. Secrets were dangerous things.

But at the case review meeting with his bosses, as the thirty-six-hour deadline loomed, Sparkes felt defeated. They had crawled over everything. The van had yielded nothing, and they had nothing to charge Taylor with apart from the Internet stuff, and that wouldn’t keep him in custody.

Two hours later, Glen Taylor was bailed and walked out of the police station, already on his mobile phone.

Bob Sparkes watched him go through a window in the stairwell. “Don’t get too comfortable at home. We’ll be back,” he told the retreating figure.

The next day, Taylor was back at work, according to the team assigned to watch him around the clock.

Sparkes wondered what Taylor’s boss was making of it all.

“Bet they let him go by the end of the month,” he said to Matthews.

“Good,” his sergeant said. “It’ll give him time to make some mistakes, if he’s hanging around the house all day. Bound to get up to mischief.”

The detectives looked at each other.

“Why don’t we give Alan Johnstone a call and ask if we can come and look at his driver records again? Might give him a nudge in the right direction,” Matthews said.

Mr. Johnstone welcomed them into his office, sweeping paperwork off threadbare office chairs.

“Hello, Inspector. Back again? Glen said it’d all been cleared up, as far as he’s concerned.”


 The detectives pored over the work sheets, noting the mileage all over again while Johnstone hovered uneasily.

“Are these yours?” Sparkes said, picking up a picture of two small boys in football shirts from the desk. “Lovely kids.” He let that hang in the air as Johnstone took the picture back.

“See you again,” Matthews said cheerily.

Glen Taylor was asked to leave later that week. Alan Johnstone rang Sparkes to let him know.

“It was freaking out the other drivers. Most of us have children. He didn’t make a fuss when I paid him off, just shrugged and emptied his locker.”

Matthews grinned. “Let’s see what he does now.”






 NINETEEN

The Widow

SATURDAY, APRIL 21, 2007


G
 len’s mum and dad came around the weekend after he was sacked. We hadn’t seen them for a while, and they stood at the door while the press tried to talk to them and took their pictures. George was furious and started swearing at them, and Mary was in tears when I opened the door. I hugged her in the hall and led her through to the kitchen.

George and Glen went into the living room. We sat at the table, and Mary carried on crying.

“What’s going on, Jean? How could anyone think my Glen could do such a thing? He couldn’t have done something so wicked. He was a lovely little boy. So sweet, so clever.”

I tried to calm her down and explain, but she kept talking over me, saying, “Not my Glen,” over and over. In the end, I made a cup of tea to give myself something to do and took a tray through to the men.

There was a terrible atmosphere—George was standing in front of the fireplace staring at Glen, all red in the face. Glen was sitting in his armchair, looking at his hands.

“How’re you doing, George?” I asked as I passed him a tea.

“I’d be a damned sight better if this idiot hadn’t got himself involved with the police. Thanks, Jean. We’ve had the press knocking 
 and on the phone morning, noon, and night. We’ve had to take the phone off the hook to get some peace. Your sister’s had the same, Glen. It’s a bloody nightmare.”

Glen said nothing. Perhaps everything had been said before I came in.

But I couldn’t let it go. I said, “It’s a nightmare for Glen, too, George. For all of us. He’s done nothing and he’s lost his job. It isn’t fair.”

Mary and George left soon afterward.

“Good riddance,” Glen said afterward, but I was never sure if he meant it. It was his mum and dad, after all.

My mum and dad came next. I told Dad on the phone to go to Lisa’s next door so they wouldn’t be bothered by the reporters and they could come through the gate between the gardens. Poor Mum, she opened the back door and came tumbling in like a dog was after her.

She’s lovely, my mum, but she finds it hard to cope with things. Ordinary things. Like catching the right bus to the doctor’s or meeting new people. Dad is very good about it, really. He doesn’t fuss about her “little panics,” as they call them. He just sits her down and strokes her hand and talks to her softly until she feels better. They really love each other—always have. And they love me, but Mum needs all Dad’s attention.

“Anyway, you’ve got Glen,” she used to say.

When she sat down, all pale and breathless, Dad sat with her and held her hand.

“It’s all right, Evelyn,” he said.

“I just need a minute, Frank.”

“Your mother just needs a bit of reassurance, Jean,” Dad had told me when I first tried to suggest they talk to the doctor. So I reassured her as well.

“Everything’s going to be fine, Mum. It’ll all get sorted out, 
 you’ll see. It’s a horrible mistake. Glen has told them where he was and what he was doing, and the police will put it right.”

She looked at me hard, like she was testing me. “Are you sure, Jean?” I was.

After that, they didn’t visit. I used to go and see them.

“It’s too much for your mum to come over,” Dad said on the phone. I’d do her hair every week. She used to enjoy going to the hairdresser’s “for an outing” once a month, but she went out less and less after Glen’s arrest. It wasn’t his fault, but some days I found it hard to even like him.

Like the day he told me he’d seen my scrapbooks. It was a couple of days after he was released on bail. He’d known when he got home, but he waited. I knew he was building up to something. I could tell.

And when he found me looking at a picture of a baby in a magazine, he exploded.

My love of babies was obsessive, he said. He was angry when he said it. It was because they’d found my books at the back of the cupboard where I kept them, behind the water tank. They were only pictures. What harm was there in that?

He was shouting at me. He didn’t shout very often; he usually just closed down and stopped talking when he got mad. Didn’t like to show his feelings, really. We’d sit and watch a film together, and I’d be bawling my eyes out and he’d just sit there. I thought he was so strong at first, that it was manly, but I don’t know now. Perhaps he just didn’t feel things the way other people do.

But that day, he shouted. There were three little scrapbooks, each one filled with pictures I had cut out of the magazines at work, newspapers, and birthday cards. I wrote “My Babies” on the cover of each book, because they were. So many babies. I had my favorites, of course. There was Becky, with her striped Babygro and 
 matching headband, and Theo, a chubby toddler with a smile that made me shiver.

My babies.

I suppose I knew Glen would see it as a dig at him, at him being infertile. That’s why I hid them. But I couldn’t stop myself.

“You are sick,” he shouted at me.

He made me feel ashamed. Perhaps I was sick.

The thing was that he wouldn’t talk to me about what he called “our problem.”

It wasn’t meant to be a problem. It’s just that having a baby was all I wanted to do in my life. Lisa next door felt the same.

She moved next door with her bloke, Andy, a couple months after us. She was nice—not too nosy but interested in me. She was pregnant when they moved in, and Glen and I were trying, so we had loads to talk about, lots of plans to make—how we’d bring up our babies, what color to do the nurseries, names, local schools. All those things.

She didn’t look like me, Lisa. She had short black hair all spiked up with bleached white tips and three earrings in one ear. She looked like one of the models in the big photos in the salon. Beautiful, really. But Glen wasn’t sure about her.

“Doesn’t look like our sort of person, Jeanie. Looks a bit of a flake. Why do you keep inviting her around?”

I think he was a bit jealous of sharing me, and he and Andy had nothing in common. Andy was a scaffolder, always away somewhere. He went to Italy once. Anyway, he went off with a woman he met on his travels and Lisa was left on her own, struggling by on benefits while she tried to get anything out of him for the children.

Lisa was lonely and we got along like a house on fire, so I went around to hers mostly, to save disturbing Glen.

I used to tell her the stories I heard at the salon, and she’d laugh 
 her head off. She loved a good gossip and a cup of coffee. She said it was an escape from the kids. She had two by then—a boy and a girl, Kane and Daisy—while I continued to wait for my turn.

After our second wedding anniversary, I went to the doctor’s on my own to talk about why I couldn’t get pregnant.

“You’re very young, Mrs. Taylor,” Dr. Williams said. “Relax, and try not to think about it. That’s the best thing to do.”

I tried. But after another year without a baby, I persuaded Glen to come with me. I told him it must be something wrong with me, and he agreed to come, to support me. Dr. Williams listened and nodded and smiled.

“Let’s do some tests,” he said, and our treks to the hospital began.

They did me first. I was willing to do anything to get pregnant, and I put up with the specula, the examinations, the ultrasounds, the endless prodding.

“Tubes as clean as a whistle,” the gynecologist said at the end of the tests. “Everything healthy.”

Glen went next. I don’t think he wanted to, but I’d been through it all and he couldn’t really back out. It was awful, he said. They made him feel like a piece of meat. Samples, plastic cups, old torn porn magazines. All that. I tried to make it better by saying how grateful I was, but it didn’t work. Then we waited.

He had almost a zero sperm count. And that was the end of it. Poor Glen. He was devastated at first. He felt he’d be seen as a failure, less of a man, and was so blinded by this that perhaps he couldn’t see what it meant for me. No babies. No one to call me Mummy, no life as a mother, no grandchildren. He tried to comfort me at the beginning when I cried, but I think he got bored with it and then hardened to it after a while. He said it was for my own good. That I had to move on.

Lisa was brilliant about it and I tried not to hate her luck, because I liked her, but it was hard. And she knew how hard it was 
 for me, so she said I could be the kids’ “other mother.” I think it was a joke, but I gave her a hug and tried not to cry. I was part of their lives and they became part of mine.

I persuaded Glen to make a gate between the back gardens for them to come in and out, and I bought a paddling pool one summer. Glen was nice with them, but he didn’t get involved like I did, really. He’d watch them through the window sometimes and wave. He didn’t try to stop them coming around, and sometimes, when Lisa had a date—she went on those websites to try to find the perfect man—they stayed in the spare room, sleeping top to tail. I would do fish fingers and peas and tomato sauce for dinner and watch a Disney DVD with them.

Then, when they settled down in bed, I’d sit and watch them go to sleep, drinking them in. Glen didn’t like that. Said I was acting creepy. But every moment with them was special. Even changing their nappies when they were little. As they got older they called me “Geegee” because they couldn’t get their tongue round Jean, and they would fling themselves at my legs when they came around, so I had to walk with one on each of my feet. My “sweet peas,” I called them. And they’d laugh.

Glen would go up to his study when our games got too wild—“too much noise,” he’d say—but I didn’t mind. I preferred having them to myself.

I even thought about giving up my job and looking after them full-time so Lisa could go out to work, but Glen put his foot down.

“We need your money, Jean. And they’re not our kids.”

And he stopped apologizing for being infertile and started saying: “At least we have each other, Jean. We’re lucky really.”

I tried to feel lucky, but I didn’t.

I’ve always believed in luck. I love the fact that people can change their lives instantly. Look at Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?
 And the 
 lottery. One minute ordinary woman on the street. Next, millionaire. I buy a ticket every week and could while away a morning fantasizing about winning. I know what I’d do. I’d buy a big house at the seaside—somewhere sunny, maybe abroad—and adopt orphans. Glen didn’t really figure in my plans—he wouldn’t have approved, and I didn’t want those pursed lips wrecking my daydreams. Glen stayed as part of my reality.

The thing was that the two of us weren’t enough for me, but he was hurt that I needed anyone but him. That was probably why he wouldn’t consider adoption—“I’m not having someone prying into our lives. No one’s business but ours, Jeanie”—let alone something as “extreme” as artificial insemination or surrogacy. Lisa and I had discussed it one evening over a bottle of wine, and it all sounded possible. I tried to introduce it casually into a conversation with Glen.

“Disgusting ideas, if you ask me,” he said. End of discussion.

So I stopped crying in front of him, but every time a friend or a relative said they were pregnant, it was like having my heart ripped out. My dreams were filled with babies, lost babies, endless searches for them, and sometimes I’d wake up still feeling the weight of a baby in my arms.

I began to dread sleep and was losing weight. I went back to the doctor, and he gave me tablets to make me feel better. I didn’t tell Glen. I didn’t want him to be ashamed of me.

And I began my collection, quietly tearing out the pictures and slipping them in my handbag. Then, when there were too many, I started sticking them in my books. I’d wait until I was alone and get them out and sit on the floor, stroking each picture and saying their names. I could spend hours like that, pretending they were mine.

The police said Glen did the same thing on his computer.

He told me the day he shouted at me about the scrapbooks that 
 I drove him to look for porn on the computer. It was a wicked thing to say, but he was so angry it just came out.

He said I’d shut him out because of my obsession with having a baby. That he’d had to look for comfort elsewhere.

“It’s just porn,” he said to me when he realized he’d gone too far. When he saw my face. “All blokes like a bit of porn, don’t they, Jeanie? It doesn’t do any harm to anyone. Just a bit of fun.”

I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know all blokes liked porn. The subject had never come up in the salon.

When I cried, he told me it wasn’t his fault. He’d been drawn into online porn by the Internet—they shouldn’t allow these things on the Web. It was a trap for innocent men. He’d become addicted to it—“It’s a medical condition, Jeanie, an addiction.” He couldn’t help himself, but he’d never looked at children. Those images just ended up on his computer—like a virus.

I didn’t want to think about it anymore. It was too hard to keep everything apart in my head. My Glen and this other man the police talked about. I needed to keep things straight.

I wanted to believe him. I loved Glen. He was my world. I was his, he said. We were each other’s.

And the idea of me being guilty of pushing him to look at those horrible photos grew in my head, crowding out the questions about Glen. Of course, I didn’t find out about his “addiction” until after the police came knocking on our door that day before Easter, and then it was too late to say or do anything.

I had to keep his secrets as well as mine.






 TWENTY

The Widow

FRIDAY, JUNE 11, 2010


W
 e have croissants and fruit salad for breakfast at the hotel. Big linen napkins and a pot of proper coffee.

Kate won’t let me eat on my own. “I’ll keep you company,” she says, and plonks herself down at the table. She gets a cup from the tea and coffee tray under the television and pours herself a coffee.

She’s all businesslike now. “We really need to sort out the contract today, Jean,” she says. “The paper would like to get the formalities out of the way so we can get on with the interview. It’s Friday already, and they want to publish it tomorrow. I’ve printed a copy of the contract for you to sign. It’s quite straightforward. You agree to give us an exclusive interview for an agreed fee.”

I can’t really remember when I’d said yes. Maybe I hadn’t. “But,” I say. But she just passes me several sheets of paper and I start to read them because I don’t know what else to do. It is all “the first party” and “the second party” and lots of clauses. “I haven’t got a clue what it means,” I say. Glen was the one who dealt with all the paperwork and signed everything.

She looks anxious and starts to try to explain the legal terms. “It really is very simple,” she says. She really wants me to sign it. 
 She must be getting grief from her boss, but I put the contract down and shake my head and she sighs.

“Would you like a lawyer to have a look at it for you?” she asks. And I nod. “Do you know one?” she says, and I nod again. I call Tom Payne. Glen’s lawyer. It’s been a while—must be two years—but I still have his number on my mobile.

“Jean! How are you? I was sorry to hear about Glen’s accident,” he says when the secretary finally puts me through.

“Thank you, Tom. That’s kind of you. Look, I need your help. The Daily Post
 wants me to do an exclusive interview with them and they want me to sign a contract. Will you look at it for me?”

There is a pause, and I can imagine the surprise on his face.

“An interview?” he says. “Are you sure you’re doing the right thing, Jean? Have you thought this through?”

His real questions remain unasked, and I’m grateful to him for that. I tell him I’ve thought about it and this is the only way to get the press off my doorstep. I’m starting to sound like Kate. I don’t really need the money. Glen got a quarter of a million in compensation for the trick the police pulled—dirty money we put away in a savings account—and there’ll be the insurance money from his death. But I might as well take the fifty thousand pounds the paper wants to pay me.

Tom sounds unconvinced, but he agrees to read the contract, and Kate e-mails it over to him. We sit and wait, and she tries to persuade me to have a facial or something. I don’t want to be fiddled with again, so I say no and just sit there.

Tom and I have had a special bond since the day Glen’s case ended.

We stood together waiting for him to be released by the court, and Tom couldn’t look at me. I think he was scared what he’d see in my eyes.

I can see us standing there. The end of the ordeal but not the 
 end really. I’d been so grateful for the order that the court case had given my life. Every day planned out. Every day setting out from home at eight a.m., dressed smartly, like I was going to work in an office. Every day, home at five thirty. My job was to be supportive and say nothing.

The court was like a sanctuary. I liked the echoing halls and the breezes wafting the notices on the boards and the canteen chatter.

Tom had taken me before Glen was due to appear there, to be committed for trial, so I could see what it was like. I’d seen the Old Bailey on the telly—on the news with a reporter standing on the pavement in front of it, talking about a murderer or a terrorist or something, and the inside, in police dramas. But it was still nothing like I expected. Dim, smaller than it looked on TV, dusty-smelling like a classroom, old-fashioned with lots of dark wood.

It was lovely and quiet when we went for a look around before business began for the day, hardly anyone else there. Bit different when Glen appeared so they could set a date for his trial. It was packed. People had queued to see him. They brought sandwiches and flasks like it was the Harrods sale or something. And the reporters crammed into the press seats behind me. I sat with my head down, pretending to look for something in my handbag until Glen was brought into the box by the prison warders. He looked small. I’d brought in his best suit for the appearance and he’d had a shave, but he still looked small. He looked over and winked. Like it was nothing. I tried to smile at him, but my mouth was too dry. My lips got stuck to my teeth.

It was over so quickly I hardly had time to look at him again before he disappeared down the stairs. I was allowed to see him later. He’d changed out of his suit into his prison stuff, a sort of tracksuit, and taken off his best shoes. “Hello, Jeanie love,” he said. “Well, that was a bit of a farce, wasn’t it? The whole thing is a farce, 
 my lawyer says,” he said. Well, he would,
 I wanted to say. You’re paying him to say just that.


The trial was set for February, four months away, and Glen was sure it would be thrown out before then. “It’s all nonsense, Jeanie,” he said. “You know that. The police are lying to make themselves look good. They need an arrest, and I was one of the poor sods who was driving a blue van in the area that day.” He gave my hand a squeeze, and I squeezed back. He was right. It was nonsense.

I went home and pretended everything was normal.

Inside the house it was. My little world stayed exactly the same—same walls, same cups, same furniture. But outside, everything had shifted. The pavement in front of the house was like a soap opera with people coming and going and sitting looking at my house. Hoping to get a glimpse of me.

I had to come out sometimes, and when I did, I dressed anonymously, covering myself completely, and I steeled myself in the hall before leaving suddenly and quickly. It was impossible to avoid the cameras, but I hoped they’d get tired of the same shots of me walking down the path. And I learned to hum a song in my head so I could blank out the remarks and questions.

The visits to the prison were the worst part. It meant catching a bus, and the press followed me to the stop and photographed me and the other passengers as we waited together. Everyone got upset with them and then me. It wasn’t my fault, but they blamed me. For being the wife.

I tried walking to different bus stops, but I got fed up with playing their games and, in the end, I just put up with it and waited for them to get bored.

I’d sit on the 380 bus to Belmarsh with a plastic carrier bag on my knee, pretending to be on a shopping trip. I’d wait to see if someone else pressed the bell before the prison stop and then got 
 off quickly. Other women got off as well, with a tangle of crying kids and strollers, and I walked a long way behind them to the visitors’ center so people wouldn’t think I was like them.

Glen was on remand, so there weren’t many rules about visits, but the one I liked best was that I couldn’t wear high heels, short skirts, or see-through clothes. It made me laugh. The first time, I wore trousers and a jumper instead. Nice and safe.

Glen didn’t like it. “I hope you’re not letting yourself go, Jean,” he said, so I put lipstick on the next time.

He could have three visits a week, but we agreed I’d come only twice so I didn’t have to deal with the reporters too often. Mondays and Fridays. “It’ll give my week a shape,” he said.

The room was noisy and brightly lit, and it hurt my eyes and ears. We sat across from each other, and when I’d told him my news and he’d told me his, we listened to the other conversations going on around us and talked about them instead.

I thought my job was to comfort him and reassure him that I was standing by him, but he seemed to have that covered already.

“We can weather this, Jeanie. We know the truth, and so will everyone else soon. Don’t you worry,” he said at least once a visit. I tried not to, but I felt like our life was slipping away.

“What if it doesn’t work out?” I asked him once, and he looked disappointed I would even suggest that. “It will,” he insisted. “My lawyer says the police have screwed up royally.”

When Glen’s case wasn’t thrown out before the trial, he said the police “want their day in court.” He looked smaller every time I saw him, like he was shrinking inside himself.

“Don’t worry, love,” I heard myself say. “All over soon.” He looked grateful.






 TWENTY-ONE

The Detective

MONDAY, JUNE 11, 2007


S
 parkes was reviewing the situation. It had been two months since he’d first knocked on Glen Taylor’s door, and they were not making any progress. It wasn’t that they hadn’t been looking. His colleagues had been examining every detail of Taylor’s life—and the lives of Mike Doonan and Lee Chambers—but had little to show for it so far.

Doonan appeared to have led a pretty gray existence with even his divorces failing to provide a splash of color. The only point of interest was that the two ex–Mrs. Doonans had become close friends and chimed in with each other when discussing Mike’s faults. “He’s a bit selfish, I suppose,” Marie Doonan said. “Yeah, selfish,” Sarah Doonan chorused. “We’re better off without him.”

Even his children were uninterested in his involvement with the police. “Never see him,” his eldest said. “He was gone before I realized he was there.”

Matthews dug on, dogged in his pursuit. His blood pressure flickered when he discovered Doonan had not arrived for his doctor’s appointment the day Bella vanished, but the driver said his spine had been so painful, he couldn’t leave the flat. And the GP backed him up. “He can barely stand at times,” he said. “Poor man.”


 He still couldn’t be ruled in or out, but Sparkes was becoming impatient with Matthews, demanding that he turn his attention to Taylor.

“The man is crippled—he can hardly walk, so how the hell could he kidnap a child?” Sparkes asked. “We haven’t got anything beyond the fact he was driving a blue van to link him to the case, have we?”

Matthews shook his head. “No, boss, but there’s the Operation Gold stuff.”

“Where’s the evidence he looked at those images? There isn’t any. Taylor has got child porn on his computer. He’s the one we should be concentrating on. I need you on this, Matthews.”

The sergeant was not convinced it was time to close the book on Doonan, but he knew that his boss had made up his mind.

The real problem for Sparkes was that he couldn’t let go of his first instinct that they’d already found their man and his fear that, unless they stopped him, he would go looking for another Bella.

Sparkes had begun to notice every child of Bella’s age—in the street, in shops, in cars and cafés—and then he’d scan for the predator. It was beginning to affect his appetite but not his focus. He knew it was taking over his life, but there was nothing else he could do.

“You are obsessed with this case, Bob,” Eileen had said the other night. “Can’t we just go out for a drink without you disappearing back inside your head? You need to relax.”

He had wanted to scream: “Do you want another child to be taken while I’m off having a glass of wine?” But he didn’t. It wasn’t Eileen’s fault. She didn’t understand. He knew he couldn’t protect every little girl in the city, but he couldn’t stop trying.

There had been many other cases involving children during his career—little Laura Simpson; Baby W, shaken to death by his stepfather; the Voules boy, who’d drowned in a park paddling pool 
 surrounded by other kids; traffic accidents and runaways—but he had not known them the way he knew Bella.

He remembered the feeling of helplessness when he had first held his son, James, the thought that he alone was responsible for his child’s well-being and safety in a world full of danger and bad people. That’s how he felt about Bella.

He’d begun dreaming about her. That was never a good sign.

He wondered if the blue van was distracting them from other lines. But then why had the man in the blue van never come forward? Everyone wanted to help find this child. If it was just a bloke visiting a house, he would’ve rung in, wouldn’t he?

Unless it was Glen Taylor, he thought.

The search had been thorough, fragment by fragment pored over by the team. A discarded T-shirt in a hedge, a single shoe, a blond child spotted in a shopping center trying to get away from an adult. The detectives were on a hair trigger as the hours, then days, then weeks passed with no results. They were all exhausted, but no one could call it over.

Every morning the update meeting got shorter and gloomier. The T-shirt was for an eight-year-old, the shoe wasn’t Bella’s, and the blond screamer was a toddler having a tantrum. Leads evaporated as soon as they were examined.

Sparkes kept his despair to himself. Once his head went down, the team would give up. Each morning he gave himself a pep talk in his office, sometimes standing in front of a mirror in the gents’ toilets, making sure no one could read failure in his increasingly pouchy eyes. Then he’d stride in, energy high, and galvanize his men and women. “Let’s go back to basics,” he said that morning. And they did, following him from photos to maps to names to lists.

“What are we missing?” he challenged them. Tired faces. “Who would take a child? What do we know from other cases?”


 “A pedophile.”

“A pedophile ring.”

“Kidnapper for money.”

“Or revenge.”

“Woman who’s lost a baby.”

“Or can’t have a baby.”

“A fantasist who needs a child to fulfill a scenario.”

Sparkes nodded. “Let’s split into two-man—sorry, person—teams and look at our witnesses and persons of interest to see if any fit those categories.”

The room began to buzz, and he left Ian Matthews to it.

He wondered how quickly Jean Taylor would be named and wanted time to think it through himself. Jean was an odd one. He remembered the first time he’d seen her, the shock on her face, the tricky interviews, the unshakable answers. He felt certain she was covering for Glen and had put it down to blind loyalty, but was it because she was involved somehow?

Women who killed children were rare, and those who did almost exclusively killed their own, according to the stats, but they did steal them occasionally.

He knew infertility could be a powerfully motivating force. It burned within some women, sending them mad with grief and longing. The neighbor and colleagues at the salon said Jean was devastated that she couldn’t have a baby. Used to cry in the back room if a customer talked about being pregnant. But nobody had placed Jean in Southampton the day Bella was taken.

Sparkes doodled as he thought, drawing spiders on the pad in front of him.

If Jean loved children so much, why would she stay with a man who looks at child abuse on the computer? he thought. Why would she be loyal to a man like that? He was certain Eileen would be out 
 the door instantly. And he wouldn’t blame her, so what was Glen’s hold over his wife?

“Perhaps we’ve been looking at it from the wrong angle,” he told his reflection as he washed his hands in the gents’. “Maybe it’s her hold over Glen? Perhaps Jean put him up to it?”

Sure enough, Jean’s name was scrawled on a whiteboard in the incident room when he returned. The officers looking at “women who can’t have babies” were discussing previous cases. “Thing is, sir,” one of the team said, “it’s usually a woman acting on her own who takes the child, and they don’t go for toddlers. Some pretend to their partners or family that they are pregnant, wearing maternity clothes and padding, and then take babies from maternity wards or strollers outside shops to fulfill the pretense. Taking a toddler is high risk. Little kids can put up quite a fight if they are frightened, and a crying child attracts attention.”

Dan Fry, one of the force’s new graduate recruits lurking around the incident room, raised his hand, and Matthews nodded at him to add his piece. He was young, barely out of college, and stood to speak to the group, unaware that the culture was to stay seated and address the desktop.

Fry cleared his throat. “Then there’s keeping an older child out of sight. It’s a lot harder to explain a two-year-old suddenly appearing to friends and family. If you were snatching a child of that age to raise as your own, you’d have to disappear, too. And the Taylors haven’t budged.”

“Quite right, um, Fry, is it?” Sparkes said, waving him to sit down.

The other teams had ruled out kidnap for cash or revenge. Dawn Elliott didn’t have any money of her own; they’d trawled back through her teenage years for previous boyfriends and evidence of drugs or prostitution in case there was an organized crime connection. But there was nothing. She was a small-town girl 
 who’d worked in an office until she’d fallen for a married man and become pregnant.

They still hadn’t found Bella’s father—the name he gave Dawn looked like it was false, and the mobile phone number was for a pay-as-you-go that no longer rang.

“He’s a chancer, boss,” Matthews said. “Just out for a bit of extramarital and then disappears. The life of a thousand traveling salesmen, a shag in every town.” “Pedophiles” was all that was left on the board.

The energy leached out of the room. “Meanwhile, back to Glen Taylor,” Sparkes said.

“And Mike Doonan,” Matthews muttered. “What about Operation Gold?”

But his superior officer appeared not to hear him. He was listening to his own fears.

Personally, Sparkes was certain Glen Taylor was already thinking about his next victim, fueling his thoughts with Internet porn. Looking at these images becomes an addiction—as hard to kick as a drug, according to psychologists.

Sparkes had been told the reasons blokes became dependent on Internet porn—depression, anxiety, money troubles, work problems—and some of the theories about the “chemical payoff,” the thrill produced by adrenaline, dopamine, and serotonin.

One report he read as homework compared viewing porn to “the rush of first-time sex” for some men, leading them to chase a repetition of the same high with more and more extreme images. “A bit like how cocaine addicts describe their experience,” it had added.

Surfing on the net opened up a safe fantasy world full of excitement, a way of creating a private space in which to offend.

“Interestingly,” Sparkes told Matthews later, as they sat in the cafeteria, “not all porn addicts get erections.”


 Ian Matthews raised an eyebrow as he rested his sausage sandwich on the Formica table. “Do you mind, boss? I’m eating. What are you reading there? Sounds like complete bollocks.”

“Thank you, Professor,” he snapped. “I’m trying to get inside Glen Taylor’s murky little world. We’re not getting in there through interviews, but he won’t be able to stay away from his habit. I’ll be waiting for him. We’ll find him and catch him.”

His sergeant sat back heavily and resumed chewing on his lunch. “Go on, then, tell me how.”

“Fry, one of the clever kids they’ve sent us to knock into shape, came to see me yesterday. He says we’ve missed a potential trick. Chat rooms. That’s where porn addicts and sexual predators look for friends and lose their inhibitions.”

Detective Constable Fry had paid a visit to his senior officer’s office, pulling up a chair without being invited and treating the conversation like an Oxbridge tutorial.

“The problem as I see it is we need disclosure from Glen Taylor.”


No shit, Sherlock
 , Sparkes thought. “Go on, Fry.”

“Well, perhaps we need to enter his world and catch him at his most vulnerable.”

“I’m sorry, Fry. Can we cut to the chase? What are you going on about? His world?”

“I bet he’s on the prowl in chat rooms—probably looking for new prospects—and he could disclose some key evidence to us if we pose as punters. We could put in a CHIS.”

Sparkes raised an eyebrow. “Sorry?”

“A Covert Human Intelligence Source, sir, to watch him at work. We covered it at college, and I think it’s well worth a try,” he finished, uncrossing his long legs and leaning on Sparkes’s desk.

Sparkes had automatically leaned back—physically and mentally. It wasn’t that Fry was cleverer than him. It was the 
 confidence the younger man had that he was right that needled him. That’s what university does for you, he thought.

“Bloody university education,” he could hear his dad say. “Waste of bloody time. It’s for people with money and nothing to do.”

“Not you,” was the message to the seventeen-year-old with an application form in his hand.

There’d been no further discussion on the subject. His dad was a clerk at the district council and preferred his world small and known. “Security” was his watchword, and he urged his son to have the same lower-middle-class mind-set.

“Get your A Levels and get a nice office job, Robert. Job for life.”

Bob had kept his application to the police secret from both his parents—funny, he always thought of them as one person, mumanddad—and presented it as a fait accompli when he was accepted. He didn’t use the words “fait accompli.” His mumanddad didn’t hold with foreign stuff.

He’d done well with the police, but his rise was not meteoric. That wasn’t how things were done in his day, so it was words like “committed,” “insightful,” and “methodical” that punctuated his appraisals and recommendations.

The new breed of graduates on fast-track entry would cringe if they were described in the same way, Sparkes thought.

“Tell me about chat rooms,” Sparkes said, and Fry, who looked like he barely shaved, let alone went looking for sex on the Internet, told him he had written a dissertation on the subject.

“My psychology tutor is researching the effects of pornography on personality. I’m sure she’d help us,” he’d said.

By the end of the week, Sparkes, Matthews, and Fry were on their way to the young officer’s alma mater in the Midlands. Dr. Fleur Jones greeted the senior officers at the lift door and looked so young the detectives thought she must be a student. “We’re here to 
 talk to Dr. Jones,” Matthews said, and Fleur laughed, used to—and secretly enjoying—the confusion created by her dyed red hair, pierced nose, and short skirts. “That’s me. You must be DI Sparkes and Sergeant Matthews. Nice to meet you. Hello, Daniel.”

The three men squeezed their joint bulk into the utilitarian booth that served as Fleur Jones’s work space and two began scrutinizing the walls out of habit. The message board was covered in childish drawings, but when Sparkes and Matthews focused in on the detail, they realized they were looking at pornographic images.

“Good grief,” Bob Sparkes said. “Who the hell did these? Not your usual kindergarten artworks.”

Dr. Jones smiled patiently, and Fry smirked. “Part of my research,” she said. “Getting habitual pornography users to draw what they witness online can reveal personality traits and lets them see things differently, perhaps enabling them to see the human beings behind the sexual objects they seek out.”

“Right,” said Sparkes, wondering what the sex offenders in his area would produce given crayons. “Well, Dr. Jones, we don’t want to take too much of your valuable time, so shall we get down to the reason we’re here?”

The psychologist crossed her bare legs and nodded intently, eye contact unwavering. Sparkes tried to mirror the body language, but he couldn’t cross his legs without kicking Matthews and he started to feel a bit hot.

Dr. Jones rose and cracked open her window. “Getting a bit stuffy in here—sorry. It’s a small room.”

Sparkes cleared his throat and began: “We’re investigating the disappearance of Bella Elliott, as DC Fry has told you. We have a suspect, but we’re looking for new approaches to find out if he took the child. He has an extensive interest in sexual images of children 
 and adults dressed as children. There are images on his computer. He says he didn’t download them intentionally.”

Dr. Jones allowed herself a twitch of a smile of recognition.

“He’s very manipulative and is turning our interviews into a master class in evasion.”

“Addicts are brilliant liars, Inspector. They lie to themselves and then to everyone else. They’re in denial about their problem, and they are experts at finding excuses and other people to blame,” Dr. Jones said. “Dan tells me you are interested in trying to interact with the suspect in sex chat rooms?”


She can’t be more than thirty,
 Sparkes thought. The psychologist clocked the pause and smiled knowingly. “Er, yes, yes, that’s right. But we need to understand much more about these chat rooms and how to approach our man,” he said quickly.

There followed a lecture on finding sexual partners online, with the older detectives following with difficulty. It wasn’t that they were computer illiterates; it was that the close proximity of Dr. Jones and her restless legs was far too distracting to allow full concentration. In the end, Dan Fry took over, using the psychologist’s computer to take his bosses into a cyber-fantasy world.

“It’s basically instant messaging, sir,” he explained. “You sign into a chat room that advertises itself as for singles, say, or teenagers, use a nickname to hide your real identity, and you can communicate with everyone else in that ‘room’ or just one person. You just start chatting by writing texts.”

“They can’t see each other?” Matthews asked.

“No. You could be anyone. That’s the attraction for predators. They can assume a new identity, or gender or age group. Wolf in sheep’s clothing,” Fry told them.

Once contact was established with a likely individual—a young 
 teen, perhaps—the predator might persuade her to give her e-mail address so grooming could go on in private.

“Once they have one-to-one contact, anything is possible. For consenting adults, that isn’t a problem, but some youngsters have been tricked or manipulated into posing for explicit photographs, using a webcam. The predator can then blackmail them into other acts. Young lives ruined,” Fry added.

Lesson over, Sparkes had a go in an over-eighteens chat room. Matthews had suggested “Superstud” as his nickname and snorted when his boss opted instead for Mr. Darcy—Eileen’s favorite. But Darcy was greeted by a flurry of flirty messages from would-be Elizabeth Bennets that quickly escalated into direct sexual propositions.

“Bloody hell,” he said as the explicit messages scrolled up the screen. “A bit in-your-face for Jane Austen, isn’t it?”

Dr. Jones laughed from behind him. He signed himself out and turned to face the expert.

“But how do we find Glen Taylor?” he asked. “There must be hundreds of these chat rooms.”

Fry had his plan ready.

“Yes, but we’ve got his computer, and so we can find out where he’s been. Taylor’s clever, and when Operation Gold started to bite, he deleted files and data, but it’s all still there on the hard drive, invisible to him but very visible to the blokes in the forensics lab. They have dug out all sorts of information, and we know where he hangs out.”

It sounded too good to be true, but Sparkes found himself nodding, seduced by the mental picture of Taylor’s face when he arrested him. He could almost smell the foxlike stench of Taylor’s guilt. He tried to focus on the practicalities.

“We being who exactly?” he asked.

“Fleur and I would work out a character, a backstory, and a 
 script with some trigger words to use,” DC Fry said, pink with excitement at the prospect of real detective work.

Dr. Jones murmured her assent. “It could be very valuable for my research.”

It felt signed and sealed, but Matthews piped up with the question no one had asked: “Is it legal?”

The others in the room looked at him. “Will it stand up as evidence in court, sir? It could be seen as entrapment,” Matthews pressed.

Sparkes wondered if Matthews was reacting to the new boy’s clever dickery. He didn’t know the answer, but Fry gave him a possible way out.

“We don’t have a case to destroy, from what I’ve seen, sir. Why don’t we see how far we get first? Then we can revisit this question,” he said.

Matthews looked unhappy, but Sparkes nodded his agreement.






 TWENTY-TWO

The Widow

TUESDAY, JUNE 12, 2007


F
 unny things, birthdays. Everyone seems to love them, but I dread them—the buildup, the pressure to be happy, to have a good time, the disappointment when I don’t. I’m thirty-seven today, and Glen is downstairs doing a tray of breakfast. It’s still early and I’m not hungry yet, so the food will be like sawdust in my mouth, but I’ll have to tell him I love it. Love him. I do. I do. He’s my world, but every birthday I wonder if maybe this year there’ll be a miracle and we’ll have a baby.

I try not to think about it, but birthdays are difficult. It’s that moment when you realize another year’s gone past, isn’t it? I know there’s everything else going on, but I can’t help it.

We could adopt from abroad. I’ve seen all these articles about babies from China, but I can’t say anything to Glen without upsetting him.

Here he comes. I can hear the cups and plates rattling on the tray. He’s all smiles, and there’s a red rose in a vase beside the boiled egg. He sings “Happy Birthday” as he comes around to my side of the bed, putting on a funny voice to make me laugh. “Happy birthday, dear Jeanie, happy birthday to you,” he croons, and kisses me on the forehead, nose, and mouth.


 It makes me cry, and he shifts the tray off my lap and sits so he can put both arms around me.

“Sorry, love. Don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I say, trying to smile. He shushes me and goes to get his card and present from the wardrobe.

It’s a nightie. White broderie anglaise with pink bows. Like a little girl’s. “It’s lovely,” I say, and give him a kiss. “Thank you, darling.”

“Try it on,” he says.

“Later. Need the loo.” I don’t want to put it on. I go to the bathroom and take a Jeanie pill. I hate birthdays.

Just before Bella’s birthday, in April, the first since she went missing, I went to Smith’s to buy a card for her. I spent ages looking at the pictures and messages, and I picked one with Teletubbies and a badge—“I am 3”—because I read in the papers that she liked them best.

I didn’t know what to write, so I went and sat on a bench in the park to think about her. I don’t feel sad because I know she’s alive. Her mother and I believe she’s alive. So does Glen. We think a couple whose child died took her and went abroad. I wonder if the police have thought of that. I expect Glen’s told them his theory.

So I write “Dearest Bella. Happy birthday. I hope you are home soon” and some kisses. I address it to her, Miss Bella Elliott. I don’t know the number of her house, but I expect the postman will know. The mother says she gets dozens of letters every day. She said on Woman’s Hour
 that some of them are nasty letters from “mad” people, telling her she deserved to lose Bella. One of those must be mine.

I wrote at the beginning, when I was so angry with her for leaving Bella on her own when I couldn’t even have a baby. I wanted her to know how wrong she’d been. I didn’t sign that one either.

I put a stamp on the birthday card, all bumpy with the badge inside, and walked home the postbox way.


 On the day, April 28, Dawn was on breakfast television with a little cake with three candles. She was wearing the birthday badge I sent with her “Find Bella” badge. She thanked everyone for the lovely cards and presents and said she wasn’t unwrapping them until Bella comes home. The woman doing the interview got all choked up.

I unwrapped the present I bought for her—a baby doll with golden hair and a white-and-pink dress—and put her on my bed.

I could do it because Glen wasn’t here. He’d gone out for a drive. He wouldn’t be back for ages, and until then I could spend time with Bella.

I have photos of her from the papers and nice color ones from magazines. I decided not to put her in the scrapbooks because she’s real and special and I hope to meet her one day. When she comes home.

I plan it. How we’ll meet in a park and she’ll know it’s me and come running over, laughing and nearly tripping over, she’s running so fast. Her little arms will wrap around my legs and I’ll bend down and pick her up and swing her around.

It’s my favorite daydream, but it’s beginning to take over my day. Sometimes I find myself sitting at the kitchen table and the clock shows I’ve been there for more than an hour and I don’t remember the time passing. Sometimes I find I’m crying, but I don’t know why, exactly. I went to the doctor to talk to him. I didn’t mention Bella, but he knew all about Glen’s “circumstances,” as he put it, and I came away with a new prescription.

“You need some peace of mind, Mrs. Taylor,” he said, tearing it off his pad. “Have you thought about taking a break from what’s happening?” He meant well, but there is no break to be taken. I can’t stop the thoughts by catching a plane somewhere. I don’t control them—or anything, anymore. I’m a passenger, not the driver, I wanted to tell him. Anyway, the pills should let me carry on being Jeanie when I need to be.


 Bella’s mum is on the telly all the time. She’s being interviewed on every talk show, spewing out the same old stuff about “her angel” and how she cries herself to sleep every night. She never misses an opportunity. I wonder if she’s getting paid.

I raise the question on a radio phone-in late at night. Chris from Catford comes straight on the line to back me up. “What kind of mother is she?” he screeches. I’m glad other people see through her.

Since “retiring,” as Glen calls it, I spend my days watching daytime telly, doing word searches in puzzle books, and taking part in radio phone-ins. Funny, I used to think that the radio was for brainy people—all that talking. But I started to put the local commercial stations on for company and I got pulled in. There is a sort of gang of people who phone in—the same voices week in, week out. The old bloke who wants all immigrants thrown out, the woman who can’t say her Rs who thinks politicians should be put in pwison
 , the young lad who blames women for the rise in sex crime. They start out angry and their voices get higher and louder as they work themselves up. It doesn’t matter what the subject is, they can be outraged, and I got addicted to it.

I finally picked up the phone one day when they were discussing whether pedophiles could be cured. I said my name was Joy and told the presenter that pedophiles should be strung up. It went down well because there were loads of calls agreeing. And that was it. I was one of them. I changed my name every week or so. Ann, Kerry, Sue, Joy, Jenny, Liz. It was brilliant being someone else, even for ninety seconds, and having someone listen to you without knowing who you’re married to and judging you.

I found I had lots of opinions. I could be Mrs. Angry or a “bleeding heart liberal,” as Glen puts it. I could be anyone I wanted.

And it stopped me being lonely. Of course, Lisa had disappeared with the rest of my life. At first she kept calling round and inviting 
 me in. She wanted to know all about it and was so sweet to me. She said she didn’t believe a word of it. But the kids didn’t come around anymore. There was always an excuse: Kane had a cold; Daisy was practicing her ballet for an exam; Lisa’s sister was coming to stay. Then she nailed the gate shut. Just one nail, high up.

“I was worried about break-ins,” she said. “You understand, Jeanie?” And I tried to.






 TWENTY-THREE

The Detective

MONDAY, JUNE 18, 2007


O
 ver the weekend, Dan Fry and Fleur Jones had picked the name Jodie Smith. Jodie because they thought it had a childlike ring to it and Smith for anonymity. Jodie was a twenty-seven-year-old woman from Manchester, a junior secretary in a large office who’d been abused as a child by her father and who got a sexual thrill from dressing up as a child for sex.

“It’s hardly subtle,” Sparkes had commented when presented with the first draft of the lurid backstory. “He’ll see straight through this. Couldn’t we tone things down a bit? Anyway, why would a woman who’s been sexually abused want to relive that as an adult?”

Fry sighed. He was impatient to get going, finally get his teeth into some real police work instead of acting as the incident room gopher, but he could sense the mood was changing in the room; the DI was in retreat. “That’s a good question, sir,” he said, using his favorite positive reinforcement technique.

Sparkes thought Fry was a patronizing little twat but decided to hear him out.

The younger officer pointed out that Jodie was modeled on an actual case study, and there followed a detailed psychological analysis of motives, post-traumatic stress disorder, acting out, and the darker 
 side to human sexuality. Sparkes looked impressed and interested, his misgivings pushed back into a recess for the time being.

“What does Dr. Jones say? Has she signed off on this?” he asked.

“Yes, well, almost, sir,” Fry said. “I read the final draft to her on the phone this morning, and she seemed happy with it. I’m sending it by e-mail in a minute for her comments.”

“Okay. Once we have her approval, we’ll present the strategy to the DCI,” Sparkes said.

Detective Chief Inspector Brakespeare loved new ideas. Innovation was his byword, along with a clutch of other management clichés—and, crucially, he was as determined as Sparkes to nail Taylor. “This could make our names,” he said, rubbing his hands together as he heard them out. “Let’s take it to the chief super.”

It was decided to put the whole team before Chief Superintendent Parker. The meeting was a classic. Dr. Jones arrived wearing what looked like pajamas, a diamond glinting in one nostril, and CS Parker, in full uniform and Brylcreem, sat behind his master-of-the-universe desk.

He listened in silence as DCI Brakespeare outlined the plan and the risk assessment and quoted the necessary legislation to go undercover, then blew his nose and said, “Where’s the evidence that this will work? Has anyone else tried it? Sounds like entrapment to me.”

Brakespeare, Sparkes, and Fry took turns offering answers, and Dr. Jones interjected with scientific data and charm. Finally, CS Parker put up his hands and pronounced judgment.

“Let’s give it a try. If we don’t get the evidence here, it sounds like we’re unlikely to ever get it to put in front of a jury. Let’s make sure we have clean hands—no prompting or leading. Everything done by the book. We’ll get the evidence and then see if the judge allows it. Let’s face it. If Taylor takes us to a body, it won’t matter how we got it.”


 He called Sparkes back in after the others had left to ask him about Fleur Jones. “Is she flaky, Bob? She looked like she got dressed in the dark and we are trusting her as our expert. How will she stand up to cross-examination?”

Sparkes sat down again. “Very well, sir. She knows her stuff—has degrees and research papers coming out of her ears.”

Parker looked dubious.

“She’s an expert in sexual deviance and frequently works with criminals,” Sparkes plowed on. “And that’s just the university staff.” The joke fell to the ground, writhing.

“Right,” the chief super said. “Okay, she’s qualified, but why her and not our own people?”

“Because she’s got an excellent working relationship with Fry already—he trusts her. And she’ll look good in front of a jury.”

“This is on your head, Bob. Let’s see how she gets on, but make sure you are there every step of the way.”

Sparkes closed the door quietly.

He joined Fleur Jones and the others in the forensics lab for a tour of Glen Taylor’s virtual playground. It was not an edifying experience, but Dr. Jones seemed the least affected. They stood behind the technician as he scrolled through the websites and chat rooms they had found on Taylor’s hard drive during their first search, spotting his favorites, the times when he visited, length of stay, and other helpful habits. LolitaXXX seemed to be top of his list of porn sites, and he hung out in Teen Fun and Girls Lounge chat rooms, using five different identities, including Whosthedaddy and Bigbear. Matthews smirked. “Not Mr. Darcy, then, boss.”

Taylor’s public chats were fairly innocuous, flirtatious, and jokey—the sort of small talk you’d hear at a teenage party. The more explicit stuff happened away from the chat rooms. The in-box of an e-mail address used only for his “sexcursions,” as Taylor called them 
 in his e-mails, offered up a far more sinister glimpse into his secret world. Here, he persuaded others to join him. According to the photos sent to him, some were teens and others adults, but they all looked like kids.

Sparkes asked for a printout of all the chat-room conversations and private e-mails, and Fry took them away to confer with Dr. Jones.

“Is he up to this?” Matthews asked. “He’s only just got here and he’s got no operational experience.”

“I know, but he’s got the knowledge . . . and we’ll be there every step of the way. Let’s give him a chance,” Sparkes answered.

“You’re going to call yourself Goldilocks? Are you sure?” Matthews laughed when Fry and his tutor reappeared in Sparkes’s office.

Fry nodded. “We think it will speak to his interest in children and fantasy,” he explained.

“Bloody hell. Bet he doesn’t fall for that one.”

But he did. Goldilocks met Bigbear and flirted discreetly for a week. Dan Fry and Ian Matthews sat for hours in front of a computer screen, their working life compressed into a tiny room in the forensics department, lit by a buzzing fluorescent tube, with Jodie’s life story pasted up on a wall beside them. Fry had found a photo of a girl he’d admired at college on Facebook and had an enlargement of her face stuck just above the screen.


Hi, Goldie.



How’s things?



How are you feeling tonight?


Sparkes, occasionally watching over his shoulder, felt a mixture of excitement and nausea as the nightly tango with Glen Taylor continued. Fleur Jones had given Dan Fry extensive coaching, and she was on the end of a phone if they needed her, but even with Matthews in the room, Sparkes worried that his newest recruit must feel very alone.


 He’d gone out on a limb, and Sparkes realized it was all about pushing himself up the ladder. But he knew it could also finish him if it went wrong. “It’ll work,” Fry kept saying when spirits dipped.

Occasionally, another member of the team would put their head around the door. “Shagged him yet?” one asked Fry. “Has he asked what color your eyes are?” said another. Matthews had laughed—joined in the joke—but Sparkes realized the young detective had become a sideshow. He saw one night that Fry had caught a glimpse of himself reflected in the window behind the desk. He’d pushed back from the keyboard and was sprawled, legs splayed and spine curled back into the chair. Perhaps realizing that he was probably the mirror image of his quarry, Fry straightened up instinctively.

Fry was also having to engage with other blokes (at least he thought they were blokes) in the rooms so Taylor didn’t feel singled out, and the puerile humor and endless innuendo was beginning to wear him down. He could picture them, he said. Heavy metal T-shirts and bald spots.

Sparkes began to worry that being the bait would prove too much for Fry.

He couldn’t fault the younger man for his commitment—he found Fry leafing through women’s magazines to get in character and starting to talk about premenstrual tension, much to Matthews’s disgust.

And it was all taking so long. After fifteen nights in the chat room, Matthews was getting restless and told his boss it was a waste of time.

“What do you say, Daniel?” Sparkes asked. It was the first time he’d used the junior officer’s first name, and Fry realized he was being put in the driver’s seat.

“We’re building a relationship with him because we don’t want it to be a quick sex session. We want him to talk. Why don’t we give it another week?”


 Sparkes agreed, and Fry, glowing with a new sense of power, rang his former tutor to urge her to up the ante. She was doubtful at first, but they agreed that Jodie should play hard to get and disappear for a couple of days and then hit Glen hard.


Where’ve you been?
 Bigbear asked when Goldilocks reappeared. Thought I’d lost you in the woods
 .


My dad said I was on the computer too much
 , Goldilocks said. He punished me
 . Both knew by then that she was twenty-seven, but the game was on.


How?



Don’t want to say. I might get into trouble again.



Go on.


And so she did. BB, as she now called him, was hooked.


Why don’t we meet up, somewhere online where your dad will never find us?
 he suggested.






 TWENTY-FOUR

The Detective

TUESDAY, JULY 10, 2007


G
 len Taylor said he was tapping the keys softly, telling his new friend that everyone in the house was asleep apart from him.

Goldie, as he now called her, had sent a photo of herself, in baby-doll pajamas, and he was trying to persuade her to take them off.

DI Sparkes had asked Fleur Jones to be present during all the private e-mail sessions with Taylor, and they sat behind Dan Fry, barely lit by the glow of the screen.


You are so sweet, Goldie. My lovely girl.



Your bad baby girl. You know I’ll do what you want.



That’s right. My bad baby girl.


There followed a series of instructions from BB that Goldie told him she was obeying and enjoying. When it was over, Dan Fry took the next step. It wasn’t what Dr. Jones had scripted, but he was clearly growing impatient.


Have you ever had a bad baby girl before?
 Fry asked. Reflected in the window, Sparkes could see Fleur raise a hand to urge caution.


Yes.



Was it a real baby girl, or like me?



I like both, Goldie.



 Dr. Jones signaled for him to get back on the agreed track. They were going too fast, but it felt like Taylor was ready to open up.


Tell me about the other bad baby girls. What did you do with them?


And Glen Taylor told her. He told her about his nightly adventures online, his encounters, his disappointments and triumphs.


But you’ve never done it for real? In real life?
 Dan asked, and all three of them in the room held their breath.


Would you like that, Goldie?


Sparkes went to put up his hand, but Fry was already typing.


Yes. I’d like that very much.


He had, he said. He had found a real baby girl once. Sparkes wavered. It was happening too fast to think straight. He looked at Fleur Jones, and she got out of her chair and stood behind her protégé.

Fry could barely type, he was shaking so hard. I’m really turned on. Tell me about the real baby girl.



Her name began with B, like mine,
 Bigbear said. Can you guess?



No. You tell me.


The silence suffocated them as the seconds ticked by, and they waited for the final piece of the confession.


Sorry, Goldie. Got to go. Someone knocking on my door. Speak later . . .


“Shit,” Fry said, and put his head on the desk.

“I think we’ve still got him,” Sparkes said, looking at Dr. Jones, and she nodded firmly.

“He’s said enough for me.”

“Let’s put it in front of the grown-ups,” Sparkes said, and got up. “Excellent work, Fry. Really excellent.”

Six hours later, the three of them were sitting in the DCI’s office, putting up the case for arresting and charging Glen Taylor.

DCI Brakespeare listened carefully, read the transcripts, and made some notes before sitting back to give his judgment.


 “He never used the name ‘Bella,’” he said.

“No, he didn’t—” Sparkes began.

“Did Fry go too far in his prompts?”

“We’ve talked to the legal team, and at first glance, they’re comfortable with it. It’s always a fine balance, isn’t it?”

“But”—Brakespeare talked over him—“we have him talking about taking a real baby girl with a name beginning with B. Let’s get him back in and put it to him. Say we have a witness statement from Goldilocks.”

The room nodded.

“We’ve got very good reasons to have pursued this line: We’ve got him in the area on the day, the blue van, the child porn on his computer, his predatory nature shown in his chat-room outings, a shaky alibi from his wife.

“And key is the risk of further offenses.”

The room nodded again.

“Do you believe he’s our man, Bob?” Brakespeare asked finally.

“Yes, I do,” Sparkes croaked, his mouth dried by anticipation.

“So do I. But we need more to nail it down. Fine-tooth comb, Bob. Do it all again while we’ve got him in. There must be something linking him to the scene.”

The team was sent back up the M3 to the South London suburb to start afresh. “Bring everything he has ever worn,” Sparkes said. “Everything. Just empty the cupboards.”

It was pure chance that they picked up Jean Taylor’s black Puffa jacket. It was wedged between her husband’s winter coat and a dress shirt and was bagged and tagged like everything else.

The technician who received the bags stacked them according to type and started the tests on outerwear, as it was likely to come into contact with the crime victim first.

The jacket pockets were emptied and contents bagged. There was only one item. A scrap of red paper, about as big as the 
 technician’s thumbnail. In the hush of the laboratory, he went through the process of examining it for fingerprints and fibers, lifting any evidence with sticky tape and cataloging it meticulously.

No prints but dirt particles and what looked like an animal hair. Finer than a human hair, but he’d need to look at it under the microscope to get details of color and species.

He took off his gloves and walked to the phone on the wall.

“DI Sparkes, please.”

Sparkes jumped down the stairs, two at a time. The technician had told him not to bother coming—“It’s too early to be sure of anything, sir”—but Sparkes just wanted to see the piece of paper. To reassure himself it was real and wasn’t going to disappear in a puff of smoke.

“We’re comparing the dirt particles with those taken from Glen Taylor’s van in the original sweep,” the technician told him calmly.

“If there’s a match, we can place the paper in the van and we can tell you what sort of paper it is, sir.”

“It’s a bit of a Skittles packet,” Sparkes said. “Look at the color. Get on with it, man. Do you know what sort of animal the hair comes from? Could it be a cat?”

The technician put up a hand. “I can tell you if it’s a cat quite quickly. I’ll get it under the microscope. But we can’t say if it came from a specific animal. It’s not like humans. Even if we have hairs to compare it with, we can’t say definitively that it came from that specific animal. Furthest we can go—if we’re lucky—is that it came from the same breed.”

Sparkes ran both hands through his hair. “Get samples from Timmy Elliott pronto and let’s see.”

He hovered, and the technician waved him out the door. “Give us some time, and I’ll ring you as soon as we have results.”


 Back in his office, he and Matthews drew a Venn diagram, putting all the potential new evidence in interconnecting circles to see where they were.

“If the paper is from a Skittles packet and the hair is from a cat the same breed as Timmy, it could place Jean Taylor at the scene,” Matthews said. “It’s her coat. Must be. It’s too small for Glen.”

“I’ll go and get her,” Sparkes said.






 TWENTY-FIVE

The Widow

THURSDAY, JULY 12, 2007


O
 f course, the police don’t give up. They’ve got their teeth into Glen with his van, his pretend child porn, and his “misconduct.” They’ll never let him go. They’ll try to prosecute him for those pictures if nothing else, his solicitor says.

The visits and phone calls from DI Sparkes become part of our lives. The police are building a case, and we watch from the sidelines.

I say to Glen that he should just tell the police about the “private job” and where he was that day, but he insists it would make things worse. “They’ll say we’ve lied to them about everything, Jeanie.”

I’m terrified I’ll do something to make things worse, say the wrong thing. But in the end, it was Glen who let the side down, not me.

The police came to get him for further questioning today. They took him back to Southampton. When they left, he kissed me on the cheek and told me not to worry. “You know it’ll be all right,” he said to me, and I nodded. And I waited.

The police collected more of Glen’s things. All the clothes and shoes they hadn’t taken before. They took things he’d only just bought. I tried to tell them, but they said they were taking everything. They even took my jacket by mistake. I’d hung it in his space in the wardrobe because my side was full.


 The next day, Bob Sparkes came and asked me to go with him down to Southampton for questioning. He wouldn’t say anything in the car, just that he wanted me to help with the inquiry.

But when we got in the police station, he sat me in an interview room and read me my rights. Then he asked me if I had taken Bella. Had I helped Glen take Bella?

I couldn’t believe he would ask me that. I kept saying, “No, of course not. And Glen didn’t take her,” but he wasn’t listening properly. He was moving to the next thing.

He pulled out this plastic bag like a conjurer. I couldn’t see anything in it at first, but at the bottom was a scrap of red paper.

“We found this in your coat pocket, Mrs. Taylor. It’s from a Skittles packet. Do you eat many Skittles?”

I didn’t know what he was talking about for a moment, but then I remembered. It must’ve been the bit of sweet packet I’d got from under the mat in the van.

He must’ve seen my face change and kept pushing me. Kept saying Bella’s name. I said I couldn’t remember, but he knew I could.

I told him in the end, to stop him asking me. I told him it might be a bit of paper I’d found in the van—just a bit of rubbish, all fuzzy and dirty—and put it in my pocket to throw away later but never did.

I said it was just a sweet paper, but Mr. Sparkes said they’d found a cat hair stuck to it. A gray cat hair. Like from the cat in Bella’s garden. I said that didn’t prove anything. The hair could have come from anywhere. But I had to make a statement.

I hoped they wouldn’t say anything to Glen before I got a chance to explain. I’d tell him when we both got home that they made me tell them. That it didn’t matter. But I didn’t get the opportunity. Glen didn’t come home.

Seems he went on looking for porn on the Internet. I couldn’t 
 believe he’d be so stupid, when Tom Payne told me. He was always the clever one in the family.

The police had taken his computer, of course, but he bought himself a cheap little laptop and a Wi-Fi router—“for work, Jeanie”—and sat in the spare room while he went into sex chat rooms or whatever they’re called.

It was all very clever—they got some police officer to pretend to be a young woman on the Internet and chat him up. She called herself Goldilocks. Who would fall for that? Well, Glen, apparently.

It wasn’t just chatting up, either. Tom wanted to prepare me for what might be in the papers, so he told me that eventually Goldilocks had cybersex with Glen. “It’s sex without touching,” Glen tried to explain when I visited him the first time. “It’s just words, Jeanie. Written-down words. We didn’t speak or even see each other. It was like it was happening in my head. Just a fantasy. You do see, don’t you? I’m under such a lot of stress with all these accusations. I can’t help myself.”

I tried to see. I really did. It was an addiction, I kept saying to myself. Not his fault. I focused on the real villains here. Glen and I were very angry about what the police did.

I couldn’t believe someone would do that as part of their job. Like a prostitute. That’s what Glen said. Before he found out Goldilocks was a man. That was hard for him to accept—he thought the police were just saying it to make him look like he was gay or something. I said nothing—I couldn’t get my head around cybersex, let alone worry about who he was doing it with. Anyway, it was hardly his biggest problem.

He’d said too much to Goldilocks. Glen told me he’d told “her” he knew something about a famous police case to impress her. “She” practically told him to say it.


 This time Bob Sparkes charged Glen with Bella’s kidnapping. They said he’d taken her and killed her. But they didn’t charge him with murder. Tom Payne, his lawyer, said they were waiting until they had a body. I hated him talking about Bella like that, but I didn’t say anything.

I went home alone, and then the press came back.

I wasn’t a big newspaper reader, really. I preferred magazines. I liked the real-life stories—you know, the woman who fostered one hundred kids, the woman who refused cancer treatment to save her baby, the woman who had a baby for her sister. The papers were more Glen’s department. He liked the Daily Mail
 —he could do the crossword on the back page, and it was the sort of paper his former boss at the bank read. “Gives us something in common, Jeanie,” he said once.

But now the papers and the telly—and even the radio—were about us. Glen was big news, and the reporters started knocking on the door again. I found out they called it “door stepping,” and some of them actually slept in their cars outside all night to try to catch a word with me.

I used to sit upstairs in our bedroom at the front, peeking out from behind the curtain, watching them. They all did the same thing. It was quite funny, really. They would drive past first, checking out the house and who was already outside. Then they parked and strolled back to the gate, a notebook in their hand. The others would jump out of their cars to cut the new one off before they could get to the door. Like a pack of animals, sniffing around the new arrival.

After a few days, they were all friends—sending one to get coffees and bacon sandwiches from the café at the bottom of the hill. “Sugar? Who wants sauce?” The café must’ve made a fortune. I noticed the reporters kept to one group and the photographers to another. Wonder why they didn’t mix. You could tell them apart 
 because the photographers dressed differently—trendier, in scruffy jackets and baseball caps. Most of them looked like they hadn’t shaved for days—the men, I mean. The women photographers dressed like men, too. In chinos and baggy shirts. And the photographers were so loud. I felt a bit sorry for the neighbors at first, having to listen to them laughing and carrying on. But then they started bringing out trays of drinks, standing and chatting with them and letting them use their loos. It was a bit of a street party for them, I think.

The reporters were quieter. They spent most of their time on their phones or sitting listening to the radio news in their cars. Lots were young blokes in their first suits.

But after a few days, when I wouldn’t talk, the press sent the big guns. Big beery men and women with sharp faces and smart coats. They rolled up in their expensive, shiny cars and stepped out, like royalty. Even the photographers stopped messing about for some of them. One man who looked like he’d stepped out of a shop window parted the crowd and walked up the path. He banged on the door and called out: “Mrs. Taylor, what is it like to have a child murderer as a husband?” I sat there on the bed, burning with shame. I felt like everyone could see me even though they couldn’t. Exposed.

Anyway, he wasn’t the first to ask me that. One reporter shouted it at me the day after Glen was charged, as I was walking down to the shops. He just appeared, must’ve followed me away from the other journalists. He was trying to make me angry, to get me to say something, anything, so he’d have “an interview” with the wife, but I wasn’t falling for that. Glen and I’d discussed it before he was put in prison on remand.

“Jeanie, just stay quiet,” he said. “Don’t let them get to you. Don’t let anything show. You don’t have to talk to them. They are scum. They can’t write about nothing.” But of course they did. The stuff that came out was awful.


 Other women said they’d had cybersex with him on the Internet and were queuing up to sell their stories. I couldn’t believe any of it was true. Apparently, he was called “Bigbear” and other ridiculous names in the chat rooms. I would look at him sometimes on my prison visits and try to imagine calling him “Bigbear.
 ” It made me feel sick.

And there was more stuff about his “hobby”—the pictures he bought on the net. According to “informed sources” in one of the papers, he’d used a credit card to buy them, and when the police did a big swoop on pedophiles, tracking them through their card details, he panicked. I expect that’s why he got me to report it missing, but how do papers get information like that? I thought about asking one of the reporters, but I can’t without saying more than I should.

When I asked Glen about it at our next visit, he denied it all. “They’re just making it up, love. The press makes it all up. You know they do,” he said, holding my hand. “I love you,” he said. I didn’t say anything.

I didn’t say anything to the press either. I went to different supermarkets so they couldn’t find me and started wearing hats that hid my face a bit so other people wouldn’t recognize me. Like Madonna, Lisa would’ve said if she were still my friend. But she wasn’t. No one wanted to know us now. They just wanted to know about us.






 TWENTY-SIX

The Detective

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 11, 2008


T
 he incident room had been packed up four months before the trial; walls and whiteboards were stripped, and the mosaic of photos and maps dismantled and packed into cardboard box files for the prosecution.

When the last box had been taken out, Sparkes stood and looked at the faint rectangles left on some of the walls. “Barely a trace that the investigation ever took place,” he mused. This moment in any case was a bit like postcoital tristesse, he’d once told Eileen.

“Post what?” she’d asked.

“You know, that sad feeling after sex, that it’s all over,” he’d explained, adding sheepishly, “I read about it in a magazine.”

“Must be a man thing,” she’d said.

The final interviews with Taylor had been long and, ultimately, frustrating. He’d disputed the sweet-paper evidence, sweeping it aside as coincidence.

“How do you know Jean didn’t get it wrong? She could’ve picked it up in the street or in a café.”

“She says she found it in your van, Glen. Why would she say that if it wasn’t true?”

Taylor’s mouth had hardened. “She’s under a lot of pressure.”


 “And the cat hair on the paper? Hair from exactly the same type of cat that Bella was playing with that day?”

“For God’s sake. How many gray cats are there in this country? This is ridiculous.”

Taylor turned to his lawyer. “That hair could’ve been floating around anywhere . . . Couldn’t it, Tom?”

Sparkes paused, savoring the rare note of panic in Taylor’s voice. Then he moved on to what he anticipated would be the coup de grâce. The moment when Taylor realized he’d been seen and played by the police.

“So, Bigbear
 , then, Mr. Taylor,” Sparkes said.

Taylor’s mouth had fallen open, then snapped shut. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’ve been down in the woods, looking for friends. Finding friends, haven’t you? But we’ve met Goldilocks, too.”

Taylor’s feet started tapping, and he stared at his lap. His default position.

At his side, Tom Payne looked mystified by the turn in the questions and interrupted. “I’d like a few moments with my client, please.”

Five minutes later, the pair had their story straight.

“It was a private fantasy between two consenting adults,” Glen Taylor said. “I was under a lot of stress.”

“Who was the baby girl with a name beginning with B, Glen?”

“It was a private fantasy between two consenting adults.”

“Was it Bella?”

“It was a private fantasy—”

“What have you done with Bella?”

“It was a private fantasy . . .”

When they charged him, he stopped mumbling about his private fantasy and looked the detective in the eye.

“You’re making a terrible mistake, Mr. Sparkes.”


 It was the last thing he said before he was locked up to await trial.

A winter on remand did not persuade him to cooperate, and on February 11, 2008, Glen Taylor stood in the Old Bailey to deliver his plea of not guilty to abduction in a loud and steady voice. He sat down, barely acknowledging the prison officers on either side as he fixed his gaze on the detective inspector making his way to the witness box.

Sparkes felt the power of Taylor’s stare boring into the back of his head and tried to collect himself before he took the oath. There was the slightest of tremors in his voice as he spoke the words on the card, but he went on to give his evidence in chief competently, keeping his answers short, clear, and humble.

The months of footslogging, chasing, heavy lifting, checking, questioning, and stacking up the evidence were condensed into a short performance before a small and select audience and a battery of critics.

Chief among them was Glen Taylor’s defense barrister, a patrician warhorse in ancient, fraying wig and gown, who stood up to cross-examine him.

The jury of eight men and four women, winnowed by the defense to ensure male sensibilities and sympathies were in the majority, turned their heads like a patch of sunflowers to focus on him.

The barrister, Charles Sanderson QC, stood with one hand in his pocket, his notes in the other. He exuded confidence as he began his attempt to undermine some of the nuggets of evidence and plant doubt in the jury’s collective consciousness.

“When did the witness Mr. Spencer make a note about the blue van? Was it before he fabricated the long-haired man sighting?”

“Mr. Spencer was mistaken about the sighting. He has admitted that,” Sparkes said, keeping his voice level.

“Yes, I see.”


 “His evidence will be that he wrote down that he saw what he thought was Peter Tredwell’s blue van when he made his notes on the afternoon of October the second.”

“And he is sure he didn’t fabricate—sorry, make a mistake—about seeing a blue van?”

“Yes, he is sure. He will tell you himself when he gives evidence.”

“I see . . .”

“Now, how far away was the witness when he saw the blue panel van . . . ?”

“And does Mr. Spencer wear glasses . . . ?”

“I see . . .”

“And how many blue panel vans are there on the road in the UK, Inspector . . . ?”

“I see . . .”

It was the “I sees” that did the damage, “I see” meaning “Oh dear, another point to us.”


Chip, chip, chip.
 Sparkes parried the blows patiently. He’d faced a number of Sandersons over the years—“Old Boy” show-offs—and knew this sort of grandstanding didn’t always play well with a jury.

They reached the sweet-paper discovery, and Sanderson took the expected line about the chances of contamination of evidence.

“Detective Inspector, how long was the sweet paper in Jean Taylor’s coat pocket?”

Sparkes kept his voice steady, making sure he looked across at the jurors to emphasize the point. “Eight months, we believe. She said in her statement that she found it in the van on December the seventeenth. It was the only time she was allowed to go on a delivery with her husband, so she remembers it well.”

“Eight months? That’s a long time to gather other fluff and hair, isn’t it?”

“Hair from a gray Burmese cross, like the Elliott family cat? We 
 will bring expert testimony to say that is statistically extremely unlikely. And the likelihood of a coincidence drops still further when that cat hair evidence is found on a Skittles packet. Both a Burmese cross cat and a Skittle were present at the scene when Bella Elliott was abducted.”

Sparkes saw that the jurors were writing notes and Sanderson moved swiftly on.

Sparkes took a gulp of water from the glass at his elbow. He knew his adversary was building up to his big moment: the Goldilocks conversations.

Sparkes had prepared with the lawyers to make sure he was ready. He knew every nuance of the Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act 2000, every step of the authorization procedure, the careful preparation of the CHIS and the preservation and chain of evidence.

The team had spent a significant amount of time prepping him to emphasize Taylor’s use of chat rooms and his porn habit.

“The jury won’t be interested in subclause 101 or who gave permission for what—we need to tell them about the risk of Taylor feeding his appetite for baby girls,” the CPS team leader had urged, and Sparkes knew he was right.

He felt ready when the barrister marched into the minefield of pornography addiction, challenging the police action every step of the way. Sanderson’s goal was to force him to concede that Taylor could have inadvertently downloaded some of the “more extreme” images found on his computer.

“The images of children being sexually abused?” Sparkes had answered. “We believe he deliberately downloaded them—that he couldn’t have done it accidentally—and experts will testify on that matter.”

“We also have experts who will say that it could have been accidental, Inspector.”


 Sparkes knew the defense was helped by the fact that Taylor looked nothing like the perverts who normally appeared in court. The prosecution team told him that Sanderson had shown a photo of his client to the juniors and solicitors in his chambers and the words most often used to describe him in his impromptu focus groups were “clean cut.”

With the images filed away, Sanderson challenged the detective head-on about Bella Elliott’s disappearance.

“Detective Inspector Sparkes, isn’t it right that Bella Elliott has never been found?”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“And that your team has failed to find any leads to her whereabouts?”

“No, that isn’t right. Our investigation led us to the accused.”

“Your case is based on suspicions, supposition, and circumstantial evidence, not facts, Inspector, isn’t it?”

“We’ve clear evidence to link the accused to the disappearance of Bella Elliott.”

“Ah, the evidence. Forensic guesswork and unreliable witnesses. All a bit flimsy because, I suggest, you were always after the wrong man. You were so desperate, you resorted to leading my client into a fictitious and mendacious relationship.”

The jurors didn’t look like they knew what a fictitious and mendacious relationship was, but they looked interested in the spectacle. Four stars and “compelling performances” was how the
 Telegraph might review it the next day,
 Sparkes thought as he finally stepped down from the witness box at lunchtime and returned to his seat in the audience.

But the star turn came that afternoon. Dulled by an institutional lunch, the jurors filed back in and slumped in their seats. They did not stay there long.


 The mother entered the witness box, dressed in simple black with a red “Find Bella” badge blooming on her breast.

Sparkes smiled encouragingly at her, but he was unhappy she’d chosen to wear the badge and concerned about the questions it would raise.

The prosecutor, a reed of a woman alongside the bulk of her opponent, led Dawn Elliott through her evidence in chief, letting the young woman tell her story simply and effectively.

When Dawn broke down as she described the moment when she realized her child had gone, the jurors were transfixed and some seemed close to tears themselves. The judge asked her if she’d like a glass of water, and the usher obliged as the barristers rustled their papers, ready to resume.

It was Sanderson’s turn. “Miss Elliott. Did Bella often go outside to play? Out at the front, where you couldn’t see her?”

“Sometimes, but only for a few minutes.”

“Minutes pass very quickly, don’t you find? So many things to do as a mum?”

The mother smiled at this bit of sympathy. “It can get busy, but I know she was only out of my sight for minutes.”

“How do you know?”

“I was just cooking some pasta, like I said before. That doesn’t take long.”

“Anything else?”

“Well, I did the washing up as I went along. And I folded some of Bella’s clothes from the tumble dryer so I wouldn’t have to iron them.”

“Sounds like a busy afternoon for you. And there were a couple of calls to your mobile as well. Easy to forget that Bella was outside.”

Dawn began sobbing again, but Sanderson did not falter. “I know 
 this is hard for you, Miss Elliott, but I just want to establish the time frame when Bella disappeared. You understand how important this is, don’t you?”

She nodded and blew her nose.

“And we’re relying on you to pinpoint this because the last time anyone else saw Bella was at the newspaper shop at eleven thirty-five. Wasn’t it, Miss Elliott?”

“We bought some sweets.”

“Yes, Smarties, according to the till receipt. But that means the window for Bella’s disappearance is actually from eleven thirty-five to three thirty. That’s almost four hours. Because no one else laid eyes on her during that time.”

Voice dropping, Dawn gripped the rail of the witness box. “No, we didn’t go out again. But my mum heard Bella when she rang in the afternoon. She told me to give her a kiss.”

“Miss Elliott, please could you keep your voice up so the learned judge and jury can hear your evidence?”

Dawn cleared her throat and mouthed, Sorry,
 to the judge.

“Your mother heard a child’s voice in the background, but that could’ve been on the television, Miss Elliott, couldn’t it? Your mother told the police she didn’t speak to Bella, didn’t she?”

“Bella wouldn’t come to the phone; she ran off to get something.”

“I see. And then she went outside a couple hours later.”

“She was only out of my sight for a few minutes.”

“Yes, thank you, Miss Elliott.”

Dawn made to step down from the box, but Sanderson halted her. “Not quite finished, Miss Elliott. I see you are wearing a ‘Find Bella’ badge.”

Dawn touched the badge instinctively.

“You believe that Bella is still alive, don’t you?” the barrister asked.


 Dawn Elliott nodded, uncertain where the question was going. “Indeed, you have sold interviews to newspapers and magazines saying exactly that.”

The accusation that she was making money out of her missing child made the press benches vibrate, and pens paused for the response. Dawn was defensive and suddenly loud: “Yes, I do hope she’s alive. But she’s been taken, and that man took her.”

She pointed at Taylor, who looked down and began writing on his legal pad.

“And the money is for the Find Bella fund,” she added quietly.

“I see,” the barrister said, and sat down.

He had to wait through another week of neighbors, police experts, sick jurors, and legal argument before DC Dan Fry entered the witness box to give his evidence.

It was Fry’s big moment, and he stood with trembling legs, despite the frequent rehearsals with his bosses.

The prosecutor painted the picture of a young, dedicated officer, backed by his superiors and the legal process and determined to prevent another child from being taken. She lingered over the words used by Glen Taylor, glancing over to the jurors to underline the importance of the evidence, and they began to glance over at the accused. It was going well.

When Sanderson rose to take his turn, there were no hands in pockets, no lazy vowels. This was his moment. The young officer was taken through the conversations he’d had as Goldilocks line by ghastly line. He’d been prepared by the prosecution for the pressure he’d be put under, but it was much worse than anyone could have foreseen.

He was asked to read out his replies to Bigbear’s obscene banter, and in the cold light of the courtroom, they took on a surreal, sniggerish air.


 “What’re you wearing tonight?” the barrister, his face drink-mottled and his shoulders dusted with dandruff, asked.

Straight-faced, six-foot-three Fry read: “Baby-doll pajamas. My blue ones with the lace.” There was a suppressed bark of laughter from the press box, but Fry kept his nerve and read on: “I’m a bit hot. I might have to take them off.”

“Yes, take them off,” the barrister intoned in a bored voice. “Then touch yourself.

“It’s all a bit adolescent, isn’t it?” he added. “I assume you were not wearing blue baby-doll pajamas, Detective Constable Fry?”

The laughter from the public gallery bruised him, but Fry took a deep breath and said, “No.”

Order was quickly restored, but the damage was done. Fry’s crucial evidence was in danger of being reduced to a dirty joke.

The barrister basked in the moment before entering the most dangerous area of the cross-examination: the last e-mail conversation with Glen Taylor. He addressed it head-on.

“Detective Constable Fry, did Glen Taylor, aka Bigbear,
 say he’d kidnapped Bella Elliott?”

“He said he’d had a real baby girl before.”

“That’s not what I asked you. And was this after you, as Goldilocks, asked him to tell you that?”

“No, sir . . .”

“He asked you, ‘Would you like that, Goldie?’ and you told him you’d like that very much. You said it was a turn-on.”

“He could’ve said no at any stage,” Fry said. “But he didn’t. He said he’d found a baby girl once and her name began with B.”

“Did he use the name ‘Bella’ ever in your conversations?”

“No.”

“This was a fantasy conversation between two consenting adults, DC Fry. This was not a confession.”


 “He said he’d found a baby girl. Her name began with B,” Fry insisted, the emotion beginning to break through. “How many baby girls with names beginning with B have been taken recently?”

The barrister ignored the question and scanned his notes.

Bob Sparkes looked at Jean Taylor perched on the edge of a bench, below her fantasizing, consenting-adult husband, and saw the numbness. It must be the first time she’s heard the whole story,
 he thought.

He wondered who felt worse—him with the case falling apart in front of him or her with the case piling up in front of her.

Fry was beginning to stutter now, and Sparkes silently willed him to pull himself together.

But Sanderson continued his attack: “You coerced Glen Taylor into making these remarks, didn’t you, Constable Fry? You acted as an agent provocateur by pretending to be a woman who wanted to have sex with him. You were determined to get him to make damning statements. You would do anything, even have Internet sex with him. Is this really police work? Where was the caution or the right to a lawyer?”

Sanderson, who was well into his stride, looked almost regretful when his victim finally stepped down from the witness box, diminished and exhausted.

The defense immediately called for an adjournment and, with the jurors safely tucked away in the jury room, made the case that the trial should be halted.

“This whole case rests on circumstantial evidence and an entrapment. It cannot continue,” Sanderson said. “The Goldilocks evidence must be ruled as inadmissible.”

The judge tapped her pencil impatiently as she listened to the prosecution’s response.

“The police acted entirely properly in every respect. They followed procedures to the letter. They believed they had proper 
 cause, that this was the only way to get the final piece of evidence,” the prosecutor said, and sat down.

The judge put down her pencil and looked at her notes in silence. “I will retire,” she said finally, and the court rose as she walked back to her chambers.

Twenty minutes later, the clerk called, “All rise,” and the judge delivered her decision. She ruled the Goldilocks evidence out, criticizing Fry’s encouragement and prompting and the exposure of such a junior officer. “The evidence is unsafe and cannot be relied upon,” she said.

Sparkes knew it was simply a formality for the prosecution team to throw in the towel and offer no further evidence and began packing his briefcase.

In the dock, Taylor listened to the judge carefully, the reality slowly dawning on him that he was about to be freed. Below him, Jean Taylor looked stunned. “I wonder what she’s thinking,” Sparkes muttered to Matthews. “She’s got to go home with a porn addict who has cybersex with strangers dressed as children. And a child killer.”

Suddenly it was over. The judge ordered the jury to return formal verdicts of not guilty, and Taylor was taken down to the cells to prepare for freedom. In the courtroom, a press free-for-all began with Jean Taylor as the main prize.

She half stood, surrounded by reporters, white-faced and silent as Tom Payne tried to extricate her from the pew in the well of the court. Finally, the press parted, and she struggled sideways like a fleeing crab, her legs knocking against the bench in front and her bag strap catching on edges.






 TWENTY-SEVEN

The Widow

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 11, 2008


S
 he gives evidence, of course. Her big moment. She wears a black dress and a “Find Bella” badge. I try to avoid her stare, but she’s determined, and in the end our eyes meet. I feel hot, and the flush rises up my face, so I look away. It doesn’t happen again. She keeps staring at Glen, but he’s wise to her game and looks straight ahead.

I find my attention wandering as she tells the story I’ve read and heard a hundred times since she lost her baby—a nap, then playtime while she cooks tea, Bella laughing as she chases Timmy the cat out the front door and into the garden, then realizing she can’t hear her anymore. The silence.

The court goes completely quiet, too. We can all hear that silence. The moment when Bella vanished.

Then she sobs and has to sit down with a glass of water. Very effective. The jury looks worried, and one or two of the older women look like they might cry as well. It’s all going wrong. They must see this is all her fault. That’s what Glen and I think. She let her baby out of her sight. She didn’t care enough.

Glen sits quietly and lets it all wash over him, like it’s happening to someone else. When the mum is ready, the judge lets her 
 stay sitting down to finish her evidence, and Glen cocks his head to listen to her story of running to neighbors, ringing the police, and waiting for news as the hunt went on.

The prosecutor uses this special tone of voice with her, treating her like she’s made of glass. “Thank you very much, Miss Elliott. You’ve been very brave.”

I want to shout, You’ve been a very bad mother.
 But I know I can’t, not here.

Our barrister, a scary old bloke who had shaken my hand firmly at each meeting but gave no other sign that he knew who I was, finally gets his turn.

The mother begins sobbing when the questions get hard, but our barrister doesn’t put on the understanding voice.

Dawn Elliott keeps saying her little girl was out of her sight for only a few minutes. But we all know now that she wasn’t.

The jury is beginning to look at her a bit harder now. About time.

“You believe that Bella is still alive, don’t you?” the barrister asks.

There is a rustle in the court, and the mum starts sniffling again. He points out that she’s been selling her story to the press and she looks really angry and says the money is for her campaign.

One of the reporters gets up and goes out quickly, clutching his notebook. “He’s going to file that line to his news desk,” Tom whispers, and winks.

It’s a goal for us, he means.

When it’s all over, when the police have been told off for tricking Glen and he’s been freed, I feel completely numb. My turn to feel like this is happening to someone else.

Tom Payne finally lets go of my arm when we get into one of the witness rooms and we stand, catching our breath. Neither of us speaks for a moment. “Can he come home now?” I ask him, my 
 voice sounding strange and flat after all that noise in the courtroom. Tom nods and busies himself with his briefcase. Then he takes me downstairs to the cells to see Glen. My Glen.

“I always said the truth would come out,” he says triumphantly when he spots me. “We’ve done it, Jean. We’ve bloody well done it.”

I hug him when I get to him. It’s been a long time since I’ve held him, and it means I don’t have to say anything, because I don’t know what to say to him. He’s so happy—like a little boy. Pink and laughing. A bit out of control. All I keep thinking is that I’ve got to go home with him. Be on my own with him. What will it be like when we shut the door? I know too much about this other man I’m married to for it to be like before.

He tries to pick me up and whirl me round like he used to when we were younger, but there are too many people in the room: the lawyers, the barristers, the prison officers. They’re all around me, and I can’t breathe. Tom notices and takes me out into a cool hall and sits me down with a glass of water.

“It’s a lot to take in, Jean,” he says kindly. “All a bit sudden, but it’s what we all hoped would happen, isn’t it? You’ve waited a long time for this moment.”

I raise my head, but he doesn’t look me in the eye. We don’t speak again.

I keep thinking about that poor young officer, pretending to be a woman to try to get to the truth. I’d thought he’d acted like a prostitute when Tom told us about the evidence, but when I watched him in the witness box with everyone laughing at his act, I felt sorry for him. He would’ve done anything to find Bella.

When Glen comes out, Tom goes to him and shakes his hand again. Then we leave. On the pavement, Dawn Elliott is weeping for the cameras. “She’ll have to be careful what she says,” Tom says as we hover by the doors at the back of the mob. She’s bathed in 
 light from the TV cameras, and the reporters are tripping over power cables, trying to get near her. She’s saying she’ll never give up looking for her little girl, that she’s out there somewhere and she’ll find out the truth about what happened to her. When she finishes, she’s led away by friends to a waiting car and is gone.

Then it’s our turn. Glen’s decided to let Tom read his statement. Well, Tom advised it. He wrote it. We step into the spotlight, and there’s a noise that physically shakes me. The noise of a hundred voices shouting at once, firing questions without waiting for answers, demanding attention. “Over here, Jean,” a voice near me hollers. I turn to find out who it is, and the flash goes off in my face. “Give him a hug,” another says. I recognize some of them from the pavement in front of the house. I go to smile, then realize they’re not friends. They’re something else. They’re the press.

Tom is all serious and quiets everything down. “I’m going to read Mr. Taylor’s statement. He’s not going to be answering any questions.” A forest of tape recorders rises above heads.

“I am an innocent man who has been hounded by police and deprived of my liberty for a crime I never committed. I’m very grateful to the court for their decision. But today I’m not celebrating my acquittal. Bella Elliott is still missing, and the person who took her is still out there. I hope the police will now get back to finding the guilty person. I would like to thank my family for standing by me, and I would like to pay a special tribute to my wonderful wife, Jeanie.

“Thank you for listening. I would ask you to respect our privacy now as we try to rebuild our lives.”

I look at my shoes throughout, filling in the gaps in my head. Wonderful wife. This is my role now. The wonderful wife who stood by her husband.

There’s a single silent beat, and then the noise is deafening again. 
 “Who do you think took Bella?” “What do you think of the police tactics, Glen?” Then a passerby shouts: “Well done, mate!” and Glen grins in response. It is the picture everyone uses the next day.

An arm snakes through the cameramen and hands me a card. It has Congratulations
 on it and a picture of a bottle of champagne with a cork popping. I try to see who the arm belongs to, but it’s been swallowed up, so I slide the card in my bag and am guided forward with Glen and Tom and some of the security people. The press comes, too. It’s like a swarm of bees moving in a cartoon.

That journey home is a taste of what is to come. The reporters and photographers block the way to the taxi Tom has got waiting for us, and we can’t move forward. People are pushing one another and us, shouting their stupid questions into our faces, shoving their cameras everywhere. Glen has my hand, and he suddenly makes a break for it, dragging me behind him. Tom has the door of the taxi open, and we throw ourselves into the backseat.

Cameras are slammed against the windows, flashing and banging, metal on glass. And we just sit there, like fish in an aquarium. The driver is sweating, but you can see he’s enjoying it. “Bloody hell,” he says. “What a circus!”

The journalists are still shouting: “What does it feel like to be a free man, Glen?” “What do you want to say to Bella’s mother?” “Do you blame the police?”

Of course he does blame them. He stews over it, the humiliation and the baby-doll pajamas. Funny how he can think about that when he’s been accused of killing a little girl, but getting even with the police becomes his new addiction.






 TWENTY-EIGHT

The Widow

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 2, 2008


I
 ’ve always wondered what it would feel like if I let out the secret. Sometimes I daydream about it and can hear myself saying: “My husband saw Bella the day she was taken.” And I feel the physical release, like a rush to the head.

But I can’t, can I? I’m as guilty as he is. It’s a strange feeling, owning a secret. It’s like a stone in my stomach, crushing my insides and making me feel sick every time I think of it. My friend Lisa used to talk about being pregnant like that—the baby pushing everything out of its way. Overwhelming her body. My secret does that. When it gets to be too much, I switch to being Jeanie for a while and pretend the secret belongs to someone else.

But that didn’t help when Bob Sparkes was questioning me the first time after Glen’s arrest. I felt heat rising through my body, my face red and my scalp pinpricked with sweat.

Bob Sparkes was trespassing in my lie. “So what did you say you did on the day Bella disappeared?”

My breathing became shallow, and I tried to catch and control it. But my voice betrayed me. It became a breathless squeak, a deafening dry gulp as I swallowed midsentence. I’m lying, my treacherous body said.


 “Oh, in the morning, work, you know. I had a couple of highlights to do,” I say, hoping the truths in my lie will convince. I was at work, after all. Justify, justify, deny, deny. It ought to get easier, but it doesn’t, as each lie feels sourer and tighter, like an unripe apple. Unyielding and mouth-drying.

The simple lies are the hardest, funnily enough. The big ones seem to just fall off the tongue: “Glen? Oh, he left the bank because he has other ambitions. He wants to start his own transport company. Wants to be his own boss.” Easy.

But the little ones—“I can’t come out for a coffee because I’ve got to go to my mum’s”—stick and stutter, making me flush. Lisa didn’t seem to notice in the beginning, or if she did, she hid it well. We’re all living in my lie now.

I was never a liar as a child. My mum and dad would’ve been able to tell immediately, and I didn’t have a brother or sister to share a secret with. With Glen, it turned out, it was easy. We were a team, he’d say, after the police came around.

Funny, that. I hadn’t thought of us as a team for a long time before that. We each had our departments. But Bella’s disappearance brought us together. Made us a real couple. I always said we needed a child.

Ironic really. You see, I was going to leave him. After he was released by the court. After I knew all about his online stuff. His “sexcursions,” as he called them in the chat rooms. The stuff that he was going to put behind him.

You see, Glen likes to put things behind him. When he says it, it means we’ll never talk about it again. He can do that, just cut off a part of his life and let it drift away. “We need to be thinking of the future, Jeanie, not the past,” he’d explain patiently, drawing me closer, kissing my head.

It made sense when he said it like that, and I learned never to 
 go back to the things we’d put behind us. It didn’t mean I didn’t think about them, but it was understood that I wouldn’t mention them again to him.

Not Being Able to Have a Baby was one of the things. And Losing His Job. And then The Chat Rooms and all the awful things with the police. “Let’s put it behind us, love,” he said the day after the court case ended. We were lying in bed; it was so early, the streetlights were still on, shining through a gap in the curtains. Neither of us had slept much—“Too much excitement,” Glen said.

He’d made some plans, he said. He’d decided to get back to a normal life—to our life—as quickly as possible to make things like they were before.

It sounded so simple when he said it, and I tried to put all the things I’d heard out of my mind, but they wouldn’t go. They kept hiding in corners and leering at me. I stewed for a few weeks before I made a decision. In the end, it was the pictures of children that made me pack a bag.

I’d stood by him from the day he was accused of Bella’s murder because I believed in him. I knew my Glen couldn’t do something so awful. But that was over now, thank God. He’d been found not guilty.

Now I had to look at the other stuff that he did do.

He denied it all when I said I couldn’t live with a man who looked at pictures like that.

“It’s not real, Jeanie. Our experts said in court that they’re not really kids in those pictures. They’re women who look really young and dress up as kids for a living. Some of them are really in their thirties.”

“But they look like children,” I shouted. “They do it for people who want to see children and men doing those things.”

He started to cry. “You can’t leave me, Jeanie,” he said. “I need you.” I shook my head and went and got my bag. I was shaking 
 because I’d never seen Glen like this before. He was the one who was always in control. The Strong One.

And when I came downstairs, he was waiting to trap me with his confession.

You see, he told me he’d done something for me. He said he loved me. He knew I wanted a child so badly it was killing me and that was killing him, and when he saw her, he knew he could make me happy. It was for me.

He said it was like a dream. He stopped to eat his lunch and look at his paper in a side street and saw her at a garden gate, looking at him. She was alone. He couldn’t help himself. When he told me, he put his arms around me and I couldn’t move.

“I wanted to bring her home for you. She was standing there, and I smiled at her, and she put her arms up to me. She wanted me to pick her up.

“I got out of the van, but I don’t remember anything else. Next thing, I was driving the van home to you. I didn’t hurt her, Jeanie,” he said. “It was like a dream.

“Do you think it was a dream, Jeanie?”

His story is so shocking, I’m choking on its details.

We’re standing in our hallway, and I can see our reflection in the mirror. It’s like seeing it happening in a film. Glen is bending down so our heads touch, sobbing on my shoulder, with me, deathly pale. I’m patting his hair and shushing him. But I don’t want him to stop crying. I’m afraid of the silence that will follow. There is so much I want to ask, but so much I don’t want to know.

Glen stops after a while, and we sit on the sofa together.

“Shouldn’t we tell the police? Tell them you saw her that day?” I ask. I have to say it out loud or my head will burst. He stiffens beside me. “They’ll say I took her and killed her, Jeanie. And you 
 know I didn’t. Even seeing her will make me the guilty man, the man they put in prison. We can’t say anything. To anyone.”

I sit, unable to speak. He is right, though. Seeing Bella would be as good as taking her, as far as Bob Sparkes is concerned.

I just keep thinking Glen can’t have taken her.

He just saw her. That’s it. He just saw her. He didn’t do anything wrong.

He’s still gulping from the sobs, and his face is red and wet. “I keep thinking maybe I did dream it. It didn’t feel real, and you know I wouldn’t hurt a child,” he says, and I nod. I think I know, but really, I don’t know anything about this man that I’ve lived with all these years. He’s a stranger, but we’re bound together tighter than we’ve ever been. He knows me. He knows my weakness.

He knows that I would’ve wanted him to take her and bring her home.

I know that I caused all this trouble with my obsession.

Afterward, when I’m in the kitchen making him a cup of tea, I realize he didn’t use Bella’s name, like she isn’t real to him. I take my bag back upstairs and unpack my things while Glen lies on the sofa, watching football on the telly. Like normal. Like nothing has happened.

We don’t talk about Bella again. Glen is very nice to me, telling me he loves me all the time, checking up to make sure I’m all right. Checking on me. “What are you up to, Jeanie?” he says when he rings my mobile. And so we carry on.

But Bella is with us all the time. We don’t talk about her, don’t mention her name. We carry on as my secret starts to grow inside me, kicking at my heart and stomach, making me throw up in the downstairs toilet when I wake up and remember.

He was drawn to Bella because of me. He wanted to find a baby 
 for me. And I wonder what I would’ve done if he had brought her home to me. I would’ve loved her. That’s what I would’ve done. Just loved her. She would’ve been mine to love.

She was almost mine.

Glen and I still shared a bed afterward. My mum couldn’t believe it. “How can you bear to have him near you, Jean? After all the things he did with those women—and that man?”

Mum and I never talked about sex, normally. It was my best friend at school who’d told me how babies were made and about periods. Mum wasn’t very easy talking about things like that. It was like it was dirty, somehow. I suppose Glen’s sex life being in the papers made it easier for her to say it out loud. After all, everyone else in the country knew about it. It was like talking about someone she didn’t really know.

“It wasn’t real, Mum. It was all make-believe,” I told her, not catching her eye. “It’s something all men do in their heads, the psychologist said.”

“Your father doesn’t,” she said.

“Anyway, we’ve decided to put it all behind us and look to the future, Mum.”

She looked at me like she was going to say something important but then stopped. “It’s your life, Jean. You must do what you think best.”

“Our life, Mum. Mine and Glen’s.”

Glen said I should start looking for a little job. Outside the area.

I told him I was nervous about facing strangers, but we agreed I needed something to keep me busy. And out of the house.

Glen said he’d go back to the idea of starting his own business. But not driving this time. Something on the Internet. Some kind of service.

“Everyone’s doing it, Jeanie. Easy money, and I’ve got the skills.”

I wanted to say so many things, but it seemed best to keep quiet.


 Our attempt at looking to the future lasted about two months. I’d begun working Fridays and Saturdays at a big salon in town. Big enough to be anonymous with lots of walk-ins and not too many prying questions. Classier than Hair Today and the hair products were very expensive. You could tell they cost a fortune because they smelled of almonds. On my workdays, I caught the tube up to Bond Street and walked the rest. It felt okay, better than I thought.

Glen stayed at home in front of his screen, “building his empire,” as he called it. He was buying and selling stuff on eBay. Car stuff. There were always parcels being delivered and clogging up the hall, but it kept him busy. I helped a bit, wrapping things up and going to the post office for him. We got into a routine.

But neither of us could put the case behind us. I couldn’t stop thinking about Bella. My almost little girl. I found myself thinking it should’ve been us. She should have been here with us. Our baby. Sometimes I found myself wishing he had picked her up that day.

But Glen wasn’t thinking about Bella. He couldn’t put the entrapment behind him. It weighed on his mind. I could see him brooding, working himself up, and every time there was something on the telly about the police, he’d sit there fuming, saying how they’d ruined his life. I tried to persuade him to let it go, to look to the future, but he didn’t seem to hear me.

He must’ve made a phone call, because Tom Payne came to see us one Thursday morning to explain about suing the Hampshire Police Force. We’d get compensation for what they put Glen through, he said.

“So we should. I was locked up for months because of their tricks,” Glen said, and I went to make some tea.

When I came back, they were working out figures on Tom’s big yellow pad. He was always good at numbers, Glen. So clever. When 
 they did the last calculation, Tom said, “I reckon you should get about a quarter of a million,” and Glen whooped like we’d won the lottery. I wanted to say that we didn’t need the money—that I didn’t want this dirty money. But I just smiled and went over and held Glen’s hand.

It was a long process, but it gave Glen a new focus. The eBay parcels stopped arriving, and instead, he sat at the kitchen table with his paperwork, reading reports and crossing stuff out, highlighting other bits with new colored pens, punching holes in documents and filing them in his different folders. Sometimes he read a bit out to me, to see what I thought.

“The effect of the case and the stigma attached to it mean that Mr. Taylor now suffers frequent panic attacks when he leaves the house.”

“Do you?” I asked. I hadn’t noticed. Not like my mum’s panic attacks, anyway.

“Well, I feel churned up inside,” he said. “Do you think they’ll want a doctor’s note?”

We didn’t go out much anyway. Just to the shops and once to the pictures. We tended to go very early and shop in big, anonymous supermarkets where you don’t have to talk to anyone, but he was nearly always recognized. Not surprising really. His picture was in the papers every day when the trial was on, and the girls on the tills knew it was him. I said I’d go on my own, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He wouldn’t let me face it alone. He held my hand and braved it out, and I learned to give anyone who dared say a word a look, to shut them up.

It was more difficult when I met people I knew. When they saw me, some crossed the road, pretended they hadn’t noticed me. Others wanted to know everything. I found myself saying the same thing over and over: “We’re fine. We knew the truth would 
 come out—that Glen is innocent. The police have got a lot to answer for.”

Mostly, people seemed glad for us, but not all. One of my old clients from the salon said: “Hmm. But none of us are completely innocent, are we?”

I told her it had been lovely to see her but I had to get back to help Glen.

“It’ll mean going back to court,” I worked myself up to say to him one day. “Having everything dug up again and gone through. I’m not sure . . .”

Glen stood and held me. “I know it’s hard for you, love, but this will be my vindication. This will make sure people know what I went through. What we went through.”

I could see the sense in that and tried to be more helpful, remembering dates and terrible encounters with people in public to put in his evidence. “Remember that bloke at the cinema? He said he wouldn’t sit in the same room with a pedophile. Shouted it and pointed at you.”

Of course Glen remembered. We’d had to be escorted out of Screen 2 by security “for our own safety,” the manager said. The bloke kept shouting, “What about Bella?” and the woman with him was trying to make him sit down.

I’d wanted to say something, that my husband was innocent, but Glen gripped my arm and said, “Don’t, Jean. It’ll make it worse. He’s just some nutter.”

He didn’t like remembering this, but he wrote it down in his statement. “Thanks, love,” he said.

The police resisted the compensation claim—Tom said they have to because it is taxpayers’ money they have to pay out—until the very last minute. I was getting dressed in my court outfit when Glen, already in his good suit and shoes, got a call from Tom.


 “It’s over, Jeanie,” he shouted up the stairs. “They’ve paid up. Quarter of a million.”

The papers and Dawn Elliott called it blood money, made on the back of her little girl. The reporters wrote horrible things about him again and they were back outside. I wanted to say “I told you so,” but what good would that do?

Glen went quiet again, and I packed in the job before they could let me go.

Back to where we started.






 TWENTY-NINE

The Detective

MONDAY, JULY 21, 2008


A
 fter the trial collapsed, there was a different kind of sadness for Bob Sparkes. And anger. Most directed at himself. He’d allowed himself to be seduced into this disastrous strategy.

What had he been thinking? He’d heard one of the senior officers describe him as a “glory hunter” as he passed an open door on the top floor, and he’d cringed inside. He thought he’d been thinking of Bella, but perhaps it was all about him.


Anyway, it’s not glory I’m covered in,
 he told himself.

The report that finally emerged, five months after the end of the trial, was written in the sanitized language of such documents, concluding that the decision to use an undercover officer to obtain evidence against the suspect was “taken on the basis of expert opinion and extensive consultation with senior officers, but the strategy was ultimately flawed due to the lack of proper supervision of an inexperienced officer.”

“We screwed up” was the bottom line, Sparkes told Eileen on the phone after a terse meeting with his chief constable.

The next day, he was named and shamed along with his bosses in the papers as one of the “top cops” who had “wrecked” the Bella 
 case. There were calls for “heads to roll” from politicians and columnists, and Sparkes kept his head down as the clichés were trotted out and tried to prepare himself for life after being a copper.

Eileen seemed almost pleased at the thought of him leaving the force, suggesting security work, something corporate. She means something clean
 , he thought. His kids were brilliant, ringing most days to urge him on and make him smile with bits of their news, but he couldn’t look much beyond the end of each day.

He started running again, remembering the release it had given him as a young father, letting the rhythm of his pounding feet fill his mind for at least an hour. But he returned home gray-faced and sweating, his fifty-year-old knees killing him. Eileen said he had to stop; it was making him ill. That and everything else.

In the end, his disciplinary hearing was a civilized affair, with questions posed politely but firmly. They already knew all the answers, but procedures had to be followed. He was put on paid leave while he waited for the outcome and took the call, still in his pajamas, from his union representative; the force had decided to place the blame higher up and he would have a reprimand on his record but he wouldn’t be sacked. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Eileen cried and hugged him hard. “Oh, Bob, it’s all over,” she said. “Thank God they saw sense.”

The next day he went back to work, assigned to different duties.

“A fresh start for us all,” DCI Chloe Wellington, newly promoted to fill the disgraced Brakespeare’s chair, told him as part of some sort of reeducation interview. “I know it is tempting, but leave Glen Taylor to someone else. You can’t go back to it, not after all this publicity. It would look like victimization, and any new lines would be tainted by that.”


 And Sparkes nodded, talking convincingly about the new cases on his desk, budgets, rosters, and a bit of office gossip. But as he walked back to his office, Glen Taylor was top of his list; he was the only name on his list.

Matthews was waiting for him, and they closed the door to talk tactics.

“They’ll be watching us, boss, to make sure we don’t go anywhere near him. They’ve brought in a senior detective from Basingstoke to review and plan next steps for the Bella Elliott case—a woman, but a good bloke. Jude Downing. Do you know her?”

•   •   •


D
 I Jude Downing tapped on Sparkes’s door that afternoon and suggested a coffee. Slim and red-haired, she sat opposite him in a café down the road—“Cafeteria is a bit of a bear pit,” she said. “Let’s get a latte”—and waited.

“He’s still out there, Jude,” Sparkes said finally.

“What about Bella?”

“I don’t know, Jude. I’m haunted by her.”

“Does that mean she’s dead?” she asked, and he didn’t know how to answer. When he was thinking like a copper, he knew she was dead. But he could not let her go.

Dawn was still interviewed on slow news days, her childlike face staring accusingly out of the pages. He had continued to ring her every week or so. “No news, Dawn. Just checking in,” he would say. “How are things?” And she would tell him: She had met a man she liked through the Find Bella campaign and was managing to get through the days.

“There are three of us in this marriage,” Eileen said once, and laughed that dry, fake laugh she reserved for punishing him. He 
 hadn’t risen to it, but he stopped mentioning the case at home and promised to finish painting their bedroom.

Jude Downing told him she was looking at every piece of evidence to see if anything had been missed. “We’ve all been there, Bob. You can get so close to a case like this, you can’t see clearly anymore. It’s not a criticism—just how it is.”

Sparkes stared into the froth on his coffee. They had dusted a chocolate heart on it. “You’re right, Jude. Fresh eyes needed, but I can help you.”

“Best if you step back for the moment, Bob. No offense, but we need to start from the beginning again and follow our own leads.”

“Okay. Thanks for the coffee. Better get back.”

Eileen listened patiently later as she poured him a beer and he vented his rage. “Let her get on with it, love. You are giving yourself an ulcer. Do the breathing exercises the doctor gave you.” He sipped and practiced the feeling of letting things go, but it just felt like letting things slip away from him.

He tried to immerse himself in his new cases, but it was surface activity. A month later, Ian Matthews announced a move to another force. “Needed a change, Bob,” he said. “We all do.”

Ian Matthews’s farewell was a classic. Speeches from the grown-ups, then a drink-fueled orgy of hideous anecdotes and maudlin reminiscences about crimes solved. “End of an era, Ian,” he told him as he released himself from his sergeant’s beery hug. “You’ve been brilliant.”

He was the last man standing, he told himself. Apart from Glen Taylor.

His new sergeant arrived, a frighteningly clever thirty-five-year-old girl—“Woman, Bob,” Eileen had corrected him. “Girls have pigtails.”


 She didn’t have pigtails. She wore her glossy brown hair up in a tight bun, the tension on the fine hairs at her temples causing her skin to pucker. She was a sturdy young woman with a degree and a career path apparently tattooed on the inside of her eyelids.

DS Zara Salmond—Mum must have a thing about royalty
 , he’d thought—had transferred from Vice and was there to make his life easier, she said, and began.

Cases ebbed and flowed through his door—a teenage drug death, a run of high-end robberies, a nightclub stabbing—and he waded through them, but nothing could wrest his attention from the man who shared his office.

Glen Taylor, grinning like a monkey outside the Old Bailey, glimmered on the periphery of his day. “He’s here somewhere” became his mantra as he quietly pored over every police report from the day Bella disappeared, wearing away the letters on his keyboard.

Sparkes heard on the station grapevine when they hauled Lee Chambers back in to have another look at him. He’d done his three months for the indecent exposure, lost his job, and had to move, but apparently he had lost none of his confidence.

Chambers had wriggled in his chair, protesting his innocence, but told them more about his trade in porn, including his opening hours and regular haunts, in return for immunity from further prosecution.

“One to watch” was the verdict from the new team, but they didn’t believe he was their bloke. They spat him back out, but his information gave the service station search a new focus, and the CCTV finally yielded some of Chambers’s customers. Sparkes waited to hear if Glen Taylor was among them. “No sign, sir,” Salmond told him. “But they’re still looking.”


 And on they went.

It was fascinating, like watching a dramatization of his investigation with actors playing the detectives. “Like sitting in the orchestra,” he told Eileen when she called.

“Who’s playing you? Robert De Niro? Oh, no, I forgot, Helen Mirren.” She laughed.

But perching on the edge of his seat as a member of the audience instead of being in the bubble of the investigation gave him a view he’d never had before. He could survey the hunt, godlike, and that was when he began to notice the cracks and false starts.

“We focused on Taylor too quickly,” he told DS Salmond. It had cost him a lot to admit it to himself, but it had to be done. “Let’s look at the day Bella disappeared again. Quietly.”

Secretly, they started to rebuild October 2, 2006, from the moment the child woke, using the inside surfaces of a hastily emptied metal cabinet in the corner of Sparkes’s office to paste up their montage. “Looks like an art project,” Salmond joked. “Just need a bit of sticky-backed plastic and we’ll get a gold star.”

She’d wanted to do the timeline on the computer, but Sparkes was worried it would be noticed. “This way, we can get rid of it and leave no trace, if we have to.”

He hadn’t been sure when Salmond asked to help him. She didn’t tease him like Matthews did—he missed it, the intimacy and release of a shared joke, but it felt inappropriate with a woman. Flirtatious rather than comradely. Anyway, he didn’t miss Ian Matthews’s disgusting ketchup-slathered sausage sandwiches and the glimpses of his belly as his shirt came adrift.

DS Salmond was very bright, but he didn’t really know her or whether he could trust her. He’d have to. He needed her unemotional clear-sightedness to stop him from veering off into the undergrowth again.


 Bella woke at seven fifteen, according to Dawn. A bit later than usual, but she was late to bed the night before. “Why late to bed?” Salmond asked. They scrolled through Dawn’s statements. “They went to McDonald’s and had to wait for the bus home.”

“Why? Was it a treat? Not her birthday—that’s in April. I thought Dawn was permanently short of money? About five hundred quid owed on her credit card, and the neighbor said she rarely went out.”

“We didn’t ask, according to this paperwork,” Sparkes said. It went on Salmond’s list. She’s a girl who likes a list
 , Sparkes thought. Woman. Sorry
 .

“And then sweets at the newspaper shop. More treats. Wonder what was happening in their lives.”

Salmond wrote SMARTIES
 on a new piece of paper and pasted it up in the cabinet.

They sat on opposite sides of his desk with Salmond in the boss’s chair. Between them was a printout of the master file, acquired by Matthews as a parting gift. Sparkes began to feel he was under interrogation, but his new sergeant was teasing out the missed questions, and he focused.

“Did she have a new bloke in her life? What about this Matt who got her pregnant? Did we ever talk to him?”

The holes in the investigation began to gape at Sparkes accusingly. “Let’s do that now,” Salmond said quickly, seeing the gloom descending on her boss.

Bella’s birth certificate had no father’s name. As an unmarried mother, Dawn had no right to record a father unless he was present at the registration—but she’d told the police his name was Matt White, and he lived around the Birmingham area and worked for a pharmaceutical company. “He could get his hands on Viagra whenever he wanted,” she told Sparkes.


 An initial search had failed to find a Matthew White in Birmingham who fit the bill, and then Taylor had entered the picture and everyone else was shoved into a drawer.

“Matt might be a nickname. And I wonder if he gave her a false name,” Salmond said. “Married men often do—stops the new girlfriend getting in touch unexpectedly, especially after it’s over.”

She fitted in her new inquiries around her other work with a calm efficiency that left Sparkes feeling soothed and slightly inadequate. She had a way of swishing into and out of his office in minutes with the right document, question answered and action agreed, barely rippling the surface of his concentration.

He began to believe they would find a new lead. But this new feeling of hope distracted him, made him reckless, and his guard relaxed. Discovery of his parallel investigation was probably inevitable.

He’d left the door of the cabinet propped open while he made a call when DI Downing put her head around his door without knocking. Her invitation to share a sandwich never came. She found herself confronted with the alternative Bella Elliott case, pasted up like something from a serial killer’s lair.

“Jude, it’s just something left over from the original case,” he said, seeing the hardening of his colleague’s eyes. It sounded feeble even to him, and there was nothing more to be done to head off the disaster.

There was sympathy rather than a tirade, and that was worse somehow.

“You need some time off, Bob,” Chief Superintendent Parker told him firmly at their formal interview the following day. “And some help. We recommend counseling. We have some excellent people.”

Sparkes tried not to laugh. He took the printed sheet of names and two weeks’ leave, calling Salmond from his car to tell her.


 “Don’t go near the case again, Salmond. They know you’re not going mad and won’t be so gentle next time. We have to leave it with the new team.”

“Understood,” she said sharply.

She was obviously in with someone senior, he thought. “Call me when you can talk,” he said.






 THIRTY

The Mother

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 2008


D
 awn had made an effort. She’d bought an expensive jacket and put on a pair of heels with new tights and a skirt. The editor made a huge fuss over her, meeting her at the lifts and walking her through the newsroom in front of all the reporters. They smiled and nodded from behind their computer terminals, and the man who had sat in court every day put down his phone and came over to shake her hand.

The editor’s secretary, an impossibly elegant woman with magazine-standard hair and makeup, followed them into the inner sanctum and asked if she wanted a tea or a coffee. “Tea, please. No sugar.”

A tray arrived, and the small talk ended. The editor was a busy man.

“Now, then, Dawn, let’s talk about our campaign to bring Taylor to justice. We’ll need a big interview with you to launch it. And a new angle.”

Dawn Elliott knew exactly what the editor wanted. Years of media exposure had toughened her up. A new angle meant more space on the front page, follow-ups in all the other papers, breakfast TV interviews, Radio 5 Live, Woman’s Hour
 , magazines. Like 
 night follows day. It was exhausting, but she had to keep going, because most days she knew, really knew, deep inside her, that her baby was still alive. And, on the other days, she hoped.

But sitting on a sky-blue foam cube—a corporate decorator’s attempt to humanize the space—becalmed in the air-conditioned office, she also knew that this newspaper wanted her to say for the first time that Bella had been murdered. It would be the “belter of a story” the editor required to go after Glen Taylor.

“I’m not saying Bella is dead, Mark,” she said. “Because she isn’t.”

Mark Perry nodded, his faux sympathy stiffening his face, and pressed on. “Look, I completely understand, but it’s difficult to accuse someone of murder, Dawn, if we’re saying that his victim is still alive. I know how hard this must be, but the police believe Bella is dead, don’t they?”

“Bob Sparkes doesn’t,” she replied.

“He does, Dawn. Everybody does.”

In the silence that followed, Dawn struggled with her options: please the papers or go it alone. She’d talked to the PR advising the campaign on pro bono terms earlier that morning, and he’d warned she’d face “Sophie’s Choice.” “Once you say that Bella is dead, there’s no going back, and the danger is that the search for her will stop.”

That couldn’t happen.

“I think we should keep the question open,” Dawn said. “Why don’t we stick with accusing him of the kidnapping? When I find her, you won’t want to be the paper that said she was dead. Everyone will say that you stopped people from looking for her.”

Perry walked to his desk and came back with one of the A3 sheets of paper covering his desk. He shifted the tray to another cube and laid the sheet on the table. It was the mock-up of a front page—one of several drawn to sell the Herald
 ’s exclusive. There were no 
 stories cluttering the page, just seven words screaming: “This Is the Man Who Stole Bella” and a photograph of Glen Taylor.

Perry had favored the headline “KILLER!” but that would have its day when they nailed the bastard.

“What about this?” he asked, and Dawn picked it up and scrutinized it like a pro.

In the beginning, she could hardly bear to look at Taylor’s face, seeing it beside the face of her baby in every paper, but she’d forced herself. She looked at his eyes, searching for guilt; looked at his mouth, looking for weakness or lust. But there was nothing there. He looked like a man she might sit next to on a bus or stand behind in a supermarket queue, and she wondered if she ever had. Was that why he’d picked her child?

It was the question that reverberated through every waking minute. Her dreams were full of Bella, glimpses of her just out of reach, being unable to move or make any progress toward her child no matter how hard she ran and, on waking, realizing as if for the first time that she was gone.

At first she was unable to take part in any sort of life, she was so overwhelmed by failure and helplessness. But when, eventually, she’d surfaced from the sedatives, her mum had persuaded her to fill her days with practical things. “You need to get up, get dressed every day, and do something, Dawn. Even something small.”

It was the same advice she’d given when Bella was born, when Dawn struggled to cope with the sleep deprivation and the colicky screaming of her new baby.

And she’d got up and got dressed. She’d walked down the path to the gate. She’d stood in the garden like Bella had and looked out at the world passing by.

The Find Bella campaign had begun on Dawn’s Facebook page with her posting something about Bella or how she was feeling 
 most days. The response was like a tidal wave, swamping her and then buoying her up. She gathered thousands, then hundreds of thousands of friends and likes as mothers and fathers all over the world reached out to her. It had given her something to focus on, and when people with money contacted her to offer cash to help find her little girl, she’d said yes.

Bob Sparkes had admitted he had reservations about some of the directions taken by the Find Bella campaign but said it was okay as long as his officers weren’t being diverted from the task in hand. “Still, you never know,” he’d told her. “The campaign might shame someone into coming forward.”


Kate will go mad when she sees I’ve gone with
 the
 Herald—“the Enemy
 ,” she’d told herself when first approached. But her lot didn’t match the offer on the table. She’ll see the sense
 .

In truth, she wished it would be Kate and Terry handling the story, but the Daily Post
 had passed on the opportunity.

It was hard because she’d got close to Kate over the months. They talked most weeks and met up every so often for lunch and a gossip. Sometimes the paper would send a car to bring Dawn to London for the day. And in return, Dawn told Kate everything first.

But the Post
 ’s coverage had petered out recently. “Is the paper bored with me?” she’d asked Kate at their last meeting when an interview failed to appear.

“Don’t be daft,” the reporter had said. “There’s just quite a lot of other stuff happening at the moment.” But Kate hadn’t been able to meet her eye.

Dawn was no longer the lost girl on the sofa. She understood.

And when the Herald
 called her to propose a campaign to bring Taylor to justice and a generous donation to the Find Bella fund, she’d accepted it.

She’d rung Kate to let her know her decision—she owed her that. 
 The call sent the reporter into a blind panic. “Christ, Dawn, are you serious? Have you signed anything?”

“No. I’m going to see them this afternoon.”

“Okay. Give me twenty minutes.”

“Well . . .”

“Please, Dawn.”

When the reporter rang back, Dawn knew immediately that Kate was empty-handed.

“I’m sorry, Dawn. They won’t do it. They think it’s too risky to accuse Taylor. And they’re right. It’s a stunt, Dawn, and could blow up in your face. Don’t do it.”

Dawn sighed. “I’m sorry, too, Kate. You know it’s not personal—you’ve been brilliant—but I can’t stop now just because one paper has lost interest. Better go, or I’ll be late. Let’s speak soon.”

And here she was, looking through the contract and rechecking the subclauses for loopholes. Her lawyer had already read it but had advised her to take another look “in case they slip something new in.”

Mark Perry watched her, nodding encouragingly whenever she spoke and smiling broadly when she signed and dated the document.

“Okay, let’s get started,” he said, standing and propelling her out of the office to the waiting feature writer who would do “the Big Interview.”

The paper had thousands of words already written, prepared for the expected guilty verdict. Before Glen Taylor’s trial, they’d interviewed former colleagues from the bank and delivery firm, collected the sordid tales of the chat-room women and had the child porn confirmed in an off-the-record briefing by a detective on the team. They’d also bought up a neighbor of the Taylors, paying her for her exclusive photos of Taylor with her kids—one of them a little blond girl.


 The neighbor had told her story about him watching the children from a window and how she’d nailed up the gate between their houses.

None of it would go to waste now.

“She won’t go for the ‘KILLER!’ headline, but we’ve got a great first day,” he told his deputy, slipping his jacket on the back of a chair on the back bench and rolling up his sleeves. “Let’s work on the editorial. And get the lawyers up here. Don’t fancy prison just yet.”

The Herald
 splashed the story over the first nine pages, pledging to bring Glen Taylor to justice and demanding that the home secretary order a retrial.

It was journalism at its most powerful, hammering home the message with a mallet, inciting reaction, and the readers responded. The comment sections on the website were filled with unthinking, screaming vitriol, foulmouthed opinion, and calls for the death penalty to be reinstated. “The usual nutters,” the news editor summed up in morning conference. “But lots of them.”

“Let’s show a bit of respect for our readers,” the editor said. And they all laughed. “Now, what have we got for today?”






 THIRTY-ONE

The Reporter

WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 2008


K
 ate Waters fumed over her desk breakfast. “We could’ve had this,” she told anyone who would listen as she turned the pages of the Herald
 . Across the newsroom, Terry Deacon heard but carried on typing his news list. She abandoned her brown toast and honey and walked over. “We could have had this,” she repeated, standing over him.

“Of course we could, Kate, but she wanted too much money, and we’ve already had three big interviews with her.”

He pushed back his chair and looked pained. “Honestly, what is new here? Wouldn’t have minded the pictures with the kids next door, but the Internet sluts and the child porn have been everywhere.”

“That’s not the point, Terry. The Herald
 is now the official Bella Elliott paper. If Taylor is retried and found guilty, they’ll be able to say they brought Bella’s kidnapper to justice. Where will we be? Standing on the steps with our dicks in our hands.”

“Find a better story, then, Kate,” the editor said as he suddenly appeared behind them. “Don’t waste time on this old rehash. Off to a marketing meeting, but let’s talk later.”

“Okay, Simon,” she said to his retreating back.


 “Bloody hell. You’ve been summoned to the headmaster’s study,” Terry said, and laughed once his boss was out of earshot.

Kate returned to her seat and cold toast and began searching for the elusive better story.

In normal circumstances, she’d just ring Dawn or Bob Sparkes, but her options were vanishing fast. Dawn had decamped, and Bob had mysteriously disappeared off the radar for weeks. She’d heard from the crime man that there’d been a bit of row over interference in the Bella review, and Sparkes’s phone seemed to be permanently off.

She gave it another try and gave a silent cheer when it rang. “Hello, Bob,” she said when Sparkes finally answered. “How are you? Are you back at work yet? Guess you’ve seen the Herald
 .”

“Hi, Kate. Yes. Quite a bold step for them, given the verdict. Hope they’ve got good lawyers. Anyway, good to hear from you. I’m fine. Had a bit of a break but back at work. I’m in town, working with the Met. Tidying some loose ends. Up near you, actually.”

“Well, what are you doing for lunch today?”

He was sitting in the expensive, tiny French restaurant when she walked in, dark suit and black mood stark against the white tablecloths.

“Bob, you look well,” she lied. “Sorry if I’m late. Traffic.”

He rose and offered his hand across the table. “Just got here, myself.”

The small talk stopped and started as a waiter brought menus, offered suggestions and water, hovered for the order, and poured the wine. But finally, with matching plates of magret de canard
 in front of them, she began in earnest.

“I want to help, Bob,” she said, picking up her fork. “There must be some line of inquiry we can look at again.”


 He didn’t speak but sawed at the rosy meat in front of him. She waited.

“Look, Kate, we made a mistake and can’t unmake it. Let’s see what the Herald
 ’s campaign produces. Do you think he’ll sue?”

“It’s a dangerous game, suing for libel,” she said. “I’ve been there. If he does, he’s got to go in the witness box and give evidence. Will he really want to do that?”

“He’s a clever man, Kate. Slippery.” He was rolling the crumbs of the bread into beads of dough between his fingers. “I don’t know anymore.”

“For goodness’ sake, Bob. You’re a fantastic copper—why are you giving up?”

He raised his head and looked at her.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to nag. I just hate seeing you like this,” she said.

In the lull, while both sipped their wine, Kate cursed her haste. Leave the poor man alone
 , she thought.

But she couldn’t. It was not in her nature.

“So what’ve you been doing with the Met today?”

“Loose ends, like I said. Sorting through some stuff from a couple of joint investigations—car thefts, that sort of thing. Actually, there were also some bits and pieces left over from the Bella case. Early stuff, when we first picked up Glen Taylor.”

“Anything interesting?” she asked.

“No, not really. The Met went to make sure the other Qwik Delivery driver was at home while we drove up from Southampton.”

“What other driver?”

“There were two drivers in Hampshire that day—you know that.”

She didn’t, or she hadn’t remembered.

“The other one was a bloke called Mike Doonan. He was the one we went to see first. Perhaps his name didn’t come out at the 
 time. Anyway, he’s crippled with a crumbling spine—could hardly walk—and we never found anything to pursue.”

“Did you question him?”

“Yes. He was the one who told us Taylor was also making a delivery in the area that day. Not sure we’d have found that out without him. Taylor did the drop as a favor, so there’s no official record of it. The case review team went to see him, too. Nothing added, apparently.”

Kate excused herself from the table and went to the ladies’, where she scribbled down the name and put a quick call in to a colleague to find an address for Doonan. For later.

When she got back to the table, the detective was putting his credit card back in his wallet. “Bob, I invited you,” she said.

He waved away her protest and smiled. “My pleasure. It’s been good to see you, Kate. Thanks for your pep talk.”

She deserved that, she thought as they walked out in single file. On the pavement, he shook her hand again, and they both went back to work.

Kate’s phone began vibrating as she hailed a taxi, and she waved away the cab to take the call. “There’s a Michael Doonan in Peckham, according to the electoral roll—I’ll text the address and the names of the neighbors,” the crime man said.

“You’re a star, thanks,” she said, raising her hand for another taxi. Her phone rang again almost immediately.

“Kate, where the hell are you? We’ve got an interview with the ex-wife of that footballer. It’s up near Leeds, so get on the next train and I’ll e-mail you the background. Ring when you’re at the station.”






 THIRTY-TWO

The Widow

WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 2008


S
 omeone put the Herald
 through the door today, the day they accused Glen all over again, and he put it straight in the bin. I got it out and hid it away behind the bleach under the sink for later. We’d known it was coming because the Herald
 had been banging on the door the day before, shouting questions and pushing notes through the letter box. They said they were campaigning for a retrial so that Bella would get justice. “What about justice for me?” Glen said.

It’s a blow, but Tom phoned to say the paper will have to have deep pockets to pay the costs and, most importantly, they have no evidence. He said to “batten down the hatches,” whatever that means. “The Herald
 are coming at us with all guns blazing, but it is all just sensationalism and tittle-tattle,” he told Glen, who repeated it line by line to me. “He talks like it is a war,” I say, and then shut up. The wait will be worse than the reality, Tom predicts, and I hope he’s right.

“We’ve got to keep quiet, Jeanie,” Glen explains. “Tom will start legal proceedings against the paper, but he thinks we should go on a bit of a holiday—‘remove ourselves from the picture’—until this all blows over. I’ll go online and book something this morning.”


 He hasn’t asked where I want to go and, to be honest, I don’t care. My little helpers are beginning to have less effect, and I feel so tired I could cry.

In the end he picks somewhere in France. In my other life, I would’ve been thrilled, but I’m not sure what I feel when he tells me he’s found a cottage in the countryside that’s miles from anywhere. “Our flight leaves at seven tomorrow morning, so we need to leave here at four, Jeanie. Let’s get packed up, and we’ll take our car. Don’t want a taxi driver tipping off the press.”

He knows so much, my Glen. Thank God I’ve got him to look after me.

At the airport, we keep our heads down and sunglasses on, and we wait until the queue is almost down to the last person before we head to the desk. The woman checking us in barely looks at us and sends our suitcase onto the conveyor belt before she’s managed to say, “Did you pack this bag yourself?” let alone waited to hear the answer.

I’d forgotten how much queuing there was in airports, and we are so stressed by the time we get to the gate that I am ready to go home to the press pack. “Come on, love,” Glen says, holding my hand as we walk to the plane. “Nearly there.”

At Bergerac, he goes to get the rental car while I wait for the bag, mesmerized by the passing luggage. I miss our case—it’s been so long since we used it, I have forgotten what color it is and have to wait until everyone else has heaved theirs off. I finally go out into the bright sunshine and spot Glen in a tiny red car. “Didn’t think it would be worth getting anything bigger,” he says. “We’re not going to do much driving, are we?”

Funny, but being on our own in France is different from being on our own at home. Without a routine, we don’t know what to say to each other. So we say nothing. The silence should be a rest from the constant noise and banging on our door at home, but it 
 isn’t. It’s worse somehow. I take to going for long walks in the lanes and woods around the cottage while Glen sits on a sun lounger and reads detective novels. I could scream when I see what he’s packed. As if we hadn’t had enough of police investigations.

I decide to leave him with his perfect murders and sit on the other side of the patio with some magazines. I find myself looking at Glen, watching him and thinking about him. If he looks up and catches me, I pretend I am looking at something behind him. I am, I suppose.

I don’t really know what I am looking for. Some sign of something—his innocence, the toll taken by the ordeal, the real man, perhaps. I can’t really say.

The only time we leave the place is to drive to the nearest supermarket to get food and loo rolls. I can’t be bothered to shop for real meals. Finding the stuff to go into a spaghetti Bolognese is beyond me, so we eat bread and ham and cheese at lunchtime and a cold roast chicken and coleslaw or more ham in the evenings. We aren’t really hungry anyway. It is just something to push around our plates.

We’ve been here four days when I think I see someone walking along the lane at the bottom of the property. First person I’ve seen near the property. A car is an event.

I don’t think much of it, but the next morning there’s a man walking up the drive. “Glen,” I shout to him in the house. “There’s a bloke coming up.”

“Get in here, Jean,” he hisses and I hurry past him as he closes the door and begins drawing the curtains. We wait for the knock.

The Herald
 has found us. Found us and photographed us: “The kidnapper and his wife sunning themselves outside their exclusive hideaway in the Dordogne” while Dawn Elliott “desperately continues her search for her child.” Tom reads us the headlines the next day over the phone. “We’re only here because we’re being hounded, Tom,” I say. “And Glen has been cleared by the courts.”


 “I know, Jean, but the papers have convened their own court. It won’t last long before they’ll be on to the next thing—they’re like children, easily distracted.” He says the Herald
 must have traced Glen’s credit card to find us.

“Are they allowed to do that?” I ask.

“No. But that doesn’t stop them.”

I put down the phone and begin packing. The villains again.

When we get home, they are waiting, and Glen rings Tom to talk about how to stop them from saying these things.

“It’s libel, Jeanie. Tom says we have to sue them—or threaten to sue them—or they’ll keep going, digging into our lives and putting us on the front page.”

I want it to stop, so I agree. Glen knows best.

It takes a while for the solicitors to write their letter. They have to say why the stories are all wrong, and that takes a bit of time. Glen and I go up to Holborn again, taking the same train I used to take when he was on trial. “Groundhog Day,” he says to me. He tries to keep my spirits up, and I love him for it.

The barrister isn’t a Charles Sanderson; he’s a real smooth character. I bet his wig isn’t falling apart. He looks rich, like he drives a sports car and has a country house, and his office is all shiny metal and glass. Libel is obviously the moneymaking end of the business. Wonder if Mr. Sanderson knows.

This one is all business. He’s as bad as the prosecutor, asking all the questions again and again. I squeeze Glen’s hand to show him I’m on his side, and he squeezes back.

The smoothy pushes and pushes on every detail.

“I have to test our case, Mr. Taylor, because this is basically a rerun of the Bella Elliott prosecution. That case was thrown out because of the police actions, but the Herald
 maintains you kidnapped the child. We say that is wrong and defamatory. However, the Herald
 
 will throw everything at you—from the case itself, and they can also use evidence they gathered that was not admissible in the criminal trial. Do you see?”

We must have looked a bit blank, because Tom began to explain it in simple language while the smoothy looked out at the view.

“They’ll have a lot of dirt, Glen. And they’ll throw all of it at you to get the libel jury on their side. We need to show that you’re innocent, Glen, to get the jury to find against the Herald
 .”

“I am,” he says, all fired up.

“We know. But we need to show it, and we need to be sure there are no surprises. Just saying, Glen. You need to go into this with your eyes open, because it’s a very expensive action to bring. It will cost thousands of pounds.”

Glen looks at me, and I try to look brave, but inside I’m running for the door. I suppose we’ve got the dirty money we can use.

“No surprises, Mr. Taylor?” the smoothy repeats.

“None,” Glen says. I look at my lap.

The letter goes out the next day, and the Herald
 shouts about it all over its pages and on the radio and television.

“Taylor Tries to Gag Herald
 ” is the headline. I hate the word “gag.”






 THIRTY-THREE

The Mother

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 26, 2008


T
 he photographs of the Taylors in France made Dawn furious. Is furious
 she wrote in her Facebook status, with a link to the main picture of Glen Taylor in shorts and bare-chested, lying on a lounger, reading a thriller called The Book of the Dead
 .

The crassness of it made her want to go around and shake the truth out of him. She cooked the idea in her head all morning, playing the scene over and over of her bringing Taylor to his knees and him crying and begging forgiveness. She was so sure it would work, she rang Mark Perry at the Herald
 and demanded a confrontation between her and the kidnapper.

“I could go to his house. I could look him in the eye. He might confess,” she said, high on the fear and excitement of meeting her child’s abductor.

Perry hesitated. Not from any compunction about accusing Taylor—he was writing the headline in his mind as he listened—but he wanted the dramatic confrontation to be exclusive, and the doorstep was far too public.

“He might not open the door, Dawn,” he said. “And then we’ll be left standing there. We need to do it where he can’t hide. In the street when he’s not expecting us. We’ll find out when he’s next 
 meeting with the lawyers and catch him as he goes in. Just us, Dawn.”

She understood and told no one. She knew her mum would try to dissuade her—“He’s scum, Dawn. He’s not going to confess in the street. It’ll just upset you and bring you down again. Let the courts get it out of him.” But Dawn didn’t want to listen to sense. She didn’t want advice. She wanted to act, to do something for Bella.

She didn’t have to wait long. “You won’t believe this, Dawn. He’s got an early-morning appointment next Thursday—on the anniversary of Bella’s disappearance,” Perry said on the phone. “It’ll be perfect.”

Dawn couldn’t speak for a moment. There was nothing perfect about the anniversary. It had been looming over the horizon, and the terrible dreams had increased. She found herself reenacting the days leading up to October 2: shopping trips, walking to nursery school, watching Bella’s DVDs. Two years without her little girl seemed like a lifetime.

Perry was still talking, and she tuned back in, trying to reach back to her anger. “Taylor likes to go when no one else is around, apparently, so we’ll have him to ourselves. Come in, and we’ll plan our MO.”

“What’s an MO?”

“It’s Latin for how we’re going to get Glen Taylor.”

Every eventuality was covered during the conference in the editor’s office. Arrival by taxi, check. Arrival by public transport, check. Back entrances, check. Timings, check. Dawn’s hiding place, check.

Dawn sat and received her orders. She was to sit in a black cab down the street from the barrister’s chambers and jump out at a signal from the reporter. Two rings on her mobile, then out.

“You’ll probably have time for only two questions, Dawn,” Tim, the chief reporter, advised. “So make them short and to the point.”


 “I just want to ask ‘Where’s my daughter?’ That’s all.”

The editor and assembled journalists exchanged glances. This was going to be fantastic.

On the day, Dawn was not dressed too smartly, as instructed. “You don’t want to look like a TV reporter in the photos,” Tim had said. “You want to look like the grieving mother.” He added quickly, “Like you, Dawn.”

She was collected by the office driver and delivered to the meeting point, a café in High Holborn. Tim, two other reporters, two photographers, and a video journalist were already around a Formica table, smeared plates stacked in the middle. “All ready?” he said, trying not to show too much excitement.

“Yes, Tim. I’m ready.”

As she sat in the cab with him later, her nerve began to fail, but he kept her talking about the campaign, keeping her anger ticking over. The mobile rang twice. “We’re on, Dawn,” he said, picking up the copy of the Herald
 she would thrust in Taylor’s face and cracking open the door. She could see them coming down the street, Glen Taylor and Jean, his simpering wife, and she stepped clear of the cab, her legs shaking.

The street was quiet; the office staff who would eventually fill the buildings were still jammed together on the underground. She stood in the middle of the pavement and watched them get nearer, her stomach knotted, but the couple failed to notice her until they were only a hundred feet away. Jean Taylor was fussing over her husband’s briefcase, trying to stuff documents back in, when she looked up and stopped dead. “Glen,” she said loudly. “It’s her, Bella’s mother.”

Glen Taylor focused on the woman in the street. “Christ, Jean. It’s an ambush. You say nothing, no matter what she says,” he hissed, and took hold of her arm to propel her through to the doorway.


 “Where is my daughter? Where’s Bella?” Dawn screamed into his face, spittle from the B landing near his mouth.

Taylor looked Dawn in the face for a fraction of a second and then was gone behind dead eyes. “Where is she, Glen?” Dawn repeated, trying to catch his arm and shake him. The cameramen had appeared and were capturing every second, circling the trio to get the best shots while the reporters barked questions, separating Jean Taylor from her husband and leaving her stranded like a stray sheep.

Dawn suddenly wheeled on Jean. “What has he done with my baby, Mrs. Taylor? What has your husband done with her?”

“He’s done nothing. He’s innocent. The court said so,” Jean screamed back, shocked into a response by the violence of the attack.

“Where’s my child?” Dawn shouted again, unable to ask anything else.

“We don’t know,” Jean yelled back. “Why did you leave your little girl alone so someone could take her? That’s what people should be asking.”

“That’s enough, Jean,” Taylor said, and pushed past the cameras, pulling her along in his wake as Tim comforted Dawn.

“She said it was my fault,” she breathed, her face ashen.

“She’s a nasty bitch, Dawn. Only she and the nutters think it’s your fault. Come on, let’s get you back to the paper for the interview.”


This is going to look great
 , he thought as they traveled through the traffic to West London.

Dawn stood beside one of the pillars to watch as the photographs were laid out along the whole length of the back bench so the newsroom could look and admire. “Fucking brilliant shots of Glen Taylor. That look he gave Dawn is chilling,” the picture editor said as he hawked his wares.

“We’ll put it on the front,” Perry said. “Page three, Dawn in tears 
 and Jean Taylor shouting at her like a fishwife. Not the mousy little woman, after all. Look at the fury in that face.”

“Now, where are the words?”

“The Kidnapper and the Mother” blared out of the front page the next morning on trains, buses, and at Britain’s breakfast tables.

Tim, the chief reporter, rang to congratulate her. “Great job, Dawn. Would love to be a fly on the wall at the Taylors’ this morning.” He didn’t tell her that the editor was delirious or that the Herald
 ’s sales were up, as was the editor’s annual bonus.






 THIRTY-FOUR

The Widow

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 2, 2008


I
 was shaking when we got into the lawyer’s. Not sure if it was anger or nerves—bit of both probably, and even Mr. Smoothy put his arm around me. “Bloody stunt merchants,” he said to Tom Payne. “We should report their behavior to the Press Council.”

I kept replaying it in my head from the moment I realized it was her. I should’ve recognized her straightaway. I’ve seen her enough times on the telly and in court. But it’s different when you see someone in the street where you’re not expecting them to be. You don’t really look at people’s faces, I think, just their outlines. ’Course, as soon as I really looked at her, I knew it was her. Dawn Elliott. The mother. Standing there with the idiots from the Herald
 egging her on, accusing my Glen when he’s been found not guilty. It’s not right. It’s not fair.

I suppose it was the shock that made me shout at her like that.

Glen was angry that I told her what I thought. “It’ll just keep everyone going, Jean. She’ll feel she has to defend herself and keep giving interviews. I told you to keep quiet.”

I said I was sorry, but I wasn’t. I meant every word I said to Dawn Elliott. I’ll do a phone-in tonight and say it again. It felt good to say it out loud, in public. People should know it’s all her fault. She was responsible for our little girl and she let her get taken.


 They sat me down with a hot drink in the clerk’s room while they got on with the meeting. I wasn’t in the mood for legal stuff, anyway, so I sat quietly in a corner, replaying the row in the street in my head and sort of listening to the secretaries’ chatter. Invisible again.

It took ages for the meeting to end, and then we had to discuss how we were going to get out without the press seeing us. In the end, we went out the back, down an alleyway where they put the bins and bikes. “They won’t be hanging around now, but no point taking chances,” Tom said. “It’ll be on their website by now and all over the paper tomorrow. It’ll increase the damages—just keep thinking about the money.”

Glen shook Tom’s hand, and I just sort of waved. I didn’t want the money. I wanted it to stop.

He was extra nice to me when we got in, taking my coat off and making me sit with my feet up while he put the kettle on.

It was the anniversary today. I’d marked it in my diary with a dot. A little dot that could be a slip of the pen so no one else would know if they looked.

Two years since she was taken. They’d never find her now—the people who took her must have persuaded everyone by now that she was theirs and she must have accepted them as her mum and dad. She’s little, and she probably hardly remembers her real mother. I hope she’s happy and they love her as much as I would if she were here with me.

For a moment I could see her sitting on our stairs, bumping down on her bottom and laughing. Calling for me to come and watch her. She could’ve been here if Glen had brought her home to me.

Glen hadn’t said much since we got back. He’d got his computer on his knee and closed it quickly when I went to sit next to him. “What were you looking at, love?” I asked.


 “Just flicking through the sports pages,” he said, and then went to put petrol in the car.

I picked up the computer and opened it. It said it was locked, and I sat and stared at the screen, at the photo of me Glen had put on it. There I was, locked like the computer.

When he came home, I tried to talk to him about the future. “Why don’t we move, Glen? Have the fresh start we keep talking about? We’re never going to escape this unless we do.”

“We’re not moving, Jean,” he snapped at me. “This is our home, and I won’t be driven out of it. We’re going to weather this. Together. The press will forget about us in the end and move on to some other poor sod.”

“They won’t,” I wanted to say. Every anniversary of Bella’s disappearance, every time a child goes missing, every time there is a quiet news day, they’ll come back. And we’ll just be sitting here, waiting.

“There are so many nice places to live, Glen. We’ve talked about living by the sea one day. We could do that now. We could even move abroad.”

“Abroad? What the hell are you talking about? I don’t want to live somewhere I can’t speak the language. I’m staying put.”

So we did. We might as well have moved to a desert island in the end, as we were completely isolated in our little house. Just the sharks circling occasionally. We kept each other company, doing the crossword together in the kitchen—him reading out the clues and writing the answers in while I was still guessing, watching films together in the living room, me learning to knit, him chewing his nails. Like an old retired couple. I’m not even forty yet.

“I think the Mannings’ poodle must’ve died. It’s been weeks since any dog shit has been left on the doorstep,” Glen said conversationally. “It was very old.”

The graffiti persisted. That paint is terrible to get off, and neither 
 of us wanted to stand there in full view, scrubbing at it, so it stayed. “Scum” and “Peedofile” in big red letters on the garden wall. “Kids,” Glen said. “From the local comprehensive, if the spelling’s anything to go by.”

There were letters from the “hate mail brigade” most weeks, but we’d started putting them straight in the bin. You could tell them a mile off. I never saw those tiny envelopes or the green pens they used for sale—the poisonous people must have had their own source of them and the rough, lined notepaper they preferred. I supposed it must be cheap.

I used to look at the handwriting to try to guess what sort of person had sent it. Some were all loops and swirls—the sort of writing on a wedding invitation—and I thought they must have been written by old people. No one else wrote like that anymore.

They were not all anonymous. Some wrote their address in spidery writing on the top—lovely names like “Rose Cottage” or “The Willows”—and then spewed out their bile underneath. I was so tempted to write back and tell them what I thought of them—to give them a dose of their own medicine. I wrote the replies in my head when I was pretending to watch the television, but I didn’t take it any further. It would’ve caused trouble.

“They’re just sick, Jeanie,” Glen said each time one plopped through the letter box. “We should feel sorry for them, really.”

Sometimes I wondered who they were, and then I thought they were probably people like me and Glen. Lonely people. People on the edge of things. Prisoners in their own homes.

I bought a big jigsaw puzzle at the local charity shop. It was a picture of a beach with cliffs and seagulls. It would give me something to do in the afternoons. It was going to be a long winter.
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I
 t’d been a quietish week—Christmas, fast approaching, had filled the paper with festive nonsense and warming stories of adversity overcome. Kate flicked through her notebook more from habit than hope, but there was nothing to pick at. The paper was already full of Saturday reads—long features, shrieking columnists, pages of elaborate Christmas fare and postfestivity diets. Terry looked happy, anyway.

Unlike the crime man, who, passing her desk on his way to the Gents, paused to vent his anger. “My Christmas anniversary piece has been chucked out,” he said.

“Poor you. Which one?” Kate asked. He was notorious for recycling stories—“the green bin of news,” he called it cheerfully.

“Bella. It’s Dawn’s third one without her. How about a drink at lunchtime?”

“Bella. Oh my God, I forgot you,” she told the child’s picture stuck on her filing cabinet. “I’m so sorry.”

The Herald
 ’s campaign had gone quiet once the threat of a libel action had become a reality, and both camps had drawn back behind their battle lines.

Kate heard on the grapevine that the legal director of the 
 Herald
 had had a stand-up row with the editor over the initial coverage, and she persuaded her rival Tim to tell her all about it over a glass or three of wine. He’d been cautious about the details at first, but the story was too good not to tell properly. He propped up the bar in a pub opposite the High Court and told her how the house lawyer had accused Mark Perry of ignoring his advice and using “lurid comments” and allegations in the copy.

“I expect ‘Taylor’s killer eyes’ was one of them.” Kate laughed. “I thought you were on pretty shaky ground there.”

“Yes. One of Perry’s choicer phrases. Anyway, the lawyer said Mark was ramping up the potential damages every time he pulled a stunt like that.”

“And Taylor’s got money to fund a case. All that compensation from the police,” Kate said.

“The editor’s agreed to pull back from the direct accusations and harassment. Soft-pedal while the libel case is pending.”

“But he’s not going to give up the campaign, is he?” Kate asked. “He’ll definitely have to pay up if he does that. It’s tantamount to admitting he’s in the wrong.”

Tim grimaced into his Merlot. “He’s not happy. He hit his monitor with his fist, then crashed back into the newsroom to tell everyone they were ‘fucking amateurs.’ He likes to spread the pain. Calls it inclusivity.”

Kate had patted Tim’s arm sympathetically and headed for home.

As Tim had predicted, the Herald
 had quieted down, and the libel action appeared to have stalled in the chambers of both sides.

But she was ready to have another go. She needed to find her notebook from a year ago. There, scribbled on the cover, was an address in Peckham for one Mike Doonan.

“Slipping out to knock a door on a tip,” she told Terry. “On my mobile if you need me.”


 It took an age to cross Westminster Bridge and crawl down the Old Kent Road, but the cabbie finally pulled up in the shadow of a grim relic of 1960s cutting-edge architecture. A gray concrete box, studded with filthy windows and satellite dishes.

Kate went to the door and pressed the bell. She knew what she was going to say—she’d had plenty of time in the taxi to plan—but there was no answer. The flat echoed with the bell ringing, but it was the only sound.

“He’s out,” a voice called from next door. A woman’s voice.

“Bugger. I hoped I’d catch him in. I thought he was housebound,” she replied.

A head appeared out of the door. Ancient, tight perm, and an apron. “He’s down at the bookies. Doesn’t go out much now, with his back, poor Mike. But he tries to get out once a day. Was he expecting you?”

Kate smiled at the neighbor. “Not really. It was on the off chance. I’m doing a story about a man he used to work with when he was a driver. Glen Taylor. The Bella case.”

The neighbor opened her door wider. “The Bella case? Did he work with that bloke? He never said. Do you want to come in and wait?”

Within the first five minutes, Mrs. Meaden had told Kate about Doonan’s medical condition—“degenerative osteoarthritis, getting steadily worse”—his betting habit, ex-wives, kids, and diet—“beans on toast practically every night; can’t be good for him.

“I do a bit of shopping for him every week, and the kids on the estate run errands.”

“That’s kind of you—he’s lucky to have a neighbor like you.”

Mrs. Meaden looked pleased. “It’s what any Christian would do,” she said. “Tea?”


 Kate balanced the flowered cup and saucer on the arm of her chair and took a shop-bought mince pie out of the proffered cake tin.

“Funny he never mentioned he knew this Glen Taylor man, isn’t it?” Mrs. Meaden said, brushing crumbs off her lap.

“They worked together. At Qwik Delivery,” Kate prompted.

“He drove for years. Says that’s what did it for his back. He doesn’t really have friends. Not what I call friends—people who come and see him. He used to go to a computer place around here—said it was sort of a club. Used to go regularly before he retired. Funny thing for a man of his age to be doing, I always thought. Still, he’s on his own, so he must get bored.”

“I didn’t know there was a computer club around here. Do you know what it’s called?”

“It’s on Princess Street, I think. Shabby-looking place with blacked-out windows. Oh, there’s Mike now.”

They could hear the heavy sound of dragging feet and the stabbing of a stick onto the concrete walkway.

“Hello, Mike,” Mrs. Meaden called as she opened her door. “Got a lady from the press here for you.”

Doonan pulled a face as Kate emerged. “Sorry, love. My back is killing me. Can you come back another time?”

Kate moved closer to him and took his arm. “Let me at least help you in,” she said. And did.

The smell in Doonan’s flat was nothing like the cabbage and Dettol disinfectant permeating next door. It smelled of men. Sweat, old beer, stale cigarette smoke, feet.

“What do you want to talk to me for? I told the police all I knew,” Doonan said as Kate perched on a hard chair opposite him.

“Glen Taylor,” she said simply.

“Oh, him.”


 “You used to work together.”

Doonan nodded.

“I’m writing a profile on him. Trying to get a better picture of who he really is.”

“Then you’ve come to the wrong person. He was no friend of mine. I’ve told the police. Stuck-up little prick, if you want to know.”


I do
 , she thought.

“Always thought he was better than us. Slumming it until something better came along.”

She had found his sore spot and scratched it. “Heard he was a bit arrogant.”

“Arrogant? That’s an understatement. Lorded it over us in the lunchroom with his stories of when he ran a bank. And then he got me into trouble over my back problem. Told the boss I was having them on about how bad it was. Said I was faking.”

“That must’ve caused you problems.”

Doonan smiled bitterly. “Joke of it is that I helped him get the job at Qwik Delivery.”

Kate pounced. “Really? So you knew him before. Where’d you come across him?”

“On the Net. On a forum or something.” Doonan sounded less sure of himself.

“And at the club in Princess Street?”

Doonan flashed a look at Kate. “What club?” he said. “Look, I need to take my pills. You’ll have to go.”

She put her business card down beside him and shook his hand. “Thanks for talking to me, Mike. I really appreciate it. I’ll let myself out.”

She headed straight for Princess Street.

The sign for Internet Inc. was small and amateurish, the shop 
 window painted black on the inside, and there was a CCTV camera positioned over the door. Looks like a sex shop
 , she thought.

The door was locked, and there were no opening times posted. She walked to the greengrocer’s at the top of the street and waited until one of the assistants in a Santa hat came out to serve her from the stall on the pavement.

“Hi. I want to use the Internet, but the place down the street is closed. Do you know when it opens?” she said, and the young man laughed.

“You don’t want to go in there, love. It’s for blokes.”

“How do you mean?”

“Porn place, innit? They don’t let the public in. It’s a sort of club thing for dirty old men.”

“Oh, right. Who runs it, then?”

“Dunno really. Manager is an Asian bloke called Lenny, but it’s open at night mainly, so we don’t see him much.”

“Thanks. I’ll have four of those apples.”

She’d come back later.

Internet Inc. looked even less savory in the dark. Kate had spent two and a half hours in a grimy pub, sipping a succession of warm fruit juices and listening to Perry Como work his magic on “Frosty the Snowman.” She was not in the mood for a brush-off.

When she tried the door it was still locked, but knocking on the blackened glass produced a voice from within.

“Hello. Who is it?”

“I need to speak to Lenny,” Kate said, looking up at the camera with her most winning smile.

Silence.

The door opened and a tall, muscular man in a vest and jeans appeared. “Do I know you?” he asked.


 “Hi. You must be Lenny. I’m Kate. I wondered if I could have a quick word.”

“What about?”

“About a story I’m writing.”

“You’re a reporter?” Lenny slid backward into the shop. “We’ve got a license. It’s all legit. There’s no story here.”

“No, it’s not about you. It’s about Bella Elliott.”

The name was like a magic talisman. It transfixed people. Drew them in. “Bella Elliott? Little Bella?” he said. “Look, come on through to my office.”

She entered a narrow, darkened room, lit only by the LED glow of a dozen computer screens. Each was in a booth with a chair. There was no other furniture, but in a nod to the season, a piece of tinsel hung limply from the central light.

“No customers yet. They usually come a bit later,” Lenny explained as he led her to his cupboard of an office, the walls lined with stacks of DVDs and magazines. “Ignore those,” he advised as he caught her looking at the titles.

“Right,” she said, and sat.

“You’ve come about Glen Taylor, haven’t you?”

Kate couldn’t speak for a moment. He’d cut to the chase before she’d had a chance to ask her first question.

“Yes.”

“I wondered when someone would finally knock on my door. Thought it’d be the police. But it’s you.”

“Did he come here? Was Glen Taylor a member of your club?”

Lenny considered the questions. “Look, I never talk about members—no one would come if I did. But I’ve got kids . . .”

Kate nodded. “I understand, but I’m not interested in anyone else. Just him. Will you help me? Please.”


 The manager’s struggle between the omertà
 of his sex shop and doing the right thing played out in the seconds of silence. He gnawed at a fingernail. Kate let him stew.

Finally he looked up and said: “Yes, he came here occasionally. Started a couple of years ago. I looked up his card when I saw his face in the paper. We don’t use real names here—members prefer it that way. But I knew the face. It was 2006 he started coming. Another member brought him.”

“Mike Doonan?”

“You said you wouldn’t ask about anyone else. Anyway, as I said, no real names, but I think they worked together.”

Kate smiled at him. “That’s so helpful, thanks. Can you remember the last time he came—are there any records?”

“Hang on,” Lenny said, and unlocked an ancient filing cabinet.

“He registered as 007. Very smooth. No visits registered after September 6, 2006, until August this year.”

“This year? He’s come back?”

“Yeah, just a few sessions, now and then.”

“What was he doing here? Do you know, Lenny?”

“That’s enough questions. It’s all confidential. But you don’t need to be a genius to guess. We don’t monitor sites visited—best not to, we decided. But basically, our members come to view adult sites.”

“Sorry to be blunt, but you mean porn?”

He nodded.

“Weren’t you tempted to look to see after you realized it was him?”

“It was months after he stopped coming in that I realized it was him, and he’d used different computers. It would’ve been a big job, and we’re busy.”

“Why didn’t you call the police about Glen Taylor?”

Lenny looked away for a moment. “I thought about it, but would 
 you invite the police in here? People come because it’s private. It would’ve closed the business. Anyway, they arrested him, so I didn’t need to.”

A loud knock on the shop door ended the conversation. “You’ve got to go. Got a customer.”

“Okay, thanks for telling me all this. Here’s my card in case you think of anything else. Can I use your loo quickly before I go?”

Lenny pointed at a door in the corner of the room. “It’s pretty grim, but help yourself.”

He left her to it, and as soon as he’d gone, she pulled out her phone and photographed the membership card still sitting on the desk before pulling open the toilet door, holding her breath, and flushing the toilet.

Lenny was waiting for her. He opened the front door and stood to shield the cowering customer from Kate’s inquiring look.

In the street, she phoned Bob Sparkes. “Bob, it’s Kate. I think he’s at it again.”
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S
 parkes listened in silence as Kate told her story, casually noting the address and names but unable to comment or question. Beside him, his new boss worked on, crunching numbers of street robbery victims by gender, age, and race.

“Okay,” he said when Kate drew a breath. “Bit busy at the moment. Can you send me the document you mentioned? Perhaps we could meet tomorrow?”

Kate understood the professional code. “Ten a.m. outside the pub at the end of the road, Bob. I’m e-mailing you the photo I took now.”

He returned to his computer screen, miming regret for the interruption to his colleague, and waited until they had finished their work to look at his phone.

Sparkes felt sick as he looked at the membership card. Taylor’s last visit was only three weeks earlier.

He called Zara Salmond as he walked to the tube station.

“Sir? How are you doing?”

“Fine, Salmond. We need to go back to the case.” He didn’t need to say which. “We’ve got to look at every detail again to find a way to nail him.”


 “Right. Okay. Can you tell me why?”

He could imagine the look on his sergeant’s face.

“Difficult at the moment, Salmond, but I’ve had information that he’s back on the porn trail again. Can’t say more than that, but I’ll be in touch when I’ve got more.”

Salmond sighed. He could hear her thought bubble—Not again
 —and couldn’t blame her.

“I’m off for Christmas, sir. On leave. But back in on January the second. Can it wait until then?”

“Yes. Sorry to ring out of the blue, Salmond. And happy Christmas.”

He put his phone in his overcoat pocket and trudged down the steps, his stomach knotted.

The force had scaled back the Bella Elliott case after the lengthy Downing review found no new leads, no van, and no further suspects. DI Jude Downing had tidied her desk and gone back to her real job, and the Hampshire Police Force put out a press release saying that the investigation would continue. In reality, this meant leaving it ticking over with a team of two to check out the now occasional calls about possible sightings and pass them on. Nobody was saying it in public, but the trail had gone dead.

Even the appetite for Dawn Elliott’s emotional campaign was beginning to wane. There were only so many ways you could say “I want my daughter back,” Sparkes supposed. And the Herald
 had gone very quiet on the subject after its initial firestorm of publicity.

And when Sparkes went, it had removed the daily impetus for their hunt. DCI Wellington had also made sure Salmond was too busy with other work to take it up on her own initiative. She’d heard when Sparkes was brought back from sick leave, but he’d still not set foot in the office. But his call before Christmas had stirred up all sorts of feelings.


 The day Salmond went back to work in January, she pulled up her own Bella case file, filled with the loose ends and tasks, and made a list while she waited for his call.

Leafing through, she found the query on Matt White. Unfinished business. She’d put it under “priorities” originally but had been sidetracked by Sparkes’s latest idea. Not this time. She would chase it down, and went online to search the electoral register for the name. Dozens of Matthew Whites but nothing immediately matching Dawn’s information about age, marital status, and area.

She missed Sparkes’s dry humor and determination more than she’d admit to her colleagues—“Can’t get sentimental if I’m to get anywhere in the police,” she’d told Sparkes.

She needed to find Mr. White’s true identity, and went back to the basic information about Dawn’s relationship with him. It took place largely in the Tropicana nightclub and, once, in a hotel room.

“Where would he have had to use his real name, Zara?” she said out loud. “When he used his credit card,” she finally answered. “I bet he paid by card at the hotel where he took Dawn.”

The hotel was part of a chain, and Salmond mentally crossed her fingers as she dialed its number to ask if they still had records from around the dates Dawn was seeing him.

Five days later, Salmond had another list. The hotel manager was a woman in the same efficient mold as the detective and had e-mailed the relevant data. “Matt White is here, sir,” she said confidently to Sparkes in a first, brief phone call, and didn’t speak for the rest of the day.

Sparkes put down his phone and allowed himself a moment to examine the possibilities. His new boss was an impatient man, and he had a paper to finish on the impact of ethnicity and gender on community policing efficiency. Whatever that meant.

The last five months had been surreal.


 As instructed by his superior officer and advised by his union rep, he’d contacted one of the counselors on the list and spent sixty grueling minutes with an overweight and underqualified woman who was all about tackling demons. “They are sitting on your shoulder, Bob. Can you feel them?” she said earnestly, sounding more like a psychic on the Blackpool pier than a professional. He’d listened to her politely but decided she seemed to have more demons than he did and never went back. Eileen would have to do.

His leave was extended piecemeal, and as he waited to be recalled to duty, he played with the idea of signing up for an Open University course in psychology, printed out the reading list, and began his studies quietly in his dining room.

When the recall finally came, he was to be sent zigzagging across a series of short-term assignments to other forces, plugging gaps and writing reports, while Hampshire worked out what to do with him. He was still seen as damaged goods, as far as the murder investigation unit was concerned, but he wasn’t ready to retire on a pension, as they hoped. He couldn’t leave yet. Things still to do.

It took Salmond a week to work through the dates and patterns of names, listing and relisting as she checked with electoral registers, police computer records, Facebook, and social media to track down the guests. She loved this sort of work—the chase through data, knowing that if the information was there, she would find it and experience the moment of triumph when the name emerged.

It was a Thursday afternoon when she found him. Mr. Matthew Evans, a married man living with his wife, Shan, in Walsall, and in Southampton on Dawn’s dates. Right age, right job.

She immediately went back to the helpful manager to ask her to put the name back through their system to see if he’d been in the city on the day Bella went missing. “No, no Matthew Evans 
 since July 2003. He stayed one night in a deluxe double and had room service,” the manager reported.

“Brilliant, thanks,” she said, already texting Sparkes with the news from her personal phone. She took a breath and walked up the stairs to the DCI’s office to tell her about the new lead. She’d barely registered her before except as part of the Bob Sparkes problem, but that was about to change. Zara Salmond would be on the map.

But if she’d expected a ticker-tape parade, she was mistaken. Wellington listened carefully, then muttered, “Good work, Sergeant. Write your report and get it to me immediately. And let’s send West Midlands around to see this Evans.”

Salmond walked back to her office, her disappointed feet heavy on the stairs.
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M
 atthew Evans was not a happy man. The police had come knocking on his door without warning, and his wife, baby on hip and toddler at her side, had opened the door to them.

Bob Sparkes smiled politely with Salmond standing nervously at his side. The young officer had agreed to go with her old boss to knock on the door but knew she was putting herself on the line. She would have the book thrown at her if her superiors found out, but he’d persuaded her that they were doing the right thing.

“I know I’m not on the case now.”

“You were removed, sir.”

“Right, thank you for reminding me, Salmond. But I need to be there. I know the case inside out, and I’ll be able to spot the lies,” he’d said.

She knew he was right and called the West Midlands police to let them know she’d be in their force area, but as soon as she put the phone down, she felt pressurized and sick.

Salmond drove, but Sparkes took the train north to avoid being seen by his former colleagues. When he spotted Salmond waiting for him outside the railway station, she looked grim and stressed.


 “Come on, Salmond, it’ll be fine,” he said quietly. “No one will know I was here. The invisible man, I promise.”

She’d given him a brave smile, and the pair trudged off to meet Matt Evans.

“Matt, there’s two police officers here to see you,” his wife had called to him. “What’s this about?” she asked the officers on the doorstep, but Sparkes and Salmond waited until they had her husband in front of them before saying anything further. Fair’s fair,
 Sparkes thought.

Evans had a good idea why the police were there. The first time he saw Dawn and Bella on the television and did the math, he knew the cops would appear one day. But as the weeks, months, and now years passed, he began to hope.


She might not be mine
 , he’d told himself at the start. Bet Dawn was sleeping with other blokes
 . But in his stomach—a much more reliable organ than his heart—he knew she was his. Bella looked so much like his “real” daughter, he was amazed people hadn’t seen it and rung in to Crimewatch
 .

But they hadn’t, and he’d continued his life, adding to his family and picking up new Dawns along the way. He never had sex without a condom again, though.

The senior officer suggested a quiet chat, and he gratefully took them into the dining room they never used.

“Mr. Evans, do you know a Dawn Elliott?” Salmond said.

Evans had considered lying—he was very good at it—but knew Dawn would identify him if it came to it. “Yes. We had a bit of a romance a few years ago, when I was working as a salesman down on the south coast. You know what it’s like when you’re working long hours. You need a bit of fun, a bit of relaxation . . .”

Salmond looked at him coolly, registering the floppy fringe, big brown eyes, and cheeky, persuasive smile, and moved on.


 “And did you know that Dawn had a baby after your romance? Did she contact you?”

Evans swallowed hard. “No, I knew nothing about the baby. Look, I changed my mobile number because she was getting a bit clingy and . . .”

“You didn’t want your wife to find out,” Sparkes finished for him.

Matt looked grateful and turned on the man-to-man stuff. “Yeah. Look, Shan, my wife, doesn’t need to know about this, does she?” The last time Shan Evans had been contacted by one of her husband’s conquests, she’d said there would be no more chances and demanded that they have another baby, their third. “It’ll bring us closer, Matt.”

It hadn’t. The sleepless nights and postpartum sex moratorium had sent him out looking for fun and relaxation again. There was a secretary in London at the moment. He couldn’t help himself.

“That’s up to you, sir,” Sparkes said. “Has there ever been any contact between you since you changed your mobile?”

“No. I steered well clear. Dangerous to go back—they think you’ve come back to marry them.”


Heartless bastard
 , Zara Salmond thought, writing hb
 in the margin of her notebook. Then amending it to fhb
 . She’d had her own teenage encounters with married men on the prowl.

Evans was fidgeting in his hard chair. “Actually, funny thing. I did spot her once in a chat room on the Internet. I was just browsing through, like you do, and there she was. Seem to remember she was ‘Little Miss Sunshine,’ like the children’s book—my eldest’s got that one—but she was using her own photo. Not the brightest spark, Dawn.”

“Did you make yourself known to ‘Little Miss Sunshine’?”

“’Course not. The whole point of chat rooms is everyone is supposed to be anonymous. More fun that way.”


 DS Salmond wrote it all down, asking him to spell out the name of the chat rooms he favored and his own online identities. After twenty-five minutes, Evans began to rise to show them out, but Sparkes had not finished.

“We need you to give some samples, Mr. Evans.”

“What for? I’m pretty sure Bella was mine—she looks just like my other kids.”

“Well, that’s good to know. But we need to be sure, and we need to be able to rule you out of our investigation.”

Evans looked aghast. “Investigation? I haven’t had anything to do with the disappearance of that little girl.”

“Your little girl, sir.”

“Well, yes, okay, but why would I kidnap a child? I’ve got three of my own. Some days I’d pay someone to kidnap them.”

“I’m sure, sir,” Sparkes said. “But we need to be thorough so we can rule you out. Why don’t you get your jacket and tell your wife you need to go out?”

The officers waited outside.

Salmond looked like she might burst, she was so pleased with herself. “He saw Dawn in an over-eighteens chat room. She was a player—an amateur but a player.”

Sparkes tried to remain calm, but the adrenaline was pumping through him, too. “This could be the link, Salmond. The link between her and Glen Taylor.” He laughed despite himself.

Neither of them heard the exchange between husband and wife, but Salmond sensed it was unfinished business when Evans got in the car with them.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said, and shut up. At the local police station, Evans gave DNA samples, attempting laddish banter with the younger officers, but no one was charmed. Tougher audience than the wasted girls on the dance floor,
 Sparkes thought as 
 Salmond applied a little more force than was strictly necessary on Evans’s fingers in the ink.

“Sorry, sir. You have to press hard to get a good impression.”

Zara Salmond told Sparkes she was driving back to her HQ to tell her new boss the news, face-to-face. She needed time to put together her story without dropping Sparkes—and herself—in it.

“I’ll say West Midlands didn’t have the resources, so I went and confirmed that he’s Bella Elliott’s father. That he’s a serial shagger from Brum like we thought—one Matthew Evans. Pharmaceutical company rep, married with three children. What do you think?”

He’d smiled encouragement, adding: “And he may provide the link between Glen and Bella.”


Cue champagne corks,
 Sparkes thought, more in hope than in expectation.

In the end, she told him later, the significance of the breakthrough swept aside questions about why she had taken it upon herself to visit Evans herself.

“We’ll talk about that later, Salmond,” DCI Wellington said as she picked up the phone to Chief Superintendent Parker to claim her part of the glory.

Sparkes’s recall to the Hampshire squad came four days later. CS Parker was short and to the point. “We’ve got a fresh lead on the Bella case, Bob. No doubt you’ve heard. We want you to take it on. I’ve talked to the Met to clear it. How quickly can you come back?”

“On my way, sir.”

His return was typically low-key. “Hello, Salmond. Let’s see where we are with Matthew Evans,” he said as he took his coat off.

And he slipped back in as if he’d stepped out for just a few minutes. Salmond and the IT forensics team did not have encouraging news. They had gone steaming back through the data downloaded 
 from Taylor’s original computer to hook out LMS as soon as they got the information. But she wasn’t there.

“No chats, no e-mails, sir. We’ve looked under all the permutations, but she doesn’t seem to figure.” Sparkes, Salmond, and DC Dan Fry, who had been brought back into the team, stood in a ragged semicircle behind the techie’s chair and stared at the screen as names rolled up, willing her to appear. It was the fourth time through the list, and the mood in the room was bleak.

Sparkes went back to his office and picked up the phone. “Hello, Dawn. It’s Bob Sparkes. No, no news exactly, but I have a couple of questions. I need to talk to you, Dawn. Can I come now?”

She deserved to be handled carefully after all she’d been through, but this had to be addressed head-on.






 THIRTY-EIGHT

The Mother

THURSDAY, JULY 13, 2006


D
 awn Elliott liked going out. She loved the ritual of a deep, perfumed bath, conditioning and blow-drying her long hair in front of the mirror. Putting on thick mascara with party music playing loudly. The final look in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door and then clip-clopping
 to the taxi in high heels, the fizz of excitement rising in her chest. Going out felt like being seventeen forever.

Bella had stopped all that for a while. It had been bloody stupid getting pregnant, and it was her own fault. Too eager to please. He was so sexy—dancing to be close to her that first time they set eyes on each other. He’d taken her hand and twirled her around until she was dizzy and laughing. They’d taken their drinks outside with the smokers, to get some air. His name was Matt and he was already taken, but she didn’t care. He visited Southampton only once a month for work, but he phoned and texted every day in the beginning, when his wife thought he was fetching something from the car or taking the dog for a walk.

It had lasted six months—until he told her his office had moved him from the south coast to the northeast. Their last encounter had been so intense, she felt drunk on the experience afterward. 
 He’d begged her to have sex without a condom—“It’ll be more special, Dawn.” And it was, she supposed, but he didn’t hang around to hear the result. Married men don’t, her mother had told her, despairing of her naïveté. “They’ve got wives and children, Dawn. They just want sex with stupid girls like you. What are you going to do about the baby?”

She didn’t know at first, and she put off any decision in case Matt reappeared like a knight on a white horse to whisk her away to a new life. And when he didn’t, she read glossy baby magazines and sleepwalked into motherhood.

She didn’t regret going ahead with the pregnancy—well, not often, only when Bella woke up every hour from three a.m., or was teething and screaming, or filling a nappy. The baby years turned out to be not as advertised in the magazines, but they had survived it together and things got better as Bella became a person and a bit of company for Dawn.

She’d tell her daughter all her secrets and thoughts, safe in the knowledge that Bella wouldn’t judge her. The little girl laughed along with her when she was happy and cuddled into her lap when Dawn cried.

But hours spent watching CBeebies and playing video games on her phone didn’t fill her life. Dawn was lonely. She was only twenty-six. She shouldn’t be on her own, but who would be interested in a single mum?

She was attracted to married men—she’d read somewhere the older man represented a father figure and the excitement of forbidden fruit. She hadn’t got the biblical allusion but understood the mixture of danger and safety all too well. She wanted to find another Matt but couldn’t afford babysitters and her mum disapproved of her going out until late.

“What are you doing? Nightclubs? For goodness’ sake, Dawn, 
 look where that got you last time. You are a mother now. Why don’t you go out for a meal with one of your friends?”

So she did. She and Carole, an old school friend. Sharing a Hawaiian pizza was nice, but she didn’t return home buzzing with music and vodka shots.

She’d found the chat room through a magazine in the doctor’s waiting room. Bella had a temperature and a rash, and Dawn knew that Dr. John, as he liked to be known, would chat with her, give her some attention—“fancies me a bit,” she told herself, deciding to put on makeup at the last minute. She needed to be fancied. Every woman did.

Flipping through the pages of a teen mag, grimy with dozens of fingers and thumbs, she had read about the new dating scene online. She was so engrossed, she missed her number being called. The receptionist had to shout her name, and she got up quickly, grabbing Bella from the Lego pit and stuffing the magazine into her bag for later.

Her laptop was old and battered, not helped by the fact that she kept it on top of the wardrobe, away from Bella’s sticky fingers. A bloke at work had given it to her when he got a new one. She’d used it at first, but when the charger stopped working and she didn’t have the money to get another one, she’d lost interest.

On the way home from the doctor’s, she used her emergency credit card to buy a new charger.

The chat room was brilliant. She basked in the attention from her new friends, the men who wanted to know all about her, who asked about her life, her dreams and wanted her photo, who weren’t put off by her having a child. Some even wanted to know about her little girl.

She didn’t tell anyone else. No one outside the laptop. This was her thing.






 THIRTY-NINE

The Detective

THURSDAY, JANUARY 21, 2010


T
 he house on Manor Road looked cleaner and tidier. Bella’s toys were stacked in a box by the television, and the front room had been turned into the Find Bella campaign headquarters. Volunteers were at a table going through the post—“We get a hundred letters on a good day,” Dawn said proudly—and sorting them into three piles: possible sightings, well-wishers, and nutters. The nutters pile looked a lot bigger than the others, but Sparkes didn’t comment.

“Lots of people are sending money to help us look for Bella,” Dawn said. The fund was putting adverts in newspapers all over the world and paying for the occasional private investigator to check out a lead.

“Let’s go somewhere quiet, Dawn,” he said, and guided her by her elbow to the kitchen, closing the door.

At the mention of Matt, she burst into tears. “How did you find him? What did he say about me? About Bella?”

“He said he thought he was her father and we’re waiting for the DNA results.”

“Has he got other children?”


 “Yes, Dawn.”

“Do they look like her?”

“Yes.”

She cried harder.

“Come on, Dawn. We need to talk about something else Matt Evans told us. About seeing you in an online chat room.”

That stopped the tears. “Matt saw me in a chat room? I didn’t see him.”

“But you went in chat rooms?”

“Yes, but not like the places you talked about in the trial. It wasn’t nasty or about sex.”

Sparkes paused. “Why didn’t you say you had used chat rooms?”

Dawn reddened. “I was embarrassed. I never told anyone when I was doing it because I thought people would think I used them to find sex. I didn’t, Inspector Sparkes. I was just lonely. It was just chatting. Stuff about what happened on EastEnders
 or I’m a Celebrity
  . . . I never met anyone in real life. I honestly didn’t think it was worth mentioning.”

Sparkes leaned forward to pat her hand on the kitchen table. “Did you talk about Bella in the chat rooms, Dawn?”

She looked at him and struggled to speak. “No, well, yes, a bit. To other girls. But just, you know, stuff like if Bella had kept me up or funny things she’d done. We were just talking.”

“But other people can hear you, can’t they?”

Dawn looked like she might faint, and Sparkes moved around to her side of the table, easing her chair back and gently pushing her head down into her lap for a moment. She was still deathly pale when she sat back up.

“Him, you mean,” she said. “Did he hear me talk about Bella? Is that how he found her?”

There was no need for names. They both knew who “he” was. 
 “We can’t be sure, Dawn, but we need you to think back, to try to remember who you talked to online. We’ll look on your laptop, too.”

A volunteer came in to ask Dawn a question, and seeing her tearful face, immediately started to back out. “No, please stay. Can you look after Dawn for a minute? She’s had a shock and could probably do with a cup of tea.”

Sparkes went outside and phoned Salmond.

He bagged and brought Dawn’s battered computer back to HQ while his sergeant took a statement from the devastated mother. Sparkes wanted to be in on the hunt through the sites. He wanted to be there when Bigbear, or whatever sick nursery allusion Taylor had used, popped up.

The atmosphere in the lab was fetid, a mixture of locker room and abandoned pizzas, and the technicians looked weary as they took away the machine for cataloging and mining. They were grateful there was a fraction of the activity to plow through this time, but it still took hours to produce a list of chat-room sites and contacts.

The list, when it came, was the familiar jumble of fantasy and lurid names, and Sparkes ran through them quickly to rule out the known Taylor avatars. “He must have used another name,” he told Fry.

“We got all the identities he used from his laptop, sir.”

“Are we sure he only had one laptop?”

“No sign of any others, but he was definitely using at least one Internet café. Maybe others on his travels.”

The technician sighed. “We’ll have to rule out all the ones we can and then narrow the field a bit.”

Sparkes picked up the list and headed back to Dawn Elliott’s house.

Dawn was still crying. Salmond was holding her hand and 
 talking in a low voice. “Let’s carry on, Dawn. You’re doing brilliantly.” She turned to Sparkes. “She’s doing brilliantly, sir.”

Dawn looked up at him standing in the doorway like he had the day Bella had gone. The sense of déjà vu was uncanny.

“I’ve got a list of the people you encountered, here. Let’s look at it together to see if you remember anything.”

The rest of the house was silent. The volunteers had long gone, chased out by the sense of doom and Dawn’s distress.

She ran her finger down the names, page after page. “I didn’t know I talked to so many people,” she said.

“You probably didn’t, Dawn. People can just join a chat room and say hello and then listen.”

She paused several times, making Sparkes’s pulse jump, telling Salmond some small remembered detail—“Seagull, she lived in Brighton and wanted to know about house prices here”; “Billiejean was a big Michael Jackson fan, was always telling us about him”; “Redhead100 was looking for love. Wonder if she found it”—but most of the chat had been so mundane, Dawn had little recollection.

When she reached TDS she stopped. “Tall, Dark Stranger. I do remember him. It made me laugh when I saw his name. Such a cliché. I think we e-mailed once or twice outside the chat room. There was nothing romantic. He was nice to talk to when I felt low once, but we didn’t stay in touch.”

Sparkes went out of the room and phoned Fry. “Look for TDS.
 Could be him. They e-mailed outside the chat room. Text if you find anything.”

It took a while but, finally, his phone beeped. Found him
 was the message.

One of the forensics team was waiting to see Sparkes when he arrived for work. “We’ve found the e-mail contact between Dawn 
 Elliott and TDS—just three e-mails, but there is mention of Bella in them.”

Sparkes wasn’t a punching-the-air kind of man, but he came close. “Next step is linking the e-mail address to Taylor, sir.”

They were also all over Dawn’s Facebook site. There were hundreds of photos of Bella on it, but Dan Fry had been brought back to the team and was searching for the images available before the kidnapping and working his way through her friends list for signs of their man.


It’s the new version of footslogging
 , Sparkes thought as he watched the team at work.

A weary-looking techie came to see him later that day. “Problem, sir. Dawn Elliott didn’t put any security on her Facebook page until after the little girl went missing, so anyone could have looked at her info and photos without becoming a friend.”

“Christ. Have we looked anyway?”

“Of course. Neither Glen Taylor nor any of the identities we know about appears. Odd thing is that Jean Taylor is there. She’s a friend of the Find Bella campaign.”

“Jean? Are you sure it is her?”

“Yes. Security was put on the page by then. She not only liked the page, but she posted a couple of messages.”

“Messages?”

“Yes. She told Dawn she was praying for Bella’s safe return and, later, sent a message on Bella’s fourth birthday.”

Sparkes was mystified. Why would Jean Taylor befriend Dawn Elliott? “Are we sure it’s her, not someone posing as her?”

“The e-mail address is jeanie1970@hotmail.com—one she uses, and the IP address matches her area of London. We can’t be rock solid, but it certainly points that way.”

Sparkes considered the possibilities. It could be her husband 
 posing as her, but it was after the kidnapping. Maybe he was just making sure he heard all the info about the hunt.

“Great work. Let’s keep digging,” he told the technician, and closed his office door to get some thinking space.

He needed to talk to Glen and Jean. Separately.






 FORTY

The Widow

FRIDAY, JANUARY 22, 2010


I
 was doing some hand washing in the sink when Bob Sparkes knocked. I stuck my hands under the tap to rinse off the soap and then shook them dry as I walked to the door. I wasn’t expecting anyone, but Glen had put in a little camera so we could see who was on the doorstep on a video screen. “Save us wasting our time opening the door to the press, Jeanie,” he said, putting the last screw in the bracket.

I didn’t like it. It made everyone look like criminals, all distorted like in the back of a spoon, even his mum. But he insisted. I looked and saw DI Sparkes, his nose filling the screen. I pressed the intercom and asked, “Who is it?” No point making it easy for him. He sort of smiled. He knew it was a game and said, “It’s DI Bob Sparkes, Mrs. Taylor. Can we have a quick word?”

I opened the door and he was there, his face restored to normal proportions, a nice face, really. “I didn’t think I’d see you again, after the compensation settlement and everything else.”

“Well, here I am. It’s been a while. How are you both?” he said, bold as brass.

“Fine, no thanks to you, but I’m afraid Glen isn’t here, Inspector. Maybe you should call ahead next time, if you want to come back.”

“No, that’s fine. I just want to ask you a couple of questions.”


 “Me? What can you possibly have to ask me? The case against Glen is closed.”

“I know, I know, but there is something I need to ask you, Jean.”

The intimacy of using my first name threw me off guard, and I told him to wipe his feet.

When he came in, he went straight into the living room—like he was family. He sat down in his usual place, and I stood in the doorway. I wasn’t going to get comfortable with him. He shouldn’t have come. It wasn’t right.

He didn’t look sorry for coming, harassing us after the courts had said it was all over. I suddenly felt frightened. Having him here was like it was starting all over again. The questions starting again. And I was afraid. Afraid he’d found something new to hound us with.

“Jean, I want to ask you why you became Dawn Elliott’s friend on Facebook.”

I hadn’t expected that. I didn’t know what to say. I’d started using the Internet after Glen was charged and taken away. I wanted to understand how it worked—put myself in Glen’s shoes, maybe—so I’d bought a little laptop, and the man in the shop helped me set it up with an e-mail address and Facebook. It took a while to get the hang of it, but I bought an Idiot’s Guide to help me, and I had lots of time to spend figuring it out. It whiled away my evenings and was a change from the telly. I didn’t tell Glen while he was in Belmarsh. I was worried he’d think I was doing it to try to catch him out. He might think I was being disloyal.

I didn’t use it much, anyway, and when he came out, he was surprised but not in an angry way. I suppose there was too much going on for anything I did to matter much.

But he certainly didn’t know that I was a Facebook friend of Dawn’s, and now Bob Sparkes was here to make trouble about it. It was stupid of me—“reckless,” Glen would say if he knew. I did it 
 one night after I saw Dawn on the news. I just wanted to be part of the campaign to find Bella, to do something to help, because I believed she was alive.

I didn’t think the police would see me in the middle of all those hundreds of names, but, of course, they see everything. “You never think, Jean,” Glen would have said if he were here now. I shouldn’t have done it, though, because it would make the police look at us all over again. It would cause Glen problems. Sparkes was looking at me, but I decided I would say nothing and look stupid and let him blunder on.

And on he went. “Did you sign up to the campaign, Jean, or did someone use your identity?”

I supposed he meant Glen.

“How would I know, Inspector Sparkes?” Needed to keep my distance. No first names. Where was Glen? He said he’d be only ten minutes. Finally, I heard his key in the lock.

“We’re in here, Glen,” I called. “DI Sparkes is here.”

Glen looked in, his coat still on, and nodded to the inspector. Bob Sparkes stood and went into the hall to talk to him on his own. I sat, petrified that Glen would explode about the Facebook thing, but there were no raised voices, and then I heard the door click.

“He’s gone,” Glen said from the hall. “He shouldn’t have come. I told him it’s police harassment and he left. What did he say to you?”

“Nothing. He wanted to know when you’d be back.” Well, he did.

I went upstairs to put my rinsed tights on the drying rack over the bath, then got my laptop out to see if I could delete myself from Bella’s Facebook page. Bit pointless really, as the police had already seen it, but Glen hadn’t. I don’t think Inspector Sparkes said anything to him. That was good of him.

I expected he’d be back, though.


 Glen was rummaging in the fridge for something to put in a sandwich when I came downstairs, and I jokily pushed him aside so I could do it for him. “What do you fancy? Cheese or tuna?”

“Tuna, please. Have we got any crisps to go with it?”

I fixed up a plate of food with a bit of lettuce and tomato. He needed to eat more fresh veg. He was looking pasty and putting on weight with all this sitting around indoors.

“Where did you go?” I said as I put the plate in front of him. “Just now?”

Glen put on that face, the one when I’m irritating him. “Down to the paper shop, Jean. Stop checking up on me.”

“I’m just interested, that’s all. How’s your sandwich? Can I have a look at the paper?”

“I forgot to buy one. Now, let me eat in peace.”

I went off into the other room and tried not to worry, but I began thinking that it was all starting again. His nonsense. He had begun doing his disappearing act again. Not in the house—I would have known. But sometimes he’d go out for an hour or two and would come back unable to say what he’d been doing and would get cross if I asked too many questions.

I didn’t really want to know, but I needed to. If I was being honest, I’d thought that was why Bob Sparkes came today. I thought Glen had been caught doing something on a computer again.

I tried so hard not to doubt him, but some days, like today, I struggled. I started imagining what could happen. No point thinking the worst, my dad would say to my mum when she got in a state, but it was hard not to. Hard when the worst is just out there. Just outside the door.

I felt I should do something to stop it. If I didn’t, we’d both be lost.






 FORTY-ONE

The Widow

FRIDAY, JUNE 11, 2010


T
 om Payne calls me back at the hotel and says the contract looks okay but he’s worried about what they’ll write. It’s hard to talk with Kate in the room, so I go into the bathroom for a bit of privacy. “The press are not your friends, Jean,” he says. “They’ll get the story they want to write. There is no copy control in the contract, so you’ve got no comeback if they twist things around. I’m concerned that you are doing this alone. Do you want me to come over?”

I don’t want Tom there. He’ll want me to change my mind, but I know what I’m doing. I’m ready.

“I’m fine, Tom, thanks. I’ll let you know how I get on.”

Kate’s back in my room, clutching the contract again. “Come on, Jean,” she says. “Let’s get this signed and get on with the interview.”

She’s determined, and I want to go home, so I reach for the piece of paper and sign my name on the dotted line. Kate smiles and her shoulders relax and she sits herself down in one of the armchairs.

“That’s the formalities out of the way, Jean,” she says, and pulls a battered tape recorder out of the bottom of her handbag. “You don’t 
 mind if I tape the interview?” she says, putting the machine in front of me. “Just in case my shorthand blows up,” she adds, smiling.

I nod dumbly and try to sort out how to start, but I needn’t have bothered. Kate’s in charge.

“When did you first hear about Bella Elliott going missing, Jean?”

I’m all right on this. I think back to the day in October 2006, when the story came over the radio as I stood in the kitchen.

“I’d been working that morning,” I tell Kate. “But I’d had the afternoon off for working the Sunday morning shift. I’d just been puttering around, tidying, peeling potatoes for supper. Glen came home for a quick cuppa, and I got ready for my class at the sports center. I’d just got back and was putting the oven on when the news came on the radio. They said there was a massive police search for a little girl who’d gone missing in Southampton. A little girl who’d disappeared out of her garden. I felt really cold and shivery, a little girl like that, still a baby really. Didn’t bear thinking about.”

I feel cold again now. It was a shock to be confronted with that little face, the eye patch and the curls. Kate is looking anxious, so I start talking again.

“The papers the next day were full of it. Lots of pictures and some quotes from her grandma about how sweet she was. Heartbreaking really. We all talked about it in the salon. Everyone was upset and interested—you know how people are.”

“And Glen?” Kate asks. “What was his reaction?”

“He was shocked about it. He’d been making a delivery in Hampshire that day—of course, you know that—and he couldn’t get over it. We both loved children. We were upset.”

The truth is, we didn’t have much of a conversation about the disappearance beyond what a coincidence it was that he’d been in Hampshire. We had our tea on our laps, while he watched the news on the telly, and then he went back upstairs to his computer. 
 I remember I said: “I hope they find that little girl Bella.” And I can’t remember him saying much else. I didn’t think it was odd at the time—it was just Glen being Glen.

“And then the police came,” Kate says, leaning forward over her notebook and looking at me intently. “That must’ve been terrible.”

I give her the story about me being too shocked to speak and still standing in the hall an hour after the police left, like a statue.

“Did you have any doubts about him being involved, Jean?” she asks. I swallow a mouthful of coffee and shake my head. I was waiting for her to ask this—it was what the police asked me over and over again—and I’d prepared my answer. “How could I believe he would be involved in something as awful as that?” I say. “He loved children. We both did.”

But not in the same way, it turned out.

Kate is looking at me, and I suppose I’ve gone quiet again. “Jean,” she says, “what are you thinking?” I want to say I’m thinking about when Glen told me he had seen Bella, but I can’t tell her that. That’s too big to say.

“Just about things,” I say. And then I add: “About Glen and whether I knew him at all.”

“How do you mean, Jean?” she asks, and I tell her about Glen’s face that day he was arrested.

“His face went blank,” I say. “I didn’t recognize him for a few seconds. It frightened me.”

She writes it down, glancing up to nod and look me in the eye. She lets me talk as the stuff about the porn spills out. She sits, writing quickly in her notebook but never taking her eyes off me. Nodding, egging me on with her eyes, all sympathy and understanding. For years I accepted the blame for what Glen did, telling myself it was my sick obsession with having a baby that made him do terrible things, but today he’s not here to give me that look. I can be angry and hurt 
 by what he did in our spare room. While I was lying in bed just across the way, he invited that filth into our house.

“What kind of man looks at pictures like that, Kate?” I ask her. She shrugs helplessly. Her old man doesn’t look at toddlers being abused. Lucky her.

“He told me it wasn’t real. That it was women dressed up as children, but it wasn’t. Not all of it, anyway. The police said it was real. Glen said it was an addiction. He couldn’t help himself. It started with ‘normal porn,’ he said. I’m not sure what normal is. Are you?”

She shakes her head again. “No, Jean, I’m not sure. Naked women, I suppose.”

I nod; that’s what I thought. The sort of stuff you get in magazines or in adult-rated films.

“But this wasn’t normal. He said he kept on finding new things to look at; he couldn’t help himself. He said he found stuff by accident, but that isn’t possible, is it?”

She shrugs, then shakes her head.

“You have to pay,” I tell her. “You have to put your credit card number in, your name and address. Everything. You can’t just stumble onto one of these websites. It’s a deliberate act, which takes time and concentration—that’s what the police witness said at his trial. And my Glen did that night after night, searching for worse and worse things. New pictures and videos, hundreds of them, the police said. Hundreds! You wouldn’t think there were that many to look at. He told me he hated looking at them, but something in him made him look for more. He said it was a sickness. He couldn’t help himself. And he blamed me.”

Kate looks at me, willing me to go on, and I can’t stop now. “He said I drove him to it. But he betrayed me. He pretended to be a normal man, going to work, having a beer with his mates, and helping with the washing up, but he turned into a monster in our 
 spare room each night. He wasn’t Glen anymore. He was sick, not me. If he could do that, I believe he was capable of anything.”

I stop, shocked by the sound of my own voice. And she looks at me. She stops writing, leans forward, and puts one hand on mine. It is warm and dry, and I turn my hand over to hold it.

“I know how hard this must be, Jean,” she says, and looks like she means it. I want to stop, but she squeezes my hand again.

“It’s such a relief to be able to say these things,” I say, and tears start. She produces a tissue, and I blow my nose hard. I keep talking as I sob. “I didn’t know he was doing it. I really didn’t know. I would’ve walked out if I had. I wouldn’t stay with a monster like that.”

“But you stayed when you found out, Jean.”

“I had to. He explained it all so I couldn’t see what was right anymore. He made me feel guilty for thinking that he’d done these things. Everything was concocted by the police or the bank or the Internet companies. And then he blamed me. He made me see it was my fault. He was so convincing when he told me things. He made me believe him,” I say. And he did. But he’s not here anymore to make me.

“And Bella?” Kate asks, as I knew she would. “What about Bella? Did he take her, Jean?”

I have gone too far to stop now. “Yes,” I say. “I think he did.”

The room goes quiet, and I close my eyes. “Did he tell you he had taken her? What do you think he did with her, Jean?” she asks. “Where did he put her?”

Her questions are battering me, coming so fast. I can’t think anymore. I mustn’t say anything else or I will lose everything.

“I don’t know, Kate,” I say. The effort of stopping myself from saying any more makes me feel shaky and cold, so I wrap my arms around myself. Kate gets out of her seat, sits on the arm of my chair, and puts her arm around me. It is lovely to be held, and I feel 
 like I did when my mum used to gather me up when I was upset. “Don’t cry, chick,” she’d say, and hold me so I felt safe. Nothing could touch me. ’Course it’s different now. Kate Waters can’t protect me from what’s to come, but I sit there, with my head resting on her for a while.

She starts again, quietly: “Did Glen tell you anything about Bella, Jean? Before he died?”

“No,” I breathe.

Then there’s a knock at the door. The secret signal. It must be Mick. She mutters under her breath, and I can feel she’s struggling to decide whether to shout “Fuck off!” or let him in. She eases her arm out and raises her eyebrows to indicate “bloody photographers” and goes to the door. The conversation between them is in fierce whispers. I catch the words “not now,” but Mick isn’t going away. He says that he’s got to get some photos “in the can” because the picture editor is “going crazy.” I get to my feet and go into the bathroom to pull myself together before he comes in.

In the mirror I see my face, red with my eyes swollen and puffy.

“Whatever do I look like?” I say out loud. It’s something I often say—pretty much every time I look in the mirror lately. I look dreadful, and nothing is going to help, so I run a bath. I can’t hear what’s happening in the other room until I turn off the tap. Kate is shouting; Mick is shouting. “Where is she?” he yells.

“In the bloody bathroom. Where do you think? You fuckwit. We were just getting going and you had to barge in.”

I lie in the hotel bubbles, swishing the water around me, and think. I decide I’ve said as much as I’m going to. I’ll sit and have my picture taken because I promised I would, but I’m going home straight afterward. A decision all on my own. There, Glen. Fuck off!
 And I smile.

Fifteen minutes later I come out, all pink from the heat of the 
 bath and hair frizzy from the steam. Kate and Mick are sitting there, not looking at each other and not speaking. “Jean,” Kate says, getting up quickly. “Are you okay? I was worried. Didn’t you hear me calling you through the door?” I feel quite sorry for her, really. I must be driving her mad, but I must think of myself.

Mick attempts a friendly smile. “Jean, you look great,” he lies. “Would you mind if I took some pics while the light is right?” I nod and look for my hairbrush. Kate comes over to help me and whispers, “Sorry. But it’s got to be done. Promise it won’t be too painful.” And she squeezes my arm.

We have to go outside because Mick says it will look more natural. “More natural than what?” I want to ask but don’t bother. Let’s get it over with and then I can go home.

He has me walking in the garden of the hotel, up and down, toward him and away from him. “Look into the distance, Jean,” he calls, and I do. “Can you put on something else? I’m going to need some different shots.” I dumbly obey, returning to the room to put on my new blue jumper and borrowing a necklace from Kate and then coming back down the stairs. The receptionist must think I’m famous or something. I suppose I’m just about to be. Famous.

When even Mick gets bored with snapping me leaning on a tree, sitting on a bench, perching on a fence, strolling down a lane—“Don’t smile, Jean!”—we all go back inside.

Kate has to start writing, she says, and Mick needs to put his photos on the computer. We stand in the corridor outside the rooms, and Kate tells me to relax for a couple of hours and charge anything I want to the room. When she disappears into her room, I go back to mine and start packing everything into a carrier bag. I’m not sure if I can keep the clothes the paper bought for me, but I’m wearing most of them and I can’t be bothered to change. Then I sit 
 down again. For a moment I’m no longer sure if I can leave. This is ridiculous. I’m a woman of almost forty. I can do what I want. I pick up my stuff and walk down the stairs. The receptionist is all smiles, still thinking I’m a celebrity, I suppose. I ask her to ring for a taxi to take me to the nearest station, and I sit on one of the armchairs in front of a bowl of apples. I pick one up and take a big bite out of it.






 FORTY-TWO

The Reporter

FRIDAY, JUNE 11, 2010


K
 ate plonked herself down at the reproduction Regency desk and pushed the reproduction leather blotter aside. Her much-loved and abused laptop was on the bed where she’d left it that morning after typing up her notes with the first cup of coffee of the day. Its cable snaked across the expanse of white sheets to a plug behind the bedside table. She untangled and reconnected it, took off her jacket, and powered up. Her head rang with Jean Taylor’s voice, and the story was already taking shape in her head.

She was a plunger, not a planner, when it came to writing. When it came to her life, really. Some of her colleagues sat with their notebooks, marking quotes with an asterisk and underlining important points. Some even numbered paragraphs, as if frightened their notes might disappear or that they’d break some sort of spell by starting to write.

Others—“the real talent,” she acknowledged to herself—wrote the whole thing in their heads over a coffee or a beer and then threw it down on the page in one beautiful, flowing draft. She did a bit of both, depending on how much was going on around her—a bit of writing in her head as she left the interview, and then she plunged 
 into the story on her computer, getting a flow going and editing and rejigging as she went.

It was funny; even though they all wrote on computers, the journalists of her generation still talked as if they were scribbling on bits of scrap paper and filing stories to heartless copy takers—“Is there much more of this?”—from piss-stained telephone boxes. She’d come in at the very tail end of the Fleet Street years but had loved the raw edges of journalism then. The newsroom had rung with the sounds of newsmen and – women at work. Now her newsroom was open-plan, hushed and planed smooth by designers. It felt more like an insurance office than a national newspaper, and exposed by the silence, bad behavior and office characters had faded. It was a gray world now.

She ought to ring the news editor, but she didn’t want to hear his take on her interview just yet. He was bound to get in on the act, telling her how to write it even though he knew only a couple of quotes. Then he’d stride into the editor’s office and tell him he’d got the scoop. It was his reward—seldom paid out—for all the shit he had to take. She understood but wanted to savor the moment; she’d got a confession from Jean about Glen and Bella. It wasn’t the full monty, but Jean had said she thought Glen had taken the child. Good enough. The first words from the widow. Kate began typing.

From time to time she looked up to rethink a phrase and caught sight of a woman’s face in the huge mirror over the desk. She looked like a stranger—serious, focused on something in the distance, and somehow younger. She didn’t look like a mother or a wife. She looked like a journalist.

Her phone rang as she finished the section of killer quotes, and she answered immediately. “Hi, Terry. Just got out of the interview. I’ve got a brilliant line from her.”

Fifteen minutes later he rang back. The paper had cleared three 
 pages inside and planned a second day. All Kate had to do was finish writing it. “Two thousand five hundred words for the inside, Kate. Let’s do the background on their marriage and all that for day two. Give it a kick up the arse for the front, okay?”

The serious woman in the mirror was nodding.

She wondered what Jean Taylor was doing next door while she was writing about her. This is a weird job,
 she told herself as she started to perform surgery on the body of the story, cutting all the good quotes on the Taylors’ marriage and pasting them into the follow-up story.

Despite what most people thought, the ordinary men and women facing tragedy or drama who crossed Kate’s path were largely grateful for her attention and the stories she wrote. The celebs, the infamous, and other critics claimed everyone hated the press because they did, but many of Kate’s interviewees stayed in touch for years. She was part of their lives, part of an event that changed everything for most of them.

“It’s really intense and intimate during the time we’re together,” she told Steve in the early days of their relationship. “Even if it’s only a few hours. It’s like when you meet someone on a long train journey and you tell them everything. Because you can, because it’s a moment in time.” Steve had laughed at her seriousness.

They’d met through friends at a disastrous Murder Mystery dinner party in North London and clicked when they laughed at the wrong moment, mortally offending their hosts.

In a shared taxi home afterward, he’d perched on a fold-down seat opposite so he could look at her, and they’d talked drunkenly about themselves.

Steve was a final-year medical student, working with cancer patients, and thought journalism was superficial, fluffy even, and she understood. It was a common misconception, and she tried to 
 explain why journalism was important to her. Then she waited to see if their love affair would take and, when it did, Steve came to see things differently.

He witnessed the early-morning calls from the distressed, the late nights she spent reading court documents or driving up motorways to track down a key piece of evidence for a story. It was serious stuff, and proof was her annual haul of Christmas cards that hung alongside those from Dr. Steve’s grateful patients. Hers were festive greetings from parents of the murdered, rape victims, survivors of plane crashes, rescued kidnap victims, and winners of court cases. They all took their place on the ribbon streamers festooning Kate’s house from early December. Reminders of happy days.

Two hours later, Kate was polishing: reading, rereading, searching for repeated adjectives, changing a word here and there, trying to look at the intro with fresh eyes. She had about five minutes before Terry would start screaming for copy and should be pushing the send button, but she didn’t want to let go of the story. She was messing around when she suddenly realized she hadn’t discussed day two with Mick and lifted her phone to check in with him.

He sounded very laid-back when he picked up—probably was lying back on his bed, watching an adult movie on the paid channel. “Mick, sorry, but the desk says they are running the story over two days. Just wanted to check that you’re happy with what you’ve got.”

He wasn’t. “Let’s get Jean to do another set of pictures,” he suggested. Kate rang her room, preparing a bright “Just need another couple of photos, Jean. Won’t take a minute,” but there was no answer. Kate could hear the phone trilling through the wall of her room.

“Come on, Jean, pick up,” she muttered. She slipped her feet into her shoes and padded next door to knock. “Jean!” she said to the door, her mouth almost touching the surface. Mick appeared 
 out of his room with a camera in his hand. “She’s not answering. What the hell is she doing?” Kate said, banging on the door again.

“Calm down. Maybe she’s in the spa? She loved that massage,” Mick said. Kate almost ran to the lift, then turned back and raced down the corridor to her room. She had to send the story first. “That’ll keep the grown-ups busy while we find her,” she shouted back to Mick.

The beautician in the ylang-ylang-scented spa could not help. She bobbed her tightly bunned head apologetically as she ran her finger over the screen in front of her, mouthing the names. No booking.

The journalists retreated and regrouped. Mick took the grounds, and Kate kept trying Jean’s mobile phone, the sense of panic curdling in her stomach as she catastrophized: Another paper must have found her and squirreled her away right under her nose. What would she tell the desk? How would she tell them?

Twenty minutes later the pair stood in the hotel lobby, gazing out the glass doors, desperately planning their next move, when a second receptionist returned from her coffee break and piped up from behind her desk: “Are you looking for your friend?”

“Yes,” Kate croaked. “Have you seen her?”

“She checked out a couple hours ago—nearer three hours, really. I called a taxi for her to go to the station.”

Kate’s phone rang. “It’s the desk.”

Mick made a face and decided to go outside for a cigarette.

“Hello, Terry,” she said, sounding manic as she overcompensated. “No, everything’s fine. Well, sort of. Look, we’ve got a slight problem. Jean has taken off. She left while I was writing. Pretty sure she has gone home, but we’re on our way . . .”

“I know . . .

“I know . . .

“I’m sorry. Call you as soon as I know more . . .

“How’s the copy?”






 FORTY-THREE

The Widow

FRIDAY, JUNE 11, 2010


W
 hen I get home, the place feels small and dingy after all those deep carpets and chandeliers. I walk through it in silence, opening the doors and switching on the lights. I tell myself I’m going to sell this house as soon as I can. Glen is everywhere, like a faint smell. I don’t go into the spare room. It’s empty—we threw away what the police hadn’t taken. “Fresh start,” Glen had said.

When I come back to the hall I can hear a buzzing noise and I can’t work out what it is for a minute. It’s my mobile. I must’ve put it on silent earlier. I rummage in my bag for it. Bloody thing is right at the bottom, and I have to tip everything out on the carpet to find it. I’ve got dozens of missed calls. All from Kate. I wait for the buzzing to stop, and then I take a breath and call back. Kate answers almost before it can ring.

“Jean, where are you?” she says. She sounds terrible. Her voice is all squeaky and tight.

“At home, Kate,” I say. “I got a train and came home. I thought you’d finished with me, and I wanted to get back. Sorry. Shouldn’t I have come home?”

“I’m on my way over. Don’t go out of the house. I’ll be there in 
 about forty minutes. Just stay put until I get there,” she tells me. “Please,” she adds as an afterthought.

I put the kettle on and make a cup of tea while I wait. What can she possibly want from me now? We’ve talked for two days, and I’ve had hundreds of photos taken. She’s got her story. The widow has spoken.

This is taking forever, and I’m getting a bit fed up, waiting. I want to go to the shops and get some food for the week. We’re out of almost everything. I’m out of almost everything.

When there is finally a knock on the door, I jump up and open it. It isn’t Kate. It’s the man from the telly. “Oh, Mrs. Taylor, I’m so glad to catch you in,” he says, all excited. I wonder who tipped him off I’m home. I look across to Mrs. Grange’s house and see a movement at the window.

“Can I talk to you for a moment?” the telly man says, and makes like he’s going to come in. Then I see Kate coming up the path, storming up to us, all red in the face, and I say nothing, just wait for the row.

“Hello, Jean,” she says, pushing past Mr. Telly and taking me indoors with her. Poor bloke doesn’t know what’s hit him. “Mrs. Taylor! Jean!” he tries as the door closes. Kate and I stand in the hall and look at each other. I start to explain that I thought it was her at the door, but she interrupts, talks right over me.

“Jean, you signed a contract with us. You agreed to cooperate fully, and you’re putting the whole deal at risk by your behavior. What were you thinking of, sneaking off like that?”

I can’t believe she’s talking to me like this. How dare she tell me off like some kid, in my own home? Something gives inside me, and I can feel myself going red—can’t help myself. Could never be a poker player, Glen used to say.

“If you’re going to get nasty, you can go right now,” I say, a bit 
 too loudly. It bounces off the walls, and I bet Mr. Telly can hear. “I’ll come and go as I like, and no one is going to tell me any different. I’ve given you your bloody interview, done all Mick’s pictures. I’ve done everything you asked. It’s all done. You don’t own me just because I signed a bit of paper.”

Kate looks at me like I slapped her. Little Jeanie has stood up for herself. Bit of a shock, clearly.

“Jean, I’m sorry if I was a bit heavy with you, but I was so worried when you disappeared like that. Look, come back to the hotel for one more night, until the story’s in the paper. You’re going to have the world and his wife on the doorstep when it comes out.”

“You told me giving you the interview would stop that from happening,” I say. “I’m staying here.” And I turn and go back into the kitchen. She follows me, all quiet now. Thinking.

“Okay,” she says. “I’ll stay here with you.”

It’s the last thing I need, but she looks so miserable, I agree. “Just tonight, and then you can go. I need time on my own,” I say.

I go and sit in the loo while she makes phone calls to Mick and her boss. I can hear every word. “No one else’s got her. No, she hasn’t spoken to anyone else, but she won’t come back to the hotel, Terry,” she says.

“I have tried. For God’s sake, of course I’ve tried to persuade her, but she won’t. She doesn’t want another massage, Terry. She wants to be at home. Short of kidnapping her, I’m completely stuck. No. That’s not an option. Look, it’ll be okay. I’ll make sure nobody gets to her.”

There is a pause, and I imagine Terry raging down the phone to her. She says she’s not afraid of him—says he’s a bit of a pussycat really, but I don’t believe her. I see her put her fist against the knot in her stomach when he’s carrying on at her on the phone, rocking slightly. That tight smile says it all.


 “How’s the copy?” she says to change the subject. She means the story. I’m beginning to learn the language. I go upstairs for a bit of peace.

Later, she comes and taps on my bedroom door. “Jean, I’m making a cup of tea. Do you want one?”

We’re back to square one. Funny how things go in circles. I tell her there’s no milk, and she offers to get some shopping brought around. “Shall we make a list?” she says through the door, and I go and sit in the living room with her while she writes down what we need.

“What do you fancy for dinner tonight?” she asks, and I want to laugh.

How can we be discussing whether to have fish fingers or chicken curry, like this is a normal home? “I don’t care. You choose,” I say. “I’m not really hungry.” She says okay and puts bread and butter and tea and coffee and washing-up liquid and a bottle of wine on the list.

“I’ll send Mick to get it and bring it around the back,” she says, and reaches for her phone.

She reads it over to him, and he seems to be taking it down really slowly so she has to repeat everything twice. She’s getting twitchy by the end and breathes deeply when she puts the phone down. “Men!” she says, and forces a laugh. “Why are they so bloody hopeless?”

I tell her that Glen never went shopping on his own, not even with a list. “He hated it, and he always bought the wrong things. He couldn’t be bothered to read the labels, so he’d come home with diabetic jam or decaf coffee by mistake. He’d only buy half the ingredients for a recipe and then get bored. He’d forget the tins of tomatoes for a spaghetti Bolognese or the meat for a casserole. Maybe he did it on purpose so I wouldn’t ask him again.”

“My old man’s the same. It’s just a chore,” Kate adds, kicking 
 off her shoes and wriggling her toes like she lives here. “Ironic that Glen was shopping when the accident happened.” She calls him Glen now. It was always “your husband” at the beginning, but she feels she knows him now. Knows him enough to talk about him like this. She doesn’t.

“It was unusual for him to come shopping with me,” I say. “He never came with me before all this happened—he used to do football training with the pub team while I did the big shop. After he was arrested he went with me for a bit so I wouldn’t have to face people on my own. He did it to protect me, he said.”

But after a while he stopped coming with me because people stopped saying things. I don’t think they stopped thinking “child murderer,” but accusing us lost its novelty and excitement, I suppose.

“The day he died, he insisted on coming. Strange, really.”

“Why did he?” Kate asks.

“I think he might have wanted to keep an eye on me,” I say.

“Why? Were you planning to do a disappearing act in Sainsbury’s?”

I shrug. “Things were a bit tense that week,” I say.

“Tense” doesn’t really do it justice. The air felt thick with it, and I couldn’t breathe properly. I sat outside the kitchen door on a stool to try to find some relief, but nothing helped. I was suffocating in my thoughts. All the time I was fighting them back. Closing my eyes so I wouldn’t see them. Turning up the radio so I wouldn’t hear them, but they were there, just out of reach, waiting for me to weaken.

The Monday before he died, he brought me a cup of tea in bed. He did that sometimes. He sat on the bed and looked at me. I was still half asleep, sorting out the pillows behind me and trying to get comfortable to have my tea.

“Jean,” he said, and his voice sounded flat. Dead. “I’m not well.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is it one of those headaches? I’ve got 
 those really strong painkillers in the cupboard in the bathroom.” He shook his head.

“No, not headaches. I just feel so tired. I can’t sleep.”

I knew. I’d felt him tossing and turning beside me and heard him getting up in the middle of the night.

He looked tired. Old, really. His skin looked grayish, and there were dark shadows under his eyes. Poor Glen.

“Perhaps you should go to the doctor,” I suggested, but he shook his head again and turned away to look at the door.

“I keep seeing her when I shut my eyes,” he said.

“Who?” I said, but I knew full well who he meant. Bella.






 FORTY-FOUR

The Detective

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 1, 2010


W
 hile Fry and his team worked the data, Sparkes went back to the van. Taylor had regular routes to the south coast, and he started to match other dates and times in the delivery firm’s records with Taylor’s statements, traffic reports, and motorway cameras. It was the second time through and should have been tedious, but he had new energy now.

He’d made official requests to the Met, Surrey, Sussex, and Kent, the forces controlling a patchwork of motorways and roads potentially used by his suspect, and each had promised to look for Taylor’s plate number on the dates around the kidnapping. Now he had to wait.

But when the first call came, it was not about Taylor.

It was from one of his own force’s motorway patrol cars. “DI Sparkes? Sorry to disturb you, but we’ve picked up a Michael Doonan and a Lee Chambers at Fleet service station. Both names are flagged as of interest to the Bella Elliott case. Are they known to you?”

Sparkes swallowed hard. “Both. Bloody hell, might have expected Chambers to resurface somewhere. But Mike Doonan? Are you sure? We understood he was too disabled to leave his flat.”

“Well, he’s managed to get to the services to buy some revolting 
 pictures, sir. We’ve arrested five men for dealing in illegal pornographic images.”

“Where are you taking them?”

“Your station. We’ll be there in about thirty minutes.”

Sparkes sat at his desk, trying to process the information and its implications. Doonan, not Taylor? Stricken by the sickening thought that he had been chasing the wrong man for more than three years, he replayed the interview at Doonan’s flat, reevaluating every word the driver had uttered. What had he missed?

Had he missed Bella?

The minutes ticked by on the wall clock as he wrestled with the fear of knowing and the burning need to know, and it was only a voice outside his door that brought him out of his paralysis. He jumped up and ran down the stairs to the forensics lab.

“Salmond, Fry, we’ve got Mike Doonan being brought in on extreme pornography charges. He was buying from Lee Chambers’s car boot sale at Fleet services.”

The two officers gaped at him.

“What? The driver crippled with a bad back?” Salmond said.

“Not as immobilized as he says, apparently,” Sparkes said, all business now. “Let’s pull up the CCTV from Fleet services on the day Bella was taken.”

Everyone looked grave as the technicians began the online search, and the mounting tension chased Sparkes into the corridor. He was looking for Ian Matthews’s number when Salmond put her head around the door. “You’d better come and look, sir.”

Sparkes sat in front of the grainy image on the screen.

“It’s him. He’s there at the boot of Chambers’s car, picking through the magazines. Bending over. Back obviously feeling a lot better,” Salmond said.

“Date, Salmond? Was he there on the day Bella went?”


 Zara Salmond paused. “Yes, it’s the day she was taken.” Sparkes almost rose out of his chair, but his sergeant put up a warning hand. “But it rules him out of our investigation.”

“What do you mean? We’ve got Doonan in the area of the abduction, lying to us about his movements and the extent of his disability, and buying extreme pornography on the route home.”

“Yes, but he was recorded on film doing a deal with Chambers while Bella was being snatched—at three oh two. The times don’t add up—he can’t have taken her.”

Sparkes closed his eyes, hoping the relief didn’t show on his face.

“Okay, good work to pin it down. On we go,” he said without raising his eyelids.

Back in the privacy of his office, he slammed his fist down on his desk, then went for a walk outside to clear his head.

When he returned, he went back to day one and his gut feelings about the case. They—he—had always treated Bella’s abduction as an opportunistic crime. Kidnapper saw the child and lifted her. Nothing else had made sense. There was no link found between Dawn and Taylor and, once Stan Spencer’s invented long-haired man had been discounted, there had been no reports of anyone hanging around the street or acting suspiciously in the area before Bella vanished. No flashers or sexual crimes reported.

And there had been no real pattern of behavior for a predator to follow. The child went to and from nursery school with Dawn, but not every day, and she only occasionally played outside. If someone had planned to take her, they would’ve gone in at night when they knew where she was at a given time. No one would have sat on a residential street on the off chance she might come out to play. He would’ve been spotted.

The police case was that the child had been taken in a twenty-five-minute random window of opportunity. At the time, on the 
 evidence in front of them, they’d been right to discount a planned kidnapping.

But in the cold light of day, three and a half years later, he thought maybe they’d been too quick to rule it out, and he suddenly wanted to examine that possibility.

“I’m going down to the control room,” he told Salmond. “To pull in a favor.”

Russell Lynes, his closest friend in the force—a bloke he’d joined up with—was on duty. “Hello, Russ. Fancy a coffee?”

They sat in the cafeteria, stirring the brown liquid in front of them with little intention of drinking it.

“How are you holding up, Bob?”

“All right. Being back to some real work makes a big difference. And this new lead’s giving me something to concentrate on.”

“Hmm. It made you ill last time, Bob. Just be careful.”

“I will. I wasn’t ill, Russ. Just tired. I just want to look at one thing I may have missed the first time.”

“You’re the boss. Anyway, why’re you down here pulling favors? Get someone from the team to look at it.”

“They’ve got enough to do, and they might not get to it for weeks. If you give me a quiet hand, I can rule it in or out in a couple of days.”

“Okay, what sort of quiet hand?” Russell asked, pushing the coffee away, slopping it into the saucer.

“Thanks, mate. I knew I could count on you.”

The two men went and sat together in Sparkes’s office with the spreadsheet of Taylor’s deliveries and plotted his visits to Southampton and the surrounding towns. “We looked at every frame of the CCTV footage in the area around Dawn Elliott’s address on the day of the kidnapping,” Sparkes said. “But the only places we saw Taylor’s van were at the delivery address in Winchester and at 
 the junction of the M3 and M25. I wore my eyes out looking, but there was nothing to place his van at the scene.”

He could recall vividly the sense of expectation every time they loaded a new piece of footage and the bitter disappointment when it ended without a glimpse of a blue van.

“I want to look at other dates,” he said. “The dates Taylor had other deliveries in Hampshire. Remind me—where are the cameras in the Manor Road area?”

Lynes highlighted the locations on the maps in neon green—a petrol station a couple of streets away had one on the forecourt for absconders, a camera to catch drivers jumping the red traffic lights on the big junction, and some of the shops, including the newsagent’s, had installed cheap, tinny versions to discourage shoplifters.

“And Bella’s nursery school has got a camera outside, but she wasn’t at nursery that day. We looked at footage from all of these cameras, but there was nothing of interest.”

“Well, let’s have a look again. We must have missed something.”

Four days later, his phone rang, and when he heard Lynes’s voice he knew immediately he’d found that something.

“There it is,” Lynes said, pointing at the vehicle crossing the frame. Sparkes squinted at the screen, trying to retune his eyes to the film’s grainy resolution.

It was there. The van was there. The two men looked at each other triumphantly and then back at the screen to enjoy the moment again.

“Are we sure it’s him?” Sparkes asked.

“It matches the date and time of a delivery to Fareham on his work sheets, and forensics have got a partial plate number that includes three letters that match Taylor’s vehicle.”

Lynes pushed the play button. “Now watch.”

The van stopped just within the camera’s range, pointing away 
 from the nursery school. As if on cue, Dawn and Bella appeared at the door of the school at the back of the exodus of children, the mother fussing with her daughter’s coat zipper and the child clutching a huge piece of paper. The pair walked past the van and around the corner, safe in their routine.

Within seconds, the van moved off in the same direction. Sparkes knew he was watching the moment Glen Taylor had made his decision, and his eyes filled with tears. He muttered that he was going to get a notepad and went to his office for a moment’s privacy. “We’re so close,” he told himself. “Now, don’t mess it up. No rushing; get everything in order.”

He looked at Taylor grinning at him from the wall and grinned back. “I hope you haven’t booked a holiday, Glen.”

Back in the lab, Lynes was writing on a whiteboard. “This footage was taken on Thursday, September twenty-eighth, four days before Bella was taken.”

“He planned it, Russ. This wasn’t some chance abduction. He was watching.”

“Any other sightings of the van that day?”

“At the services at Hook, filling up on the way home. Timeline fits.”

“Let’s get the work done on the images and get as much detail as we can. Then I’m going to knock on Glen Taylor’s door.”

The two men sat back down at the monitor as the technician wheeled back and forth over the van images, zooming in on the windscreen.

“It’s blurred to hell, but we’re pretty confident it is a white male with short dark hair, no glasses, and no facial hair,” the technician told them.

The face at the windscreen hovered into sight. A white oval with dark patches for eyes.






 FORTY-FIVE

The Husband

MONDAY, OCTOBER 2, 2006


G
 len Taylor had first caught sight of Bella Elliott on Facebook after meeting Dawn (aka Little Miss Sunshine) in a chat room that summer. She was telling a group of strangers about her daughter and a trip to the zoo.

One of her new friends asked if there was a picture of Bella from the trip—one with the monkeys she had loved. Glen had eavesdropped idly on the conversation, and when Dawn referred everyone to her Facebook page, he’d looked. There was no security on the page, and he flicked through Dawn’s photos.

When the image of Bella appeared, he looked at that small, confident face and committed it to memory, to be retrieved at will in his dark fantasies. Bella joined his gallery, but she wouldn’t stay there like the others. He found himself looking for her whenever he saw a blond child on the street or in the parks where he sometimes ate his lunch when he was on the road.

It was the first time his fantasies had moved off the screen into real life, and it frightened and thrilled him in equal measure. He wanted to do something. He wasn’t sure what at first, but in the hours at the wheel of his van, he started to plan a way to meet Bella.

Little Miss Sunshine was the key, and he adopted a new avatar 
 especially for encounters with her. Operation Gold had taught him that there must be no trail, so he’d stop at the Internet café near the depot on his way back from jobs, to enter Dawn’s world. He’d draw her into his.

He called himself TDS and approached LMS quietly, joining group chats when he knew she was in the room and saying little. He did not want to draw the wrong kind of attention to himself, so he asked occasional insightful questions, flattering her, and gradually he became one of her regulars. LMS sent her first private IM to TDS within two weeks.

LMS: Hi. How are you?

TDS: Good. You? Doing much?

LMS: Stuck at home today with my little girl.

TDS: Could be worse. She sounds lovely.

LMS: She is. Lucky really.

He wasn’t there every day. He couldn’t be, what with Jean and his job, but he managed to keep contact for a while, using a quiet Internet place Mike Doonan had taken him to once, when they were still speaking. Still visiting the same chat rooms and forums. Before he told the boss about the disability scam Doonan was pulling. He’d seen him jump out of his van outside Internet Inc. like a man half his age and felt it was his duty to expose his lie. It was what any right-minded person would do, he’d told Jean. And she’d agreed.

It was in the club that he built up the details of Dawn’s life. He had known her real name and Bella’s birthday from her Facebook page and found out they lived somewhere in Southampton from a chat about child-friendly restaurants. Dawn favored McDonald’s because “no one tuts when your kid cries—and it’s cheap” and made special mention of her local one.

He called in at the restaurant the next time he was making a 
 delivery down there. Just looking, he told himself as he unwrapped a burger and watched the families around him.

When he left, he had a drive around. Just looking.

It took a while, but Dawn finally let slip the name of Bella’s nursery school as she chatted to another mother in the careless way she had developed online. Dawn treated every exchange as a private conversation—like the people on buses who talk on their mobile phones about the breakup of their marriage or genital warts. Glen mouthed a silent Yes
 and hugged the information to himself.

Later, sitting across from Jean over a chicken casserole, he asked about her day.

“Lesley said I did a lovely job on Eve’s hair today. She wanted a Keira Knightley bob with red flashes. I knew it wouldn’t suit her—she looks nothing like Keira Knightley with that great round face—but she loved it.”

“Well done, love.”

“Wonder what her husband said when she got home . . . Do you want this last piece of chicken? Go on, or it’ll go to waste.”

“Okay. Don’t know why I’m so hungry—I had a great big sandwich at lunchtime—but this is delicious. What’s on the box tonight? Isn’t it Top Gear
 ? Let’s get the washing up done quickly and go and have a look.”

“Go on. You go. I’ll see to the dishes.”

He kissed the top of her head as he squeezed past her at the sink. While it filled with hot water, she put the kettle on.

Later, sitting in front of the television, he let himself take out the new information and examine it minutely. He knew where to find Dawn and Bella. He could go and wait outside the nursery and follow them. But what then? What was he thinking of? He didn’t want to think about it here, in his sitting room with his wife curled up on the sofa.


 He’d think about it when he was on his own. Figure out something. He just wanted to see them.

Just wanted a look. He wouldn’t speak to Dawn. He’d been careful to make sure she didn’t know what he looked like, but he couldn’t risk speaking to her. He had to keep her at arm’s length. Keep her behind the screen.

He had to wait weeks for his next south-coast delivery. It was exhausting, fretting and worrying at the details of his fantasy while keeping up his role of devoted husband at home. But he had to maintain boundaries. No slippage.

On his and Jean’s seventeenth wedding anniversary, he’d made a big fuss over her with flowers and a meal out. But he wasn’t really there at the table in their favorite Italian restaurant. Jean didn’t seem to notice. He hoped she hadn’t.

He felt sick with anticipation as he drove down the motorway. He’d looked up the nursery school in the Internet club and had an address. He’d sit down the road and watch.

Glen arrived as the children were beginning to trickle out of the building, clutching pictures nubbled with painted pasta in one hand, their mums’ hands with the other. He worried he might have arrived too late but parked so he could watch in his rearview mirror and no one would be able to see his face.

He almost missed them. Dawn looked older and scruffier than in her Facebook photos, with her hair tied back and an old jumper swamping her. It was Bella he recognized first. Skipping along the pavement. Glen followed them in the mirror until they passed his van and he got his first direct sight. Close enough to see the smudged makeup under Dawn’s eyes and the golden glint of Bella’s hair.

They went around the corner, and he started the engine. “Just want to see where they live,” he told himself. “That’s all. Where’s the harm in that? They won’t even know I’ve been here.”


 Driving home the back way, he pulled over and edged up a farm track, turned off his phone, and masturbated. He tried to think about Dawn, but she kept sliding out of the picture. He sat afterward, shocked by the intensity of the experience and afraid of the man he’d turned out to be. He told himself it would never happen again. He would stop going online; he’d stop looking at porn. It was a sickness, and he’d get better.

But on October 2 he was given a delivery in Winchester and he felt the physical certainty that he would drive down her street again.

He turned on the radio as he made his way, to distract himself, but all he could think of was the golden glint. I’ll just look to see if they are there
 , he told himself. But when he stopped for fuel on the motorway, he bought a sleeping bag from the bargain baskets and sweets.

He was so wrapped up in the fantasy that he missed his turn and had to double back to the garage. It felt dreamlike as he acted the deliveryman for the customer, joking and asking after business, holding his secret close. He was on his way to Manor Road, and nothing could stop him.

The danger was part of the reason he was doing it. Glen Taylor, former bank executive and devoted husband, could see the shame, the disgrace he risked by his actions, but TDS wanted to stand close to it, to touch it, be singed by it.

“See you soon, Glen,” one of the blokes in the parts department called.

“Yeah. Bye.” He walked to the van and climbed in. There was still time to turn back, to go home and be himself again. But he knew what he would do and signaled to pull out.

Manor Road was deserted. Everyone was at work or indoors. He drove slowly, as if looking for an address, playing the part. Then he saw her, standing behind a low wall, looking at a gray cat 
 rolling in the dust on the pavement. Time slowed, and he found he’d stopped the van. The sound of the engine had distracted the child, and she was looking at him and smiling.

He was jolted back to reality when a front door slammed shut behind the van and, in the side mirror, he saw an elderly man standing on the doorstep. Glen pulled away, turning left into a side street almost immediately, and drove around the block. Had the old boy seen him? Seen his face? And if he had, so what? He’d done nothing wrong. Just parked.

But he knew he had to go back. The child was waiting for him.

The van pulled forward to turn back onto Manor Road, and he could see there was no one there. The only living things were the cat and the child, standing inside her garden, waving to him.

He didn’t remember getting out or walking over to her. He remembered picking her up and holding her and getting back in the van, strapping her into the passenger seat. It took less than a minute, and she didn’t make any fuss. She took the sweetie and sat quietly as he took her away from Manor Road.






 FORTY-SIX

The Widow

FRIDAY, JUNE 11, 2010


D
 awn has always been on the telly. She likes to tell everyone that Bella is alive. That someone took her because they couldn’t have children and wanted a child so badly. Someone who’s looking after her, loving her, and giving her a good life. Dawn has got married now—one of the volunteers from her campaign, an older man who always seems to be touching her. She’s got another little girl. Where’s the justice in that? She holds her new baby tight when she’s on the breakfast show, to show what a good mother she is, but she doesn’t fool me.

Before he died, if Glen was in the room, he’d turn the telly off, casually, to pretend he didn’t care, and then go out. But if he wasn’t there, I’d watch. And buy the papers and magazines when they wrote about Bella. I loved seeing the pictures and videos of her. Playing, laughing, opening her Christmas presents, singing in her baby way, words muddled up, pushing her little stroller. I’ve got quite a collection now from the magazines and newspapers Dawn has talked to. She has always loved the publicity. Her fifteen minutes of fame.

And now I am about to have mine.

When Mick finally turns up, he’s carrying bags of shopping and Chinese takeout. “Couldn’t be bothered to cook,” Kate says with a laugh. “Thought we could have a treat, instead.”


 Mick’s clearly staying, too, and I try to remember where I put the sheets and duvet for the sofa bed.

“Don’t mind me, Jean,” he says with his teenager grin. “I can sleep on the floor. I’m not fussy.” I shrug. I’m too fed up with the whole thing to care anymore. Once, I would’ve run around making up beds, putting clean towels out, changing the soap for a new bar. But now I can’t be bothered. I sit with a plate of noodles and shiny red chicken on my knee and wonder if I have the energy to lift my fork.

Kate and Mick sit on the sofa facing me. They are eating the noodles without any enthusiasm. “This is horrible,” Mick says eventually, and gives up.

“You chose it,” Kate says, and looks at my full plate. “Sorry, Jean. Shall I get you something else?”

I shake my head. “Just a cup of tea,” I say. Mick asks if I’ve got any tins in the cupboard and goes off to make beans on toast for himself. I get up to go to bed, but Kate turns on the news and I sit back down. They are saying something about soldiers and Iraq, and I lean back in my seat.

The next item is me. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. My face in one of the pictures Mick took. “Mick, quick, your stuff’s on the television,” Kate shouts through to the kitchen, and he races in and drops heavily onto the sofa.

“Fame at last,” he says with a grin as the presenter rattles on about the exclusive interview I’ve given to the Daily Post
 and my “revelation” that Glen was responsible for taking Bella. I start to say something, but the program cuts to Dawn, who’s been crying, all swollen eyes, and she’s asked what she thinks about the interview. “She’s an evil monster,” she says, and it takes me a minute to realize she means me. Me. “She must’ve known all along,” she wails. “She must’ve known what her husband did to my poor baby.”

I stand up and turn on Kate. “What have you written?” I demand. 
 “What have you said to make me the evil monster? I trusted you. I told you everything.”

She has difficulty looking me in the eye, but Kate tells me Dawn has “got it all wrong.”

“That isn’t what the story says,” she insists. “It says you’re another of Glen’s victims, that you only realized much later that he could’ve taken her.”

Mick is nodding dumbly, backing her up, but I don’t believe them. I’m so angry I go out of the room. I can’t bear their betrayal. Then I go back in. “Leave now,” I say. “Get out, or I’ll call the police and have you removed.”

There’s silence while Kate wonders if she can talk me around again. “But the money, Jean . . .” she starts to say as I usher her and Mick into the hall, and I cut her off.

“Keep it,” I say, and I open the front door. Mr. Telly’s still standing at the end of the path with his crew.

As she reaches the gate, he says something to her, but she’s already on the phone to Terry, explaining how it’s all gone “pear-shaped.” I beckon the film crew in. I’ve something I want to say.






 FORTY-SEVEN

The Detective

FRIDAY, MAY 14, 2010


D
 ays and then weeks ticked by without a decision being made to rearrest Taylor. The new bosses clearly didn’t want to stumble down the same disastrous path as their predecessors and defended their inaction strenuously.

“Where’s the evidence to link Taylor with this new CCTV? Or the Internet club?” DCI Wellington asked after watching the images. “We’ve got a partial plate number and the dodgy word of a porn merchant. There’s no further identification of the suspect—apart from your gut feeling, Bob.”

Sparkes had been ready to resign, but he couldn’t abandon Bella.

They were so close. The forensics team was working on the plate number of the van on the CCTV, to try to tease out one more digit or letter, and experts were trying to match phrasing in the e-mails from TDS and Bigbear.
 He almost had his hand on Glen Taylor’s arm.

So when he heard that Glen Taylor was dead, he felt it like a physical blow. “Dead?” An officer he knew from the Met had called as soon as the news came through to the operations room. “Thought you’d want to know immediately, Bob. Sorry.”

It was the “sorry” that did it. He hung up and put his head in his 
 hands. They both knew there would be no confession now, no moment of triumph. Bella would never be found.

His head suddenly shot up. Jean. She was free of him now—she could speak out, tell the truth about that day.

Sparkes shouted for Salmond, and when she put her head in the door, he croaked: “Glen Taylor is dead. Knocked over by a bus. We’re going to Greenwich.”

Salmond looked like she might cry but checked herself and went into superwoman mode, organizing and getting ready.

In the car, he filled in the details for her. She knew as much about the case as he did, but he needed to say everything out loud, to walk himself through it all.

“I always thought that Jean was covering for Glen. She was a decent woman, but she was completely dominated by him. They married young—he was the bright one, the one who did well at school and had a good job, and she was his pretty little wife.”

Salmond glanced at her boss. “Pretty little wife?”

He had the grace to laugh. “What I mean is that Jean was so young when they met, he blew her off her feet with his suit and prospects. She never had a chance to be her own person.”

“I think my mum was a bit like that,” Salmond said, indicating to turn off the motorway.


Not you, though,
 Sparkes thought. He’d met her husband. Nice solid bloke who didn’t try to outshine her or put her down.

“Sounds like it could be a folie à deux,
 sir,” Salmond said thoughtfully. “Like Brady and Hindley or Fred and Rose West. I looked at their cases for a paper I wrote at college. A couple shares a psychosis or a delusion because one is so dominant. They end up believing the same thing—their right to do something for example. They share a value system that is not accepted by anyone outside their partnership or relationship. Not sure I’m explaining it properly. Sorry.”


 Bob Sparkes was silent for a bit, turning the theory over in his head. “But if it was a folie à deux, then Jean knew and approved when Glen took Bella.”

“It’s happened before. Like I said,” his sergeant said without taking her eyes off the road. “Then, when you separate the couple, the one who’s been dominated can quite quickly stop sharing the delusion. They kind of come to their senses. Do you see what I mean?”

But Jean Taylor had not let the mask slip when Glen had gone inside. Was it possible that he kept control of her from behind bars?

“I wondered about cognitive dissonance or selective amnesia,” he ventured, a little nervous about trying out his homework reading in forensic psychology. “Maybe she was too frightened of losing everything to admit the truth. I read that trauma can make the mind delete things that are too painful or stressful. So she deleted any details that challenged her belief that Glen was innocent.”

“But can you really do that? Make yourself believe that black is white?” Salmond asked.


The human mind is a powerful thing
 , Sparkes thought, but it sounded too trite to say out loud.

“I’m not an expert, Zara. Just some reading at home. We’d have to talk to someone who’s done the research.”

First time he’d called her “Zara,” and he felt a prickle of embarrassment. Inappropriate
 , he told himself—always called Ian Matthews “Matthews” at work. He risked a quick glance at his sergeant. She showed no sign of offense or even registering his unprofessional slip.

“Who would we approach, sir?”

“I know an academic who might be able to give us a steer. Dr. Fleur Jones helped us before.”

He was grateful that Salmond didn’t react to the name. It hadn’t been Fleur Jones’s fault that everything had gone bad.


 “Why don’t you call her?” she said. “Before we get there. We need to know the best way to approach the widow.”

Salmond pulled over at the next service station and he began to dial.

An hour later, Sparkes walked through the accident and emergency department doors.

“Hello, Jean,” he said, and sat down beside her on an orange molded-plastic chair. She barely moved to acknowledge him. She looked so pale, and her eyes were blackened by grief.

“Jean,” he said again, and took her hand. He’d never touched her before beyond guiding her into a police car, but he couldn’t help himself. She looked so vulnerable.

Jean Taylor’s hand was frigid in his hot hands, but he wouldn’t let go. He kept talking, low and urgent, taking his chance.

“You can tell me now, Jean. You can tell me what Glen did with Bella, where he put her. There’s no need for secrets now. It was Glen’s secret, not yours. You were his victim, Jean. You and Bella.”

The widow turned her head away from him and seemed to shudder.

“Please tell me, Jean. Let it go now, and you’ll have some peace.”

“I don’t know anything about Bella, Bob,” she said slowly, as if explaining to a child. Then she slipped her hand out of his grasp and started to cry. No sound, just tears running down off her chin onto her lap.

Sparkes sat on, unable to leave. Jean Taylor stood and walked away toward the ladies’ room.

When she came out fifteen minutes later, she was holding a tissue to her mouth. She headed straight for the glass doors of the accident and emergency department and was gone.

Disappointment paralyzed Sparkes. “I have screwed up the last 
 chance,” he muttered to Salmond, who now sat in Jean’s chair. “Royally screwed it up.”

“She’s in shock, sir. She doesn’t know which way is up at the moment. Let her settle and think things through. We should go to the house in a couple days.”

“Tomorrow. We’ll go tomorrow,” Sparkes said, rising.

They were at the door twenty-four hours later. Jean Taylor was in black, looking ten years older and ready for them.

“How are you doing, Jean?” he asked.

“Good and bad. Glen’s mum stayed with me last night,” she answered. “Come in.”

Sparkes sat beside her on the sofa, angling himself so he had her full attention, and began a gentler courtship. Zara Salmond and Dr. Jones had rethought the situation and both suggested using a bit of flattery as an opener, to make Jean feel important and in charge of her decisions.

“You’ve been such a rock for Glen, Jean. Always there to support him.”

She blinked at the compliment. “I was his wife, and he relied on me.”

“That must’ve been hard for you at times, Jean. A lot of pressure to take on your shoulders.”

“I was happy to do it. I knew he hadn’t done it,” she said, the constant repetition of her stock reply leaving it hollow.

DS Salmond got up and started looking around the room. “No cards yet?” she asked.

“Not expecting any—just the usual hate mail,” Jean said.

“Where will you hold the funeral, Jean?” Sparkes asked. Glen Taylor’s mother appeared at the door, clearly having been eavesdropping in the hall.


 “At the crematorium. Just having a simple, private service to say good-bye, aren’t we, Jean?”

The widow nodded, deep in thought. “Do you think the press will come?” she asked. “I don’t think I could bear that.”

Mary Taylor sat on the arm of the sofa beside her daughter-in-law and stroked her hair. “We’ll weather it, Jeanie. We have so far. Perhaps they’ll leave you alone now.”

The remark was aimed at the two detectives cluttering up the sitting room as much as the press waiting outside.

“They’ve been knocking since eight a.m. I’ve told them Jean is too upset to talk, but then another one comes. I think she should come back with me for a bit, but she wants to stay at home.”

“Glen is here,” Jean said, and Sparkes rose to leave.
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The Widow

THURSDAY, MAY 27, 2010


T
 he funeral happened so quickly. I let Mary choose the hymns and readings. Couldn’t think straight and wouldn’t have known what to pick. She went for the safe options: “Amazing Grace” and “The Lord Is My Shepherd” because everyone knows the tunes—which was lucky, as there were only fifteen of us singing in the crematorium chapel.

We went to see Glen in the Chapel of Rest, all smart in his three-piece bank suit and the navy-and-gold tie he liked. I’d washed and ironed his best shirt, and it looked perfect. Glen would’ve been pleased. Of course, it wasn’t really Glen in the coffin. He wasn’t there, if you know what I mean. He looked like a waxwork Glen. His mum wept, and I stood back, letting her have a moment with her little boy. I kept looking at his hands with their perfect pink buffed-up nails—innocent hands.

Mary and I went from the funeral home to John Lewis to buy hats.

“You’ll find the range over there.” The assistant pointed, and we stood in front of thirty black hats, trying to imagine ourselves at Glen’s funeral. I picked a sort of pillbox one with a little net veil to 
 hide my eyes, and Mary went for one with a brim. They cost a fortune, but neither of us could summon the energy to mind. We came out into the street with our carrier bags and stood, lost for a moment.

“Come on, Jeanie. Let’s go home and have a cup of tea,” Mary said. So we did.

The next day, we put on the new hats in front of the mirror in the hall before getting into the taxi to the crematorium. Mary and I held hands loosely, just touching. Glen’s dad stared out the window at the drizzle.

“Always rains at funerals,” he said. “What a bloody awful day.”

Funny things, funerals. So much like weddings, I think. Gatherings with people you never see any other time, catching up over a buffet, people laughing and crying. Even at Glen’s funeral I heard one of the old uncles laughing quietly with someone. When we arrived, we were guided into the waiting area, me with my mum and dad, his mum and dad, and a small crowd of Taylors. I was grateful anyone came, really.

No one from the bank or the salon. We were not part of that world anymore.

Then Bob Sparkes turned up, all respectful in black suit and tie, looking like an undertaker. He stood apart from us, on the edge of the Garden of Remembrance, pretending to read the names of the dead on the plaques. He hadn’t sent flowers, but we told people not to. “Family flowers only,” the undertaker had advised, so there was just my wreath of lilies and laurels—“Classic and classy,” the young florist had said, almost chirpily—and Mary had ordered Glen’s name in white chrysanthemums. He’d have hated it. “How common,” I could hear him say, but Mary loved it and that’s what mattered.

I kept looking to see where Bob Sparkes was.


 “Who invited him?” Mary said, all cross.

“Don’t worry about him, love.” George patted her shoulder. “Not important today.”

The vicar from Mary’s church did the service, talking about Glen like he was a real person, not the man in the papers. He kept looking at me like he was talking just to me. I hid behind the veil on my hat when he was going on about Glen as if he knew him. He talked about his football and his cleverness at school and his wonderfully supportive wife during difficult times. There was a murmur from the congregation, and I rested my head on my dad’s shoulder and closed my eyes while his coffin slid forward and the curtains closed behind him. All gone.

Outside, I looked for Bob Sparkes, but he’d gone as well. Everyone wanted to kiss and hug me and tell me how fantastic I’d been. I managed a smile and hugged people back, and then it was over. We’d thought about putting on a tea, but we didn’t know if anyone would come. And then if there’d been a tea, we would have had to talk about Glen and someone might have mentioned Bella.

We kept it simple. The five of us went home to my house and had a cup of tea and some ham sandwiches Mary had made and put in the fridge. I put my hat in its tissue paper and John Lewis bag and slid it on top of the wardrobe. Later, the house was quiet for the first time since Glen died, and I put on my dressing gown and wandered through all the rooms. It isn’t a big house, but Glen was in every corner of it and I kept expecting to hear him shout to me: “Jeanie, where’ve you put the paper?” “Off to work, love. See you later.”

In the end I made a drink and took it up to bed with the handful of cards and letters from the family. I’d burned the nasty ones on the stove top.


 The bed felt bigger without him. He wasn’t always in it—sometimes he slept on the sofa downstairs when he was restless. “Don’t want to keep you awake, Jean,” he’d say, and pick up his pillow. He didn’t want to go in the spare room anymore, so we’d got a sofa that pulled out into a bed and he’d crawl into it in the middle of the night. We kept a duvet behind it during the day. I didn’t know if anyone noticed.
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The Detective

SATURDAY, JUNE 12, 2010


A
 fter the funeral, Bob Sparkes read the coverage and looked at the photographs of Jean at the crematorium and a close-up of the word “Glen” spelled out in flowers. “How Will We Find You Now, Bella?” the papers said, taunting him.

He tried to concentrate on the job but found himself staring into space, lost and unable to move forward. He decided to take some leave and get his head together. “Let’s pack up the car and drive to Devon. Find a place to stay when we get there,” he said to Eileen on Saturday morning.

She went to talk to the neighbor about feeding the cat, and he sat at the table with the post.

Eileen crashed in through the back door, her hands full of runner beans and peas. “Picked them quickly; otherwise they’ll be over by the time we get back. Shame to waste them.”

Eileen was clearly determined that life would go on in their house, even if it was stuck on pause in her husband’s head. He’d always been a thinker—it had been what she loved about him. Deep, her friends had said. She liked that. His deepness. But now it was just blackness.

“Come on, Bob, finish shelling these peas while I pack a bag. How long are we going for?”


 “A week? What do you think? Just need a bit of clean air and long walks.”

“Sounds lovely.”

He did his chore mechanically, sliding a nail along the pod and pushing the peas into a colander, as he struggled with his feelings. He’d let it get personal, he knew. No other case had touched him like this, had reduced him to tears, had threatened his career. Maybe he ought to go back to the crazy counselor? He laughed, just a short bark of a laugh, but Eileen heard it and rushed downstairs to see what had happened.

The journey was painless; it was a warm summer’s day before the school holidays with little traffic on the motorways that Sparkes took to put distance between him and the case as quickly as possible. Eileen sat close to him, occasionally patting his knee or squeezing his hand. They both felt young and slightly giddy at their spontaneity.

Eileen chatted to him about the children, filling him in on his family, as if he were emerging from a coma. “Sam says she and Pete will get married next summer. She wants to do it on a beach.”

“A beach? Suppose it won’t be Margate. Well, whatever she wants. She seems happy with Pete, doesn’t she?”

“Very happy, Bob. It’s James I’m worried about. He’s working too hard.”

“Wonder where he gets that from,” he said, and glanced at his wife to see her reaction. They smiled at each other, and Sparkes’s stomach began to unclench for the first time in weeks. Months, really.

It was wonderful to be talking about his own life instead of other people’s.

They decided to stop at Exmouth for crab sandwiches. They had brought the kids there for a summer holiday when they were little, and it held memories of being happy. It was all still there 
 when they pulled up—the blue pompons of the hydrangeas, the flags fluttering around the Jubilee Clock Tower, the screeching seagulls, the pastel shades of the beach huts. It was as if they had stepped back into the 1990s, and they walked along the promenade to stretch their legs and look at the sea.

“Come on, love. Let’s get going. I’ve phoned the pub to book a room for tonight,” he said, and then pulled her to him and kissed her.

Another hour or so and they’d be at Dartmouth and then on to Slapton Sands for a fish supper.

They drove with the windows down and the wind blowing their hair into mad shapes. “Blowing the badness out,” Eileen said, as he knew she would. It was what she always said. It made him think of Glen Taylor, but he didn’t say anything.

•   •   •


A
 t the pub, they sprawled on the benches outside, soaking up the last warmth of the sun and planning their swim in the morning. “Let’s get up early and go,” he suggested.

“Let’s not. Let’s give ourselves a lie-in and then meander down. We’ve got all week, Bob,” she said, and laughed at the thought of a whole week to themselves.

They went up to their room late and, from habit, Sparkes clicked on the television to catch the late news while Eileen had a quick shower. The video clip of Jean Taylor sitting in her living room, being interviewed, made his stomach contract into its familiar knot, and he was back in role. “Eileen, love. I’ve got to go back,” he called through to her. “It’s Jean Taylor. She says Glen took Bella.”

Eileen came out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, with another pulled around her wet hair in a turban. “What? What did you say?” Then she saw the faces on the television and sank down on the bed. “Christ, Bob. Is there no end to this?”


 “No, Eileen. I’m so sorry, but there isn’t until I know what happened to that little girl. Jean knows, and I’ve got to ask her again. Can you be ready to leave in fifteen minutes?”

She nodded, loosening the towel on her head and rubbing her hair dry.

The journey back was quiet. Eileen slept as Sparkes drove on deserted roads, flicking on the radio every hour on the hour to see if there were any updates.

He had to shake his wife awake when they reached home, and they fell into bed with barely a word exchanged.






 FIFTY

The Reporter

SUNDAY, JUNE 13, 2010


H
 ere she is, our star reporter!” the editor shouted across the newsroom when Kate walked in the next morning. “Brilliant exclusive, Kate. Well done!” There was a smattering of applause from her colleagues and calls of “Great stuff, Kate.” She felt herself blushing and tried to smile without looking smug.

“Thanks, Simon,” she said when she finally reached her desk and could shrug off her handbag and jacket.

The news editor had already sidled over to bask in any glory being handed out. “What have we got for day two, then, Kate? Another scoop?” the editor bawled, yellow teeth bared in triumph.

Kate knew the editor knew because she had filed it overnight, but Simon Pearson wanted to put on a bit of a show in front of his people. He hadn’t had much of a chance lately—“Bloody boring politics. Where are the exclusives?” was his mantra—and today he was going to make the most of it.

“We’ve got the story of the childless marriage,” Terry said. “Is This What Turned Mr. Normal into a Monster?”

Simon smiled widely. Kate winced. The headline was crass and screamed, turning her probing and sensitive interview into a cinema poster, but she should have been used to it. “Sell the story” was 
 another of the editor’s mantras. He was a man for mantras. Brute force and rote learning was his preferred MO with his executives, none of your pretentious creative thinking and questioning. “Simon Says,” the execs joked.

The editor knew a good headline and believed it was always worth using a good one more than once. Every week, sometimes, when it particularly took his fancy, then promptly discarded when even he realized it was becoming the source of derision in journalist drinking holes. The question in the headline—“Is This the Most Evil Man in Britain?”—was a classic. It hedged bets. Just asking, not saying.

“I’ve got some good quotes from the widow,” Kate said, starting up her computer.

“Killer quotes,” Terry added, upping the ante. “Everyone was scrambling to catch up last night, and we’ve had the magazines and foreign press on already for the pictures. Talk of the street.”

“You’re showing your age, Terry,” Simon said. “There’s no street anymore. Didn’t you know, it’s a global village?”

The news editor grinned at his boss’s rebuke, determined to see it as a bit of banter. Nothing was going to spoil today—he’d brought in the story of the year and was going to go in and get the pay raise he richly deserved and then take his wife—or maybe his mistress—for dinner at the Ritz.

Kate was already looking at her e-mails, leaving the men to their dick swinging.

“What’s she like, Kate? Jean Taylor?”

Kate looked at her editor and saw the genuine curiosity behind the bluster. He had one of the most powerful jobs in the newspaper industry, but what he really wanted was to be a reporter again, elbow deep in the story, asking the questions, standing on a doorstep, and sending his golden words to the desk, not just hearing about it later.

“She’s smarter than she makes out. Puts on the little 
 housewifely act—you know, standing by her man—but there’s all sorts going on in her head. Difficult for her because I think she believed he was innocent at one stage, but something changed. Something changed in their relationship.”

Kate knew she should’ve got more; she should’ve got the whole thing. She blamed Mick for interrupting, but she’d seen the shutters come down in Jean’s eyes. Control of the interview had switched back and forth between the two women, but there was no question who’d been in charge at the end. Kate wasn’t about to admit that to this audience.

The other reporters were listening now, wheeling their chairs back to catch the conversation.

“Did he do it, Kate? And did she know?” the crime man asked. “That’s what everyone wants to know.”

“Yes and yes,” she said. “Question is, when did she know? At the time or later? I think the trouble is that she’s been stuck between what she knows and what she wants to believe.”

Everyone looked at her for more and, as if on cue, Kate’s phone began ringing and Bob Sparkes’s name flashed up. “Sorry. Got to take this, Simon. It’s the copper in charge of the case. Might be a day three.”

“Keep me posted, Kate,” he said as he marched off to his office, and she moved through the swinging doors to the lifts to get a bit of privacy.

“Hello, Bob. Thought I’d hear from you this morning.”

Sparkes was already standing outside the newspaper office, sheltering from summer rain in the grand portico of the building. “Come and have a coffee with me, Kate. We need to talk.”

The Italian café around the corner in a grubby side street was crowded, and the windows were running with steam from the coffee machine. They sat down at a table away from the counter and looked at each other for a minute.


 “Congratulations, Kate. You got her to say more than I ever managed.”

The reporter held his gaze. His generosity disarmed her, made her want to tell him the truth. He was good, she had to admit.

“I should’ve got more, Bob. There was more to get, but she stopped when she chose. Incredible self-control. Frightening, really. One minute she was holding my hand and literally crying on my shoulder about the monster she married, and the next, she was back in the driver’s seat. Clammed up and wouldn’t budge.”

She stirred her coffee. “She knows what happened, doesn’t she?”

Sparkes nodded. “I think she does. But she can’t let it out, and I don’t know why. After all, he’s dead. What has she got to lose?”

Kate shook her head in sympathy. “Something, obviously.”

“I’ve often wondered if she was involved in the crime,” Sparkes said, mainly to himself. “Maybe the planning? Maybe it was about getting a child for them both and something went wrong? Perhaps she put him up to it?”

Kate’s eyes were glittering with the possibilities. “Bloody hell, Bob. How’re you going to get her to confess?”


How indeed
 , he thought.

“What is her weak point?” Kate asked, playing with her spoon.

“Glen,” he answered. “But he’s not here anymore.”

“It’s kids, Bob. That’s her weak point. She’s obsessed with them. Everything came back to kids when we were talking. She wanted to know everything about my boys.”

“I know. You should see her scrapbooks full of babies.”

“Scrapbooks?”

“That’s off the record, Kate.”

She tucked it away for later and automatically put her head on one side. Submission. You can trust me.


 He wasn’t fooled. “I mean it. It could be part of a future investigation.”

“Okay, okay,” she conceded irritably. “What do you think she’ll do now?”

“If she knew anything, she might go back to the child,” Sparkes said.

“Back to Bella,” Kate echoed. “Wherever she is.”

Jean had nothing else to think about now. She’d make a move, he was sure.

“Will you call me if you hear anything?” he asked Kate.

“I might,” she teased automatically. He flushed and, despite herself, she was pleased to see him respond to her flirty tone. Sparkes felt out of his depth suddenly.

“Kate, we’re not playing games here,” he said, trying to get back on a professional footing. “Let’s stay in touch.”

They parted in the street, and he tried to shake her hand, but she leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek.






 FIFTY-ONE

The Widow

FRIDAY, JUNE 11, 2010


W
 hen the crew has gone, I sit quietly and wait for the late evening news. Mr. Telly has said it’ll be the top item, and it is. “Widow in Bella Case Speaks Out for First Time” flashes up on the screen, and music rolls over it and into my front room. And there I am, on the telly. It doesn’t last very long really, but I say I knew nothing about Bella’s disappearance but suspected that Glen was involved. I said very clearly that I didn’t know for certain, that he had not confessed to me, that journalists had twisted what I said.

I answered their questions calmly, sitting on my sofa. I admitted I was offered payment but had turned it down when I found out what the paper was printing. There was a curt statement from the Daily
 Post
 and a shot of Kate and Mick leaving my house. And that was it.

I wait for the phone to ring. First was Glen’s mum, Mary. “How could you say those things, Jeanie?” she says.

“You know as well as I do, Mary,” I say. “Please don’t pretend you didn’t suspect him of it, because I know you did.” She goes quiet and says she will talk to me tomorrow.

Then Kate calls. She’s businesslike, saying that the paper is including my statement from the TV interview in their article so I can “give my side of the story.”


 I laugh at the cheek of her. “You were supposed to be writing my side of the story,” I say. “Do you always lie to your victims?” She ignores the question and says I can ring her anytime on her mobile, and I hang up without saying good-bye.

The paper comes through the letter box the next morning. I don’t have deliveries. I wonder if Kate posted it. Or a neighbor. The headline screams “Widow Confesses Bella Killer’s Guilt,” and I’m shaking too much to open the paper. My picture is on the front, gazing into the distance like Mick told me to. I put it down on the kitchen table and wait.

The phone rings all morning. The papers, the telly, the radio, the family. My mum calls, sobbing about the shame I have brought on them, and my dad is shouting in the background about how he warned me not to marry Glen. He didn’t, but I suppose he wishes he had done now.

I try to comfort Mum, telling her I have been misquoted and the paper has twisted everything, but it’s no good, and in the end, she hangs up.

I feel exhausted by it, so I take the phone off the hook and lie down on my bed. I think about Bella and Glen.

And those last few days before he died.

He’d started asking me what I was going to do. “Are you going to leave me, Jeanie?” he’d said. I said I was going to make a cup of tea and left him standing there. Too much to think about. Betrayal. Decisions. Plans.

And I don’t speak to him again except when it is essential. “It’s your mum on the phone.” Just the bare minimum.

He’s like a ghost, haunting me everywhere in the house. I catch him looking at me from behind the paper. I have him now. He doesn’t know what his Jeanie will do, and it scares him to death.

Glen doesn’t let me out on my own that week. Everywhere I go, 
 he comes, too. Perhaps he thinks I will go straight to Bob Sparkes. That’s because he doesn’t understand a thing about me. I’m not going to tell anyone anything. Not to protect him—don’t make me laugh.

That Saturday, he was on my heels as we came out of Sainsbury’s, and I saw him look at a little girl sitting in a supermarket cart. It was just a glance, but I saw something in his eyes. Something dead. And I pushed him away from the child. Such a little push, and he tripped on the curb and into the road. The bus appeared at the same moment. It was all so quick, and I remember looking at him lying there in a small pool of blood and thinking, “Oh well. That’s the end of his nonsense.”

Does it make me a murderer now? I look at myself in the mirror, try to see if it shows in my eyes, but I don’t think so. Glen got off lightly really. He could have gone on suffering for years, wondering when he’d be exposed. People like Glen can’t help themselves, I’ve heard, so really, I helped him out.

I’m going to sell the house as soon as I can. I’ve got to get through the inquest first, but Tom Payne says it’ll be very straightforward. I just have to tell the coroner about Glen stumbling over his feet and it’ll all be over. I can make my own fresh start.

I rang an estate agent yesterday to find out what the house will fetch. I gave my name, but she didn’t seem to notice—she will eventually, but I told her I wanted a quick sale and she’s coming tomorrow morning. I wonder if Glen’s connection will put the price up or down. Some ghoul might pay a bit extra. You never know.

I’m still deciding where to go, but I’m definitely moving out of London. I’m going to go online to find places, maybe abroad or maybe down toward Hampshire. To be near my baby girl.






 FIFTY-TWO

The Reporter

THURSDAY, JULY 1, 2010


T
 he coroner was well-known to the press. A small, neat lawyer who favored highly colored silk bow ties and kept a meticulously trimmed silver mustache. Hugh Holden liked to think of himself as A Character, an occasional thorn in the side of the authorities, unafraid to reach controversial verdicts.

Normally Kate enjoyed his inquests and his quirky line in questioning and verbal flourishes, but she wasn’t in the mood today. She feared this was likely to be Jean Taylor’s last public appearance. There’d be no need for her to show her face again, and she could disappear behind her front door forever.

Outside the court, Mick was milling with the other photographers, waiting for the arrival shots. “Hi, Kate,” he called over the heads. “See you after.”

She filed in with the rest of the reporters and the curious, managing to get one of the last press seats at the front, facing the witness box. Her thoughts were all on Jean, and she watched the door for her entrance. She missed Zara Salmond slipping into the back of the court with some of the Met officers who’d be called to give evidence. Sparkes had sent her in his place. “You go, Salmond. I need your eyes and analysis on her performance. I can’t see anything straight at the moment.”


 She’d arrived only just in time, when the grind of the door hinges announced the widow. Jean Taylor looked dignified and in control, in the same dress she’d worn for Glen’s funeral.

She walked slowly through the court with her lawyer to her seat in the front row. That weasel Tom Payne,
 Kate thought, nodding affably to him and mouthing, Good morning, Tom
 . He raised his hand in greeting, and Jean looked to see who he was waving to. Their eyes met, and Kate thought for a moment that she was going to acknowledge her. She tried a small smile, but Jean turned away, uninterested.

The other witnesses took their time to settle, shaking hands and hugging one another in the aisles, but finally everyone took their places and stood to attention as the coroner entered.

The coroner’s officer stepped up to tell the court that the deceased’s father had identified the body as that of Glen George Taylor, and then the pathologist gave his evidence of the postmortem examination. Kate kept her eyes on the widow, registering her reactions to the details of the dissection of her husband. He’d had a good last breakfast, anyway
 , Kate thought as the pathologist ran through the contents of the stomach in desultory fashion. No sign of disease. Contusions and lacerations to arms and thighs consistent with the fall and collision with the vehicle. The fatal injury was to the head. Skull fracture caused by impact with bus and road surface, traumatic brain injury. Death pretty much instantaneous.

Jean pulled her handbag onto her knee and undid a small packet of tissues ostentatiously, unfolding one to wipe an eye. She’s not crying
 , Kate thought. She’s faking.


The bus driver was next. His tears were real as he told of the flash of a man falling in front of his cab window. “I never saw him, so there was nothing I could do. It all happened so quickly. I braked, but it was too late.”


 He was helped from the box by an usher, and then Jean was called.

Her performance was polished, too polished. To Kate’s ear, every word sounded like it had been practiced in front of the mirror. The shopping trip was walked through, step by step, around the aisles, out of the automatic doors and into the High Street. The discussion about cereal and Glen Taylor’s stumble into the path of the bus. All told in a low, serious voice.

Kate wrote it all down and glanced up to capture the expressions and any emotions.

“Mrs. Taylor, can you tell us why your husband stumbled? The police examined the pavement and could find nothing to make him lose his footing,” the coroner said kindly.

“I don’t know, sir. He fell under the bus right there in front of me. I didn’t even have time to call out. He was gone,” the widow answered.


She can do this without thinking now
 , Kate thought. She’s using identical phrases.


“Was he holding your hand or your arm? I know I do with my partner when we’re out together,” the coroner persisted.

“No, well, perhaps. I can’t remember,” she said, less sure of herself now.

“Was your husband distracted that day? Was he himself?”

“Distracted? What do you mean?”

“Not concentrating on what he was doing, Mrs. Taylor.”

“He’d a lot on his mind,” Jean Taylor said, and looked at the press benches. “But I’m sure you know that.”

“Quite,” the coroner said, pleased with himself for prying out some new information.

“So, what was his mood that morning?”

“His mood?”

This was not going the way Jean had planned, Kate thought. 
 Repeating questions back to the questioner was a sure sign of stress. You did it to buy time.

The reporter leaned forward to make sure she didn’t miss a word.

“Yes, his mood, Mrs. Taylor?”

Jean Taylor closed her eyes and seemed to sway in the witness box. Tom Payne and the coroner’s officer leaped up to catch her and lower her into a chair as the court hummed with concern. “It’s a line, I suppose,” the reporter behind Kate muttered to a colleague. “Widow of Bella suspect collapses. Better than nothing.”

“It’s not over yet,” she hissed over her shoulder.

Jean gripped a glass of water and stared at the coroner.

“Better now, Mrs. Taylor?” he asked.

“Yes, thank you. Sorry about that. I didn’t eat anything this morning and . . .”

“That’s perfectly all right. No need to explain. Now, shall we get back to my question?”

Jean took a deep breath. “He hadn’t been sleeping properly, not for ages, and he’d been getting bad headaches.”

“And had he been treated for his insomnia and headaches?”

She shook her head. “He said he wasn’t well, but he wouldn’t go to the doctor. He didn’t want to talk about it, I think.”

“I see. Why not, Mrs. Taylor?”

She looked at her lap for a moment, then raised her head. “Because he said he kept dreaming about Bella Elliott.”

Hugh Holden held her gaze, and the room stilled as he nodded to encourage her to continue.

“She was there when he closed his eyes, he said. It was making him ill. And he wanted to be with me all the time. Following me around the house. I didn’t know what to do. He wasn’t well.”

The coroner noted it all down carefully as the reporters scribbled furiously to his left.


 “Given his state of mind, Mrs. Taylor, is there a possibility that your husband stepped in front of the bus on purpose?” the coroner asked.

Tom Payne rose to challenge the question, but Jean waved him away.

“I don’t know, sir. He never said anything about taking his own life. But he wasn’t well.”

The coroner thanked her for her evidence, gave her his condolences, and recorded a verdict of accidental death.

“I’ll be on the news tonight,” he told the court usher gleefully as the press filed out.






 FIFTY-THREE

The Detective

THURSDAY, JULY 1, 2010


G
 len Taylor’s dreams of Bella led the news bulletins on the radio all afternoon and came a respectable third on the evening television news. In the dog days of summer—the media’s “silly season,” when politicians are on holiday, schools close, and the country gently grinds to a halt—anything with a hint of a news angle plays well.

Sparkes had heard it all from Salmond straight after the inquest, but he read it anyway, scanning every word in the papers. “Jean’s beginning to unravel, Bob,” Salmond had said, puffing slightly as she marched back to her car. “I tried to talk to her afterward. All the reporters were there—your Kate Waters was there—but Jean wouldn’t say another word. She’s still in charge, but only just.”

The collapse in court must be a sign that with Glen gone, the secret was becoming too much for her, Sparkes felt. “She’s trying to let it seep out in a controlled way, like when they used to bleed a patient in medieval times. Getting rid of the bad thing a bit at a time,” he’d suggested to Salmond.

He looked over at his sergeant; she was now sitting at his computer to look at the news reports. “We’re going to wait her out. Literally.”


 They were in position at five a.m. the next morning, parked out of sight, half a mile from the Taylor house, waiting for the surveillance team’s call. “I know this is a long shot, but we’ve got to try it. She will do something,” he’d told her.

“Feel it in your waters, sir?” she said.

“Not sure where my waters are, but yes, I do.”

Twelve hours later, the air in the car was thick with their breath and fast food.

At ten p.m., they had exhausted their life stories, criminals they’d arrested, holiday disasters, TV programs from their childhoods, favorite meals, best action films, and who was sleeping with whom in the office. Sparkes felt he could go on Mastermind
 and answer questions on Zara Salmond without passing, and both were quietly relieved when the surveillance team finally rang to say all the lights in the house had been turned off.

Sparkes called it a day. They would stay in the cheap hotel down the hill to grab some sleep before resuming their vigil. Another team would keep watch overnight.

His phone rang at four a.m. “Lights are on, sir.”

He pulled on his clothes and rang Salmond at the same time, dropping his phone down a trouser leg. “Sir, is that you?”

“Yes, yes. She’s up. Downstairs in five.”

Zara Salmond looked less than perfect for the first time: bed hair and bare-faced, she was waiting for him at the front door. “And to think I told my mum I wanted to be an air hostess,” she said.

“Come on, then. Seats for takeoff,” he replied with the ghost of a smile.

Jean came out of the front door quickly, triggering her own security light, and stood in the spotlight, looking up and down the street for signs of life. She pressed the key fob to open the car, and 
 the electronic beep echoed off the facades of the houses opposite as she pulled open the door and slid in behind the wheel. She was wearing her funeral dress again.

Two streets away, Zara Salmond started their car and waited for instructions from the team. Sparkes was deep in thought beside her, maps on his lap. “She’s just turned onto the A2 headed in the direction of the M25, sir,” the officer in the unmarked van barked down the phone. And they pulled away to start their pursuit. “Bet she’s going down to Hampshire,” Salmond said as she sped down the dual carriageway.

“Let’s not try to second-guess her,” Sparkes said. He could not bear to hope too much as he followed their route on the map with his finger.

The rising sun was beginning to lighten the sky, but the GPS had still not switched from night colors when they took the turnoff for the M3 and Southampton. The convoy was evenly spaced over three miles of the motorway, with Sparkes and Salmond holding back to avoid being recognized. “She’s signaling to pull into the services, sir,” the van informed. “Where are your officers now? We’ll need to change over, or she’s going to spot us.”

“On it. We’ve got another vehicle waiting at the next junction. Stick with her until she leaves the services, and we’ll take her from there,” Sparkes replied.

The van crawled into the parking area and slid into a bay two cars back from the target. One of the police team got out, scratching his head and stretching, and headed after Jean Taylor. She went into the ladies’ room, and the officer stood in a queue for a burger. He pretended to compare the qualities of the meals advertised in nuclear fallout colors above the counter while he waited for her to emerge. She didn’t take long, shaking the last drops of water from her hands as she walked. The officer munched into his 
 double cheeseburger as she went into the shop and carefully picked through the plastic buckets of flowers, selecting a bouquet of pink rosebuds and white lilies wrapped in pink tissue paper and cellophane. She held them up to her face to catch the perfume from the powdery stamens as she walked over to the sweet counter and picked up a brightly colored packet. Skittles, the officer noted from the other side of the deserted shop. Then she queued to pay.

“She’s got flowers and sweets, sir. She’s on her way to the car. Will follow her out onto the motorway and hand over,” he reported back.

Sparkes and Salmond looked at each other. “She’s going to a grave,” he said, his mouth dry. “Get our boys ready.”

Five minutes later, two other vehicles were on her tail, overtaking each other, taking turns to be three cars back. Jean maintained a steady sixty-five miles per hour. A careful driver. She’s probably not used to driving on motorways on her own,
 Sparkes thought. I wonder if this is the first time she’s made this journey.


He and Salmond had not spoken since they turned out of the services; they were concentrating on the chatter on the police channels. But at Winchester, when they heard Jean Taylor’s car had exited and was heading east, he told her to put her foot down.

They were picking up a bit more traffic, but Jean’s car was now only a mile ahead of them, with another police vehicle sandwiched between them.

“She’s stopping,” the officer messaged. “Trees on right, track, no gate. I’ll have to go on, or she’ll spot me. Will double back straightaway. She’s all yours.”

“Steady, Salmond,” Sparkes said. “Nice and steady.”

They almost missed her car, tucked down the muddy track, but Sparkes spotted the glint of metal in the trees at the last minute. “She’s here,” he said, and Salmond slowed and swung their car around. “Park across the road. We’ll need access for the other vehicles,” he said.


 As they got out, a light rain started to patter down on the trees, and they pulled their coats from the boot. “She’s probably heard the car,” Sparkes whispered. “I don’t know how far back these trees go. I’ll go ahead, and you wait for the team. I’ll call you when I need you.” Salmond nodded, looking suddenly tearful.

He crossed the road quickly, turning and waving before disappearing into the trees.

There was not enough daylight yet to penetrate the woods, and he felt his way carefully. He couldn’t hear anything apart from his breathing and the crows cawing above him, disturbed by his presence.

He suddenly saw a movement ahead. A flash of something white in the gloom. He stopped and waited a moment until he was ready. He needed to steady himself and was glad Salmond wasn’t there to see him trembling like a diver on a high board. He took three deep breaths and then moved forward cautiously. He was worried he might stumble over her. He didn’t want to frighten her.

Then he saw her, on the ground under a tree. She was sitting on a coat, her legs tucked sideways, for all the world as if she were at a picnic. Beside her, the flowers in their tissue paper.

“Is that you, Bob?”

He froze at the sound of Jean’s voice. “Yes, Jean.”

“I thought I heard a car. I knew it would be you.”

“Why are you here, Jean?”

“Jeanie. I prefer you to call me Jeanie,” she said, still not looking at him.

“Why are you here, Jeanie?”

“I’ve come to see our baby girl.”

Sparkes crouched down beside her, then took off his coat and sat on it so he could be close to her. “Who is your baby girl, Jeanie?”

“Bella, of course. She’s here. Glen put her here.”






 FIFTY-FOUR

The Widow

SATURDAY, JULY 3, 2010


I
 couldn’t stop myself. I had to go to her. The interview and the inquest started something in me, started me thinking all the time, and even the pills couldn’t do anything about it. I thought that with Glen gone there would be some peace, but there wasn’t. I was still thinking all the time. I couldn’t eat or sleep. I knew I had to go to her. Nothing else mattered.

It wasn’t the first visit. Glen had taken me to Bella’s grave on the Monday before he died. After he sat on my bed and told me he couldn’t sleep anymore. He started talking about the day Bella went missing, curled up on his side of the bed, with his back to me so I couldn’t see his face. I didn’t move once while he told me. I was scared I’d break the spell and he’d stop. So I listened without speaking.

He said he’d picked Bella up because she’d wanted him to. He hadn’t dreamed it. He knew that he’d left Bella on her own on the edge of a small wood on his way home to me, and he knew he’d done something terrible. She’d fallen asleep in the back of the van. He had a sleeping bag in the van. He just lifted her out, still asleep, from the back of the van, and put her under a tree to be found. He’d left some sweets for her to eat. Skittles. He’d meant to ring the police, but he was in a panic.


 Then he got up and went out of the room before I could speak. I lay still as if I could stop time there, but my mind was racing away from me. All I could think was, Why did he have a sleeping bag in his van? Where did he get it from?
 I couldn’t let myself think about what had happened in the van, what my husband had done.

I wanted to blot it out, and I stood under the shower, letting the water drum on my head and fill my ears. But nothing could stop me from thinking.

I went down to him in the kitchen and told him we were going to find her. Glen looked at me blankly and said: “Jeanie, I left her nearly four years ago.” But I wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“We have to,” I said.

We got in our car and went looking for Bella. I made sure we were not being watched as we came out, but the press didn’t live on our street anymore. I’d already decided that if we saw one of the neighbors, we’d say we were going shopping at Bluewater.

The traffic was heavy, and we didn’t speak as we followed the signs for the M25.

We followed the route Glen must have taken that day from Winchester to Southampton and then on the country roads he took with Bella in the back of his van. I imagined her sitting happily on the floor of the van with a fistful of sweeties, and I held on to that image for grim death. I knew it wasn’t like that, really, but I couldn’t think about that yet.

Glen was pale and sweaty at the wheel. “This is bloody stupid, Jean,” he said. But I knew he wanted to go back to that day. To what happened. And I was letting him do this because I wanted Bella.

About two hours after we left home, he said, “It was here.” It didn’t look any different from dozens of clumps of trees we’d passed, but he pulled over.

“How can you be sure?” I asked.


 “I made a mark on the fence,” he said. And there it was. A faded smear of car oil on a fence post.


He meant to come back
 , I thought, then pushed the thought aside.

Glen drove the van off the road so it couldn’t be seen. He must’ve done the same thing that day. Then we sat in silence. It was me who made the first move.

“Come on,” I said. And he undid his seat belt. His face had gone blank again, like it did that day in the hall. He didn’t look like Glen anymore, but I wasn’t frightened. He was shaking, but I didn’t touch him. When we got out, he led me to a tree near the edge and pointed at the ground.

“Here,” he said. “This is where I put her.”

“Liar,” I said, and he looked startled. “Where?” I demanded, my voice sounding like a shriek, scaring us both. He led me deeper into the trees and then stopped. I could see nothing to show anyone was here before, but I believed he was telling the truth this time. “I put her down here,” he said, and stumbled to his knees. I squatted down beside him under the tree and made him tell me all over again.

“She put her arms up to me. She was beautiful, Jeanie, and I just leaned over the wall and took her and put her in the van. When we stopped, I held her really close and stroked her hair. She liked it at first. Laughed. And I kissed her cheek. I gave her a sweet, and she loved it. Then she went to sleep.”

“She was dead, Glen. Not asleep. Bella was dead,” I said, and he started to sob.

“I don’t know why she died,” he said. “I didn’t kill her. I would know if I had, wouldn’t I?”

“Yes, you would,” I said. “You do.”

All I could hear was his sobbing, but I thought he was crying for himself, not for the child he had murdered.


 He said, “Perhaps I held her too tight. I didn’t mean to. It was like a dream, Jeanie. Then I covered her up with the sleeping bag and branches and things to keep her safe.”

I could see a shred of faded blue material caught in the roots of the tree. We were kneeling beside Bella’s grave, and I stroked the ground, soothing her, letting her know she was safe now.

“It’s all right, my baby,” I said, and for a second Glen thought I meant him.

I got up and walked back to the car and left him to make his own way. He’d left it unlocked, and when I got in, I fiddled with the GPS and marked this place “home.” I wasn’t sure why, but it felt right. Glen appeared, and we drove back without speaking. I looked out the window at the countryside changing into suburbs and planned for my future.

•   •   •


G
 len had done something terrible, but I could care for Bella, look after her and love her. I could be her forever mummy.

And last night I decided that I’d get up early and go. It’d be dark still, so no one would see me leave. I didn’t sleep while I waited to go. I was scared—scared of driving on the motorway. Glen always drove when we went on long journeys. His department. But I made myself do it. For her.

I stopped at the services because I wanted to buy some flowers to take with me. Some little pink rosebuds for her. She would like those. Small and pink and pretty like her. And some lilies for her grave. I wasn’t sure if I was going to leave them there. Perhaps bring them home again so I could look at them with her. I bought some sweets for Bella, too. I chose Skittles, but then I realized in the car that that was what Glen had chosen. I threw them out the window.

The GPS took me straight there. “You’ve reached your 
 destination,” it said. And I had. “Home,” it said on the screen. I slowed down a bit to let the car behind overtake me and then turned into the track. It was getting light by then, but it was still early enough that no one else was around. I walked into the trees and looked for Bella. I’d left the yellow cloth Glen used to clean the windscreen wedged beside the blue material under the tree root where he left her, and I hoped it would still be there. The woods weren’t very big, and I’d brought a little flashlight in case. It didn’t take very long to find it. The cloth was there, a bit soggy from the rain.

I’d planned what I’d do in my head. I’d say a prayer and then talk to Bella, but in the end I just wanted to sit and be near her. I spread my coat out and sat down beside her and showed her the flowers. I don’t know how long I’d been there when I heard him. I knew it would be him who found me. Destiny, my mum would say.

He was so gentle when he spoke to me. When he asked me why I was there. We both knew, of course, but he needed me to say it. Needed it so badly. So I told him. “I’ve come to see our baby girl.” He thought I meant Glen’s and my baby girl, but Bella is Bob’s and mine, really. He loves her as much as I do. Glen never loved her. He just wanted her and took her.

We sat for a bit, not talking, and then Bob told me the real story. The story Glen couldn’t tell me. He told me how Glen had found Bella online and hunted her down. How the police had watched a recording of him following her and Dawn from nursery school four days before he kidnapped her. How he had planned the whole thing.

“He said he did it for me,” I said.

“He did it for himself, Jean.”

“He said I made him do it because I needed a baby so much. It was my fault. He did it because he loved me.”

Bob looked at me hard and said slowly, “Glen took her for himself, Jean. No one else was to blame. Not Dawn, not you.”


 I felt like I was underwater and couldn’t hear or see anything clearly. I felt like I was drowning. It felt like we had been there for hours when Bob helped me up and put my coat around my shoulders and took my hand to lead me away. I turned back and whispered, “Good-bye, darling.” Then we walked toward the blue lights flashing through the trees.

I saw the funeral pictures on the television. A little white coffin with pink rosebuds on the lid. Hundreds of people went from all over the country, but I couldn’t. Dawn got an injunction to stop me. We made an application to the court, but the judge agreed with the psychiatrist that it would be too much for me.

I was still there, though.

Bella knew I was there, and that’s all that matters.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Discuss the structure of the book and why the author chose to write the story in this way. What is the effect of alternating between the perspectives of the Widow, the Reporter, the Detective and the Mother? How did this narrative structure impact your reading of the novel and your opinions about the various characters and events?

2. Discuss the character of Jean. What were your initial impressions of her? Do you think the image she presented was sincere? Why or why not? Did your opinions about her change as the novel unfolded. If so, how?

3. What do you think finally pushed Jean into telling her story? Do you think she wanted to tell her story all along? If so, what held her back?

4. What did you think of Kate’s investigative methods? How does her presence in the story affect how it unfolds? Do you think the media help or hinder the police during crime investigations? Give some examples from the book to illustrate your points.

5. Discuss Jean and Glen—separately and together as a couple. How would you describe the quality of their relationship? Did your feelings about Jean change as you learned more about her and her marriage to Glen?

6. Bella’s disappearance captivated the public’s attention. Why do you think people were so interested in this crime and the people involved? Do you think society’s morbid fascination with this crime helped or hurt the investigation? How do you think our fascination with these types of crimes affects real-life investigations?

7. Jean harbors a lot of anger toward Bella’s mother, Dawn Elliott, and repeatedly accuses her of being a “bad mother” throughout the book. It’s one of the rare instances where Jean gets worked up and outwardly emotional. Why do you think her reaction to Dawn is so strong? After learning about more about Dawn, do you agree with Jean?

8. Do you think Jean was as ignorant about her husband’s actions as she claimed to be? Why do you think that she stood by him through the investigation and trial? If you were in her shoes, what would you have done? What might you have done differently?

9. Discuss the role that addiction and obsession play in the novel. How are the characters defined by their addictions and obsessions, and how do they drive their actions?

10. Do you think the unorthodox method of investigation—posing undercover in an Internet chat room to befriend and expose their suspect—employed by Detective Sparkes and his team was justified? Do you think they should have tried to find a link in another way? Or do you think that the ends justify the means in some cases?

11. This novel poses some difficult questions about moral choices, as the lines between guilt and innocence are repeatedly blurred. Do you think Jean is justified in doing any of the things she does throughout the book? If so, which ones?

12. Jean is not always completely truthful. How reliable is she as a narrator? Identify moments where you trusted her and moments where you doubted her. What techniques does the author use to make Jean seem both reliable and unreliable at various points in the novel?

13. Discuss the story’s ending. Were you surprised by Jean’s revelations? Did you think that the ending would turn out the way that it did? If not, what didn’t you see coming?

14. What do you think will happen to the Widow, the Reporter, the Detective and the Mother? How do you think the revelations at the end will impact each of their lives?

15. What was your emotional reaction to The Widow
 ? Would you call it a page-turner, and, if so, how does the author ratchet up the suspense? Discuss specific moments that were jarring for you as a reader and how the author kept you on edge.
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Emma
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M

 y computer is winking at me knowingly when I sit down at my desk. I touch the keyboard, and a photo of Paul appears on my screen. It’s the one I took of him in Rome on our honeymoon, eyes full of love across a table in the Campo dei Fiori. I try to smile back at him but as I lean in, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the screen and stop. I hate seeing myself without warning. Don’t recognize myself sometimes. You think you know what you look like and there is this stranger looking at you. It can frighten me.

But today I study the stranger’s face. The brown hair half pulled up on top of the head in a frantic work bun, naked skin, shadows and lines creeping toward the eyes like cracks in pavement.


“Christ, you look awful,”
 I tell the woman on the screen. The movement of her mouth mesmerizes me and I make her speak some more.


“Come on, Emma, get some work done,”
 she says. I smile palely at her and she smiles back.


“This is mad behavior,”
 she tells me in my own voice, and I stop. Thank God Paul can’t see me now,
 I think.

When Paul gets home tonight, he’s tired and a bit grumpy after 
 a day of “boneheaded” undergraduates and another row with his department head over the timetable.

Maybe it’s an age thing but it seems to really shake Paul to be challenged at work these days. I think he must be starting to doubt himself, see threats to his position everywhere. University departments are like prides of lions, really. Lots of males preening and screwing around and hanging on to their superiority by their dewclaws. I say all the right things and make him a gin and tonic.

When I move his briefcase off the sofa, I see he’s brought home a copy of the Evening Standard
 . He must’ve picked it up on the tube.

I sit and read it while he showers away the cares of the day, and it’s then I see the paragraph about the baby.

“Baby’s Body Found,” it says. Just a few lines about how an infant’s skeleton has been discovered on a building site in Woolwich and police are investigating. I keep reading it over and over. I can’t take it in properly, as if it’s in a foreign language.

But I know what it says and terror is coiling around me. Squeezing the air out of my lungs. Making it hard to breathe.

I am still sitting here when Paul comes down, all damp and pink, and shouting that something is burning.

The pork chops are black. Incinerated. I throw them in the bin and open the window to let out the smoke. I fetch a frozen pizza out of the freezer and put it in the microwave while Paul sits quietly at the table.

“We ought to get a smoke alarm,” he says, instead of shouting at me for almost setting the house on fire. “Easy to forget things when you’re reading.” He is such a lovely man. I don’t deserve him.

Standing in front of the microwave, watching the pizza revolve and bubble, I wonder for the millionth time if he’ll leave me. He should have done years ago. I would have if I’d been in his place, having to deal with my stuff, my worries, on a daily basis. But he shows 
 no sign of packing his bags. Instead he hovers over me like an anxious parent, protecting me from harm. He talks me down when I get in a state, invents reasons to be cheerful, holds me close to calm me when I cry, and tells me I am a brilliant, funny, wonderful woman.


It is the illness making you like this,
 he says. This isn’t you
 .

Except it is. He doesn’t know me really. I’ve made sure. And he respects my privacy when I shy at the mention of my past. “You don’t have to tell me,” he says. “I love you just the way you are.”

Saint Paul—I call him that when he’s pretending I’m not a burden to him, but he usually shushes me.

“Hardly,” he says.

Well, not a saint, then. But who is? Anyway, his sins are my sins. What do old couples say? What’s yours is mine.
 But my sins . . . well, they’re my own.

“Em, why aren’t you eating?” he says when I put his plate on the table.

“I had a late lunch, busy with work. I’m not hungry now but I’ll have something later,” I lie. I know I would choke if I put anything in my mouth.

I give my brightest smile—the one I use for photos. “I’m fine, Paul. Now eat up.”

On my side of the table I nurse a glass of wine and pretend to listen to his account of the day. His voice rises and falls, pauses while he chews the disgusting meal I’ve served, and resumes.

I nod periodically but I hear nothing. I wonder if Jude has seen the article.
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K

 ate Waters was bored. It wasn’t a word she normally associated with her job, but today she was stuck in the office under the nose of her boss with nothing to do but rewrites.

“Put it through your golden typewriter,” Terry, the news editor, had shouted across, waving someone else’s badly written story at her. “Sprinkle a bit of fairy dust on it.”

And so she did.

“It’s like an assembly line in here,” she complained to the Crime Man, sitting opposite. “Churning out the same old rubbish with a few frills. What are you working on?”

Gordon Willis, whom the Editor always referred to by his job title—as in “Get the Crime Man on this story . . .”—lifted his head from a newspaper and shrugged.

“Going down to the Old Bailey this afternoon—want to have a chat with the DCI in the crossbow murder. Nothing doing yet but hoping I might get a talk with the victim’s sister when it finishes. Looks like she was sleeping with the killer.

“It’ll be a great multi-deck headline: ‘The Wife, the Sister and the Killer They Both Loved,’” he said, and grinned at the thought. “Why? What have you got on?”


 “Nothing. Unpicking a story one of the online slaves has done.” Kate indicated a pubescent nymph typing furiously at a desk across the room. “Straight out of school.”

She realized how bitter—and old—she must sound and stopped herself. The tsunami of online news had washed her and those like her to a distant shore. The reporters who once sat on the Top Table—the newspaper equivalent of the winner’s podium—now perched at the edge of the newsroom, pushed farther and farther toward the exit by the growing ranks of online operatives who wrote twenty-four/seven to fill the maw of rolling news.

New media stopped being new a long time ago, the Editor had lectured his staff at the Christmas party. It was the norm. It was the future. And she knew she had to stop bitching about it.


Hard,
 she told herself, when the most viewed stories on the paper’s slick website are about Madonna’s hands being veiny or an
 Eastenders star putting on weight. “Hate a Celebrity” dressed as news. Horror.


“Anyway,” she said out loud, “it can wait. I’ll go and get us a coffee.”

Also gone were the days of the CQ—the Conference Quickie—once enjoyed by Fleet Street’s finest in the nearest pubs while the executives were in the Editor’s morning meeting. The CQ was traditionally followed by red-faced, drunken rows with the news editor, one of which, legend had it, ended with a reporter, too drunk to stand, biting his boss’s ankle and another throwing a typewriter through a window into the street below.

The newsroom, now in offices above a shopping mall, had windows hermetically sealed by double glazing, and alcohol was banned. Coffee was the new addiction of choice.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Double macchiato with hazelnut syrup, please,” he said. “Or some brown liquid. Whichever comes first.”


 Kate took the lift down, pinching a first edition of the Evening Standard
 from the security desk in the marble lobby. As she waited for the barista to work his magic with the steamer, she flicked idly through the pages, checking for the bylines of friends.

The paper was wall-to-wall preparations for the London Olympics, and she almost missed the paragraph at the bottom of the News in Brief column.

Headlined “Baby’s Body Found,” two sentences told how an infant’s skeleton had been unearthed on a building site in Woolwich, not a million miles from Kate’s east London home. Police were investigating. No other details. She tore it out of the paper for later. The bottom of her bag was lined with shredded newspapers—“it’s like a budgie cage,” her eldest son, Jake, had teased about the scraps of paper waiting for life to be breathed into them. Sometimes whole stories to be followed up or, more often, just a line or a quote that made her ask, “What’s the story?”

Kate reread the thirty words and wondered about the person missing from the story: the mother. As she walked back with the cups, she ticked off her questions: Who is the baby? How did it die?
 Who would bury a baby?


“Poor little thing,” she said out loud. Her head was suddenly full of her own babies—Jake and Freddie; born two years apart but known as The Boys in family shorthand. Them as sturdy toddlers, schoolboys in football gear, surly teenagers and now adults—well, almost
 . She smiled to herself. Kate could remember the moment she saw each of them for the first time: red, slippery bodies; crumpled, too-big skin; blinking eyes staring up from her chest and the feeling that she had known their faces forever. How could anyone kill a baby?
 she thought.

When she got back to her desk, she put the cups down and walked over to the news desk.


 “Do you mind if I have a look at this?” she asked Terry, waving the tiny cutting in front of him as he tried to make sense of a feature on foreign royals. He didn’t look up so she assumed he didn’t.

Her first call was to the Scotland Yard press office. When she’d started in journalism, as a trainee on a local paper in East Anglia, she used to call in at the local police station every day to lean on the front desk and look at the logbook while the sergeant chatted her up. Now, if she contacted the police, she rarely spoke to a human being. And if she did, it was likely to be a fleeting experience.

“Have you listened to the tape?” a civilian press officer would ask, in the full knowledge that she hadn’t, and she would find herself quickly rerouted to a tinny recorded message that took her through every stolen lawnmower and pub punch-up in the area.

But this time she hit the jackpot. It was not only a real person; it was someone she knew. The voice on the other end of the phone belonged to a former colleague from her first job on a national newspaper. He was one of the poachers turned gamekeepers who’d recently joined the safer, some said saner, world of public relations.

“Hello, Kate. How are you? Long time . . .”

Colin Stubbs wanted to chat. He’d done well as a reporter but his wife, Sue, had grown tired of his rackety life on the road and he’d given in to the war of attrition at home. But he was hungry for details about the world he’d left, asking for gossip about other reporters and telling her—and himself—over and over that leaving newspapers was the best thing he’d ever done.

“That’s great. Lucky you,” Kate said, determinedly upbeat. “I’m still slogging along at the Post
 . Look, Colin, I saw something in the Standard
 about a baby’s body being found in Woolwich. Any idea how long it’d been there?”

“Oh that. Hang on, I’ll pull up the details on the computer . . . Here we are. Not much to go on and a bit grim, really. A workman 
 was clearing a demolition site and moved an old urn and underneath was this tiny skeleton. Newborn, they say. Forensics are having a look but it says here that early indications are it’s been there awhile—could be historic, even. It’s a road in student land, toward Greenwich, I think. Don’t you live round that area?”

“North of the river and a bit farther east, actually. Hackney. And still waiting for the gentrification train to stop. What else have you got on your computer? Any leads on identification?”

“No, newborns are tricky when it comes to DNA, says here. Especially if they’ve been underground for years. And the area is a warren of rented flats and bedsits. Tenants changing every five minutes, so the copper in charge isn’t optimistic about it. We’ve all got our hands full with the Olympics stuff . . .”

“Yeah, of course,” Kate said. “The security must be a nightmare—I hear you’re having to bus in officers from other forces to cope. And this baby story sounds like a needle-in-a-haystack job. Look, thanks, Colin. It’s been good to catch up. Give my love to Sue. And, Colin, will you give me a call if anything else comes up on this?”

She smiled as she put down the phone. Kate Waters loved a needle-in-a-haystack job. The glint of something in the dark. Something to absorb her totally. Something to sink her teeth into. Something to get her out of the office.

She put on her coat and started the long walk to the lift. She didn’t get far.

“Kate, are you off somewhere?” Terry shouted. “Before you go, you couldn’t untangle this stuff about the Norwegian royals, could you? It’s making my eyes bleed.”
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S

 he knew she was going to cry. She could feel it welling up, thickening her throat so she couldn’t speak, and went to sit on the bed for a minute to postpone it. Angela needed to be on her own when it came. She’d tried to fight it over the years—she never cried, normally. She wasn’t the sentimental sort—nursing and living the army life had trained that out of her a long time ago.

But March 20 every year was the exception. It was Alice’s birthday and she would cry. A private moment. She wouldn’t have dreamt of doing it in front of everyone, like the people who stood there and wept in front of cameras. She couldn’t imagine what it felt like, to be on show like that. And the television people kept on filming like it was some sort of entertainment.

“They should turn off the camera,” she’d said to Nick, but he’d just grunted and kept on watching.

It made her feel uncomfortable, but apparently lots of people liked it. The sort of people who tried to be part of everything in the news.

Anyway, she didn’t think anyone would understand why she was still crying all these years later. Decades later. They’d probably 
 say she hardly knew the baby. She’d only had twenty-four hours with her.

“But she was part of me. Flesh of my flesh,” she told the skeptics in her head. “I’ve tried to let go but . . .”

The dread would begin in the days before the baby’s birthday and she’d get flashbacks to the silence. That bone-chilling silence in the empty room.

Then, on the day, she usually woke up with a headache, would make breakfast and try to act normally until she was alone. This year, she was talking to Nick in the kitchen about the day ahead. He’d been complaining about the mountain of paperwork he had to deal with and about one of the new lads in the stores who keeps taking days off sick.


He ought to retire—he’s coming up sixty-five,
 she thought. But he can’t let go of the business. Neither of us can let go of things, I suppose. He says he needs a purpose, a routine. He doesn’t give any sign that he knows what day this is.



Nick used to remember—in the early days. Of course he did. It wasn’t far from anyone’s thoughts.


People in the street would ask about their baby. People they didn’t know from Adam would come up to them, squeeze their hands and look tearful. But that was then. Nick was hopeless with dates—deliberately, Angela thought. He couldn’t even remember their other children’s birthdays, let alone Alice’s. And she’d stopped reminding him. She couldn’t bear the flash of panic in his eyes as he was forced to revisit that day. It was kinder if she did the remembering on her own.

Nick kissed her on the top of her head as he left for work. And, when the door closed behind him, Angela sat on the sofa and let herself cry.

She’d tried to train herself to put the memories away. There 
 wasn’t much help at the beginning. Just the family doctor—poor old Dr. Earnley—who’d patted her shoulder or knee and said: “You will get through this, Angela.”

Then, later, support groups, but she’d gotten tired of hearing her own and other people’s misery. She felt they were just circling the pain, prodding at it, inflaming it and then crying together. She upset the group when she announced that she’d discovered it didn’t help to know other people hurt, too. It didn’t take away her own grief, just added layers to it, somehow. She’d felt guilty, because when she’d been a nurse and someone had died, she would give the grieving family a leaflet on bereavement.


I hope it helped them more than it did me,
 she said to herself as she got off the sofa. Mustn’t be bitter. Everyone did what they could.


In the kitchen she filled the sink with water and started peeling vegetables for a casserole. The water was too cold and numbed her hands so she found it hard to hold the knife, but she continued to scrape mechanically at the carrots.

She tried to summon up an image of what Alice would be like now but it was too hard. She had only one photograph of the baby. Of her and Alice. Nick had taken it with his little Instamatic but it was blurry. He’d taken it too quickly. Angela braced herself against the kitchen counter, as if physical effort could help her see her lost baby’s little face. But it wouldn’t come.

She knew from the photo that Alice had a fuzz of dark hair, like her brother, Patrick, but Angela had lost a lot of blood during the delivery and she was still high as a kite from the drugs when they put Alice in her arms. She’d asked Nick afterward—after Alice was gone—but he couldn’t tell her much more. He hadn’t studied her as Angela would’ve done, memorizing every feature of that face. He’d said she looked lovely but had no details.

Angela didn’t think Alice looked like Patrick. He’d been a big 
 baby and Alice had been so fragile. Barely five pounds in weight. But she’d still studied Paddy’s baby photos and the pictures they took when their second daughter, Louise, came along, ten years later. “Our surprise bonus baby, I call her,” Angela told people—willing herself to see Alice in them. But she wasn’t there. Louise was blonde—she took after Nick’s side.

Angela felt the dull ache of grief around her ribs and in her chest, and she tried happy thoughts like the self-help books had told her. She thought about Louise and Patrick.

“At least I have them,” she said to the carrot tops, bobbing in the dirty water. She wondered if Lou would ring her that night, when she got in from work. Her youngest knew the story—of course she did—but she didn’t talk about it.


And she hates it when I cry,
 Angela said to herself, wiping her eyes with a piece of paper towel. They all do,
 she thought. They like to pretend that everything is fine. I understand that. I should stop now. Put Alice away.


“Happy Birthday, my darling girl,” she said under her breath.
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