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She was resigned to dying. It was only a question of when, and she almost welcomed the instant of oblivion when she’d no longer have to suffer the taunts, the menacing whispers, the veiled threats: ‘Why should I kill you? Death is so ... final. We have all the time in the world ...’

But Olivia would die. She knew that.

She could deal with the pain for herself, just. But her death would destroy her mother’s life. The excruciating thought provoked renewed and even more desperate struggles against the thin cords cutting into her wrists and ankles. The raw flesh chafed again, blood trickled warmly down her palm, through her fingers. She bit her lip to staunch a scream she knew no one would hear.

Did anyone even know she was missing?

What was it? Three days? Four? With nothing to gauge the passage of time, Olivia had lost track. Her watch had been removed on the first night. Though, why? She had no idea. She could see nothing. Not through a thick blindfold, tightly knotted. A scraped match, a brief smell of sulphur, more than any gradual lightening of the dark indicated when the candle or candles had been lit. The illumination was for his benefit. She’d seen neither her captor’s face nor her surroundings – were they saving graces?

No. She knew there was no get-out clause. She might not die here, but the end would come soon enough. What would it do to Elizabeth, her mother? Would the woman who’d given Olivia life be able to bear the greater pain of her death? Angry, anguished tears soaked into the already damp scratchy fabric over her eyes.

An idea struck: she’d talk to him again, plead with him; if she could make him see her in a different light ...? She shook her head, dismissed the notion before it took hold and gave false hope: what was the point when everything had already been said?

She took a deep, shuddering breath. Maybe you had to be drowning to see your life flash before your eyes? Olivia could see nothing. It was a small mercy. And for that she was grateful.


ONE

Elizabeth Kent, duster tucked in trouser waistband, leaned over one of the chesterfields and plumped a cushion. Domestic Doolittle rather than goddess, housework did nothing for her, but if left untackled the untidiness irked even more. On a good day it was done and sometimes dusted in under ten minutes. She glanced at her watch. Today, she decided, would be a very good day; there were so many better ways to spend her time.

Sweeping the floor with a cursory glance, she dismissed the notion of employing anything more strenuous. She retrieved a couple of errant threads of cotton from the carpet, slipped them in a pocket then, hands on hips, surveyed her empire.

‘To dust or not to dust ... that is the question.’ Running an assessing gaze over dark wood surfaces, Elizabeth mused en passant whether any of her friends talked to themselves. Not that she cared. As habits go, there were worse. ‘I must ask Olivia though. I bet she does.’

The mere thought prompted a curve of her lip and when her glance fell on Olivia’s photograph Elizabeth’s eyes lit up. She walked to the baby grand, took the silver frame in both hands: her daughter’s graduation a decade back, mortar board slightly askew, wide-mouthed grin, perfect teeth. It was like looking in the mirror – twenty-odd years ago. ‘Where does the time go, darling?’ Her smile faltered only slightly. Despite the aging, even now, their resemblance was striking; people still commented on the likeness.

Elizabeth’s hair was often tied back and the chestnut shade owed more to L’Oreal than Olivia’s, but their eyes – almond-shaped, caramel-coloured – were identical. As she replaced the photograph, Elizabeth sighed. Was it just her imagination that Olivia’s gaze of late sometimes seemed less open, more guarded?

Much as it had when she returned from America ...

Elizabeth perched on the edge of her favourite armchair and stared into the distance. Why did Olivia never speak about the time away? The question often crossed Elizabeth’s mind, but for the most part she was only too happy to have Olivia back. She’d thought her heart would break when Olivia left to make a new life in the States. To Elizabeth’s way of thinking it had all happened so quickly. It seemed to her that Olivia barely knew the man she went to live with. Jack Howe was rich, good-looking, clever, kind. It wasn’t that Elizabeth begrudged Olivia’s happiness, but it was at the cost of her own. Not that she’d ever have admitted it. Besides, Olivia had been thirty then, an intelligent woman with a mind of her own.

Elizabeth’s life hadn’t deteriorated dramatically when her only child left. Nothing changed overnight – at least not overtly. She’d continued her voluntary work, started an Open University degree, even considered ending her marriage. Her love for Philip – like other things – had faded over the years. They tolerated each other, didn’t fight or frighten the horses. The marriage was convenient and she’d seen no real reason to leave, but was vaguely troubled by the fact there was no pressing motive to stay.

Eventually Philip had made the decision. He now lived in a neighbouring Birmingham suburb with a new partner, a younger woman. His going had barely touched Elizabeth. It was a minor part of a general malaise that had started creeping into her soul the day Olivia went. She’d felt a constant sense of something missing, a yearning for something to happen and a dreadful dawning realization that it probably never would.

She still saw friends, though less often. She made them laugh, though less loudly. She continued to dress the well-groomed part. But she missed Olivia from the depth of her being. Her full diary belied the aching void in her heart.

Two years later, out of the blue, Olivia was back. Jack had said he wanted his own space. It had broken Olivia’s heart. Even now she refused to share details; the subject was a non-starter and Elizabeth no longer brought it up. Just thanked God there’d been no children. Elizabeth would have welcomed her daughter back to the family home with open arms, but she’d wanted a place of her own. At least they only lived a few miles apart. Life – as Elizabeth knew well – could be so much worse.

A ringing phone broke Elizabeth’s reverie. Frowning, she glanced round, in no particular hurry to answer. In the last few days there’d been three or four odd calls. Not abusive or obscene. No heavy breathing. Just silence. But Elizabeth had been sure someone was on the line. It had been annoying as well as a little unnerving. Standing by the console table now, she counted four, five more rings before snatching the receiver and holding it tightly to her ear.

‘Mrs Kent? Is that you? Are you there?’

Elizabeth released the breath she’d deliberately held and injected a warm smile into her voice. ‘Caroline, how lovely to hear from you – even though you always leave it too long between calls.’

It was a mild admonition. Caroline King was her daughter’s oldest friend. The two girls had been seated together on their first day at school. The arrangement had suited them and – it seemed to Elizabeth – they’d shared a little of their lives ever since. ‘How are you, dear?’

‘I’m good, Mrs Kent. You?’

‘No complaints. What can I do for you?’

‘I’m trying to get hold of Olivia. Any idea where she is?’

Smiling, Elizabeth shook her head. Archetypal Caroline: as a high-profile freelance journalist she worked anywhere, anytime, was very much her own boss. Regular hours and routine were alien concepts: she carried a passport the way most women carried a bus pass. ‘Caroline, it’s half past eleven, she’ll be teaching. Ring the school – but wait until lunch break.’ Olivia was head of English and Drama at Green Hill, a local sixth form college.

‘Sure thing. Sorry to bother you.’

‘Where are you calling from?’ Caroline kept a flat in Fulham but Elizabeth knew it was little more than a stopover between assignments. The reporter’s visits to Birmingham were also increasingly rare and had become more so since her mother’s death six months ago.

‘I’m at Mum’s place. Things need sorting. I’m putting it on the market.’

‘If there’s anything I can do?’ It saddened Elizabeth that Caroline had never been close to her mother; even during Felicity King’s final illness there’d not been much of a rapprochement. Caroline had inherited everything but – it seemed to Elizabeth – lost a lot.

‘Appreciate it, Mrs Kent.’

‘Isn’t it about time you started calling me Elizabeth?’ It wasn’t the first time she’d made the suggestion. After all these years, she considered Caroline an honorary member of the family. Indeed, when the girls hit their teens, it seemed Caroline stayed at the Kents’ house more than her own. The media career had – in some ways – taken her out of their league. Elizabeth sometimes wondered why Caroline maintained the contact.

‘Old habits die hard, Mrs K.’

‘Please –’ she gave a mock groan – ‘anything but that.’ She knew Caroline was winding her up; she could tease for England. Smiling, she pictured the reporter’s exquisite face framed by her signature sleek black bob. ‘Anyway, would you like to leave a message? Just in case you don’t get through? I’m seeing Olivia this evening.’

Slight weighing-up pause, then: ‘No, don’t worry. I’ll catch her later. Ciao, Mrs Kent.’

Ciao? Replacing the receiver, Elizabeth raised an amused eyebrow and glanced again at her watch. The ten minutes were up. ‘That settles it. The dust can go hang.’

A movement outside caught her eye and this time her groan was genuine. The couple walking up the drive looked respectable enough but – pound to a penny – they were selling something. Should she ignore them, pretend no one was home? She who hesitates is lost. Any idea of subterfuge went through the window as she made brief eye contact with the woman: tall, unsmiling, Nordic colouring, white blonde hair tied back. Elizabeth headed reluctantly to the door, muttering, ‘Damn and damn again.’

The last thing she needed was a couple of cold callers.

Caroline King slipped her phone back in its pouch, tapped tapering fingers on the arm of a wing chair. OK. So what was Livvie up to? Three days now she’d been incommunicado. Caroline had tried home, mobile and work numbers. The school secretary had inadvertently let slip this morning that Ms Kent wasn’t expected in until next week. Follow-up questions had elicited nothing further.

Caroline slumped against a lumpy Bisto-coloured chair-back, brushed a cobweb from her once-black combats. She curled a lip at the shapeless grey sweatshirt that completed her unaccustomed ensemble: house-clearance chic, or what?

‘Or what,’ she drawled. Then: ‘So why are you playing away, my friend?’

Clearly, Livvie hadn’t mentioned to Elizabeth she was taking time off work. Caroline certainly wasn’t going to let the cat out of the school bag, as it were. Livvie wasn’t tied to her mother’s apron strings. She was allowed a little extra-curricular activity. Caroline smirked. Wondered what his name was.

Oh well, lucky for some. Duty beckoned. Peeling herself from the chair, she took the stairs two at a time, feeling more chipper. If Livvie was seeing Elizabeth that night she’d surface soon enough. Shame she’d gone to ground though. Time was limited; Caroline had no intention of staying in this place a minute longer than necessary. God. It had taken eighteen years to escape. She frowned. So why was it difficult sometimes to recall why she’d fled?

Distance. Heart. Fonder? She sniffed. It was a little late for that.

Running fingers through her hair, she entered the bedroom again. Twelve black bin liners – full already – leaned at odd angles against the faux William Morris wallpaper. Clothes, shoes, bags, knick-knacks – all now parcelled up ready to be passed on. Lucky Oxfam. Her mother’s room had been the last thing Caroline wanted to face, which was why she’d cleared it first. Even now the familiar scent was just discernible, the merest trace of vanilla lingering here and there.

The only item she intended hanging on to – at least for a while – was a battered leather suitcase she’d placed on the stripped mattress. It was crammed with a lifetime of keepsakes: letters, certificates, greetings cards, postcards, school reports. She wandered over, tugged at the protruding edge of a photograph and beamed. Her and Liv in Brownie uniform, pigtails, yellow ankle socks. ‘Talk about the bee’s knees.’ Caroline slipped the photo in a pocket; they’d have a laugh over it later.

It would be so good to catch up. Caroline’s career meant she saw very little of her best mate these days. The distance between them sometimes seemed more than physical and it was a source of regret. Caroline operated in a world where real friends were as rare as caviar at KFC. The times with Livvie were like touching base, only on this home run her friend had taken off without a word. She’d known Caroline was back in town but hadn’t even replied to a text. You just wait, my friend. There’d be hell to pay when she eventually deigned to pick up the phone.


TWO

There were days DI Sarah Quinn disliked her job. Gazing through the passenger window, shrewd grey eyes screwed up against the sun’s glare, she barely registered the sweeping lawns, detached mock Tudor houses; she could almost have been talking to herself. ‘It’s probably a hoax. A loser playing a sick game.’

She glanced at the driver, who appeared to be feigning intense concentration on the wide tree-lined road in one of Edgbaston’s more upmarket enclaves. The young detective had probably intuited her mood and thought silence a better option. He really should know better by now. ‘Sorry, David, I didn’t quite catch what you said.’

‘I agree, boss.’ Sage nod. ‘One hundred per cent.’

‘Sycophant.’ Sarah gave a lopsided smile.

‘Psycho what?’

‘Big ho, funny man.’ She flapped a hand, knew David Harries’ vocabulary was more than up to a three-syllable put-down. For Sarah, the DC’s appeal as a partner didn’t lie in his good looks. A sharp brain and ability to connect were more use in the long run than chiselled cheek bones and a disarming smile. Though truth be told, it was no hardship working alongside a guy who bore a passing resemblance to Keith Richards before his sell-by.

‘You know me, boss. I aim to please.’

‘’Course you do.’ She knew him better now than when she’d accused him of being a police informant. Way it turned out, Harries hadn’t betrayed his colleagues – he’d been screwing a reporter. The media cock-up had involved one of Sarah’s least favourite people on the planet. Five months down the line, Sarah’s way of thinking was to let sleeping dogs lie. It was Caroline King she envisaged curled up snoring in a kennel: Harries was too good a cop to kick out.

‘You’re right though, boss. I mean, what’ve we got? A letter is all. There’s no saying it’s genuine.’

She nodded. He’d echoed her thoughts. Plus no one had reported a woman missing. ‘Should be next left, David. Windsor Place.’ The house they were after was called The Gables.

He checked the mirror, flicked the indicator. ‘How do you think we should play it, boss?’

‘By ear. See what the woman’s like first. One thing though –’ she made eye contact – ‘I don’t want her looking at the letter. Not yet.’

‘I’ll drink to that.’ He turned his mouth down.

‘And David – I’ll do the talking.’

He started saying something but she was already out of the motor, tightening the belt on a calf-length camel coat. The cloudless, almost Mediterranean sky was deceptive: a mid-November temperature had taken a dive to deep midwinter; a strong wind swirled autumn leaves like golden confetti. She made a mental note to dig out gloves, sank hands in pockets and scanned the surroundings.

Windsor Place was a small private estate with substantial double-fronted properties round a central green. It was the sort of set-up where it was still possible – just – to imagine that life was good and people were decent and crime was something that happened to someone else. In reality, the warm red bricks were dotted with burglar alarms and closed-circuit cameras winked from clinging ivies and climbing roses.

Harries glanced round casually as he locked the car. ‘Wouldn’t say no to a little place round here myself.’

‘Your dream or mine?’ She masked a smile, well aware of a DC’s monthly monetary challenge. Mind, it was nothing compared to the battle going on further down the green. Harries followed her bemused gaze to a groundsman who was grappling inexpertly with a leaf blower. Given the thick russet carpet, green was a misnomer and the horticultural equivalent of a Henry barely scratched the surface; it was like taking a felt tip to touch up the Forth Bridge. The gusting wind was no help either. Leaves were swirling like tipsy moths at a disco.

Dead casual, Harries said, ‘Reckon the guy’s a sucker for punishment, boss?’

She sniffed. ‘I reckon you missed your vocation, petal.’

‘Stage? Stand-up?’

‘Coach. One-way ticket.’

‘Cruel.’

‘But fair.’ It wasn’t the sharpest riposte, but banter had never been Sarah’s forte. Until fairly recently she wouldn’t have indulged at all. She knew her nickname at police HQ, and had no problem with it. But Harries’ more laid-back approach seemed to be catching. Maybe the ice queen was starting to chill out?

As they approached The Gables, she knew immediately what he’d say, even down to the low whistle that preceded it: ‘Très des res.’

‘Anyone ever told you you’re predictable?’ It was easy to see where he was coming from though: the half-timbered structure was topped by barley sugar chimneys, paintwork gleamed, lead-paned windows glinted. It made Sarah think of dark wood panelling and polished floors, potpourri and huge log fires. She half expected Penelope Keith to emerge with a pair of chocolate Labradors. Scrub that. Looking through the window, she saw a woman who bore no resemblance whatsoever to the actress. They made eye contact simultaneously. Looking less than delirious, the woman averted her glance first.

‘At least we know she’s in, boss,’ Harries murmured, reaching for the knocker.

The door opened before his hand made contact. The woman wasn’t rolling out a welcome mat. ‘I was just on the way out. What is it?’ Only her head was visible through the narrow gap.

‘Mrs Elizabeth Kent?’ Sarah held her ID card at eye level. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Sarah Quinn. This is Detective Constable David Harries. We’re from West Midlands police.’

‘What do you want?’ Most people panic at a visit from the police. Elizabeth Kent seemed unperturbed, sounded imperious. ‘What’s this about?’

‘Your daughter, Mrs Kent. When did you last see Olivia?’



She was ravenous, starving. Drifting in and out of consciousness, Olivia heard her mother’s voice. ‘You’re not starving, my dear. Think of the little children in Africa. They are starving. Eat up now, there’s a good girl.’

In her head, Olivia was a child again. Sunday lunch, Sunday best, elbows in, desperate not to gag on a mouthful of chocolate blancmange. Ugh! She’d never touched it since, hated the taste, the very sight of it. Now she’d savour it – and lick the bowl.

‘I am bloody starving!’ Her words came unbidden and out loud. The outburst startled her awake. If her limbs hadn’t been restrained, she’d have shot up in alarm, terrified she was losing her mind. As well.

Deep breath. Hold for five. Let it go. Deep breath. Hold for five. Let it go.

Was that a footfall? Head cocked, she listened for the slightest sound. Was he there? Watching? Leering?

She didn’t know how long he’d been gone. Had no idea if it was day or night. Her four-walled world was in perpetual darkness except, ironically, when he was present. Lately he’d taken to removing her blindfold, his face concealed behind a Darth Vader mask.

She knew now there were three candles which he lit in the same sequence every time: left, right, centre. They were supposed to help her pray; she was meant to ask for forgiveness.

Sometimes he’d bring food which she had to watch him eat. He’d throw occasional scraps in her direction: fish batter, cold chips, a chunk of sausage roll. Like a dog she’d have to eat them off the floor. The first couple of times she waited, eyeing the food until he left before consuming it. Not now. She was increasingly weak with hunger, scared that even if he left her untied she wouldn’t have the strength to escape. Now she ate every measly offering immediately. As for water, he forced her to drink, pressed the bottle to her mouth. She had to pee in a bucket in the corner. He got a kick out of that. The first night he left her, she’d soiled herself. Furious, he’d slapped her face hard. Next time he came he slung a pack of baby wipes in her face ordered her to clean up. She still stank. She could smell herself. Everything was dirty: her skin, her teeth, her hair, her dress. He’d returned her clothes, thank God. Though he’d stripped her of everything, at least she was no longer naked.

This time her tears of exhaustion and humiliation were laced with something else.

Anger.


THREE

‘Olivia was here last weekend. Why? What’s this about?’ Elizabeth Kent’s folded arms and tapping court shoe reinforced a verbal hostility that Sarah found both interesting and mildly surprising. Maybe it was a case of attack being the best form of defence, or her default setting was stroppy hauteur. Either way, it was a pre-emptive strike that only served to delay the inevitable.

‘Shall we go inside?’ Sarah’s measured tone and steady gaze seemed to deflate the bolshie attitude; a fleeting smile revealed a trace of prettiness lurking beneath Mrs Kent’s stern features.

‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry, do ...’ Stepping back, she let a trailing hand complete the invitation, simultaneously extending it to the rush mat. Sarah did a quick recce as she wiped her feet. Low beams and sepia walls could have made the squat square hall feel cramped, claustrophobic even; subtle lighting and a pair of gilt mirrors leavened the gloom. For a second, Sarah wondered why the flagstones were splashed with red paint before realizing it was sunlight reflecting through a stained-glass window on the landing.

‘You’ll have to excuse the mess,’ Mrs Kent said, leading the way into a sitting room that looked pristine to the domestically-challenged detective. Rather like its owner, Sarah thought, there wasn’t a hair out of place. Ivory curtains and mocha carpet offset deep reds and dark woods. Despite its warm and welcoming feel, they stood a little awkwardly in front of a vast stone fireplace, like guests at a cocktail party that hadn’t quite got off the ground.

‘Would you like a drink? I can make coffee. Tea if you’d prefer. As I say, I was on my way out but there’s no hurry ...’

‘Mrs Kent.’ Sarah’s level voice and raised palm stemmed a verbal flow that was probably another way of deflecting whatever the police were here for. ‘Look, I don’t want to—’

‘Has there been an accident? Please tell me?’ Palm resting on cheek, her concerned gaze scrutinized Sarah’s face.

‘... alarm you.’

‘You are alarming me.’

Will you let me finish? ‘It’s probably nothing.’

‘Then why are you here? Two detectives.’ She glanced at Harries as if registering his presence for the first time.

‘We need to check a few things.’

‘What things?’ The peremptory bark was back. ‘For God’s sake, tell me.’

This is going well. ‘Shall we sit down?’ Sarah heard a clock tick five, six seconds before Mrs Kent reluctantly lowered herself on to one of the settees. Sarah sat alongside, deliberately mirroring the woman’s posture. Mrs Kent’s straight spine, crossed ankles, folded hands said, Get on with it. Sarah obliged. ‘We’ve received a letter.’

‘A letter?’ Facial lines deepened. ‘From Olivia?’

‘Not from her. It purports to be about her. It suggests she’s being held against her will.’

There was a tremor in the hand Mrs Kent extended; her voice was steady. ‘Let me see it.’

‘That’s not possible.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I have every right.’

‘Is this Olivia, Mrs Kent?’ Standing by the piano, Harries reached for the photograph Elizabeth had been admiring minutes earlier.

‘Yes. And I’d rather you leave my property alone.’ Returning her gaze to Sarah, she said, ‘I insist on seeing this letter. It has to be some sort of joke.’

‘No problem.’ It wasn’t a concession either. ‘As soon as we get it back from Forensics.’

Her glare was arctic. ‘And when’s that?’

‘Seven to ten days. By then I’m sure things will be clearer.’

The pat answer didn’t pacify the woman, but at least it gave her something to think about. Eyes narrowed, she bit her lip, then murmured, ‘It must be a hoax. Who on earth would want to harm Olivia?’

Sarah’s initial question was easier – and still unanswered. She posed it again. ‘Tell me, Mrs Kent, when was the last time you saw Olivia?’

‘Saturday.’ Speedy response. Despite the apparent lack of concern over her daughter’s whereabouts, she’d clearly been thinking it through. ‘She popped by to pick up my library books.’

‘Popped by on foot?’

‘Car. We normally go together. But I had to wait in – someone was coming to look at the roof ... a few missing tiles.’ Her flapping hand dismissed the irrelevance. ‘We chatted over coffee, then Olivia went off with the books. She knows what I like so was happy to exchange them.’

‘And did she?’

‘Of course.’

‘You’ve spoken to her since?’

‘She rang, asked if it was OK if she brought them over this evening.’ The fleeting smile again. ‘Thursday’s our regular girls’ night: we catch a film or a concert, maybe have a bite to eat.’

‘So you’ve spoken to her today?’

Impatient, like Sarah should know better. ‘Tuesday. The last thing she said was, “See you Thursday”.’

False alarm then? Sarah cut Harries a glance. He took the cue: ‘How did she sound, Mrs Kent?’

Addressing Harries, she said, ‘Fine. She sounded ... fine.’ Sarah concentrated temporarily on the woman’s body language; it often said more. The furrowed brow and slight air of distraction suggested there was a hidden ‘but’.

‘Go on,’ Harries prompted, adding one of his smiles.

‘Now I come to think of it ... the line was bad. In fact after a few seconds we got ... cut off.’

‘Did she ring back?’

‘No.’ She stared at her still-laced fingers. ‘Actually I did ... but ... her phone was switched off.

Sarah sensed the woman’s first faint stirring of unease. She allowed her twenty seconds or so before taking up the questioning. ‘And this was Tuesday? The day before yesterday? You’re sure of that, Mrs Kent?’ Wrong tone: red rag.

She snapped, ‘What do you take me for? I’m not a child. And this is stupid.’ She shot up and was halfway across the room before sharing her thoughts. ‘I’m phoning her now. She’ll be at work – she’s a teacher, you know.’

Sarah was aware how Olivia made a living. The school was the second place Harries had checked. The first was Olivia’s home. Neither colleagues nor neighbours had seen her since Saturday.

Standing with her back to the room, Mrs Kent muttered to herself, waiting for the school to pick up. The odd word was audible: ridiculous, waste, time. Sarah hoped the woman’s maternal instinct was sound.

On the plus side: Olivia Kent wasn’t a lost child or vulnerable adult, wasn’t – officially – a missing person. She may have decided to take off for a few days. There was no indication at the house that she’d been taken against her will; no sign of a struggle, nothing to suggest a crime had been committed. But there was a letter, the letter in Sarah’s pocket. She heard the paper rustle when she moved, felt it scratch her skin. She didn’t have to see what was written, she remembered every word.


FOUR


Olivia Kent is lying

Olivia Kent is crying

Olivia Kent is dying

I could make it quicker

Put her out of her misery

But I won’t



It was written in black ink, scrawling script bold against unlined white paper. It had arrived late yesterday, addressed to Sarah’s boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Fred Baker. He’d called her in to discuss. ‘It’ll be some nutter, but we’d best check it out, Quinn.’

‘We, sir?’ Sarah tilted her head, mock ingenuous. She was accustomed to Baker’s regal largesse. The ‘we’ word littered the old boy’s briefings like royals at a variety performance. His manner could be pretty majestic at times, too. With his chunky six-foot-four frame sprawling in a black leather executive chair, he pointed a ruler across the king-size desk. ‘OK, you then.’

She’d seen more convincing smiles on a depressed crocodile. ‘Will do.’

‘Unless you’re thinking of letting the boy wonder loose on it.’

Sarah’s lip twitched involuntarily. Baker had coined the epithet the day David Harries joined the squad. Still common currency six months on, it was one of Baker’s better efforts, but sucking up to the boss by telling him so was the last thing the chief needed – and the last thing she’d do. She put in a good word for the young DC instead. ‘He’s shaping up fine, Chief. I think he’s got great—’

‘What?’ He leaned across the desk, wide-eyed. ‘Do share.’ It was Baker’s turn to play the innocent. It wasn’t the first time he’d taken the piss about what he insisted on calling her toy boy, but he knew her well enough to realize she’d never sleep with anyone on the job. Didn’t he? The icy look she was casting was one of a large repertoire.

‘Joke, Quinn. Humour alert.’ He lifted a finger, reached for a ringing phone perched on a stack of files.

She bit back a barb. If she rose to every bait, she’d never get down from the ceiling. What was it her mum used to say? Choose your battles. She watched while he took the call, had to admit he wasn’t a bad-looking guy: smooth skin, regular features, hair a touch too long and suspiciously dark given he was pushing sixty. But – if he dyed it – why leave the white streaks? Unless he fancied they made him look distinguished. She sniffed. Badger-with-attitude, more like. The sniff was a mistake: Baker’s aftershave was a standing joke. Talk about too much of a good thing.

Not that she disliked the man. He was a complex blend; an acquired taste she’d more or less acquired. An old-school cop, he was too set in his ways to change now. Not that she didn’t try to educate him occasionally. It was tricky as he didn’t have a lot of time for female cops. Occasionally he made an exception, occasionally Sarah took it. More often than not, they rubbed along just fine.

He winked as he cut the connection after a two-minute conversation. ‘Wrong number.’

It was one of his favourite quips. She’d heard it a million times, gave a mental eye-roll, pointed at the letter on the desk in front of him. ‘Have we run checks yet?’

‘We, Quinn?’

Her tapping fingers said the joke was wearing thin. ‘Not you personally.’

‘Sir.’

Pulling rank? Or yanking her chain? The continuing silence suggested the former. ‘Sir.’

He gave the letter a final scan before sliding it across the desk. ‘I suggest you try the phone book first.’

‘Gee, thanks. I’d never have thought of that,’ she muttered.

‘What did you say, Quinn?’

‘Thanks for that.’ She reached for the paper. The original was with Forensics, of course. No one was holding their breath for a result.

‘Handwriting’s pretty distinctive, wouldn’t you say?’

She nodded. ‘Shame there’s no signature.’

He picked up a pen, pointedly poised it over a pile of admin. ‘You might have time to sit round cracking jokes ...’

She rose, tucking the letter in a breast pocket. ‘Still, he could’ve saved us a bunch of trouble.’

‘Or she, Inspector. Or she.’ Looking absurdly pleased with himself, he tapped the side of his nose. Maybe her subtle campaign to persuade him to see women in more than domestic, decorative or décolléte roles wasn’t as doomed as she thought.

‘I’ll get on to it now.’

She was at the door when he spoke again, dead casual. ‘Shouldn’t take too long, Quinn.’

‘Oh?’

He consulted a few scribbles in a spiral notepad. ‘Far as I can tell, there are four O. Kents in Birmingham: two Olivers and an octogenarian Olive who’s got a parrot with a potty mouth. There’s an Olivia in Harborne. Platt Lane, number thirteen. Only no one’s answering the phone.’

‘I see.’ She also saw a glint in his eye. However up himself, she knew the boss liked keeping a hand in. Rapid swallow. The irreverent thought had prompted a very unwanted mental picture. ‘Nice one, Chief.’

‘’Course, I could’ve been looking in the wrong book.’


FIVE

It had been the right book.

Any doubts Sarah harboured had been dispelled witnessing Elizabeth Kent make call after call trying to trace her daughter. The woman’s confidence had taken a perceptible knock; after finally getting through to the school her voice had cracked. Call now ended, she leaned against the wall, clasped the receiver to her chest.

‘Mrs Kent?’ Sarah, solicitous, softly spoken, stood close by, hand outstretched but making no contact, physically or emotionally. The woman could have been on another planet. Sarah’s cool gaze sought Harries. Subtly motioning him nearer, she mouthed three words, hoped he’d pick up the cue. She needed him to drop the watching brief – he was better at touchy-feely than her.

‘I don’t understand.’ Mrs Kent’s comment was unprompted by either detective. Staring into the distance, mixed emotions ran across her strained features.

Sarah tried reading them, failed. ‘What don’t you understand, Mrs Kent?’

‘She was shocked I called.’ Clearly trying to make sense of the conversation, she was yet to share its content.

‘Who was?’ Sarah had to hide her impatience, provoked by a growing sense of unease.

‘The school secretary. Jenny. Jenny Bold.’ She was clawing her neck, oblivious to the weal marks left by her nails. Sarah winced, still wanting to shake her, but gently removed her hand instead.

‘Mrs Kent, this is doing no—’

Brisk nod, sudden gear change. ‘She said a woman rang the school on Monday morning and told them Olivia wouldn’t be in, that she wasn’t well. That she’d be off for at least a week, maybe longer.’

Sarah and Harries exchanged glances. False alarm then. So why the near meltdown? Elizabeth Kent’s complexion had taken on an unhealthy pallor; sweat beaded over her top lip.

Sarah offered her a tissue from a pack in her pocket. ‘Did the caller say what was wrong with Olivia, Mrs Kent?’

She flapped a hand at what she obviously regarded as a distraction. ‘The school assumed it was flu. The woman had a heavy cold.’

It didn’t make sense. Frowning, Sarah said, ‘But Olivia wasn’t making the call.’

‘No, but apparently the head teacher put two and two together.’

She was still no wiser. ‘Let’s take it from the top, shall we?’

Mrs Kent explained that Jenny Bold hadn’t actually spoken to the woman, that the head – James Rust – had taken the call and relayed the gist. Sarah glanced at Harries who was already adding the name to his notes.

Am I being dense here, or what? ‘I’m still not with you. Why would he assume Olivia had a cold?’

Ahead of what was clearly not a game, Mrs Kent peeled herself off the wall and visibly pulled herself together. In the short time she’d taken to work out the ramifications, to acknowledge that her daughter could be at risk, she’d seemingly morphed from suburban housewife to warrior queen. Patently seething, she slammed down the receiver and faced Sarah head-on.

‘Because the woman gave my name. She told him she was Olivia’s mother.’ Fists clenched at her side, cheeks now flushed, her cut-glass vowels were laced with barely contained fury. ‘So what exactly are you doing about it?’


SIX

‘If I’ve got this right, you’re telling me my daughter hasn’t been seen for five days. That she’s not at home, hasn’t been in work. And it now emerges an imposter’s phoned the school with a pack of lies.’ Elizabeth Kent rammed the plunger on a cafetière then whacked the oak work surface with the flat of her hand. Sarah was faintly surprised the glass hadn’t shattered. Harries, who was in the hall touching base with Control, probably wondered what the sound effects signified.

‘It looks that way.’ Sarah erred on the side of caution. The cops still had no proof of an ongoing abduction, but the accumulating unknowns certainly upped the ante. Important though to keep whatever they were dealing with in perspective, especially when Olivia’s mother was all over the place emotionally. Coffee had actually been Mrs Kent’s call; caffeine perked her up, helped her think, she said.

‘So what happens now, DI Quinn?’

Sarah’s mental list was good to go: tracing Olivia’s last known movements and establishing a timeline was basic first procedure. Once they’d dug out information via interviews with colleagues, neighbours, friends, family members, CCTV could be checked along probable and/or habitual routes. Later, if need be, they’d extend checks to social networking sites and places where she spent real time with real people: the gym? Evening class? Whatever. At some stage they’d bring the media on board, but until the situation became clearer, all that was jumping the proverbial gun. ‘Bear in mind, Mrs Kent, there could be a simple explanation.’

The woman glanced up from placing white porcelain cups on saucers. ‘Father Christmas could trade in Rudolph for a white rhino. But it’s not likely. And trust me – I know my daughter.’

‘For sure, but it’s only been a few days, Mrs Kent.’ Police budgets didn’t run to what could be a costly and time consuming wild goose chase.

‘Enough.’ She tightened already thin lips. ‘We’ll get nowhere if you insist on patronizing me.’

That’s rich. She might have remonstrated but the woman had turned her back and was fussily arranging biscuits on a doily. Standard Kent etiquette? Or displacement activity? The woman was hard to read. Sarah had reassessed her initial impression several times. Snap judgements were rarely accurate and never complete. Still unsure, Sarah filled the gap with a quick scan of the room.

Large and low-ceilinged, it was furnished with free-standing items. Each piece looked to have been individually selected, rather than picked lock, stock and draining board from a glossy brochure. Dead centre was the rectangular beech table at which Sarah sat. It was certainly no breakfast bar – more like a butcher’s block, its pitted surface stained and scored.

The focal point drawing her shrewd gaze was a massive oak dresser, or to be more precise the scores of photographs pinned and propped all over it. Olivia was in every shot, from adorable baby to attractive woman. Images frozen in time and caught on camera by a doting parent. The Olivia Kent gallery seemed totally over-the-top to Sarah. Mind, her own mother had never been particularly demonstrative, and with both parents dead, it was way too late for a show of maternal affection now.

‘Mrs Kent. How did you know?’ A smiling Harries entered, slipping mobile into breast pocket.

‘Know what?’

‘Bourbons. You can’t beat them.’

Maybe it was his boyish charm. Rolling her eyes, she pushed the plate his way before taking up position against the sink, arms folded. Harries cut a glance at Sarah that said: nothing doing.

‘We’ve got to do something.’

Blimey. Had Mrs Kent interpreted it too? No. The announcement came from the heart. It wasn’t a plea. And it wasn’t negotiable.

Sarah stirred her coffee. ‘We’ll make further inquiries, Mrs Kent.’ They’d circulate details of the car, too. Olivia’s Golf appeared to be missing – but had she taken it? ‘As it stands there’s no actual evidence.’

‘It’s your job to find some, isn’t it?’

The DI bit her lip. Staying polite was hard work, especially when Elizabeth Kent was no longer making the effort. ‘As I say, there could be a number—’

‘You’re quite wrong.’ A jabbing finger underlined the point. ‘Olivia would never go away without telling me.’

‘Something may have cropped up.’

‘It may indeed.’ A thin smile. ‘And if that was the case, she’d have phoned.’

‘Maybe she’s staying with friends,’ Harries offered.

‘She never stays with friends.’ Talk about dogmatic. ‘Anyway, she’d at least have mentioned it.’

Would she? Did any girl really tell her mother everything? There was no mileage in antagonizing the woman further, but asking awkward questions went with the territory. No harm treading carefully though. ‘Is it possible she’s with someone you don’t know? Someone she only met recently for instance?’

‘Stop pussyfooting around. You think she’s with a man, don’t you? Why not just say so?’

Christ. The woman was a walking thorn bush. ‘OK. Could she be?’

Mrs Kent sighed theatrically, then: ‘She isn’t in a relationship. And even if there was a new man in her life, she wouldn’t take off without so much as a by your leave. Not just because she knows it would worry me, but because she’d never dream of letting her colleagues down at the school. It’s totally out of character.’

People did crazy things all the time; as a cop Sarah had seen most of them. Her shrug was non-committal.

‘You must trust my instinct here, Inspector. Olivia and I are very, very close. And I’m not some middle-aged neurotic who’s going to fall apart at the drop of a hat. I’m fifty-six years in age – not IQ. And my head’s telling me something’s very wrong.’

‘We don’t—’

‘Five days have already passed. If the letter you mentioned is genuine I don’t think we should waste any more time. Do you?’

Good point, well made. Mrs Angry had morphed again. ‘No. Of course not.’

‘Then you’d better let me see it, hadn’t you.’

She’d reached the same conclusion and regretted the earlier deception. She caught Harries’ eye, gave a barely perceptible nod.

‘Actually, boss. I’ve just remembered.’ He reached a hand inside his jacket.

‘Don’t tell me.’ Withering look from Mrs Kent. ‘You just happen to have a copy in your pocket?’

‘Exactly.’ Harries with a disarming smile.

Blanking him, she fired a verbal salvo at Sarah. ‘Let’s get this clear, DI Quinn. I’m not the one who needs your protection. My daughter’s the person in danger. Please don’t hide anything else from me.’

Sarah nodded at Harries, who placed the letter in Mrs Kent’s outstretched palm. She watched the colour drain again from the woman’s face. ‘My God. I don’t believe it.’ Mrs Kent clapped her hand to quivering lips.

‘It may be a hoax—’

‘No. You don’t understand.’ The paper shook as she held it to show Sarah. ‘I’d know it anywhere. This is Olivia’s handwriting.’

‘What’s your take on it then, Quinn?’ Baker leaned back, legs stretched under desk, meaty hands dangling over both arms of his chair. The pungency of his Paco Rabanne was muted by the lingering odour of elevenses: sausage rolls, if Sarah’s twitching nostrils were anything to go by. All right for some. She and Harries had barely set foot in the building before the boss issued his summons. She’d given him the gist of the Elizabeth Kent interview, now he was after an opinion. In the circumstances it was all she could give. There was still nothing concrete to go on – merely a growing unease that Olivia had been abducted.

Crossing her legs, she said, ‘I’m inclined to side with the mother, Chief.’

‘Because?’

She knew he’d say that, but her feelings were difficult to put into words. Besides, she didn’t need telling that instinct alone wasn’t enough to invest time and resources into a crime over which there was a question mark – make that several question marks.

‘Mrs Kent’s convinced Olivia’s being held against her will. They’re close. More like sisters, if you know what I mean?’ Mental groan. That was so the way to get Baker’s back up – not backing. He couldn’t be doing with woolly thinking. And she suspected he’d already made up his mind.

Head down, he made great play of opening both jacket flaps. ‘’Xcuse me while I look for my feminine side.’

Sarah simpered at his crown. ‘What I’m saying is: they speak on the phone most days. Go out together every week. There’s a strong bond there and she’s adamant Olivia wouldn’t go anywhere without telling her.’ It sounded pretty lame. Baker certainly wasn’t bowled over.

‘She’s a grown woman, for God’s sake.’

‘Thirty-two, but as I say it’s out of character for her to disappear.’

‘How’d you know? You’ve never laid eyes on her.’

Who’d rattled Bruiser’s cage? That particular pop was well out of order. Cops rarely had prior knowledge of people they encountered. It was their job to dig it out. By the end of an investigation detectives often knew more about a victim than their nearest and dearest. It wasn’t even day one – officially.

Sarah smoothed her skirt. ‘I’m going on what I’ve heard so far, Chief. Mrs Kent says her daughter would never pull this kind of stunt. As it stands, I’ve no choice but to take her word for it.’

‘What if she’s overreacting?’ He flapped a dismissive hand. ‘It’s only been what? Four days.’

‘Five. And she’s not.’ Baker’s raised eyebrow said she was close to crossing a line. He probably wouldn’t like her next step either. ‘Neither is she hysterical or hormonal. She genuinely believes Olivia’s at risk but she sees our difficulties.’ Slightly stretching the point: she saw the difficulties but utterly disregarded them.

‘Like no crime, no evidence, no suspect, no victim.’ Baker had run out of fingers to tick. ‘Nothing insurmountable, eh?’

Sarah sighed. He was bloody impossible in this mood. ‘Look, I hear what you’re saying: we need something definite. But we could make a few inquiries near her home, talk to neighbours again, speak to colleagues.’ Harries already was; she’d left him in the squad room bashing phones, recently acquired numbers in his notebook. Mrs Kent had helped compile a list of known associates. ‘We can’t just hang around on the off-chance another letter turns up.’

‘And that’s another thing.’ Baker straightened. ‘It’s all very well Elizabeth Kent claiming someone must’ve forced her daughter’s hand. For all we know the woman could’ve faked her own disappearance. Her car’s not turned up, has it?’

She shook her head. ‘No word yet.’ The Golf’s registration had been circulated – cops in other forces were keeping eyes peeled, too.

‘Christ, Quinn. The woman could’ve fucked off to shack up with an African prince. She could be high on drugs. She could be sunning herself in sodding Sardinia.’

‘That’s it then? We just leave it?’ Baker’s intransigence was acting as a spur. Undecided before, she was now definitely batting for the Kents.

‘Sod all to leave. Why don’t we wait—’

‘For how long? Until there’s a body?’ Her icy tone complemented her glacial glare.

He met, if not quite matched it. ‘Until there’s something to go on, DI Quinn.’

The uneasy silence was broken by a ring tone. Saved by the bell. Baker snatched his phone, snapped a ‘What?’. Grabbed a pen. When Sarah rose to leave, he lifted a restraining finger. Still standing, she peered at the notes he was making, but even the right way up his scrawl was illegible.

‘Get your butt in gear, Quinn.’ He dropped the phone in its cradle, made eye contact. ‘I’d say we now have something to go on.’

She refrained from saying, I told you so.

Nobody likes a smart arse.
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