
Far Cry

John  Harvey







An Otto Penzler Book

HOUGHTON MIFFLIN HARCOURT

BOSTON NEW YORK 

2010




Copyright © 2009 by John Harvey 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book,

write to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company,

215 Park Avenue South, New York, New York 10003.

www.hmhbooks.com

First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Random House

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Harvey, John, date.

Far cry / John Harvey.

p. cm.

Originally published: London : William Heinemann, 2009.

"An Otto Penzler book."

ISBN 978-0-547-31594-2

1. Police—Great Britain—Fiction. 2. Missing children

—Fiction. I. Title.

PR6058.A6989F37 2010

823'.914—dc22 2009029048

Printed in the United States of America

DOC 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1





All my pretty ones? 

Did you say all?—O hell-kite!—All?

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Macbeth
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Ruth sets down her cup, crosses the room and opens the drawer. The kitchen floor strikes cold, even through her slippered feet. February. At seven this morning, when she first stepped outside, it had still been dark. 

The envelope is where she left it, buried beneath receipts for old electricity bills, scribbled notes from the woman who comesTuesdays and Thursdays to clean and which she has never yet discarded, recipes torn from this or that magazine: an off-white envelope, self-sealing, buckling a little at the corners. Inside is an ordinary postcard showing a map of south-west Cornwall coloured largely green; on the reverse side her name, hers and her ex-husband's, Simon's, are written above the address in a careful, painstaking hand. Mr and Mrs Pierce. The old address in London, NW5. The message alongside slanting slightly, left to right.


Dear Mum & Dad,

Went to the beach again today. Big waves!

Kelly and I are going to surf school tomorrow.


Hope you're both okay. See you soon. 

Lots of Love, Heather

XXXXXXXXX



Even though she knows it by heart, Ruth reads every word slowly, carefully, taking her time.See you soon.For a moment she closes her eyes. Here and there the map is decorated with illustrations: Truro cathedral, a cow standing over a pail of milk destined to be Cornish cream, St Michael's Mount, the rocks at Land's End.

Midway between Cape Cornwall and Sennen Cove, close to a zigzag of coast, a small dot has been made with a ballpoint pen, and when Ruth holds it up, as she does now, towards the kitchen window, the afternoon already beginning to fade, she can see a faint pinprick of light through the hole the pen has deliberately made. This is where I am, written in small letters that curve out across the ocean. This is where I am: an arrow pointing to the spot.

It's not certain how long she stands there, staring out, staring down, the card in her hand. Then, with a small catch of her breath, she slips the card back into the envelope, the envelope back into the drawer, and, glancing at the clock, turns quickly away. Time to change into her shoes, pull on her coat, collect her daughter from school; her other daughter, Beatrice, the one who is still alive.
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Will Grayson hated mornings like this: this time of the year. Not so dark that when the alarm went he could guiltlessly ignore its call and steal, as long as the kids remained asleep next door, ten, fifteen minutes more, but just light enough, the sky beginning to break at the far horizon, to prise him from his bed. 

Alongside him, Lorraine stirred and for a moment he turned back towards her warmth, her hand reaching sleepily for his as he kissed the smooth skin of her shoulder then rolled away.

Downstairs, he pulled on his running gear and laced up his shoes, Susie's first cry reaching him as he slipped the bolt on the door and stepped outside. A few stretching exercises and he set off along the narrow road towards the end of the village, the path that would take him between the fields towards the fen.

Though there were times when he would deny it, disclaim responsibility, it was Will whose decision had finally brought them here, this small, strung-out village in the sparsely populated north of the county, where everything beneath the widening sky seemed to be water, sometimes even the land. 

Lorraine, it was true, had been prodding them, even before Jake, their first child, had been born: wanting them to move out of the city, away from the small terraced house with its pinch-sized garden and damp walls. Somewhere in the country where they could find more space and room, fresh air, somewhere healthy for the kids—she had always talked of two, at least—to grow. And Will had half-agreed but had hung back, uncertain, valuing the push and flurry of Cambridge proper, the proximity of friends, and dreading the long commute into work, the backed-up lines of barely moving traffic. Maybe they should stick fast, stay where they were, extend upwards if she liked, a loft conversion, plenty enough of those. But then, driving east from Ely, having looked at something in the town—no bigger than where they already were and close to twice the price—they had been attracted by a For Sale sign pointing away from the main road, not an estate agent's board, but one the owner had put up himself; a builder with an eye for design who had bought the land two years before and built this place—simple, clean lines, pale wood and glass—as a dream house for his wife. His dream, as it had turned out, not hers.

Will liked the wooden porch that ran the length of the building at the rear, the comfortable feel of the rooms, the high, broad windows with views out towards Ely cathedral and the slow-setting sun.

'So what do you think?' he'd asked Lorraine, and read the answer happily in her eyes.

Once the novelty had worn off they were certain they had made a mistake. The drive to the police station where Will was based, close to Cambridge city centre on Parkside, took even longer some days—most days—than he had reckoned and in the long hours that he was away, Lorraine, marooned with only a barely crawling child for company, felt as if she were going slowly out of her mind. Sometimes not so slowly at all. 

'Okay,' Will said. 'Sell up. Cut our losses. Find somewhere else.'

They stayed. Gradually, almost grudgingly, Lorraine found other women in the village, other mothers, with whom she had common cause; Will's move, as detective inspector, into the Major Investigation Team was confirmed, taking DS Helen Walker with him as his number two, a working relationship that had sparked and flourished now for close on five years. How much longer Will could hang on to her before she was heading a squad of her own, he wasn't sure.

Something had been itching at Helen lately, he'd noticed, making both tongue and temper sharper than ever, and maybe that's what it was. A lack of recognition: too long spent trailing in his wake.





Forty minutes after setting out on his run, Will was back at the house, muscles aching, head clear, vest sweated to his skin; a quick shower and a brisk towelling and then into the kitchen for breakfast, Jake spooning Rice Krispies into his mouth as if there were no tomorrow, Susie managing to get more of the glop from her bowl into her hair than anywhere else.

Will poured himself a second cup of coffee and spread marmalade on his last piece of toast; Lorraine was upstairs putting the finishing touches to her face. Three days a week she worked in the admissions office at King's College and on those days she dropped Susie off with the registered childminder, before taking Jake to the local primary from where the minder would collect him at the end of the day.

Will swallowed down the remainder of his coffee, rinsed the mug at the sink, then stooped to give Jake a quick hug and kissed the top of his head. 'Have a good day at school, okay? Work hard.'

'Okay.' 

Susie put her arms out towards him and he managed to kiss her cheek without getting cereal from her sticky fingers all over his shirt.

'Dad?' Jake's voice stopped Will at the door. 'This evening, when you get home, can we play football?'

'Sure.'

Leaving the kitchen and living room curtains open would give them all the floodlighting they would need. Jake would be Manchester United, varying between Rooney and Ronaldo, while Will was doomed to be Cambridge United. A lopsided contest at best.

When Will stepped out into the lobby, Lorraine was almost at the bottom of the stairs.

'You off?' she said.

'Better be.'

'Home late?'

'No more than usual.'

She slid inside his arms and when he bent his head towards her she kissed him lightly on the lips and stepped away. 'Later, okay?'

Will laughed. 'On a promise then, am I?'

'You wish!'

Still laughing, he pulled his topcoat from the rack and headed out the door.





As often, Helen was there before him, leaning against the roof of her blue VW in the police station car park, enjoying her last cigarette before entering the building.

In the past few years she had tried patches, hypnosis, Nicorettes, even acupuncture, but the longest she had been able to abstain had been three months: one more particularly grisly case, one more set of early mornings and late, late nights and she had tumbled off the wagon and back on the nicotine.


She straightened as Will approached, squinting slightly against the light, surprisingly bright for so early in the day, so early in the year—Helen, wearing black trousers over red ankle boots, a grey sweater under a blue wool coat, her newly lightened hair pulled back—and Will thought, not for the first time, what a good-looking woman she was and wondered why men—if that was her preference, which it seemed to be—were not forever beating a path to her door. 

Perhaps they were.

One sour and oddly possessive relationship aside, she had rarely, if ever, confided in Will about the vicissitudes of her private life—and only then because she had been hospitalised and feeling especially low.

'Hi,' Helen said cheerily now.

'Hi yourself.'

'Kids okay?'

'Fine.'

'Lorraine?'

'Likewise.'

Helen grinned. 'Got it made, haven't you?'

'Have I?'

'Beautiful wife, lovely kids, clear-up rate second to none.'

Will frowned. 'Is there a point to this? Or is it just your normal common-or-garden goading for a Monday morning?'

Helen tilted her head sideways. 'There's a point.'

'Because if it's about your promotion, I've told you I'll support—'

'It's not my promotion, long overdue as that might be.'

'Then what?'

'Mitchell Roberts.'

'What about him?'

'He's being released.'

'When?'

'End of the week.'

'Jesus!' 

'Supervision order, but ...' Helen shrugged.

'Jesus!' Will said again. 'Jesus fuck!'

Helen ground her cigarette butt beneath her heel and followed him between the cars towards the entrance to the building.
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It had been the height of summer, three years and some months before. A Norwegian lorry driver, ferrying a load of wood chips south along a flat stretch of the A10, had pulled out to avoid a small figure stumbling haphazardly along the side of the road. The driver had slowed to a standstill and waited, uncertain, watching in his mirror—a stranger in a foreign country, delayed already on his journey from the port at Immingham and not wanting to get involved. 

As he hesitated, the figure—a girl, he was almost certain—pitched sideways towards the verge and was still. He swore to himself softly, shut off the engine and climbed down from the cab.

She lay with one leg stretched towards the road surface, the other buckled beneath her; the soles of her feet were bloodied and torn, cuts encrusted with gravel and gobbets of earth. She was wearing an oversized waxed jacket, unfastened, dark green and stained with oil, and nothing else. Her hips, barely pubescent, angled sharply against the thinness of her skin, and a few wisps of hair lay dark between her legs. Her breasts, little more than a boy's, lightly rose and fell above the contour of her ribs. Her eyes were closed. 

Without moving her, the driver covered her body as best as he could, then hurried back to the lorry and his mobile phone.

The first police car, north from Ely, was there in seven minutes, the ambulance in ten; Will, who had been attending a meeting at the Constabulary Headquarters in Huntingdon, arrived as the paramedics were lifting the girl on to a stretcher. She was too terrified to speak to anyone, even to say her own name. When Will leaned cautiously towards her, smiling encouragingly, she flinched.

It was several hours before they discovered her full name: Martina Ellis Jones. She lived with her mother and three siblings on an unofficial travellers' site a mile or so from Littleport, a patch of unpromising land between the Old Croft River and Mow Fen.

When Will drove up the narrow road, little more than a lane, later that day, the sun sagged low in the sky, a deepening red splintered sharply with cloud.

Four caravans had been arranged in a rough circle, as if to keep out hostile elements and a searching wind. A bonfire, all but extinguished, smouldered on a patch of ground near the centre, an assortment of bicycles and children's toys nearby. There were two cars just outside the circle; a third car, propped up on bricks and lacking its wheels, was further back down the lane.

When Will knocked on the door of the first caravan, a dog growled low in its throat and then, when he knocked again, began to bark; a voice from within shouted at it to stop, quickly followed by the sound of something being thrown and then a yelp before the silence resumed. Nobody came to the door.

Hostile elements—Will realised that was him.

By the time he'd reached the third caravan, his impatience was beginning to show: kicking low against the door, he called a warning about impeding the police in their inquiries. That and the girl's name. Another dog started barking, different from the first; a different voice ordered it to be quiet, threatening the Lord knows what punishment, and it did. 

Slowly, the door swung open.

The man standing there, his height causing him to crouch a little inside the frame, had a mane of silver-grey hair that spread across his shoulders and a nose that had been broken not once but several times. He was wearing a ragged pullover over a collarless shirt and black trousers with a piece of fraying rope for a belt; there was a polished walking stick in his right hand and he leaned his weight against it as he stood. For a moment, Will saw the dog between his legs, then it was gone.

'Martina Jones,' Will said.

'What about her?' The voice was cracked and harsh. Will would have put him at sixty or more if it hadn't been for the brightness of his eyes.

'She lives here?'

'What's it to you?'

'Does she live here?'

'Aye,' the man said, 'when she's a mind.'

'Maybe I could come inside?' Will said.

The man didn't move.

There were signs of life stirring around them, adult voices and children's too; people beginning to show themselves, show an interest in what was going on.

'Martina,' the man said. 'What's she done now?'

'Now?'

The man looked back at him, no flicker in those eyes.

'What did you mean, now?' Will asked.

'It's no matter.'

'You suggested ...'

'I know what I suggested.' He tapped his stick against the floor. 'The girl, where is she?'

'In the hospital. Huntingdon.' 

'Serious then?'

'Serious enough.'

The man cursed and smacked the stick hard against the caravan side, setting off a young child crying inside. 'What happened?' he asked.

'She was found walking along the main road, the A10.'

'In Christ's name,' the man said, slamming his stick against the caravan again, 'haven't I warned her enough?'

'Warned?'

'Against wandering off.'

'Martina's mother,' Will said, 'is she here?'

'Never mind her.'

'If she's here ...'

'You're talking to me, that's good enough.'

'You're Martina's father?'

He laughed. 'Do I look like her father?'

Will raised both shoulders in a shrug. 'Is he here then? The father?'

'If he were, I'd take his head off with this stick and feed it to the blasted crows.'

A youngish woman appeared behind him in the doorway, a baby, sticky-mouthed, at her open breast.

'What is it?' she said. 'Is it Martina? Did he say Martina?'

'Get back inside, woman, and for God's sake cover yourself up.'

'Someone should come to the hospital,' Will said. 'You and Martina's mother. There'll be questions to answer. How she came to be where she was. A few other things.'

He said nothing about what had appeared to be bite marks on the tops of the girl's shoulders, the weal across her buttocks, the thin line of drying blood down the inside of her thigh. That would wait for later.

***


The silver-haired man's name was Samuel Llewelyn Mason Jones, Martina's grandfather and the patriarch of a loose conglomeration of sisters, brothers, cousins and common-law spouses that moved up and down the eastern side of the country more or less at will. Cleethorpes, Hunstanton, Wisbech, Market Rasen; Lowestoft, Colchester; all the way down to Canvey Island. 

Martina's mother, Gloria, had had Martina when she was just sixteen; there had been three other children since, two boys and a girl.

'Running wild,' Jones said, 'the lot of 'em. It's me as has to keep 'em under control.'

Will thought about the rough weal on the girl's behind, the rope around the grandfather's waist; about other things that might or might not have happened, things the older man might or might not have done.

Martina, it seemed, was forever running off, a habit, a compulsion: sometimes she would go no further than the edge of a nearby field and hide; at others she would lie down in an old farm building, the back of a tractor, an empty oil drum that had rolled on to its side. Most times, not always, she would come back of her own accord. Usually the same day. On this occasion she had been gone since late the previous afternoon.

'You didn't report her missing?' Will asked.

Jones looked back at him as if he were some kind of fool.

'You went looking for her?'

'Of course we did. All on us. Not a bloody sign.'

'She stayed out overnight.'

Jones looked at him evenly. 'Somewhere.'

'You know where that might be?'

'Ask her, why don't you?'

But Martina was not talking, not to her mother or her grandfather, not to the doctor or the nurses, certainly not to Will. Nor, when she arrived, to Helen, either. She lay there, uncomplaining, eyes squinched up tight, as they examined her internally and took swabs from various parts of her body. 

She was no longer a virgin. She had had intercourse recently and, apart from some small abrasions, probably the result of her size, there was no evidence to suggest it had been other than consensual. There were faint traces of semen, along with saliva, on the backs of her legs and her chest.

When the grandfather was told, he showed little surprise, but grunted and looked across at the mother. 'The fruit,' he said, 'don't fall far from the tree.'

Will questioned him further, while Helen talked to Gloria, and then, fruitlessly again, Martina. Other members of the family were spoken to while officers made a thorough search of the caravan. Social workers were all over the other children like flies at midsummer.

It was only on the third afternoon, when Helen had all but despaired of Martina saying anything at all, that the girl mentioned Mitchell Roberts' name. Just Mitchell at first.

'Tell Mitchell,' she said. 'Tell him I'm okay. He'll be worried about me, else.'
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Mitchell Roberts kept a small place up towards Rack Fen: a garage and workshop fashioned largely from breeze-block and corrugated iron, with a single-storey dwelling out back. It was less than a mile from the Joneses' encampment; a similar distance from where Martina had been found. 

In one corner of the workshop Roberts kept a small stock of supplies for farmers who stopped by to refuel with diesel or replace a blown tyre: animal feed and fertiliser and galvanised feed scoops. From behind the till he sold cartons of long-life milk and cigarettes, boxes of cereal and chocolate bars well past their sell-by date; cans of Pepsi and 7-Up that were lukewarm because the refrigerator was always on the blink.

Will had asked about Roberts before he and Helen set off, had him checked out on the computer. At first pass, nothing known officially, no record. Seemed he'd taken over the establishment three years earlier, after it had lain in disuse for almost as long. Word was that he knew his way round a John Deere as well as most and could be relied upon in an emergency. In a part of the country where talk for talk's sake wasn't rated highly, he was considered sociable enough; ready if needed to down tools and pass an opinion on the weather—deteriorating—water levels—rising—and the way the price of fuel was shooting through the roof. Hadn't going into Iraq been meant to settle all of that? 

What kind of a life he had once the lights were off and the pumps were locked, nobody knew nor cared. Till now.

Will's jacket lay along the rear seat and his shirt was sticking to his back; beside him, Helen had her window wound down and her fingers trailing in the air. The temperature in the car showed twenty-six degrees.

The waxed coat Martina Jones had been wearing was double-wrapped in plastic inside the boot.

Will brought the car to a halt well to the side of the road, nearside wheels in the dirt, and a lone crow hopped a short distance away and continued pecking at something on the ground.

'God!' Helen said, pushing the car door closed and looking round. 'Can you imagine what it must be like? Living out somewhere like this?'

Will followed her gaze round the flat, almost bare landscape, the small rise to the west that some optimistic cartographer had labelled the Croft Hills.

'I don't have to imagine,' he said.

Helen shook her head. 'Where you live, it's a metropolis compared to this.'

The man who came towards them from the building was medium-height, with pale sandy hair, wearing a plaid shirt beneath dungarees that had missed more than one turn in the wash. Forties, Will might have thought, mid to late forties, if he hadn't already known Roberts to be fifty-two.

Roberts looked from Will to Helen and carefully back again. 'You must be lost,' he said.

'You think?' 

'I know just about everyone lives round here and I in't seen you afore, so 'less you're visitin' someone out by Home Farm or got some burnin' desire to see the Hundred Foot Washes, I'd say, yes, you're lost.'

'Think again,' Will said.

Roberts glanced over his shoulder at nothing. 'You're police then,' he said.

Will held his warrant card out for him to see. 'Mitchell Roberts?' he said.

Roberts nodded. 'Accordin' to the Inland Revenue and a few other interested parties, yes. Most folk call me Mitch.'

'She called you Mitchell,' Helen said.

Roberts blinked. 'She?'

'Tell Mitchell not to worry, that's what she said.'

Roberts took half a pace back, hand reaching down towards his hip.

'Hurt your leg?' Will said.

'Tractor chassis fell on it a while back. Some days it hurts more than most.'

'When you're nervous maybe?' Will suggested.

'Am I nervous?'

'You tell me.'

'I don't ...' He smiled. 'I don't know what this is about. Some woman tellin' me not to worry.'

'Not a woman,' Helen said. 'Not exactly.'

'You said ...'

'More a girl.'

'I don't know any ...'

'Martina.'

'Who?'

'Martina Jones.'

'No, I'm sorry, I...' Raising a hand towards them, Roberts shook his head.

Will snapped the lock on the boot and, taking out the coat, still in its plastic wrapping, carried it towards him, folded over one arm. When he was almost level, he lifted the coat up for him to see. 

'Well,' Roberts said, a look of relief spreading across his face. 'Thank heaven for that. Thought I was never going to see that coat again.'

'It's yours?'

'Yes, it's mine. Know that thing anywhere, trussed up or not.'

'You're sure?'

'Sure as I'm standing here.' He smiled. 'Recognise just about every damn mark.'

'Would you care to tell us how it came to be out of your possession?' Will asked.

'Out of my possession? Why, that little girl stole it, that's how.'

A nerve began to beat alongside Will's temple. 'Which little girl is that?'

Roberts looked at him. 'The one you was tellin' me about, I suppose. What'd you say her name was?'

'You don't remember?'

'No, I don't remember.'

'Martina,' Will said quietly. 'Martina Ellis Jones.'

Roberts scuffed the earth with his toe. 'I never knew her name.'

'But you gave her your coat.'

'I never give her no coat, she stole the coat, I told you that.'

'When was this?'

Roberts gave it some thought. 'Must be three, no, four days ago now.'

Will and Helen exchanged a quick glance.

'Suppose you tell us,' Helen said, 'exactly how Martina ended up with your coat.'

'You want to come inside?' Roberts said, shuffling a little to one side. 'Get out of this heat. Got some pop in there or I can make a brew.' 

Neither Will nor Helen had moved.

Roberts cleared his throat. 'She'd come by here,' he said, 'her and her brothers. Sometimes another girl, too. They'd walk across the fields.' He pointed towards a narrow gap in the low hedge, what might have been the beginnings of a track. 'Gyppos, diddicoys, whatever you like to call 'em.' He spat. 'Sometimes they'd have money, stole from their mother's purse likely as not, buy 'emselves a Pepsi or such. Caught one of the boys stealin' a brace of Mars Bars once and took my boot to his backside. Chased 'em all off. Told 'em if they tried that, any one of 'em again, they could stay clear of my place an' not come back.'

'And did they?' Will asked.

'What?'

'Come back?'

'After a spell.'

'Martina,' Helen said, 'did she ever come here on her own?'

Roberts swallowed and wiped a hand across his mouth. 'Once in a while.' Given the temperature, the way the perspiration was running freely down his face was no surprise.

'Like the day she went away with your coat?'

'Yes. Like that.'

'Tell us what happened that day,' Will said.

Roberts blinked the sweat away from his eyes. 'Nothin' to tell. I'd been working on this trailer best part of the afternoon, went back to the house to wash up and there she was.'

'At the house?'

'No. Sitting up in there on the counter, bold as you like, eatin' a Twix. I remember sayin' to her, I hope you're goin' to pay for that.'

'And did she?'

'Oh, yes.' 

'She had money?'

'How else was she goin' to pay?'

Will looked at him. 'You took her back into the house?'

'Why would I do that?'

'Maybe to get the coat?'

Roberts shook his head. 'That coat always hung from a peg right in there.' He pointed through the open workshop door. 'I can show you if you'd like.'

'Later,' Will said.

'Why did you give her the coat?' Helen asked.

'I didn't give her the damned thing. I told you. She took it while my back was turned an' run off with it, that's what happened.'

'Now why would she do that?'

'How should I know? Her kind, see something they can lay their hands on an' it's gone.'

'Her kind?'

'You know what I mean.'

'Hot, wasn't it, four days ago?' Will said, more conversational than anything else.

'I dare say.'

'Hot like this?'

'Just about.'

'Yet she took your coat, this heavy adult coat, where was the point in that?'

'Like I said, if it ain't nailed down ...'

'Come on,' Helen said, fixing him with her eyes. 'You can do better than that.'

'I don't see what you mean.'

'You don't see what I mean? When that girl was found, running, running scared, half out of her wits, your coat aside, she was naked as the day she was born. Not a stitch on, not a stitch.'

'I don't know 'bout that.' 

'You don't think that's why she took your coat? To cover herself. After what had happened.'

Roberts pressed his hand harder against his leg.

'What did you do with her clothes?'Will asked. 'Burn them? Make a bonfire somewhere? Or are they still back in the house?'

'Look,' Roberts said, 'I don't know why ...'

'Souvenirs,' Helen said, 'isn't that what you call them? Isn't that what you like? Your kind?'

Something sprang to life in Roberts' eyes. 'Fuck you!' he said. 'You bitch! Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you!'

'Mitchell Roberts,' Will said, 'I am arresting you ...'





Helen had been right. They found Martina's cotton underpants, torn at one corner and badly stained, pushed down towards the rear of the box chest that served to hold Roberts' own clothes. Martina herself, unsurprisingly, was all over the place in what she said. One minute Mitchell hadn't touched her, hadn't laid a hand on her; another, he had forced her to do things, threatened to report her to the police for stealing if she didn't agree. Mitchell loved her; she loved him, she really did. She hated him for hurting her. It wasn't Mitchell who'd done those things to her at all, it was someone in a red car who'd stopped to give her a lift home. It was her grandfather. Really, it was.

They'd been looking at him, of course, the grandfather. Questions, evidence, intimate samples, DNA. The broken skin and the bruising to his granddaughter's buttocks, Samuel Jones readily pleaded guilty to. Discipline, that's what she'd needed. Too little too late, and that's the truth. Jones staring back at Will with all-too-clear eyes, as if daring him to disagree. Daring him to ask why she'd spent nights sleeping in the back of a straw-strewn trailer instead of the comfort of her own bed; why she'd trekked across open fields and skirted drainage ditches to Mitchell Roberts' home, not once but several times. 

In the end there was nothing to suggest that Jones had abused his granddaughter sexually; he had simply, to Will's mind, driven her into the arms of someone who would do that for him.

'You can't blame him,' Helen said. 'Jones. Not for what someone else did.'

'Can't I?' Will said.

An analysis of both the bite marks and traces of semen on Martina's body left Mitchell Roberts' defence with nowhere profitable to go. Concerned, however, as to how Martina might stand up if she were called to give evidence in court, the prosecution accepted two guilty pleas of indecent assault and one of unlawful sexual intercourse with a girl under thirteen, and Roberts was sentenced to five years' imprisonment.

Since which time, by Will's estimation, he had served a little over half. Less than enough. Will would have been happy if once they'd locked him up they'd thrown away the key.
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She hadn't thought she would ever marry again, not after the divorce. A divorce Simon had tried to talk her out of at first, keen to prove he understood what she was going through, what she was thinking. Surely this was the time when they needed to stick together most, for mutual help, support? Lacking close family—his parents having both died when they were comparatively young and his only brother long settled in South Africa—and enjoying no more than cursory relationships with his colleagues, without Ruth, Simon had been in danger of floundering. His forthright exterior in danger of falling apart. 

But Ruth had surprised herself—and Simon, she was sure—by sticking to her guns, and once he saw there would be no altering her mind, no going back, he had, to give him credit, been more thoughtful than she might have expected, conciliatory even, and, in the event, being awarded her decree nisi had been like having a tooth removed under anaesthetic, no more troubling than that. You walked in and only minutes later, or so it seemed, you walked out, admittedly with your tongue unable, for now, to stop touching the place where, for years, that particular tooth had been. Searching for a twinge of pain that was not really there. 





She'd told her parents about Andrew first, driving up to spend a weekend with them in Cumbria; her father barely looking up from whatever he was repotting in the conservatory, merely nodding acceptance as if it were what he'd been expecting all along; her mother leaning forward in her chair and taking both of Ruth's hands in hers: 'If you're sure, you're really sure ...'

Friends from work, the ones she considered close enough to tell, had shown not much more surprise than her father; had thought it what she needed, someone to help her refocus her life, someone new. Even those few friends she and Simon had shared, when they heard, for the most part agreed she was making the right decision.

Even when she had finally plucked up the courage to tell Simon himself that she'd met somebody else, he'd been more reasonable than she'd had any right to expect. Oh, not straight away, of course, not immediately—but once he'd got over the initial surprise.

They had met in a café near the Angel, not so far from the local government offices where Simon worked. Ruth had phoned him just two days before: she was coming down to London to do a bit of shopping, maybe they could meet for a coffee or something? Making it all seem as casual as she could.

'Of course,' he'd said. 'How about the afternoon? Shall we say three? Three-fifteen? I'm supposed to have a meeting but I can always shunt it around.'

And when she'd asked was he sure, not wanting to make a mess of his day, having cold feet if the truth were told, he'd laughed her down.

'Come on, Ruthie, always time for you, you know that. Besides, it's been a long time. If I don't see you soon I shall forget what you look like.' 

Ruthie: how she hated it when he called her that.

At first glance, Simon had scarcely changed at all. Still neat inside his soft grey suit. But he was thin, she noticed, thinner than before, his cheekbones more prominent, and there were worry lines around his eyes.

What was he now? Forty-two? Forty-three? When she had looked at herself in the mirror that morning she'd seen a woman who, in a kind light, might just pass for forty-five. She was thirty-eight.

'Sorry to keep you waiting,' Simon said.

Ruth gave a quick smile to show that it was perfectly all right.

She had felt only a little awkward sitting there, in that busy interior, surrounded by people who were mostly younger and more casually, more fashionably dressed than herself. Men and women pecking away at their laptops or having brightly animated conversations in several languages, voices raised above the intermittent shrill of the coffee machine and the rhythmic jousting of world music through the speakers.

'Another coffee?'

'No, thanks. I'm fine.'

He smiled and turned in the direction of the counter, returning minutes later with a small flat white.

'Decaf now in the afternoons, I'm afraid. Get too hyper otherwise. Start throwing things around the office.'

'I doubt that.'

He smiled. 'You'd be surprised.'

'I would,' Ruth said.

When they'd learned what had happened to their daughter he had lost his temper certainly with those he blamed, but almost never with her. And later, while they were still trying to come to terms with what had happened, he had taken himself off and cried quietly in corners, as if his grief were something not for sharing. Real and immediate and his own. 

'So,' he said, taking a sip of his coffee, 'what is it exactly?'

'Nothing special, I told you. I was just coming down and ...'

'Ruth, you live just outside Ely, not at the ends of the earth. You must have been in London half a dozen times in the past eighteen months if not more. If you'd wanted to see me, just to chat, find out how I was getting on, you could have done so easily.'

'Simon ...'

'No, that's all right. It's fine. Remaining friends, it's not what you wanted. And I respected that. I understood. A clean break. Easier, much easier. For you, at least.' He made a small sound through his nose. 'We deal with these things in our different ways.'

Oh, God, Ruth thought. She pushed the spoon around the inside of her empty cup. 'I've met someone,' she said, her voice so low that Simon had to lean forward, his expression suggesting he hadn't heard or didn't understand.

'I've met someone,' she said again, too loud this time, and the young woman sitting next to them—Spanish? South American?—glanced up from the book she was reading and smiled.

It took Simon a few moments to respond.

'You mean, as in ... Yes. Yes, of course you do. And it's serious?'

'Yes.'

'Well ... well, I don't know what to say. I'm surprised, that's all. I thought maybe, whatever you had to tell me, it was about your family—your dad, I know he's not been too well—I thought perhaps you were moving up to Cumbria to be closer to them.' He shook his head. 'I didn't expect this.'

'No.' She laughed, self-consciously. 'Not exactly love's young dream.'

'That's not what I mean.' 

'Simon ...'

'I thought you wanted to be on your own. I thought that was the point.' His fingernails, she noticed, were bitten almost down to the quick.

'It was,' she said. 'Believe me. This was the last thing in the world I expected to happen.'

'Almost.'

'Sorry?'

'Almost the last. Not as unexpected as ...' A shadow passed behind his eyes.

'Simon, I'm sorry, I...'

'No, no, congratulations. Really. I mean it.'

'Thank you.'

'So where did he come from, this Prince Charming? This Lochinvar?'

'Don't mock.'

'I'm not.'

'Perhaps I should never have told you. I'm not sure why I did, it just seemed important, that's all.'

'Yes, of course. I understand. Least, I think I do. And I'm pleased, pleased that's what you felt. Pleased for you, too. I really am.' Squeezing out a smile, he leaned across the table and aimed an awkward kiss at her cheek.

'I should be going,' Ruth said. She felt flustered, uncomfortable, conscious of the young woman next to her looking on with unfeigned interest, and wished she had never come.

Outside, they stood for a moment on the pavement, side by side. There was an odd pallor to his skin, she thought, as if lately he had not been much exposed to the light.

'Simon,' she said, 'you are all right?'

'Me? Yes, of course. Of course I am, what did you think?'

And he was on his way, threading through the traffic that spread in both directions along Upper Street in a slow-moving, never-ending trail. 





She had met Andrew through a friend, Catriona, a jolly fifty-five-year-old with whom she volunteered at the Oxfam bookshop, Saturdays and Thursday afternoons. Between studying part-time for her Postgraduate Diploma in Information and Library Management and working three days a week at a little arts and crafts shop near the cathedral, it helped fill in the time.

Catriona and her husband, Lyle, had retired to Ely two years before; Lyle, laid off after two decades in the engineering department of Rolls-Royce Aerospace, had chosen to spend part of his redundancy money on a vintage 27-foot motor launch, which he kept moored on the marina.

Catriona was good at talking Ruth into accompanying her to the latest foreign film at the Maltings or the new exhibition at the Babylon Gallery—Ruth had once let slip that she used to paint herself, so Catriona was forever bowing to her greater knowledge and asking Ruth to explain the inexplicable. She had even cajoled Ruth into going along with herself and Lyle to the occasional Ely Folk Club evening at the Lamb, where Lyle joined in the choruses far too loudly after too much beer. And then, of course, there were trips along the Great Ouse, Lyle as proud of the pulling power of his craft's 80-hp diesel engine as he was of its oak frames and teak planking and traditional coir-rope fender.

They had listened, both of them, to Ruth's story and decided, good-hearted people that they were, that she should not be allowed to wither on the vine. Get out and meet people, make new friends, a new life. Ruth had already arranged to shadow one of the staff at Ely library for five hours a week, but Catriona had something less bookish in mind.

At dinner parties she and Lyle would introduce her to what they clearly saw as eligible men, for one reason or another unattached: a widower who had recently lost his wife to cancer; a Cambridge academic, never married, with an interest in liturgical history; a folk musician whose speciality was the penny whistle. 

And then there was Andrew. Andrew Lawson.

Four-square, seemingly dependable, the head of a local primary school, on that first evening he was close to self-effacing. The only time he became particularly animated was when describing a new mentoring scheme in which year five and six pupils read to the younger ones from years one and two.

'Ruth used to be a teacher,' Catriona had said, oiling the wheels.

'That was a good while ago,' Ruth said.

But Andrew's interest was caught. 'Here in Ely?' he asked.

'No. In London.'

'Secondary?'

'Primary.'

'Still, pretty tough all the same. Most of the kids round here, the villages especially, have them eating out of your hand.'

'That's because,' Lyle boomed, 'they've never learned to use a bloody knife and fork.'

Everyone laughed and the conversation moved on.

Ruth was surprised when, four days later, Andrew called her at home. 'Catriona gave me your number, I hope you don't mind.'

Even more to her surprise, she found she didn't mind at all.

Of course, he'd been married before. It had lasted ten years, almost as long as her own. Andrew's wife had fallen in love with a young New Zealand woman who had briefly been teaching at his school and whom he'd invited home several times out of kindness, not wanting her to feel isolated and alone.

When it became clear where her affections were leaning, his wife moved out of the family home into a flat of her own. Andrew kept his head down: there was a new round of SATs tests to prepare for, an Ofsted inspection looming, the budget to be readied for the next governors' meeting, a new special needs coordinator to be appointed. 

Eighteen months later his wife was on her way out to New Zealand with her lover and as far as Andrew knew the pair of them were still living on the South Island, in Dunedin, a place which Andrew, in a rare coarse and less than cautious moment, had once described as being just a fingertip away from the arsehole of the world.

At least they had never had children: that was a blessing.

When, later, Ruth asked him why, he told her that for the first few years they had both said it was too soon, too early, they should wait, and then, after a few more years, neither of them had mentioned it at all.

Ruth had become pregnant with Heather not long after she and Simon had married, almost without thinking about it, something that just happened. She had been twenty-six.

It was not the easiest of births and afterwards Ruth had suffered quite badly from post-natal depression. For a time, she'd come close to rejecting Heather altogether—something for which she felt forever guilty—and if it hadn't been for Simon the whole situation might have imploded.

It wasn't until Heather was practically a toddler that she and Ruth had really bonded, though Simon had remained very much a part of her life, closer perhaps than many fathers.

They talked of having another child, but Ruth was frightened and Simon wary. 'We're happy now, aren't we,' he said. 'As we are? Why change things? Eh, Ruthie? Why take a risk?'

'I envy you,' Andrew said. This was some little while after their first meeting, after they had begun talking about the possibility of getting married themselves. 'I shouldn't say it, probably shouldn't think it, no right, but I do. You and Simon. What you had with Heather.' 

'Even after what happened?' Ruth asked.

Andrew looked at her, seeing the residue of pain he could never hope to clear from her eyes. 'Yes. Even after that.'

It wasn't so very long after the wedding—Catriona jubilant in a suit of shocking pink with orchids in her hair; Lyle, florid-faced, taking none-too-secret nips from a silver flask—that Andrew suggested they had a child themselves.

'Andrew, no! No, that's ridiculous. It's not ... Besides, I'm too old.'

'Not necessarily.'

'I am. You know I am.'

'Let's see.'

Beatrice was born almost exactly a year after they were married, and for all that Ruth was by then thirty-nine, there were no complications and it was a relatively easy birth.

Simon, when he heard—she had to tell him, had thought it through, talked it over with Andrew, and decided it was the only thing to do—was magnanimous: he sent a card with congratulations, a bottle of Moët, and a selection of knitted bootees and such from the Baby Gap near where he worked.

Ruth, feeling awkward and oddly beholden, sent him an effusive thank-you note and pictures of the baby, but to these Simon made no reply.

Five months later she received a letter. Brief and to the point:


Have taken your advice—the advice you gave me long ago—

sold up here and gone into private practice. Wish me luck. And

if ever you need someone to look at your accounts...



There was no phone number, no address.

Ruth had not heard from him since.

***


With Beatrice there were none of the difficulties she had experienced with Heather. From the moment her mouth found the breast, gumming the nipple with surprising force, feeding was no problem, any more than weaning her off on to the bottle was later. She put on weight, she grew, her eyes followed Ruth happily around the room. 

She was a lovely baby, a loving child, and remembering how she had been with her first-born, Ruth felt even more guilty than before.

She hid this from Beatrice, of course, overcompensating with love and affection, and hid it too, as best she could, from Andrew, though not always with success.

'What's this?' he asked one evening, when Beatrice was five years old, holding the envelope out in front of him gingerly, as if it might burn.

'You know.'

'Hmm?'

'You know what it is. You know very well.'

Like a sour magician, he turned the envelope round between finger and thumb and shook its contents out, the card with its green map of Cornwall floating towards the table where Ruth was sitting and landing face down.

Soon. See you soon.

'I thought ...' he said.

'You thought what?'

'I just thought after all this time ...'

Ruth laughed, a scoffing humourless laugh. 'How long is it, then, Andrew? Do you know? Do you even know?'

'Ruth, come on, that's not the point. The time, it's—'

'Of course it's the point. You want to know how many years? How many months? How many days?'

'Ruth, look—'

'No, you look. Look at this.' She was shouting now, beside herself. 'This stupid bloody card with its cows and its cathedrals and fishing boats and her writing ... look, her writing, here, read it, look, read it for yourself.' Brandishing it in his face, pushing it at him, close, until he had to duck away. 'See you soon, that's what it says. See you soon. And you thought I'd forget. Forget. Because of Beatrice, because of you, because of my perfect bloody life, you thought it would be like—what?—a bad dream? Something that happened to someone else? And you think that if I stopped looking at this, this card, if I never took it out of the envelope, out of the drawer, it would all change, I'd forget all the sooner?' 

Andrew stood there, shaking in the force of her anger, eyes angled to the floor. Ruth never lost her temper in that way, almost never swore.

'Here.' She thrust the card at him again. 'Take it. Go on, take it. Tear it up. If you think that's what makes the difference. If you think looking at that is what makes me think of her. Go on. Tear it into little pieces. What are you waiting for?'

She pushed the card towards him again, hard against his face, so that he had little choice than to take it from her hand.

'Go on,' she said. 'Tear it up.'

Without looking at her, he let the card fall through his fingers to the floor, then turned and walked away. The postcard was returned to its place in the drawer, from where Ruth would take it, from time to time, and neither she nor Andrew ever mentioned it again.

Though there were times, after an especially tiring day and one more than usual glass of wine, when she would rest her head against his chest and want to talk to him about Heather, to tell him what she was feeling, and Andrew, to his credit, would put an arm around her and listen and kiss the top of her head as if he understood.

Only when he'd had a particularly difficult day at school—an especially long meeting with the local authority, an argument over extra funding—would she feel him tense up against her and they would stay there on the settee, silent and uncomfortable, muscles cramping up, until one or other of them would stumble out something about the time and needing to get an early start in the morning and they would get up then and go about their various tasks, the lights, the locks, the bathroom jobs, the bed. 

But Beatrice was a sweetheart, Beatrice was a darling, good at her lessons, popular at school. Ruth loved her, admired her, felt proud, and, yes, she loved Andrew too. Of course she did.

How lucky she was, despite everything, she reasoned, to have had two beautiful daughters, be thus twice blessed. And to have known two kind and loving men, quite different, but loving and supportive all the same, when there were people out there who lacked either, or both, and for whom happiness was always, for whatever reason, out of reach.

Surely, knowing that, she should, beneath it all, be happier than she was?
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Liam Noble had been the division's Sex and Dangerous Offender Intelligence Officer for nine months; operating within MAPPA, Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements, his focus was on the management of high-risk offenders in need of varying levels of supervision after their release from prison. 

Noble had previously worked in Probation and before that in Social Services, a career path which made him, as his superiors had pointed out when he was appointed, ideally suited to the task in hand.

'At least,' as one had said, 'you know how the buggers think.'

To which Noble had almost retorted, the buggers think just like you and me. Except that he knew there were occasions when that wasn't strictly true. And, as he had discovered, being able to get some way inside the minds of those probation officers and social workers who sat across from him at MAPPA meetings was as apt to confuse as clarify. Affiliative, his manner of dealing with colleagues had been described in his last appraisal; affiliative rather than authoritative. The unspoken suggestion being there were times when a little more direction, a touch more directness would be appreciated. 

Noble was trying for a little directness when Will Grayson knocked on his door; an irritatingly circular conversation with a senior social worker about the advisability of applying for care proceedings in order to protect the stepchildren of a recently released offender.

'Will,' he said, relieved at the interruption. 'Come on in. Take a seat. I'm just about finished here.'

'No,' he said into the telephone, 'I think you should go ahead and make the application. Definitely. Do it today. There's no sense in leaving those children at risk.' He listened for a moment, and then: 'Yes. Yes, right. You'll let me know.'

Setting down the phone, Noble let out a slow breath of satisfaction before turning towards Will. 'No need to ask why you're here.'

'Pass the time of day?'

Noble laughed. 'Mitchell Roberts, right?'

'When were you going to tell me?'

'I thought you'd find out soon enough.'

'And you've known for what? Months?'

Noble shook his head. 'Six weeks.'

'I thought the prison service had to give three months' notification?'

'Level Three offenders they do.'

'And Roberts isn't Level Three? He's not high risk?'

'Not high risk enough.'

'Tell that to Martina Jones,' Will said. 'Tell that to the next twelve-year-old he gets his hands on.'

Noble sighed and sat forward in his chair. 'There's no indication Roberts is a serial offender, no history of anything similar in his background. What happened was an isolated incident.'

'Bullshit.'

'I'm sorry?'

'People like Roberts, there's a pattern. You know that as well as I do.' 

'There's a first time, too.'

'And you think that's what this was? You've read the transcripts of the trial? Seen the pictures? That doesn't happen out of the blue. The only reason we don't know about it, either he was clever or he was fucking lucky or he was both.'

'Will, Will, getting angry doesn't help.'

'It helps me.'

Noble looked at him carefully. 'Just suppose for a minute you're right, there is another alternative, of course.'

'Which is?'

'CID wasn't as smart as it might have been.'

'What's this, Liam? Passing the buck? Spreading the blame?'

'Not at all. But if there is something there, something in Mitchell's past, which I doubt, how come it's never come to light?'

Will held his tongue. When they had first taken Roberts into custody, he had been questioned about a number of other unsolved cases involving young girls without anything germane coming to light; and then, once the CPS had agreed the charges relating to Martina Jones, other matters had been allowed to fade away, more pressing things taking their place.

'The thing is this,' Noble said, 'if you include when he was on remand, Roberts has served more than half his time. He's successfully completed the sex offenders' treatment programme. The parole board found him truly contrite. He realises what he did was wrong.'

'Wrong?'

'Yes.'

'And you believe that?'

'Yes. Until he gives me reason to think otherwise.'

Will was quick out of his chair. 'He gives you reason, it's going to be too late.' 

Noble thought this was another conversation that had just about run its course. 'He'll be on the sex offenders' register. For the first six months he'll be living in approved premises and reporting to his probation officer regularly. We'll be keeping a close eye on him, don't worry.'

Will looked back at him from the open door. 'Not as close as I will.'

'For God's sake, Will ...' Noble began.

But he was gone.





It was Wednesday morning, two days after Helen had passed on the news of Roberts' impending release. She was sitting on the only clear corner of Will's desk, taking advantage of his absence to make a personal call, mobile to her ear. 'Yes,' she said, encouragingly. And, 'Yes, really? You would? Here?' She laughed. 'I don't think Will would like that.' And she laughed again, low in her throat and loud.

'That's a dirty laugh if ever I heard one,' Will said, entering.

Helen murmured a quick, 'Gotta go,' snapped her phone shut and swivelled round, showing rather more leg than she'd perhaps intended.

'Sorry. Just needed to make a call.'

'That's okay.'

'You know what it's like out there, all that racket, everyone's ears flapping.'

'Private then?'

'Sort of.'

'Who's the lucky guy?'

Grinning, Helen raised a mocking eyebrow. 'Wouldn't you like to know.'

'Probably not.'

Helen slid down from his desk and smoothed her skirt along her thighs; she was wearing a sombre business suit in solemn black, black shoes with a slight heel, her hair, as was usual these days, pinned back. 

'You in court later?' Will said.

'For my sins.'

'Curtis Chambers?'

'The very one.'

Chambers had got into an argument with a nightclub bouncer, driven off to his friend's house and borrowed a gun, a converted starting pistol that as often as not misfired, gone back to the club and, after more heated words and a deal of pushing and shoving, had taken the pistol from his pocket and shot the bouncer in the head. Miraculously, the man had survived. Chambers had been arrested three days later and charged with attempted murder, unlawful wounding and being in possession of a firearm in a public place. Now he was pleading self-defence.

'Open and shut, isn't it?' Will said.

'You'd think.'

Will eased himself down into his seat. 'I went to see Noble,' he said.

'About Roberts?'

'Yes.'

'Maybe not so wise.'

'You think so?'

Helen shook her head. 'Come on, Will. You know what I mean. You've got to let it go. Besides, they'll be all over him.'

'They?'

'MAPPA. He's not going to be able to turn the wrong way down a one-way street without someone knowing.'

'Nice idea,'Will said. 'Unfortunately they've got him pegged as Level Two. Not sufficiently high risk. Few months in a hostel, nice little chats with his probation officer. Keeps his nose clean, tells them what they want to hear and then when they wash their hands he can slip back beneath the radar.'

'I wonder,' Helen said. 

'What?'

'Why it's got to you this much? There've been other cases since this, similar. Too many, God knows. Why let this one get under your skin?'

'I don't know. The fear in that girl's eyes when I first saw her? Roberts when we questioned him? Standing there with the sweat running off him, lying to his back teeth. That leering little smile. Like he was remembering.'

'It's out of our hands, Will. There's nothing we can do.'

Will looked up at her and didn't answer.





He took his time. Didn't go barging in. Even found a way to chat to Roberts' probation officer, nothing official, no big deal, simply passing the time of day. Apparently, Roberts had turned up neat and on time for his first appointment, no problems about his accommodation, everything fine, eager to find work, get a job, start earning for when he could rent a place for himself. There was a garage owner who had been prevailed upon to take on ex-offenders before and might be again. Owned one of those fast-fit tyre and exhaust places. More than one, in fact. And by all accounts Roberts knew his way round most vehicles blindfold. Good with his hands.

Will watched him from where he was parked a short way along the street: Mitchell Roberts in shapeless cargo pants and a dark sweater, a pair of work boots on his feet. His sandy hair, always fair, had been cut so short that in the keenness of the morning light he appeared to be almost bald.

A free man out for a stroll, rolled newspaper in one hand, reacclimatising himself at his own speed, in his own time, pleased to be back in the world.

Will kept him in sight and, when he judged the distance between them was sufficient, he slid out from behind the wheel, locked the car, and followed.

Not hurrying, Roberts' route took him across two main roads and a busy intersection, and then past the new Museum of Technology, by which time Will thought he knew where he was heading: Stourbridge Common, a broad patch of open ground alongside the River Cam. 

He watched as Roberts chose a seat with his back to the water, unfolded his newspaper and began to read.

Without causing him to look up, several cyclists went past at intervals, using the approved path, then a small group of workmen on their way back from lunch, returning to one of the small factory units clustered around Mercers Row; some teenage boys, playing the wag from school, started kicking a football around towards the far side of the common; a silver-haired couple in tracksuit tops and white shorts passed close by him on their way to the tennis courts beyond the bowling green.

Roberts lit a cigarette.

Time passed.

A young woman went by pushing a pram, baby asleep inside, a toddler making reluctant progress behind.

From one of the pockets of his cargo pants, Roberts took a paperback book, found his place and proceeded to read.

It was the best part of forty minutes before the first of the children from the nearest primary school appeared, taking the bridge across the river and then the path that led out towards the Newmarket Road. Four or five boys, aged nine or ten, pushing, pulling, arguing, yelling at the tops of their voices, oblivious of anyone save themselves. Two girls followed, book bags in their hands, each listening to a single headphone from the MP3 player clutched in the taller one's hand. A few parents with children then, the women gossiping, kids lagging behind, laughing, calling names.

Roberts was alert now, the book still open on his lap, but his eyes everywhere.

As Will watched, a fair-haired girl, purple anorak over a white blouse and a green pleated skirt, screamed as one of the boys snatched the hat from her head and sent it skimming close to where Roberts was sitting. 

Before she could retrieve it, Roberts, moving with surprising speed, had scooped it up and stood, arm extended, holding it towards her.

'Here. Here you are.'

Will read the words on his lips.

The girl hesitated, then darted forward and, not quite looking at Roberts' face, took the hat from him and backed away.

'Say thank you,' her mother called.

'Thank you,' Will imagined the girl saying, though he couldn't hear the words.

As she ran back to where her mother was waiting, Will's eyes were fixed on Mitchell Roberts' face, the smile that lingered, the cat that had just had sight of the cream.





'What the hell were you thinking of?' Liam Noble asked.

They were on the stairs between the first and second floors at Parkside, Noble on his way up towards CID as Will was leaving.

'Now?' Will said, scarcely breaking his stride. 'Going home. I promised Lorraine I'd be back before she put Susie to bed.'

'Will, wait ...'

He stopped and turned.

'You know what I mean,' Noble said.

'This afternoon?'

'Yes, this afternoon.'

'Keeping an eye on a potential reoffender. Someone has to.'

'Not you.'

'No? Well, until somebody else steps up I might just have to do it myself.'

'It's none of your business, Will. Not any more.' 

'Yeah, well ...' He swung away and continued down the stairs.

Noble caught up with him close to the ground floor and stopped, blocking his way. Voices drifted up from the lobby, one of the duty officers making the same point again and again.

'Look,' Will said, 'I don't see why you're getting in such a state. I didn't speak to him, I didn't interfere. I doubt very much if he even knew I was there. And as soon as I got back here I sent you an email outlining what I think are very real concerns.'

'Our concerns, Will, not yours.'

'Only just out and one of the first afternoons he's free, he's out there, hanging round some school, I'd say that was cause for concern, wouldn't you?'

Noble shook his head. 'I've read your email, Will, looked at the map. Roberts was a good half a mile away from that school, if not more.'

'Half a mile away on a route some of those children take ...'

'Will, Will, there are children everywhere. You know that as well as I do. We can't fit him with blinkers, keep him on a leash.'

'More's the pity.'

'If he'd been loitering close to the school, any school, a playground somewhere, anything that would be breaking the terms under which he was released, we'd apply for an emergency recall to prison. No hesitation.'

'Fine. Just show me how you're going to know.'

'I've told you. We're monitoring him at a level commensurate with the risk involved ...'

'You're what?'

'... and any rise in those risk levels will be properly assessed and responded to.'

'By which time he'll have done it again.'

'I doubt that very much.' 

'You do? Then you should have seen the look on his face this afternoon.'

'Stay away, Will. Steer clear. Please don't force me to go over your head.'

Will fixed him with a stare. 'I'll do my job, Liam, as best I see fit. I suggest you do the same.'

Skirting round Noble, he pushed his way out of the building and into the car park. If Helen had been there, waiting by her VW instead of still being on her way back from court, he might have bummed a cigarette, his first in years. Instead, he got into his car and turned the key in the ignition, letting the engine idle while he switched on the radio: another teenage suicide in South Wales, the number now not so far short of twenty. The Welsh Assembly, the report continued, had voted to increase its spending on youth welfare with the aim of decreasing the suicide rate by ten per cent in the next three years. Too bad for the other ninety per cent, Will thought, presumably they could just go hang.

Replacing the radio news with a CD by the Arctic Monkeys, he turned the volume up loud and, with a swift look over his shoulder, pulled out into the evening traffic.
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By the time Will arrived home, Jake was sitting up to the table, labouring over baked beans on toast; Susie was strapped into her high chair while Lorraine, despairing of her daughter's wayward attempts to feed herself, patiently spooned a mashed-up mixture of chicken, rice and vegetables into her mouth. Music dribbled from the radio. 

Will bent and kissed Lorraine on top of the head, then leaned forward to kiss Susie's cheek; when he ruffled his son's hair and went to kiss him, too, the boy turned his face sharply away.

'What's wrong?' Will asked.

Jake hunched his shoulders and made no reply.

'What's got into him?' Will asked his wife.

'I was about to cook him stuffed pasta and he said, no, he wanted beans on toast, and then, when I asked him to switch off some television programme he was watching and come and get it, he threw a tantrum and I had to practically drag him here and sit him down and now you'd think I was trying to poison him.'

Will sighed. 'Come on, Jake, there's a good boy. Eat your tea.' 

Jake pushed a soggy piece of toast from one side of the plate to the other with his fork.

'Jake...'

'It's okay,' Lorraine said. 'Leave him. If he wants to go to bed hungry that's his lookout.'

Will took a carton of orange juice from the fridge, poured some into a glass and drank it down, then went upstairs to change.

When he returned, wearing a faded sports top and an old pair of jeans, Jake was still sitting sullenly over his plate, arms folded in defiance, and Lorraine was in the process of unfastening Susie from her chair.

'Take her for a minute, will you?' Lorraine said, holding the child out towards him. 'She's falling asleep.'

Smartly, Lorraine lifted Jake's plate away from under his nose, swept its contents into the bin with his knife, and deposited it in the sink.

'Right, young man. Upstairs and into your pyjamas, wash your face and hands and clean your teeth.'

'But ...'

'No buts. If you're good and quick your dad'll read you a story before turning out your light.'

'But you promised ...'

'You heard what I said, now go.'

Wrenching his chair round noisily, head down, the weight of the world on his shoulders, Jake trudged from the room.

Will and Lorraine exchanged weary smiles.

'Busy day?' Will asked.

'No more than usual. You?'

'Don't ask.'

'Fancy a cup of tea?'

'Love one.'

Lorraine went to fill the kettle at the sink and Will shifted Susie's position against his chest, surprised as ever at how little she weighed, how fine her bones. 

Will, there are children everywhere.

He buried his face against the top of Susie's head, eyes closed, breathing in her smell.





An hour or so later, supper finished, they were in the living room, curtains drawn, idly watching the TV.

'How's Helen?' Lorraine asked.

'Fine as far as I know. Why d'you ask?'

'I thought I saw her in town today.'

'Ely?'

'No, Cambridge. She was with some man. Near the market square.'

'With?' Will eased himself up a little in the chair. 'How d'you mean, with?'

'With, as in ... you know. You know what I mean.'

'How could you tell?'

Lorraine smiled. 'One minute they seemed to be arguing. The next she was all over him.'

'All over...?'

'Kissing him.' She grinned. 'Tongues.'

'And this was the middle of the day?'

'What if it was?' Lorraine said, amused.

'She's not some teenager.'

'And you're not her father.' Lorraine laughed. 'If I didn't know you better, I'd think you were jealous.'

'Now you're talking daft.'

'Will, for God's sake,' Lorraine said, laughing. 'Calm down. Chill.'

'I'm fine. Okay? Fine.'

For some minutes they sat in silence, staring at the screen.

'What did he look like, anyway?' Will asked.


'I don't know. Your sort of age. Maybe a bit older. Leather jacket. Dark hair.' 

'One of us? Another officer?'

'I don't know. Why don't you ask her?'

'Maybe I will.'

Lorraine knew better than to say any more.

'Are you watching this?' Will asked a while later, nodding towards the television.

'No, are you?'

'No.'

He used the remote to switch off the set. 'I'll go on up,' he said.

Some minutes later, when she hadn't followed, he came back down. Lorraine was standing outside on the back step, coat round her shoulders, smoking a spliff, the smell sweet on the night air.

'How's it going to look,' Will asked, 'when you're arrested for possession?'

'For you? Pretty bad. You'll have to resign, I imagine. The children'll be taken into care.'

'Over my dead body.'

'They may not go that far.'

She took a last drag and turned towards him, her hip pushing against his groin, his hand moving down her spine through the thin material of her dress. When she kissed him her mouth was full of smoke.





Next morning, Will had a meeting at police headquarters in Huntingdon:Towards a Policy for the Handling and Management of Confidential and Covert Human Intelligence Sources. Human Intelligence Sources. What used to be called informants. What used to be called snouts.

By the time he got back to Cambridge his ears were clogged with high-minded promises, evasions and officialese: the difficulties of balancing compelling issues of public interest with the need not to compromise ongoing investigations or subsequent court proceedings; the importance of protecting the identity of sources, if necessary by applying for an exemption to prevent the release of information requested under the Freedom of Information Act, 2000. 

One precept stuck in his mind: in order to tackle crime effectively and make the community safer, there are times when it may be necessary to infringe upon the human rights of the individual.

He thought he might quote that at Liam Noble next time they crossed paths.





At lunch-time,Will found Helen was sitting on one of the benches near the edge of Parker's Piece, the swathe of open ground that faced away from the police station on Parkside. Collar turned up against a chilling wind, she sat with the inevitable cigarette in one hand, a take-away cup of coffee in the other.

A weak sun was visible between the clouds.

'Not taking solids these days?' Will said, sliding on to the bench alongside her.

'I had something earlier.'

'You can have one of these if you want.' He was unwrapping the foil package he'd brought from the car: ham and cheese sandwiches with mustard and tomato.

'Lorraine make those for you?'

Will shrugged. 'She was getting Jake's lunch anyway.'

He held one out towards her and she shook her head. 'What happened to Pret A Manger?' she asked. 'Fancy chicken and avocado and a cinnamon what-you-call-it?'

'Too expensive.'

'On your salary?'

'Lorraine wants to take the kids to Center Parcs at Whitsun. It's not cheap.'

Helen took a last drag at her cigarette, wafted the smoke away from Will into the air, and ground out the butt beneath her shoe. 

'She saw you the other day,' Will said.

'Lorraine did?'

'Snogging some guy in the market. Tongue right down his throat, apparently. Wonder the poor bloke could breathe.'

'Bollocks!'

'They probably came into it. Sooner or later.'

'Fuck off, Will!'

Will laughed.

'No, I mean it. Mind your own damned business.'

'Okay, okay. But if you don't want people to pass comment, perhaps you should stop getting carried away in public.'

'Yeah, well. Easy for you to say.' Helen reached into her bag and tapped another cigarette out of the pack.

'You don't need that,' Will said, hand on her arm.

'Don't tell me what I need, Will,' she said, shaking him off. 'You're not my doctor. Not my bloody father, either.'

'That's what Lorraine said.'

'Well, she's right.'

'I'm your friend, least I thought I was.'

'You're my boss.'

'Can't I be both?'

She looked at him. 'Maybe.' Lighting her cigarette, she inhaled deeply. 'Whichever you are, doesn't give you any right to comment on my love life.'

'Okay. Fair enough.'

He went back to his sandwich; Helen drank some of her coffee. An ambulance went fast past the sports centre away to their left, sirens blasting, heading for the Newmarket Road.

'Is it serious?' Will asked. 'This bloke?'

'Maybe.'

'How serious?'

She cast him a sideways glance. 'Enough for him to want to leave his wife.' 

'Oh, Christ, Helen!'

'It's all that's out there, all you'd want to shag anyway—gay blokes and married men.'

'He's not on the force?'

Slowly, she nodded, avoiding his eye.

'Who?'

'It doesn't matter.'

'Who?'

'Declan.'

'Declan Morrison?'

Helen nodded.

'God, Helen, what did you do? Line up the ten most unsuitable men and then pick the winner?'

Helen grinned. 'Something like that.'

'He's been married what? Twice. Two kids this time around. Story is, even before the second was born he was going over the side.'

'Stories, Will, rumours. That's all they are.'

'And now?'

'Now what?'

'This a rumour?'

Helen shook her head in annoyance. 'Don't.'

'Don't what?'

'Don't preach.'

'Okay.'

Will rewrapped the uneaten half of his sandwich and slipped it back down into his coat pocket. Declan Morrison had transferred into the Cambridgeshire force from Sunderland three years before; a transplanted Irishman by way of Liverpool and then the north-east, he had arrived at Parkside with a couple of warnings for insubordination hanging over him, one accusation of using excessive force that had subsequently been withdrawn. Will had met his wife on a couple of occasions, small and shy, pretty in a Claire's Accessories kind of way. 

Morrison himself was broad-shouldered, an inch or two under six foot, a few pounds overweight. He gave the air of not suffering fools gladly, doubting authority, forthright enough to relish calling a spade a fucking spade.

Will tried to picture him and Helen together, then rapidly shunted it from his mind.

'How on earth did you ever get tied in with him anyway?' he asked.

She smiled ruefully. 'He must have caught me in a weak moment.'

'You mean, like when you were breathing.'

'Very funny.'

'Well, why couldn't you just—I don't know—do it and get over it? Move on?'

'Ah, Will ...' She leaned against his arm, hand over his, '... you know I'm a great romantic.'

'And this is what? Beauty and the beast?'

'He's nice. Really. When you get through all the front, all the bluster. I like him.'

Will looked unconvinced.

'And he's great in the sack.'

'I don't want to know.'

'Not jealous, Will?'

'No, you can have him.'

Helen laughed, spilling coffee down the back of her hand and on to her skirt. Will got to his feet and she fell into step beside him, the concrete and glass of Parkside inviting them back.

'You really think he'll leave his wife?' he said.

'That's what he says.'

'Don't they all? When they want to go over the side?'

Helen's face tightened. 'Do they, Will? You tell me.'


They walked the rest of the way back to the building without speaking. 





Mitchell Roberts took a bus out to Histon, walked around the thirteenth-century church and moat and then the site of the old Chivers jam factory at Impington, before catching a bus back. In the city, he sat for a while on a low wall close to the bus station, smoking a cigarette, before heading off along Sidney Street towards Magdalen Bridge. Fifteen minutes later he'd changed direction and was strolling between the stalls in the market, pausing to look at a piece of old silverware here, a set of knives there, a collection of old sepia postcards. When a young schoolgirl in uniform, white ribbon in her hair, walked close behind him, holding her mother's hand, he scarcely seemed to notice.

Following him into the twist of narrow streets and passages between Market Street and the Guildhall, Will thought he'd lost him, until Roberts stepped out of a shop doorway and stopped right in front of him.

'Inspector Grayson.'

'Yes.'

He was leaner than before, the lines in his face deeper; there were liver spots on the backs of his hands.

'Bit of shoppin'?'

Will shook his head.

'Not a coincidence then?'

'No.'

Roberts nodded slowly. 'Saw you the other day. In the park. Takin' an interest, that's nice. Sense of responsibility, I dare say. Only right. Since it was you got me put away.'

Several of his teeth, Will noticed, were stained yellow; one, near the front, was badly chipped at the edge.

'You did that yourself,' Will said.

'Ah, yes.' A smile curled round Roberts' mouth. 'That poor girl.'


Will held himself under control. Just. 

'You got children?' Roberts asked. And when Will didn't answer: 'I'd like to see 'em some time.'

The only thing Will could do to stop himself from punching Roberts in the face was to turn hard and walk swiftly away.
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