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ONE

Death arrived at the party dressed in the traditional way. Long black robe; monkish cowl pulled forward to half-conceal a skull face with cavernous eye sockets and grinning yellow teeth.

Death was tall, as one would expect, and in his bony right hand he carried a long plastic scythe – the real thing would have been hard to get hold of and much too conspicuous. And Death didn’t want to face any awkward questions.

Nobody took much notice as he stalked up the wide stairs, almost tripping up on the threadbare carpet. When he reached the landing he stood for a few moments, leaning on the banisters to survey the mortals below.

The ground floor of thirteen Torland Place was packed and all the time costumed newcomers were arriving in the hall carrying glasses and bottles. Some stopped to talk with animated gestures; some had the far away look of beer-goggled youth; and others were making their way to the living room where, through the open door, partygoers were attempting to dance with varying degrees of success.

Then Death spotted his target – a girl in flimsy white with sequinned fairy wings. He watched as she wove her way through the crowd, slightly aloof, like a being from another world. She had pale hair and large green eyes and she possessed a virginal quality that seemed out of place in that alcohol-fuelled atmosphere. She stopped by a doorway and stood alone, oblivious to the raucous laughter and loud music around her. Separated from the rest of humanity.

Death studied her. The Maiden, he thought. Death and the Maiden. But he knew her real name. It was Petulia. He mouthed the word. Petulia.

He saw her take a step towards a young man with dark curls and a face straight out of a Renaissance painting who was dressed in a white coat with a stethoscope slung around his neck. Death appreciated his beauty – which would fade as all beauty fades with time – and watched as he raised a can of lager to his lips, looking as though he’d prefer to be elsewhere; as though he found the squalid rented house with its smell of sweat and stale beer beneath him. The Maiden’s steps faltered, as though she’d suddenly sensed the protective force field of sophisticated boredom that surrounded her quarry.

Then she turned away, her eyes searching the hallway for somebody – anybody – who might be a sympathetic companion. Death knew how she felt. He had experienced the loneliness of crowds so many times. It was hell on earth.

He looked at his watch. It was two in the morning and people were beginning to drift away from the party, still clutching beer bottles and half-full wine glasses. Death too had had his fill of the too-loud conversation, the couples copulating on cheap duvets in the shabby bedrooms and the preening mortals dancing clumsily on beer-sticky floors. But he hadn’t had his fill of the house. He could never tire of it because he felt at home there. As if the very walls knew him and welcomed him in.

It was almost time to go. Death watched as the Maiden disappeared into the kitchen. She looked tired but she was still awake and sober enough to dodge away from a large boy in rugby kit whose exploratory arm had started to snake around her slim waist.

If Death had been made otherwise, he would have harboured fantasies about claiming her soft pale body for himself. But life and love were none of his concern.

The Maiden was the one. And one day very soon Death would claim her.

When DCI Emily Thwaite set out that Saturday morning the Yorkshire weather couldn’t make up its mind what to do. It had promised sunshine first thing. Then the clouds had gathered in the sky like youths on a street corner, threatening showers and possibly worse.

She reached her office on the first floor of the modern police headquarters at the back of the railway station, took off her thin raincoat and hung it on the stand. She had drunk far too much the night before and she still had a nagging headache. But if your new neighbours offer you their hospitality and constantly top up your wine glass, it would be churlish and mealy mouthed to refuse – or so she’d reasoned at the time.

She walked over to the small mirror that hung on the wall and looked at herself, noting the dark rings beneath her eyes and the fine red tracery marring the white surrounding her pupils. The wages of sin – or at least the wages of a good night on the Cabernet Sauvignon. She delved into the depths of the roomy bag which hung from her shoulder, pulled out her hairbrush, dragged it through her thick blonde curls and wiped a microscopic smudge of dirt from her nose. She’d do, she thought, running a finger round the ever-tightening waistband of her trousers. She’d signed up to the gym in the new year but the burdens of work and family meant that she hadn’t had time to go. One day, perhaps. One day.

Saturday morning wasn’t the best time to be summoned into work, what with the children to be ferried to ballet and swimming. But the Superintendent had called her at home first thing, saying that he wanted to speak to her urgently on a delicate matter so she’d had to delegate those precious, looked forward to tasks to her husband, Jeff. Sometimes she feared that she was a lousy mother. But with a job like hers, the occasional bout of benign neglect was unavoidable.

Suddenly she saw a shadow out of the corner of her eye, partially blocking out the daylight that filtered in from the outer office. She tipped the hairbrush back into her bag and fixed a professional expression to her face but when she looked round she was relieved to see Joe Plantagenet leaning on the door frame. His thick black hair looked tousled, as if he’d just got out of bed after a restless night. Perhaps he had, Emily thought. It was a long time since he had spoken to her about his private life and, although she was a naturally curious soul, she didn’t like to ask, even though there were times when she was desperate to know. There were so many questions she’d have liked to put to Joe if only she had the courage... or the blatant cheek. She’d always been known for her direct approach when she’d been in Leeds CID. Maybe working in Eborby was making her soft.

‘Has the Super told you what he wants to see us about?’ Joe asked.

‘All he said is that it’s delicate – whatever that means.’

Joe smiled. He had a slightly crooked smile, a smile which spread to his blue eyes. ‘Well, we won’t find out standing around here, will we?’

He stood to one side and allowed her to walk out of the CID office ahead of him. As it was a weekend and there were no major investigations in progress, there were only a handful of officers on duty. But if something bad happened, all that would change.

Emily walked down the corridor to the Super’s office, aware of Joe following close behind. When they came to the office door, they stopped and exchanged looks. Joe raised his hand and knocked.

A deep voice growled a ‘come in’ from the other side of the door. Joe stood back and let Emily go first, whether out of politeness or reluctance, she wasn’t quite sure.

She smoothed her hair and pushed the door open, her heart beating fast. She had a vague inkling that whatever she was about to hear would be bad. The Super didn’t do routine on a Saturday morning.

‘Come in, Emily,’ the Super said, his voice as smooth as the rather expensive wine she’d consumed last night. He gave her a businesslike smile and turned to Joe.

‘Do sit down, both of you. As I said to DCI Thwaite, something’s come up that could be of a rather sensitive nature.’

Emily caught Joe’s eye. ‘What sort of thing, sir?’

For a few seconds the Superintendent sat there in silence, as though the extreme delicacy of the matter, whatever it was, had rendered him speechless. When he eventually spoke his voice was hushed, as though he didn’t want to be overheard. ‘It concerns something that happened twelve years ago.’

Emily leaned forward. It was well before her time – before Joe’s too, come to that. ‘What was that, sir?’

Another silence. Whatever this was, it had certainly got the Super worried. Then he spoke again. ‘Two fifteen-year-old girls went missing. The last confirmed sighting of them was in Bearsley. Some kids were playing near a patch of woodland known locally as Dead Man’s Wood and they saw the two girls entering the trees. This was around seven thirty one summer’s evening. The two lasses were never seen again. There was a massive search, of course, but... There was a lot of speculation at the time.’ the Super continued. ‘One theory had it that they’d run away to London and another that they’d been abducted and taken miles away. A necklace belonging to one of the girls was found about ten yards into the wood. The clasp was broken as if it had been torn off. A handkerchief was found a few feet away from the spot – an expensive linen one. We announced it at the time... said we wanted to eliminate the owner from our enquiries.’

‘I take it this handkerchief was embroidered with a distinctive pair of initials?’ said Emily, instantly regretting her flippancy.

The Super gave her a cool smile. ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Pity,’ she heard Joe mutter.

‘So did the investigation team think it was dropped by the killer?’

‘Without bodies we can’t be sure that there was a killer, can we? But nobody came forward to claim the handkerchief so we can only assume...’

‘That the owner had something to hide.’

The Super sat back. He picked up a pencil and began turning it over and over in his fingers. He was a large man, Emily thought; tall and bald with the build of a rugby player. But his hands were surprisingly long and sensitive. She would have expected great paws with sausage fingers.

‘That’s the trouble, Emily. The handkerchief was bagged up and kept by Forensic. There were slight traces of DNA – semen, apparently.’

‘Bit of hanky-panky in the woods, then?’ she said.

‘Perhaps.’ The Super hesitated. ‘Traffic division arrested a man for a motoring offence a couple of weeks ago. His DNA was run through the computer as a matter of routine and...’

There was a long pause and Emily wished he’d get to the point.

‘As you know, we can extract DNA from tiny samples now and the lab people found a match. The sample on the handkerchief matches those of the individual the traffic officers arrested.’

‘Has this individual got a name?’

This was the question Emily had been about to ask but Joe had got in first.

The Superintendent thought for a while before answering which only fanned the flames of Emily’s burning curiosity. Whoever it was, it had got the Super rattled. The possibility that it was the Chief Constable himself flashed through her mind, only to be dismissed when she visualized the ostentatiously upright man. But many a Dr Jekyll had turned into a Mr Hyde given the right circumstances and provocation. She sat forward and waited and she noticed that Joe had assumed an almost identical posture.

‘That’s why I said it was rather delicate,’ the Super said in hushed tones. ‘It’s actually Barrington Jenks... MP for Eborby and Under Secretary of State in the Justice Department.’

Emily’s lips formed an ‘oh’. She looked at Joe. He had slumped back in his seat and it was difficult to tell what he was thinking.

‘Well, he’s not above the law,’ Joe said quietly. ‘He’ll need to be interviewed.’

‘I realize that, Joe. But I think a bit of discretion...’

‘He’s at home this weekend – spending time in his constituency. Perhaps if you both paid him a discreet visit...’

‘I don’t think we need to waste any time,’ said Emily. ‘We’ll go now.’

The Superintendent looked a little alarmed. ‘I can’t emphasize enough that this needs careful handling. Jenks has friends in some very high places.’

‘If he raped and murdered two young girls, he’ll soon be making new friends in some pretty low ones,’ said Joe.

The Superintendent gave him a worried look and turned his attention to Emily. ‘I’m trusting you to handle this with tact.’

‘Naturally, sir,’ said Emily.

She was relieved when Joe stood up. She wanted the interview to be over. She wanted to corner Barrington Jenks MP and ask him some awkward questions.

‘Let’s go and see Jenks now,’ she whispered to Joe as she closed the Super’s door.’

‘Maybe we should bring ourselves up to date with the case first.’

Emily sighed. She knew he was right. She’d just have to curb her natural impatience.

Petulia Ferribie often cursed her parents for giving her such an outlandish name. It was usually abbreviated to Pet but she hated that too. It held the suggestion that she was some kind of plaything – something to be picked up or put down on the whim of an owner. When people – men in particular – saw her sweet face, elfin figure and blonde hair, they tended to make assumptions that were completely wrong. Perhaps wearing the white fairy costume at the fancy dress party last night had only served to perpetuate those assumptions. Maybe it had been a mistake but it had been the only thing available at the time.

But what did it matter? All those boring, self-obsessed students were of no interest to her anyway. She found their relentless pursuit of binge drinking and casual sex so immature. And as for her irritating housemates, they’d seemed fine when they’d met last year in the hall of residence. Caro, Matt, Jason and Pet – the Gang of Four, they’d called themselves. But once they’d moved into number thirteen everything had turned sour. Maybe it was just that she’d grown up after the first year. Or maybe it was the house itself that had changed everyone. She hated the place. It always seemed to be cold in there and something about it made her uncomfortable, as though she was never quite alone even when her housemates were absent. Since they’d moved in the previous September she’d found it hard to sleep, as though there was a presence in the shadows of her room, watching, wishing her ill.

She carried on past the soaring cathedral, its carved stone west front glowing in the weak sunlight. Walking quickly, she darted into one of the narrow medieval streets that radiated like tentacles from the great church. It was only March but the tourists were out in force, attracted by history and the recent spell of fair weather. Pet had come to hate tourists meandering along, taking photographs, looking for places to fuel up with food and drink, gawping at the cathedral and the rest of Eborby’s myriad attractions with the slow awe of primitive tribesmen faced with their first aeroplane. They were nothing but a nuisance to people who actually lived there.

Pet wove her way through the crowds on Jamesgate, swearing under her breath. If she didn’t get a move on she’d be late. And she wanted to see the main event. He would be there, taking part. And maybe he would see her.

Suddenly she spotted Jason standing in the doorway of an empty shop. He was strumming on his guitar and his dark curls flopped forward to conceal his pale, almost feminine face. She made no move to acknowledge her housemate; instead she averted her eyes as though he was an embarrassment to her.

Everyone in the house had treated Jason coolly since he’d failed his exams last summer and been thrown off his course. And here he was busking in the street, practically begging like some tramp.

To her horror he looked in her direction, stopped in mid song and raised his hand. She looked away but her escape route was blocked by a couple, entwined and aware only of each other. She felt like shouting at them, hitting them on their smug backs to make them shift. But instead, she dodged round them and half walked, half ran out of the shade of the overhanging upper storeys and out into the watery spring sun.

She could hear music somewhere ahead. The sharp primitive sound of shawm, crumhorn and hurdy-gurdy over the swaying beat of the tabor. It was the sort of music that made Pet want to dance, although she resisted the temptation as she had no inclination to make a fool of herself.

She looked round to check that Jason hadn’t decided to follow her and was relieved that there was no sign of him. Jason might be good looking but he was a loser and of no interest. Not like the man she hoped to see that morning.

The appetizing aroma of hot dogs and fried onions wafted from a stall in the far corner of the crowded square and Pet realized she was hungry. But she had no time to eat. At eleven o’clock the Waits, early music’s representatives at the Eborby Music festival, were due to make their way to Stone Street, Eborby’s widest thoroughfare. During the course of its history Stone Street had always been a gathering place and the scene of numerous public executions. But history didn’t concern Pet. Her passion was music. At university she studied piano and violin and she considered it a blessing that all the time spent in necessary practice in her department kept her away from Torland Place.

She pushed her way to the front of the crowd and stood staring at the musicians. They were dressed in red tunics with brown hose and soft leather boots; everyday dress in Eborby’s heyday during the reign of Richard III. The musician playing the hurdy-gurdy with such concentration was taller than the others, with dark hair that had begun to whiten at the temples. She’d half expected him to look ridiculous in his medieval outfit – like most of the people at the party last night had looked in their fancy dress – but somehow he didn’t. He looked like some king’s minister or great lord. How could Ian Zepper have looked otherwise?

She stared at him, willing him to notice her. He didn’t look in her direction. But she didn’t give up hope; there was still time.

The Eborby Waits began to make their way out of the square, the crowd following like rats behind the pied piper. Pet waited and brought up the rear, not realizing that she would never reach Stone Street that day. Or any other.

Death was watching her, hidden in the anonymity of the crowd. The knife was ready, concealed in a pocket, the blade warmed by his body.

He would cover her eyes when the time came to silence her forever. There were demons in their eyes; he’d known that from the first day Grace had looked at him with all that mocking contempt. And demons had to be destroyed.


TWO

Joe looked at his watch. It was eleven o’clock and the concert in Stone Street would soon be starting: he’d seen the posters dotted around the city and taken note. Early music always reminded him of his first meeting with Kaitlin: her choir had sung a Palestrina mass in the church where he’d been posted as a trainee priest and afterwards they’d started talking about music and life. That momentous meeting had made him realize that he’d been fooling himself. He hadn’t been cut out for the celibate life. His vocation had been a terrible error of judgement.

Kaitlin had entered his world like a cleansing tornado. Then just as suddenly she was gone, killed in a chance accident just six months after their wedding. Sometimes he envied his boss, Emily Thwaite, her apparent domestic bliss – although he knew that she too had experienced periods of turbulence. Nobody ever has a completely calm voyage through the world from first cry to final breath. In his job he knew that only too well.

The parents of Jade Portright and Nerys Barnton certainly hadn’t had it easy for the twelve long years since their daughters’ disappearance. Time might have led to a sad, numb acceptance but the pain of such a loss never went away. And now the whole affair was to be dug up again like a stinking corpse. Unhealed wounds would be picked at again until the raw pain returned anew. In Joe’s experience cold cases were always like that.

Any tentative plans he had to sneak off to the Stone Street concert would have to be put on hold. He still had three thick files to plough his way through because he needed to be armed with all the available facts before he faced Barrington Jenks MP.

‘Well?’

He looked up. Emily Thwaite had just parked her ample backside on the corner of his desk and she was looking at him expectantly.

‘Well what?’

‘You’ve been reading the files – what happened?’

‘Nothing much, as far as I can tell. Two friends – Jade Portright and Nerys Barnton – went into a small patch of woodland commonly known as Dead Man’s Wood behind a row of Victorian houses in Bearsley.’

‘I know where you mean.’

‘Did anyone see the girls go into the wood?’

‘Some kids were taking a short cut on their way to the swimming baths and they saw them behind the houses, heading for the trees. One of them knew Jade because she was a friend of his older sister and he said they were walking quickly, as if they were going there for a purpose. In other words it didn’t look like a casual summer evening stroll.’

‘They’d arranged to meet someone?’

‘That was never established. And after the kid saw them going into the trees they were never seen again.’

‘Any evidence of violence?’

‘Only the necklace belonging to Jade – a small silver locket. The clasp was broken which could indicate some sort of struggle but, on the other hand, I suppose it could have become caught on something. The handkerchief was found a couple of yards away. And there were signs that the ground had been disturbed.’

‘By the girls putting up a fight?’

‘Not necessarily. It might have been a courting couple or...’

‘And now Barrington Jenks’s DNA puts him at the scene?’

‘But not necessarily at the same time as the girls.’

Emily’s eyes shone. Joe knew she was hooked. ‘How long after the girls vanished was the woodland searched?’

‘They were last seen around seven and the parents reported them missing just before midnight after they’d checked that they weren’t with friends. Next morning, as soon as the kid told his mum where he’d seen the girls, the woodland was fingertip searched. It had rained till around five on the day the girls disappeared then the sun came out. Forensic said the handkerchief hadn’t been exposed to rain so...’

‘Whoever owned it was there between five that day and the following morning.’

‘The same time as the abductor.’

Emily frowned. ‘We don’t know there was an abductor, Joe. All we know is that the girls were never seen again. They might have run away to the bright lights. I believe Kings Cross is full of northern kids who think the streets of London are paved with gold. I blame Dick Whittington myself.’

Joe didn’t answer. He had started delving into a small cardboard box that had been brought up with the files. Inside was an evidence bag containing the broken locket. He held it up to the light and, as he stared at the thing through its veil of plastic, he felt a wave of deep sadness. It was a cheap little bauble but it had probably been precious to Jade Portright. It was always the small things that got to you.

He put his hand into the box again. The only thing left inside was a video tape. A dog-eared white sticky label clung to the side bearing the legend ‘Jade and Nerys – summer 1999’. Joe put it on the desk in front of him and looked at it, suddenly disturbed by the prospect of seeing the missing girl as a smiling, living human being... and imagining her parents’ pain.

‘We’d better have a look at it,’ said Emily quietly, picking up the tape. Somehow Joe knew she shared his misgivings. She was a mother herself. She would be able to imagine exactly how it felt to lose a precious child.

They walked down the corridor to the AV room in silence. Normally the room would be occupied by some unfortunate Detective Constable assigned to trawl through hours of CCTV footage after having drawn some proverbial short straw. But today Joe and Emily sat there while the screen flickered into life.

For anyone who knew how the story ended the images were heart-rending. Two girls in their mid teens, giggling at the camera. Wearing swimming costumes in some suburban garden, wading through a younger sibling’s paddling pool and splashing each other with cold water, screaming with glee. Then, suddenly coy, as they remember they’re being filmed, covering their youthful, semi-naked bodies with towels and shooing away the camera.

The girl wearing the locket was presumably Jade. She had lanky limbs and her pretty features weren’t yet fully formed, even though there was something knowing about her eyes, as though she was only too aware of her burgeoning sexuality.

Her friend Nerys, in contrast, was small and dark with darting brown eyes that suggested intelligence and mischief.

‘Poor little cows,’ Emily said, almost in a whisper.

Joe said nothing. He couldn’t find the words.

‘Let’s go and have a word with the Honourable Member of Parliament for Eborby,’ she said.

After seeing those images of the missing girls, Joe suspected that tact and delicacy weren’t going to be in the forefront of their minds during the visit.

In spite of his distinguished name, Joe Plantagenet usually did his best to avoid the Great and the Good. In his experience their expensive shoes usually concealed feet of very dirty clay. But he didn’t share this thought with Emily on the drive out to the village of Colforth, ten miles north of Eborby.

It was four o’clock now and Joe hoped they’d find Barrington Jenks MP at home. Emily hadn’t wanted to telephone ahead to warn of their arrival. She’d always favoured the element of surprise.

Colforth was the sort of picturesque North Yorkshire village visitors flocked to see. Pretty stone houses, pubs of the cosy traditional kind and a babbling stream running by the main road, traversed by several small stone footbridges. This was holiday country with its fair share of wealthy residents inhabiting converted barns sold off by canny farmers feeling the financial pinch.

Barrington Jenks’ place was in the centre of the village: a fine Georgian double-fronted house that had been home and workplace to the local doctor in times gone by, until a new medical centre had been built and the doctor moved to something more modest. Emily brought the car to a graceful halt outside the house.

‘Your turn to do the talking,’ she said as Joe rang the doorbell.

The front door opened to reveal a small Filipina woman in her twenties. She was remarkably pretty... and she looked terrified as she stood aside to let them in. She flitted silently up the elegant Georgian staircase, thickly carpeted in a rich shade of cream and some time later a man appeared on the landing. He was dressed in casual trousers and an open-necked shirt but he had the mildly harassed look of a man who had just dressed in a hurry.

Joe watched him as he descended the staircase and saw his expression change to a mask of quiet confidence. He was a tall man with thick, well cut silver grey hair, a slight tan and a smooth face. He reminded Joe of a male model in one of the old-fashioned catalogues his mother used to browse through.

Joe did the introductions and Jenks shook hands with long-practised warmth.

‘So sorry to have kept you waiting. I’ve just got back from Eborby and I’ve been in the shower. Dinner tonight with the Lord Lieutenant,’ he said, leaning forward confidentially. ‘Now what can I do for you, officers?’

It was Emily who spoke. ‘It concerns your arrest for a motoring offence, sir.’

‘Please, come through.’ He led them into the kind of drawing room Joe had only seen before on visits to stately homes. This one was smaller scale, of course, but it was all there; the Persian rugs, the swagged silk drapes, the expensive art hanging on the hand-printed wallpaper and the antique furniture.

They were invited to sit and Joe tried to make himself comfortable on a Regency sofa. Emily took a chintz-covered armchair and it looked as though she’d made the best choice.

‘I’ll ring for tea,’ Jenks said, walking over to the fireplace and pulling an embroidered rope.

‘Thank you,’ Emily muttered. She caught Joe’s eye and gave him a slight nod.

Joe cleared his throat. ‘Er... you gave a DNA sample when you were arrested, sir.’

‘That’s right,’ Jenks said, making himself comfortable in a leather armchair facing Emily. ‘An interesting experience. For the first time in my life I actually knew what it felt like to be a criminal,’ he said as though the whole thing had been staged rather than real – like a Prime Minister pulling a pint for the cameras.

Joe glanced at Emily, wondering how to broach the subject of Jade Portright and Nerys Barnton. Then he decided on the direct approach.

‘As a matter of routine the DNA sample you provided was run through our computer... compared with samples from past crime scenes.’

The MP assumed an expression of polite, innocent interest. ‘Really?’

‘A match was found.’

Jenks’s eyes flickered for a split second but the expression didn’t change. He waited for Joe to continue.

‘Twelve years ago a handkerchief was found near the scene of a suspected abduction. There was semen on the handkerchief. The lab found a DNA match to the sample you gave.’

Joe looked at Emily. She was sitting quite still, her eyes fixed on the man in the armchair opposite, hardly daring to breathe as she awaited the reply.

‘That’s impossible,’ he said after a long silence.

‘You haven’t asked where the handkerchief was found,’ said Emily.

‘Very well. Where was it found?’

‘In a small patch of woodland behind some houses in Bearsley... suburb of Eborby. Known to the locals as Dead Man’s Woods.’

Jenks mouthed the name and then his face lit up with relief. ‘I used to live near there and I occasionally walked my dog in those woods. Now if that’s all...’

‘Do you remember two girls who went missing in 1999? Their names were Jade Portright and Nerys Barnton. They were fifteen years old.’

‘Yes. I remember. As I said, I lived in Eborby at the time and there was a lot of publicity about the case, but I assure you...’

‘You still haven’t explained how your handkerchief came to be lying a few feet away from a necklace belonging to one of the missing girls. The necklace had a broken clasp, as though it had been pulled off her neck in a struggle.’ Joe looked him in the eye. ‘You see why we have to question you, sir?’

‘Of course. You’re only doing your duty.’ Jenks had assumed a cooperative citizen expression. ‘I’ll try to answer your questions as best I can, that goes without saying.’

‘So can you explain how the handkerchief came to be in Dead Man’s Wood?’ Emily asked sweetly. ‘And I ought to tell you that the girls were last seen around seven on a Saturday evening in June. It had been raining just before then and the woods were searched first thing the following morning. According to the lab the handkerchief hadn’t been there when it rained.’

There was a long period of silence while Jenks considered his answer.

‘I must have dropped it when I walked my dog.’

‘There was an appeal for anyone who’d been in the area around that time to come forward. You never came forward.’

‘That’s because I hadn’t seen anything suspicious. If I had, I would have told the police immediately.’

‘So you admit that you were there that night?’

‘It was a long time ago. I really can’t remember.’

‘And the semen on the handkerchief? How did that get there? Did you meet someone in the wood? Is that why you didn’t come forward?’ Emily inclined her head and waited for the answer.

Joe could almost see the man’s mind working, wondering how much he could avoid telling them. As a politician, he was accustomed to evading awkward questions but this time there was no escape.

Jenks finally sat up straight, his face open and honest. ‘Very well, I’ll tell you the truth. But you must assure me that what I say stays within these four walls. I know it’s twelve years ago but I really don’t want my wife to be hurt by a silly indiscretion.’

‘Go on,’ said Joe quietly, leaning forward, ready to take the man’s confession.

Jenks slumped forward so that his head was only a couple of feet away from Joe’s. He played with his wedding ring nervously, no longer the powerful man in control.

‘I didn’t come forward at the time because I was embarrassed. You see, I met this woman... well, more of a girl really. She was a student and I bought her a few drinks in a bar in town and she asked me back to her place. I’d been on my own – my wife was down in London with the children and... foolishly I went and...’

‘And?’ Emily was impatient to hear the rest of the story.

‘Well when we got to her place her housemates were there and obviously I didn’t want to be seen so...’

‘So you suggested a bit of alfresco sex?’ said Emily.

‘She suggested it actually. She said it was a warm night so why didn’t we go into the wood. I said it would be damp because it had rained that afternoon but she said...’ He swallowed hard. ‘She said she’d been a Girl Guide and was always prepared. She took a sleeping bag and plastic ground sheet from her room, you see, and she laid it on the ground. I had the impression she’d done that sort of thing before and...’

Emily was about to interrupt but Joe raised a warning finger and waited for him to continue. The man was obviously finding the confession difficult and Joe felt a modicum of sympathy. We’ve all done things which, in hindsight, cause us shame and embarrassment – but not all of us have to relive them in a formal statement to the police.

‘Anyway,’ Jenks continued. ‘When we’d finished she asked for a hundred pounds – said it was towards her studies.’

‘And you paid up?’

‘I didn’t have much choice. I walked with her to the cash point and withdrew a hundred and fifty. The extra fifty was for myself, of course... but she said she’d take the lot.’

‘And you didn’t argue?’ Joe could see amusement in Emily’s eyes as she contemplated yet another case of a man rendered helpless and foolish by his primal urges.

Joe didn’t wait for an answer. He produced photographs of the two missing girls from his inside pocket and passed them over to Jenks who held them by the edge as if they were contaminated.

‘When you were in the woods did you see anything of those girls?’

‘Sorry. I don’t remember seeing anybody.’

‘What was the name of the girl you were with? We’ll need to speak to her to confirm your story.’

‘She said her name was Jasmine but I’m not sure if that was her real name. She was tall and blonde. That’s all I can remember.’

‘She told you she was at the university? What was she studying?’

Another shake of the head. ‘Sorry. Don’t know.’

‘And her address? You said she took you to her house – where was it?’

‘It was near the wood – big tatty Victorian semi. Student house. I remember it was number thirteen – Jasmine made a joke of it: unlucky for some, she said, but not unlucky for me. The house next door was immaculate – I remember that. The wood was just behind the garden I think. We didn’t have to walk far.’

‘You wouldn’t know her surname by any chance?’

Jenks shook his head. ‘Please tell me this won’t go any further,’ he said. ‘I’ve always played on my happy family man image and this could finish me.’ He looked up at Joe with pleading eyes.

But Joe wasn’t making any promises.

Then Jenks spoke quietly, head bowed. ‘I want to consult my solicitor.’

Caro was keen on house meetings. A natural bureaucrat, she had taken charge of the various rotas – cleaning, taking out bins, shopping – but she had encountered only frustration for her pains, as her housemates lacked her innate sense of order.

She had called a meeting for Saturday tea time – before the housemates went their separate social ways – and now she sat at the head of the kitchen table, surveying the chipped blue melamine surface with its ingrained coffee rings, as she hoped to one day sit in pride of place in some lofty London boardroom.

She glanced at her watch. ‘Where’s Pet?’

‘I haven’t seen her since she went out this morning,’ said Matt.

Caro began to twirl a strand of her short dark hair in her fingers, twisting it into a tight corkscrew curl then letting it unwind. Pet irritated her with her fey smiles and cunning helplessness. Men liked her, of course, but Caro saw through all the artifice. And it had all got worse since they moved into number thirteen. Things that had seemed like minor eccentricities in hall were now magnified to major character flaws.

‘What about you, Jason?’ She looked at the young man sitting furthest away from her. He looked bored as he leaned back dangerously in his chair. Caro was almost ready to scold him, to point out that if he tilted the chair any more, he would fall over and break it... and Cassidy, the landlord would take the cost of a replacement off their deposit. But she stopped herself. But when he took out a worn tobacco tin and started to roll a cigarette she felt she had to speak. ‘We agreed, Jason. No smoking in the communal areas. What you do in your own room’s your own business but...’

‘OK, OK,’ Jason said wearily returning the tin to his pocket. ‘And I saw Pet in town this morning when I was busking. I don’t know whether she saw me but she shot off bloody quick.’

‘Where was this?’ Matt asked. He sounded worried.

‘Jamesgate.’

‘She said she was going to the Music Festival,’ said Matt quietly.

‘Then she probably met someone from her course there. I say we get on with the meeting without her.’ She consulted the sheet of paper in front of her and looked round the table expectantly before moving on to the important topic of cleaning rotas.

And it wasn’t until six, when Pet still wasn’t answering her mobile, that Caro began to feel uneasy.


THREE

There was still no answer from Pet and Matt turned his mobile phone over and over in his hand. Where was she? What was she doing?

‘I’m going out.’

Jason stood in the doorway, armed with his guitar. His face looked pale, although he seemed to be his usual arrogant self.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Down into town to give one of my alfresco concerts – got to earn a crust now I’m one of the Great Unemployed. If I’m lucky I’ll catch the punters on their way to their expensive troughs – alright for some.’

Jason’s self-pitying attitude was starting to annoy Matt. It was his own fault he’d failed his exams and not bothered turning up for the resits. Jason was bright and if he’d spent less time smoking weed and partying he would have stood a chance. But Matt was in no position to preach.

‘Tracked Pet down yet?’

Matt shook his head. It was almost six o’clock. But she was a grown woman.

‘I shouldn’t worry about her. She’ll be tucked up in someone’s bed.’

‘She’s not like that,’ Matt snapped in reply.

A knowing smirk appeared on Jason’s lips. ‘I’ll be off. See you later.’

When Matt heard the front door bang, he picked up his phone and tried Pet’s number again but still no luck. It really wasn’t like her not to say if she was going to be away this long. And she always kept her phone switched on. Always.

He was just wondering what to do next when he heard a key turning in the front door lock. Typical of Jason to have forgotten something, he thought. And then he experienced a sudden rush of hope that perhaps it was Pet.

He heard footsteps on the bare wood floor of the hallway and the landlord appeared in the doorway. Andy Cassidy was in his thirties; tall with a shaved head and a muscular body. His pristine black T-shirt showed off a pair of tanned arms decorated with an assortment of tattoos; mostly Chinese. Matt often wondered what they meant – or if some Chinese wit had told him the characters represented something heroic or spiritual when they really said something derogatory.

‘How are you doing?’ Cassidy said smoothly. He liked to be thought of as one of the lads. Matt knew that he had been a student himself once upon a time – until he had abandoned a graduate traineeship at a well-known supermarket for the world of property development. ‘I hear you had a party last night.’

‘Surprised you weren’t there.’ Matt saw Cassidy swing round as Caro entered the room. ‘Don’t worry, there was no damage if that’s what you’re worried about.’

Andy Cassidy looked Caro up and down appreciatively. ‘No worries when you’re here, Caro. You’ve got them well trained, eh.’

Caro pressed her lips together. ‘You should give us notice when you want to visit.’

Cassidy shrugged apologetically. ‘Sorry. I was just passing and I thought I’d pop in. No harm in taking an interest, is there? Where’s the lovely Pet?’

Matt turned away. Cassidy made it so obvious he wanted to get into Pet’s knickers; always trying to talk to her; always asking after her when she wasn’t there.

‘We don’t know,’ said Caro. ‘I take it you haven’t seen her?’

‘Why should I have seen her?’

‘She’s often said that she’s bumped into you around town.’ She looked the landlord in the eye. ‘I wondered if you were following her. You can get put inside for stalking, you know.’

‘I’ve never had to stalk anyone in my life.’

Caro caught Matt’s eye and she gave him a wink. She loved winding Cassidy up.

‘I’m surprised you lot are in on a Saturday night.’

‘Never heard of student debt?’ Caro said sharply. ‘Anyway, we’re recovering from the party.’ She looked at Matt. ‘Some of us have got hangovers. So are you here for the pleasure of our company or...?’

Cassidy’s face suddenly became solemn. ‘Actually, guys, I’m thinking of selling the place. Recession and all that. In fact I’m expecting a mate of mine any moment. I told him about the place a while ago and he’s keen to take it on. He’s an estate agent and he’s going to give it the once over. Sorry and all that but you’ll be moving on soon anyway, won’t you?’

It was true that they were all fixed up with somewhere else in the next academic year. Matt had arranged to share with someone on his course, Caro was moving in with a friend and Pet was moving into a flat in her tutor’s house with another music student. As for Jason... Matt wasn’t sure.

Matt was about to say that number thirteen hadn’t been a happy house but the words seemed a little silly and sentimental. To men like Cassidy houses didn’t have characters of their own – they were machines to produce income.

‘This really isn’t on,’ said Caro. ‘You should have made an appointment.’

‘It’s the only time Ethan’s free. I promise you won’t even know we’re here.’

‘It’s still not acceptable...’

But before Cassidy could say anything more the doorbell rang.

‘That’ll be Ethan.’ Cassidy gave Caro a nervous smile. Matt suspected that he was a little scared of her. She had that effect on some people.

When Cassidy hurried out to answer the door, Caro turned to Matt, a scowl on her face. ‘Bloody cheek. We could complain, you know.’

Matt sighed. ‘I don’t suppose it’ll affect us.’

‘It will if he has queues of people traipsing through the place while we’re trying to revise. We’ll have to be firm. By appointment only. I’d better see what Cassidy’s up to.’

But at that moment Cassidy appeared on the threshold. Another man stood behind him; he was average height and slightly built with short dark hair and a long thin face, the sort that doesn’t stand out in a crowd. He was around the same age as Cassidy, but unlike the landlord, he wore a smart grey suit.

‘This is my mate, Ethan McNeil. I don’t think you’ve met.’

Matt nodded to the newcomer.

‘Mind if he looks round in here?’

The question was rhetorical. McNeil stepped into the room, his grey eyes taking in every feature. He said nothing but made notes on a clipboard he was holding. Matt noticed that his handwriting was small and neat as his cheap ballpoint pen moved fast across the paper.

‘Seen anything of your neighbour recently?’ Cassidy asked this question every time he visited. When they’d first moved in he’d said he’d been trying to persuade Mr Quillan to sell him the house next door. But now he planned to dispose of number thirteen Matt wondered why his interest was continuing.

‘We’re on nodding terms but we hardly have neighbourly chats over the garden fence. Why are you so interested if you’re selling this place?’

‘Next door’s in good nick – might be a sound investment if I can get it at the right price.’

So Cassidy was after a bargain. Ever the businessman. Or maybe there was something else behind his desire to get rid of the place.

It was eight o’clock and as Joe crossed the bridge over the river the crowds were out in force; locals making for the bus stops after a Saturday afternoon spent shopping and tourists who walked at a slower pace taking in Eborby’s sights and sounds. He passed an Italian restaurant and the wafting scent of warm garlic reminded him that he was hungry. He hadn’t eaten since one when he and Emily had grabbed a couple of sandwiches and now he promised himself a takeaway. A Saturday treat.

He was hardly aware of passing the cathedral. All he could see in his mind’s eye was that image of Jade and Nerys and he found himself scanning the faces of women he passed for a resemblance.

Was there a chance that those two girls were still alive? Probably not but he knew that stranger things had happened.

He walked through Vicars’ Green and on to Gallowgate, turning left at the National Trust tea shop, now closed for the evening. As he passed beneath Monks Bar his foot made contact with a discarded chip paper and he found himself facing the main road where the buzz of traffic jerked his thoughts back to reality.

His flat was close by, housed in a small reclaimed brick building huddled in the shadow of the city walls. Joe liked waking up each morning and seeing the grey medieval walls through his bedroom window. And he liked feeling close to the heart of things.

He unlocked his front door and flicked on the hallway light to banish the silent gloom. The place smelled a little stale because he hadn’t had a chance to clean for over a week. Maybe he should get someone in, he thought. But he knew he’d never get round to arranging it.

The letter that lay on the hall floor bore an Eborby post mark and a hand written address. The writing looked so familiar that his heart began to thud but he told himself that lots of people formed their letters like that. And besides, Kaitlin died years ago. A fall down cliff steps in the West Country had ended their short marriage. The sea had taken her away and smashed her body on the vicious rocks until she was hardly recognizable. From that day on he had hated the sea.

He tore the envelope open and drew out a single sheet of paper inside, crisp, white and neatly folded. He opened it out and read the short message.

‘King’s Head. Seven o’clock, Sunday. K.’

He stared at the paper, his hands shaking a little as he clung tightly to the note, denting the pure white paper. For a few moments he stood there, trying to make some sense of what he was holding, before carrying the paper into the living room and letting it fall on to the coffee table. On second examination he could see that the writing was similar to Kaitlin’s, perhaps, but not identical. He took a deep, calming breath and considered the contents of the note. He had no plans for Sunday evening – or for any evening that week, come to that. But that didn’t mean that it was wise to keep the appointment.

The flat was too silent. He could hear his own breathing and the clock ticking away the seconds on the mantelpiece so he decided to put the television on. At that moment he needed life. He needed company.

After phoning in his order for an Indian takeaway and prizing the top off a bottle of Theakstons ale, he picked up the telephone, wondering whether to call Maddy. They’d promised to keep in touch after all. He muted the TV and dialled the number but there was no answer. Maddy would be out, enjoying her new life in London. He suddenly felt a wave of emptiness and shut his eyes.

He drained the bottle and opened another. When he was half way through it and the anaesthetizing effect of the alcohol had begun to seep into his tired brain, he returned to the hall and rummaged in his briefcase. He had arranged for the video tape of the two missing girls to be transferred to DVD so that he could take it home and watch it without distraction. At least the puzzle of their disappearance would fill the empty hours.

He returned to the living room and slid the DVD into the machine underneath his TV. After a while Jade Portright and Nerys Barnton appeared on the screen, laughing and fooling around for the camera. Self-consciously posing, their eyes flicking towards the lens as though they were concerned about the impression they were making for posterity.

Joe forced himself to concentrate. Had Barrington Jenks had anything to do with their disappearance? Or had he been telling the truth about his encounter with the mysterious Jasmine who may, or may not, have existed outside Jenks’s imagination? Tomorrow he and Emily would visit the address Jenks had given them – number thirteen Torland Place where Jasmine was alleged to have lived – but, if it was a house rented out to students, he didn’t hold out much hope of anyone remembering her. Twelve years was a very long time in the transient world of student accommodation. But it had to be followed up.

He put a cushion in the small of his back and leaned back in the leather armchair, his eyes still focused on the TV screen.

He reached for the remote control and paused the image. Then he rewound it a few frames. His initial impression was proved correct. There was a slight movement in the bushes in the background, a screen of greenery planted at the bottom of Jade’s garden to give the Portright family a modicum of privacy in suburbia. And when the bushes parted slightly he could just make out a shadowy shape which may or may not have been human. At first he thought it might have been an animal, the family dog, perhaps – whatever it was was too large for a cat. But there was something furtive about the way the greenery parted slightly and then slowly returned to its former state. As though someone was keeping watch and had shifted to get a better view.

He took the DVD out of the machine and took another swig of Theakstons. On Monday he’d get the image enhanced and then there was just a chance they’d discover who, if anyone, had been watching those two missing girls.

It was Saturday night but somehow none of the students at thirteen Torland Place felt like making the effort to go out in search of entertainment so Matt gathered the cans of beer and the half-full wine bottles left over from the party and laid them on the living room table.

Caro stretched out on the sagging sofa while Matt sat on a dining chair feeling awkward. Jason came down last, attracted to the prospect of a drink like a moth to a flame, perched himself on the edge of the table and began to empty the left over bottles with an earnest concentration of one intent on inebriation.

The conversation was sporadic. Since they’d moved into the house and the camaraderie of that first year in hall of residence had vanished, they’d tended to circle around each other like suspicious cats. After a while they stopped talking altogether. Until Jason broke the silence.

‘You know we’ve always said this house is spooky? Why don’t we have a seance? It’ll be a laugh. And we can finish off this booze while we’re at it,’ he said, reaching for a can of lager.

‘No way,’ said Caro, irritated.

‘You’re not chicken are you?’ Jason began to make clucking noises and Matt took a swig of lager, resisting the urge to give his housemate a punch.

Caro looked at Matt for support but he merely shrugged and Jason seemed to take this for consent.

‘Where’s that Scrabble game? We can use the letters. Come on. If there is something dodgy about this house we might find out what it is.’

Soon Jason had organized everything with uncharacteristic efficiency. He arranged a circle of letters on the table and placed an upturned glass in the centre while Caro watched, tut tutting from time to time and refusing to have anything to do with it. The adult watching the children at play.

Jason lit a couple of candles that stood, half used, on the mantelpiece and switched off the light, making ghostly whoops. Matt sat opposite him, a little uneasy at being swept along with Jason’s enthusiasm. But it was all nonsense, he told himself. So what was the harm?

Jason lowered his voice. ‘Is there anybody there?’

‘Oh for heaven’s sake...’ said Caro from the comfort of the sofa.

But Jason took no notice of her. He repeated his question.

Then suddenly the glass twitched beneath their fingers and began to move in a straight line towards one of the plastic letters. O. Then B, then E.

‘You’re pushing it,’ Matt said with a nervous giggle.

‘I’m not.’ It could have been Matt’s imagination but he thought Jason’s confident bluster had gone.

‘Play nicely, children,’ said Caro as if she was bored with the whole thing.

‘Shut up,’ Jason snapped. ‘It’s spelling something out.’

Caro stood up, her attention captured at last.

The glass suddenly began to move at speed so that the two touching fingers almost lost contact. And when it had finished spelling out the name ‘Obediah Shrowton’ it shot off the table and smashed into pieces on the floor by Caro’s feet.

At eleven thirty there was still no sign of Pet.

Matt knew that he wouldn’t be able to sleep. As well as his increasing unease about Pet’s absence, he kept thinking of the seance. Obediah Shrowton seemed a strange name to come out of someone’s imagination, but there, alone in his room, he felt reluctant to consider the alternative explanation. At first he’d been sure that Jason had been pushing the glass but then he’d seen the look of disbelief on his face and felt the force tearing the glass away from his finger. Something had happened that neither of them could explain and it was only Caro who remained sceptical – but then her finger hadn’t been on that glass.

He picked up his mobile phone and tried Pet’s number again. The action seemed futile but at least he felt he was doing something. Caro had agreed that if she wasn’t back by Sunday night they should report her missing but she had said, with her characteristic reasonableness, that if she had decided to go off with some friends or some new lover for a few days, reporting her absence officially would only make them look stupid. He hadn’t argued. His head told him Caro was right. But some inner voice still whispered that something bad had happened... that things were getting beyond Caro’s ordered control.

He held the phone to his ear, expecting to hear the usual disembodied voice telling him to leave a message on Pet’s voice mail. But when he heard the ringing tone, he sat up straight, holding his breath. The phone was switched on. Maybe Caro’s unimaginative assumptions had been correct after all.

The tone stopped.

‘Hi. Pet? Where have you been? We’ve been worried about you.’

Matt was quite unprepared for the sound on the other end of the line. The almost incoherent and terrified words ‘please’ and ‘no’ followed by a faint, muffled yelp, like an animal in pain.

Then the line went dead.
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