
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Prologue
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   The little girl and her brother dashed in and out between the tables, stumbling and laughing as they took turns to chase each other. No one minded: they, their father and the man he sat and spoke with were the only ones in the beer garden and the children’s laughter helped pierce the unsettling silence of the afternoon. It was February 1981 and winter was coming to an end, though still cold enough to freeze the edges of the lake that formed part of the castle moat. The sun struggled to punch its way through a fresh wave of clouds and the air, for the first time in months, felt a little less bitter. A fortnight’s worth of snow clung to anything that would hold it, but was at last beginning to melt on the ground, leaving puddles of muddy slush underfoot.
 
                 ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do,’ their father said to his companion sitting opposite him. ‘We’re barely managing.’ He glanced at the other man’s drink and shook his head, disheartened. ‘I can’t even afford to buy you a pint.’
 
                 He looked across the garden to his children and raised his cold drink to chapped lips. 
 
                 ‘Don’t worry about it. I wish I could help you, but I haven’t got much on myself at the moment, mate. There’s nothing I can offer you,’ his companion replied. He shivered and pulled his jacket closer to his chest. ‘Bloody stupid not letting us take the kids in there,’ he said, nodding at the pub. ‘New landlord thinks he owns the place.’
 
                 The afternoon darkened towards early evening. The man, disappointed again, smiled wryly and watched as his daughter climbed the fence that circled the beer garden. ‘Not too high,’ he called over. ‘I thought you were going to play hide and seek?’
 
   He scanned the garden furtively as if expecting someone. He rested an elbow on the garden table and sighed heavily. He’d already been to the job centre three times that week, but there was no work about and another five hundred men were scrabbling for the same few opportunities. The factory had shut down suddenly, without warning, leaving hundreds of families without an income. His wife was tearing her hair out, making his life a misery, and they had two kids they could barely afford to look after. 
 
                 His daughter had spotted a mother duck and her six ducklings waddling across the grass on the other side of the fence that separated the beer garden from the castle grounds. She watched and giggled as they sashayed from side to side and called her brother over to see.
 
                 ‘Look,’ she said, pointing a skinny finger at the little duck that waddled slowly and lagged behind the others. ‘That one’s got a really big bum.’
 
                 Her brother raised a hand to his mouth to cover a giggle. He pushed his floppy blond hair away from his bright blue eyes and began to pull himself up onto the bottom rail of the fence. He gripped the posts with chubby hands, struggling to get a better look.
 
                 ‘I don’t care what it is,’ their father, was saying. ‘Please, mate. I’m desperate. Any job’ll do.’
 
                 He twisted nervously and looked around him. 
 
                 ‘Expecting someone?’ his friend asked.
 
                 ‘No, no,’ the man replied. ‘I just…it doesn’t matter.’
 
                 The little girl climbed to the top bar of the fence and pulled herself over to the other side. She reached back over and offered her brother a hand. She tugged him over the fence and laughed playfully as he missed his footing and stumbled, grabbing her trouser leg to stop his fall. 
 
   ‘Hide and seek,’ the girl suggested quickly. She had already spotted a group of trees that looked an ideal hiding place. ‘Count to ten then come and find me.’
 
                 Her brother, typically obedient and used to his sister’s rules of the game – the main one being that she always got to do the hiding - placed a hand over each eye and began counting slowly and deliberately. He pouted slightly behind his hands and wondered when he’d get a chance to do the hiding. The little girl ran quickly to the trees and stood with her back to the widest trunk. She positioned her feet carefully, making sure not to tread on any dead twigs or fallen leaves that would make a noise and draw attention to her hiding place. She peered once around the trunk, heard her brother get to ‘eight’ then turned back and stood frozen behind the tree, the lowering clouds casting ominous patterns on the frost rimed grass. 
 
   She took a deep breath and waited.
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   One
 
   February 2011
 
    
 
   Detective Inspector Kate Kelly sat at her desk watching a silver bug wriggle its way across a pile of paperwork that had been there longer than she had. It confirmed the fact that her office was well overdue a spring clean, although de-cluttering was really the last thing on her mind. The thought was, however, a welcome distraction from the little girl who gazed down at her from the wall.
 
   The case Kate was working on was almost two months old and they seemed no closer to finding out what had happened to Stacey Reed. She had considered every possible scenario, every tenuous link. They were losing sleep over it; or at least, Kate Kelly was. She knew it should worry her that she had started dreaming about this child, but this was nothing new: Kate often dreamed about missing people. In fact, missing people occupied most of her thoughts, her time and her energy. 
 
                 There was something, somewhere that had been overlooked; something that somebody was missing. Something she was missing. She stared at the scattered case file on her desk; its papers littering her workspace like eagerly shed gift-wrap. Photographs of Stacey Reed: school pictures, family Christmases, birthdays. Statements from her mother, her step father; eye witness accounts; stills from CCTV cameras on Taff Street. What was it she just wasn’t seeing?
 
                 Kate pushed a stray strand of dirty blonde hair from her face. Her eyes, usually bright, were dull with the strain of fatigue and she could feel a heaviness behind them that signalled the unwelcome onslaught of a migraine. Her pale skin looked grey beneath the artificial glare of the strip light and she had again that morning noticed the rapidly developing lines forming in the corners of her eyes as she had tiredly applied a layer of make up; a forlorn attempt to make herself look less like a customer at the mortuary.
 
                 In the past twelve months she’d noticed a big change in herself. She caught herself unconsciously checking her reflection in car windows, glass doors, sometimes a little shocked that she could barely recognise herself. She was starting to look old and didn’t like it. Either she was ageing badly, she thought, or it was this place; it was enough to put creases in the face of a cherub. 
 
   Then, in a typically self-deprecating Kate way, she had told herself to stop being so bloody vain and get on with it.
 
   She aimlessly flicked one of the cardboard coffee cups that littered the desk. One unfinished drink had been knocked over and left to drip onto the floor, its remains forming a cold, brown puddle at her feet. Kate’s untouched breakfast – a strawberry cereal bar and a bruised apple that, like her, had seen better days – was still sitting amongst the debris of her work where it had been abandoned that morning. She couldn’t face food. Eating, like so many other things, seemed a fruitless task when there were so many other more important jobs to be done.  
 
   Kate chewed distractedly on the end of her pen before stabbing the nib at the scribbled sheet of paper in front of her. Yet again, another potential lead had led nowhere and Kate felt as though she’d been knowingly lured along a path that had inevitably come to a dead end; another brick wall for her to bang her head against and another time-waster for her to quietly direct her frustrations at. 
 
   She studied the picture of the girl on the wall. Her young face was imprinted on Kate’s memory and she could now recall small details that only a parent would usually have known. Mousey brown hair; shoulder length with a straight, harsh, home-cut fringe that gave her the appearance of a child from a sepia photograph of a bygone age. One eye ever so slightly smaller than the other: the left. A small, upturned nose; a nose her face had yet to fully develop around. 
 
                 Stacey Reed. Six years old. Last seen December 12th outside Pontypridd market, carrying a green bag shaped like a frog and a cheap Christmas stocking with a snowman sewn onto it. Merry Christmas, Reed family. 
 
                 Kate thumbed absentmindedly through the case file, trying to shuffle it into some kind of order; as if hoping that the pieces may accidentally fall into place and the answer appear, staring her in the face like some unlikely card trick. It wasn’t the first time a case had caused her so much anxiety and unrest. Most cases involving children usually ended up on her desk, so she’d had plenty of practice. With each missing child that went unfound Kate fell further into despair, feeling that any lack of progress was her personal fault and a reflection on her abilities as a detective. She knew her level of involvement in these cases chanced affecting her judgement, but she couldn’t help taking each case as a personal challenge to her own capabilities as a police officer.
 
                 In the corridor just outside her office door, PC Matthew Curtis who usually worked on the floor below kicked the coffee machine and cursed loudly as it suddenly started spewing boiling water. He leaned on the machine, his skinny arm outstretched; his palm flat against the buttons. She watched as water continued to spurt out from the mouth of the drinks dispenser, spilling over the cardboard cup, and wondered why Matthew hadn’t yet realised that the water kept coming because he was leaning on the button. What a prat.
 
                 He cursed beneath his breath, moved away from the machine and frowned at the soaked knee of his trousers. He looked up and down the corridor, checking that no one had been there to witness his not unusual clumsiness. He didn’t notice Kate watching him.
 
   He had always struck Kate as being curiously gangly and awkward, like a thunderbird whose strings were too slack. Fairly new to the job, Matthew Curtis had recently started working alongside DI Chris Jones, but when he wasn’t with his new boss he seemed to spend his time skulking up and down the corridors of the station like a shadow: looking busy, but never seeming to actually achieve much. Kate had attempted to strike up a conversation with him once, for the sake of pure politeness as much as anything, but had found the experience to be pretty laborious and difficult. Matthew had smiled awkwardly, avoided eye contact, and made a brief comment about having to be somewhere else. An excuse to get away from her, Kate recalled, and then wondered if perhaps she was being a little overly sensitive and paranoid. Maybe he was just anti-social, or the only copper in the country who was shy. 
 
   The coffee machine on the floor below was obviously still not working and the one outside Kate’s office was also on its way out. It either wouldn’t work at all, or wouldn’t stop working: there was no happy medium. Looking back at the chaos of her desk, Kate was able to relate to it. 
 
                 She reached for the phone and pressed nine for an external line. She punched in Chris’ mobile number, as familiar to her as her own, and waited as it rang several times before he answered. 
 
                 DCI Chris Jones was Kate’s mentor as well as her superior. A calm, practical man, he offered a voice of reason in a world that often seemed to lack any. She had learned more from him than anything she had picked up during police training and she could always rely on him for an attentive ear and an honest opinion. At times, too honest.
 
                 ‘Hey,’ he said distractedly. There was a noise at the end of the line, as though Chris had dropped the phone.
 
                 ‘Hey,’ Kate echoed.
 
                 ‘Sorry,’ he said, his attention now with her. ‘Holly’s being a bit lively. How’s it going?’
 
                 He had his four year old daughter with him. Kate had met her a few times, but only in passing when she’d bumped into them in town. A cute kid, Kate thought, although most kids were cute. It was only the parents that made them any different.
 
   Kate heard Holly calling for Chris in the background, competing with the noise of the TV. 
 
                 Kate sighed. ‘It’s not,’ she admitted.
 
                 ‘No joy with the Stacey case?’
 
                 She looked again at the photo on the wall, almost willing the still, smiling image of the girl who hadn’t been seen in almost two months to miraculously find a voice and start giving her answers to her many questions.
 
                 ‘None.’
 
                 ‘Are you still in the office?’
 
                 ‘Yeah. The number comes up on your phone if you hadn’t noticed.’
 
                 Chris laughed. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ve sort of got my hands full here at the moment.’
 
                 As if on cue, there was a loud clattering in the background, as though something heavy had toppled over and its contents had bounced across an uncarpeted floor. 
 
                 ‘Shit,’ Chris said. 
 
                 ‘I can call…’
 
                 ‘Hang on a minute, Katy.’
 
                 Kate waited at the end of the line whilst Chris went to see to his daughter. There was another bang in the background; something that had teetered and hung on for dear life had given up the ghost and gone crashing to the floor with the rest. 
 
                 ‘Everything ok?’ Kate asked when Chris came back to the phone.
 
                 ‘Yeah. Honestly, I can’t turn my back for two minutes. This house is not exactly child friendly.’
 
                 ‘How long have you got her for?’
 
                 ‘Just another hour. Lydia’s coming back to pick her up.’
 
                 At the mention of Chris’ ex-wife there was an awkward silence. Her name was rarely brought up in conversation between them; it had been less than a year since she had walked out on him, still too soon to be discussed without awkwardness and discomfort on both their parts. Kate never knew what to say to him, or even if he wanted to talk about it at all. He was a private man and she had the sense to let him speak in his own good time, as infrequent as that was.
 
                 Kate wasn’t too sure that she wanted to talk about it either.
 
                 ‘Look,’ Kate said, breaking the silence. ‘I’ll speak to you tomorrow. Go back to Holly, it was nothing important.’
 
                 Chris paused, as though selecting his words from the dictionary of things that wouldn’t offend her. Kate had begun to recognise the sound of his silences. ‘Katy,’ he said, ‘are you sure you’re coping?’
 
                 ‘Yes,’ Kate replied too quickly, her tone coated with a defensive edge. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’
 
   ‘The case,’ Chris said, although she didn’t need reminding. ‘You know…everything.’
 
   ‘I’m fine,’ she assured him, doing her best to lie convincingly. She leaned back in her seat and had the good grace to blush. She had always been a terrible liar. It was a skill she had always felt she should try to improve upon. It seemed to work wonders for others and was almost an essential skill for a police officer. Fight fire with fire, and all that; that seemed to be the way in which most of her colleagues operated their professional lives.
 
   ‘It’s just frustrating,’ she told him, her voice still on edge. ‘Time wasters. Do you know, we had an old woman call in yesterday, said she’d seen a little girl matching Stacey’s description walking through the railway station with a middle aged man at around 4 o’clock the day after she went missing. I’ve sat through bloody hours of footage, watched tapes from every camera at the station and the main street outside and found nothing. I’ve spoken to the staff who worked the shift. Not one man with a girl Stacey’s age – not even one that doesn’t look like her.’
 
                 ‘How old was she?’ Chris asked. ‘The woman who called.’
 
                 ‘I don’t know, elderly, I think. Seventies, maybe. Why?’
 
                 ‘There was probably nothing malicious in it,’ Chris reassured her. ‘Just a mistake, that’s all. She probably thought she was helping.’
 
                 Kate sighed and made an aimless doodle on her notepad. ‘I know. I know. It’s just frustrating,’ she repeated. 
 
                 Outside in the corridor someone else was battling with the coffee machine. The clanging of metal and incessant whirring of the reluctant dispenser got on her nerves. Give up, Kate thought. Half the nervous energy in the building was either caused by caffeine overload or pure bloody frustration with the vending machines.
 
                 ‘You need a drink,’ Chris declared. ‘Just a half for medicinal purposes.’
 
                 Kate glanced at the clock on the far wall. It was a quarter to six. ‘Just a half then,’ she agreed. ‘Usual place? Seven?’
 
                 ‘See you there.’
 
                 She hung up and turned back to the case file. She couldn’t let this one go. She couldn’t let anything go. Somewhere, there was an innocent girl waiting for Kate to find her. There had to be some clue somewhere – something that had somehow been overlooked – that would lead them to Stacey. After all, she was the specialist in missing children cases: wasn’t she? If she couldn’t find her, who could? 
 
   Chris would come up with something. Without realising, Chris had helped her before, on so many other cases; never forcing an opinion or a theory on her, but allowing her to absorb his words and his thoughts, compare suppositions and come to a conclusion as to the most effective way to move forward. A passing comment, an outsider’s opinion: he was an invaluable resource, one she often thought she’d have difficulty functioning without. He was her friend, and sometimes it was good just to see a friendly face and hear a kind word. It often seemed to Kate that the world was sadly lacking in both.
 
   Before leaving her office she looked again at the picture on the wall. The wide eyes of the little girl who stared back wrenched at an emotion Kate tried not to bring to work with her, but all too often found it hard to leave at home. She took a moment to collect herself and fought back the urge to cry tears of frustration. Where are you, Stacey, she thought? Where the hell are you?
 
   Two months was a long time in a missing child case. Chances were they could be looking for a body, but while others might have, Kate couldn’t allow herself to think in that way. Stacey was a child: a real girl, someone’s daughter, not a crime statistic that could be filed as unsolved. She wasn’t prepared to give up on this girl; not until she knew for sure, one way or the other.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two
 
    
 
   On the other side of town, Michael Morris’ only friend followed him home from the restaurant where they had just shared dinner. He cruised steadily behind Michael’s blue family estate car in his own run-of-the-mill Ford, blending into the background amongst the other Tuesday evening commuters, one bead on the necklace of headlights moving through the town’s streets. As he drove he listened to Radio 4. He couldn’t muster the energy to hum along with familiar tunes, but made mumbled, disagreeable comments about the babbling excuses of a top politician who fumbled his way through a news interview regarding the expenses claim’s scandal. 
 
                 He gripped the steering wheel and pushed a hand through his dishevelled blond hair. He glared at the restaurant receipt that sat on the dashboard and felt a sickness in his stomach and anger in his chest that made him lean forward and tighten his grasp on the wheel. He reached over and flicked the receipt to the floor. A sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead and he wound down the window slightly to let in a rush of cold evening air. He pushed his head back against the driver’s seat, trying to still the feeling of overpowering irritability that was making his whole body itch. It had been a bad day. But it was about to get better.
 
   He turned left and continued to follow Michael; trailing behind him into a 1980s housing estate where each house was a mirror image of its neighbour. Red brick houses, driveway large enough for two cars; lawns square, their borders lined with all the creative flair of an obsessive-compulsive horticulturist. He pitied Michael his routine; the one thing most people spend their lives searching for then resenting as soon as they achieved it. He hoped that by the time he turned forty, there would be something more in his life than the monotonous bricks and concrete of suburbia.
 
                 Pulling up outside a standard semi-detached house he waited as Michael manoeuvred onto his driveway and turned off his engine. His children would be inside the house, no doubt, watching TV in the living room or completing their homework at the dining table as their mother, a short, plump woman with shoulder length, coarse copper hair like rusting wire, prepared dinner in time for Michael’s arrival home. He pictured Michael’s daughter – a pretty, intelligent girl of nine – practising her flute playing upstairs in her bedroom, and his son – an athletic, skinny boy aged twelve – kicking a football against the back wall, barely seeing each strike in the early darkness of the winter evening. Poor kids.
 
                 He wondered what his own children were doing now. Perhaps his daughter was reading; she always seemed to have her head stuck in a book, so absorbed with some character or narrative that the most he or anyone else would get from her in terms of conversation would be a mumbled response as she continued to read, lost within the pages of a tatty paperback she had borrowed from the school library or her mother’s bookshelves.
 
   His son would probably be listening to music, more than likely on the MP3 player his mother had bought for him. His son loved anything with a frantic, ear shattering beat and lyrics that were either inaudible or too explicit to repeat. Anything, in fact, his father would disapprove of. It was probably time it was replaced with a new one. Maybe he would get him an Ipod for his birthday. 
 
                 Michael Morris hummed along to the radio, unable to remember the words to the song. It had been a good day. Better than good. Pleasant. Was pleasant better than good? He wasn’t sure, but whatever; he was happy, and happiness was a rare experience that felt to him like putting on a flamboyant outfit that one would ever normally wear, even if it was only in the privacy of one’s own home. He knew he would never have the confidence or the opportunity to actually air this new image in public, but this, for the moment at least, didn’t seem to matter.  
 
                 During dinner that evening Michael had talked and Adam had listened. Listening had become a full time occupation for Adam and – as with the others – he had discovered that the more he listened, the less he needed to hear. Eventually Michael’s mouth had been moving but Adam was no longer listening. The words became silent; unheard through the plans that were formulating between Adam’s deafened ears. Adam could predict what Michael was going to say before the words left his mouth. He had heard and seen enough. 
 
                 They had eaten an early dinner at what loosely passed for an Italian restaurant. Michael had left work early so that he wouldn’t be home too late and would therefore avoid having to explain to his wife where he had been. Where would he start? If Michael wasn’t in the house he was at work; if he wasn’t at work, he was at home. It would have been far too complicated to try to explain to his wife that suddenly, after twenty years of marriage in which he’d had no friends other than his wife and spent all his time outside work with his family, he had gained a social life that involved dinners in Italian restaurants. 
 
   A plate of garlic bread had lay cooling between them on the table next to a bottle of cheap white wine. Michael had developed a taste for alcohol in the months since he had first met Adam. Drink made the situation easier for him and clouded his feelings so that, for a small time at least, he was able to pretend they weren’t there. He was just an average man enjoying a drink with a friend. It was simple. Entirely plausible.
 
   The bottle was almost finished. Michael, not usually a big drinker, slurred his words slightly; his cheeks glowing with the warmth of the wine and the excessive heat in the restaurant. The heating system was turned up far too high despite the time of year.
 
   Drinking and driving, he caught himself thinking: what had happened to him? He’d have a few glasses of water and a brisk walk around the town before heading home; hopefully the wine would wear off by then and Diane wouldn’t notice that he had been drinking. He would go straight upstairs to the bathroom when he got in and brush his teeth. It would never occur to his wife that he may have been drinking because the idea itself was alien. 
 
                 Adam scanned the restaurant. In the far corner of the dining area a row of tables pushed together and adorned with helium balloons and party poppers was surrounded by a large family who had already entertained their fellow diners with an impromptu version of ‘Happy Birthday’ for the teenage girl Adam presumed to be the daughter and granddaughter of the group. 
 
                 Another family on a much smaller scale were busily working their way through three large pizzas, the father relegated to the role of cutter and slice distributor.  The rest of his family greedily grabbed the hot slices and Adam thought the man should perhaps put some onto his own plate before there was nothing left for him to eat.
 
                 Beside the two family groups the remainder of the few diners were couples: a middle aged couple who barely spoke to one another while they ate; a couple in their twenties, both smartly dressed and in the middle of a quiet argument; an older couple engrossed in conversation. A boy and girl who both looked to be no older than their late teens sat at a table parallel to Adam and Michael’s, both leaning to the centre of the table, talking in whispers over their desserts. Beneath the table, the boy’s trainers moved up and down the girl’s bare legs.
 
                 ‘Don’t you like yours?’ Michael asked, nodding at Adam’s untouched bowl of pesto and chicken penne.
 
                 Adam lifted his fork and prodded at the pasta. ‘Bit tasteless, to be honest,’ he said. The opposite was true. The food left a bitter taste in the back of his mouth and his stomach churned. He wanted to hurl the plate of food at the next available passing person. 
 
                 Michael looked for the waiter. ‘If you want,’ he said, turning back to Adam, ‘I’ll ask them to change it for you.’
 
                 Adam couldn’t for a moment imagine Michael making a complaint here or anywhere else. The man was too timid, too apologetic, to speak up against anything. Michael didn’t complain: he accepted. His whole lifestyle was something he hadn’t chosen; it was something Michael had learned to endure and had eventually come to accept. Adam had learned all this and more during the months since their first meeting. Christ, the man had hardly been able to wait before off-loading his life bloody history; as if Adam had been the first human contact Michael had had in years. It was almost as though Michael had been waiting for someone to relieve all the burdens of his life onto, and Adam was that person.
 
                 ‘Honestly, it’s OK,’ Adam said, sharply. He put a hand out in front of him, urging Michael to stop his fussing. Michael stopped and looked down at his own food. Adam pushed his plate to one side. ‘Not as hungry as I thought I was anyway,’ he said quietly.
 
                 Michael pushed his own bowl of food towards Adam. ‘Want to try mine?’ he asked. 
 
                 Adam shook his head, reached for his wine and took a long gulp before getting up and making his way to the toilets. 
 
                 He held his hands under the blast of cold water from the tap and allowed the coolness of it to chill his veins. He looked into the mirror and held his own stare, perhaps looking for something that wasn’t there. He pushed his blond hair from his eyes, twirled a strand of it between his fingers and roughly snapped the hair off. In his hand, it already looked as though it didn’t belong to him. Tomorrow morning, as celebration of tonight’s deed, he would dye it dark.
 
                 Curling his mouth into a smile, Adam congratulated himself on how well he had done so far in restraining himself. He didn’t consider himself homophobic, but when Michael’s attentions had focused themselves upon him it was all he could do to keep his cool. Michael was forcing himself to remain in denial, but it wasn’t working and they both knew what was happening.
 
                 Adam raised a wet hand to his hair and pushed an unruly lock behind his ear. He needed a haircut as well, he told himself. His acting skills had surpassed him this time, he thought: even he hadn’t thought himself capable of this. Hadn’t he responded in kind when he’d caught Michael looking at him last week over a lunchtime drink with a look that could only have said one thing? Wasn’t he setting the pace now, though it sickened him to do so?
 
                 He gripped the sides of the sink and lowered his head. Breathing deeply through his mouth, he thought of Michael’s wife: the poor, sad, greying woman with the middle aged spread and the hollow look of defeat. Adam clenched a fist at his side and raised it to his head, grinding a knuckle angrily against his temple. 
 
                 Diane must know, Adam thought. He pictured the woman as he had seen her in the photograph Michael had shown him: the holiday snapshot of a pitiful woman who smiled half-heartedly from the sun lounger where she lay spread and dejected like a sunburnt walrus. Even then, when showing Adam a photograph of his wife, Michael had looked apologetic. He hadn’t been apologising for her; he’d been apologising for himself.
 
                 Michael had fallen in love with Adam. It had happened gradually over the past few months, in stages and moments that Adam could pinpoint exactly and had known would happen – moments that Adam had himself orchestrated and encouraged – and he had watched Michael in the middle of it: vulnerable, confused; repulsive. The man made Adam’s skin crawl. 
 
                 He had imagined evenings in the Morris household. He had pictured Michael getting into bed beside his wife; plaid pyjamas and a brief, detached embrace that would be followed by an even briefer, more greatly removed bout of love making when it was required to maintain the façade of their relationship. Or perhaps they were beyond that. Perhaps there was no physical contact at all; separate beds, maybe. Separate rooms. He imagined that they lived as an elderly couple, though both Michael and his wife were still only in their early forties. 
 
                 Didn’t any woman deserve better than a man who didn’t and couldn’t love her? The poor cow needed a break. 
 
                 Back in the restaurant, Michael had looked concerned. 
 
                 ‘Are you OK?’ he asked, leaning forward and placing a hand on the table between them.
 
                 ‘Fine,’ Adam replied, smiling his thin smile and swallowing back the feeling of repulsion that once again crept over him as he looked at Michael’s pathetic face. He looked at Michael’s hand on the table, his wedding band glinting beneath the low lighting of the restaurant, and grimaced. 
 
                 ‘What about you?’
 
                 Michael returned the smile and swallowed another mouthful of pasta. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Far too much food though.’ He patted his stomach and Adam felt a surge of heat and anger shoot upwards through his body. 
 
                 ‘Not really what I meant,’ Adam said precisely.
 
                 Michael shifted nervously in his seat and glanced at his watch. ‘I should be going soon,’ he said, his voice tainted with regret. ‘I told Diane we wouldn’t be long. Look…when you meet her, you won’t tell her we came here, will you? It’ll seem…’
 
                 He drifted off and didn’t finish the sentence. 
 
                 ‘I won’t say a word,’ Adam reassured him.   
 
                 He wouldn’t have to. By the time Diane next saw her husband, there would be nothing either of them could say.  
 
   Michael pulled onto his driveway, got out of his car, took a few steps then returned to retrieve something he had forgotten from the front passenger seat, before making his way to the boot. Even here, on his own driveway, he walked with the air of someone defeated: shoulders hunched, head lowered; defeated by life; an apology for his own existence. Falling in love hadn’t been quite enough to yank him from the despair and monotony of his sad, sorry life.
 
                 The street was quiet. It was dark outside the small pools of light thrown off by the streetlights. Adam left his own car without making a sound. He held the door as it fell back into place, allowing it to click, not quite fully shut, and quickly made his way along the pavement to the driveway. Michael was leaning into the boot, fumbling and rummaging amongst piles of folders and papers. He had mentioned several times that his job involved far too much paperwork.
 
                 Michael turned as he sensed movement behind him.
 
                 ‘Adam!’ he said with surprise. He smiled and then his face dropped; he cast a furtive glance at the house and his expression turned to one of panic. ‘What are you…?’
 
                 He stopped as he noticed the hammer gripped in his friend’s right fist.
 
                 The impact was sudden and precise and Michael’s skull shattered like a spoon-tapped egg.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Three
 
    
 
   Tonight the bar was quiet, save for Pontypridd’s answer to Posh and Becks circa 1999, sitting in the far corner, engrossed in conversation. They were dressed in his and hers skin-tight leather trousers that belonged to a decade they were probably too young to remember. The girl wore her hair piled high on her head like a straw nest and when she turned Kate could see that the right hand side of her head was shaved. They looked absurd but probably considered themselves on trend, Kate thought, remembering a phrase she’d seen in a women’s magazine she’d recently flicked through in the dentist’s waiting room. Kate wondered if she had ever looked so ridiculous and decided not. She hoped tight leather trousers weren’t making a comeback.
 
   Kate went to the bar and ordered a small glass of white wine. She took her drink to a seat near the window, trying not to stare at the girl, who threw her head back animatedly and laughed raucously, as though the young man sitting beside her, hair so perfectly sculpted it looked as though it had been frozen in place, had just told the world’s funniest joke.
 
                 Kate didn’t have much time for public displays of affection. People’s private lives should be just that and why anyone would want to draw attention to themselves for simply being part of a couple was beyond her comprehension. She tried to remember what a private life looked or smelled like. It was hard trying to recollect something that had once existed somewhere in the ether of a muddled and distant past, but was now just a wispy memory. What did a private life taste of? Something between cold stale toast and cigarette breath, she decided.   
 
   Another thing she couldn’t abide was women who laughed at jokes that weren’t funny – as Posh was now doing, creating her own personal stage in the corner of the pub, hoping all eyes were on her - and batted their heavy, mascara thickened eyelashes like those dolls that had always disturbed her as a child.
 
                 She remembered her father coming home from work one day with a porcelain doll given as a gift to her by a workmate’s wife. It was a weighty, solid doll, with wide blue eyes and an alabaster complexion and sharp little teeth. She wore an Elizabethan style wedding dress – ivory lace with long, draping sleeves – and tiny silk slippers. When Kate tilted it back its large, oval eyelids snapped shut. Asleep, awake: dead, alive. The memory of it still gave her the creeps.
 
                 It was ten past seven. As usual, Kate was ahead of herself and had arrived at the pub early. She never allowed herself to be late. Punctuality, she believed, was the first step to success. What success it had brought her so far she had yet to find out, but she was certain the theory would pay off one day. She hoped that Chris wouldn’t be much longer. She didn’t want to be out late: she had a date with her bed for an early night and a much needed sleep.
 
                 The girl leaned in closer to the boy, placing long, slender fingers on his knee. She rested her head on his shoulder and whispered something probably suggestive in his ear. The boy smiled knowingly and ran a hand up her thigh. Kate guessed that the drink in the girl’s other hand wasn’t her first; she squirmed on her seat and laughed a little too loudly, drawing admonitory glances from the barman that, even if she saw them, simply passed her by. Love drunk, perhaps, Kate thought. She couldn’t remember how that tasted either. Probably Martini with two cherries and a slice of something bitter that left a nasty aftertaste.
 
                 Kate looked away, annoyed with her fascination with the couple. You’re getting old, Kate Kelly, she told herself: old and miserable. Bitter. Jealous, in fact.
 
   Her ex, Stuart, had phoned her on Saturday for the first time since they broke up. Now, three months after leaving the flat she had once called theirs rather than hers, he suddenly ‘needed’ his records back: the pile of scratched, useless LPs he had left in the corner of their (her) bedroom gathering dust. Kate couldn’t imagine what use they would be to him – he had never listened to them in the two years they had been together; in fact, he didn’t even own a record player to play the things on – but suddenly they were ‘sentimental’ and he wanted them back, sooner rather than later. Perhaps he would try to impress Louise (if that was her name) with his eclectic musical taste. 
 
   Good luck to her, Kate thought bitterly.
 
   She was sure Stuart still had a key to the flat, although she had demanded he return all copies to her. It would have been far nicer of him, and uncharacteristically thoughtful, if he had just gone round there when she was at work and taken the bloody records, rather than bothering her with a phone call and unnecessarily dredging up a stream of unresolved differences. She would probably never even have noticed that the records were gone and would never have needed to know that he had been back in the flat. Sometimes what you didn’t know really didn’t hurt you.
 
   It was almost twenty minutes to eight. The couple in the corner were now kissing enthusiastically; unsubtle, full face clashing like rams in combat that made Kate turn her head away and focus on something, anything, outside the window. She had often regretted that it was beyond her police powers to confront couples like this and insist that they save their intimacies for a more appropriate time and place, but she had not yet put the idea into practice and didn’t expect it would be greeted with appreciation from the participants. 
 
                 Kate continued to stare out of the pub window, though still aware of the irritating scene playing out in the corner of the bar. Where was Chris? He wouldn’t have thought twice about confronting the couple, or suggesting they took their foreplay home. If there was one thing Chris could always be relied upon, if not his timekeeping, it was his frankness. 
 
   As she looked through the window Kate saw a man waiting to cross the road just down the street from the pub. He stood with his back to the buildings, near the edge of the pavement, waiting for the lights to turn red so that he could cross. As he turned to check for traffic he stepped back slightly. There was a little girl standing beside him, a little girl in a dress that looked too thin for this weather, with no coat, only tights and a pair of fluffy boots to keep her warm. The child turned her head: a little mousey haired girl, about six years old, carrying a green rucksack shaped like a frog. 
 
                 Kate stood up swiftly, catching her knee against the table and sending what was left of her drink tipping across the floor. The couple in the corner paused from their flirting long enough to look over at her; the girl smirked and let out a snort before turning her attention back to the boy. Fortunately the glass hadn’t smashed and Kate picked it up and put it back on the table. She raised a hand in an apology to the barman and cursed under her breath.
 
                 Outside, the cold air bit at her cheeks. The lights had turned red – the beeping noise signalling the green man still sounding in the street – and Kate ran to beat the red, getting a blast of horn from an angry driver clearly too important and impatient to wait an extra few seconds for the passing pedestrians. 
 
                 The man and the little girl walked amongst a small group of people making their way down the street. Kate darted between an old man who had just stepped off a bus and a group of teenagers hanging around outside an off-licence, catching a glimpse of the frog rucksack before it disappeared into the crowd.
 
                 ‘Stacey!’ she shouted. 
 
                 A man at the back of the group turned his head briefly before continuing on his way. Kate caught up with him and muttered an apology as she side-stepped in front of him, narrowly missing the heels of a young woman who was pushing a pram. The little girl and the man were now feet ahead of her.
 
                 ‘Stacey!’ she called again.
 
                 The little girl with the frog rucksack turned her head, causing the man holding her hand to slow down. He turned when he saw the girl looking behind, craning her little neck to see who was shouting. 
 
                 The man looked back and, seeing no one other than Kate, turned to her and asked bluntly, ‘What?’
 
                 Kate stopped suddenly, almost tripping over herself. She stared at the little girl, her big chocolate brown eyes looking back at her. It wasn’t Stacey, of course. Her hair was too dark – brown, not mousey – and her face entirely different, her features softer; her face a little younger.
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ Kate spluttered, stumbling on her words. ‘I thought…’ She struggled to catch her breath and wondered when the hell she had become so unfit. ‘I thought you were someone else.’
 
                 The man tutted impatiently and tightened his grip on the little girl’s hand. He shook his head, tugged at the child and turned his back on Kate. They walked away quickly, the child’s little legs moving quickly to keep up with the man, and without a second glance he and the little girl who wasn’t Stacey Reed disappeared into the crowd.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Four
 
    
 
   Kate knew she’d get a bollocking if Chris or the Super found out she was questioning Dawn Reed and Nathan Williams again, but as far as she could see she was left with no other option. Everyone else seemed ready to accept them purely as victims, yet that was something that kept drawing Kate back; something as yet inexplicable. Dawn had been in and out of the station regularly during the past two months, and Nathan had been interviewed several times at the house. Kate had been told to ease off; she’d squeezed them as much as she could and, as Superintendent Clayton kept reminding her, Dawn and Nathan were the victims here. 
 
   Really though? Were they really the victims here, she’d thought. From what she could see, Stacey was the victim. If finding the little girl alive and safe involved a slight harassment of her mother and mother’s boyfriend then so be it. As far as Kate was concerned it was a small sacrifice for the couple to pay in order to help progress on the case regarding their missing daughter.
 
   Anyway, Kate knew there was something more. There was something she couldn’t quite pinpoint: something that just didn’t feel right. She’d felt it the first time she’d been to Stacey’s home and she was bloody sure she’d feel it again; that hunch, that itch that just wouldn’t go away. 
 
   Besides, it was healthy to break the rules now and then. That’s what they were there for, weren’t they?
 
                 She paused at the Reed’s front door, checking for signs of life before ringing the bell. Inside, she heard the sound of laughter trickling from the front room and the TV glowed dull orange behind the cheap net curtains of the living room window. 
 
                 Kate rang the bell.
 
                 A few moments later a young man who looked as though he’d washed his hair in the chip pan opened the front door. His skin was equally oily and his expression changed as he registered Kate. He sighed: a loud, exaggerated exhalation that said, ‘what now?’. Nathan Williams, Stacey Reed’s step-father. Kate had mistrusted him since their first meeting. If she hadn’t suspected him regarding Stacey’s disappearance she’d have suspected him of something else. He just had one of those faces. There was something about the greased hair, the easy, unmerited confidence and the lopsided sneer that she didn’t trust. The man smelled suspicious and he was too thick to know he was thick. If it turned out he had nothing to do with Stacey’s disappearance, Kate was sure there were plenty of other things she’d be able to nail him for.
 
   Nathan was wearing stained grey tracksuit bottoms and a misshapen T-shirt that had the words ‘Too sexy for this shirt’ printed on it. Kate noted the irony, but doubted he did. He looked Kate up and down silently. The sneer stretched across his face like an opening zip. He leaned a hand on the doorframe, a little too relaxed for Kate’s liking.
 
                 ‘Mr Williams?’ she said, putting out a reluctant hand. ‘DI Kate Kelly. We met a few weeks ago.’
 
                 Nathan nodded what Kate assumed to be an acknowledgement, not bothering to take the hand she’d offered him. She pulled it back quickly, remembering that men like Nathan Williams had little concept of traditional manners. It was all he could do to grunt an acknowledgement. 
 
   In the first few weeks following Stacey’s disappearance, although he’d been questioned by a few officers, Nathan Williams had kept a low profile. He had appeared with Stacey’s mother at the police conference and at filming for the local television appeal, but beyond that he’d kept his head down. He had rarely been present at the station or when officers had visited Stacey’s home. It had quickly transpired that Stacey’s mother, Dawn Reed, had been committing benefit fraud by claiming the two didn’t live together and this was the excuse the pair used for Nathan’s regular absence whenever there was a police presence.
 
                 Kate wasn’t interested in the fraud; not for the time being, at least. She was sure it would be relevant once Stacey was found and Kate had time to chase up Nathan’s string of misdemeanours, but for now her priority was finding Stacey and finding her as quickly as possible. The girl had already been missing far too long. 
 
   As for the benefits fraud excuse, Kate just wasn’t buying it. Yes, they were probably guilty of it, both of them. But it was unlikely that Nathan’s reluctance to indulge in recent police presence was down to purely that.
 
                 ‘Who is it, babe?’ Dawn’s voice came from the living room.
 
                 ‘Can I come in?’ Kate asked, not waiting for a response before stepping past Williams and into the hallway. 
 
                 The house smelled of chips and vinegar, a smell that would usually make Kate’s stomach rumble but on this occasion only managed to instil a sense of nausea. Stacey’s Wellington boots – calf length and pink, decorated with yellow flowers and blue striping - stood by the front door; still caked in mud from the last time she had stepped outside in them. An array of coats and jackets hung from the pegs in the hall. The bottom four steps of the staircase were a mess of unopened letters, leaflets for local take-away houses and charity donation bags for clothing and books. Stepping further into the hallway, Kate could see that many of the unopened letters looked like final reminders: all addressed to Dawn and presumably left unopened in the hope that by remaining unread they would somehow cease to be a reality.
 
                 Kate walked into the living room. Dawn Reed was curled up on the sofa in a spotted dressing gown that looked as though it could do with washing. So could she, for that matter. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail which pulled her face taut and made her features strangely feline. Yesterday’s make-up was smeared around her eyes, blending with the dark bags that sat upon her high cheek bones. 
 
   Coronation Street blared from the TV. On screen, Deirdre puffed on a cigarette and Ken wore his usual bemused expression. Two plates of grease and chips lay abandoned on the largest of a nest of tables next to a half empty bottle of white wine. 
 
                 ‘Evening, Dawn,’ Kate said.
 
                 Dawn Reed sat up hastily, pulled her dressing gown around her and put her slippers on. Nathan followed Kate in. Dawn distractedly ran a hand through her bottle blonde hair and smiled tiredly. 
 
   ‘DI Kelly,’ she said, remembering her manners and standing quickly. ‘Is there any news?’
 
                 Kate glanced at the TV, a cue for Dawn to turn the sound down. Dawn took the hint, reached for the remote and pressed the mute button, leaving the room bathed in the flickering light of silent moving pictures. 
 
                 ‘Sorry to interrupt you so late in the evening,’ Kate said, though it was not yet half past eight and from what she’d seen so far she’d hardly walked in on anything important enough to be accused of interrupting. She had made her way straight to the Reed’s house after chasing an almost-Stacey look-a-like down the high street. How could she have just gone home after that and turned her own TV on as if there was nothing better, nothing more productive, she could have been doing?
 
                 ‘No news, I’m afraid,’ she continued. ‘Not yet anyway.’
 
                 She looked around the room slowly, feeling Nathan’s beady stare upon her back. The room was a mess. Chip papers lay on the floor by the sofa and an empty wine bottle lay abandoned beneath the TV. The carpet needed cleaning and a fortnight’s worth of ironing was piled in untidy stacks beneath the stairs.
 
   Kate glanced towards the open kitchen door. Dirty dishes were stacked haphazardly in the sink and yet more clothes had been abandoned on the floor next to the washing machine. Empty wine and beer bottles were lined on the window sill like trophies.
 
                 ‘I was just wondering if you’ve managed to find Stacey’s bag,’ Kate asked, turning and directing the question at Dawn. ‘You said you couldn’t remember if she’d had it with her that day or not.’  
 
                 For the briefest of moments Dawn Reed looked blank. Suddenly her expression changed and she smiled weakly. 
 
   ‘The bag,’ she repeated. 
 
   She looked to Nathan for support. Nathan shrugged nonchalantly and came further into the room. He sat on the end of the sofa and rubbed the back of Dawn’s knee. ‘I didn’t know she had no bag wiv ’er,’ he said, eyeing Kate suspiciously. He looked to Dawn as though passing the buck. The look made Kate angry.
 
   ‘I can’t remember,’ Dawn said; her voice flustered. ‘Maybe she had it with her, I don’t know. I’m sorry. She loved that bag.’
 
                 The green frog bag: the frog with the zip for a mouth they were selling in their dozens from the pound shop on the high street. The same sort of bag the little girl at the pedestrian crossing had been carrying just an hour ago. 
 
                 ‘OK,’ Kate said, meeting Nathan’s glare and holding it a moment longer than was comfortable for either of them. ‘Thanks anyway. If it does happen to turn up, please let us know.’
 
                 ‘Why?’ Nathan asked; his piggy eyes narrowing as he studied her. ‘Why’s the bag so important?’
 
                 ‘It may not be,’ Kate admitted, although she was beginning to suspect otherwise. ‘Just let us know.’
 
   *
 
   On the pavement outside the Reed house Kate stood looking back at the house. The curtains twitched and Kate knew she was being watched.  
 
                 She crossed the pavement and walked back to her car, which was parked at the far end of the street. She took her keys from her pocket and, unlocking the door, took a last glance back at the house. She wondered if the house was always in that state, or whether it was simply the result of Stacey’s absence. Ironing and cleaning would surely be the last thing on Dawn’s mind. 
 
                 But then, surely, take away fish and chips and a catch up with Coronation Street would also be way down the bottom on her list of priorities.
 
   In the car she took her mobile phone from the glove box and called the station. 
 
                 ‘Get a search warrant and get over to the Reed house,’ she told one of the PCs. ‘I know,’ she objected, when reminded that the house had been searched before. ‘Just do it again. I don’t know – anything. Just get over there and see what you can turn up.’
 
   She turned the car at the end of the street and drove slowly back past the house. Again the glow of the TV suffused the window and she heard the ringing of laughter, pretty sure that it would continue into the evening despite the absence of the child who should have been there. Kate didn’t have children of her own, but she was adamant that if her six year old daughter had been missing for almost two months, watching Coronation Street and enjoying a take away would be the last thing she would be doing. She wouldn’t be doing anything but looking for her, no matter the cost to her finances or her personal life. Everything would come second to searching for her child. She wouldn’t rest until she had brought her home. 
 
                 If they didn’t find Stacey, she was pretty sure they’d find that bag.
 
                 Dawn Reed’s words echoed in her head.
 
                 ‘She loved that bag.’
 
                 The past tense echoed with finality.
 
                 Loved that bag.
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   Five
 
    
 
   The morning after Kate’s debacle with the Stacey look-alike in Pontypridd, Chris phoned her from the station. 
 
                 ‘I’m sorry I made a no-show last night,’ he apologised.
 
   ‘No worries,’ Kate said. Something urgent must have happened to keep
 
   him from meeting her; Chris would never stand her up without good reason and especially not without calling to apologise. 
 
   ‘Something come up?’
 
                 ‘Body in a driveway.’
 
                 ‘Jesus. Who was it?’
 
                 ‘Accountant. Just a normal, everyday bloke, from what I’ve been told. I’ve just been to see his wife.’
 
                 Kate paused at the end of the line, thinking about the task Chris had just had to undertake. She knew how much Chris hated this part of the job. Who didn’t?
 
   ‘How was she?’ 
 
   Stupid question, Kate.
 
                 Chris sighed tiredly. He hadn’t got back home until almost midnight and had been back at the station by half seven that morning. He’d hardly slept in between thinking about the murder and about his daughter.
 
   ‘As you’d expect,’ he said. ‘Not good.’
 
                 There was silence for a moment as each contemplated the events of the past twenty four hours. Nothing was ever simple. Whenever things seemed to be straightening themselves out, something else happened to throw the world and their lives back out of sync. When Chris had first started at the station years earlier, Kate had warned him to brace himself for a quiet ride. Nothing much happened in South Wales. 
 
   She had tempted fate. Since then, it seemed, nothing much ever stopped happening.  
 
                 ‘Do you remember Jamie Griffiths?’ he asked. 
 
                 ‘Remind me,’ Kate said, not recalling the name.               
 
   ‘Last year,’ Chris reminded her. ‘Caerphilly Road in Cardiff. Guy comes out of a pub and gets his skull smashed in with a hammer.’
 
                 Of course Kate remembered. The sheer motiveless violence of the incident made it front page news for South Wales newspapers. The case had made national news for a while, until a premier league footballer was caught having an affair and the murder was casually pushed aside for this far more exciting and news-worthy story. 
 
   A lot had changed since Kate’s career had started. She remembered when real people mattered and a time when the public cared about what happened to other people around them; other normal, everyday people like them. Now no one seemed to care about anyone who didn’t have a famous face. News was determined by celebrity and scandal and if you were famous enough, attractive enough, or rich enough – no matter how trivial the story surrounding you – you were more important to the press than some poor sod who’d been murdered after a night out.
 
   The murderer hadn’t been caught. 
 
                 ‘You don’t think…’
 
                 ‘Seems unlikely, you’re right. I’ll know more later. What about you?’ Chris asked, changing the subject. He’d seen and heard enough misery already for one day: though it was not yet eleven. Hopefully Kate would have some good news. He could do with a bit of cheering up. ‘I hope you didn’t wait too long at the pub?’ he asked.
 
                 ‘Not long,’ she confessed. She paused and twisted a strand of hair around a finger. ‘I thought I saw Stacey Reed on Taff Street.’
 
                 At the other end of the line Chris raised his eyes skyward and Kate sensed the expression though she wasn’t there to witness it. It was a look she’d seen an uncountable number of times before. 
 
   ‘Katy,’ he said. ‘You promised this wouldn’t happen again.’
 
                 ‘I didn’t promise anything,’ she replied defensively. She sat back resignedly, leaned an arm against the driver’s side window and prepared herself for the lecture that was bound to follow. ‘She looked a lot like her from a distance. It would have been irresponsible not to follow it up.’
 
                 ‘Follow it up?’ Chris repeated. He didn’t like the way the conversation was going. He knew how impulsive Kate could be. Her body had an unhelpful tendency to move before she’d had time to put her brain in gear and consider what she was doing. 
 
                 ‘I just followed her to check,’ she said, winding down the window. Despite the fact that it was only February the air seemed close and she felt trapped, claustrophobic in the confines of her car. ‘It wasn’t her. She had one of those bags – the frog one that Stacey had from that new cheap shop in town.’
 
                 ‘What kid under the age of seven doesn’t have one of those bags?’ Chris asked incredulously. 
 
   Chris knew Holly had nagged Lydia for one, but his ex-wife wouldn’t allow their daughter to wear anything that hadn’t been purchased from a Monsoon catalogue. He sometimes wondered whether she’d really wanted a child, or if a life-sized doll that she could dress in pretty clothes and show off to her friends would have done the trick.   
 
                 ‘I know,’ Kate responded, her defences rising, ‘but listen, Chris. The thing is, after I followed this kid…’ She paused and pushed a hand through her hair. ‘I went to Stacey Reed’s house.’
 
                 Chris moved his elbow on the desk and rested his head in his hand. Why did she always have to do this? He sighed heavily, making no attempt to disguise his impatience.
 
                 ‘Christ, Kate – why?’
 
                 ‘I don’t know. A hunch.’
 
                 ‘Kate, American cops in bad TV shows get ‘hunches,’ Chris said, a little more bluntly than he had intended.
 
                 ‘This is different,’ Kate snapped, returning his antagonistic tone. ‘If your daughter was missing would you be watching TV and eating chips? If your daughter was missing would you refer to her in the past tense?’
 
   Chris stood from his chair and distractedly crossed the office to the window. ‘No,’ he admitted calmly, placing a hand on the glass and looking down at the car park below. ‘I can’t imagine I would do any of those things.’ He thought of the few hours he’d had with Holly the previous evening. She was taller every time he saw her, and each time they met she knew a word or a fact she hadn’t known before. She was changing, growing, and he wasn’t there to see any of it. Though they still lived in the same town if often felt to Chris as though the distance between them may as well have been a hundred times more.
 
   Inevitably, his phone seemed to ring during the two minute window of time in which Lydia was either dropping off or collecting their daughter. The same had happened yesterday: Chris had had just a few hours with Holly before she was whisked away again by her mother, and the call about Michael Morris had come just as Lydia was dragging their daughter out into the hallway. Chris hadn’t missed the way in which his wife had rolled her eyes when his mobile started ringing. It was an expression he knew well. His wife didn’t need to speak to vent her opinions or frustrations; she had a plethora of intricate facial expressions, all of which Chris had learned to read expertly.
 
   Lydia had been impossible to please. She loved the money his job brought into the house – and her wardrobe – yet his job had been the cause of a long line of disagreements between them, and not just because of Chris’ anti-social hours and heavily burdened workload. 
 
   In fact, the work itself had been the least of Lydia’s concerns.
 
   The call had meant there wasn’t time to talk to Lydia, or get embroiled in another bitter dispute, so another argument had been successfully avoided. He was sure she would keep it safely wrapped up warm, ready to open at their next encounter and use as ammunition against him. 
 
                 Kate was silent. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said eventually. She could almost feel his disappointment through the phone line. She pushed her head back against the seat and watched a group of schoolboys who should have been in class idly passing a cigarette between them as they sat waiting at the bus stop across the road. 
 
   ‘I don’t mean to take it out on you. I just know that something’s not right, Chris. They’re liars, the pair of them.’
 
                 ‘Who?’
 
                 ‘Dawn Reed and Nathan Williams.’
 
                 ‘Kate,’ Chris tried to reason calmly, running a hand through his light brown hair. ‘Don’t go making any accusations. You’ve got no proof. I don’t want to see you repeat mistakes.’
 
                 Five years earlier Kate had been immersed in the case of a missing three year old boy. She had become so deeply involved in the investigation that it had become a kind of obsession. She had suspected the boy’s mother of concealing evidence and, rather than going about things ‘by the book’ she had taken matters into her own hands. She had been wrong and it had almost cost Kate her career. 
 
   Since then it had felt as though no one trusted her. Sometimes not even Chris. Kate always felt as though she was being watched; as if every decision she made was questioned and needed to be run past a whole string of superiors before she was allowed to act on it. No wonder she sometimes went against the rules. Her professionalism was constantly under doubt and her creativity – the ability to read situations sideways and see things that others were blind to – was gradually being drained from her. She was being suffocated.  
 
                 Perhaps now wasn’t the time to confess to Chris that she had waited outside Dawn Reed’s house that morning and accosted Nathan Williams in a lane at the back of the housing estate. She didn’t miss much, so the fact that Nathan’s sly little eyes had followed hers when she’d scanned the kitchen hadn’t escaped her. He knew what she’d seen and he’d had enough time to get rid of it before officers had turned up with a search warrant only hours later. The smug little shit wouldn’t admit it, but then she’d have been a fool to have expected him to just hand her a confession so easily. 
 
                 ‘It’s not like that,’ Kate said. ‘When Dawn Reed was interviewed at the beginning of the investigation she told us that on the day she went missing, Stacey was carrying her favourite bag – the green frog rucksack. Weeks later she retracted that and said she wasn’t sure – that she couldn’t remember for a fact if Stacey had the bag or not, but she couldn’t find it in the house.’
 
                 ‘Does it matter?’ Chris asked. ‘Maybe she’s not sure whether she had it or not. How is the bag relevant?’
 
                 Nathan had done something infuriating: looked Kate up and down and let a smug, self-satisfied grin slowly creep across his face; the same smirk that he’d greeted her with the previous evening. The look made Kate want to slap him. He knew she was onto him, but he also knew that she had nothing concrete or tangible to go on and the bastard was relishing the fact. It would be her word against his.  
 
                 ‘I don’t know that it is,’ Kate confessed. ‘But I know one thing: the bag proves Dawn Reed is a liar. When I was at her house last night that rucksack was lying on her kitchen floor.’ 
 
                  
 
    
 
    
 
   Six
 
    
 
   Yesterday Kate believed she may have – almost – found a missing child. If she could just nail Dawn Reed and Nathan Williams, she was sure that she would find Stacey. Today, however, she had lost another. A twelve year old boy, Ben Davies, had been missing for three days and his foster parents had just been to the station and spoken with Kate. They had contacted the station on Sunday evening after Ben had failed to return home, and had been told by the officer on duty to ring around friends’ houses and get back to them if he hadn’t returned by the following day.
 
   Very helpful, Kate thought.
 
                 The woman and her husband sat opposite Kate in the least intimidating and lifeless of the station’s interview rooms. Kate had been pressing the need for a family liaison room for what seemed forever but, as with everything these days it seemed, her requests had simply been ignored.
 
   Caroline Jennings, a stocky woman in her late forties with streaky grey hair and a slight balding patch by her left temple, clutched the hot paper cup in which her tea remained untouched. She stared with a creased expression at the surface of her drink like a fortune teller studying a crystal ball. Her husband, older – mid fifties, Kate guessed – held his wife’s hand beneath the table, squeezing the fingers around her wedding band.
 
                 Kate studied the boy in the photograph on the table in front of her. 
 
                 ‘Looks older than his years,’ she commented.
 
                 Caroline sighed sadly. ‘Acts it as well,’ she said. ‘Thinks he’s seventeen. Comes and goes as he pleases.’
 
                 Kate wondered what had made Robert and Caroline Jennings choose to foster. In her eleven years since joining the police she had met a number of couples who fostered, all of varying ages and from a range of different backgrounds, and she was aware of a whole host of reasons behind the decision to foster. Many couples were unable to have children of their own; some wanted to help young people less fortunate than their own. Too many did it for the money. 
 
                 Kate made a mental note of the face looking up from the photo. Light brown hair; brown eyes. A cheeky grin for the camera; good teeth. In the photo, Ben Davies was sitting on a mountain bike, one foot on the ground to steady himself. 
 
                 ‘When was this taken?’ Kate asked.
 
                 ‘About six weeks ago,’ Robert Jennings said. ‘Christmas present,’ he added, gesturing towards the bike.
 
                 An expensive bike, thought Kate as she continued to study the photo. Very generous. No children of their own, she guessed.
 
                 ‘I know you’ve already been asked this,’ Kate said, ‘but have you checked around Ben’s friends?’
 
                 Both Caroline and Robert nodded.
 
                 ‘Anyone you may have missed out?’ she continued.
 
                 ‘Not that we know of,’ Caroline said. ‘Ben doesn’t have that many friends at school. There are a couple of boys he hangs around with, but I’ve spoken to both their mothers and they haven’t seen or heard from Ben.’              
 
                 Kate paused. ‘What about his family?’ she asked. She picked up the photograph from the table. ‘May I keep this?’
 
   Caroline nodded. 
 
   ‘Is there anyone Ben may have gone to stay with?’ Kate asked.
 
                 Caroline sipped at her tea. ‘I know his mother died,’ she told Kate. ‘It was quite a few years ago now, but I don’t know much else about his family. Not the extended family, anyway.’
 
                 Kate nodded and took some notes. Caroline told her that this wasn’t the first time Ben had taken off without telling anyone where he was going; although, she added, he had never been gone longer than twelve hours. Kate found herself having to make a conscious effort to avoid Caroline Jennings’ face; the anguished, fraught look she wore was an expression that Kate was far too used to and understood all too well. If she looked at her for too long, she would remember exactly how it felt, and she didn’t want to. She couldn’t allow herself to.  
 
   Ben Davies was probably hiding out somewhere, trying to purposefully cause as much concern as possible, Kate suspected. He was probably streetwise, confident and able to look after himself until the novelty wore off and he was bored. If he hadn’t been gone for three days already she’d have fully expected he would be back soon, with his tail between his legs and an empty, hungry stomach. If this was just a cry for attention, if only he could understand what he was doing to his foster parents, Kate thought. 
 
                 Although it was a relief when a child was discovered, or returned, safe and sound, it was also frustrating for Kate when someone wasted police time in this way. For every ten children who returned home safely – the ones who ran away after a family argument, or who hid and sulked when something hadn’t gone their way – one child was genuinely missing, exposed to the elements or, in the worst of cases, in the hands of someone who meant them harm.
 
                 For every moment Kate wasted on a child who had run off in a sulk, she lost a vital minute on a child who had been abducted or worse. Stacey Reed, Kate thought, unable to distract her focus from the girl. Where are you? 
 
   *
 
   Before the Jennings left the station, Kate took a short list of telephone numbers from them and spent the next half hour calling Ben’s friends and relatives to confirm that nobody had seen Ben since Sunday. She had also taken a list of addresses and was planning the order in which she would visit them as she was leaving the station. Although Caroline Jennings had made the calls herself, it was not unusual for the friends of a missing child to cover up and lie for them. It was unlikely that Ben Davies would have hidden outdoors overnight, no matter how much worry he wanted to cause or how much attention he wanted to gain. No doubt he would be hidden at a friend’s house, carefully concealed from the suspicions of the friend’s parents. Nine times out of ten, a police presence and a persuasive threat of arrest soon prompted a friend who was covering for a runaway to change their story.
 
                 So far, the day had produced nothing but bad news. The search at the Reed house proved unsuccessful and the rucksack that Kate had seen lying on the kitchen floor just the previous evening was now nowhere to be found. Like so many things, it seemed to have just disappeared without trace. When it was mentioned, Dawn Reed denied seeing it and reiterated the fact that she never said she was absolutely sure Stacey had it with on the day she went missing.
 
   Nathan Williams, typically cocky and unhelpful, was now claiming police harassment and was threatening to take action against the department and Kate in particular. He hadn’t mentioned the fact that Kate had waited outside Dawn’s house for him, but she had lined up her explanations and her justifications in preparation for the onslaught of criticism that would no doubt be thrown upon her by Superintendent Clayton. There was no way that the Super should believe a word of Nathan Williams’ before hers, but there was no guarantee of that anymore.
 
   There was no guarantee of anything anymore. 
 
                 
 
                   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Seven
 
    
 
   Chris Jones and Matthew Curtis were back in Michael Morris’ front room. The driveway was a crime scene: the front garden cordoned off with police tape. Forensics had been all over the drive in microscopic detail and the tent that had kept them shrouded from the prying eyes of the neighbours had only recently been collapsed. No fingerprints that didn’t belong to Michael on the car; no bruises on his body to suggest that there had been a struggle: no mud or prints to help identify the killer’s footwear. Michael Morris’ killer had apparently disappeared into the night. 
 
                 Diane Morris was alabaster pale; as drained of colour as when Chris had arrived at the house the previous evening to find an army of police officers surrounding the driveway and Michael Morris dead beside his car, his forehead smashed in. He remembered the man’s distorted features and shuddered. His face had collapsed under the force of the blow, but there was something else that had disturbed Chris; something about the expression on the victim’s face that had made it all the more sinister. 
 
   The similarities between this case and that of Jamie Griffiths, a year earlier, seemed too much to be coincidence. This was South Wales, not London; having to investigate murders like this hadn’t been a prerequisite when Chris had taken on the job. Despite that, a nine mile and thirteen month gap between the two incidents was something Chris was unable to fathom.
 
                 Matthew Curtis lingered in the doorway like an uninvited guest who was anxious not to outstay his welcome. He always seemed uneasy making visits to family homes and Chris sensed it wasn’t just for the obvious reasons. It was never a pleasant experience for any officer to visit the family of someone who had died, but there was something more to Matthew than simply being sensitive: something Chris suspected Matthew preferred to keep well hidden. He rarely talked about his own family, but Chris had gleaned enough information to get the impression that he wasn’t particularly close to his parents, but got on well with his only sibling, an older brother.
 
   Chris noticed Matthew trying to avert his attention from the photographs of Michael and his two children that lined the windowsill and mantelpiece. He was young, Chris thought: he would learn to switch off, eventually. 
 
                 ‘Would you like a cup of tea or anything?’ Diane asked politely, taking refuge in the ordinary.
 
                 Chris shook his head and Matthew followed by example. Chris felt he should be offering her something, rather than the other way around, but he had the sense to know that no amount of well-intentioned words would make any difference to the sheer anguish this woman was experiencing.
 
                 ‘We won’t keep you long, Mrs Morris,’ he said, sitting on the sofa opposite her. ‘I just need to establish Michael’s movements yesterday.’ He threw Matthew a sideways glance and gestured to the end of the sofa. The last thing Diane Morris needed was a police officer standing frozen in the doorway like some misplaced Lurch.  
 
                 ‘It’s OK,’ she said quietly. ‘Call me Diane.’
 
                 Chris hesitated, hating his job; feeling the sadness emanating from her and knowing that, even with a conviction, there was nothing he could do or say that would ever remove that hurt. ‘How are the children?’ he asked, at once regretting the banality of the question. He often wondered at the senselessness of the questions people were asked by news reporters on the TV: ‘What was it like, being hit by that grenade and losing both legs?’ – ‘How did losing your daughter affect the family?’ Bloody stupid questions from bloody stupid, insensitive people. And here he was, doing exactly the same. 
 
                 ‘Not good,’ she said. ‘David is particularly upset. He and his father were very close.’
 
                 Chris nodded and looked towards the picture of Michael and David that stood on the sideboard in the corner. A vast lake stretched into the background behind the father and son and a clear blue sky soared over them. David was holding up a huge fish they had obviously just caught and Michael was standing behind him, a happy grin on his face; the proud, doting father.
 
                 ‘Can we just go over again what happened yesterday?’ he asked.
 
                 Diane nodded.
 
                 ‘Your husband left the house at about quarter to eight that morning - is that correct?’
 
                 She nodded again and pushed a strand of greying wiry hair from her face. ‘He always left at that time,’ she said.
 
                 ‘And he drove the same car every day, yes?’
 
                 Another nod. 
 
                 Chris looked at Diane and wished there was something helpful he could say to her, rather than firing questions at her like an interrogator. What did you say to someone who had lost their husband in the way Diane Morris had? Sorry? Pointless: unless your own hand had killed him. And even then the word would be empty. 
 
                 ‘Diane, was there anyone you know of who may have wanted to hurt your husband?’
 
                 She looked up from her lap, surprised by the question. She shifted in her seat and rested a broad forearm on the arm of the sofa. When she smiled it was an awkward, forced smile. ‘No,’ she said, and for the first time there was strength in her words. ‘No. Nobody. Michael was harmless. He was a good man, quiet as a mouse. Why would anyone want to hurt him?’
 
                 ‘I don’t know,’ Chris admitted. They had run checks on Michael Morris and questioned neighbours and colleagues late last night. All had given the same account: clean living, well mannered family man. Kept himself to himself; and no one had seen a thing. By all accounts, there was no one who could have had a motive for killing Michael Morris.
 
   ‘We think your husband knew his attacker, Mrs Morris,’ Chris said, unable to call her by her first name. The situation required a certain formality, Chris thought.
 
                 Diane Morris breathed deeply and fought back tears. She looked away, avoiding eye contact with Chris. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said shakily.
 
                 ‘You said that you didn’t hear anyone shout or scream, or hear any unusual noise between the hours of six and eight on Monday evening?’
 
                 She shook her head; her greying hair fixed in place with the cheap lacquer Chris could smell hanging in the air. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I didn’t hear a thing.’
 
                 ‘And you hadn’t left the house since you arrived home just after five?’
 
                 ‘I came back, unloaded the shopping that I’d bought on my lunch break and I was in with the kids for the evening then,’ she told him. ‘Well…until I went to put the bins out and then…’
 
                 She sobbed heavily and waved a hand, apologising for her tears. 
 
                 ‘Take your time,’ Chris said.
 
                 He too was unable to imagine how someone as apparently unassuming and inoffensive as Michael Morris could have warranted the attack that had ended his life. Not one of the neighbours reported having heard a cry for help, or any kind of disturbance in the street that evening. Yet Michael Morris was attacked face on, the point of impact on the hairline, dead centre above the nose. He had seen his attacker, yet he hadn’t reacted in the expected way. The fact that he hadn’t called out for help or tried to raise any kind of alarm suggested only one thing: that Michael Morris knew his attacker and hadn’t been expecting the blow that had taken his life.  
 
                 The expression on his face, Chris thought: disbelief. That was the word he’d been searching for earlier.
 
                 There was always the possibility that the attack was random, but in an area like this, with nothing stolen from the car or from Michael’s person, Chris very much doubted it. The look that was frozen on the dead man’s face said he knew his killer.
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ Mrs Morris said, catching her breath and trying to steady her words. ‘I just don’t know why anyone would have done this. Michael was a quiet man. He went to work, he came home. His life revolved around us, around his family.’
 
                 ‘He was in the wrong place at the wrong time, that’s all,’ Matthew said. Both Diane and Chris turned their attention to him, and for a brief moment Matthew thought that Michael Morris’ wife was going to throw the nearest available object at him. Her face tightened, taut with anger, but it was so brief that it had been barely noticeable. 
 
                 As quickly as it had changed, her expression reverted back; her features collapsing into creased anguish.
 
                 ‘I’m sorry for having to ask you all this again,’ Chris said.
 
                 ‘It’s ok,’ she replied, raising a hand to her face. ‘You’re doing your job. I just wish I’d heard him, or known he was there. I may have been able to do something…’
 
                 She trailed off again and began picking distractedly at her nails. Chris couldn’t tell her that, even had she known her husband was lying in his own blood out there on the driveway, she would have been unable to do anything to help him or save his life. The blow was fatal and Michael was probably dead before he hit the ground. But how could that possibly be of any comfort to her?
 
                 ‘If you do think of anything – no matter how small, Mrs Morris – do please let us know.’
 
                 Mrs Morris nodded and wiped at her face with her sleeve.
 
                 Chris saw himself out and Matthew, the obedient pet, followed.
 
                 ‘What did you say that for?’ Chris asked, unlocking the car.
 
                 ‘What?’
 
                 ‘Wrong place, wrong time.’
 
                 Matthew got into the car. ‘Sorry,’ he said, anticipating Chris’ disapproval. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it. I mean, I thought it might make her feel better. You know, knowing that it wasn’t anything he’d done – it was just bad luck.’
 
   Chris shoved the key in the ignition and turned sharply to Matthew. ‘Bad luck? You think? Yeah, I suppose having your skull smashed to 
 
   pieces with a hammer could be called ‘bad luck’, although there are probably more appropriate ways to describe it.’
 
                 Matthew winced. Chris wasn’t sure if it was the description of Michael Morris’ death that had affected him, or the fact that he was being reprimanded for his lack of sensitivity with regards to the victim’s wife. 
 
                 ‘Look, forget it,’ Chris said, waving the comment away and pulling off from the kerbside. Matthew hadn’t meant to be insensitive; he was young, he was learning, and he would quickly discover that if he couldn’t think of anything intelligent, revelatory or inspired to say then it was best he keep his mouth shut. ‘Just, next time, let me do the talking, right?’
 
                 Matthew raised a hand. ‘You’re the boss,’ he said quietly.
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   ‘I want to make an official complaint.’
 
                 Nathan Williams’ bony elbows rested on the front desk; his greasy forehead pressed against the Perspex screen above the counter.
 
                 ‘Regarding?’ the desk sergeant asked.
 
                 ‘Regarding,’ Nathan parroted, ‘DI Kelly.’
 
   *
 
   Superintendent Clayton closed the door behind Kate and sighed loudly; an exaggerated gesture that expressed his opinions before he’d even opened his mouth. 
 
                 ‘Sit down,’ he said bluntly.
 
                 He sat behind his desk and distractedly pushed a pile of papers from in front of him. ‘Kate,’ he sighed. ‘What were you thinking?’ 
 
                 Kate exhaled loudly. ‘Boss, I…’
 
                 ‘Sir,’ Clayton corrected her. He sat forward in his seat and laid his palms flat on the desk. He had hands like shovels.
 
                 ‘Sir, I…’
 
                 She’d had her speech planned out, her justifications lined up ready for attack, but now she was faced with Clayton and that look he gave her – that look that said he was disappointed in her, as though he was her father rather than her boss – the words became tangled and she was unable to distinguish between the excuses. Unsure which explanation was likely to get her in the least trouble, she opted for saying nothing. She looked away, unnerved by Clayton’s moustache, which twitched unnaturally when he was restless. She could already predict the expression that would be fixed on his face and didn’t need to see it to understand its intentions. She had seen the same look from her father on too many occasions and now that he was no longer around Clayton seemed to be filling the blank spaces left for looks of disapproval.  
 
                 ‘Go on,’ he prompted her.
 
                 ‘I don’t think I’ve done anything unreasonable,’ Kate told him. 
 
                 ‘I have a very angry Nathan Williams waiting in reception,’ Clayton said, rolling his eyes. ‘A very angry Nathan Williams who is shouting police harassment and – in particular – shouting about you.’
 
                 The moustache flexed on his upper lip like a break dancing caterpillar. 
 
                 ‘Sir,’ Kate tried to reason. ‘I’m the DI on this case. Isn’t it my job as detective inspector to…well…inspect?’
 
                 Clayton sat back in his seat and moved his hands from the table. 
 
                 ‘Don’t be sarcastic, Kate,’ he said, although his voice was without censure. ‘You’re pushing the boundaries. Again.’
 
                 ‘Sir,’ Kate said calmly, straightening her mouth into a tight line and gulping back an unsettled sick feeling. ‘Nathan Williams and Dawn Reed are not telling the truth. When I went to their house last night, Stacey’s bag – the one they told us she had had with her when she disappeared – was on the kitchen floor.’
 
                 She could hear the desperation in her voice and resented every quavering syllable.
 
                 ‘And who else saw this?’ Clayton asked, raising his eyebrows, which were almost as bushy as his moustache. She could have predicted his response. 
 
   Nathan had obviously provided his version of events first. Whatever bullshit he’d come up with, Kate thought, he’d clearly given a convincing performance. Who was she trying to kid? He had Dawn on his side; it was two against one, and despite the fact that she was the DI on the case she was bound to come out of it facing doubt and scorn. These days, if she wasn’t being criticised for something she’d already done she was being judged for something it was expected she may end up doing. No such thing as innocent until proven guilty in this place.
 
                 Kate paused. ‘No one,’ she admitted.
 
                 An uncomfortable and prolonged silence followed.
 
                 ‘Exactly,’ Clayton said finally, leaning forward in his seat. ‘No one else saw it. No one else was there to corroborate your version of events. Once again, The Lone Ranger goes storming in and sees things that aren’t there.’
 
                 Immediately his expression changed and he moved uncomfortably in his seat. ‘I shouldn’t have said that,’ he admitted, raising a hand in apology. He had the good grace to look embarrassed and for the slightest moment Kate thought she saw his cheeks colour. She felt sorry for him. It wasn’t his fault. It was hers, all hers.
 
                 She bit her lip and shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter, Sir.’
 
                 ‘It does,’ he argued. He stood and walked to the window, eager to turn his face from hers. He hated these conversations with her, and in recent years they had occurred with an increasing frequency. It concerned him that she could be so reckless, and that she no longer asked for advice. It worried him that she sometimes couldn’t see things that were right in front of her, and all too often saw things that weren’t. Kate was unable to separate her past from her work. He feared it might one day end up costing her the career she had worked so hard to build. 
 
   ‘You’re under a lot of pressure and I realise that. I just don’t want…’
 
                 He trailed off and there was an awkward silence.
 
                 ‘What?’ Kate prompted. 
 
                 ‘Wouldn’t it have been a good idea,’ he suggested as he turned back to her, ‘if, had you been intent on visiting the Reeds last night – despite the fact that you were off duty – you had taken someone else with you. Someone else who would have been able to verify what you saw.’
 
                 Kate looked beyond Clayton and through the window. If she made eye contact with him she feared her emotions would betray her and the façade she had spent so long creating would be lost within a moment. Of course it would have been a good idea. In hindsight, everything could be done differently.              
 
   ‘It wasn’t planned,’ she reiterated. And while a child is still missing, Sir,’ she said slowly, ‘I am never off duty.’
 
                 Clayton moved back to the desk. He wasn’t questioning her commitment; just the way she went about achieving results. ‘You’re becoming too involved again,’ he said. The moustache relaxed and his voice softened. ‘I don’t want to see history repeat itself. If it does I’ll have to take you off the case, you know that, don’t you?’
 
                 Kate nodded, hating herself for feeling like a reprimanded schoolgirl receiving a warning from the head teacher. 
 
                 ‘Dawn Reed and her partner are victims,’ Clayton said. ‘Their child is missing. Innocent until proven guilty, remember?’
 
                 She wondered why that rule seemed to apply to everyone else but never her.
 
                 He nodded towards the door and Kate took her cue to leave. She guessed that it was as much for his sake as for hers. She knew that he’d caught the shakiness in her voice and was encouraging her to leave before she got upset and made a fool of herself, or he was forced to deal with an emotional woman. It had never been one of Clayton’s strengths, although he’d always tried his best to be a sympathetic shoulder. 
 
   She was grateful for the invitation to leave. 
 
   In the corridor outside Clayton’s office Kate leaned back against the wall and caught her breath. Her head throbbed and she tried not to let Clayton’s words affect her. ‘Sees things that aren’t there.’ It hadn’t happened for a while now, but she knew it would again, sooner or later, and when it did she would be faced with ridicule by anyone who got to hear about it. She would be in the supermarket and she would see his face – the face she thought might belong to him now – and she would steady herself on her trolley, wait for him to pass; realise as she watched the stranger staring back at her defensively that it wasn’t him. It was never him. Kate closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   *
 
   In her memory she placed her feet carefully so that the fallen leaves beneath her would not make a sound. She squeezed her eyes shut tight as though, if Daniel should see her, the fact that she could not see him would mean she had still not yet been found. She placed the palms of her hands against the rough bark behind her, running them over the tree, tracing the grooves and ridges in its trunk.
 
                 She didn’t know how long she had waited. She had little concept of time at the age of seven: it had felt like a lifetime, but was probably no more than a couple of minutes. Long enough to realise that she had not heard her brother approaching and that he was looking in completely the wrong area for her. She loved to hide, but she didn’t love to be kept waiting too long.
 
                 ‘Daniel!’ she called.
 
                 She stayed behind the tree. She looked up at the sky between the branches; saw the ethereal trace of a plane’s journey etched white in the grey above her. She noticed that everything seemed unusually quiet; unnaturally still.
 
                 ‘Daniel!’ she called again. 
 
                 When he didn’t respond this time, she stepped from behind the tree.
 
                 She sighed despondently and set about the task of finding her brother. She was supposed to be the one hiding. Kate hated doing the seeking. 
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   Kate stepped out into the car park, grateful for the fresh air and the change of scenery. The police station towered behind her, grey and looming; a suitably miserable setting for the way she was feeling. She felt as though she had been trapped in that building for days on end; the sadness, the frustration and the lack of joy trapped within those four walls seeping into her skin and draining her emotions. Not days – years. Each one taking another part of her that she would never be able to replace.
 
                 She was unable to shake off Clayton’s words and felt an uncharacteristic surge of resentment that she knew would be more fairly directed if aimed at herself. It was no good trying to blame him for her failings, any more so than it was worth blaming her mother, her father, Dawn Reed, Nathan Williams. Blaming them was easy. Blaming someone else was always easy. Taking responsibility for her own compulsions was something else altogether. 
 
                 She crossed the car park and unlocked the driver’s door. She was going to pop into town and buy something highly calorific that she would no doubt regret in a couple of hours time. 
 
   Kate was fumbling in her handbag for her phone when she sensed someone standing behind her. She turned quickly and dropped the phone, which hit the floor and bounced; the back piece and battery flying loose.
 
   ‘Sorry,’ the man said, raising his hands apologetically. ‘I didn’t mean to make you jump.’
 
   He leaned down to the ground and picked up the pieces of her mobile, handing them back to her and apologising. His skin briefly touched hers as the battery exchanged hands.  
 
   ‘Not a problem,’ Kate said apprehensively. She glanced at the battery in her hand and wondered if it had just shocked her. The tiny fine hairs on the back of her hand were raised, though it was probably just the cold.
 
   
  
 

She had expected the man to either say something or walk away, but he did neither. There was a strained silence in which she was able to give him the once over: dark hair styled effortlessly, striking blue eyes, athletic build; early to mid thirties. Kate felt herself blush. She was doing that far too frequently. Flustered, she busied herself by trying to put the pieces of her mobile back together.
 
   ‘Was there something?’ she asked, not raising her eyes from what she was doing.
 
   ‘Yes,’ the man said, without hesitation. He watched her struggling with the battery and put out a hand. ‘May I?’
 
   Kate passed him the battery and phone, trying her best to act casually. She smiled sheepishly as the man inserted the battery back into the phone with one simple push and she realised she had been trying to put it back in upside down and back to front.
 
   ‘Oh,’ she said, acknowledging her mistake and feeling like an idiot.
 
   The man said nothing, just handed the phone back. 
 
   ‘Thanks,’ she said, putting it in her bag to avoid another opportunity of making a fool of herself. ‘So…what can I do for you?’
 
   ‘I take it you’re a police woman,’ he said. 
 
   She nodded reluctantly.
 
   ‘I was hoping you could help me find my son.’
 
   God, Kate thought. Not another one.
 
   *
 
   Back inside the station, Kate took Neil Davies to the same grey, lifeless interview room where she had spoken with Caroline and Robert Jennings just an hour earlier. 
 
                 ‘I know, Mr Davies, your son is being fostered by Mr and Mrs Jennings. They left not long before you arrived,’ she told him. ‘They did tell me about you. They weren’t sure how to contact you and asked if I would let you know. I was in the process of finding your address.’
 
                 Neil waved a hand carelessly. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘No one’s fault. I just want the same as everyone else. I want to find my son.’
 
                 Kate sensed the interview would turn out to be a long and complex one, so she got them both a cup of tea – hers with no sugar; his, the same - and sat opposite Neil in the interview room. 
 
                 ‘How did you know he was missing?’ Kate asked.
 
                 ‘Sophie,’ he said. ‘Ben’s sister.’
 
                 Kate said nothing, waiting for him to continue.
 
                 ‘Ben’s been with the Jennings for about a year now,’ he told her. ‘It’s not a permanent thing. His sister is with a foster family as well, but a different one. Again…not permanent.’
 
                 ‘The Jennings seem good people, Mr Davies,’ Kate said, sensing an edge of resentment in the father’s voice. ‘They’re both very concerned about Ben’s well-being.’
 
                 ‘I know that,’ he said quickly, his tone changing. ‘I’m sorry – you misunderstand me. I understand the reasons why the kids are there and I appreciate what the Jennings have done for Ben. Are doing,’ he added, correcting himself. He sat forward in his seat and put both hands on the table, squeezing his right fist with his left hand. He looked up to see Kate watching him and immediately relaxed his hands. ‘I just know that it won’t be forever, that’s all.’
 
                 Kate watched Neil as he sipped his coffee. He held the cardboard cup in both hands, like a small child with a beaker. His eyes looked up at her while he drank; eyes that were incredibly bright – with unusually long lashes for a man – and there was an unexpected warmth within the icy blue that radiated when he looked up at her.
 
                 ‘Their mother died three years ago,’ he explained, putting his drink back on the table. He looked away from her and at the far wall, distracted by the memory. ‘Car accident. We were all in the car, but Sarah didn’t have a seatbelt on. Her death…’ He paused and looked up at the ceiling. ‘Well…I didn’t cope very well after she was gone. I suppose I’d taken for granted just how much she did for the family. Without her…I don’t know, it was like we’d come unstuck. I didn’t do the best by my kids, I know that. But things are better now. Much better. It’s not forever.’
 
                 Kate was unsure whether Neil Davies was trying to convince her or himself. 
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ he continued. He laughed and the sound had a bitter edge. ‘I keep saying that, don’t I? – It’s not forever. I used to say it to myself all the time as a kid. I don’t know - I must have been a miserable kid or something.’ He laughed again. This time the sadness was obvious. ‘Nothing is forever though, is it?’
 
   Kate looked away quickly when she realised she had been staring intently at Neil Davies as he spoke. Her eyes had been fixed on the contours of his mouth as it moved with his words; drawn to the creases that lined the skin beneath his cheekbones: the right side just slightly deeper than the left.
 
   She felt a connection with this stranger; a feeling that she could neither name nor justify. She felt an unmistakable pity for him; a strangely maternal sympathy that, in the most bizarre and awkward of moments, made Kate want to lift her hand and gently pat his cheek.
 
                 She cleared her throat.
 
                 ‘I’m sorry about your wife, Mr Davies,’ she said.
 
                 ‘Please,’ he said, looking right into her. ‘Call me Neil.’ He passed a scrap of paper across the table. ‘Here’s my mobile number in case you need to get in touch with me.’
 
   *
 
   Kate’s first stop was at Ben’s best friend’s house. She had already spoken to the boy’s mother, but thought it would be best to see the boy in person. He may have known of Ben’s whereabouts, but children could be fiercely loyal and would cover for each other if asked to.
 
                 In the car she couldn’t stop thinking about Neil Davies. His story was haunting – the stuff of the kind of tragic romance novels she used to read when she was a girl, before real life killed her faith in fantasy and made her too cynical for such indulgences – and she wondered, not for the first time, how life could be so cruel and deal so many blows to so many people. If God was in his heaven he must be taking lots of days off.
 
                 She remembered Neil Davies looking up at her over his tea, his intense eyes fixed on her as she spoke.
 
                 She scorned herself for blushing, again. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ten
 
    
 
   DCI Chris Jones’ daughter, Holly, sat on the rug in the middle of the living room, an array of dolls her mother had sent with her scattered across the floor. She grappled with a blonde Barbie, tugging at the doll’s hair as she tried to prise its dress around its narrow shoulders. Everything that Holly played with now had been brought from her new house, on ‘loan’ for the day. The house was no longer child friendly and, besides the single bed with the Peppa Pig duvet in the back bedroom, there was little to show that a child lived there. 
 
                 A child didn’t live there, not anymore. It wasn’t just the toys that were on loan, Chris realised; Holly was with him on borrowed time. He had offered to move when he and Lydia had separated and expected it would be the natural turn of events, but she had been adamant on being the one to go, taking their daughter with her. She didn’t want to stay in a house that had so many memories, she said, but as far as Chris could recall those memories weren’t as bad as her desperation to flee the place suggested, and not the sort that someone might feel the need to run away from. They argued, but who didn’t? And now it was he who wanted to flee this building; he who wanted to escape the constant feeling of failure as a father that greeted him every time he arrived home from work.
 
                 He was kidding himself and had been doing the same for years, he knew that now. He watched Holly finally manage to yank the dress from the doll and as she set about arranging a ski outfit for its brunette counterpart Chris wondered when his daughter had grown so tall. She seemed to look different somehow from when he had seen her just yesterday. 
 
                 When she had left, Lydia had taken all of Holly’s things with her, right down to the Disney stickers on her wardrobe and the personalised hold-backs on her bedroom curtains. It would be easier for Holly, she claimed, if all her things were at her new home; it would help avoid any confusion regarding where her ‘real home’ was. It would be easier for all of them, a clean break. Easier for Lydia, Chris suspected. A chance to prove that she was the one holding all the cards and she was ready to take him for everything he had, including his own child.
 
                 It also meant that every time Lydia came around to drop Holly off she had a massive bloody bag of clothes and toys with her. Completely unnecessary, Chris thought. And typical bloody Lydia. Any amount of hassle only to demonstrate the hold she had over him; who was in charge. 
 
                 He had slipped back into the lifestyle of a single working man a little too easily and the family home had reverted to the stereotypical bachelor pad: dirty dishes piled in the sink, washing left to fester in the machine; milk well past its use by date left to grow fur in the fridge. It wasn’t because he was lazy; it was because he was busy. When they were together Lydia had complained repeatedly about the hours Chris worked; ironically, her leaving meant he worked even harder and longer. The less time he spent in this silent house that seemed to taunt him the better. 
 
                 The doorbell rang and Chris glanced at his watch. She was early. Again. If he was to collect Holly and arrive at their new house too early Lydia would fuss about with bags and coats, feigning busyness in a futile and childish effort to show that his access to Holly was in her hands. If she was early it meant Chris lost out on his time with Holly. He grimaced and went to the front door, dodging the fallen Barbies on his way. 
 
                 ‘You’re early.’
 
                 Lydia brushed past him without invitation. She was, as always, immaculately dressed; a three quarter length, pillar-box red winter coat and knee high boots and her dark hair - always perfectly styled - pulled away from her face in a loose knot. She looked great and she knew it. She gave Chris a glance to check he was looking at her and he noted the expression, storing it with the collection of others he had come to recognise. 
 
                 When they had first met, Chris had been attracted to the obvious physical appeal of Lydia, quickly followed by her independence; a characteristic it seemed now she had worked hard to promote in those early days of their relationship. She had seemed level headed, grounded; all the things that Chris’ lifestyle and work pattern needed. She seemed to understand that his job was not a nine-to-five commitment and he wouldn’t always be around on weekends. She’d understood; at least, it seemed, until the ring was firmly on her finger and she was Mrs Jones. Then everything changed.
 
                 Lydia was physically beautiful, but it had soon become apparent to Chris that she needed to be constantly told so. She wasn’t as independent and carefree as she had appeared early on; nor was she as beautiful. She had a public face - the face she had worn to the door - and a private face that she changed into as soon as the door was shut behind her. She was suspicious and controlling; the very things that Chris had learned to despise through his work.
 
                 Ignoring his comment, Lydia headed straight for the living room and reached to retrieve the first fallen doll from the floor. 
 
                 ‘Come on, Holly,’ she said abruptly. ‘Time to go.’
 
                 Chris watched from the doorway of the room as his estranged wife hurriedly stuffed dolls’ clothes into Holly’s rucksack. Their daughter remained sitting on the rug, pouting as her mother took the last doll from her hand. Should he tell his ex-wife that Holly frequently asked if she could come and live with him? It would be points for him, but that would be the most selfish and futile reason for doing so. Let her see if for herself, he thought. If she treated her daughter with the dismissive carelessness with which she’d treated him for years then it wouldn’t be long before Holly made her wishes loud and clear for all to hear.
 
                 ‘Come on,’ Lydia repeated. 
 
                 ‘Lydia,’ Chris said, stepping into the living room. ‘This isn’t working.’
 
                 She turned and looked up at him. ‘You’ve only now noticed?’ she remarked bluntly. 
 
                 ‘The dolls,’ Chris sighed. ‘The toys. The clothes. You can’t keep lugging this bag around.’
 
                 Lydia dropped the bag to the floor and pushed it with her foot in Chris’ direction. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘You can do it. The boot’s open.’
 
                 Chris shook his head and bit his tongue. An argument was just what she’d be hoping for and exactly what he wasn’t going to give her. Instead, he gave Holly a wink and smiled; if Lydia was hoping for evidence that she was winning, she wasn’t going to get it from him.               
 
                 ‘I’ll come back for the other one,’ he said, meeting Lydia’s eye and prolonging the smile. He caught the look of irritation in her eye and couldn’t help himself from smiling inwardly.
 
                 He was out on the street when the house phone began ringing. Lydia crossed the room and stared at the caller ID. 
 
                 She knew it. She’d always known it. She picked the phone up on the fourth ring.
 
                 ‘Hello?’
 
                 Silence.
 
                 ‘Hello?’ she repeated.
 
                 The line went dead. 
 
                 Moments later Chris came back in for the second bag. ‘Did you answer the phone?’ he asked.
 
                 Lydia smiled and took Holly by the hand. ‘Wrong number,’ she said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eleven
 
    
 
   When Kate got back to the flat that evening, something didn’t feel right. The place was cold and she went straight to the kitchen to turn the heating on. As she walked through the poky living room and past the sofa on which she’d slept last night, she noticed the magazine she had idly flicked through early that morning abandoned on the floor by the coffee table. The magazine was face up; a model with too-perfect white teeth and a smile that was treacle thick and sickening gazed up at Kate from the floor. She picked it up and dropped it face down back onto the floor. Kate was sure that when she had left for work that morning that was how she’d left it.  
 
                 In the kitchen she flicked the switch on the kettle and searched in the fridge for something suitably unhealthy and comforting to eat. Kate very rarely cooked meals for herself and her diet generally consisted of frozen ready meals for one or late night, last minute calls to the local take away. Cooking for one had always seemed to her a sad and fruitless task: one that only served as a reminder of how incomplete and unsatisfactory her personal life was. 
 
                 Finding nothing sufficiently easy to prepare, Kate made herself a coffee and went back into the living room. She put her mug on the table and reached down to retrieve the abandoned reading material from the floor. She shoved it onto the shelf beneath the glass table top and sat on the sofa, shifting the cushions behind her. She reached for the remote control, which she always left on the arm of the sofa. Not there. She put a hand down the side of the sofa, between the arm rest and the edge of the cushion, and groped around. 
 
                 The remote was on the other end of the sofa; the end that she rarely sat at. Like everyone, Kate had her habits; one of which was to always sit at the left hand end of the sofa, directly in front of the TV and right next to the phone. She only sat at the other end of the sofa if she had visitors and that, these days, was a rare occurrence. The only other person who would sit at the right end of the sofa was Stuart.
 
                 Kate leaned across the sofa and grabbed the remote. This morning while getting ready for work she’d had the BBC news channel on in the background, as she did every morning. She liked to know what was going on in the world, even though it was invariably depressing and did little to help her already poor opinion of mankind as a species. 
 
                 She turned on the television and was unsurprised when she was greeted by an over enthusiastic middle aged man discussing the complexities of the universe. Pressing the select button on the Sky remote, she was even less surprised to find that she was watching National Geographic and that Stuart – despite Kate’s earlier wishes that he would clear the rest of his things from her flat whilst she was out at work – had been around and let himself into her home without her knowledge or consent.
 
                 Kate went into the bedroom. The pile of records that had been sitting in the corner of her room for months were gone; in their place, a patch of clean carpet, lighter than the rest, reminded Kate that the flat was well overdue a spring clean and that she would find whatever excuse she could to get out of having to do it. 
 
                 She wished she’d smashed the records whilst she had the chance. 
 
                 National Geographic, she thought angrily as she padded back into the living room. Stuart wasn’t even interested in science or nature; he watched those bloody documentaries because he thought it made him seem more intellectual than he actually was. Kate used to find herself cringing when he quoted some ‘interesting’ fact or statistic when they were amongst friends or family; usually inappropriately timed and often in the wrong context. Stupid bastard. 
 
                 She was beyond annoyed. Despite yesterday’s wishes that he’d just go to the flat and clear out the remainder of his belongings, now that he’d actually done so she was infuriated by the cheek of it. This was her flat, not his. He’d used her keys. He’d invaded her privacy.
 
                 She went back into the kitchen and opened the cupboard next to the fridge. Predictably, one of the two beers that had been left there since Stuart had moved out months earlier was gone. Kate slammed the cupboard door and went to get her mobile from her handbag. She knew that he would call her irrational, but the fact that Stuart had watched TV and helped himself to the contents of her kitchen during his visit to retrieve his records made her furious. 
 
                 Stuart’s mobile went straight to the answer phone service. Kate drummed the kitchen work top impatiently as a mechanical female voice at the end of the line told her that the person she had called was unavailable. 
 
                 ‘Stuart,’ Kate snapped after the beep, ‘it’s Kate. You remember – the woman you lived with and scrounged off for two years. You seem to have been here quite a while this afternoon, I don’t know why you didn’t just have done with and moved back in. Next time you feel like popping in, do something useful and run the hoover round, will you? I want the key back in the post within the week.’
 
                 She ended the call and launched the phone at the sofa. She had hoped the call would make her feel better, but it hadn’t. If anything, it made her feel worse. She dropped onto the sofa and allowed herself a moment to feel sorry for herself. It was something she tried not to indulge in, but now felt as good a time as any to let self pity rule. She wondered if having Stuart still there might have been better than coming home to an empty flat, and whether the sound of continual bickering would have been preferable to the unbearable silence that now enveloped the space around her.
 
                 Of course not, she told herself. She felt a sudden twinge of guilt for what she had done behind Stuart’s back all those months ago, when her father had died. Should she really be sitting here cursing him? She wasn’t much better, was she? Or had karma served her penance for her crime by dishing out Stuart’s affair? What she’d done was wrong, but at least it had been a one-off. He had cheated on her for months.              
 
                 Her anger fully focused on Stuart again, she retrieved her mobile and scrolled through the phone book for Chris’ house number. A calm voice might cool her mood and maybe he’d be available for a drink or two to make up for the ones they’d missed on yesterday evening. Kate couldn’t think of anything worse than having to spend another night alone in the flat, staring at the TV screen and hoping for something exciting or even vaguely interesting to happen. 
 
                 There were four rings before the phone was answered.
 
                 ‘Hello?’
 
                 Kate opened her mouth to speak, but stopped herself. She hadn’t been expecting a woman’s voice at the other end of the line. 
 
                 ‘Hello?’ Lydia repeated.
 
                 Kate moved the phone from her ear and ended the call.
 
                 
 
   *
 
   Kate reached into her handbag and retrieved the scrap of paper that Neil Davies had passed to her that afternoon in her office. She had glanced at it briefly as she had taken it from him and wondered if it was entirely appropriate for the father of a missing boy – whose case she was heading – to be handing her his mobile number in the middle of an investigation, meeting her eyes for a little longer than was natural as the scrap of paper exchanged hands. Of course it wasn’t, probably.
 
                 But anyway, he probably intended that she should have it in case she had any news of his son she needed to pass on to him. But was it inappropriate for him to be looking at her the way he had, with brooding, James Dean eyes that bore into her; inappropriate for her to react the way she had, with a quickened pulse and a brush of skin as she took the number from him? 
 
                 At the time, she had known, of course it was.
 
                 But hadn’t he felt, as Kate had, that there was some spark between them; some indescribable pull that drew her to him in a way she had never experienced before? He had looked at her as though reading her mind and he knew - she knew - that she would take the number. He had known, as much as she had, that she would call.
 
                 Now, standing in the emptiness of a lonely flat - the echo of Lydia’s voice resounding in her head - it seemed entirely reasonable that Neil should have given her the note and pursued the attraction she knew they both had felt.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twelve
 
    
 
   Joseph Ryan, a good looking man in his late thirties with a successful career as an estate agent and part-time property developer, was cheating on his wife. He’d been having an affair with a girl at work for the past six months, which they’d successfully managed to keep a secret from both their families and their colleagues. The only person he had confided in was Adam: a man he had known for only a matter of months, but already thought of as a good friend.
 
                 ‘How do you do it?’ Adam asked him, feigning admiration and interest over the top of his pint. ‘How have you kept it going so long without being caught? Why would you want to?’
 
                 Joseph, an overly confident man with a face that made him appear younger than his thirty seven years and an attitude that said he could get away with whatever he felt like, shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted, smiling. ‘Luck, I suppose. You’ve either got it or you haven’t.’ He stopped smiling and frowned. ‘I’m not proud of it.’
 
                 Liar, Adam thought. 
 
   *
 
   When Joseph wasn’t at work or overseeing some building project, he was either with Lauren, the girl from work (nineteen – barely more than a child) or in the pub with Adam. Adam had often wondered whether or not Stephanie, Joseph’s wife, objected to his succession of evenings out, but it seemed not. 
 
                 ‘I go home to her,’ Joseph said, as means of explanation. ‘It’s the best way to do it. If I stayed out overnight she’d start to get suspicious, but this way…’ He shrugged and grinned. ‘She trusts me.’
 
                 What a bloody fool, Adam thought; and the thought was directed as much at Stephanie as it was at Joseph. Could a woman really be that blind, to mistake what should have been staring her in the pretty face? And she was pretty. More than pretty, actually. Adam had seen enough photographs to know that the first hadn’t been a lucky shot at capturing her beauty, and when he’d seen her for the first and only time after following her at the local supermarket he had had the chance to see that beauty for himself.
 
                 Yet here was Joseph Ryan, ungrateful bastard that he was, cheating with teenagers when he had a beautiful woman waiting for him at home, and two kids who had no idea what a miserable son-of-a-bitch their father was.  
 
                 Adam and Joseph had met during a pool tournament at a local pub. Adam had never been there before, but had decided one evening to stop by and see if the place was any good. It wasn’t, but he had met Joseph in the next door lounge bar and their meeting had made the experience a little more interesting. He’d found what he came for. After that, the two men got together on occasion and enjoyed a few more visits to the pub before upgrading to the more respectable wine bars in town. 
 
                 Adam was surprised that, given Joseph’s hectic social schedule, the man would have time to waste on drinking with someone who wasn’t female and under the age of twenty-one. It had quickly became apparent that Joseph enjoyed telling Adam of his exploits; each encounter offering a chance for him to air his sordid secrets and brag about his latest extra-marital sexual activities.   
 
                 In recent weeks Adam had been subjected to far more information that he’d needed. He knew the details of times, places, positions; he knew enough about Lauren to feel he had been there himself. Joseph kept the stories long and specific, relishing Adam’s reactions. The more shocking the revelation, the more satisfaction Joseph got out of it. The more Joseph spoke, the more Adam knew he was going to have the last word.              
 
   *
 
   In the months that Adam had known Joseph he had learned that he was an estate agent. On the side – when he wasn’t busy cheating on his wife or drinking in local pubs – he renovated houses and rented them out to local students. Adam noted that these students seemed mainly to be female and Joseph clearly had a thing for younger ladies of a particular physical type. It also helped if they were good at keeping a secret and knew how to keep their mouths shut when necessary. 
 
                 He’d seen photos of Joseph’s children, both striking kids with big dark eyes and thick brown hair and he’d plenty enough of his wife, too. Some men just didn’t know when they had it good.
 
                 When Adam arrived at the pub that evening Lauren was just leaving. He could see why Joseph was interested in her – she was a Barbie, typically blonde, young and naïve – but he couldn’t help feel that meeting in a very public building right opposite your mutual place of work was not exactly discreet. It seemed Joseph was so full of himself that even getting caught out was no longer much of a concern to him. He had a way of talking himself out of most things; perhaps adultery would be just another thing he could wheedle himself out of with a few choice weasel words and a handsome smile.
 
                 ‘She’s getting frustrated,’ Joseph said. He rolled his eyes as Adam stood up from the stool opposite him.
 
                 ‘Frustrated or frustrating?’ Adam asked.
 
                 ‘Both,’ Joseph laughed. Finally, someone he could confide in; someone who understood. It had become a bit of a nuisance having no one to talk to about it. Adam was neutral, didn’t judge. In many respects, he was just like him.
 
                 Adam went to the bar to get himself another pint and Joseph a top up. When he returned to the table Joseph was turning off his mobile phone.
 
                 ‘She’s asking when we’re going to get a night together,’ he told Adam, rolling his eyes. ‘I don’t know what it is with them – what difference does a night make? I don’t want to sleep with them.’
 
                 He took a long swig of his drink. ‘Well,’ he said, raising an eyebrow. ‘You know what I mean.’ He smirked, and the look infuriated Adam. 
 
                 ‘She’s asking when I’m leaving Stephanie,’ Joseph added, pushing his phone back into his jacket pocket. 
 
                  ‘When are you leaving Stephanie?’ Adam asked, not needing an answer.
 
                 ‘I’m not.’              
 
                 Adam smiled a thin smile. ‘Of course you’re not. Who leaves the wife for Barbie? Madness.’
 
   *
 
   Lauren hadn’t been the first. As far as Adam could gather there had been four long term ‘others’ in the ten years Joseph had been married and a seemingly infinite number of one-offs. He knew it was wrong, he claimed, but that didn’t stop him going back, again and again. One woman wasn’t enough for him. He couldn’t do monogamy. Couldn’t do domesticity. It bored him. Listening to it, Adam found himself similarly bored.
 
                 He was just the kind of man that Adam loathed. 
 
                 ‘What the hell have you done to your hair?’ Joseph asked as Adam sat on the pub stool opposite him. Adam ran his fingers through the dark hair and smiled. ‘Fancied a change,’ he said.
 
                 Joseph studied it and frowned. ‘Mistake,’ he concluded.
 
                 Adam’s smile stayed fixed in place. He could get the hair back, he thought, but what about Joseph Ryan? How was he going to get anything back after losing all that he’d had?
 
                 ‘I can’t sit in here all evening,’ he told Adam, surveying the room despondently. ‘It’s depressing. That bloody building staring me in the face,’ he said, gesturing towards the estate agents. He drank the remaining half of his pint in one long gulp. ‘Where we going then?’
 
                 Adam had already devised the perfect plan: deciding upon the one place he knew Joseph was unlikely to refuse. 
 
                 ‘Why not?’ Joseph agreed. He smiled in anticipation.
 
   *
 
   The strip club was below ground level on one of the town’s many side streets and was a dark place with low ceilings and a cloying claustrophobic that made Adam a little nauseous. The lighting was tinged pink, giving the room a sickly sweet glow, like being in a giant ball of candyfloss. Adam assumed it was mood lighting, although for him it wasn’t achieving the mood they had probably been aiming for.
 
                 During the evening Joseph paid for three dances, all from different women. Adam, feeling a little less flush, paid for one and sat through it with disinterest. He had other things on his mind.
 
                 The girl who danced for him was in her early twenties, attractive in a predictable way and probably a student working here to clear her debts, Adam suspected. She moved with the confidence of someone older and leaned towards him a little too closely, the scent of her cheap perfume off putting as it caught in Adam’s throat.
 
                 Her small, firm breasts touched Adam’s chest as she leaned to whisper in his ear. 
 
                 Her voice drowned beneath the music that throbbed around them, Adam didn’t hear what she said. He shrugged, smiled and shook his head. The girl leaned in again, more closely this time, and Adam turned his head towards her; careful to keep Joseph within his sights.
 
                 ‘I said, my name is Anna,’ she repeated.   
 
                 From the corner of his eye, Adam watched Joseph watching Anna; distracted from the equally, if not more, attractive girl who writhed in front of him. 
 
                 Never satisfied, Adam thought. 
 
   *
 
   It was nearly midnight when they left the club. Adam and Joseph lived on different sides of town, so they walked together back to the pub where their evening had started then went their separate ways. Joseph knew that Stephanie wasn’t going to be happy that he was back so late on a week night: she was easygoing, but not a total pushover. In fact, he thought, she would kill him if she found out he’d been to a strip club.
 
                 He took a short cut through Ynysangharad Park, climbing drunkenly over the gates that were usually chained closed in a futile attempt to keep the park free of the drunks and gangs of teenagers who would otherwise have roamed there after dark. Joseph was too drunk to notice that the gates had been left unlocked, so climbed over unsteadily, stumbling as he landed. He’d left his scarf in the bar earlier that evening, but the thought of the girl who’d given him that third, last dance was enough to keep him warm for a while yet. 
 
                 He tripped on what appeared to be nothing and laughed loudly into the cold night air.
 
                 Footsteps approached closely behind, echoing amongst the arch of trees that hung around him, their long branches wrapping him in darkness. Joseph turned in a drunken swirl to greet his fellow late night park-goer.
 
                 ‘Adam!’ he said, surprised; lightly punching his friend in his chest. ‘So nice,’ he slurred, staggering sideways. He hiccupped loudly and put a hand to his heart. His other hand reached around his friend’s shoulder, weighing heavily upon his neck. ‘So nice of you to walk me home. I’m taking you home, Adam,’ he declared, ruffling Adam’s hair playfully. ‘Come and meet my wife – my wife will love you. No word about the strippers though, yeah? She’ll kill me.’
 
                 Adam secured his grip on the hammer he held behind his back.
 
                 He smiled thinly and his bright eyes flashed in the darkness. ‘She won’t need to,’ he said. 
 
                 Adam ducked and escaped the hold of Joseph’s arm, his moves as graceful as a dancer’s.
 
                 The blow was precise. Joseph Ryan didn’t have time to react or respond; Adam’s arm swung with the speed of an express train and Joseph hit the ground with a thud that seemed to echo right around the park. The hammer stuck, but Adam was not prepared to leave it; it was his favourite hammer. He gave it a good wrench or two until, with a satisfying sound, like a baby slurping a yogurt, it came free. Adam smiled.
 
                 With gloved hands Adam removed the scarf from inside his jacket; the scarf that Joseph had forgotten to take from the back of his chair in the bar earlier that evening.
 
                 He threw the scarf over Joseph’s head, obscuring his victim’s face. He reached into Joseph’s jacket pocket and removed his wallet. 
 
                 Try fucking around now, he thought, and nonchalantly walked away.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirteen
 
    
 
   There were times she thought she saw him still. Sitting in traffic jams, shopping at the supermarket: she would turn and see him waiting alongside her, queuing at the next checkout and for a moment her heart would stop. Once she saw him, she would know what she was looking for. She would see what she wanted to see. 
 
                 She wasn’t stupid. She knew what other people thought of her. The little girl who couldn’t let go of the past: the woman who was searching for a ghost. She pretended that their words didn’t sting, but of course they did and they stayed with her long after those people had left; people like Stuart who came into her life and left again without ever really knowing the person she was or the things that she lived with, day in, day out. 
 
                 But the people who were permanent features in her life – Chris, Clayton – they sometimes thought the same, though they wouldn’t admit it to her face. And that hurt the most. They thought that Kate was chasing a memory, a ghost: a missing boy, her brother who was missing forever, lost in an unknown world that she would never be able to so much as peep into. They didn’t need to say the words for Kate to know. It was written all over their pitying looks and expressions of concern.
 
                 Once, at a petrol station, she had caught her ghost by the arm; grabbed him as though, if she didn’t, he would evaporate in front of her and be lost again. The man had pulled his arm away, as though her touch had burned his skin. He cast a look of unapologetic impatience and mumbled something under his breath and she was left alone on the forecourt, feeling stupid and ashamed. Yet again her critics were being proved correct. 
 
                 The only thing, the only person, Kate had left to remind her of her brother since he disappeared whilst playing hide and seek all those years ago, was now also gone. Her father, so like her brother Daniel in so many ways and so different in a hundred more, had died eighteen months earlier, suddenly and without warning. He had suffered an asthma attack, alone in the house where she had grown up. Kate and her father, Patrick, had not been speaking at the time, after a long, drawn out argument over his decision to move away. He’d been found by neighbours and Kate would never forgive herself.
 
                 He’d been planning on going to Ireland; to stay with family there for a while until he found somewhere of his own. He had moved from there at the age of five – had never really known Ireland as home – but he suddenly felt that he belonged there, and was ready to give up his life in Wales. The news had been a bombshell. What hurt Kate the most was that her father had said he had nothing to stay for: he had lost his son, lost his wife; there was nothing to look forward to, nothing to keep him there.  
 
                 But what about her?
 
                 How else had he expected her to react? His words were cutting and, though she knew her father was miserable and depressed, she couldn’t help but feel that he was doing this to spite her, or jolt her into changing her own life to persuade him to stay. She was hurt and shocked and though she knew her father had been unhappy for years, the selfish part of her was the loudest, screaming ‘what about me?’   
 
                 ‘You’re almost thirty seven years old,’ he had said, his voice cold and detached. ‘You have your own life. Let me have what’s left of mine.’
 
                 Though her work had for years prevented her from spending as much time with him as she would have liked, Kate couldn’t bear the thought of her father not being there when she needed him. There was no one else she could talk to about the past, though the further away from her mother’s death they had got, the less her father had wanted to talk about her. Eventually, it was almost as though she had never existed at all and an invisible wall was built around her, separating the memory of her from the present.
 
                 The same was to be said for her brother. There was an invisible list of things they didn’t talk about, with Daniel and her mother forming its mainframe. The mention of her brother’s name made her father flinch and he would change the subject, leave the room; anything to avoid having to talk about him, and the absence of him. He had never forgiven himself, Kate told herself. But by not allowing her to talk about Daniel, her father distanced her from her missing brother. And she didn’t want to be distanced from him. She needed to remember him.
 
   It was as though by refusing to say his name, her father could pretend he had never really existed at all. 
 
                 She couldn’t bear the thought that her father had died alone. She carried the guilt of his death with her like an invisible second skin and it was tightening its grip on her the more she fought against it. She couldn’t stand the fact that they had not been speaking; that she had never had the chance to say goodbye. Kate had tried forgiving herself for not being there. It hadn’t worked.  
 
                 Already it was becoming harder to picture her father. Occasionally she would remember his face vividly, as though in a confusing dream in which even on awakening, for a moment everything looked and sounded real, but these times were brief and infrequent and his face would fade until the details of it disappeared.
 
                 Kate needed to remember. Without the memory of her father, how would she recognise Daniel when she found him?
 
                 She knew what he would look like now. He would look like her. In her head, in her dreams, she had seen him a thousand times and knew what she was looking for and was sure she’d recognise him when she eventually found him. 
 
   The game that had been started all those years ago would never end until she found him. He was still hiding. She would keep seeking.  
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   Fourteen
 
    
 
   It hadn’t looked like a body at first. From a distance – and with his eyes not being what they used to – it looked more like a heap of discarded clothing, or a pile of rubbish bags that had been abandoned in the shadows beneath the line of trees. Bloody fly-tippers. If the dog hadn’t been with him he may even have walked on, not bothering to cross the grass and take a closer look.
 
                 The dog had become agitated and was whining uneasily by the time the old man had crossed the grass and the path that bordered it. The dog stopped a few metres from the heap on the path, digging her claws uneasily into the gravel; resisting her owner’s pull on the leash.
 
                 ‘Easy, girl,’ the man reassured her, running his hand over the thick fur at the back of her head. ‘Easy.’
 
                 The dog growled, straining against its owner’s pull on the leash. The man squinted at the heap, saw what he thought were feet, and slowly realised he was looking at a body. He felt bile rising in the back of his throat and stopped in his tracks, suddenly uncertain and off balance, not wanting to go any nearer, but steeling himself he loosened his grip on the leash and stepped tentatively forward. He had lived through a World War, but despite this had somehow successfully managed to avoid any close encounters with a corpse. Given the choice, he didn’t want to change the habit today.
 
                 He could see the body was that of a man. He could tell this from the shoes he was wearing: shiny brown like conkers, lace-up, office-style shoes that belonged to the type of man who looked after himself; someone who had a bit of money and appreciated good quality.
 
                 The man pushed his scarf up closer to his throat. It was a bitter morning and the park was otherwise deserted, not even any early morning joggers braving the eerie chill of the park at that hour. He wondered if the man had been there all night. A miserable way to go, poor sod, he thought sadly, left out in the cold, alone, on a night like last night. Or maybe every way was as sad as the next, no matter what the time of year or the temperature outside. Maybe meeting death in a deserted park was no worse than dying in a warm bed with a husband or wife beside you in the darkness. How could there ever be a good way to go? The light gone forever, the day always night.
 
                 The man’s body had fallen – or been lain – at an awkward angle. His left leg was trapped beneath his right and his torso was twisted; his head lay face down, covered by a black woollen scarf. At first, the man could see no evidence of how the person on the ground in front of him had died. If he hadn’t been lying in such a distorted manner – and if the location had been other than a quiet suburban park at half past five in the early hours of a November morning – he could easily have believed he was just sleeping. 
 
                 He nudged him with his foot. ‘Hey, mate. Are you ok?’ Stupid, he thought as soon as he’d done it. He cursed himself for kicking a corpse; what kind of disrespect to the dead was that?
 
   It was only when he cautiously pushed aside the black scarf that covered the head, and only when he saw the congealing mess of blood that the man’s was lying in, that he realised he was staring at murder.  
 
   *
 
   The day was dark and overcast again, not yet full light. Clouds of black and grey provided a suitably depressing backdrop to the scene that confronted DCI Chris Jones as he arrived at the park twenty minutes later. The area had been cordoned off. The body had already been shut away from view, with white tenting placed around it, yet already – even at such an early hour – a small crowd of morbid spectators had gathered; the usual rubber neckers, all eager to pass on hot gossip and rumours to friends and colleagues as soon as they got to work. By lunchtime, there would be something else to talk about and the events of the morning would already be yesterday’s news. Cynical world.
 
                 A team of scene-of-crime officers was already scouring the area for evidence. So far, Chris had received little information. Male, aged around 40, no ID. He had no idea yet how long the body had been lying there. The old man who had discovered it while out walking his dog was being interviewed by a uniform.
 
                 And now there was no question of the lack of coincidence. Michael Morris, now this. There was no chance on earth that the deaths of these two men weren’t connected.
 
                 ‘Anything for me?’ he asked, crossing the grass and approaching a short-tempered female pathologist he’d been unfortunate enough to work with before and had been at the scene at Michael Morris’ house on Tuesday. 
 
                 ‘Blunt force trauma to the head resulting in extra dural haematoma,’ she replied, echoing her words of Tuesday evening. ‘If you want it in kiddy-speak, his head was bashed in. Late thirties, I’d say. No wallet on him. No ID.’
 
                 ‘Mugging?’ Chris asked, clinging to the highly unlikely possibility.
 
                 She shrugged casually. ‘Possibly. I doubt it though. Too deliberate, and anyway, that’s your job. This area’s not exactly known for mugging, is it?’
 
                 Which would make it an ideal location then, Chris thought. He said nothing; he knew better. The woman had a fiery tongue and an opinion for all occasions; she was well known at the station for her acid mouth and ability to belittle grown men with a mere glance. Besides, she’d have to be an idiot not to connect the two murders.
 
                 ‘May I?’ he said, gesturing towards the tent.
 
                 She said nothing, but took a step backwards, giving him room to pass.
 
                 The scene was something Chris would never become accustomed to. He had seen murder victims before Tuesday evening, had chased the clues left by criminals and had successfully seen three murderers convicted during his time with the division. But this was South Wales, not London and, fortunately, murder enquiries were still relatively few and far between.
 
                 During training people had mistakenly assumed that Chris would be thick skinned and less likely to fall into the trap of emotional involvement in sensitive cases. It was a presumption that had endured and one that he had learned to live with throughout his career with the police. He was six feet two inches tall with broad, rugby player’s shoulders and a face that looked as though it had seen a bit of wear. His appearance gave the false impression that he was some sort of macho man: able to switch on when he began work in the morning and switch off again when it was time to call it a day, leaving what he had seen at work back at the station. He was, nonetheless, only human and he carried all his experiences with him always.
 
                 He had been warned during training that the first body would be the most challenging and they hadn’t lied. Nor could they have predicted that the first case would have been such an uncommonly harrowing one. The first dead body Chris had seen was that of a sixteenth month old baby. The case had been a rare one, thank God – had made the national news – a child battered and tortured by his own mother; so badly abused that his tiny features bore little comparison to his earlier photos. The image of his little broken body had been seared onto Chris’ brain. He saw him still. The unnatural, unnerving smirk on the face of the boy’s mother as she was sentenced to life was a thing no one could forget. 
 
                 What they hadn’t told Chris during training was that it wouldn’t become any easier. He had mistakenly presumed that after the first two, or maybe even three dead bodies he saw, each would become a little less difficult to deal with. He would become immune to the reality of death and would grow to accept these sights as part of his job description. It hadn’t become any easier and deep down he was still not entirely sure how he was supposed to forget each and move on without hesitation to the next. 
 
   He thought of Diane Morris crumpled on her sofa, her features distorted by her heartfelt grief, and of the boy in the picture who would never get to show his father the man he’d become. 
 
   He put these thoughts to the back of his mind.
 
                 ‘How long do you think he’s been dead?’ Chris asked.
 
                 The pathologist glanced up from where she crouched by the body; her mouth twisted, like a baby biting a crab apple.
 
                 ‘Hard to tell with the temperature being so low,’ she said. ‘I’ll get a better idea later.’ Then, as though speaking for the benefit of a recording, ‘As I said, single blow to the head with a heavy object.’
 
                 ‘Any other signs of a struggle?’
 
                 ‘No,’ she said bluntly. ‘Single injury. Very efficient - probably did the job with immediate effect.’
 
                 Chris winced at her insensitive choice of phrase and wondered what had happened in the past couple of days to make everyone he worked alongside so lacking in tact and subtlety. He stepped back outside, relieved by the blast of cold fresh air. What was this man doing in the park on a night like last night, he wondered? He looked respectable enough: smartly dressed, clean shaven; expensive shoes. This was a respectable part of town, edged with popular residential areas. The missing wallet might have indicated a mugging, had it been any other time of day, had it not been so sickeningly violent, and had it not been for the death on Tuesday evening of Michael Morris. 
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The station was chaos. News of the Joseph Ryan murder had spread quicker than a flame across petrol and the press, Kate’s favourite people, were already plaguing them with a bombardment of phone calls. One particularly resilient reporter had even been to the station trying to prise information from the desk sergeant.
 
                 Kate had to keep her focus on Stacey Reed. She had already decided to watch again the television appeal made by Dawn Reed and Nathan Williams, as well as the CCTV recordings of Taff Street, the main street of Pontypridd, on the day Stacey had gone missing. 
 
                 On her way home the previous evening she visited the home of Ben Davies’ school friend. Neither he nor his mother had seen or heard anything from Ben. Kate was sure that the boy was telling the truth and the visit had only served as confirmation that Ben hadn’t run away; or at least, if he had, things hadn’t gone to plan. She could only hope and pray that the boy wasn’t with anyone who might cause him harm.
 
                 Once again, a child had gone missing. Sometimes, it seemed to Kate, they just vanished as though they had never existed at all. It was only the memory of them that kept them alive, and the people who refused to push those memories into oblivion.
 
                 Neil Davies had called at the station again that morning. He had brought his late wife’s address book, although Kate suspected it would be of little use considering it was over six years old. However, he seemed keen to be of whatever help he could and she had promised she would check through it, contact anyone who may have information about Ben’s whereabouts and let him know if she made any further progress. 
 
                 Kate still hoped that Ben’s disappearance was a deliberate cry for help. There was no reason to connect it to any other case, but Kate had yet to admit to Neil Davies that the more days that passed, the more likely the chances that something bad had happened to his son. It particularly concerned Kate that the weekend was fast approaching and that, if Ben was in any danger, the risks were only likely to have increased. The weekends brought out the drunks and the idiots. Wherever Ben was, nowhere could be as safe as back home with the Jennings. 
 
                 Neil told her how, a year following his mother’s death, when Ben was just ten years old, he had disappeared for an entire day and eventually been found in the grounds of a disused warehouse on the other side of town. It was a cry for help and for attention: Ben had clearly wanted to be discovered, as he had left his bike on the main road in full view of any passing cars.  
 
                 Although frustrating when a child wasted police time in this way, it was always a relief when a disappearance was intentional and nothing more sinister. Though she had no children of her own, Kate more than understood the anger that would greet a missing child when they returned from an intentional absence. It was a parent’s natural reaction; an outburst of relief at the realisation that the worst, though feared, had been avoided.
 
                 In ninety percent of cases a missing child turned up within the first forty-eight hours. It was the ten percent of cases that kept Kate in her job. Sometimes she felt she could quite happily quit altogether: get a normal, everyday admin job, where her work stayed at work and her personal life - she thought she just about remembered it - was actually her own. She would be a normal person again; a normal woman with spare time, hobbies – maybe even a love life. Who was she kidding? She knew she wouldn’t change.
 
                 Ben Davies hadn’t run away. Where were the signs this time that would lead someone to him? He’d left his bike in full view of passing cars last time, but this time had disappeared completely leaving no clues to his whereabouts. He hadn’t been planning to go anywhere, Kate suspected.
 
                 Stacey Reed still looked down at her from the office wall, the girl’s innocent wide eyes watching over Kate as she worked. A photo of Ben, smiling proudly on his new bike, hung next to her. The children’s faces were enough to keep Kate going. The face of Stacey Reed had become her guardian angel, Kate thought; watching over her, keeping her in check. But where was Stacey’s guardian angel? Where was Ben’s? Who was watching over and protecting them?
 
   *
 
   Kate couldn’t explain why, but the connection she felt with Neil Davies had been there again that morning. It was against the better judgement she hoped she was in possession of, but she felt at ease in his presence and relaxed in his company despite the fact that, Chris excluded, she hadn’t felt that way in a man’s company for a long time. Sitting in the station that morning, Neil Davies had made her feel capable; successful, almost. He was confident that she – no one else – would locate his son’s whereabouts and would return him home safely to his foster family. Neil – a total stranger – had made her feel she was worth something. He had a faith in her that most others seemed to lack. 
 
                 It was this feeling that had restored her resolve in the Stacey Reed case. Though no one else on the case seemed prepared to consider her theories, she knew that Dawn Reed and Nathan Williams had been lying to the police and she suspected they both knew where Stacey was and – Kate shuddered at the thought – whether the little girl, their daughter, was dead or alive. All she had to do was prove it.
 
                 In Kate’s mind, the case was a rewrite of a recent story that had made national news. A little girl had been abducted by members of her own family and hidden whilst her parents fronted a community search and made a variety of public appeals for her safe return. They had hoped to claim tens of thousands of pounds in reward money offered by national newspapers, but their plot had been uncovered before they’d had any chance to get their hands on the cash. They now had plenty of time on their hands in prison to figure out where they went wrong. Idiots.
 
                 Surely Dawn Reed and Nathan Williams were not so stupid as to expect to succeed where that couple had failed? 
 
                 The television appeal made by Dawn and Nathan was saved as a file on Kate’s computer. She loaded it now and watched as the mother and her partner lied and performed their way through the appeal. Dawn Reed played the grieving mother perfectly. Her mascara streaked her cheeks as she pleaded with viewers to contact police with something, anything that may bring their daughter safely home to them. 
 
                 Kate replayed the tape from the beginning. She paused at key moments, studying Dawn Reed’s expressions and gestures: the way her head hung loosely to one side and her collar bones protruded painfully from beneath her thin cotton shirt. Her tears were silent and rolled down her cheeks as she spoke. Her words were hesitant, unrehearsed, and she looked to the media circus behind the camera with a confused expression of fear and bewilderment. 
 
                 Kate leaned back in her chair. Dawn’s face, frozen on the screen, was too wracked with suffering to be anything but genuine. She was no body language expert, but it all seemed too perfect to Kate to be a performance; too realistic and heartfelt to be an act. Kate began to wonder if she could be mistaken about Dawn. 
 
                 Nathan Williams stayed silent by her side, his greasy head hanging low for the majority of the appeal. He looked up occasionally, taking furtive glances at the reporters behind the cameras. At one point, he took Dawn’s hand in his and held it there on the table for all to see what a loyal and supportive partner he was. Bullshit, Kate thought. He was sweating profusely and there was no way on earth it was all due to the glare of the overhead lights and flashbulbs. 
 
                 Dawn cried at the end of the appeal, when she spoke directly to her missing daughter.
 
                 ‘Stacey, if you’re watching this, we just want you to know that we love you and miss you very, very much. Try to be brave, sweetheart.’
 
                 She was followed by the TV announcer reminding viewers that a local businessman was offering a £5,000 reward for information leading to Stacey’s recovery.
 
                 At the time, Kate had felt sorry for Dawn. In the weeks following Stacey’s disappearance Dawn Reed had lost a considerable amount of weight and looked increasingly drawn and tired, as though she was missing sleep for nights on end. She would ring Kate frequently, on the off chance that someone had contacted the station with news of her daughter. Weeks later, it seemed to Kate that the performance had been unsustainable, if what she had witnessed in Dawn Reed’s living room on Tuesday evening was anything to go by.
 
                 Or was it unreasonable of her to assume that Dawn might be involved in Stacey’s disappearance just because Kate had seen her eating a take away and drinking wine? Were a take away and alcohol fair indicators that a mother was no longer concerned about her daughter’s whereabouts, or was Kate being too judgemental, too unforgiving? Surely the woman had a right to eat without Kate thinking her a bad, uncaring mother? Didn’t Dawn Reed have to get on with her life as best she could, or should it stop completely until her daughter was returned to her?
 
                 Sometimes it felt to Kate as though her own life was on hold.
 
                 Kate got a coffee from the machine in the corridor, and, for once, it surrendered a cup without a fight. She took it into the next room, where the TV and recording equipment were set up. The December 12th CCTV footage from the cameras on Taff Street was still stacked in a pile of discs on the desk, the team having already trawled through them in turn, each hoping to see some clue to Stacey’s whereabouts; each being offered nothing.
 
                 Kate feared that nothing new would be found from sitting through the hours of footage yet again, but she was determined to give it one final go. It was either that or go back to her office and sit beneath the gaze of Stacey, the innocent eyes telling her that she had failed her. If she gave up now she would never forgive herself, let alone be able to expect the forgiveness of anyone else.
 
                 The last anyone had seen of the girl on the tapes was Stacey and her mother standing beside a man dressed in a badly fitting Father Christmas outfit. Nathan Williams was with them, standing slightly away from them and puffing on a cigarette, looking every inch his greasy, suspicious self. Dawn Reed could be seen handing money over to the man at the stall, who then gave Stacey a stocking: the stocking with the snowman on it that a couple of shoppers had recalled seeing her with. 
 
                 Would they have noticed the child if she hadn’t been so cute; so unusual looking, with her wonky haircut? It was a fickle, superficial world and Kate realised that, had Stacey looked otherwise, she may have gone unnoticed. But who could have seen such a cute little girl grasping her Santa stocking and not smiled at her; not remembered her? 
 
                 And who could possibly want to do anything to cause her harm?
 
                 The last footage of the couple, on the disc at the bottom of the pile, was recorded at the far end of Taff Street: a panicked Dawn Reed embroiled in an altercation with Nathan Williams. She stood in front of him, her hands gripping the sleeves of his hooded top, and he pulled away, looking either side of him, back down Taff Street and across the road to the junction that led out of town. He pulled himself away from her brusquely; said something that Kate was unable to lip read.
 
                 Stacey wasn’t with them.
 
                 In between the two recordings: nothing.
 
   *
 
   Two hours passed: it was twenty to one. Kate had just finished her fourth coffee and seventh biscuit and was suffering from caffeine overdose and a sugar rush, feeling bleary eyed yet at the same time alert. She pinched the excess inches of her belly and wondered how anyone could do this for a living, stuck in a cramped office with nothing more than a swivel seat and a TV screen, spending hours on end staring at the little lit box and hoping for something even remotely interesting to happen. Perhaps security guards secretly longed for shoplifters. A decent street fight probably constituted a good day at the office. Anything to lift the boredom and pass the time.
 
                 And no wonder they got so fat, she thought as she stared at the half consumed packet of biscuits on the desk.
 
                 During the past half hour she had become aware of a car that had been parked on Taff Street for a lot longer than any other vehicle. There was a one hour limit on the main shopping street and there were usually traffic wardens patrolling at least every two hours, but on the 12th December there seemed to have been a shortage of wardens policing the parking. Two weeks before Christmas: bang in the middle of the busiest shopping period of the year. She’d have expected town to have been swarming with traffic wardens.
 
                 She ran back through the tape and saw that the car had been parked at the road side for over two hours. Yet in that time, no one had entered or exited the vehicle. How had everyone who’d sat through the tapes not noticed the vehicle before, and the fact that it had remained stationary for such a long period of time? How had everyone managed to overlook something that was so obviously suspicious? How had she missed it?
 
                 Perhaps they’d all been too busy stuffing their faces with tea and biscuits.
 
                 Kate ran the tape forward until the car moved. It pulled off the main shopping street and onto a side road: a rarely used lane on which Kate knew there were no security cameras. Shoppers passed the entrance to the lane in double speed and a stream of other vehicles passed down the main road. Within minutes the car reappeared on the main street before driving away out of view.
 
                 Kate pressed pause, rewound, played and paused again. After a bit of squinting she was able to make out the registration. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
   Chris waited on the doorstep of the Ryan household. This was the part of the job he hated the most and he could never have imagined that he’d have to do this twice in three days. Even worse than witnessing the reality of a dead body was the task of having to visit a family to tell them the body was one of their own. He would never become accustomed to the look of disbelief that could crumple a face, or the grief stricken, guttural sounds of denial that came from the mouths of the bereaved. 
 
                 He didn’t have to do it. He could have sent one the junior members of his team to break the ‘news’ – as he had been sent on quite a few occasions in his early years with the police – but he wouldn’t send anyone else to do something he wasn’t prepared to do himself. He could have sent Matthew alone, but he didn’t think he was up to it; particularly not after yesterday’s performance at the Morris house. God knows what sort of priceless clichés he would come up with to break the news. 
 
                 PC Matthew Curtis stood behind him now, anxiously staring at the ground between his feet. The physical opposite of Chris, Matthew Curtis was skinny and pale. He still had that student look about him: slightly dishevelled, half asleep. He was the last person who should be sent to inform someone that their husband had been found murdered, especially if his reactions at Michael Morris’ house had been anything to go by.  
 
   Still, Chris thought, he had to admire Matthew’s determination. In the car he had sat with his face turned to the window, but Chris had heard the heavy breathing as Matthew tried to compose himself, ready for the task ahead. It seemed he was dreading the next few moments even more than Chris, but Matthew had insisted on joining him: ‘I’ll have to do it sometime or other, boss’.              
 
   Stephanie Ryan had reported her husband missing shortly after the body had been found in the park. She told police she’d gone to bed early and had only realised he hadn’t come home when she awoke early the following morning to find he was not there. She tried calling him several times, but his mobile went straight to answer phone. It was completely out of character, she had said: he would have phoned if he had intended to stay out, and though he often worked late, he hadn’t spent a night away from home in over three years.
 
   Chris rang the doorbell. He heard heavy footsteps on the stairs as Stephanie Ryan rushed down them, fumbling with the keys in the lock. She opened the door: a pretty woman with reddish hair and striking features; long lashes framing her dark eyes. Her face dropped when she saw the two men; Matthew, in his uniform.
 
                 ‘God,’ she whimpered, steadying a thin arm on the doorframe. She had never had any involvement with the police, but knew enough from watching television dramas to know that uniformed officers didn’t turn up on the doorstep to bring good news. 
 
   She pressed her fingers to her head as though pushing away the thoughts that raced through her mind. Yesterday’s make-up clung to her eyelashes in sticky black clumps. The large stone of her engagement ring glinted crystal against the gold of her wedding band.
 
                 ‘Mum?’ A young boy appeared in the living room doorway. He peered through a mop of thick, tousled hair at the policemen standing on the doorstep. There was no denying the similarities between the small boy and the man who had been found dead in the park just hours earlier. 
 
                 Stephanie gulped air and fought to catch her breath. ‘Go upstairs,’ she told her son. ‘Go and play with your sister.’
 
                 Her son, sensing his mother’s impending tears, lingered in the hallway. He narrowed his eyes questioningly at Chris. ‘Please,’ she urged him.
 
                 The boy stared long at Chris and Matthew before going slowly upstairs. Matthew stared back, willing himself to look away but transfixed by the curiosity and innocence of the boy’s face. 
 
                 ‘Can we come in, please, Mrs Ryan?’ Chris asked.
 
                 Stephanie stepped aside and visibly trembled as Chris and Matthew walked past her, through the hallway and into the living room. There they found a typical middle class family scene: expensive wooden furniture in the dining area at the far end of the room and leather sofas at the front. Family portraits dotted the walls and pictures of the Ryan’s two children – a boy and a girl – lined the top of the mantelpiece. 
 
                 Mrs Ryan looked anxiously at the two men. She was a pretty woman, but the shock of seeing the policemen had quickly distorted her features; her face twisted with the same expression Chris had seen too many times before. It was a reflection of the look that Diane Morris had given him just the day before.
 
                 ‘Please, Mrs Ryan,’ Chris said, gesturing to the nearest sofa. ‘Please sit down.’
 
                 He realised how trite he sounded as he said it, just like a character from a badly written soap opera. Stephanie didn’t need to be told twice. She fell onto the sofa and sobbed heavily, her shoulders heaving uncontrollably, given a life of their own. Tears stained her face. 
 
                 ‘Mrs Ryan,’ Chris said, sitting down on the sofa beside her, but keeping a distance between them. ‘A body was found in the park this morning. The description matches the one you gave us of your husband.’
 
                 Matthew consciously averted his eyes. He ran a hand through his hair and distractedly tapped a foot. Chris shot him a look and the foot froze. Chris noticed that since they had entered the living room Matthew had stared intently at the pictures on the mantelpiece, the black, lifeless TV screen and the pile of exercise books that had been left by the children on the dining table. His attention was now fixed on the carpet between his feet, like a guilty boy in the headmaster’s office. He looked everywhere but at Stephanie Ryan.
 
                 ‘We will need you to identify your husband, Mrs Ryan,’ Chris said, ‘but only when you’re ready. Is there anyone who can look after your children? Anyone you’d like to be with you?’
 
                 Stephanie sobbed loudly. The sound was heart wrenching; a pained, animalistic wail that Chris would never become accustomed to. He waited patiently beside her as Stephanie hid her face in her arms, her body stretched over the arm of the sofa. He let her cry it out; gave her space to let her get over the initial shock, though he knew that the initial shock would only lead to a different, more permanent pain that would never truly go away.
 
                 He looked up again and noticed that Matthew was now no longer staring at the carpet. Instead, he was looking towards the living room doorway. Chris’ eyes followed the line of his younger colleague’s. There, silently clutching an embroidered cushion to her chest was a little red haired girl. Her thick fringe cast a shadow on her face – just like her brother’s – and her wide eyes, so like her mother’s, stared up at Matthew’s.
 
                 The girl took her eyes from Matthew and looked at her mother, carefully observing the dishevelled hair, the tears and the fragile frame. She looked back at Matthew again, narrowing her eyes at his uniform. Chris resisted the urge to take her by the hand and lead her back into the hallway, away from the scene, but it was too late; she had already been exposed to the cruelty of death and, had it not happened now, it would have crept upon her eventually in the difficult days and weeks to come. Chris thought of Kate Kelly fleetingly and knew that this was a moment the little girl would remember for the rest of her life. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Seventeen
 
    
 
   Kate was torn between elation and fury. How the hell had everyone - how the hell had she – missed the car that had been stationary for so long on Taff Street on the 12th December, just metres from where Stacey Reed had disappeared that afternoon? She couldn’t send anyone else to do this, not just for the fact that everyone back at the station was engrossed in the Michael Morris/Joseph Ryan murder cases, but for the simple reason that she didn’t trust anyone not to once again overlook something so blindingly obvious. If the car had no connections to Stacey and she was led up another dead-end path then she would happily take the rap for it; in the meantime, she wasn’t prepared to let another potential clue slip past them. 
 
                 She made her way on foot to Morgan’s Vehicle Rentals, a car hire company situated behind Pontypridd’s train station. One of the PCs had called from Kate’s office to inform her that the Phantom Fiesta, as the car on the tape had now been labelled, had been traced to Morgan’s, a well known local business that was just a fifteen minute walk from the police station. This knowledge fuelled Kate with hope that this wouldn’t prove to be a waste of time. The car was hired. Someone didn’t want to be traced.
 
                 She stopped at the entrance to the railway station. A train had just pulled in and a young couple rushed past her, running and laughing as they raced to get to the platform before the train moved off towards Cardiff. A young woman pushing a pram with one hand and holding a little boy’s hand with the other came through the station’s automatic doors and Kate watched as she stopped and saw to the crying baby in the pram.
 
                 The word ‘abduction’ had floated around the station like a highly contagious virus. Despite her years on the job and her experience of missing children investigations, Kate had refused to catch the bug and refer to the Stacey Reed case as abduction. The word held too many negative connotations. Though it was almost certain the little girl had been taken, Kate wanted to believe that she would be found alive and well, with no harm done to her. She preferred to think of Stacey as ‘missing’. ‘Abduction’ had a sinister finality to it. It suggested that the child was never coming home. If Kate didn’t believe Stacey was still within her reach, what else would keep her going? 
 
   *
 
   The boy behind the desk at Morgan’s Vehicle Rentals was young and clearly hadn’t been working at the centre for very long. He aimlessly tapped about on the keyboard of his computer for a few minutes before finally admitting, ‘I’ve got no idea how to work this system.’
 
                 Kate smiled patiently though she was anxious to get the information as quickly as possible. ‘Could I see the manager?’ 
 
                 The boy disappeared into the back room for the briefest of moments then came back saying, ‘The manager’s a bit busy at the moment. Can you come back later?’
 
                 Kate lost the smile. ‘No,’ she said bluntly.
 
                 The boy went back into the manager’s room. Moments later a disgruntled looking bearded middle aged man who’d probably been watching Loose Women on a portable TV set whilst drinking a bucket of sugared tea and working his way through a family-sized packet of biscuits appeared behind reception. With a grubby nail he picked at a crumb between his teeth.
 
                 Kate thought of the biscuits she’d consumed back at the station and vowed never to allow herself to become like this man. She was placing a ban on snacking as soon as she got back to her office.
 
                 ‘DI Kate Kelly,’ Kate introduced herself, placing her identity on the desk between them. ‘You hired out this car on the 12th December,’ she told him, pushing a piece of paper with the vehicle’s details towards him. ‘I need to know who hired it.’
 
                 The man sighed loudly and logged himself onto the computer system. Kate waited patiently while he recalled the details, trying to avert her attention from the crumbs of digestive biscuits scattered in his beard like bird seed. Perhaps he was saving a bit for later, she thought, though by the looks of him he was just a clumsy, unhygienic sod.
 
                 ‘12th December, you say?’ the man checked, glancing up at her.
 
                 Kate nodded.
 
                 ‘Silver Fiesta?’
 
                 She nodded again.
 
                 The man turned back to the computer screen. 
 
                 ‘Nope,’ he said, shrugging indifferently. ‘Database only keeps records for two months. Automatically updates. Sorry.’
 
                 He sounded as sincere as a double glazing salesman.
 
                 The manager got up, ready to disappear back into his office.
 
                 Kate reached across the counter and grabbed him by the shirtsleeve; a little more authoritatively than she had intended. He glared at her and pulled his arm away brusquely, shaking himself so that crumbs fell from his beard like dandruff. 
 
                 ‘I’m sure you’ll find a way around that, Sir,’ she snapped. ‘You have an hour to work it out. Otherwise I’ll send some people to help you.’
 
                 Back outside Pontypridd train station Kate took her mobile from her pocket and made a call back to her office. 
 
                 ‘It’s Kate,’ she said. ‘The manager at Morgan’s doesn’t want to play ball. Get someone with a search warrant round there within the hour and find out who hired this bloody car.’
 
                                
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eighteen
 
    
 
   It was half past one when Anna Ferguson walked into the station and asked to speak to Chris Jones. He took her into one of the interview rooms and offered her a cup of tea. 
 
                 ‘I’d rather have a Bacardi Breezer,’ she said, grinning.
 
                 Chris rolled his eyes. ‘Tough.’ He sat opposite her. ‘What can I do for you?’
 
                 The girl was young – late teens, possibly early twenties – but she had a confident air about her and a disdainful expression, as though her mere presence at the station was an honour for which Chris should be duly grateful. 
 
                 Anna sat back in her chair and looked around the room though there wasn’t much to look at. She checked underneath the desk and behind her seat then nodded slowly when she spotted the camera in the corner of the ceiling. She chewed frantically on a piece of gum, occasionally pausing to blow a blue bubble.
 
                 ‘Is that thing on?’ she asked, nodding to the camera.
 
                 Chris said nothing and let her come to her own conclusions.
 
                 ‘Never been in a police station before,’ she said, turning her attention back to him. ‘Bit of a dump, init.' She looked him up and down; her eyes dark, burdened by the weight of her thick lashes which were heavy with black mascara. She gave him a coy smile that Chris suspected was designed to make him feel uncomfortable. It didn’t.
 
                 ‘Not what I was expecting,’ she said, disappointed.
 
                 ‘What were you expecting?’
 
                 She shrugged and rested her elbows on the table. ‘Dunno,’ she said. ‘They always look a bit more exciting on the telly though.’  
 
                 ‘Well,’ Chris said, keen to get the conversation moving to something more relevant than Anna’s view on police station interior design, ‘now we’ve done the décor and now you’ve seen you’re not missing anything, how about you tell me what you came here for? I’m pretty busy, so let’s try and make it quick.’
 
                 She leaned further forward in her seat and placed a hand on the desk between them, her long fingers with their manicured pink painted nails splayed. Her lipstick smile widened. ‘Is there a reward?’ she asked, drumming her nails on the desk and leaning forward.
 
                 She was trying his patience and the nail drumming became quickly irritating. ‘Look, Anna,’ he said, levelling with her. ‘How about you just tell me what it is you want to tell me and I won’t have you arrested for wasting police time?’
 
                 The confident air evaporated. Anna sat back anxiously in her seat and pulled her hand from the desk. ‘Alright,’ she snapped defiantly. ‘Chill out, granddad – give us a chance.’
 
                 Chris smiled and put his elbows on the desk. ‘Fire away.’
 
                 ‘It’s about that Joseph Ryan bloke,’ she said, taking the gum from her mouth. She suddenly had Chris’ full attention. It was amazing, he thought, how quickly bad news could spread across a relatively large town. ‘The one who was found in the park this morning, right? Well, it might be nothing, but I saw him last night.’
 
                 Chris raised his eyebrows slowly. ‘Where, Anna?’
 
                 Anna wriggled in her seat, distractedly looking around her and up at the camera. She stretched her chewing gum between her fingers, coiling it around her thumb before popping it back in her mouth. 
 
                 ‘Freaky, isn’t it?’ she said, chewing agitatedly. ‘Bang. Over, just like that. Things like that don’t happen round here.’
 
                 Chris watched her working the gum around her mouth. 
 
                 ‘He wasn’t shot though, was he?’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I said ‘bang’.’
 
                 ‘How do you know about Joseph Ryan?’ Chris asked, ignoring her question. ‘He was only found this morning.’
 
                 Anna shrugged. ‘Small town, isn’t it?
 
                 Isn’t it just, Chris thought. It was incredible where so many people had come from that morning, even at such an early hour. People never tired of drama or a chance to gossip about it.
 
   ‘I wasn’t going to come here, like, but I don’t want that on my
 
   conscience, do I?’ 
 
   ‘Don’t want what on your conscience, Anna?’ 
 
   He wondered why she posed every statement as a question, as if she
 
   needed an answer for everything she already knew the answers to.
 
                 ‘Well, knowing that I didn’t come. I don’t want people knowing where I
 
   work, see. Well…more to the point, I don’t want my brother knowing – he’d kill
 
   me. I mean, like, literally.’ She ran her hand across her throat. ‘Know what I
 
   mean?’
 
                 Chris nodded.
 
                 ‘I work in Candy’s,’ Anna finally admitted, and Chris wasn’t surprised that she was trying to keep it from her brother. The place hadn’t been open very long and was Pontypridd’s first and only strip club. There’d been public outcry when the building had been sold to its new owners, but as far as the council were concerned it didn’t matter what was going on inside as long as the place was funding itself. Better for it to be a strip club than a boarded up, run-down premises that was an eye sore amongst the street’s other buildings. 
 
                 ‘You know…’ Anna said, lowering her voice as though the room was bugged and glanced, nervously, at the camera fixed to the wall in the far corner of the room. ‘The exotic dance bar in town?’
 
                 ‘The strip club?’
 
                 Anna shrugged and sat back. ‘You say tomato…anyway, whatever – he was in there with some bloke.’
 
                 ‘What bloke?’
 
                 ‘I don’t know, do I?’ Anna said indignantly, looking at Chris as though he’d asked a stupid question. ‘How would I know? I just work there. Never seen him before. Nice looking bloke. I remember him ’cos he wasn’t pervy. Most of them are, see. That Ryan bloke…’
 
                 Chris waited. ‘That Ryan bloke what?’ he asked.
 
                 ‘Sleazy,’ Anna said. She pulled a face. ‘Urghhh. Anyway,’ she continued, ‘I can’t tell you any more than that. Is there a reward?’
 
                 ‘What did he look like?’ Chris asked, ignoring the question. ‘This man Mr Ryan was with.’
 
                 Anna paused and blew a bubble. It was a little bigger than she’d expected and burst over her chin, sticking to the skin around her mouth. Chris waited patiently as she scraped at the gum with a pink talon, dragging off an inch of foundation along with it. 
 
                 She was probably an attractive girl without the mask, Chris thought. And probably a nice girl if only she’d drop the hardened attitude. 
 
                 ‘He was sitting down,’ she said, ‘so I don’t know how tall he was or anything. Probably about average. How tall are you?’              
 
                 ‘Six feet two.’
 
                 ‘Oh,’ Anna said. ‘Shorter than you then. He had dark hair – not really dark like black – just sort of dark. Thirty-ish. Really blue eyes – like, proper blue. I remembered them ’cos they were so…you know...’
 
                 ‘Blue?’ Chris finished for her.
 
                 ‘Yeah,’ Anna nodded.
 
                 Chris looked at her as she continued to chew and try to recollect the man she’d seen with Joseph Ryan.
 
                 ‘Do you always remember customers in such detail, Anna?’ he asked, the sarcasm passing over her unnoticed.
 
                 ‘Clients,’ she corrected him, offended. ‘Only the ones who leave big tips. And I never seen eyes as blue as them before.’  
 
                 ‘What about Joseph Ryan?’ Chris asked. ‘What do you remember about him?’
 
                 Anna shrugged. ‘Not much really. Like I said, sleazy. Good looking, but knew it, which is always a bit off-putting, don’t you think?’
 
                 For a brief moment, Chris unwittingly pictured Kate Kelly. If there was a perfect example of someone unaware of their own beauty or the effects that it could have on others, it was her. 
 
                 He cleared his throat and thanked Anna for coming to see him.
 
                 ‘Something else though,’ she said. ‘I think you need to have a word with my mate.’
 
                 ‘Your mate?’ Chris said. Why was this girl making him repeat the end of every sentence?
 
                 ‘Lauren Carter,’ she said. ‘She’ll be able to tell you more about Ryan than me.’ She smirked, pleased with herself.
 
                 Chris leaned back in his chair. ‘Why’s that, Anna?’ he asked.
 
                 Anna blew another blue bubble with the gum she’d been chewing on non-stop throughout their conversation. She paused, making sure she had Chris’ full attention and leaned back in her chair, smiling smugly. 
 
                 ‘She was having it off with him, wasn’t she,’ she said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Nineteen
 
    
 
   Kate was making her way back through the town centre when she heard a voice behind her, calling her name. Neil hurried across the road towards her. He looked warm despite the chilly afternoon air, as though he’d been rushing somewhere, and self-consciously ran a hand through his hair, aware that he looked dishevelled and that he was sweating. Kate felt the same self-consciousness and looked down at her outfit, hoping Neil wouldn’t notice the coffee stain on her skirt.
 
                 ‘Have you had lunch?’ Neil asked unexpectedly.
 
                 Kate considered her answer carefully. Despite the seven biscuits she’d devoured while watching the Taff Street CCTV footage, she was very hungry and the mere mention of the word lunch made her stomach rumble. Think, Kate, she told herself. You are working on the case of this man’s missing son. You met him yesterday. You don’t know him. If anyone sees you this could be deemed highly inappropriate and unprofessional. 
 
                 She thought back to last night, about standing in her flat in the absence of the last of Stuart’s belongings; remembered the way in which she had held Neil’s mobile number in her hand, contemplating the call. 
 
                 She remembered Lydia’s voice answering Chris’ phone.
 
                 It was just lunch, she told herself. Just a very quick, unassuming sandwich. Harmless.
 
                 ‘I’ve got half an hour,’ she said.
 
                 The cafe was a busy, very public place in which they could quite legitimately be holding a business meeting or an update on the case regarding Ben’s disappearance; nothing that would look odd or out of place should anyone from the station see them there together. 
 
                 In essence, that was all it was anyway; just an innocent lunch meeting between a detective inspector and the father of a missing boy. Kate was leading the case on his missing son; what was she supposed to do: avoid him completely? 
 
                 Kate straightened her skirt as Neil held the door for her and she tried to avoid eye contact with him. A perfectly innocent lunch meeting, she repeated to herself. Who are you trying to kid, Kate Kelly?  
 
                 She really did only have half an hour; she didn’t want to waste any further time before she got back to the station and saw Clayton with the new evidence she was sure she had found that morning. She and Neil would have a quick lunch and then she would head back. She was hoping that by the time she got back to the office one of the PCs would have made progress on finding out who’d hired the car that she’d spotted on the CCTV camera: the mysterious vehicle that had stood motionless for over two hours on the day that Stacey Reed had gone missing. Pity the tapes weren’t good enough to see who was driving it. Or anyone else who’d been in car.
 
                 Neil led the way to a table in the far corner of the cafe. He waited for Kate, pulling the chair back for her, and she was fascinated by his old fashioned manners. The gesture was so rare these days that it seemed almost archaic, yet it was undeniably endearing and made him all the more attractive. Kate took a moment to absorb the details of his appearance. His thick hair was gelled slightly in a slight flick at the front, with the back left loose and tousled. On anyone else, Kate thought, it may have looked as though he was trying too hard, but on Neil, she thought, it looked effortlessly handsome, as though he had rolled out of bed that morning as unruffled as he’d looked the night before. 
 
                 Although in his early to mid thirties and with the earliest sign of crow’s feet etching the corners of his eyes, Neil still had a youthful look about him. He wore dark grey denims and a light grey, V-neck sweater with a white t-shirt underneath. Kate hadn’t yet worked out what it was about Neil Davies that had made her feel so instantly comfortable in his company. His honesty regarding his children, the circumstances of his past and the way in which he had spoken about his son; all had made him somehow more attractive to her. The fact that he was incredibly good looking had also contributed, Kate thought. 
 
                 She looked down and again checked the creases in her skirt, smoothing the front of it with the palms of both hands. She was wearing a white shirt with a loose black skirt; not exactly what she’d have chosen if she’d known she was going to bump into this man. She was revealing the slightest hint of cleavage, but decided it could stay. 
 
                 What are you doing, she scorned herself. There are two children missing and you’re behaving like a teenager on a first date. 
 
                 ‘I really can’t stay long,’ she said apologetically, flustered and slightly ashamed of her own behaviour. ‘You know how it is.’
 
                 He smiled and passed her the menu. ‘You must be hungry,’ he said. ‘It’s pretty late for lunch.’
 
                 Kate nodded and took the menu from him. ‘Starving,’ she said, returning his smile. 
 
                 They looked at the menu without speaking, both aware of the silence, which seemed to be getting louder the longer neither of them spoke. The noise of the rest of the café built walls around them. When the waitress arrived at the table Neil ordered a brie and bacon panini, waiting first for Kate to place an order for the mozzarella and tomato alternative. Again Kate noticed the old-fashioned manners, as well as Neil’s perfectly straight teeth.
 
                 They offered as good an opportunity as anything else to break the silence.
 
                 ‘You’ve got great teeth,’ she said.
 
                 ‘Thank you,’ Neil smiled, accepting Kate’s compliment graciously. ‘I got them from my father.’
 
                 Kate narrowed her eyes in mock criticism. ‘Not literally, I hope,’ she replied.
 
                 It had been meant as a joke, but as soon as the words had left her mouth and Kate heard herself speak aloud she realised what a ridiculous comment it had been.
 
                 Immediately, her face began to colour.
 
                 ‘Oh my God,’ she said quietly, putting a hand to her face. ‘What a stupid thing to say.’
 
   Neil looked serious for a moment. His blue eyes studied her
 
   thoughtfully then his face broke into a wide smile and he laughed. ‘I confess, Officer,’ he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. ‘It was me. I nicked me old man’s gnashers.’
 
                 Kate laughed and felt her colour subside a little. ‘That’s Detective Inspector, to you,’ she said, surprised at the teasing tone in her voice; the girly voice that sounded nothing like her own.  
 
                 The arrival of the waitress with their food provided a much needed distraction; a break in conversation that allowed Kate a moment to compose herself and return to her natural colour. She watched Neil interact with the waitress; the curiously old-fashioned manners still in place, obviously not put on for her benefit.
 
                 Whilst they ate they discussed Neil’s son and the progress made on his case. Unfortunately the contacts recorded in Sarah Davies’ old address book had led nowhere. Sarah’s sister, Claire, who now lived in Newport, had been contacted but hadn’t seen or heard from Ben, and the few friends of the family that had been listed in the book hadn’t been in contact with any of the family for years. Kate had earlier been interviewed for a news appeal for the following morning’s local paper and she was hoping it would bring some information as to Ben’s whereabouts.
 
                 As she talked, Neil listened. It was a rare treat these days to have a man talk with, rather than at her and Kate relished the attentiveness Neil showed her and the way in which he responded to what she said. With Stuart, Kate had often found herself having one way conversations, with the occasional ‘hmmm’ thrown in for good measure on his part; small attempt to demonstrate that he was paying any attention at all. Similarly, any recent interaction with Superintendent Clayton had simply involved Kate being reprimanded and looked at with that fatherly ‘I am very disappointed in you’ expression. The only man other than Neil who listened to Kate was Chris, but he had too many other more important things to worry about at the moment.  
 
                 ‘What about your daughter?’ Kate asked, thinking momentarily of Chris and Holly.
 
                 ‘Sophie?’
 
                 ‘Do you see her often?’
 
                 Neil looked down at his plate of food and pushed a piece of lettuce around with his fork. ‘Not as often as I would like,’ he replied. His voice was tinged with sadness and he looked away from his plate, his attention drifting to the far wall.
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ said Kate. ‘I didn’t mean to pry.’
 
                 Neil shook himself from his reverie. ‘You’re not,’ he assured her. ‘Actually, I saw Sophie on Tuesday. She’s very upset about her brother.’
 
                 ‘Understandably. Look, I’m sure when the appeal goes out tomorrow we’ll hear something. Ben’s OK. I’m sure of it. We’ll find him.’
 
                 She knew as she spoke the words that she shouldn’t be making promises she might not be able to keep, but she truly felt that Neil’s son had come to no harm, regardless of the days that had passed. But hadn’t she thought the same about her own brother, all those years ago? And wasn’t she still no closer to finding out whether she was wrong to maintain such hope for his return?
 
                 Neil offered to pay for lunch but Kate refused, insisting that they each pay for their own share. After pooling their change together and leaving it on the table they both reached to the floor for Kate’s jacket, which had fallen from the back of her chair and on rising almost bumped heads in an awkward and clumsy moment. 
 
                 His face inches from hers, Kate could smell the scent of his aftershave. He held her stare for a little too long, a little more than was comfortable: a look she was already becoming accustomed to. For a moment, she thought he was going to kiss her.
 
                 ‘You finished with these?’
 
                 The waitress standing behind them made them both jump. Neil and Kate replied at the same time and the young girl who had served them began clearing their plates and glasses. Kate put on her jacket and took her bag from her seat. 
 
                 ‘Well,’ she said; eager to move attention from the awkwardness of what had almost just happened between them. ‘Thank you for an enjoyable lunch. A lot nicer than a canteen sandwich eaten in the car, I can tell you.’
 
                 Neil smiled. ‘Anytime,’ he said. ‘And thank you.’
 
                 They made their way back through the café and stepped out into the street. Neil put a hand out to Kate, gently taking her by the arm. ‘Look,’ he said, as she turned to him, ‘thanks for listening. If you ever want to…well…’ he faltered. For a moment, Kate noticed, there was a vulnerable quality about him. The same vulnerability that had made her want to reach out to him and touch his cheek during that first meeting at the station. Christ, she was supposed to be an intelligent, insightful detective, wasn’t she? Not a woman who turned to blancmange at the first hint of a handsome smile.
 
                 ‘…you know,’ he finished, giving her a smile that was both melancholy and exhaustingly handsome. 
 
                 She smiled back. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’
 
   * 
 
   Kate was making her way back to the station when a young WPC she had met just a few times before called her on her mobile.
 
                 ‘Someone’s been ringing for you,’ she said. ‘Seems keen – he’s phoned about three times.’
 
                 Kate waited a beat. Not another missing child, she thought. Not today.
 
                 ‘Andrew Langley,’ the girl told her.
 
                 ‘Don’t know him,’ Kate said hurriedly. ‘What did he want?’
 
                 ‘He said to tell you he’s got news about Daniel.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty
 
    
 
   Chris Jones waited while Lauren Carter finished guiding a young couple through the advantages of single-storey living. Close enough to eavesdrop he couldn’t believe the crap that had clearly been drummed into these workers at estate agent school, or whatever training it was they went through in order to qualify in the trade of selling people false hope and properties that were rarely worth the purchase price. Surely the couple on his side of the desk – who appeared intelligent and savvy enough to know better – were not going to fall for this well rehearsed bullshit? Didn’t they know that a ‘spacious apartment’ translated as a ‘poky flat’?
 
                 The couple left and Chris took the seat that the man had vacated. 
 
                 ‘Good afternoon, sir. How can I help you?’ Lauren asked. She sounded like a recorded voice on a telephone answering service, the words so rehearsed that she could probably recite them in her sleep. Chris wondered if she was even aware that the man she had been having an affair with was dead. The red rims around her eyes suggested that, despite the fact that she was putting on a convincing façade for the public, behind the cheery salesperson disposition there was much more going on. 
 
                 Chris looked around the shop floor. There was only one other woman on today; an older woman who looked across at him sternly.
 
                 Chris took his ID from his pocket and placed it on the desk. ‘Is there anywhere a bit more private we could talk?’ he asked.
 
   *
 
   In the staff room at the back of the building a hysterical Lauren Carter sobbed loudly and snivelled into a huge handful of tissues. Her shoulders heaved and her body shook so violently that Chris thought she was going to make herself sick.
 
                 ‘Why is this place open today?’ he asked sympathetically. 
 
                 Lauren laughed bitterly. ‘That old cow out there,’ she said through her tears. ‘Business is business and all that.’
 
                 Chris shook his head and said nothing. It seemed totally unreasonable to expect Joseph’s colleagues to work today after what had happened, regardless of how close they may or may not have been. 
 
                 Lauren choked back another surge of tears and tried to calm her shaking voice. ‘Who told you about us?’ she asked through her sobs.
 
                 Chris said nothing. It wasn’t his place to tell Lauren that someone she regarded as a friend had shared her sordid little secret with the police, though Anna had done the right thing in doing so. Maybe Lauren would know nothing that would lead them any closer to finding Joseph’s killer, but whatever information she could give would help Chris build a picture of the man. 
 
                 They already knew enough to know he hadn’t been the man his wife had thought him to be. 
 
                 ‘I thought it couldn’t be true,’ she sniffled. ‘I thought it couldn’t be him, it couldn’t be. I was already at work when I heard what had happened – I couldn’t leave or people would’ve started asking questions. Why should I be that upset over him? I’m only someone who works in the same place. I’ve got no right to cry over him, do I? Not this much anyway.’ She put her head in her hands and Chris allowed her a few moments to empty herself of tears.
 
                 ‘Am I in trouble?’ she asked, sitting up and wiping her face with the backs of her hands.  
 
                 She looked far younger than her years, Chris thought, watching her as she noisily blew her nose. She was obviously incredibly naïve and impressionable. It told him plenty more about the kind of character Joseph Ryan had been, if the information Anna Ferguson had given him was anything to go by. He was a man who took advantage of vulnerable young girls and probably discarded them like wastepaper when he’d decided he’d had enough.
 
                 ‘Why should you be in trouble?’ Chris asked.
 
                 Lauren shrugged and began once again to sob into her handful of tissues. ‘I knew he was married,’ she confessed. ‘I’m sorry, I really am. I was stupid, I know. And he has kids. I should never…But he had a way about him, you know? He sort of talked me into it and…well…before I knew it, there I was. I thought he loved me.’ Her shoulders heaved heavily and she made a loud wail as she tried to catch her breath.
 
                 ‘Your affair with Mr Ryan is none of my business or my concern,’ Chris said, the sympathetic tone becoming more scathing and less patient now. ‘I need to know if you saw him yesterday.’              
 
                 Lauren tried to compose herself, but she wasn’t able to for long. She put a hand to her mouth, trying to hold back her shaking sobs. She sat up in her chair and straightened her sleeves. ‘Yes,’ she said, after a deep breath. ‘I saw him yesterday. To be honest, we’d had a bit of an argument. He’d been telling me for ages that he was going to leave his wife, but he never told her about us. I don’t think he was ever going to do it, was he?’
 
                 Chris thought this probably wasn’t the best time to inform Lauren, who was obviously younger and even more naïve than her appearance suggested, that married men in their late thirties don’t leave their wives for teenage girls, no matter what promises they made.
 
                 ‘He said I was going on at him,’ she continued, rubbing at her eyes, which were already red and puffy. ‘He kept saying he was going to tell her about us but he never did. He was always making some excuse, saying it wasn’t the right time and he didn’t want to upset her. He said it wasn’t fair on her. Then he used the kids to try and make me feel guilty. What about me though? It wasn’t fair on me either, was it?’
 
                 ‘Where did you last see Mr Ryan?’ Chris asked, trying to divert the emphasis from the couple’s affair. 
 
                 ‘I saw him at work in the morning,’ Lauren said, playing nervously with her blonde hair, which was tied in a knot at the back of her neck, ‘but I only worked a half day, so I left at lunch. I came back when I knew everyone else would be gone and he was in the pub across the road.’
 
                 ‘The Horse and Hound?’ Chris established.
 
                 Lauren nodded.
 
                 ‘Who was he with, Lauren? When you saw him in the pub?’
 
                 ‘He was on his own at first,’ Lauren recalled. ‘I spoke to him for a bit and he told me I was getting too full on.’
 
                 ‘At first,’ Chris said, trying to avoid the onslaught of tears again. ‘You said he was on his own ‘at first’. Who was there after that?’
 
                 Lauren shrugged. ‘Some mate of his,’ she said. ‘I’d never seen him before. Joe said his name was Adam.’
 
                 ‘Surname?’
 
                 She shrugged. ‘No idea – he didn’t say. Just Adam.’
 
                 Chris went to a sink in the corner, took a glass from the cupboard above it and filled it with cold water. He took the drink and handed it to Lauren, who accepted it gratefully.
 
                 ‘What did he look like, this Adam?’
 
                 Lauren shrugged and sipped at her water. ‘God, I don’t know,’ she said. Her shoulders began to drop as her body lost its tension, though she continued to cry loudly and took a moment to compose herself again; breathing deeply and putting her drink down on the table between them.
 
                 ‘Dark hair,’ she said finally. ‘Like, quite dark hair. Nice looking, I remember that. A bit younger than Joseph, I reckon.’ 
 
                 She paused, trying to remember more.
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t pay that much attention.’
 
                 Chris noted down the details Lauren gave him. The description was the same as Anna had given. Perhaps this man had been the last to see Joseph Ryan alive.
 
                 ‘One last thing,’ he said. ‘You don’t know where Joseph and Adam were heading after the pub, do you?’
 
                 Lauren looked up at him with bloodshot eyes. 
 
                 ‘No,’ she said bitterly and her mouth twisted into a petulant, hard-done-by grimace. ‘How would I know? He never told me anything, did he?’
 
   *
 
   Outside on the high street Chris turned his mobile back off silent. He had a missed call from Matthew Curtis and pressed the return call option. Matthew answered after a few rings.
 
                 ‘Boss,’ he said, ‘we’ve had a call from Diane Morris – Michael Morris’ wife. She said there’s something else she remembers, but she’s not sure whether it’s important.’
 
                 ‘Go on.’
 
                 ‘Apparently Michael had a friend, only known him for a few months. Helped him fix his car or something. Mrs Morris said she’d never met him.’
 
                 Chris waited for the punch line. ‘Name?’ he prompted, but he thought he already be able to guess.
 
                 ‘Adam,’ Matthew replied. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty One
 
    
 
   Kate tried Andrew Langley’s number three times and left two answer phone messages. On the first she realised her voice bordered on desperate, so she left a second, trying to calm the shaky, anxious words that spilled from her mouth before she had time to rein them into some sort of coherence. When she couldn’t get through to him a third time she typed his name into Google. Andrew Langley: Plumbing Services, Kent. Andrew Langley: Solicitors, London. Andrew Langley: Private Investigator, Bristol. 
 
                 Kate ran a finger over the screen, tracing the name. She clicked into the website and was greeted by a photograph of a man younger than she’d expected, perhaps early forties, with the kind of face that, against all rules of commonsense, Kate would probably trust without knowing anything about the person behind it. Her job should have taught her by now that people were rarely as they appeared, but it seemed lately she was easily fooled by a nice smile and a handsome face. And she would allow herself to be drawn by anyone who might have news about her brother.
 
                 Kate found the number for Andrew Langley’s office but once again there was no answer, just an answer machine recorded by someone she assumed to be Andrew’s assistant. She didn’t leave a message in case she was calling the wrong Andrew Langley, although she doubted Andrew Langley the plumber might have news about her brother. She hung up and noted down the address for his Bristol office on a scrap of paper, making sure she remembered to take it with her when she left the station.                
 
                 Though it was still early, Kate was due to finish work and there was nothing more she wanted to do than jump into her car, drive to Bristol and track PI Andrew Langley down. So what if she risked pursuing the wrong Andrew Langley? So what if she looked like a deranged woman who had lost a grip on her senses? Yes, she thought, he could be yet another person leading her on a fool’s errand, but if there was even the slightest chance that he might know something that could lead her closer to Daniel she couldn’t afford not to chase it up. Maybe he had known him at school, or worked with him. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that someone knew something.
 
                 Instead of stalking private investigators there was one last thing she needed to do before she took her evidence on the Stacey Reed case upstairs and confronted Clayton with it. She was certain that by tomorrow – after the relevant information had come back from Morgan’s Vehicle Rental – she would be able to show the Superintendent proof that should satisfy even him. She couldn’t abandon this little girl because of something someone somewhere may or may not have known about Daniel. He’d waited thirty years for her to find her. Kate was sure he wouldn’t begrudge her one more day for this.
 
                 However, as it happened, what Kate needed to do now was nothing to do with the Stacey Reed case. She was going to pay a visit to Neil Davies’ daughter.
 
   *
 
   Sophie Davies lived with a foster family in Caerphilly. She had been with them for over two years, after social services had decided it would be beneficial to both children and father if Sophie and Ben were placed into temporary care outside of the family home. Kate had no idea how long ‘temporary’ meant in terms of Sophie and Ben, and Neil hadn’t divulged any details about the nature of his children’s situations. What Kate did know was that she didn’t have much time for social workers or the ‘service’ they provided. All too often, she had seen them get it disastrously wrong with unforgivable consequences. Children as individuals were forgotten and it was often the parents that became the sole focus of the social workers’ time. They often seemed to be a law unto themselves. 
 
                 Kate had wondered often in the past few days why Neil’s children had been taken from him. Sometimes there was a parent, or parents, who were alcoholics, drug addicts or violent towards their children. In rarer cases, parents were emotionally unstable in other ways. Nervous breakdowns, anxiety disorders, OCD…there were numerous mental health issues that were taken into consideration when deciding whether a parent should keep his or her child. 
 
                 Kate could only assume that, following the death of his wife, Neil had been unable to cope. It wasn’t unusual for a person to be crippled by the death of a partner. Sometimes it took years for that person to even begin to return to a normal life, or the most normal they could achieve in the absence of someone they had spent most their adult life with. Sometimes a parent found they were unable to look at a child without being reminded of their spouse and this in itself became an obstacle to parenthood. It seemed the most natural thing in the world that Neil would find it hard to cope without his wife. 
 
                 Like he had said, it wouldn’t be forever.  
 
                 Kate wasn’t going to visit Sophie entirely unprepared. She had already done a Google search on the accident and had managed to find a small piece from a local newspaper: ‘Local Teacher Dies in Car Crash’. It was the end of July 2007 and the family had been on their way to West Wales for a camping holiday. The report suggested that the accident had been caused when the driver’s attention had been distracted by the two children in the back seat. Neil had been driving. 
 
                 The news report was brief, but it provided enough information for Kate to make the assumption that Neil blamed himself for his wife’s death. Whatever had happened with the kids to make him take his eye of the road, it had been a long enough distraction for him to veer into the opposite lane, headlong into a lorry. Sarah, his wife, hadn’t been wearing a seat belt.
 
                 She had researched the crash before deciding to visit Sophie, if only to feel that she knew a little more about the elusive man who had entered her life by chance and had such a sudden, inexplicable impact on her. It had helped to piece together the edges, but there was still a huge gap in the middle where Kate didn’t know where to begin. 
 
                 Sophie’s new address had been instantly recognisable to Kate who had grown up in the same area, and it had been from within the castle grounds not far from her childhood home where her brother, Daniel, had gone missing all those years ago during an innocent game of hide and seek. Kate felt an aching sadness creep over her as she drove through the town centre. She had so many memories of this town – of her father and her mother; her missing brother – and it always had the same effect on her whenever she made a return; that chilled, eerie feeling of hopelessness that wouldn’t let her forget her own guilt and regrets. 
 
                 Kate tried to distract herself, for now, from her thoughts of Andrew Langley. One thing at a time, she told herself. Do this now: think about Daniel later.
 
                 She pulled into the estate where Sophie lived and slowed down in order to find the right house number. A man was washing a car on the driveway of the house she sought.
 
                 ‘Who’re you looking for, love?’ the man asked as Kate made her way up the drive. He had a thick northern accent and a welcoming face.
 
                 ‘I’m looking for Sophie,’ Kate said.
 
                 ‘She’s in the house. Who shall I say’s asking for her?’
 
                 Kate reached into her pocket for her ID. ‘Detective Inspector Kate Kelly.’
 
                 The man put his sponge on the roof of the car, the smile he had worn now creased into a look of concern. ‘Everything’s alright, is it?’ he asked worriedly. ‘She’s not in trouble, is she?’
 
                 ‘Everything’s fine,’ she reassured him. ‘I just wanted a little chat with Sophie about her brother.’
 
   *
 
   Inside the house Sophie’s foster father made tea and then left Kate in the kitchen with Sophie. She was a pretty girl, Kate noticed, despite the thick heavy make up that darkened her eyes, and for the first time she wondered what Sarah Davies had looked like. She assumed by looking at her daughter that she had been an attractive woman. Kate felt a sudden, ridiculously ill-timed twinge of jealousy and immediately reprimanded herself for being so stupid and inappropriate. 
 
                 Sophie seemed sullen, but she was fifteen, so perhaps it came with the territory, Kate thought. She pushed her mug away from her with fingers that wore an array of heavy, cheap jewellery. ‘I don’t even like tea,’ she said. ‘What’s that all about? There’s been an emergency – let’s have a cup of tea. Someone’s dead – we’ll have a cup of tea. Ooh, police woman’s here – better put the kettle on.’
 
                 Kate felt the hostility from the girl rising like the steam that wafted from her own cup of tea. 
 
                 ‘I want to talk to you about your brother,’ Kate said. ‘Ben,’ she added, as if Sophie might need reminding.
 
                 Sophie shrugged nonchalantly and scratched her button nose. ‘Whatever he’s done it’s nothing to do with me,’ she said. ‘We don’t see each other.’
 
                 ‘Do you have any idea where your brother might be, Sophie? A friend’s house that he might be staying at?’
 
                 Sophie studied Kate and twirled a long strand of blonde hair around her finger. ‘What my brother gets up to,’ she said slowly, as though Kate hadn’t listened the first time, ‘is no business of mine. Social services made sure of that.’
 
                 Kate understood the bitterness in her voice, but still felt that for someone whose brother was missing, Sophie Davies was being a touch insensitive. Either she wasn’t fully aware of the situation or she was purposefully trying to be as difficult as possible. Kate suspected the latter.
 
                 ‘You do realise that your brother’s missing, Sophie, don’t you?’ Kate asked.
 
                 Sophie tutted impatiently. ‘Missing?’ she smirked, eyeing Kate with a smug sneer. ‘He goes missing at least three times a year.’ She rolled her eyes and flicked the hair out of her face. ‘It’s tradition.’
 
                 Kate felt her own impatience rise. Ben’s foster parents were fraught with worry about the boy, his father had no idea where he was and his sister seemed not to care either way. Kate remembered Neil telling her that Sophie was upset about her brother being missing. She paused and took a breath, trying not to lose her cool with the girl. It wasn’t Sophie she was frustrated with. It was herself.
 
   ‘Are you a detective?’ Sophie asked. She smiled sarcastically, snorted
 
   and laughed. Little cow, Kate thought. The look and the attitude reminded her of some of the girls she’d been at training college with all those years ago: smug little rich girls who’d had everything given to them on a silver platter and thought joining the police was a form of charity work. Two of them she knew had dropped out by the end of their first year after realising that real life was a little bit different to the American TV police dramas they’d been watching. Kate didn’t know what’d happened to the third, though if she was still working now it would surely be a miracle.
 
             She was wasting her time with Sophie. She and her brother had obviously seen little of one another in the time since they had been separated and sent to live with different families. They went to different schools and although there was only a three year age gap between them, at twelve and fifteen it may as well have been twenty. Kate had always thought that separating siblings in this way was wrong. Whatever had happened to or between their parents, the children shouldn’t be made to suffer as a consequence. Separating them was only inflicting further suffering on them. These were definitive years of their childhoods; in a few years, Sophie would be a completely different girl. Kate remembered herself at fifteen and then at eighteen: the transformation had been huge. The same would happen for Ben. Sophie and her brother might be able to recognise each other physically, Kate thought, but their characters might be unrecognisable by the time they next saw each other. 
 
                 Brothers and sisters needed each other.
 
                 Kate stood from her seat, took a card from her pocket and placed it on the table in front of Sophie.
 
                 ‘If you think of anything,’ she said, ‘let me know.’
 
                 Sophie shrugged and, without looking up at Kate, took the card and walked out of the room. 
 
                 Outside, Mr Evans, Sophie’s foster father, was still washing his car. ‘Everything alright?’ he asked cheerily as Kate stepped from the front door.
 
                 She smiled. ‘Fine, thanks. I’ve given Sophie my number,’ she told him. ‘If she does think of anything regarding her brother – no matter how small it may be – could you please make sure she contacts me?’
 
                 ‘Will do,’ he said.
 
                 Kate walked down the drive and got back into her car. Her head felt heavy and she found herself unable to stop thinking about her meeting with Neil Davies earlier that afternoon. 
 
   How would she have reacted if that waitress hadn’t interrupted them? She could still smell his aftershave; could still see the expression on his
 
   face as he had caught her eye: caught her watching him. She reached for her mobile, changed her mind and put it back into her pocket.
 
                 Andrew Langley still hadn’t called back.
 
   *
 
   Instinct took her the long way back to the A470 – the route that would take her directly past the castle. In Caerphilly town centre she decided to park her car outside a discount store and made her way on foot to the moat surrounding the castle. A group of teenagers sat by the water’s edge, a fishing rod and a box of lager cans lying on the grass between them. Families wandered around; some children fed bread to the ducks. 
 
                 The teenagers’ laughter echoed in the cold air and she wondered how they could sit out here in such low temperatures. Maybe the alcohol warmed them through; made them immune to the chill February breeze. Or maybe it was her, Kate thought. Maybe her own cooled spirits had chilled her insides. The ice queen, she thought. Always winter, and never spring. 
 
                 She felt cold shivers of sadness as she always did when she approached the side of the castle, where the path split two ways where she had last seen her brother, thirty years ago. The wooden fence she had climbed as a seven year old – where she had reached to lift her brother, who had followed without question – had long since been replaced by a metal one, but the beer garden behind it, despite the number of years that had passed, looked eerily the same. Wooden park-style tables and benches sat in rows; modern outdoor heating lamps now placed at regular spaces between them. 
 
                 Kate stopped twenty metres or so from the tree behind which she had hidden all those years ago. She saw her seven year old self running along this path, briefly noticing a strangely dressed woman watching them as they played, but thinking nothing of it. She saw herself cut across the grass to hide behind the tree. She remembered the rustling of leaves beneath her feet; recalled the silence that fell upon the park as she held her breath and waited. 
 
                 She remembered her frustration when her brother didn’t come for her.
 
                 She could still hear the rhythms of her breathing infiltrating the hush that lay like a blanket upon that winter’s afternoon.
 
                 Thirty years on, standing now beside the same tree, her breathing faltered once more. Andrew Langley had shone a glimmer of hope into a dark tunnel that had seemed to Kate never-ending, yet there was a part of her that suspected it might all be too good to be true. If she suspected the worst she could never be disappointed. And what if the news he had was bad news; something she didn’t want to hear. What if Daniel had died, years ago, and all this searching for him had been in vain? 
 
                 Kate looked up at the giant branches that stretched like misshapen wings above her and, without warning, felt the tears come.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty Two 
 
    
 
   ‘I don’t know how important it is,’ Diane Morris said, pouring water from the kettle into three mugs. Every movement she made was slow and measured; each press of a tea bag against the inside of the mug punctuated with a silent pause in which she seemed to take a hold of herself; stop herself from losing grip of her controlled, resourceful exterior. 
 
                 ‘Anything is helpful,’ Chris reassured her. 
 
                 PC Matthew Curtis had accompanied him again, vowing to do his best to overcome his aversion to mournful infant faces and to avoid saying anything thoughtless or insensitive. Chris imagined that he was doing his best to push the thought of Joseph Ryan’s daughter in the doorway of the family living room from his mind. He hadn’t missed the way in which Matthew had been mesmerised by the wide eyes that had stared up at him and silent in the car when they had returned to the station.
 
                 Chris had brought him up to speed with the Anna Ferguson and Lauren Carter meetings in the car on the journey over.
 
                 ‘Just a coincidence?’ he asked. 
 
                 Chris shook his head. ‘Don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Jamie Griffiths. Remember the name?’
 
                 Matthew nodded slowly and turned to look out of the window. ‘Last year’s murder mystery,’ he said.
 
                 ‘Maybe,’ Chris said, doubting it already. ‘Maybe not. Might not be such a mystery anymore.’
 
                 Chris had been comparing the three cases – Jamie Griffiths, Joseph Ryan and Michael Morris – since his earlier meeting with Lauren Carter and the phone call from Matthew telling him that Michael Morris’ wife had been in touch. Jamie Griffiths had been found the previous winter in a bus shelter in Cardiff. He had received a single blow to the side of the head. Pathology suggested it was caused by a heavy lump hammer, the type builders used for smashing brick or stone: the very same kind of hammer that had been used to kill Michael Morris and Joseph Ryan. But how were the three men connected? Had they known each other?
 
                 ‘Where’s the link, boss?’ Matthew asked; his attention still focused on the houses and shops that passed by the window in a blur. He swallowed; the sound of it loud enough for Chris to hear. ‘Besides the skull bashing.’
 
                 Chris gave him a sideways look. ‘Besides the skull bashing, as you so sensitively put it,’ he said, ‘there’s the fact that each of these men has an identical family pattern: married, two kids; one boy, one girl. It’s too much to be a coincidence.’
 
                 Matthew watched a row of tall gabled houses quickly pass by. ‘You may have a point, boss, but it’s a bit of a long shot, isn’t it?’
 
                 ‘Are you in the right job?’ asked Chris, glancing at him quizzically.
 
   *
 
   Now they were in the Morris household again and Diane was putting two mugs of tea in front of them. Christ, they drank enough tea in this job to float a kidney. 
 
                 ‘He talked about this friend a lot over the past few months,’ she said, leaning tiredly against the sink.
 
                 Chris watched her distractedly twist the corner of a blue checked tea towel. 
 
                 ‘They met when this man Adam helped him with the car, you said?’ Chris recalled.
 
                 Diane nodded slowly. ‘Michael was on his way to work when the car broke down. It had been on its way out for a while, but we just never got around to doing anything about it. He wasn’t much of a mechanic.’
 
                 She paused and stared at the cupboards on the opposite wall, her thoughts far away. Her expression was distant; removed, Chris thought. Matthew scanned the kitchen, his attention also diverted. His inability to keep his eyes focused on one thing or one person for longer than a few moments was increasingly irritating and intrigued Chris. His mind wasn’t on the job, or if it was, he didn’t seem to be able to cope with it.
 
                 ‘When was this, Mrs Morris?’ Chris asked.
 
                 ‘Oh, a good few months ago now,’ she said. ‘Well before Christmas. About four months ago, I’d say.’
 
                 Matthew looked at Chris. He was listening then, Chris thought. 
 
                 ‘The car broke down on the side of the road and someone was good enough to help him. I don’t know how, or why, but after that they seemed to stay in touch.’
 
                 ‘Did you ever meet Adam, Mrs Morris?’ Matthew asked.
 
                 ‘Never,’ she said. ‘Michael invited him and his wife around for dinner once, but they had to cancel. We never got around to rearranging.’
 
                 Was this the same Adam who had last night joined Joseph Ryan on a night out at Candy’s, Chris wondered? Surely it would be too much of a coincidence if it wasn’t; particularly now that an ‘Adam’ had been connected to Joseph Ryan also. He thought of Kate. Just this once, Chris, he told himself, allow yourself to go with the hunch and believe in the reality of coincidence. 
 
                 ‘Did Michael ever tell you Adam’s surname?’ Matthew asked.
 
                 She shook her head apologetically. ‘If he did, I don’t remember,’ she admitted. ‘Although I’m pretty sure he never mentioned it.’ She turned her back to them, looked out of the window and into the garden. ‘Do you think he may know anything?’ she asked, her words choked. There were no tears now, just an apparent inability to get the words out without stumbling on them. It was obviously too difficult for her to accept the idea that somebody had wanted to intentionally hurt Michael.
 
                 ‘We don’t know,’ Chris told her. ‘But perhaps he spoke to your husband on Tuesday, or maybe he saw him. Either way, he may know something that we don’t.’
 
                 Diane turned back and sat with the two men at the table. Her eyes were damp with burgeoning tears. ‘Michael never had many friends,’ she said. ‘Even at school he was a bit of a lone soul. He was…I don’t know…lacking in confidence, I suppose. He had the kindest heart. He could be easily taken advantage of, but I thought he was getting on well with this Adam. It was all Adam this and Adam that for a while.’
 
                 She stood again and paced the kitchen uneasily, gripping the tea towel in a tight fist.  
 
                 ‘Please don’t read too much into it, Mrs Morris,’ Chris reassured her, noticing the way in which her features had tightened. ‘We’ll do our best to track this Adam down and when we do we’ll let you know. In the meantime, please try not to jump to any conclusions.’
 
                  ‘I was pleased, at first,’ she said. The fist tightened around the tea towel again, her knuckles strained white. ‘I was glad he’d made a friend. I always thought perhaps it wasn’t healthy that he spent all his time either at work or at home, with us.’
 
                 There was something other than sadness in her voice now. Her teeth clenched and a flush of colour rose in her cheeks. Chris couldn’t be certain, but it almost sounded like resentment. 
 
                 ‘You can’t blame yourself,’ Matthew offered, although his attempts at reassurance were unconvincing. ‘Like the Chief Inspector said, don’t jump to any conclusions.’
 
                 Diane wiped at her left eye with the tea towel she had been grasping tightly since answering the door to Matthew and Chris.
 
                 ‘At first?’ Chris said, recalling her earlier words.
 
                 ‘Sorry?’
 
                 ‘At first,’ he repeated purposefully. ‘You said, you were pleased that he had this friend, ‘at first’, Mrs Morris.’
 
                 Diane sniffed and put the tea towel on the table in front of her. ‘Did I?’ she said, regaining her composure; features slackening. ‘Well…I was, I suppose. I was pleased. At first.’
 
   *
 
   In the car Matthew exhaled loudly, as though he’d been holding his breath for the forty minutes they had been inside the Morris house. 
 
                 ‘Good job in there,’ Chris said, turning the engine. 
 
                 Matthew pushed his head against the rest behind him and closed his eyes. ‘Thanks, boss.’
 
                 ‘She’s not telling us everything though, is she?’
 
                 Matthew opened his eyes and pulled a face. ‘What do you mean? What else can she know?’
 
                 Chris indicated and took a left out of the street where the Morris family lived. He thought again of Kate and the conversation they’d had the previous day about her impetuous visit to the Reed house. Clayton had given Kate plenty of chances. This wasn’t the first time she’d acted impulsively and broken the basic rules of standard procedure. At the same time, she was his friend. He’d give her a call later, see how she was feeling.
 
                 Chris shrugged.
 
                 ‘Just a hunch,’ he said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty Three
 
    
 
   The flat was cold and quiet. It had started to rain as she let herself into the building and now it came down heavily, thudding relentlessly against the windows. Kate paused in the living room doorway and glanced at the clock on the far wall. It had been such a long and eventful day that it seemed ages since she had last been home. She’d spent the latter part of the afternoon looking forward to this moment, but now that she was back here, she wished she were anywhere but. 
 
                 She kicked off her shoes and dropped her bag where she stood. In the bedroom she stared briefly at the floor space where Stuart’s records had sat for months; now, a mark on the carpet was all that remained. The square of carpet that hadn’t seen a vacuum cleaner for ages was a different colour to the rest of the floor; lighter: clean. She’d move the furniture around, she thought; find something to cover it up so she could pretend it wasn’t there.
 
                 Kate sat on the end of the bed, removed her jacket and peeled her tights from tired legs. She thought back to lunch; remembered Neil Davies’ face, inches from hers, and reprimanded herself. She was too old to be acting like a smitten teenager and she was worried about her feelings. She was attracted to him, but couldn’t understand why. It was inappropriate and ill timed. She had met him yesterday; she didn’t really know the first thing about him. She couldn’t let distractions interfere with her work. 
 
                 After making herself a cup of tea and warming a bowl of soup in the microwave, Kate settled on the sofa and turned on the TV. She aimlessly flicked through channels as she distractedly stirred her soup, lost in thoughts of the castle grounds and the long repressed tears that she’d shed just hours earlier. She kept her mobile on the sofa beside her, willing Andrew Langley’s number to flash up on the screen.
 
                 Where are you, she thought; the thought so loud that, for a moment, she thought she’d spoken it out loud.
 
                 What happened to you, Daniel?
 
                 She kept an eye on the phone, praying it would ring. She was tempted to try him again, but Andrew Langley would see that she’d tried contacting him and would call her back when he got her messages. She’d already called enough. She didn’t want to scare him off by coming across as a mad woman. 
 
                 Kate put a hand to her temple, pushing back the headache that was fighting its way through. She had waited too long behind that tree. She should have stepped from her hiding place earlier; should have peeped from where she hid to keep an eye on her little brother; ready or not. Perhaps then she may have seen where he went. Seen who took him.
 
   *
 
   Six months after Daniel went missing someone claimed to have seen him in Cardiff city centre. A boy matching his description had been seen on a late night bus with a middle aged woman, just past the city museum, but there was nothing more; no CCTV cameras on every street as there were now. 
 
                 Kate had often wondered if, had he gone missing now, she’d have already found her brother. Modern technology had made police work easier, making it less easy for a child to disappear, hadn’t it? Hadn’t science and forensics evolved at such a rate that it was more difficult now than it had ever been for a criminal to get away with abduction? Kidnapping? Murder?
 
                 She yanked herself from the latter thought; distracted herself by looking at her phone again.
 
                 Maybe developments in technology and policing hadn’t really helped at all. If they had then where was Ben Davies? Where was little Stacey Reed? Where were all the children who seemed to vanish, never to be seen again?
 
                 And did it really matter how easy it became to catch a criminal, when there would always be people still intent on committing crime?               
 
    
    *
 
    She took her mobile from the sofa beside her. Kate selected her contacts list and scrolled down the names until she found Neil’s number. Her thumb hovered above ‘select’. 
 
                  If she wasn’t a detective, and he wasn’t the father of a missing boy, would she have any hesitation in calling? Of course not, she thought. Why should she sit her every evening alone and miserable, waiting for something interesting to happen to her? Where in her work contract had it said that by signing she would be committing herself to a life of solitude and microwave dinners for one? 
 
                  No one warns you during training that the job drains away the last dregs of your personal life, Kate thought. No one bothers telling you that every decision you make – every evening phone call, every should-be-innocent smile – will be determined by your role as police officer.  
 
                  The job had drawn an invisible circle around her and anyone who got too close received a jolt of electricity; not enough to kill, but enough to send them running. Or maybe that was her, Kate thought. Maybe it was she, not the job, that kept everyone safely beyond that invisible line.
 
                  She closed the phone, put it back into her bag and returned to the sofa, annoyed with herself. 
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
    Twenty Four
 
     
 
    Chris Jones was still at the station, wading through the paper work on the Jamie Griffiths murder case he’d had sent up from Cardiff. The case was now over a year old. He was trying to make a link between Jamie, Joseph and Michael, but if there was one, apart from the manner of death, it eluded him. The similarities he had pointed out to Matthew – the cause of death and identical family pattern of each victim - were so far the only ones Chris could find, but he was certain there was something else he wasn’t seeing, or some sense of logic only feasible to the person who had perhaps been responsible for the killing of all three. 
 
                  If the same person had been responsible for the murders of all three men, they were now looking for a serial killer. Chris shook his head at the thought. It had been a long time since Wales had harboured a serial killer, and it was certainly something he had never experienced in his time with the police. He knew men who’d longed for this kind of investigation during their careers; a chance to prove themselves as Detectives Extraordinaire. Chris had always found those attitudes unsettling and the men who displayed them almost inhumane. For every killer there was a victim; for ever victim, any number of family and friends who were left to suffer the consequences.
 
                  As with every case, Chris had to consider the possibility that there may be no logic or motive behind the killings. Even if all three men had been murdered by the same person, there didn’t necessarily have to be an obvious motive. What was even more terrifying than premeditated murder was the spontaneity of motiveless crime; the ability of some to simply extinguish life without a second thought. No conscience; no remorse.
 
                  Stephanie Ryan had been questioned about her husband’s infidelities. One thing had become obvious very quickly: the woman had no idea her husband had been having an affair. Nor had she been aware of any of the other women he had been involved with. She had loved him unquestioningly. She couldn’t have begun that day to realise just how many others there had been, but no doubt in the future the truths of his secret past would unveil themselves, piece by piece; person by person. What would that do to her, and to the memory she would have of her husband?
 
                  Sometimes Chris hated the job. Hadn’t Stephanie Ryan been through enough, without having to be told that the husband she was mourning was a liar, a cheat, and an all round bastard of the first water?
 
                  Chris was staring at a photo of Jamie Griffiths when his mobile rang, wondering how this man could possibly be connected to Joseph Ryan and Michael Morris and why, if he was, there’d been a year’s gap between the murders. 
 
                  ‘Chris Jones,’ he said, answering his mobile.
 
                  There was a pause at the end of the line. A slight cough, then a nervous female voice.
 
                  ‘DCI Jones.’
 
                  It was Diane Morris; Michael’s wife. Chris recognised the timid, cautiously polite tone immediately.               
 
                  ‘I’m afraid I didn’t perhaps tell you everything this morning,’ she said. Tell me something I don’t know, Chris thought. The anxious twisting of the tea towel, the distracted staring at the cupboards: Diane Morris was terrible at hiding her emotions. He said nothing, waiting for her to continue. He absent-mindedly doodled on the back of an envelope, thoughtlessly scrawling a series of swirls and squares as his mind ran elsewhere, still hooked on the thought of Jamie Griffiths. 
 
                  There was a rustling at the end of the line, as though Diane was adjusting herself, trying to make herself comfortable before she disclosed her information, or desperately seeking a distraction that would put off the inevitable. Chris could wait. She had called him; whatever she wanted to tell him she would tell him, in her own time. 
 
                  She coughed nervously.
 
                  ‘There are things that Michael kept from me,’ she said eventually, and when she said it the regret in her voice was immediate. ‘Things that he thought he’d kept from me – things I don’t think he had even fully admitted to himself. I knew when we married that he wasn’t the same as the other men I had dated, though there weren’t that many to compare him with, but it was those things that at the time I found the most endearing.’
 
                  Diane paused to cough again; her voice was cracking and her speech became faster. She had obviously planned exactly what she was going to say, but now that she was on the phone the words didn’t want to be spoken despite the fact that she was keen to get through them as quickly as possible.
 
                  ‘I think he always knew though he was afraid to admit it,’ she blurted. ‘I think I’ve always known as well, deep down.’
 
                  ‘Known what, Mrs Morris?’ Chris asked.
 
                  ‘Mr Jones,’ Diane said calmly. ‘I think my husband was gay, but I think he tried to suppress it.’
 
                  Chris stopped doodling.
 
                  Diane went on to explain the nature of her marriage to Michael: how she was pregnant with their first child when they married and how their daughter had been conceived within the six months following David’s birth; how Michael had been an excellent father, but the relationship between them following Emily’s birth had been one of close friends. 
 
                  After Emily was born, the physical relationship between Michael and Diane quickly faded. It was, she told Chris, as though they had served the purpose of their marriage by having children and they later continued to exist within their life together in a kind of cloudy bubble of expected domesticity, both convincing themselves that their situation was normal. Both devoted themselves to the children and, although they loved each other in their own way – as siblings love one another, she suggested - Diane always knew that her husband didn’t love her as she felt a husband should love his wife.              
 
                  Then there were the undeleted websites he had visited; the magazine that Diane had found hastily shoved beneath the seat of her husband’s car.
 
                  ‘Was Adam your husband’s lover, Mrs Morris?’
 
                  Silence.
 
                  He wouldn’t have predicted that he’d be asking that question today.
 
                  ‘I’m sorry to have to ask,’ Chris said. ‘But if it will help us find out what happened to Michael then I have to know.’
 
                  Diane sighed. ‘I don’t think he was,’ she told him. ‘I don’t think Michael ever had a lover. He didn’t condone infidelity. He believed that marriage vows were for life. We’re not really church-goers as such, but…well, you know how it is, I’m sure. There’s always that fear, isn’t there? He always tried to do the right thing. It wasn’t in him to be unfaithful, you see. No matter how much he may have wanted to be,’ she added. 
 
                  There it was again, Chris thought; the resentment he had heard in her voice earlier that afternoon. The tightened fists, the edge that lined her voice razor sharp; they were explainable now. Diane Morris was resentful. Not in an angry, revenge-seeking sense, but in a tired, worn-down, defeated manner. She was on the brink of middle-age and she’d devoted the best years of her life to a man who could never love her in the way she should have felt love from her husband.
 
                  Chris scribbled notes as Diane talked, trying to create a clearer picture of the type of man Michael Morris had been. 
 
                  ‘He took his vows seriously,’ she told him. ‘He lived his life the way he felt he was expected to. He did what he thought was the right thing – the moral thing. Things were different back then,’ she said. ‘Not like now. If we were in our twenties now, who knows, he may never have married. It’s not a big deal anymore, is it? Not like it used to be. Anyway, I don’t believe he would ever have broken those vows no matter how repressed he may have felt. I don’t think Adam was his lover. But I think Michael may have been in love with him.’
 
    *
 
    When the call had ended Chris sat in silence in his office for a few moments, staring again at the photo of Jamie Griffiths. His left temple throbbed with information overload and the need for sleep had begun to creep up on him like a thief, catching him unawares and stealing his concentration. How would he sleep knowing what he knew now? This changed everything.
 
                  He glanced at his mobile and thought about calling Kate. Would he tell her about the conversation he had just had with Diane Morris? Probably not, he thought. Not yet, anyway.
 
                  That wasn’t why he wanted to call her. He just wanted to hear her voice.
 
                  He picked up his phone, found her number; put it back down again.
 
                  Chris wrote the three names next to his doodles on the back of the envelope. Jamie Griffiths. Joseph Ryan. Michael Morris. Next to Joseph’s name he wrote the word adulterer. Next to Michael: homosexual. 
 
                  He drew a question mark next to Jamie Griffiths. What secret were you hiding, Jamie? Chris spoke aloud.
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
   
 
   Twenty Five
 
    
 
   Kate made the call without giving herself a chance to talk herself out of it, and in the half hour between the call ending and Neil arriving at the flat, she agonised over whether or not she had done the right thing. She briefly imagined Clayton’s reaction if he was to find out that she had invited the father of a missing child to her flat – her own home – during the middle of an investigation. It would send his moustache into spasms. 
 
                 Of course, she knew, he would be appalled. She would probably receive her final written warning. Maybe even face suspension. Worse than that, she thought, would be the look. That look: his disappointment in her stamped on his face with pursed lips and a disapproving stare – far worse than a good, old-fashioned bollocking.  
 
                 She imagined Chris’ reaction and quickly shook off the thought. Lydia’s voice echoed in her memory. 
 
                 He had made his decision and she had to accept it.
 
                 None of it really seemed to matter anymore. She was on her way out anyway. She would stay for the remainder of the Stacey Reed case, find Neil’s son, if she could, then she would quit before anyone had a chance to fire her. Hadn’t she already had enough? Wasn’t she already, long before now, tired of the long hours, the red tape that strangled her, the instability of it all: the sense of hopelessness that followed even the cases that were solved?
 
                 There was no joy in success. Success at the station was equated with the number of cases that were solved and the number of criminals brought to justice. For Kate, there was no satisfaction in knowing a crime had been committed and nothing could be put in place to prevent it happening again. 
 
                 Because it would happen again. Maybe not tomorrow, maybe not next week, but at some point in the future another child would go missing, another family would be ripped down the middle; another person would demonstrate that human beings were inherently evil, and that the underlying thread of darkness that could be found in even the best of people would somehow find a way of weaving itself to the surface and poisoning the world around it. 
 
                 Closure was never really attainable: Kate was on an endless loop, and the following day, the following week, no matter how short or lengthy the space between, another child would vanish from their lives and the misery of it all would begin again. She would continue to chase a thread of darkness, like Theseus in the maze, following the string that would eventually lead him to his own demise.
 
                 She often had moments like these. Since Stuart left these moments had been arriving with greater frequency; perhaps because he wasn’t there to irritate her sufficiently enough to provide a diversion. She would often lose sleep, lying awake at night and wondering where her life was going and what she had actually managed to achieve so far. Sometimes, it felt like very little. She would be forty years old in a few years: unmarried, childless; hopeless. 
 
                 Kate knew she was kidding herself. Though she regularly thought of quitting her job she would never leave, not really. She couldn’t. While her brother was still out there somewhere, she would never stop searching, or hoping for a miracle. She knew, in her heart, that he was out there somewhere. She just needed to keep looking.
 
                 But what if Andrew Langley isn’t just another time waster, she asked herself. If he really does know what happened to Daniel, what then? What was there to keep her?
 
                 And could she really bring herself to walk away from Chris so easily?
 
                 When the intercom rang Kate was torn from her thoughts of Chris and knew that she couldn’t invite Neil up to the flat. It was absurd; she had known the man for little over twenty four hours and in any other instance would have waited weeks before allowing a man to come into her home. Getting her jacket from where she had left it in the bedroom, she decided she would take him instead to the pub a couple of streets away from where she lived. At least there she would be able to pretend that they had just happened to bump into each other should anyone from the station see them; a lot easier than trying to explain why he had been to her flat.
 
                 The thought of Chris’ reaction passed again suddenly and fleetingly. She paused by the front door of the flat and remembered Lydia’s voice when she had answered Chris’ phone. Why was she answering his house phone? She shook herself and put her shoes on. She was being ridiculous, she scorned herself. Lydia was still Chris’ wife and he had never stopped wanting them to be a family. Of course he hadn’t. He wanted it for Holly. He wanted it for himself, Kate thought, and why shouldn’t he? They were more than she would ever be. They were family.
 
                 She took a deep breath, mentally shrugged off the thought of him and made her way out of the flat to meet Neil downstairs.
 
   *
 
   ‘Maybe I should have left you to have an early night,’ Neil said as they got their drinks and made their way to a small table in a quiet corner of the pub. ‘You look tired.’
 
                 The pub was fairly busy, as town increasingly seemed to be on a Thursday night these days. Friday as a working day had obviously become null and void; either everyone was now working a four day week, or they just didn’t care by the time Friday came around.
 
                 Kate placed her drink down on the table, removed her jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. ‘I always look like this,’ she replied. ‘Anyway…I called you.’
 
                 Neil waited for her to take her seat before sitting opposite her. Again she noted his impeccable, almost outdated, manners and it put her in mind of a Saturday afternoon black and white film, the type she used to snuggle under her duvet to watch when she’d been a student.
 
                 ‘Well’ he said, ‘I did say any time…’
 
                 ‘Bet you regret that now,’ Kate joked. 
 
                 ‘Not at all.’
 
                 He looked at her intently and Kate felt herself begin to colour. He watched her almost too intensely, again as though trying to read her thoughts. She found she couldn’t look at him for too long; his eyes were too piercing and there was something almost hypnotic about his gaze; something that rendered her illogical and left her feeling uneasy. It was like looking into the eyes of someone who could read her mind, although she knew that it was nonsense and didn’t believe in fortune-tellers, mind readers and magicians. Even so, looking at him made her feel nervous, but she was unable to explain why. Nervous, but oddly excited. 
 
                 ‘Did you find what you were looking for this afternoon?’ Neil asked. He sat back in his seat and ran a hand through his dark hair. He was wearing a thin, long sleeved black knit top and light blue jeans. Kate had already noticed his shoes before they had sat down at the table: smart black leather, clean. He was obviously a man who took a pride in his appearance, without seeming arrogant with it. Kate liked that.
 
                 ‘Not quite,’ Kate admitted. ‘But I’m hopeful.’
 
                 ‘You work too hard.’
 
                 ‘Perhaps,’ she agreed. ‘Perhaps not.’
 
                 ‘Do you always do that?’ Neil asked, reaching for his drink. 
 
                 ‘Do what?’
 
                 ‘What you just did. Question yourself. Berate yourself.’              
 
                 As he drank Kate noticed the softness of his lips. She felt a frisson as she watched him.
 
                 ‘I don’t know,’ she said, looking away. 
 
                 ‘It’s not your fault,’ he said bluntly, but not unkindly. 
 
                 ‘What isn’t?’
 
                 ‘My son,’ Neil explained. ‘It’s not your fault we haven’t found him yet.’
 
                 Kate noted the use of ‘we’ and ‘yet’. In one simple sentence he had joined them, given them a common ground and a mutual purpose, and he had given her hope where she had so often doubted herself. What was it about this man? How did he have the ability to make her feel so reassured? And why did he feel the need to do it?
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ Kate said.
 
                 ‘What are you sorry for?’
 
                 ‘I’m sorry Ben is missing. I’m sorry Stacey Reed is missing.’ She paused and sipped her drink. ‘I’m sorry that any child ever disappears.’
 
                 Neil studied her. He put his drink back on the table and leaned back in his chair. ‘Is that what happens?’ he asked. ‘Do they ‘disappear’?’
 
                 Kate shrugged despondently. ‘I don’t know anymore,’ she admitted. Some seem to.’ 
 
                 There had once been a time when her answer to the same question would have been a definite and immediate no. No, no child ever just disappears. There is an accident. There is an abductor. There is someone who means to cause that child harm, or to cause the family harm even if for no apparent reason. 
 
                 Now she wasn’t so sure. One minute there, the next gone. All traces of that child evaporated, as though everything they had left behind them, the tangible belongings and the memories shared with others were lifted into the ether and taken with them, leaving only shapes around what once had been. Grey shapes that blurred when questioning eyes got too close.
 
                 Neil smiled reassuringly. ‘No one disappears, Kate,’ he said, matter-of-factly. ‘They just remain unfound.’
 
                 There was a sadness in his words. For a moment it was as though everything around them had stopped. She once again felt like a teenager, locked in an unbelievable, unlikely moment with the school heart throb; elated and excited at finding he was the first person to understand her. She was sixteen again and suddenly anything was possible.
 
                 The longing to touch him was there again, unbearable.
 
                  He had barely touched his drink, Kate noticed. He smiled and she felt reassured, so reached for her own drink and took a cautious sip.
 
                 ‘You OK?’ he asked. There was genuine concern in his voice and he studied her as though trying to read her; as though he had known her for years and already knew what she was thinking. 
 
                 Kate nodded. ‘Fine,’ she said. 
 
                 ‘You must think badly of me,’ Neil said. 
 
                 ‘Why would I?’
 
                 ‘Sitting here, drinking with you when my son is missing.’
 
                 The thought had occurred to Kate. She had noticed that Neil seemed far too calm at first; almost too relaxed. When he had given her his mobile number at the station it had been because Kate needed it and would have to contact him with regards the investigation, surely. But hadn’t there been an ulterior motive? One that was evident to them both? And hadn’t it struck her as strange at the time, though she had ignored the doubt that questioned the action? 
 
                 And that look he had given her…that was certainly not for his son’s benefit.
 
                 Kate thought of Dawn Reed and Nathan Williams, watching TV and enjoying a take away; laughing together as though they hadn’t a care in the world. It was as though they had forgotten their daughter; as though the tears and fears of previous weeks had been quickly shrugged off and forgotten. Walking in on the cosy domestic scene had angered her. It made Nathan Williams a heartless bastard and Dawn Reed a cold, unfeeling mother.
 
                 But Neil wasn’t the same, she reasoned with herself. He was here because he cared; he wanted to help her find his son. He was trying to stay positive, helping her to keep faith in herself and her abilities as a detective. Neil was looking away from her, his attention distracted by the noise and lights blaring from a fruit machine at the far side of the room and a man who had just hit the jackpot, frantically scrabbling around in the cash tray for his winnings.
 
                 Kate studied Neil’s profile. A strong jaw, good skin; he was the type of man who exuded a strong personality: a man who inspired confidence in others by doing very little. He had thick hair and youthful good looks; he could easily have passed for a man in his twenties. He blinked slowly, as though in a permanent daydream, and Kate noticed again how long his eyelashes were.
 
                 ‘Why do you do it?’ Neil asked, turning back to her. He saw her staring at him and she averted her eyes quickly, embarrassed at being caught out.
 
                 ‘Do what?’ she said, twisting her hands anxiously in her lap.
 
                 ‘The job. Why this job?’
 
                 Kate cleared her throat and aimlessly stirred her drink. ‘It’s as good as any I suppose.’
 
                 Neil smiled. ‘A poor answer,’ he said kindly. ‘It must be dangerous at times?’
 
                 ‘I’ve been lucky,’ Kate told him. 
 
                 In eleven years she had been fortunate enough to avoid ever finding herself in situations worse than the aftermath of bar fights. She had never been assaulted - apart from the odd drunken shove - although several times threatened; she had got away lightly so far, she knew. There was always time though.
 
                 ‘What are you looking for, Kate?’ Neil asked suddenly, distracting her from her drink. 
 
                 She raised her eyes to his. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.
 
                 ‘I watch TV,’ Neil replied. ‘I read detective novels. What keeps you going, Detective?’
 
                 He leaned his elbows on the table and rested his head in his hands. He studied her intently, almost playfully, and smiled that slightly lopsided smile that made Kate feel so inexplicably uneasy. She couldn’t gauge the emotions behind the smile. Something between mischief and sympathy. 
 
                 ‘You shouldn’t believe everything you read,’ Kate told him, returning the smile.
 
                  ‘Perhaps.’
 
                 There was a moment’s silence in which they both drank. The man at the fruit machine had left with his evening’s earnings; the hubbub quietened again and was replaced with the hum of laughter and chat that encircled them and kept them pressed into their private corner of the pub.
 
                 Before she had time to think about what she was saying, Kate was speaking. ‘My brother went missing,’ she said quickly. ‘It was a long time ago. I was seven. He was three. We were playing hide and seek by Caerphilly Castle. I was hiding. I did most of the hiding - I never really liked doing the seeking.’ She smiled sadly. That game. Such an innocent way to pass the time: such a cruel circumstance in which to find yourself suddenly an only child. What good was hide and seek without someone to play it with?
 
                 ‘He never came,’ she finished. I waited behind a tree. He never came to find me.’
 
                 As she talked, Neil listened attentively, his eyes fixed on her face.              
 
                 ‘I should have let him hide. If he’d hidden and I’d been looking for him, maybe I’d be missing and he’d have been safe. If I hadn’t been so selfish maybe he wouldn’t have disappeared. Been taken. Sorry,’ she said, checking herself. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you this.’
 
                 Neil looked down at the table as she finished.
 
                 ‘That’s a lot of maybes, Kate,’ he said. ‘What happened to him?’
 
                 Kate shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But like you said – people don’t just disappear.’
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ Neil said. ‘It must have been so hard for your parents.’
 
                 There was a pause.
 
                 ‘Unbearable,’ she said eventually. ‘They never recovered.’
 
                 She looked down again at her hands in her lap. It was a long time since Kate had last spoken to anyone about her parents. Stuart and Chris both knew the subject was off limits. She had rarely spoken to Stuart about her mother or father; there’d never really been the right time or the right reason to do so. She hadn’t been sure enough about him, not really; not deep down certain enough to trust him with the details of her past. Maybe she had always known that one day they would separate and there was no need for him to know more than was necessary for the time that preceded their parting. 
 
                 Chris knew more than Stuart ever had. He had listened as she talked and though he kept his feelings to himself Kate knew, unquestioningly, that he absorbed each and every one of her words. They didn’t belong to his past, or to a story that he would ever be a part of, but she knew that the details were important to him: that day, the aftermath; the years since that had shaped the woman Kate had become. Chris had been there for her through the worst of times, but he realised that the memory of both her mother and her father was something Kate usually wished to keep private.
 
                 Yet here she was, spilling the details of her past; as natural as though she spoke about it with strangers on a daily basis.
 
                 ‘My mother blamed my father, my father blamed me. Their relationship afterwards…well…it wasn’t really a relationship, more of an ongoing divorce procedure that was never finalised. They didn’t speak and when they did speak they argued. I sort of crept around the house like a ghost, trying to stay out of the firing line. My mother couldn’t let go, she wouldn’t believe that he was really gone. The more time that passed, the more she drank. Eventually, that was all she did.’
 
                 Kate paused to sip her drink. ‘After seven years a missing person is officially pronounced as dead. In legal terms,’ she clarified. ‘In truth, most people, especially the police, assume that the person’s dead long before that. So the police, my father, everyone else, had all accepted Daniel’s death long before seven years had passed. Not my mother though. Not me. And it seems I may have been right.’
 
                 Neil raised his eyebrows.
 
                 ‘Someone contacted me today,’ she told him. ‘Someone who claims to have news about Daniel.’
 
                 ‘What does he know?’ Neil asked, raising an eyebrow. ‘Seems strange that someone would be in touch now, after all this time.’
 
                 Kate shrugged. She didn’t want to consider the time that had passed; only the possibility that Daniel was still alive and that someone knew what had happened on that day all those years ago. ‘I don’t know yet, I haven’t been able to get through to him.’    
 
                 Somehow, speaking about this to someone she barely knew seemed easier; she was detached; she could talk without fear of judgement and resentment or pity. The pity was the worst of it. Judgement was something that was seldom passed. In fact, Kate knew that the only person who really judged her for what happened that day was herself. No one could really believe that she could have in any way prevented her brother’s disappearance: she had been just a child, and children were vulnerable, naïve; easily led. It was only Kate who thought she hadn’t done enough to protect her little brother.
 
                 Pity, though, was something Kate had faced in waves. The faces of the paramedics who carried her mother’s body from the house, the looks of strangers who met her and remembered her story from the newspaper they had probably glanced at before moving on with the rest of their day. The rest of their lives. And she was still the recipient of those simpering, well-intended looks of sympathy now, despite the thirty years that had passed. From Clayton. Occasionally, from Chris.
 
                 Neil hadn’t offered her any sympathy. He had questioned – challenged her, even – and treated her no differently than he had that afternoon, before he knew her story. So it didn’t matter if she spoke and her words made little sense. 
 
                 ‘Recovered,’ Neil said, repeating Kate’s choice of word. ‘Are your parents…?’
 
                 Kate nodded. ‘My father died about eighteen months ago. My mother…’ She trailed off, paused and took a breath. ‘I was fourteen,’ she finished. 
 
                 ‘You don’t have to tell me any more,’ Neil said. He reached across the table and touched her hand briefly. His touch sent a shiver through her arm.
 
                 ‘Excuse me for a moment,’ Kate said, knocking her knee on the table as she stood quickly.
 
                 She crossed the lounge and went to the toilets. She felt uncomfortably warm and opened the top buttons of her blouse. Checking her reflection in the mirror, she saw her face and chest were flushed. The teenager in her was there again, unsettled by the handsome boy with the nice smile who had appeared from nowhere and shown an interest in her. Kate leaned forward onto the sink and rested her forehead against the cold tiles. She closed her eyes and tried to clear her thoughts.
 
                 She looked up again. Her fringe was damp with perspiration, sticking like seaweed to her forehead. She ran the cold tap and wet the palm of her hand then attempted to rearrange her fringe, unsuccessfully. She felt dizzy and sick and waited a few moments for her heartbeat to slow down and her colour to return to normal.  
 
                 Tomorrow, she thought, I could finally be closer to finding Daniel. 
 
                 It was exactly what she had wanted all her life. 
 
                 Yet now that the possibility had been presented to her, the thought filled her with an alien sense of dread. 
 
                 What would she say to him? Where would they begin?
 
                 Now, more than ever, Kate wanted to talk. She had been carrying her missing brother around with her like an invisible burden, allowing it to press itself down on her until the memory of him left an indentation on her soul. It combined with the bitterness she felt towards her mother for leaving her when Kate had needed her most and the weight of guilt her father’s unexpected death had left. 
 
                 So she went back to him and she talked. In a quiet corner of a pub, in the presence of someone she had only just met but felt she had known a lifetime, in a way she never would have thought herself capable of – wholly, honestly – she talked. She told Neil about the scars her brother’s disappearance had left on her family; her mother’s alcoholism and suicide and her father’s silent grief, which had slowly eaten away at the flimsy relationship they had tried to maintain as Kate had grown older. 
 
                 She explained how the relationship between her parents had tainted her views on married life, and why every man she met she judged with a certain cynicism; not because they were inherently bad, but because a relationship fraught with unhappiness and bad luck could change the very core of a person. She couldn’t rely on herself to be enough for one person; not with the lifestyle she led and the commitments she had made to her work when she’d joined the police.
 
                 Words fell from her mouth like weightless bubbles, each one carrying away the dead weight of a repressed anxiety. 
 
                 With every word, she felt that something had been lifted.
 
                 On the way home, Kate felt lighter. Neil walked silently beside her, having insisted on accompanying her back to the flat. They strolled along companionably and Kate found that she was talked out: she had spoken for long enough; had said enough – too much if anything, she thought – and Neil respected her wish to say no more, just walk in silence in the chill of the February evening. 
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, as she stopped outside her building. ‘I’m not usually like this. I must have talked your ear off.’
 
                 She turned to him, expecting him to reply. Instead he responded by reaching for her arm and wrapping his fingers gently around her elbow. He leaned towards her and kissed her gently on the cheek. His soft lips warmed her cold skin; she felt his breath chasing the wind: there for a moment, then gone.
 
                 He put his hand to her head as he pulled away, pushing his fingers gently through her hair. 
 
                 ‘Stop apologising, Kate’ he said. ‘You have nothing to be sorry for.’ 
 
                 It was only later, when lying alone in bed, that Kate realised she knew nothing about Neil. What had happened for his children to be taken away from him, the ways in which his wife’s death had affected him: she had talked and talked and she had asked him nothing. She didn’t know the first thing about him.
 
                 In return, he had offered no insight of his own. He hadn’t volunteered any information or given anything away in passing. He was a closed book; a mystery. Somehow it only served to make him even more alluring.
 
                 He had listened. Listened, and seemed to understand.
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   Twenty Six
 
    
 
   Chris and Matthew pulled out of the Gabalfa housing estate at the north end of Cardiff. They had just been to visit Jamie Griffiths’ widow who was living in a different house now, but still on the same estate where she had stayed since her husband’s death. Chris hadn’t been involved in the initial investigation, but knew the man who had headed the case. Finding out the relevant details and getting hold of a copy of the case file had been relatively straightforward and he’d had a chance that morning to read up on the details before visiting Griffiths’ wife. 
 
                 Their meeting with her had been brief. She was a young woman, but she had the hard edges of someone who’d lived a troubled life and the way she had stood in her living room doorway, arms folded, face tight, said she’d already had enough and wasn’t going to let them push her any further. 
 
                 They went through what had happened eleven months earlier. She had got home late from work that day and made dinner for their two kids before Jamie had arrived home. He’d been drinking, she said; enough to be able to smell the alcohol on him when he’d come into the living room. She and Jamie argued about the money he’d just spent in the pub and he’d left the house at around half eight. That was the last she’d seen of him. She took their two children to her mothers for the night, suspecting that Jamie would get home in an even worse state, and went straight to work from there the following morning.  
 
                 Chris could fill in the blanks. Jamie Griffiths had spent three hours in a pub on Caerphilly Road. He’d left at twenty to twelve after a row with the pub landlord, who’d been asking him to leave for twenty minutes. He’d had six pints, two games of darts and a piss on the floor of the men’s toilets. After leaving the pub he made it as far as the bus stop, where someone caved his head in with a lump hammer.
 
   *
 
   Back in the car Matthew quickly jumped to the conclusion Chris could have predicted he would.
 
                 ‘Reckon she did it?’
 
                 Chris started the engine. ‘No.’
 
                 ‘But she said…’
 
                 ‘I know what she said, Matt,’ Chris said, putting the car into first gear. Whoever done it done us all a bloody favour, he recalled. ‘Doesn’t mean she killed him. Anyway, she’d have been questioned months ago – if she was guilty we’d have known about it by now. There was someone else’s blood found at the scene – whoever murdered Jamie Griffiths was a bit sloppy about it.’
 
                 Matthew fumbled for his seat belt and cleared his throat. 
 
                 ‘You OK?’ Chris asked, watching him. 
 
                 ‘Fine,’ Matthew said. He pushed his head against the headrest. ‘So it wasn’t our man, Adam, then?’
 
                 Chris turned out of the estate and pulled onto the main road. ‘Not necessarily,’ he said. ‘But if it was, he’s cleaned up his act a bit.’
 
                 They drove back out of Cardiff, heading for the A470 to take them back to the valleys. 
 
                 ‘What’s the link then?’ Matthew asked, easing into his seat. The sickness he had felt a moment ago was easing slightly. Being in the Griffiths’ house had made him feel claustrophobic and he couldn’t get out of there fast enough. 
 
                 Chris tapped the steering wheel. ‘I don’t know,’ he confessed. ‘Her reaction to her husband’s murder is completely different to Stephanie’s and Diane’s. Joseph and Michael were both hiding something from their wives – Jamie doesn’t seem to have been doing the same. Not that we know of anyway.’
 
                 ‘Why do you think she’s glad he’s dead?’
 
                 ‘That’s not what she said.’
 
                 ‘As good as,’ Matthew said. ‘“Did us a favour”, she said.’
 
                 ‘People say things they don’t mean,’ Chris reasoned. 
 
                 ‘She’s angry about something though,’ Matthew said. ‘What did he do to her that was so bad she’d be grateful to his murderer?’
 
                 ‘No idea,’ Chris said. He continued to tap the steering wheel and considered the facts regarding Jamie Griffiths. His profile wasn’t glowing. He had a fairly extensive criminal background, including convictions for GBH and perverting the course of justice. He had received a two year prison sentence in 2002, but had served just half that. 
 
                 ‘Whatever it is,’ he told Matthew, ‘you can bet her mother will know. She went to her mother’s the night Jamie was killed because she wanted to avoid another argument right?’
 
                 ‘And avoid him pissed,’ Matthew added.
 
                 ‘Exactly. That wouldn’t have been the first time she’d gone to her mother’s to get away from him. Whatever was going on – the drinking, the money problems – she’s bound to have confided in her mother.’
 
                 They were now on the A470, making their way back to Pontypridd. The daily traffic jam that had blocked the other carriageway heading into Cardiff earlier that morning had now dispersed and the road was clear. They were passing the turn off for Caerphilly when Chris’ mobile phone started ringing in his pocket. He reached for it, took it and handed it to Matthew.
 
                 ‘DCI Jones?’
 
                 ‘No, it’s Matthew Curtis.’
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ Diane Morris said, her voice characteristically flustered. ‘I’ve just had a thought. I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before. That Adam I told DCI Jones about – his wife’s a teacher. He told Michael that she works in Park Hill Comprehensive. Her name’s Sarah. She’s an English teacher.’
 
                 Matthew thanked her and hung up. He looked at Chris.
 
                 ‘Time for one more stop off?’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty Seven
 
    
 
   It was Friday. Kate couldn’t help the feeling that came over her as she waited outside Superintendent Clayton’s office. It wasn’t arrogance or pride, just the fact that today she might avoid the look of disappointment that had become customary when he faced her. 
 
                 On Tuesday she thought she’d lost two children: today, she was confident she’d find at least one of them. 
 
                 She waited outside his office as he took a telephone call. During the drive to work that morning she had been distracted by thoughts of the evening before and had decided to wait until later before allowing herself to think of Neil again. There was too much to think about; too many conflicting feelings that needed her full attention. There was Daniel and Andrew, and the fact that she still hadn’t heard back from him. 
 
                 In the meantime, she had more pressing matters to deal with and a little girl to find. Stacey Reed came first. Everything else after that would have to wait.
 
                 After she’d got back to the flat the previous evening she realised she’d lost her phone. She got the number of the pub from the internet and tried calling from the phone in the flat, but by then the pub had already closed. She’d called by that morning before heading to the station but it was too early and there were no signs of life. It was beyond careless and Kate was annoyed with herself for being so clumsy at a time when her phone meant possible access to potential information about Daniel. She had accessed Andrew Langley’s website again, this time from the internet at home, and called his office number, knowing that no one would be there at that time of night. She left a message explaining that she had misplaced her mobile and asked if he could call her again at the station the following day.  
 
                 Clayton called Kate into the office and smiled. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.
 
                 ‘Good,’ she told him honestly. She hadn’t mentioned Andrew Langley to anyone, not even Chris. She didn’t want them to think she’d taken her focus off the Stacey Reed case, and today would prove that she hadn’t.
 
                 Besides that, Clayton would only worry about her being led to yet another dead end, with yet another door of disappointment slammed in her face.   
 
                 He nodded encouragingly. ‘What have you got for me?’
 
                 Kate placed a sheet of paper on the desk in front of him. As it happened, the unhelpful manager of the car rental place hadn’t been lying about the history of rentals being deleted from the computer system. What he had failed to inform Kate of, however, was how it easy it was to regain access to them. 
 
                 ‘I watched the CCTV again,’ she told Superintendent Clayton. ‘Somehow, everyone had overlooked a mysterious car that spent a hell of a long time parked on Taff Street the day Stacey Reed went missing.  No one got out of it and no one got in. I’ve had the vehicle traced – it belongs to Morgan’s car rental company next to Ponty train station.’
 
                 Clayton raised his eyebrows and studied the license number, waiting for more.
 
                 ‘The car was stationary for almost two hours,’ Kate continued, trying to suppress the excitement in her voice, ‘before moving into one of the side lanes at twenty to five, ten minutes after the last reported sighting of Stacey. It was there for little more than a minute before reappearing and driving away.’
 
                 Clayton studied her contemplatively. ‘CCTV in the lane?’
 
                 Kate shook her head. ‘Seems a bit strange for someone to be hanging around that long then just happen to move again that close to the time Stacey goes missing. Check the name on the receipt,’ she prompted him, pushing the paper towards him.
 
                 Clayton looked down at the receipt, his chunky finger tracing the information as he scanned it.
 
                 ‘Dean Williams,’ he said, looking back up at her.
 
                 ‘Dean Williams,’ Kate repeated.
 
                 Clayton exhaled loudly. The eyebrow dropped. ‘Related to Nathan Williams?’ he asked.
 
                 ‘Cousin.’
 
                 Clayton shook his head and sighed. ‘Wasn’t this man at the search just before Christmas?’ he reminded himself.
 
                 ‘Yes. He was practically leading the thing.’
 
                 Kate remembered the widely televised search for little Stacey Reed that had taken place in the weeks following her disappearance. Friends and neighbours had joined the family in a search of the streets; Dean Williams at the head of the crowd, wearing the same ‘Find Stacey’ T-shirt that was worn by Nathan and Dawn. 
 
                 Kate thought of the tape she had watched again a couple of nights earlier: Dawn Reed, the poor grieving mother, sobbing for the cameras, and her partner, Nathan Williams, keeping a decidedly low profile. The more Kate thought about it and the more footage she replayed, the less she believed Dawn Reed was involved in her daughter’s disappearance. Kate had seen enough to know the very worst existed in both men and women, but if Dawn had been involved in any way then her pretence and her deceit reached a level that Kate instinctively just didn’t believe her capable of.
 
                 Nathan Williams, on the other hand, had guilt slapped right across his greasy face.
 
                 ‘The girl’s been missing right over the Christmas period,’ Clayton said, shaking his head. ‘Would an uncle do that?’
 
                 ‘People have done a lot worse, Sir. Besides, he’s not really related to her.’
 
                 It sickened Kate to think of Nathan Williams enjoying a festive season free of the step-kid whilst Stacey was being held somewhere, robbed of her seventh Christmas. The thought that the girl’s own mother might have been involved was something else altogether. Surely not, Kate thought, rolling the question around in her mind once more. 
 
                 Nathan Williams made her sick though. He represented everything she despised most in a person: he was devious, suspicious and, worst of all, stupid. He also smelled like a shithouse door made out of kipper boxes, but it was his stupidity that offended her the most. Stupidity was often the most dangerous of crimes.
 
                 Whether Dawn was involved or not, there was no doubt in Kate’s mind her boyfriend knew what had happened to Stacey. She wished that someone had listened to her earlier; if they had, perhaps Stacey would have been found by now. Kate shuddered at the thought of how they might now find the little girl. She could only hope that she would be found safe and well. Any other thoughts would be a distraction that would get in the way of finding her. 
 
                 This was the price she had paid for her commitment to finding her brother. Her refusal to stop believing that he could be found had cost her the respect of her peers and her superiors. Her apparent tendency to ‘see things that aren’t there’, as Clayton had put it, meant that people questioned her opinions; her judgements: her abilities as a detective. And weren’t they also indirectly questioning her mental state?
 
                 Had they had faith in her as a detective they might have listened, and she wouldn’t have been in this office having to present hard evidence to Clayton. He would have trusted her instincts.
 
                 Whatever Chris had said about hunches, she hoped that he’d be right and she’d be wrong on this one. Finding Stacey held by members of her own extended family wasn’t going to be a victory for Kate. She doubted that was wrong though. It reminded her too much of a case that had made national headlines in 2008.
 
                 ‘Get a search warrant and get a team together,’ Clayton said. 
 
                 Kate didn’t wait for further instruction, or for a chance for Clayton to change his mind. 
 
                 ‘And Kate,’ he said, as she was opening the door to his office. ‘I hope for both our sakes you’re right.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty Eight
 
    
 
   Matthew and Chris pulled into the school car park. It was presumably break time, as teenagers seethed over the school grounds like maggots on a carcass. Some kicked footballs or huddled in groups whispering sedition. 
 
                 ‘I hate schools,’ Matthew said, getting out of the car and grimacing. ‘Worst days of my life.’
 
                 Chris could imagine that Matthew hadn’t been a star pupil during school; he was easily distracted and tended to have the attention span of a goldfish. Daydreaming would have been a mild term to use to describe the distant, almost removed state in which Matthew so often seemed to be. Chris had often wondered what the hell was going on inside his head, but it was probably best not to even consider it. Wherever he was, most of the time he wasn’t on the job in hand.
 
                 He wasn’t the sharpest either, Chris often noticed; there was sometimes a disturbing lack of common sense, usually when it was most needed. He wasn’t stupid by a long shot; if he had been, there was no way he’d ever have made it into the force. Sometimes – usually when least expected - he’d shock everyone by seeing something that had otherwise gone unnoticed, or provide an insight that no one else had considered. It was mainly the daydreaming that was an issue; enough to frustrate even the most patient of teachers, Chris imagined.     
 
                 Matthew had probably been bullied by the other kids at school. He was prime victim material, just for the fact that he was such a daydreamer and always seemed to be two seconds behind. His tall, skinny frame had probably caused him to stand out like a chicken at a fox’s tea party: perfect prey. Why he had ever wanted to join the police was often a mystery to Chris. Maybe he had something to prove to the people who had doubted him. Wasn’t Chris also one of those people? Perhaps Matthew was intent on proving him wrong too. 
 
                 Chris had parked the car near reception and they made their way into the school. A group of girls, all wearing heavy make-up, loitered by the front of the main building, watching the two men as they headed for reception. One of them whistled at Matthew, nudging her friend with a sharp elbow and looking him up and down. Matthew avoided eye contact and grimaced.  
 
                 ‘Stud,’ Chris said quietly, hiding a smile. 
 
                 It never failed to amaze him, how confident kids were nowadays. When he’d been in school he wouldn’t have as much as looked the wrong way at a police officer, and Chris had been far from a model child. Now kids were either wolf whistling or trying to assault them.
 
                 Matthew groaned. ‘How short were those skirts?’ he said. ‘Would you let your daughter go to school looking like that?’
 
                 Chris thought of Holly; wondered what she’d be like as a teenager and vowed not to let her out of his sight until she was at least twenty one. No, make that twenty five. 
 
                 He sighed inwardly. He wouldn’t be able to do that, even had he wanted to. He wouldn’t be there regularly enough to influence what she did. That would be Lydia’s job. She had demoted him to the role of part time dad, a weekend visit here, an evening sleeping over there. 
 
                 ‘To school?’ Chris said. ‘I wouldn’t let her leave the house to go anywhere dressed like that.’ 
 
                 There were two women gossiping in the office when Chris reached the front desk. At great personal sacrifice, the elder of the two broke off their conversation mid-flow and, looking down a foot of nose, said, ‘Can I help you?’
 
                 ‘I hope so,’ he said, showing her his ID. ‘We’re looking for Sarah – sorry, I don’t know her surname. Works in the English department apparently.’
 
                 The lady looked surprised and then inconvenienced, as though Chris had wasted her time. ‘Sorry,’ she said brusquely. ‘We don’t have an English teacher named Sarah.’
 
                 Chris looked to Matthew, who shrugged and turned to watch a group of boys playing football outside.
 
                 ‘Come to think of it though, we did have for a little while,’ the woman continued, tilting her head. ‘But that was, God, how long ago now?’ She paused, her hard face softening. ‘Four years probably. Lovely lady,’ she said sadly. ‘Died in a car accident. Tragic really.’
 
                 Chris was frustrated. Every time they seemed to be getting somewhere, something pushed them a step back. Matthew was already making his way back to the main door. He was hoping the bell for end of break would sound and they wouldn’t have to walk back by the group of girls they’d passed on the way in. They were like vultures, he thought.
 
                 Chris turned back to the woman at reception. ‘Did you know Sarah well?’ he asked.
 
                 ‘Fairly well,’ she said. ‘She was only here for a year or so, but she settled in very quickly.’
 
                 ‘Did she have a husband?’ Chris asked.
 
                 ‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘Nice man, if I remember correctly. Never got over Sarah’s death, so I’m told.’
 
                 ‘Do you remember his name, Mrs…?’
 
                 ‘Ooh, call me Margaret,’ the woman said, softening further.
 
                 ‘Do you remember Sarah’s husband’s name, Margaret?’ Chris asked.
 
                 She shook her head. ‘Sorry. Memory’s not what it used to be.’ 
 
                 ‘Did Sarah have any children?’
 
                 ‘Boy and a girl,’ she said. She pressed a hand to her mouth. ‘Now, then,’ she said. ‘What were their names?’
 
                 She tutted. ‘God, I’m getting worse,’ she said, plumping up her grey hair. ‘The amount of names I have to remember in this place, you know. They go in one and out the other. I’ll remember a face any day, but give me a name and I’m useless.’ She tapped her head with a forefinger. ‘Age, you see.’ She rested her arms on the front desk. ‘The girl came here, but only briefly. Pretty little thing. What was her name?’
 
                 Margaret looked to the main entrance, as if the answer to her dilemma would suddenly walk in to greet her.
 
                 ‘Sophie!’ she exclaimed suddenly, clicking her fingers. ‘That was it. Sophie. No idea about the boy though – he never came to this school. Have you got two minutes?’ she asked.
 
                 Chris nodded.
 
                 ‘If you give me a moment I’ll ring through to the Art department. Sarah was friendly with Lisa, head of Art. She’ll know her son’s name.’
 
                 Margaret disappeared back into the office. The bell to signal the end of break time sounded and teenagers swarmed the front of the building, making their way back to lessons, though most were probably coming in to get out of the cold rather than be the first to class. Chris looked outside to where Matthew paced the ground before the front entrance. The list of places that seemed to make him uncomfortable was growing longer by the day.  
 
                 Margaret returned shortly.
 
                 ‘It’s not your day,’ she told Chris. ‘Lisa’s on a course in Preston.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty Nine
 
    
 
   Dean Williams, who had hired the car spotted on the CCTV footage, wasn’t expecting the cavalry that arrived at his house just after midday that afternoon. Kate led them to the front door. She gestured to the door and the uniformed officer beside her hammered it with a fist the size of a boxing glove. Williams opened it slightly and peered through the crack like a myopic rodent, the same shifty eyes as his cousin making them instantly recognisable as family. 
 
                 ‘Can we come in, Mr Williams?’ Kate asked, smiling. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
                 She shoved the door open, pushed past the man and stepped into the hallway. The house was on the same estate as Dawn Reed’s and had the same layout, with living room to the left and stairs straight ahead at the end of the narrow hallway. If Dawn Reed’s house had been a mess, this was something else. The carpet was thick with clogged dirt and something that looked unnervingly like blood was splattered the length of the hallway wall.
 
                 ‘You can’t just come in ’ere,’ Dean had started to protest. ‘You need a warrant.’
 
                 ‘Oh, yes,’ Kate said, slapping her forehead theatrically. ‘Silly me.’
 
                 Dean Williams, for the first time, looked panicked. He eyed the officers who followed behind Kate, aimlessly attempting to block their entry with his stocky frame. Kate reached into her pocket and produced the search warrant, thrusting the paper into Dean’s hand. 
 
                 ‘There we go,’ she said. ‘Now we can carry on.’
 
                 The officers began spreading themselves throughout the house whilst Dean continued to protest their presence. Two went upstairs, whilst another pair started to search the living room. 
 
                 ‘Do you have a car, Mr Williams?’ Kate asked. 
 
                 ‘Yeah,’ he said defensively, crossing his bulky arms. ‘So what?’
 
                 Kate made a point of looking around the room, taking in the chaos and disorder of Dean Williams’ living room. Empty take away boxes littered the floor by the sofa and the carpet looked as though it had never had a close encounter with a vacuum cleaner. She doubted Dean Williams even owned one. The sofa was split, foam bursting out from the arms on each end. Mould had been left to grow around the windowsill.
 
                 ‘So, I was just wondering why you needed to hire a car on December 12th?’
 
                 Dean Williams shifted edgily. ‘Not a crime is it?’
 
                 There was obviously no point in trying to deny the car hire; Kate could see from the look on Dean’s face that he knew he was caught out and that his name would be in black and white on the car rental company receipt.
 
                 ‘No,’ Kate agreed. ‘You’re right, it’s not. Where was your own car?’
 
                 ‘Broke down,’ Dean said quickly. He glared at her with eyes so dark they looked almost black. He unfolded his arms and shoved his hands into his pockets. He tapped his foot edgily and kept an eye on the door.
 
                 Kate nodded slowly. ‘A nuisance, aren’t they?’ she said. ‘Always let you down just when you need to pop into town for something.’
 
                 Dean was distracted by clattering coming from the kitchen.
 
                 ‘This is ’arissment, you know,’ he said, sounding exactly like Nathan. He took a hand from his pocket and pointed a fat finger accusingly at her. ‘I’ll have you done.’
 
                 Kate smiled. Perhaps Nathan had given him training in how to deal with the police when the time came. They both delivered the same protest, both with the same rehearsed phrases.
 
                 She was doing a good job at maintaining a confident, cocky composure and she was going to break this bastard down with it. She wanted to scream in his face and have one of the male officers kick the shit out of him, but she wasn’t going to let Dean see how this case had been affecting her. 
 
                 ‘Why did you spend two hours sitting in a rented car on Taff Street on December 12th?’ she asked calmly.
 
                 Dean looked towards the door again. For a moment Kate thought he was going to attempt to make a run for it. She braced herself for a tackle, not really fancying her chances against this man built like a concrete khazi. 
 
                 ‘I don’t know what you’re on about,’ he blustered. ‘I never sat in no car for two hours.’
 
                 ‘It would save a lot of time for everyone if you just told us where she is, Mr Williams,’ Kate said, her voice rising. ‘I know you’ve taken her. I don’t know why, but I will. So it’s game over. Do the sensible thing and stop wasting our time.’
 
                 A loud bang came from upstairs; someone trying to kick a door open.
 
                 Kate called to the PC who was in the kitchen. ‘Get in here and don’t let him out of your sight.’
 
                 She left the man keeping guard over Dean while she went upstairs. On the landing two officers were struggling with a bolt on the entrance to the attic. The female officer seemed to be worried about breaking a nail, but as the bolt gave way and a fold up staircase came clattering down, she should have worried more about her head.
 
                 ‘Pass me the torch,’ Kate said to her impatiently.  
 
                 She climbed the ladder and shone the light into the cramped attic space. 
 
                 ‘Christ,’ she said to the uniform who followed closely behind her, ‘it stinks up here.’
 
                 There was a tiny lamp in the corner of the room. It looked like a baby’s nightlight. The bulb was weak and gave out little illumination, but with that and the help of the torch Kate was able to make out boxes of junk in one corner and a pile of sleeping bags, old blankets and camping equipment in the other. She shone the torch into the space where a sleeping bag lay. A blonde haired doll lay abandoned on the floor, its dress filthy and torn. Next to it on a tin tray were a half full glass of water and a plate of untouched sandwiches that were growing a fur coat.
 
                 ‘Stacey?’ she said.
 
                 There was a rustling in the corner; Kate flashed the light across the room to try to catch its source. 
 
                 She thought she saw the pile of sleeping bags move. Kate pulled herself further into the attic, her hands leaving prints in the dust and dirt. 
 
                 ‘Stacey,’ she repeated, softly. ‘My name’s Kate. Will you come and talk to me? You can come out now. You don’t have to hide anymore.’
 
                 It was a moment before the top sleeping bag was pushed aside slightly and another moment before a little face looked out at Kate from behind it. Stacey bore little resemblance to the photograph pinned on Kate’s office wall. She was malnourished and skinny; her cheek bones prominent and her skin sallow. Her fringe had grown out, her hair straggling in her face. Gone was the little girl who looked like a happy, wonky-haired child on a sepia photograph. Instead, the child was now grey in the flesh, as though all the colour and fun that had once defined her had been leeched away. 
 
                 ‘You can trust me,’ Kate reassured her, edging further into the dark attic space. ‘No one’s going to hurt you anymore. Will you come with me?’
 
                 She waited. The officers behind her stayed quiet, not wanting to scare Stacey any further. The little girl looked terrified.
 
                 Kate felt her heart surge and the composure she had fought to maintain downstairs came crumbling around her. She took a deep breath and shook herself, willing herself to stay strong for the little girl who needed her.
 
                 ‘We can get you cleaned up and get you something nice to eat, what do you think, Stacey? Anything you want, my treat.’
 
                 Stacey slowly pushed the sleeping bag off her. She was wearing a filthy pair of jeans and a stained t-shirt and her hair was matted and stuck against her scalp like a cap. She looked as though she hadn’t been allowed to wash in all the time she had been missing.
 
                 ‘Ice cream?’ a little voice asked quietly.
 
                 Kate laughed and put the torch down. ‘As much as you can eat,’ she promised.
 
                 The tiny child smiled weakly then ran tiredly into Kate’s arms, shaking and sobbing. Kate held her close, breathed a sigh of relief and thanked a god she didn’t believe in for bringing Stacey back safely. 
 
                 Eight weeks, thought Kate. Eight weeks spent in this frightening attic. She hoped Dean Williams had already been taken to the station. God only knew what she’d do to him if she got to him first. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty              
 
    
 
   Matthew had already started heading back to the car when Chris turned a left around the main building of the school and began making his way to one of the pupil entrances at the side. Matthew hurried to catch up with him.              
 
                 ‘Where are you going?’
 
                 ‘English Department.’
 
                 They entered the building at the foot of a stairwell and headed through the double doors in front of them. The corridor smelled of disinfectant, though the place was a mess: empty crisp packets and plastic bottles thrown around the floor and a pool of lemonade still fizzing like acid in a corner under the stairs. On the far wall was a sign that told them they were in the Science block. Chris turned and made his way back outside.
 
                 ‘Opposite side of the school,’ Chris explained to Matthew, who followed behind. 
 
                 ‘How do you know?’
 
                 Chris shrugged. ‘It’s the unwritten rule. English and Science are always opposite corners of the school.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘It comes under the heading of useless information. I’m very handy to have in pub quizzes.’
 
                 They made their way around the back of the main building. Between the sports hall and what smelt like the cookery classes - ‘Home Economics,’ Matthew corrected Chris, reminding him of his age - a group of boys hung around smoking; caught off guard by the sudden arrival of the unknown men. 
 
                 ‘Shouldn’t you be in class, boys?’ Chris said. He leaned a hand on the wall and did his best to look imposing. It wasn’t great, but he did a much better job of it than Matthew. 
 
                 The tallest, skinniest of the three looked him up and down. ‘Says who?’ he replied cockily.
 
                 Matthew whipped out his ID and thrust it under the boy’s acne pitted nose. The boy grimaced slightly before looking him up and down cockily. ‘Yeah,’ he said, throwing his shoulders back. ‘And?’ 
 
                 ‘How about we take them back to the station with us?’ Matthew asked Chris, keeping an eye on the ring leader and the acne that flared red with the boy’s frustration.              
 
                 Chris smiled knowingly. ‘Air freshener in the car’s run out,’ he said. ‘Don’t fancy having to spend the rest of the day in a car that smells of teenagers, do you?’
 
                 Matthew shook his head slowly, keeping a straight face. ‘Good point.’
 
                 ‘Phone call home will probably do the trick,’ Chris finished. 
 
                 The ring leader shrugged nonchalantly, but one of the other boys quickly dropped his cigarette and stubbed it out beneath his trainer. The three of them made their way past Matthew and Chris, the tallest muttering ‘wankers’ as he passed. 
 
                 Matthew smiled with satisfaction, watching the boys as they made their way back to class. ‘Cruel, but fun.’
 
                 Chris shook his head. ‘How long do you give it before that lanky one ends up in some young offenders somewhere? Would you have spoken to a policeman like that when you were their age?’
 
                 ‘Nah,’ Matthew said. ‘I’d have avoided ever speaking to the police.’
 
   *
 
   As Chris had predicted, the English department was at the opposite end of the school, parallel with the Art block. Four classrooms lined the corridor and at the far end there was a library. Chris walked past each classroom in turn, looking through the glass door of each. There were classes in three of the four rooms; the fourth was empty and locked. He stopped at the double doors of the library. Inside, a handful of sixth formers sat at a row of computers at the far end of the wall. Not one person was looking at an actual book and, from what Chris could make out, there didn’t appear to be many. Research had obviously changed beyond recognition since he’d left school.
 
                 ‘What are you looking for?’ Matthew asked, as Chris came back down the corridor. He peered over Chris’ shoulder to take a look into one of the classrooms. A ginger-haired boy who was sitting at the back of the room and looking bored stared back at him questioningly.
 
                 ‘The oldest teacher,’ Chris told him. ‘Chances are he or she will have been working here when Sarah was.’ 
 
                 He stopped outside the third classroom and knocked at the door. A moment later it was opened by a short woman in her early to mid fifties who had pale skin and heavy frown lines across her forehead.
 
                 ‘Can I help you?’ she asked quickly, looking Chris up and down.
 
                 In the classroom behind her the noise level doubled instantaneously and she turned back to the group and told them to settle down. It had little effect.
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice flustered, ‘this isn’t a good moment. 9B,’ she explained, nodding back at the class. ‘I can’t turn my back for a minute.’
 
                 Chris reached into his jacket for his ID. As he showed it to her, the attention of some of the front row was attracted and a few of the children got out of their seats, trying to eavesdrop. 
 
                 ‘DCI Chris Jones, Mrs…’
 
                 ‘Barker.’
 
                 ‘We’re sorry to interrupt you during the middle of a lesson, Mrs Barker, but we need some information on a woman you may once have worked with. Sarah Davies?’
 
                 At the mention of the name Mrs Barker’s face paled further. She cleared her throat uneasily. 
 
                 ‘Are you pigs?’ The ginger boy from the back of the class looked over Mrs Barker’s shoulder – already a good six inches taller than his teacher – and eyed Matthew suspiciously. ‘My dad reckons you can smell a pig a mile off.’
 
                 ‘Josh!’ Mrs Barker snapped, turning to the boy, who laughed and threw a pencil at one of the girls sitting in the front row. In retaliation, the girl picked up her exercise book and leaned over the desk to slap him across the arm with it.
 
                 ‘Sarah died,’ Mrs Barker said quietly, turning back to them. Half the class were now out of their seats or sitting on the desks, either trying to eavesdrop on the conversation taking place in the doorway or wreak as much havoc as possible in the classroom. 
 
                 ‘The lady at reception told us,’ Chris said, narrowing his eyes at Josh, who continued to make a nuisance of himself behind the teacher’s back. The boy caught the look and threw one back. Cocky little shit, Chris thought. 
 
                 ‘We need to contact her husband. You don’t remember his name, do you?’
 
                 Mrs Barker turned suddenly and shouted at the class. This time a couple of the children returned to their seats.
 
                 ‘Neil,’ she said quickly. ‘Now I’m very sorry, but I must get back to my class.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty One
 
    
 
   The station was buzzing with the news that Stacey Reed had been found alive. She had been taken to the Royal Glamorgan hospital and Dean Williams had been arrested at the scene, where he had quickly implicated his cousin when he’d realised the game was up. Nathan planned it, he said, and had threatened him with violence if he refused to help.
 
                 The idea that Dean Williams, a broad, bull of a man who clearly spent a lot of time at the gym and over the steroids bottle working on his physique, would be intimidated by his cousin, a lanky, greasy haired weasel of a man, was, to say the least, implausible.  Kate suspected that the two of them had hatched the plan together and they’d made a mockery of the community that had pulled together so generously to find the little girl. But even that needed a stretch of the imagination. The fact that the two of them had been able to formulate any sort of plan between them was more than Kate thought them capable of.  
 
                 ‘So,’ Kate said, sitting in the chair opposite Dean in the interview room. ‘Time to talk.’
 
                 Dean looked at the duty solicitor who sat beside him. The man nodded, prompting Dean to start talking. 
 
                 ‘I don’t have to say nothing,’ he said defiantly, crossing his broad arms across his chest.
 
                 ‘Correct,’ Kate agreed. ‘But you’ve already said too much. You’re up to your neck in it, Mr Williams. Speak…don’t speak…makes no difference to me. You’re not leaving this station either way.’
 
                 Dean sighed exasperatedly, resting his stocky forearms on the desk. ‘Look,’ he said, uneasily eyeing up the tape machine that was recording every word. ‘I’ve told you already. It was him, weren’t it. He made me do it.’
 
                 ‘Him being Nathan Williams,’ Kate clarified for the tape. ‘Your cousin.’
 
                 She looked at the papers in front of her. ‘You’ve not been up to much recently, Mr Williams,’ she noted, studying his records, ‘unless you’ve just been clever enough not to get caught.’
 
                 She looked at the overly muscled, ape man opposite her, who breathed nosily through his mouth; his fat bottom lip hanging loose from his face like a handle on a Toby jug. It was definitely not the latter, she thought.
 
                 ‘Convicted of theft in 2002. Other bits and pieces not worth mentioning. Convicted of benefit fraud in 2004. How long did you do for that?’
 
                 Dean sat back in his seat and rolled his eyes impatiently. ‘Three months,’ he said.
 
                 ‘Is any of this relevant?’ the duty solicitor asked, peering forward to study Kate’s notes.
 
                 She looked up and met his eye. ‘It will be when this goes to court,’ she said. As if he needed reminding. She looked back to Dean. ‘The best thing you can do for yourself is start telling the truth.’
 
                 Dean glanced at the papers and sighed. He realised he was backed into a corner. ‘Orright,’ he said, caving in. ‘It were my idea. But only at first,’ he added quickly. ‘It was just one of them stupid things – I never thought it would ’appen, know what I mean?’
 
                 Kate shook her head. ‘No. Not really. Why did you wait in the car for two hours?’
 
                 ‘I weren’t gonna do it,’ Dean admitted. ‘I had cold feet and that – she’s just a kid, she hadn’t done nothing. I just sat there, thinking like. I text Nathan and told him I was out, but he weren’t having it. Then he was on the phone giving me grief and that - telling me he’d do it himself anyway and take all the money. Said he’d do it and fit me up for it. Wouldn’t have been too hard for him, what with my record and that.’ 
 
                 He scratched his head. ‘We was all a bit skint, y’know. I’d just been laid off down the factory and the landlord was threatening to kick me out the house. Nathan’s never got any money anyway like, so he was straight on it – thought it was a wicked idea.’
 
                 ‘Wicked,’ Kate repeated. ‘Indeed.’ She pursed her lips and resisted the urge to throw the tape recorder at him.
 
                 ‘We seen that kid in the paper,’ Dean continued. ‘You know that one that was locked in that bed?’
 
                 ‘I know the one,’ Kate said. She bit her bottom lip and shook her head incredulously. Unbelievable. Was there no end to some people’s stupidity? 
 
                 ‘Is that what you were hoping for?’ she asked, keeping her voice level. ‘The reward money?’
 
                 Dean Williams frowned at Kate, as if it she was the stupid one. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not exactly. I met this bloke. Said he had a mate what works for The Sun and that. Said if Dawn sold her story to the papers she’d get about twenty thousand minimum for it.’
 
                 Kate sat forward in her seat. ‘So Dawn was involved?’
 
                 Dean looked down at his lap. The metal bar through his pierced eyebrow glinted silver under the beam of the strip light. He blew air noisily. ‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Dawn weren’t in on it.’
 
                 Kate sat back. ‘Why are you covering for her, Dean?’
 
                 Dean looked up sharply. ‘I’m not,’ he said testily. ‘Why would I do that? She ain’t my girlfriend. She ain’t nuffin to me.’
 
                 Nathan Williams had already been interviewed and was back in one of the cells. He had sat through the interview with a smug smirk stuck on his face, blaming both his cousin and his girlfriend for Stacey’s abduction. He was an arrogant shit and Kate was going to make sure he went down for this, and the longer the better.
 
                 When Kate had spoken to Dawn Reed the woman was barely able to answer her questions. She’d gone into shock and collapsed at reception and was now with the duty doctor. She managed to talk for long enough to ask to see her daughter, and certainly didn’t sound as if she had known all along where Stacey was. If this was all an act, Kate thought, she was bloody good. 
 
                 In the interview room with Dean, Kate told him, ‘Nathan says it was as much Dawn’s idea as yours’.
 
                 He breathed heavily through his nose and clenched a fist on the desk. ‘He would. He’s a prick.’
 
                 ‘Why would he do that? Why would he implicate his own girlfriend?’
 
                 ‘Nathan don’t give a shit,’ Dean said. ‘He wouldn’t care who went down for it, as long as it weren’t him. He don’t give a shit about Dawn, he’s just using her. Somewhere to live – someone to do his washing. He’s a fucking mammy’s boy. She’s too soft on him, mun.’
 
                 Kate processed the information. ‘But you were happy to do this to her?’
 
                 Dean looked down at his hands again. ‘It weren’t like that,’ he objected. ‘The kid were well looked after, fed and that.’
 
                 ‘Well looked after?’ Kate repeated, her voice rising. ‘She was half dead when we pulled her out of that attic. She hadn’t had a bath in god knows how long, she was malnourished...’
 
                 Dean glanced sideways at the duty solicitor.
 
                 ‘Under fed,’ he explained.
 
                 ‘I gave her food!’ Dean argued, looking back at Kate.
 
                 Kate took a deep breath, trying to calm her anger. ‘She was probably too scared to eat it,’ she snapped. ‘Interview suspended at two twenty five,’ she said, glancing at the clock. She turned off the recorder. ‘I’ll be two minutes,’ she told the duty solicitor.
 
                 Outside in the corridor a PC stood guard by the waiting room, on the off chance that Dawn Reed was in fact RADA material and tried to make a run for it.
 
                 ‘She still in there?’ Kate asked, gesturing at the closed door. 
 
                 The PC nodded. ‘She keeps asking to see Stacey. Reckon she was in on it, boss?’
 
                 Kate shook her head. ‘Not a chance. Beavis and Butthead had her well fooled. Speaking of idiots, where is the other Mr Williams?’
 
                 ‘Cell three. He’s demanding his phone call.’
 
                 Kate laughed bitterly. ‘Keep him waiting.’
 
                 Back in the interview room Dean Williams sat with his head in his hands. Kate restarted the tape. ‘You said there was a man. A man with a friend who worked for the press?’
 
                 ‘Yeah.’
 
                 ‘Did he suggest this idea then, or had you and Nathan already planned it?’
 
                 Dean gripped the edges of the table. ‘We’d thought of doing something,’ he confessed. ‘But it weren’t nothing more than that. It was just a thought. But him…’ He paused and let go of the desk, his big hands forming fat fists. ‘He egged us on, like. Kept talking about the money and that. I never trusted him, like,’ he lied. ‘I knew he was messing us about, but Nathan wanted to go through with it, give it a go.’
 
                 ‘How did you know Dawn would even sell her story to the papers, Mr Williams? Didn’t it occur to you or your cousin that Dawn might be more interested in finding her daughter than talking to the press?’
 
                 Dean shrugged his bulky, weight lifter’s shoulders. ‘Dunno,’ he admitted. ‘Nathan was gonna persuade her, I suppose. She always gives in to him, sooner or later.’
 
                 ‘And how were you going to end up with any of the money?’
 
                 Dean lowered his arms and put his hands on the desk. His face creased in a look of confusion and his piggy eyes stared through her as he digested the question. It was obvious he hadn’t planned that far ahead.
 
                 It was also obvious that Nathan had planned to pocket the lot. He was going to screw them both over, Dawn and Dean. 
 
                 Kate shook her head slowly, despondently. ‘How did you think you were going to get away with it?’ she asked. ‘How was Stacey going to be ‘found’?
 
                 Dean clenched his fists on the desk. His puffy cheeks were colouring and a shine of perspiration dampened his forehead. There was a prolonged silence in which he tried to form an answer. There wasn’t one; he didn’t know. It was clear to Kate and the duty solicitor that Dean had no idea how the plan was supposed to unfold. The promise of a fat wad of cash had been enough to cloud what little common sense he had.
 
                 ‘Fucker,’ Dean muttered under his breath, his knuckles whitening as he clenched his fists tighter. 
 
                 He sat straight suddenly and banged a fist on the desk.
 
                 ‘Dean…’ Kate warned.
 
                 ‘He said it was idiot proof!’
 
                 If it hadn’t all been so tragic, Kate may have been tempted to laugh. ‘Who said?’ she asked, forcing back a smile. ‘Nathan?’
 
                 Dean looked up at the ceiling and gritted his teeth. ‘No!’ he snapped. ‘Adam!’
 
                 Kate glanced at the duty solicitor, who shrugged unhelpfully.
 
                 ‘Who’s Adam?’ she asked.
 
                 ‘The one with the mate at The Sun,’ Dean explained. ‘He put us up to it – it was him!’
 
                 Kate sat back. ‘I’m not following,’ she admitted. ‘Why would he ‘put you up to it’? What was in it for him? A share of the money?’
 
                 Dean clamped his lips together and breathed heavily through his nose. The noise of his breathing filled the small interview room. ‘He never asked for no money,’ he said. ‘Not from me anyway.’
 
                 Kate rolled her eyes. It didn’t make sense: why would someone encourage them to kidnap a child when there was nothing in it for him? What could he possibly gain from it? Unless, of course, he did it to drop Dean and Nathan in the shit.
 
                 ‘Who is Adam?’ Kate asked.
 
                 Dean shrugged. ‘I’ve only known him a few months,’ he said. ‘Met him down the job centre.’
 
                 ‘What’s his surname?’
 
                 Dean looked at the duty solicitor for guidance. ‘Do you know his surname, Dean?’ the man said.
 
                 ‘No.’ 
 
                 He was telling the truth. Kate had no doubt that if he knew the man’s full name he’d have already given it to her. There was no reason to be surprised by the fact that Dean had neglected to find out this small detail, when everything else seemed to have passed him by so easily.
 
                 Kate raised her hands in disbelief. ‘Perfect,’ she said. ‘So a stranger whose surname you don’t even know tells you that if you kidnap a kid and get her mother to sell her story to the papers, you’ll make a load of money and no one will ask any questions?’
 
                 Dean lowered his eyes. Even he, it seemed, couldn’t believe his own stupidity. 
 
                 ‘For the purposes of the tape,’ Kate said, keeping her eye on him, ‘Mr Williams is now shaking his head. What’s the matter, Dean?’
 
                 Dean Williams said nothing, just shook his head in disbelief. 
 
                 ‘I’m charging you with the abduction and false imprisonment of Stacey Reed,’ Kate finished.
 
   *
 
   ‘Kate,’ Superintendent Clayton said, passing her in the corridor. She stopped and waited to bask in his approval. Clayton smiled. ‘Good job,’ he said.
 
                 Kate didn’t wait for anything more; compliments from Clayton rarely consisted of more than a couple of syllables - he was a man of few words but many facial expressions - and she allowed herself to briefly savour the moment before heading back to her office.
 
                 Perhaps now people would begin to take her seriously again. Maybe every decision she made and every theory she shared with her colleagues wouldn’t be met with a passing of rolled eyes or a patronising look that said, here she goes again.  
 
                 Her happiness was short lived. The photographs of a healthy, happy Stacey still greeted her as she entered the room and she began to take them down slowly, unable to comprehend the differences between this child and the one she had held in Dean Williams’ attic. The girl in the photographs was almost unrecognisable. Kate looked at the picture in her hand and wondered sadly how long it would be before the little girl smiled like that again, and how long it would be before another child took her place.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty Two
 
    
 
   They walked back to the car outside the school and Chris got Matthew to drive. 
 
                 ‘I knew I recognised that name,’ he said, buckling up in the passenger seat.
 
                 ‘What name?’ Matthew asked, starting the engine.
 
                 ‘Neil Davies.’
 
                 Chris sat forward in his seat and tapped the dashboard distractedly. ‘His son, Ben, was reported missing at the beginning of the week,’ he told Matthew. ‘That’s the kid whose name the receptionist couldn’t remember.’
 
                 Matthew glanced sideways. He narrowed his eyes and gripped the steering wheel. ‘Not exactly an uncommon name,’ he said.
 
                 ‘True.’ But too much of a coincidence otherwise, he thought.
 
                 ‘How do you know, anyway?’
 
                 ‘Kate Kelly.’
 
                 ‘The fit one?’ Matthew asked, winking slyly.
 
                 Chris rolled his eyes. ‘You think?’ he said dismissively.
 
                 Matthew tutted. ‘You don’t?’
 
                 Chris shrugged and avoided answering the question. Most men found Kate attractive, though she was not beautiful in the conventional sense. There was an awkward clumsiness about her that was endearing. She blushed easily and was slightly kooky. She thought herself aloof, but was more often than not the opposite. She was vulnerable, but she didn’t know it; if she did know it, she would never have admitted it. She didn’t realise how attractive she was, which paradoxically made her all the more so. 
 
                 ‘You two close then?’ Matthew asked, glancing at Chris.
 
                 ‘We worked together when I first moved down here.’
 
                 ‘Not what I asked.’ Matthew grinned and focused on the road ahead. He’d seen Kate just days earlier, watching him through her office window as he fought with the drinks machine on her corridor. There was something about her, he thought, but she was too old for him. Anyway, he’d been trained not to mix business with pleasure.
 
                 Matthew wouldn’t have been the first person to try to interrogate Chris about his relationship with Kate. There were plenty of people who’d raised a curious eyebrow or given him a gentle nudge when Kate left a room, but the gossipmongers back at the station were going to be given no ammunition from Chris. They would be disappointed: nothing had ever happened between them; well, nothing that she’d decided she wanted to pursue. They were friends. She had made that clear.
 
                 ‘What do you make of all this then?’ Chris asked, changing the subject. ‘It’s been me doing all the brain work so far – let’s hear your theories.’
 
                 Matthew sighed exaggeratedly. He didn’t like being put on the spot and continually joked that he was just the tea boy; although Chris sometimes wondered whether the light-hearted, jovial tone was used to hide some deeper resentment of his position. He’d done well so far, but his progress had been steady and he could easily have been promoted by now had he demonstrated the right tenacity.
 
                 ‘Victims, three men,’ Matthew said. ‘One killer. Or so we think.’
 
                 ‘I think,’ Chris corrected him.
 
                 ‘We both think then. All with a wife and two kids, one boy, one girl, but we don’t know what the relevance is, or even if it’s relevant at all.’
 
                 He paused.
 
                 ‘Is that it?’ Chris asked, hopeful for more.
 
                 ‘I’m thinking.’ 
 
                 Matthew groped in his pocket for a chewing gum. He offered Chris one; Chris declined. 
 
                 ‘That helping the thinking process at all?’ Chris asked, referring to the incessant chewing that ensued. 
 
                 ‘No,’ Matthew admitted. He stared blankly at the road ahead. ‘I don’t get it. Who the hell is Adam? And why would he claim to be the husband of someone who’s been dead for three years?’
 
                 Chris reached into his pocket for his phone and brought up Kate’s mobile number. If anyone might be able to offer them some sort of insight it would be her. He hoped so, at least.
 
                 He called, but it went straight to voicemail.
 
                 ‘Hi, this is Kate Kelly. Sorry I can’t answer the phone at the moment – please leave a message and I’ll get back to you.’
 
                 He hung up.
 
                 Chris turned to Matthew. ‘Ever been to Candy’s?’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty Three
 
    
 
   There was too much mystery surrounding Neil Davies. Last night, in the glow of a couple of large glasses of wine and an absence of rational thinking, Kate had been happy not to know too much. Today, in the cold light and sobriety of the afternoon, an insinuating vein of common sense told her she needed to know more. 
 
                 Now that Stacey Reed was found, Kate had to concentrate her focus on Ben Davies. She’d been sure that he was safe and in some way responsible for his own disappearance, but now she couldn’t be so certain. He had been missing for five nights; if he was sulking, he’d have got over it and gone home by now. Children who cried for help didn’t stay away that long.
 
                 Regardless of her feelings towards his father, Kate had a duty to the boy, and that was to bring him home safe and well. She just hoped that that was still possible.
 
                 But where was home for Ben, Kate thought. What had happened to the family after Sarah’s death that was so bad Neil’s own children had been taken away from him? 
 
                 Plenty of people lost their partners, Kate thought. Other people found themselves suddenly and unexpectedly on their own, alone with children they would have to raise as a single parent, but that didn’t automatically mean they would have their children taken away from them and put into foster care. Just how badly had Neil’s wife’s death affected him? What were the repercussions of her death?
 
                 Why hadn’t she asked him? There had been plenty of opportunities last night for her to ask her own questions, but she had been so wrapped up in responding to his that it hadn’t occurred to her. It was almost as though she didn’t need to ask, or didn’t need to know. Neil made her believe she could trust him, though she realised now she didn’t know the slightest thing about him. She had trusted someone who was no more than a stranger. 
 
                 Kate avoided the castle this time, taking the long way around the outskirts of Caerphilly town to get to the estate where Sophie Davies now lived. She needed to keep a clear head today and reminders of the past would only cloud her focus with distracting and unhelpful diversions. 
 
                 Yesterday she had gone easy on Sophie Davies, despite the girl’s bad attitude and her sniping comments. She’s made allowances for the fact that the girl had lost her mother and been removed from the rest of her family, but there was no room for sympathy when Ben was still missing.
 
                 Today, the girl was going to talk. 
 
                 Kate pulled up outside the house. The car wasn’t in the driveway, but when she rang the bell Mrs Evans, Sophie’s foster mother, came to the door. 
 
                 ‘Miss Kelly,’ she said, after Kate had introduced herself. Her North Wales accent was as thick as her husband’s. ‘My husband said you’d called yesterday. Nothing the matter is there?’
 
                 ‘I’m sure Sophie has told you, Mrs Evans that her brother, Ben, is missing. I know they don’t see a lot of each other at the moment, but Sophie really does need to tell me everything she knows. Yesterday she was a little…’
 
                 She paused while trying to find the most suitable, least offensive choice of adjective. 
 
                 Mrs Evans waved a hand dismissively. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘It’s been a very tough few years for Sophie. She’s not always so difficult, but she has her moments.’
 
                 Mrs Evans ushered Kate into the house and closed the door behind her. 
 
                 ‘She’s in the kitchen,’ she told Kate. ‘I’ll be in the living room if you need me.’ 
 
                 In the kitchen Sophie Davies sat at the table with a book in front of her. She glanced up briefly as Kate entered the room, but went straight back to the book, determined to get to the end of the chapter before being interrupted. Kate sat opposite her and waited patiently.
 
                 Sophie got to the end of the chapter and closed the book. 
 
                 ‘What are you reading?’ Kate asked, glancing at the title on the front cover.
 
                 Sophie pushed the book across the table towards her. 
 
                 ‘Any good?’ Kate asked, studying the cover.
 
                 Sophie shrugged. ‘It’s about a girl who lives with her grandmother,’ she explained sullenly. ‘The girl’s father is dead and she thinks her mother is dead too, but she’s not – that’s just what her grandmother told her.’ Sophie paused. ‘Why would anyone do that?’ she asked, although Kate suspected that she was not expected to answer. ‘Why would anyone lie to their own family like that?’
 
                 Kate said nothing. She didn’t know what to say that might ease the tension and avoid exacerbating the girl’s bitterness.
 
                 ‘I thought we’d said everything yesterday,’ Sophie said, breaking the silence. She folded her arms defensively and stared at Kate with her dark, heavily made-up eyes.
 
                 ‘I didn’t,’ Kate said, ‘and I’m pretty sure you didn’t either, Sophie.’
 
                 Sophie gazed out of the kitchen window, avoiding eye contact with Kate. She played aimlessly with the plastic bracelets on her wrist.
 
                 ‘Every day your brother is missing,’ Kate told her carefully, ‘it becomes harder to find him. It’s been five days now, Sophie. That might not sound a lot to you, but he’s a twelve year old boy. I know he’s not as independent as you are. I know he can’t look after himself the way that you probably could.’
 
                 ‘You don’t know anything about me,’ Sophie said defensively. 
 
                 ‘No, I don’t,’ Kate admitted, realising flattery wasn’t going to work with the girl. ‘And I don’t know enough about Ben either. That’s why I need someone who knows him better. That’s why I need you.’              
 
                 Sophie leaned on the table and looked up at Kate from beneath her thick eyelashes. ‘For a detective, you’re not especially good at detecting,’ she said. There was a sneer in her voice and an attitude in the way she held her shoulders, as though challenging Kate; trying to provoke a reaction.
 
                 ‘I’m sure your father told you how concerned everyone is,’ Kate said abruptly, ignoring Sophie’s last comment. ‘In fact, he told me you were very upset about the matter.’
 
                 Sophie narrowed her eyes and sat back sharply in her chair. ‘I haven’t spoken to my father in two years,’ she said bitterly. ‘I’m not allowed to. Or, more to the point, he’s not allowed to speak to me.’
 
                 Sophie Davies was playing a very silly game, Kate thought. She could feel her impatience growing already. She rose from the table and opened the kitchen door. ‘Stay there,’ she said sharply to Sophie.
 
                 Mrs Evans was sitting in the living room watching last night’s Eastenders on Sky Plus. She pressed the TV off with the remote when she saw Kate enter the room. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Thought I’d leave you to it.’
 
                 ‘That’s fine,’ Kate said. ‘I just wanted to ask you a little bit about Sophie. Has she…’ She considered the most appropriate way to pose the question. ‘Does she cause you any problems, Mrs Evans?’
 
                 The woman smiled. ‘No more than any of the others we’ve had,’ she said. ‘My husband and I have been fostering for years, Miss…’
 
                 ‘Kelly,’ Kate reminded her. ‘Kate.’
 
                 ‘Kate,’ she repeated. ‘Like I said, we’ve been fostering for years and we’ve had children with all sorts of problems stay with us. Children whose parents have had drug problems, even children with drug problems…in comparison, Sophie’s a delight.’
 
                 Kate sat at the end of the sofa.
 
                 ‘She lost her mother, you know,’ Mrs Evans told her, lowering her voice in case Sophie was within earshot. ‘Awfully sad business. Car accident. Whole family were in the car at the time, but her mother wasn’t wearing a seatbelt you see. Tragic, really.’
 
                 ‘What about her father?’ Kate asked. ‘Does she see him often?’
 
                 ‘Her father? Lord, no. Now, it’s not for me to cast judgement, but the authorities have said he’s unfit, you see. Didn’t cope very well after the death of his wife.’ She glanced towards the living room door and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘Alcoholic. Lost his mind, by all accounts. Children were left to fend for themselves, more or less. Hit poor Sophie, bless her soul.’
 
                 Kate felt sick. The room was suddenly very warm and she felt claustrophobic.
 
                 ‘Are you OK?’ asked Mrs Evans. ‘You look white as a sheet.’
 
   *
 
   Kate stood at the open back door, breathing some much needed fresh air and wishing that she was anywhere but this claustrophobic kitchen with this sullen teenager. Sophie sat quietly.
 
                 ‘Tell me about what happened to you, Sophie,’ she said. ‘After the accident.’
 
                 Sophie paused before she responded. ‘What’s there to say? Dad hated us – me and Ben. Blamed us for Mum’s death, but especially me. I don’t blame him. It was my fault.’
 
                 Kate sat back at the table. ‘From what I’ve heard, Sophie, it was neither you nor Ben’s fault. Your mother wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. It was an accident.’
 
                 Sophie laughed bitterly and threw her head back, looking to the ceiling. ‘An accident? Nothing happens by accident,’ she said. ‘That’s just what they tell you to make you feel better. Only it doesn’t, does it?’ She lowered her face again and looked at Kate. ‘I was arguing with Ben because he’d taken one of my pens and chewed the end of it, just because I’d told him not to. I killed my mother over a gel pen.’
 
                 Kate studied the girl’s sad eyes at she stared down at the table top in front of her and felt guilty at having thought badly of her at their first meeting. The girl was just a child – not as tough or headstrong as she liked to think herself – and she had already been through more than most people endured during a lifetime. No wonder she was so defensive and so uptight. She blamed herself for her mother’s death, and she would probably blame herself all her life.
 
                 The girl shook her head, as if to snap herself from her daydream. ‘What do you need to know?’ she asked. ‘Look, you came about Ben, not me. I can tell you where Ben is. My father, the lying bastard, could have told you where Ben is.’
 
                 For the briefest moment, Kate could have sworn she felt her heart falter. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said, leaning forward on the table. ‘What do you mean?’
 
                 ‘Whenever Ben goes ‘missing’ there’s only one place he’ll ever be,’ she said, rolling her eyes cynically. ‘Auntie Claire’s house. Mum’s sister. She lives in Newport now, been there a couple of years. I can’t remember her phone number, but it’s saved in my email inbox somewhere.’
 
                 Claire had already been contacted and had denied seeing or hearing from Ben. 
 
                 Why would she lie to the police? 
 
                 Perhaps Sophie had got it wrong.
 
                 ‘Why wouldn’t your father have told me this?’ Kate asked, hearing her own voice falter.
 
                 Sophie laughed bitterly. ‘He’s a bloody liar,’ she said, angry now. ‘Everything that comes out of his mouth is a lie.’
 
                 Kate sat back in her chair and thought of the lunch she had shared with Neil days before; the evening she had spent with him last night, the way in which she had confided in him and the things she had told him, things she told hardly anyone; the way he had kissed her cheek when they said goodbye.
 
                 Another man who had knowingly misled her. Christ, Kate, she scorned herself. You can pick them.
 
                 But surely he couldn’t know where Ben had been all week? Why would he let her head an investigation into the disappearance of a boy who wasn’t actually missing?
 
                 Sophie was wrong. She had to be.
 
                 ‘Is Ben close to your Aunt, Sophie?’
 
                 She nodded. ‘Always has been. He’s always loved her to bits for some reason. If only he knew what she was really like.’
 
                 Kate shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Sophie, I’m not following. If only he knew what?’
 
                 Sophie looked Kate in the eye. ‘My dad doesn’t hate me because I caused the argument in the car that day,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘It’s just easier for him that way. He’s so busy hating me he hasn’t got time to think about what a bastard he is.’
 
                 She stopped and bit her bottom lip, anger rising in her voice.
 
                 ‘He hates me because I know what he is. Ask Claire. Her own sister. How could you do that to your own sister? She must have been the reason we moved here – all that crap about his job, I always knew it was bullshit. He was never working - he was always sneaking off somewhere. All that time on the computer, all those secretive phone calls. He used to make me feel like shit when I was younger – made me feel as though I’d killed my own mother and it was my fault that everything had gone tits up. Only, it wasn’t my fault, not all of it. It was shit even before she’d died.’
 
                 Sophie turned her head away, trying to hide her tears from Kate. When she looked back again her mascara was streaked down her cheeks in black rivers.
 
                 ‘My mother should have stayed around to find out the truth,’ choking back tears. ‘If the crash hadn’t killed her, finding out her husband was sleeping with her sister would have done the trick.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty Four
 
    
 
   Chris couldn’t wait to see how Matthew would react to this.
 
                 He rang the buzzer outside the club and waited for a voice on the intercom. 
 
                 ‘Chris Jones,’ he introduced himself, recognising the voice belonging to the woman he’d called less than an hour before. ‘We spoke earlier.’
 
                 The intercom clicked off and they waited as the manager made her way to the door. She was smartly dressed in fitted trousers and tailored jacket and as the two men followed her into the club she walked with the air of someone who was too busy to be disturbed and didn’t really have the time to waste on them. It seemed they were inconveniencing everyone today, Chris thought.
 
                 She led them through the main bar area and took them both to the office. The main floor of the club was deserted except for a woman who was cleaning the bar ready for this evening’s opening. Chris was disappointed that their visit hadn’t taken place later in the evening when Candy’s was opened for business. He would have loved to have watched Matthew’s reaction; the gangly, misplaced awkwardness that seemed to characterise him. 
 
                 ‘I’m new,’ the manager said brusquely. ‘I’ve only been running the place since just before Christmas. Some of these cameras don’t actually have any film in them, so it’ll be luck if you get what you want.’
 
                 She spoke in a business-like manner and moved about the office briskly, as though her time should be spent more productively. She took a set of keys from the top drawer of the desk and opened the store cupboard in the corner of the office. 
 
                 ‘Why are some of them without film?’ Chris asked.
 
                 ‘Expense,’ the manager said bluntly. ‘Seeing them there is usually enough of a deterrent, so there’s no need for all of them to be running.’
 
                 Matthew caught Chris’ attention by kicking him in the ankle. He was staring at a pile of flyers on the desk, adorned with the image of an almost nude female wrapped provocatively around a pole. Chris gave him a look that said ‘so what?’
 
                 ‘Is this a members-only club?’ Chris asked, ignoring Matthew. 
 
                 ‘Yes,’ she answered. 
 
                 ‘Could you check, see if you’ve got a member called Neil Davies?’ he asked. ‘No rush,’ he added, trying to keep her sweet. He smiled and turned to Matthew who grimaced in response. He couldn’t wait to get out of there.
 
                 ‘Will do,’ she replied.
 
                 Minutes later she emerged from the store cupboard with a disc in hand. She passed two discs to Chris. ‘One’s just above the bar and the other is by the side of the dance floor,’ she explained. ‘Anything outside those areas I can’t help you with.’
 
                 She sat down at the desk and logged herself onto the computer system. 
 
                 ‘Who am I looking for?’
 
                 ‘Neil Davies,’ Chris reminded her.
 
                 She typed the name and searched the database. She shook her head. ‘No, nothing,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’
 
                 ‘What about a Joseph Ryan?’ Matthew asked.
 
                 She repeated the process. ‘Got him,’ she said. She raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow. ‘Quite a regular member by the looks of it,’ she commented, seeing the extensive list of visits Joseph Ryan had made during the past twelve months.
 
                 ‘And he was here last night?’ Chris said.
 
                 The manageress pressed a few keys and waited for a result. ‘Certainly was,’ she confirmed. 
 
                 Chris tapped the discs on his lap. ‘Thanks. I’ll hold onto these,’ he said. ‘We’ll see ourselves out.’
 
   *
 
   Matthew couldn’t leave the place quickly enough. He even avoided eye contact with the cleaner, who smiled at him as he made his way back through the club. Chris couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
                 ‘Alright?’ he asked, overly cheerily.
 
                 ‘Fine,’ Matthew replied. He grimaced and stepped outside the club, exhaling loudly.
 
                 Chris handed Matthew the disc when they got outside. 
 
                 ‘There we are,’ he announced. ‘A present. The pleasure can be all yours.’
 
                 Matthew groaned and looked at the discs in his hand as though they might explode at any moment. ‘Thanks, boss,’ he mumbled. And then, ‘What are we actually looking for?’
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty Five
 
    
 
   It took a moment for the information to register in Kate’s brain. She sat unnaturally still in the kitchen chair, a thousand thoughts colliding. From the thousand, one was prominent. Sophie watched her carefully; suddenly eager to make eye contact with Kate now she was the one holding all the cards. She realised she knew more than the detective did, and the thought seemed to empower her. 
 
                 ‘You see?’ she said to Kate, as if everything now made sense. Although her tone was still aggressive, there was a certain amount of regret in her words, as though pleased she’d got one up on the detective, but at the time, sorry she’d had to do so. ‘This is what my father does. He lies to people. He twists everything.’
 
                 The thought that she had allowed Neil to get so close the night before made Kate shudder and she turned away from Sophie, trying to erase the memory of his lips touching her skin. She crossed the kitchen to the back door and leaned a hand against the doorframe, steadying herself. She stepped outside, breathing in the cold air; trying to get her thoughts in some kind of order.
 
                 ‘You have to tell me everything, Sophie.’
 
                 ‘Have to?’ Sophie repeated, twisting her mouth into an expression of distaste. ‘Why? We know where Ben is. I’ll go and check my emails now – get you Claire’s number.’
 
                 Sophie got up and left the room. Kate sat down again and put her head in her hands. She was hot and confused and felt a headache coming on; just one of many that week. She suddenly felt extremely exposed and vulnerable. She had told Neil so many things about herself and her family: her missing brother, her father’s sudden death; her mother’s suicide. She had told him things that she had never told anyone; things that she had kept hidden in the back of her mind for years. Things that should have stayed there. 
 
                 He knew things about her that only Chris and Stuart knew. She’d allowed him to know too much about her and it was all down to her impulsive stupidity. She trusted people when she shouldn’t. Even now, after all these years in the police and all the bastards she had met during that time, she still made the mistake of thinking the best of people. She still thought that possibly, beneath it all, people were inherently good.
 
                 Of course, she knew, they weren’t. Allowing Neil to get so close to her had been stupid and unprofessional and as she sat in the Evans’ kitchen holding her throbbing temples in her hands Kate began to realise the seriousness of her situation.
 
                 Why would Neil have told her Ben was missing if he knew all along where his son was? He had asked her to help him – had treated her as though she was the only person who would possibly be able to find his son – when all the time he knew where Ben was, and must have realised that it would be almost impossible to find him if his aunt had been hiding him. After all, Claire had lied to the police when she’d been asked if she’d heard from Ben. Why would she do that? Why would she protect her brother-in-law in that way, especially if she was as close to her nephew as Sophie claimed?
 
                 None of it made sense. Kate couldn’t understand why anyone would waste her time in that way; although it would explain why he had seemed almost certain that his son would be found safe. Of course he was certain. He knew. What sort of a father was he? What sort of man was he?
 
                 Kate’s longing to see her own father was almost unbearable. She would lie half awake sometimes imagining she had heard him calling her from across the landing; then she would wake properly, adjust herself to the darkness and realise that there was no landing: she wasn’t in the house in which she had grown up and her father wasn’t there, not any more. She would never again hear him call her name. 
 
                 Time was supposed to ease these feelings, but time was the one thing that made them all worse, she thought. Every day that passed gave her yet more time to contemplate what had happened to her family; more time to think about all the mistakes she had made, and all the words that had been left unspoken. Time, and age, gave her more opportunity to consider the words she had heard spoken by her parents all those years ago; the arguments that they had mistakenly assumed her young ears were deaf to. 
 
                 It would be just the same for Sophie, Kate thought.
 
                 Last night, over drinks with Neil, she had spoken about her mother with bitterness. She had left Kate when she had most needed her; when she was just a fourteen year old child with no other female influence in her life. In reality, she had left long before that, lost in the bottom of a vodka bottle. A bottle of pills and a litre of vodka had been her chosen goodbye.
 
                 Suicide was the coward’s way out. Kate had tried for years, but couldn’t bring herself to forgive her mother for taking a route neither she nor her father could follow. They had needed her, both of them, but she had done what was best for her. Or what she must have believed was best, at least. The selfish way out. Yes, she had lost her son. But she still had a daughter who was very much alive, very much present, and needed her mother more than anyone.
 
                 Yesterday, Kate had spoken about her mother with hate. Today, she felt as guilty as hell for feeling that way towards her. The bitterness she had displayed was like bile in the back of her throat, choking her with its sour aftertaste. 
 
                 But she knew what she had heard. Knew, but still couldn’t make sense of it even now.
 
                 When her mother died, Kate hadn’t been taken from her father. No one from social services came by the house, prying into her family’s business or questioning her father’s capabilities as a parent. What was the difference between their situation and the Davies family’s then? Nothing of what Sophie had said explained why she and Ben had been taken from their father. People had affairs every day of the week; it didn’t make it right, but they didn’t have their kids taken away from them as a result of it.   
 
   *
 
   When Sophie came back into the room she was carrying a slip of paper on which she’d written Claire Morgan’s phone number. Kate dialled the number from the pay-as-you-go mobile she usually kept in the bottom drawer back at the station, just in case, while Sophie sat opposite her. She had picked up her book again and turned to the bookmarked page, but Kate could see from the corner of her eye that the book was just a prop that the girl had no intention of reading and she was instead waiting for her aunt to answer the call.
 
                 Ben was safe and well at Claire’s house. She apologised profusely for not informing the foster parents of Ben’s whereabouts and for lying to the police, as if an apology was going to counterbalance the worry she had caused and the fact that she had wasted days of police time and resources. Claire was quick to emphasise the fact that she had only respected her nephew’s wishes when he had said he didn’t want to go back home, but she was the adult, Kate told her: she should have been the one deciding what was best for him, and what was best for him was to be where everyone knew that he was safe and well. 
 
                 Kate’s impatience was not subtle and she had the feeling her words were being wasted on the woman. She told Claire that she had wasted police time and had caused the foster family an unnecessary amount of worry, but this was again received with a pointless, weak apology. Claire said she would get Ben back to Pontypridd the following morning. She asked if she would be arrested, but Kate couldn’t think about that now. She had bigger things to consider.
 
                 There was more that Kate needed to know. She looked at Sophie, who quickly turned her eyes back to her book. Kate went out into the hall to continue her conversation. She was gone for three or four minutes, during which Sophie tried to listen at the door. 
 
                 ‘I’ll let his foster parents know now,’ Kate told Claire as she came back into the kitchen, ‘but please make sure you get Ben to call them too.’
 
                 ‘Yes,’ Claire said, ‘of course.’
 
                 Kate was just about to end the call when Claire asked suddenly where she had got her number. 
 
                 ‘Sophie,’ Kate told her.
 
                 There was silence at the other end of the line and for a moment Kate had thought Claire had lost the signal.
 
                 ‘Hello?’
 
                 ‘Sorry,’ Claire said, still there. ‘Please give her my love, won’t you?’
 
                 Kate finished her conversation in the hall before returning to the kitchen and Sophie. ‘She sends her love,’ Kate said, putting her mobile back into her bag.
 
                 Sophie snorted and turned her tear-stained face away. ‘She can stuff her love,’ she said. 
 
                 Kate took her seat opposite the girl. ‘Why were you and Ben taken from your father, Sophie?’
 
                 Sophie put her book down and sighed. ‘Ask social services,’ she said. Her mouth pressed into a hard line and the attitude was back.
 
                 ‘I’m asking you.’
 
                 The girl’s defences had been set high, but Kate could sense them slowly crumbling, despite the guarded shifty looks and the hard set, pouting mouth. She would give her time; let her speak when she was ready to. 
 
                  ‘He couldn’t cope with us,’ she eventually said. ‘He didn’t want us there. It was like we were invisible. Sometimes, he wouldn’t speak to me at all. I mean, for like days on end. It was like we were in his way. We were invisible to him.’
 
                 She pulled at a clump of hair that had come loose from the band at the back of her head and distractedly peeled a split end.
 
                 ‘He started drinking,’ she continued. ‘I was practically bringing Ben up for a while. He was too young to do stuff for himself, you know? So I was washing his school uniform, making his dinner. The drinking just got worse, and that was when everything went wrong really, or at least got a lot worse, if you know what I mean.’
 
                 Kate studied the girl and thought her far older than her years. She spoke with the tired acceptance of someone who’d lived a life of hardship, not a fifteen year old whose biggest worry should have been what she was going to wear out that evening. 
 
                 She thought of her own mother; of the states she had seen her in as a result of alcohol. In the end, in the months leading up to her suicide, she had been barely recognisable as the woman Kate remembered from her childhood, before Daniel had been taken from them.
 
                 ‘What was he like before, Sophie?’
 
                 ‘Before?’
 
                 ‘Before your mother died.’
 
                 She shrugged and dropped her hair on her shoulder. ‘He worked a lot. He always seemed separate from us, somehow. I dunno,’ she said, ‘Like there was somewhere else he’d rather be, I suppose. It was like he was looking for something. He spent a lot more time working than he did with us. He was always at his bloody computer, or at some work meeting, or away on some business trip. I was never really close to him. I was always closer to mum.’
 
                 ‘And what about Ben?’
 
                 ‘The same. He was always closer to mum.’
 
                 ‘If you knew your father was having an affair, why did you never tell your mum?’
 
                 Sophie chewed anxiously on her lower lip and stared at the table. ‘I was going to,’ she said. ‘I kept building up the courage to tell her and then I just couldn’t do it. I didn’t want them to get a divorce, no matter how much he pissed me off sometimes. He made her happy somehow. She always looked so happy, you know?’
 
                 Kate thought about what Claire had just told her on the phone.
 
                 ‘Were your parents close, Sophie? What were they like together?’
 
                 The shutters slammed closed again and Sophie glared at her defensively again. ‘Why are you asking me all these questions?’ she said. ‘You were looking for Ben. You’ve found him. You can go now.’
 
                 Kate wasn’t ready to go. ‘I just…’ She hesitated, not knowing how to explain herself. What would she say to Sophie? How could she suitably explain her unusual interest in the girl’s father? She could hardly tell her that she had as good as dated him and wanted to know what she had almost let herself in for. 
 
                 ‘I said you can go now,’ Sophie repeated.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty Six
 
    
 
   PC Matthew Curtis had sat through ninety long minutes of CCTV footage from Candy’s. He had only been to a strip club once, when he was seventeen, and it had been one of the most embarrassing experiences of his adolescence. His mates had paid for a dance and watched and laughed as he had turned practically purple, when a stripper gyrated just inches from his face. 
 
                 ‘Chill out, little boy,’ the girl had said to him, as hard as the floor she danced on. 
 
                 He needed to toughen up, he knew. He’d managed it, early on; he’d done a good job at proving that he had what it took to cut it as a police officer. He managed to switch off: he didn’t let things get to him. He hadn’t meant them to, but the edges were fraying now, and he was sure that people he worked with had begun to notice it.               
 
   *
 
   He spotted Joseph Ryan first. He appeared in the corner of the screen, ordering a drink from the bar. Overly confident, a swagger in his step, he flirted openly with the girl who served his drink then turned to lean with his back to the bar, leisurely surveying his surroundings. He was, Matthew supposed, handsome: dark hair, darker eyes and an athletic, toned physique. His eyes scanned the room, looking over the women as though considering a purchase.
 
                 When Joseph moved again and stepped further into the picture another man appeared closely behind him. Early thirties, dark hair, athletic build again; another one for the ladies by the looks of him. Adam.
 
                 Matthew sat back and watched the figure cross the frame. He skipped the tape forward and pressed pause when he found the best shot of the mysterious Adam. A strange expression crossed his face. He would have to tell the boss. He left the room, stuck his head in next door and called for Chris.
 
                 ‘Come and look at this, boss,’ Matthew said.
 
                 He stood behind Chris as he studied the image on the screen. He’d done his job, but didn’t feel particularly pleased with himself or confident about what was yet to come. He sat back in his seat and aimlessly shuffled some papers.
 
                 ‘Recognise him?’ he asked.
 
                 Chris leaned closer to the screen to get a better look. ‘No.’
 
                 Matthew pressed the pause button again and the tape ran on, showing Adam moving across and out of the frame.
 
                 ‘So,’ Matthew said. ‘How do we find him?’
 
                 ‘Give me two minutes,’ Chris said, leaving the room again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty Seven
 
    
 
   Finding two missing children in one day should have been a career highlight, but for Kate it had brought nothing but further misery and confusion. Yes, Stacey and Ben had been found, but behind their disappearances were trails of confusion that didn’t even begin to make sense. First there was this mysterious man who had managed to convince Dean and Nathan Williams to kidnap Stacey Reed, apparently for no reason and at no personal gain. Then there was Neil Davies and the web of lies that he had managed to weave around himself. Kate had been the fly, well and truly reeled in and hooked.
 
                 She pulled into the car park at the station and turned off the engine, put her head on the steering wheel and took a deep breath. Her face was flushed and she could feel a migraine kicking in. 
 
                 The conversation she’d had on the phone with Claire Morgan, Sophie and Ben’s aunt, in the hallway of the Evans’ house, replayed on loudspeaker in her mind. 
 
                 ‘Kate…’ There was a long pause, as though Claire had been unsure whether or not to continue. ‘I know you must think terrible things of me,’ she’d blurted suddenly, ‘but I was in trouble and I had no one to turn to. I trusted Neil.’
 
                 ‘Your relationship with Neil is not my concern,’ Kate told her, a little coldly. ‘I’m more interested in why you lied to police when you were asked if you’d seen or heard from Ben.’
 
                 ‘I told you,’ she said, her voice wavering. ‘Ben asked me not to say he was with me. He said he doesn’t want to go back to his foster family. I told him we’d have to tell them eventually, but he just needed a couple of days. I thought if I could just keep him happy for a few days I’d be able to talk him round.’
 
                 Kate had stopped by the living room door. The sound of Phil Mitchell threatening Ian Beale came from the TV and, satisfied Sophie’s foster mother’s attention was otherwise occupied, she resumed the conversation with Claire.
 
                 ‘Did Ben say why he didn’t want to go home?’
 
                 ‘It’s not his home,’ Claire said quickly; a little too quickly, Kate thought.
 
                 ‘His foster parents are good people,’ Kate said, her voice edged with frustration. ‘They’ve been out of their minds with worry.’  
 
                 ‘Have you spoken to Sophie?’ Claire asked after a pause. ‘Has she told you what she saw?’
 
                 When Kate said nothing Claire immediately realised she’d made a mistake and knew she’d said too much. She’d now have to explain everything, and Kate had already assumed that it would only make the woman look worse than she already did.
 
                 ‘She told me you were having an affair with her father,’ Kate replied.
 
                 ‘Not exactly what I’d call it,’ Claire said bitterly. ‘I needed money. My boyfriend had left me, I’d been evicted from my flat – I didn’t know who to turn to.’
 
                 ‘Why didn’t you ask Sarah for help?’
 
                 ‘We weren’t talking,’ Claire confessed. ‘She’d washed her hands of me.’
 
                 ‘So Neil gave you money?’
 
                 ‘Yes.’
 
                 Kate had already sensed where this was heading. She leaned against the wall in the hallway, glancing back at the kitchen door. She saw Sophie quickly move away from where she’d been listening and return to her chair at the table. 
 
                 ‘What did he ask for in return, Claire?’
 
                 At the end of the line Claire inhaled sharply and sighed. ‘It wasn’t like that,’ she said, trying to convince herself it was true, ‘not at first. He was kind. He looked after me, like a brother would. He knew the trouble I was in. He let me see the kids when Sarah wouldn’t.’
 
                 ‘Why wouldn’t she let you see the kids?’
 
                 ‘We’d argued. We’d been arguing on and off for years.’
 
                 ‘It wasn’t just the flat, was it?’ Kate said, sensing something missing in what Claire was telling her. Sisters didn’t fall out for years unless there was something significant they’d fallen out over. ‘If you and Sarah were close why didn’t you just ask her for the money you needed. I’m sure she would have given you a loan. Most sisters would. What trouble were you in, Claire?’
 
                 There was a long pause. ‘Drugs,’ Claire finally confessed. ‘I owed a lot of money.’ She sighed heavily again.
 
                 ‘Did Sarah know?’ Kate asked.
 
                 ‘Yeah, she knew. She knew I’d been into drugs years ago but she thought I’d cleaned up and moved on. Soon after they moved to South Wales she found out I’d gone back on it and she gave up on me. I don’t blame her really, not anymore. My parents had given up on me – Sarah was the only family I had left. She told me I wouldn’t be able to see the kids and I couldn’t bear that. I love those kids.’
 
                 ‘So you slept with their father?’
 
                 Kate didn’t have the time or inclination to regret her choice of words or the force with which they’d been spoken; she was too angry to apologise or tone them down with retraction. Angry at Claire: angry at herself. She tried to recall if there had been any signs that this was the type of man Neil Davies really was, but of course there hadn’t. Of course, she didn’t know him at all really: or anything about him. He’d been savvy enough to let her do all the talking whilst he sat back and absorbed the details. 
 
                 She cursed herself and her bloody naivety.
 
                 ‘What do you mean, ‘not anymore’?’ Kate asked, breaking the silence.
 
                 ‘Sorry?’
 
                 ‘You said you don’t blame Sarah, ‘not anymore’. What did you blame her for?’
 
                 There was a long pause. ‘It’s stupid really,’ Claire eventually said. ‘None of it was Sarah’s fault, she wasn’t responsible for me.’
 
                 ‘But…’ Kate pressed her.
 
                 ‘She was always the golden girl,’ Claire explained. ‘Brilliant results at school, sporty, pretty. First person in our family to go to university. My parents were always so proud of her. I was a disappointment in comparison. I could never quite get it right, you know? Not quite smart enough, not quite pretty enough. Just average next to Sarah.’
 
                 ‘So the drugs were a way of getting attention?’
 
                 ‘In the beginning, I suppose. I don’t know. Just got in with the wrong crowd. When someone’s always expecting the worst of you it’s easy to give them what they want, know what I mean?’
 
                 Kate knew exactly what she meant. ‘What about the affair?’ she asked.  
 
                 Claire hesitated again. ‘I’m not proud of it,’ she said. 
 
                 ‘Look,’ Kate said bluntly. ‘I’m not interested in judging you, that’s not my job. I just want to know why I’ve been sent on a wild goose chase by Neil, and anything you can tell me about the past might help to explain what the hell’s going on here. I’ve spent the last few days looking for a missing child who wasn’t missing, when my time could have been spent doing something far more productive and useful. So just tell me about the affair, Claire.’
 
                 Claire cleared her throat, preparing herself for her confession. ‘I was in love with him,’ she said unexpectedly, taking Kate by surprise. She hadn’t expected the relationship to have reached that kind of stage, although she found it easy to believe that Claire had been reeled in by Neil. Hadn’t he had exactly the same effect on her? 
 
                 ‘Not at first,’ Claire continued, ‘but after a while I fell in love with him. I never meant to. It was a game in the beginning. I wasn’t thinking straight, it was the drugs – my head was a mess. My life was falling apart and then there’s Sarah, turning up with her perfect husband and her perfect family and her perfect career. What were they doing moving down here when they’d had their life until now somewhere else? Why here of all places, so close to me, when she’d wanted nothing to do with me for so long? It was like she was rubbing my face in it, you know. She seemed so smug and bloody self-righteous. We had an argument – I’d turned up at the house a bit worse for wear, if you know what I mean, and she told me never to go there again, that she didn’t want me round the kids. And I remember hating her. Just for that moment, I hated her so much. She had everything I wanted. So I took what was hers.’ 
 
                 Claire stopped talking. Kate put a hand to her head as though touching the migraine that had started working its way across her temples.
 
                 ‘You must think I’m a real bitch,’ Claire continued, ‘and I was. I didn’t care. I did it at first just to prove that I could, as if sleeping with Neil meant that I was somehow as good as Sarah. For a while I thought that Neil actually wanted me – I thought that it was me he wanted to be with really, not her. He knew that it’d become more than I’d ever meant it to be and he started making all these promises. He didn’t mean any of it, not really. And I knew that, even then, but I let it go on and then it went on much further than I’d ever meant it to. It was like I’d started the game and he took hold of the controls.’ 
 
                 ‘Why didn’t you tell her?’ Kate asked. ‘If she wasn’t talking to you anyway, why would it have mattered? Surely it would have been best for Sarah to know what her husband was really like. Wouldn’t that have been your ultimate revenge?’
 
                 ‘Would you confess to that?’ Claire asked, laughing bitterly. ‘Anyway, he threatened me, and I’d seen enough of him by that point to not test him on it. He’s not who he seems to be, Kate. He already tried to kill me once - I wasn’t going to give him a second chance.’ Her voice suddenly cracked. ‘That’s why I had to keep Ben here. I was afraid what he might do if I didn’t. Not to me, but to Ben. Neil was a mad bastard before, but he’s something else now.’
 
                 Kate sat on the bottom step of the Evans’ staircase. Yet again, the conversation had taken another unexpected turn. ‘What do you mean, he tried to kill you once?’ she said.
 
                 ‘He tried to strangle me after I told him I was going to tell Sarah everything and he would have gone through with it if Sophie hadn’t walked in on us.’ Claire’s voice shook. ‘Sophie had been in the kitchen listening to us, but neither of us had realised she was there. She was supposed to be at some after-school thing.’
 
                 There was a silence as Claire tried to steady her voice. ‘Neil found out where I was living and he brought Ben here last Sunday,’ she said quickly, getting the words out before she could change her mind again. ‘It was a total shock – I hadn’t seen Neil in years and I didn’t want to see him again. He told me to keep Ben hidden. He said if the police came around asking questions I was to keep my mouth shut and pretend I hadn’t seen either of them. So that’s what I did. I’m so sorry, I didn’t have a choice. You have no idea what he’s capable of. He’s not who you think he is.’ 
 
                 Kate leaned against the wall. An alcoholic was one thing: a failure as a parent, another. This was something completely different; a different league of total shit and a dangerous, manipulative control freak. Kate tried to clear her mind of the thought of him and think.
 
                 ‘Listen Claire,’ she said, ‘If Neil gets in touch, I don’t want you to tell him you’ve spoken to me. This is important, you understand?’ She reasoned that if Neil knew, he might do something extreme or at the very least, do a runner. ‘You promise me?’ she said. 
 
                 The thought of sharing lunch with Neil, of being close enough to inhale the scent of his aftershave, made Kate feel sick. The thought of him leaning in to kiss her made her blood run cold.
 
                 Claire could give Kate a promise that she wouldn’t tell him, but what were her words worth really? This woman had let down her whole family, the niece and nephew she claimed to love so dearly, and she’d lied to the police before, as easy as making a promise she had no intention of keeping. Whose words could Kate trust anymore?
 
                 Had Claire been as easily seduced by him as she almost had? Hadn’t she admitted to falling for him, though she’d had glimpses of the person he really was? She remembered the touch of his skin on hers and hated herself for being so naïve.
 
                 She wouldn’t tell him, Kate thought. The risk was too great: Neil knew where she lived and if he was going to hurt Claire then the fact that she had Ben with her wouldn’t be likely to make any difference. She hadn’t been dealing with a caring, vulnerable man who’d been devastated by the death of his wife; she’d been confiding in a liar: a controlling, manipulative man who was nothing like the person she had so naively assumed he was.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty Eight
 
    
 
   In the office Chris dialled the temporary number that Kate was using. 
 
                 ‘Chris,’ she said. She sounded tired. ‘How’re you doing?’
 
                 ‘Where’s your phone?’ he asked. ‘You’ve been a nightmare to get hold of.’ He’d tried it a few times before asking Clayton where she was supposed to be that day and why he hadn’t been able to get hold of her. Clayton had told him about the lost phone and passed on the new number.
 
                 ‘Lost it,’ Kate explained briefly. ‘Anyway, what’s up?’
 
                 ‘Never mind me for a minute,’ he said. ‘You sound exhausted.’
 
                 ‘We found Stacey Reed,’ she told him, the secret pride she had felt for the slightest of moments earlier no longer evident in her voice. ‘She was in Nathan Williams’ cousin’s attic.’
 
                 ‘I heard,’ Chris said. ‘News travels fast in this place.’
 
                 Clayton had already told Chris of the day’s success. It was rare for the Superintendent to openly praise any member of the team, but he was genuinely impressed by Kate’s work and had told Chris so. He didn’t acknowledge the fact that Stacey could have been found days earlier if he’d been prepared to listen to Kate’s suspicions about the family, but then again, Chris wouldn’t have expected him to. It was difficult for anyone to admit when they’d been wrong, but for Clayton it seemed beyond the realms of possibility, no matter what the circumstances.
 
                 Kate pressed her head tiredly on the steering wheel. ‘Doesn’t it just,’ she said. ‘Bastards. I knew they were lying. Has Dawn Reed been released?’
 
                 ‘Yeah. Someone’s taken her down to the hospital to see Stacey.’
 
                 Kate managed a smile. ‘Good.’
 
                 Regardless of her earlier suspicions about Dawn Reed, Kate was glad that mother and daughter had been reunited. If Dean was right when he’d said that Dawn was used by Nathan, hopefully she would realise and begin to put Stacey as her priority.
 
                 ‘What about Ben Davies?’ Chris asked. 
 
                 ‘At his aunt’s house in Newport,’ Kate told him derisively. ‘Didn’t think to tell anyone, obviously.’
 
                 ‘Kids,’ Chris said.
 
                 Claire’s words resonated. He’s already tried to kill me once.
 
                 ‘Yeah,’ Kate said. ‘Kids.’ She contemplated telling him everything, but decided against it. Now wasn’t the right time. She needed to work things out for herself before sharing it with anyone else.
 
                 ‘At least he was safe,’ Chris said. ‘Well done, you.’
 
                 Kate managed a weak smile but said nothing. She didn’t deserve congratulations, particularly not from Chris. If he knew what she had been doing when she hadn’t been searching for missing children, she was sure he wouldn’t be quite so quick to praise her.
 
                 ‘Has anyone tried calling for me, do you know?’
 
                 ‘No, don’t think so. Who’re you expecting?’
 
                 A weight of disappointment sank in Kate’s stomach. ‘No one,’ she lied. 
 
                 ‘Listen,’ Chris said. ‘You still in the building?’
 
                 ‘I’m in the car park.’
 
                 ‘Just leaving?’
 
                 ‘Just coming back.’
 
                 ‘Christ,’ he said, confused by her movements. ‘Can you do me a favour? I’ll make it worth your while.’
 
                 ‘Oooh,’ Kate said, trying her best to sound light hearted. ‘Take away? Make it an Indian and you’re on.’ 
 
                 She wondered if her bantering disguised the turmoil taking place inside her. She knew she would have to tell Chris everything sooner or later and the thought of that conversation made her feel physically sick. The recriminations; the accusations: the guilt. She hoped it could wait until later; preferably, as late as possible.
 
                 ‘Deal,’ Chris agreed. ‘By the way, Kate, you know Neil Davies pretty well, yeah?’
 
                 Kate sat up suddenly, catching her head on the lowered sun visor. Her heart pounded painfully in her chest.
 
                 ‘Kate? You still there?’
 
                 ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I’m still here.’ She raised a hand to her head and pressed her temple gently. The migraine was getting worse and even the dim light of the February early evening was hurting her eyes.
 
                 ‘Can you come up?’ Chris asked.
 
                 Kate looked at the clock on the dashboard. She should have been home long ago, tucked up on the sofa with a mug of tea and an episode of Eastenders but, she thought, that might only add to the miseries of the day.
 
                 ‘Give me five minutes,’ she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty Nine
 
    
 
   It was time to confess. Kate took the stairs rather than the lift. It gave her a bit more of a delay; enough time to consider how she was going to explain to Chris her lunch appointment and pub date with a missing boy’s father. She could just not tell him, she thought; perhaps it would be better kept until Ben had been returned to his foster parents and the buzz at the station over Stacey Reed had died down. Maybe she should wait until Chris had finished with the cases he was working, but then how long would that take?
 
                 Anyway, he’d asked about Neil Davies, and that meant she wouldn’t be able to delay it any longer. She was going to have to tell him, and tell him everything; she told Chris most things and he would read her like an open book anyway. It was bound to come out sooner or later. To someone who knew her as well as Chris did, surely she had guilt tattooed on her forehead. 
 
                 He was waiting for her in his office. He seemed uneasy, perched awkwardly on the edge of a desk and distractedly cracking his knuckles; a habit he had always had and one of the few things about him that irritated Kate. 
 
                 ‘I really wish you wouldn’t do that.’
 
                 He looked up and smiled as Kate walked in. He gestured towards a chair opposite. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Force of habit.’ 
 
                 There was no denying that the stress of recent weeks had taken its toll on Kate. Her blonde hair was dull and there were grey patches under her eyes. Her skin looked sallow and there was a sadness surrounding her, despite the fact that both Stacey Reed and Ben Davies had been found alive. She may not have given up on those children, but she seemed to have given up on herself. 
 
                 Chris noticed it immediately.
 
                 ‘Sit down before you fall down,’ Chris advised her.
 
                 ‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ she said quickly, not allowing herself time to change her mind. She would have to tell him now and she would have to tell him fully. If she put it off she would never do it and he would hear it all from someone else. If that happened, he may think even worse of her. Other people’s version of events seemed rarely to be reliable sources.
 
                 Chris looked at her with cold brown eyes, his lips pressed together tightly. ‘Sounds ominous,’ he said, as though expecting the worst. ‘Go on.’
 
                 And so she talked. Kate talked and, as always, Chris listened attentively, absorbing every word and detail and doing his best not to react to the things that were said. He tried his best to hide his disapproval when Kate told him about the mobile number that had been passed across the desk when they had first met. When she confessed that she and Neil had met for lunch he shook his head, sighed and looked away.
 
                 A dejected expression crossed his face, but Kate wasn’t sure what had upset him most. She couldn’t tell whether he was hurt by the fact that she had once again put her professionalism into jeopardy, or by the fact that she had been for lunch with this man. Did she want him to feel something about it? What? Jealously?
 
                 What hurt her most was that Chris didn’t seem at all shocked at her stupid behaviour.
 
                 ‘Christ, Kate,’ Chris said, standing and crossing the room. ‘Imagine if Clayton found out. That’d go down really bloody well.’
 
                 She shook her head and looked down at her lap. ‘Crazy, I know,’ she scorned herself. 
 
                 Chris stood with his back to her. He looked out of the window at the car park below, watching a young couple get out of a taxi. They were holding hands and laughing, young and carefree. Chris envied them their youth and their happiness.
 
                 ‘Why did you go?’ he asked.
 
                 ‘Where?’
 
                 ‘For lunch. With Neil.’
 
                 Kate shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted, although she was pretty sure she knew exactly why. She looked at Chris’ back; at his broad, strong shoulders and resilient exterior. No one would suspect he was so sensitive. She paused before taking a deep breath. 
 
                 ‘There was last night as well…’
 
                 Chris turned slowly and apprehensively, wondering what the hell was coming next.
 
                 ‘Last night?’ he repeated, studying her with expectant eyes.
 
                 ‘It wasn’t like that,’ Kate said quickly. ‘Nothing happened.’
 
                 ‘But you saw him?’
 
                 ‘Yeah, I saw him.’
 
                 Chris shook his head again and began pacing the room like a goaded bull. There was a difficult silence before he stopped and said ‘well?’ prompting Kate to continue. 
 
                 ‘I met him for a drink,’ she confessed, hanging her head, feeling like a reprimanded teenager.  
 
                 ‘You know,’ Chris said sharply, stopping for a moment, ‘sometimes it’s almost as if you want to lose your job.’ 
 
                 The hurt was gone; in its place was a look of disbelief.
 
                 Kate said nothing. Sometimes she wondered if losing her job wouldn’t be such a bad idea. It would certainly make her life a lot less stressful. 
 
                 Chris knew that the suggestion wasn’t the case, no matter how much she grumbled and how often she complained; he knew better than anyone that Kate was more committed to the job than most. She would be lost without it and without the focus it gave her.
 
                 ‘When you bugger things up, it’s always for the same reason,’ Chris said quietly.
 
                 ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Kate asked defensively. She looked up at him and pursed her lips, willing herself not to get upset.
 
                 ‘Nothing,’ Chris said, trying to quickly backtrack. ‘Forget it.’ He moved away from her again and went back to the window, refusing to meet her eye.
 
                 Kate got up from her seat. ‘No, I won’t forget it,’ she said argumentatively. ‘Is that what you think? That my judgement’s all wrong?’
 
                 ‘Isn’t it?’ Chris said, turning back to her. ‘Isn’t it always about your brother?’
 
                 They stood facing each other. Kate’s eyes narrowed, as they always did when she was feeling attacked or undermined. Chris stood his ground. He didn’t want to upset her, but they had spent too long skirting around the subject. There were always half-finished sentences; thoughts that were shared in part then swept away as though they could be ignored and forgotten. 
 
                 It wasn’t just on Kate’s part either.
 
                 The sooner she faced up to the truth the better for both of them.
 
                 ‘What would happen if you found him?’ Chris asked, knowing he was pushing the boundaries, though it was about time he did so. He hadn’t helped her all these years by offering sympathy and comfort. What she needed was someone to tell her the truth. Her brother was probably dead.
 
                 ‘After all this time, you find him,’ Chris said, pushing aside thoughts of the alternative. ‘What then?’
 
                 ‘Why are you doing this?’
 
                 ‘I’m not trying to hurt you,’ Chris explained, feeling the sadness in her voice. ‘I just want to know what you’d do. Would that be it? Job done? Chuck it all up in the air?’
 
                 They both knew the answer. Kate had joined the police with what she now knew to be a foolish idea that it would help her find her brother; when that was done, there would be nothing left to keep her. Everyone had stopped looking. Someone had to carry on. She didn’t want to be the one doing the seeking. She never had. She couldn’t tell Chris what he obviously wanted to hear: that she wouldn’t give everything up should she find him. 
 
                 Was it so important to him that she stay?
 
                 ‘What are the chances anyway?’ Kate said, avoiding his questions. She heard the shakiness in her own voice and resented every trembled syllable. Why hadn’t Andrew Langley got back to her? ‘Like you say – after all this time. No one really thinks I’ll find him. Not now. Not ever.’
 
                 She turned and sat back at the desk. ‘Not even you,’ she added.
 
                 Chris moved behind her and placed a strong hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. He resisted the urge to raise his hand and run it through her hair.
 
                 ‘Don’t be,’ she responded. 
 
                 ‘I just don’t want to see you disappointed. And I don’t want anything to happen to you. I don’t want to see you cracking up.’
 
                 Kate didn’t look up or turn her head. On her shoulder, his hand moved slowly, squeezing slightly, not wanting to let her go.  
 
                 ‘I just wasn’t thinking,’ Kate said regretfully.
 
                 ‘You can’t afford not to think in this job,’ Chris told her. ‘You could put yourself in danger.’
 
                 He thought of the CCTV footage he had seen earlier and hoped his assumptions were wrong.
 
                 Kate tutted. ‘This job,’ she repeated. ‘This job. That’s all it’s about, isn’t it? This bloody job. Where does the job end and my life begin?’
 
                 ‘Easy,’ Chris said lightly. ‘You keep them separate. Don’t take it home with you.’
 
                 Even as he said it, he realised how hypocritical that was. There was nothing separate about his work and his private life. If anything, the latter barely existed. Here he was, telling Kate to keep the two things separate, when he was unable to do that very thing himself. Wasn’t that the very reason why his marriage had fallen apart? 
 
                 ‘I can’t explain it,’ Kate tried to continue. ‘Neil made me feel…I don’t know…important. He made me feel confident again.’ She chewed distractedly at the dry skin on her top lip. ‘There was something else,’ she admitted, ‘something about him. I can’t put my finger on it.’
 
                 Chris sighed. ‘Jesus, for an intelligent woman you can be incredibly naïve,’ he said. Although his voice was soft, his words bit. 
 
                 ‘Thanks for that,’ she said, although she couldn’t object: she knew that he was right. Chris was right quite a lot of the time. 
 
                 ‘You fancied him then?’ Chris asked suddenly, taking his hand from her shoulder. He’d held back on asking the question, but he couldn’t help himself. That’s more or less what she was admitting, wasn’t it? He turned away from her again, not really wanting to hear the answer; not wanting her to see his face.
 
                 ‘That’s just it - I don’t know,’ Kate replied defensively. She felt her face begin to colour and raised a hand to her cheek. ‘It wasn’t like that. It wasn’t the way you’re thinking. I was just drawn to him. I can’t say how or why.’
 
                 ‘No,’ Chris said bluntly. ‘Maybe not.’
 
                 There was an awkward silence for a moment. Chris crossed the room and looked out of the window again, as Kate picked at her chewed nails. 
 
                 ‘He knew where his son was the whole time,’ Kate told him.
 
                 Chris turned from the window and leaned back against the sill.
 
                 ‘Sorry?’ he said, his thoughts wandering.
 
                 ‘He took his son to his sister-in-law’s in Newport. He actually took the boy there himself then got her to lie to police. Why would he do that?’ she pondered. ‘Why would he behave as though his son was missing? Why would he have the boy’s foster parents worry about him like that?’
 
                 ‘I don’t know,’ Chris admitted, ‘but I already know you can’t trust him, Kate.’
 
                 Kate felt the flush in face turn pale. There was something insistent in Chris’ tone and his face said far more than his words. 
 
                 ‘What do you mean? Why the sudden interest in Neil Davies?’ she asked quietly, not sure that she wanted to know the answer.
 
                 Chris stood up. ‘Come next door and I’ll show you,’ he said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty
 
    
 
   In the next room, they joined PC Matthew Curtis who sat at a desk watching a TV screen. Kate had come into contact with Matthew quite a few times; he had been working with Chris for almost a year now. Enthusiastic, Kate recalled; also, squeamish. She thought of a few days earlier, when she’d watched him idly battling with the coffee machine in the corridor outside her office. There was something about him that didn’t seem to gel; he was there in person, but his mind always seemed to be somewhere else, distracted; a daydreamer. 
 
                 Matthew caught her eye when she entered the room, but quickly looked away. He didn’t look at her again, keeping his head low and his attention fixed on the television screen in front of him. For the second time since they’d first met she wondered whether he was avoiding her, or whether he was simply socially inadequate in some way. Hardly the best characteristic for a police officer, Kate thought.
 
                 Kate looked at the TV and the CCTV footage that played out on the screen. She was unsure at first what she was supposed to be looking at. A string of dancers moved in and out of shot, intermingling with men who were happily parting with their money in return for a brief snatch of something that remained always out of their reach. 
 
                 ‘Little bit disconcerting,’ Kate joked, ‘watching strippers with you pair.’
 
                 Matthew smiled nervously and gave her a coy, sideways glance before turning his attention back to the screen. Kate was certain he had blushed slightly.
 
                 Kate leaned across the desk and put a finger on the screen. ‘Is that not…?’
 
                 ‘Joseph Ryan,’ Chris confirmed.
 
                 ‘The body in the park?’
 
                 ‘The very same.’
 
                 Kate continued to watch, unsure why Chris had brought her into the room to see this. She had had enough for one day and wasn’t sure how much more hassle she needed. She shuddered at the thought of the Joseph Ryan murder. It had been brutal and seemingly motiveless. There were a few hairs found on Ryan’s scarf, but no DNA match had turned up and they had nothing else: no eyewitnesses, no forensics of any use; bugger all.
 
                 Kate knew he’d been unfaithful to his wife, on a continual basis judging by the brief snippets of information Chris had given her, but so far they had been unable to find evidence of any jealous boyfriends or husbands; anyone who may have had a motive for wanting Ryan dead.
 
                 The tape continued to roll. Joseph Ryan went back to the bar, bought another drink and disappeared from view again.  
 
                 ‘We took this from Candy’s this afternoon,’ Chris explained. ‘It was recorded last night.’
 
                 Kate watched as Joseph Ryan moved into shot again and walked to the stage at the back of the room, where a young girl wearing nothing but a g-string gyrated around a pole. Suddenly another familiar face appeared on the screen.
 
                 Chris turned to Kate. Her face was white. It told Chris everything he needed to know and confirmed exactly what he’d feared.
 
                 He told Matthew to press the pause button. 
 
                 ‘The two were together on Wednesday night,’ Chris said. ‘Ryan was having an affair with a girl from his office who confirmed that she had seen him in the pub earlier that evening with a man called Adam.’
 
                 ‘This,’ he said, pressing a finger to the screen and partially covering Neil Davies’ face, ‘is Adam.’
 
                 Kate froze in sync with the man on the screen. She blinked and tried looking away, but when she looked back it was still him, as clear as he had been when she’d sat opposite him just the previous night. Dark hair, dark eyes; an instantly recognisable ease of confidence.
 
                 Unmistakeably him.
 
   *
 
   Back in his office Chris explained the day’s events to Kate. He told her how Diane Morris, Michael Morris’ wife, had remembered a friend called Adam who had told Michael that his wife was called Sarah and worked as an English teacher at Park Hill Comprehensive School.
 
                 ‘Neil’s wife was called Sarah,’ Kate said, bile rising in the back of her throat. She thought of Sophie and the man she had talked about when Kate had asked about her father. 
 
                 ‘I know.’
 
                 She told Chris about her visit to Neil’s daughter.
 
                 ‘What made you go?’ he asked. 
 
                 She smiled sadly. ‘A hunch,’ she confessed. 
 
                 ‘Perhaps I was wrong about those,’ Chris said. ‘They seem to have paid off this week.’
 
                 ‘When Sarah Davies died,’ Kate explained, ‘Neil was having an affair with her sister, Claire.’
 
                 Chris raised an eyebrow. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Bit Jeremy Kyle isn’t it?’
 
                 ‘Isn’t it just,’ she agreed. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘I had quite an interesting conversation with her on the phone this afternoon.’
 
                 She proceeded to tell him the contents of the call, of how Neil Davies had manipulated the relationship with his sister-in-law and, when she had threatened to tell her sister about their affair, attempted to strangle her. Chris listened attentively as the pieces of the jigsaw moved closer together, still not quite slotting into place.
 
                 Kate leaned on the desk and put her head in her hands. ‘You think he killed all three?’ Kate asked, light beginning to dawn. ‘That one in Cardiff – what was his name? Jamie something.’
 
                 ‘Griffiths.’
 
                 ‘Jamie Griffiths, Joseph Ryan and Michael Morris?’
 
                 Chris nodded. ‘A year ago,’ he said, ‘when Jamie Griffith’s wife was first spoken to by police in Cardiff, she mentioned someone called Adam. She didn’t know his surname, she hadn’t met him – Jamie had mentioned him a few times and she’d assumed he was somebody he knew from his football team. He played a bit of semi-professional when he was sober.’
 
                 ‘Calls were made, friends were contacted – no one else had heard of Adam. Very difficult to trace a person with no surname,’ he noted. ‘It didn’t seem a big deal at the time so it was abandoned, but now…’
 
                 ‘What’s the link?’ Kate asked studying the pictures of the three men spread out on Chris’ desk. ‘Besides Adam?’ 
 
                 She stopped at the photograph of Joseph Ryan, recalling the violence of the man’s death and the mirroring of the Michael Morris murder. ‘Neil,’ she corrected herself.
 
                 ‘This is where we were a bit thrown,’ Chris confessed. ‘Jamie Griffiths was murdered in Cardiff, whereas the other two were closer to home. I have a theory, but it’s just that at the moment. Doesn’t really hold much water yet.’
 
                 Kate waited as Chris lined up the pictures in front of her. 
 
                 ‘Michael Morris,’ he said, pointing at the picture of the oldest of the three; a middle aged man with a receding hairline and a weak smile. ‘We now know that he was gay.’
 
                 Kate looked up from the picture. ‘How did you find out?’
 
                 ‘His wife.’
 
                 Kate raised her eyebrows and looked at him questioningly. ‘Go on.’
 
                 ‘His wife thinks he may have fallen in love with this man called Adam. He’d started going out, behaving differently. She’d already guessed that he might be homosexual – magazines stashed away, websites, that sort of thing.  Joseph Ryan,’ he continued, pointing at the face they had just been watching on the screen next door. ‘Well…we all know what he was up to. A series of affairs apparently – all unknown to his wife.’
 
                 ‘Nice bloke. So what do you think? He’s targeting men who cheat on their wives? Doesn’t seem to make much sense. Christ, if that was the case, we’d have bodies all over the place. He could have taken his pick.’
 
                 Chris pushed the third picture across the table towards her. ‘Jamie Griffiths. I spoke to his mother-in-law a couple of hours ago. Used to knock lumps out of his wife apparently. No wonder she told me and Matthew that whoever had killed him had done them all a favour.’
 
                 Kate looked at the photo of the big, shaven headed man. The murder had received a typical, predictable reaction by police, she remembered: they’d all assumed he’d deserved his death in some way. Just the man’s physical appearance had been enough to make them suspicious and assume that he must have given someone ammunition to want him dead. 
 
                 Had it been wrong of them to make such superficial assumptions, now they knew what type of man he’d been behind closed doors?
 
                 Could two wrongs ever make a right?
 
                 Kate didn’t believe so.
 
                 ‘Affairs?’
 
                 ‘Not that we know of.’
 
                 ‘Buggers up my theory about adulterers then,’ she said, pushing the photo back to Chris.
 
                 Chris sat back and rubbed the top of his head. ‘What about this,’ he said. ‘Adam is targeting men who have what he’s lost. Wife, son, daughter.’
 
                 ‘Neil,’ Kate corrected him. Even saying his name made her feel sick. She had allowed herself to be reeled in by him; like a bloody trout, she thought, and she wondered how many there’d been before her. Yes, he’d been married, but that clearly hadn’t stopped him from visiting elsewhere. Claire had probably been one of many. 
 
                 ‘And from what I’ve heard,’ she continued, ‘it was his own fault he lost them. Well, the kids at least.’
 
                 ‘Exactly,’ Chris said, sitting back in the chair opposite her. ‘He couldn’t handle it. He lost control. If we believe what his sister-in-law told you, he didn’t have much control before the kids were taken from him. Or before his wife died, for that matter. It was only a matter of time – it just took something to trigger the chaos. Perhaps Sarah’s death tipped him over the edge.’
 
                 Kate leaned an elbow on the desk and placed a hand on her forehead. Her skin was hot and clammy. ‘So he’s doing what? Seeking revenge through jealousy?’ She jabbed a finger at each of the photographs in turn. ‘Was he jealous of these men?’
 
                 Hours earlier she had found out that the man she could easily have allowed herself to fall for – someone she had believed to be charming, sensitive and vulnerable -was not only a liar, but an adulterer and a bully. 
 
                 Now he had become a murderer. 
 
                 A serial killer, potentially.
 
                 ‘Possibly. Although from what you’ve learned, jealously doesn’t really seem his style. What do you think? You know him better than I do.’
 
                 Kate winced at the insinuation. ‘I don’t know him,’ she snapped, ‘I don’t anything about him. I think we can safely presume that everything he told me was a lie.’
 
                 ‘Maybe you’re right,’ Chris admitted. He paused and looked at her. ‘But if he’s going to confide in anybody, we know who it’s going to be, don’t we?’
 
                 Kate caught his gaze and saw where all this was leading.
 
                 ‘No,’ she said adamantly, shaking her head. ‘You must be joking. How can I even look that man in the face again?’
 
                 ‘You may be our only chance to get him, Kate.’
 
                 ‘I don’t care. You said yourself - I could put myself in danger.’
 
                 Chris put an arm across the table and reached for her hand. ‘Do you think I would let you go into anything that could be dangerous?’ he asked sincerely. ‘Kate?’              
 
                 She said nothing, just felt his hand hot on hers. Of course she knew he wouldn’t, but that wasn’t about to encourage her to volunteer herself as bait.
 
                 ‘We can get this planned tonight – do it as soon as possible. By this time tomorrow it’ll all be over.’
 
                 ‘I don’t know,’ she said reluctantly.  
 
                 ‘I need your help,’ he said. ‘Please, Kate. I promise not to let you down.’
 
                 She looked up and met his warm brown eyes. She wanted to believe him, but the risks just seemed too much. If Neil was anything like the man Claire had spoken of just hours ago, even Chris might be unable to protect her. The man’s behaviour was irrational; uncontrollable. He had duped her into trusting him, as easily as the three murdered men seemed also to have fallen for his charm and his lies. He was totally unpredictable.
 
                 She breathed deeply, in through her nose and out through her mouth in an attempt to calm herself. There’d been a hundred times in the years since she’d first met Chris when she had wanted him to hold her hand as he just had, but like all her encounters with men, it was wrong time, wrong place. 
 
                 Kate cleared her throat and tossed her head, flicked away the stray hair that had fallen into her face. She tried to clear her mind of all other thoughts and think lucidly about the facts that had been presented to her. The three men. Adam. A missing son. Neil.
 
                 Adam.
 
                 She looked up at Chris, loosening her hand in his. 
 
                 ‘Adam,’ she said quietly, the penny dropping like a meteor and wreaking even further confusion.
 
                 ‘Dean,’ she said, her thoughts jumbled. ‘Dean mentioned an ‘Adam’,’ she mumbled.
 
                 ‘What is it?’ Chris asked. ‘What are you thinking?’
 
                 ‘I need to speak to Dean Williams,’ she said, rising quickly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty One
 
    
 
   Downstairs in the cells, Nathan Williams was banging on the metal door, demanding to speak to a solicitor. Kate slid open the narrow shutter in the door and glared into the small room. Nathan appeared inches from her; his greasy, rodent face sneering at her like a rat in a cage. Kate resisted the urge to poke him in the eye.
 
                 ‘I want my fucking phone call,’ he spat. Kate took a step back, careful to avoid the flecks of saliva spraying from his mouth. Her face showed only disdain. She slowly checked her shirt for spit then looked back at him, pursing her lips and narrowing her eyes.
 
                 ‘Say please,’ she taunted him quietly. 
 
                 Nathan kicked the door in frustration. With any luck, thought Kate, he’d break his toes. He was just about to start shouting again when she slammed the shutter closed in his face. 
 
                 ‘Bitch!’ he yelled from behind the door.
 
                 Kate made her way to cell five, where Dean Williams was being held. She opened the shutter; Dean was sitting on the hard, bare concrete bench, his bulky knees pulled up to his chest. He couldn’t have looked more pathetic if he’d had his thumb stuck in his mouth. 
 
                 He sat up quickly when he heard the shutter rattle. ‘Where’s Dawn?’ he asked. 
 
                 ‘With her daughter,’ Kate said flatly. Like you care.
 
                 Dean looked at his feet. Too late to feel sorry now, Kate thought. It was going to take a hell of a lot more than a glum face and a few pathetic words to convince a judge that he felt even an ounce of regret for what he’d inflicted on Stacey Reed.
 
                 ‘This man Adam,’ Kate said. ‘What did he look like?’
 
                 Dean breathed heavily through his nose and his mouth turned down, his lower lip hung loose as if to catch stray words. ‘About my height. Five ten, five eleven.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I didn’t pay that much attention. Blond hair.’ He raised his arms, unable to recall anything more.
 
                 Kate sighed impatiently. Neil’s hair was dark, not blond.              
 
                 ‘Would you recognise him if you saw him?’ she asked.
 
                 ‘Yeah.’
 
                 Kate went back to the desk and called for a PC. After cuffing Dean, the officer led him upstairs to the room where Matthew still sat in front of the monitor. He ran the tape back and pulled up a chair next to him, indicating for Dean to sit. Kate stood behind them, her own eyes also fixed on the screen. She was still finding it hard to assimilate what she had witnessed, and was apprehensive of what was possibly still to come. 
 
                 ‘Say if you see him,’ Kate instructed. ‘But only if you’re certain.’
 
                 The screen came to life. The dancers moved in and out of shot and staff moved up and down the bar. Dean kept watching. His interest was absorbed by one of the dancers in the background when Joseph Ryan came into shot, went to the bar, ordered his drink; turned and leaned with his back against the bar. There was no reaction from Dean. 
 
                 Adam – Neil – appeared in shot. Kate looked away, not wanting to have to see his face again. Just the thought of him made her feel nauseous and the knot in her stomach had tightened like a vice, twisting her insides. She had heard of people living double lives, but usually in the exaggerated plotlines of crime movies: not in real life. How could one person live two lives and maintain the pretence so convincingly and maintain it for so long?
 
                 Almost instantly, Dean sat forward. ‘That’s him,’ he said, gesturing with both handcuffed hands. ‘Dark haired one, b’there. He had blond hair before though.’
 
                 He turned to Kate. ‘Who’s the other one?’
 
                 ‘No idea,’ Kate said lightly. ‘Maybe it’s his friend from ‘The Sun’.’  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Forty Two
 
    
 
   Chris, Kate and Matthew convened in Chris’ office with much needed strong black coffee. Someone had been to fix the machine on Chris’ floor, although it still needed one good kick to get it going, just for old time’s sake. They sat around his desk. Kate looked ill at ease and Chris already regretted having to ask her to take part in a set up to trap Neil Davies, or Adam, as he seemed to prefer to be known. If there had been another way he’d have taken it, but this was the best and quickest way of ensuring Neil Davies didn’t try to do a runner.
 
                 Kate pressed her fingers against her eyelids. ‘Stacey Reed,’ she said, thinking aloud. ‘Why was he involved?’
 
                 Matthew drummed his skinny fingers impatiently on the desk. He looked agitated, uncomfortable. Chris shot him a look and he stopped.
 
                 ‘I don’t know,’ Chris said. ‘It might not be the same bloke. Dean might be mistaken.’
 
                 Kate looked at him doubtfully. It was too much of a coincidence not to be the same man, and they both knew it. Neil had persuaded her that he was a vulnerable, caring man. He had persuaded, or threatened, Claire Morgan into hiding his son for him and lying to the police. Chances were he had persuaded three dead men to trust him with their secrets and they had paid for that mistake with their lives. 
 
                 In light of all that it was quite plausible that he had been able to cajole the two idiots in the cells downstairs into kidnapping a child in order to claim money that didn’t actually exist. But why would he do it? What could he have possibly gained from the kidnap of a child he didn’t know and who had nothing to do with him?
 
                 ‘How close did you get, Kate?’ Chris asked.
 
                 She looked at him and held his stare, aware that Matthew was watching her and waiting for her response. 
 
                 ‘Do you have to?’ she asked, lowering her voice and nodding towards Matthew. If they really had to have this conversation – which she knew they would - she’d have preferred not to have an audience; particularly one that consisted of a young, overly-interested PC. 
 
                 ‘No offence,’ she said, turning to Matthew.
 
                 ‘None taken,’ he replied casually. 
 
                 ‘Three heads are better than one,’ Chris said, although with Matthew as the third brain he doubted the veracity of his statement. ‘We can’t do this on our own,’ he explained. ‘We need to know as much as possible about this man. We’re going to need a team as back up, just in case.’
 
                 ‘Just in case of what?’ Kate asked, her nerves already jangling. The words ‘back up’ rarely inspired confidence. 
 
                 ‘Nothing’s going to happen to you,’ Chris tried to reassure her. ‘Anyway, you’ll be in a public place. He’s not going to do anything when there are other people around.’
 
                 Kate raised her hands. ‘How do you know that?’ she asked, her voice rising. ‘He’s already bludgeoned three people to death. We know what he’s capable of. He’s capable of just about anything, by the looks of it.’
 
                 ‘He only seems to attack men,’ Matthew offered.
 
                 ‘And his sister-in-law and daughter,’ Kate added bluntly. 
 
                 Matthew pulled a face, lost for words. Kate sipped her coffee whilst Chris updated Matthew on what had been revealed at Sophie Davies’ house that afternoon.
 
                 ‘He’s got a thing for you then has he?’ Matthew asked, sitting back in his chair. He eyed her questioningly. The look annoyed Kate.
 
                 She looked at him incredulously. ‘A thing?’
 
                 ‘Yeah, you know. He likes you.’
 
                 Kate sighed impatiently. Matthew seemed incredibly young and immature for his twenty eight years at times. ‘Is there a point to this?’
 
                 ‘Yes,’ Matthew said calmly. ‘My point is he’s not going to do anything to harm you if he has feelings for you. You’ll be fine.’
 
                 Fine, Kate thought: great. She wanted to suggest that perhaps Matthew do it instead, considering his certainty in the lack of danger involved. 
 
                 Chris nodded, attempting to put Kate’s mind at ease. ‘It’s a fair point. He seems to trust you, Kate.’
 
                 She didn’t believe that was necessarily true. If Neil had trusted her, then surely he would have told her where Ben was when he was supposed to be missing. If he trusted her, or had any feelings for her at all, he wouldn’t have lied to her. He would have trusted her with the truth about why his children had been taken away from him. Why had he even sought her out in the first place, when he knew where Ben was all along? And why had he taken Ben to Newport to start with?
 
                 And why the hell was he involved in the disappearance of Stacey Reed?
 
                 ‘Where’s the best place for you to meet with him?’ Chris said, thinking aloud. ‘We need somewhere open - somewhere there are plenty of other people around. This needs to be during the day too, not in the evening. It’s too risky otherwise.’
 
                 At the word ‘risky’ Kate flinched. Chris noticed and apologised quickly. 
 
                 ‘What about the park?’ Matthew suggested. ‘It’s Saturday tomorrow – there’ll be plenty of people about. You could meet him at the coffee shop by the kid’s play area.’
 
                 Chris mulled over the idea. ‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘We can keep an eye on you there without being spotted. Arrange to meet him at midday at the coffee shop. Call him first and we’ll go from there.’
 
                 Kate reached for her phone, hesitated and changed her mind. She put the mobile on the desk, staring at it as if it may explode.
 
                 ‘I don’t want to do this any more than you,’ Chris said, glancing at the phone, ‘but we can’t let this bastard get away with what he’s done. Try and get a hair from him.’
 
                 Kate laughed loudly, the sound sharp. ‘A hair?’ she repeated scathingly. ‘What – you’d like me to pull one from his head without him noticing? Excuse me, my dear, but I’d like a hair to remember you by?’
 
                 Chris leaned towards her. ‘This is important, Kate. Another person’s hair was found on the scarf that was covering Joseph Ryan’s head. If we can match the DNA we’ll be a damn sight closer to nailing him. Take one from his jacket. Do what you have to.’ He paused. ‘Use your imagination.’
 
                 Kate didn’t like the insinuation. Chris had moved away from her; she looked to him, but he refused to meet her eyes. It was as if he didn’t want to be anywhere near her and certainly not close enough for physical contact. He was angry, and it showed. He hadn’t yet forgiven her for getting close to Neil Davies, Adam: whatever the bloody hell his name was. 
 
                 Feeling awkward, Matthew got up, excused himself and left the room.
 
                 ‘We don’t know that he’s murdered anyone,’ Kate said, trying to convince herself that this may be true. ‘Yes, we’ve found out that he’s a liar. Does that make him a murderer?’
 
                 ‘And a violent alcoholic,’ Chris added, as though she needed reminding. She thought of Neil trying to strangle his sister-in-law. Pictured him hitting his own daughter. 
 
                 ‘Kate, all three men knew this mysterious ‘Adam’. He was the last person seen with Joseph Ryan. If he’s innocent, why hasn’t he come forward, why hasn’t he told us? Why hasn’t he told you? He’s guilty as hell. We just have to prove it.’
 
                 She pictured the man as she had last seen him; staring right at her with that brooding, piercing gaze. She had wanted so much for him to be one thing that she had been blinded to everything else. 
 
                 Now she understood the secrecy around him. 
 
                 ‘You’re right,’ Kate admitted, ‘I know.’ 
 
                 ‘Let’s get this done and let’s see if we can get you a bit of time off afterwards. God knows you could do with a break from this place. I’ll speak to Clayton, see what I can do.’
 
                 ‘I’m sorry,’ Kate said suddenly. 
 
                 ‘What for?’
 
                 ‘Being a terrible judge of character, for one,’ she said. ‘I never meant to hurt you.’
 
                 Chris paused. ‘Why would you have hurt me?’ he asked.
 
                 A fleeting glimpse of a drunken union, all those months ago when her father had died and Lydia had just left Chris, passed before Kate’s eyes. She blinked as though to fight back the memory. She didn’t want to remember that night; not now, when things were complicated enough. She didn’t want to remember how she had let him close then pushed him away again, fearing rejection from a man whose wife had only just left him and, she knew in her heart, he wasn’t ready to let go. 
 
                 It was Kate’s turn to reach for Chris’ hand. She held his fingers lightly and avoided looking at his face.
 
                 ‘Someone knows something about Daniel,’ she said quietly.
 
                 For a moment Chris said nothing. The air between them was filled with an awkward silence that seemed heavy with words they were both unable to speak. Kate felt his fingers tighten in hers slightly then he pulled his hand away from hers.
 
                 ‘Andrew Langley,’ she explained when Chris didn’t pursue the revelation. ‘If I’ve got the right one, he’s a private investigator based in Bristol. He told one of the desk sergeants to tell me he’s got news about Daniel. That was all he said.’ Her hand clenched into a fist and she banged it against the side of the desk. ‘And now I can’t bloody get hold of him.’
 
                 Chris had turned away from her and when he looked back he didn’t look pleased that she might be closer to finding out what happened to her brother. Instead, he looked tired. Kate couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t that he didn’t want her to have closure; he just didn’t want to see her hopes built up only to be dashed down again, and it had already happened so many times before.
 
                 But never like this. 
 
                 Never from someone who might genuinely know something concrete.
 
                 Chris cared, and it was because he cared that it hurt him to see her chasing what, deep down – like so many others - he believed was just a ghost.
 
                 ‘I wish…’ Kate said suddenly, just as Matthew came bursting into the room holding another coffee. Kate gave her head a quick shake, urging Chris not to mention Langley or Daniel in front of Matthew.
 
                 ‘I forgot to ask if anyone else wants one,’ Matthew said. If he’d noticed the tension in the room, Matthew didn’t give anything away. He wasn’t that clever, Kate thought; he hadn’t noticed. 
 
                 Both Kate and Chris shook their heads, refusing the offer of another coffee. 
 
                 ‘You made the call yet?’ Matthew asked.
 
                 Kate reached again for her mobile, dialled Neil’s number, which she had retrieved from the note he’d given her on Wednesday and pressed call. After three rings the phone was answered.
 
                 ‘Neil?’
 
                 ‘Kate. Where are you calling from?’
 
                 His voice was light with his usual confidence. Where before it had sent a shiver through her, it now sent a chill and Kate tightened her grip on the mobile. A voice in her head told her she’d never be able to get through tomorrow without being caught out. 
 
                 ‘I lost my mobile,’ she explained briefly. ‘Um…’
 
                 Chris raised the palm of his hand, urging Kate to stay calm. She met his eyes. She had already let him down too many times; she couldn’t do it again. If she couldn’t get through tomorrow for herself, she would have to do it for Chris. She would have to do it to try and put things right.
 
                 ‘I really enjoyed last night,’ Neil said. 
 
                 ‘Yeah. Me too. Actually,’ she said, quickly changing the subject, ‘I was wondering if you’d like to meet up tomorrow?’ Kate didn’t want to think about last night. She needed to look ahead now, and to keep looking.
 
                 She felt her heartbeat quicken and tried to breathe deeply to calm her nerves. 
 
                 Chris gave her the thumbs up. 
 
                 ‘I’d love to,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a few things to see to in the morning, so it’ll have to be after that. That OK?’
 
                 Liar, Kate thought. ‘Of course. That’ll be fine.’
 
                 Kate moved the phone away from her ear and grimaced. She wanted to throw the thing across the room. 
 
                 ‘Actually,’ she said, looking at Chris, ‘I need to do a bit of shopping in the morning as well, so if we could meet somewhere in town that’d be ideal. How about the park? Midday?’
 
                 ‘Look forward to it. Where shall I meet you?’
 
                 ‘Do you know the outdoor coffee shop in the middle of the park?’
 
                 ‘Is that open this time of year?’
 
                 ‘Yeah. I’ll see you there.’
 
                 ‘OK. See you tomorrow. Bye, Kate.’
 
                 She ended the call and exhaled loudly. 
 
                 ‘Well done, Katy,’ Chris said. He smiled approvingly at her, but it failed to make her feel any more confident. She was going to have to put on a first class performance tomorrow. She’d never been a convincing liar and was certainly no actress. She wasn’t sure she was up to it. 
 
                 Kate looked to Chris. She wasn’t sure he believed she was up to it either. 
 
                 ‘I don’t like this,’ she confessed. ‘I don’t like it at all. If this goes wrong…’
 
                 ‘It won’t go wrong,’ Chris reassured her.
 
                 ‘You hope.’
 
                 Chris said nothing. 
 
                 ‘It still doesn’t make sense,’ Kate said, shaking her head. ‘If he murdered those men, or even just Ryan, why would he try to get close to me? Why would he expose himself like that – put himself at that sort of risk? He kills a man and then takes a detective for lunch? It’s like he’s trying to get caught.’
 
                 Matthew put his coffee on the desk. ‘Perhaps he is,’ he said thoughtfully, looking past Kate. His voice sounded hollow; distant. 
 
                 ‘Perhaps that’s exactly what he wants.’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Forty Three
 
    
 
   By the time they arrived back at the flat Kate felt physically and emotionally exhausted. Chris had followed behind in his own car, insisting on making sure she got home safely. He didn’t trust Neil Davies not to be following Kate, and wasn’t prepared to take that chance.  
 
                 Kate had been clearly upset at the station and had made a poor attempt at trying to conceal her conflicting emotions. She had pointed out that if her acting skills were so poor that she was unable to hide her feelings from Chris, it perhaps didn’t bode well for the challenge that faced her with Neil tomorrow. 
 
                 Chris didn’t want to be the one to tell her that tomorrow it would be easier; that perhaps hiding her feelings from him was harder than keeping them from anyone else. 
 
                 Or perhaps, he thought, that was what he hoped.
 
                 He pulled the car up behind hers in the car park. The sky was unusually dark, clouds lying oppressively over the town. The threat of a storm hung over them and Chris hoped it would hold off until the following evening. If it rained tomorrow morning the whole plan could be kicked into touch. Neil might suggest elsewhere and there was no way that Chris would allow Kate to meet him unprepared and without back up. He wasn’t going to risk Kate meeting Davies somewhere less exposed, it was too risky. If anything happened to her…
 
                 He shook off the thought and waited in the car, watching as Kate took her bag from the passenger seat. She locked the car and made her way over to him.  
 
                 ‘Thanks,’ she said, leaning against his car door. 
 
                 ‘You going to be OK?’
 
                 Kate shrugged. She looked suddenly far younger than her thirty seven years, vulnerable and insecure and Chris wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and hold her, if only to offer her some sort of comfort. He cast the thought aside.
 
                 ‘If you need anything, just call,’ he told her. Kate nodded. Chris started the engine. ‘Tomorrow then,’ he said, not wanting to leave her on her own but not wanting to question her independence. ‘Try and get some sleep.’
 
                 He put the car into reverse, but before he could lower the handbrake Kate’s hand was on the opened window, urging him to stay a moment longer.
 
                 ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ she asked. 
 
                 She hated the sound of her own voice: weak, pathetic; desperate. She didn’t care. She didn’t want to be on her own, not tonight.
 
                 Chris breathed an inward sigh of relief and accepted the offer.  
 
                 Up in the flat Kate kicked off her shoes and went straight to the kitchen to put the kettle on. She opened the fridge to get the milk from the door and saw a half empty bottle of wine that was begging to be finished. She took it from the shelf and into the living room.
 
                 ‘Fancy something a bit stronger?’ she asked.
 
                 ‘I’m driving,’ Chris reminded her, jangling the keys that were still in his hand. 
 
                 Kate smiled tiredly. ‘Of course. Sorry.’
 
                 She went back into the kitchen, taking the wine with her. Ask him to stay, Kate, she thought. You don’t want to be alone. Especially not tonight. 
 
                 Just ask him. 
 
                 She reached for two mugs from the cupboard. She couldn’t ask him, not now. It would be misleading, would give the wrong impression, and she didn’t want to step on Lydia’s toes, not while there was a chance that she and Chris were trying to work things out between them. 
 
                 She turned suddenly when she sensed Chris in the doorway. 
 
                 ‘Want me to make them?’ he offered, nodding at the mugs. ‘Look, I can go if you want,’ he added. ‘You look tired.’
 
                 Kate placed the mugs on the worktop. ‘Can’t imagine I’ll get much sleep anyway,’ she said. 
 
                 ‘You have to try. I know it’s going to be hard, but you can’t be tired tomorrow. You’ll need to be one step ahead of Davies.’
 
                 ‘I’m just worried I’m not that good an actress.’
 
                 ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Chris said. ‘You can be a bit of a drama queen at times.’
 
                 Kate laughed softly. ‘Thanks.’
 
                 Her smile faded and she distracted herself by pouring boiling water into the two mugs. 
 
                 ‘Sorry,’ she said, changing her mind and pushing her mug to one side. ‘I definitely need something stronger.’ She reached for the wine bottle and took a glass from the cupboard. ‘You don’t mind do you?’
 
                 Chris shook his head. ‘Carry on.’              
 
                 Kate poured a glass and returned the bottle to the fridge. She squeezed the tea bag in Chris’ mug, put it in the bin and added milk to the water. 
 
                 ‘Chris…’ she started, stopping herself before she continued. ‘Doesn’t matter.’
 
                 ‘What is it?’
 
                 She shook her head. ‘I’m just being silly,’ she said. 
 
                 ‘What’s new?’
 
                 Kate jabbed him in the stomach with her elbow as she made her way past him and into the living room. Chris took his tea and followed after her. 
 
                 ‘Does Neil know where you live?’ Chris asked, sitting next to her on the sofa.
 
                 She looked at him, surprised that he had forgotten the details of her confession earlier that evening. She then remembered that she hadn’t provided him with that many details. Nor had Chris asked to hear them. She’d been sparing his feelings, or trying to at least. If he had known, it was almost certain he wouldn’t have forgotten about it. 
 
                 ‘He walked me home,’ she said, flinching at the recent memory.
 
                 Chris shook his head incredulously. ‘Christ, Kate. What if he comes here?’
 
                 She put her wine on the coffee table. ‘When?’ she said concerned.
 
                 ‘Tonight!’
 
                 ‘You don’t think he would?’
 
                 ‘I don’t know. Like you said, we know nothing about him. We don’t know what he’s capable of, do we?’
 
                 ‘God,’ Kate said, taking a large swig of her wine. ‘What’s wrong with me? I can’t believe I’ve been so bloody stupid.’
 
                 Chris distractedly fiddled with the zip of a cushion beside him. ‘Let me stay,’ he suggested suddenly. ‘I’ll sleep on the sofa. He probably won’t come here, but we don’t want to take the risk.’
 
                 ‘I’ll be OK, honestly,’ Kate said, not wanting to appear any more desperate than she already had that evening. ‘I’ll be locked in, I’ll be safe enough.’
 
                 ‘Please,’ Chris said, unprepared to take no for an answer. ‘I won’t sleep if I know you’re here on your own.’
 
                 She smiled; her relief a little too obvious. ‘Thanks, Chris. You have the bed – I’ll take the sofa.’
 
                 He frowned. ‘As if,’ he said. ‘Don’t be daft. And don’t let me keep you up either.’
 
                 Kate got up from the sofa and went back into the kitchen. If he was going to stay, it wouldn’t matter if he had that glass of wine she’d offered. She took the bottle back out of the fridge and paused at the end cupboard, looking at the calendar that was stuck to its door. Tomorrow was marked with a thick black X. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty Four
 
    
 
   She couldn’t sleep. She was too hot and lay with the duvet pushed down to her legs. Occasionally she thought she heard Chris in the next room, shifting about on the sofa. She had never slept this close to him, with just a wall separating them, and she wondered if he was also lying awake, unable to sleep. She wondered what he was thinking about. She’d like to talk to him, although she wasn’t sure exactly what she’d say if given the chance.
 
                 In her head she had listed all the things she needed to ask Neil the following afternoon. It should be easy enough to bring up the subject of his kids and wife; after all, she had already told him too much about her own family and she thought it was his turn to do the talking. She would be returning the favour by lending a patient, attentive ear. That should be the easy bit, unless he managed to so skilfully divert attention from himself yet again. If he did that Kate wasn’t sure how she would cajole him into talking. He’d been two steps ahead of her all week and if she tried to push the subject he was bound to see straight through her and suspect that she was fishing.
 
                 And if he did talk it was going to be difficult to sit through his lies, nodding and responding as though she didn’t know any better.
 
                 The more Kate thought about it, the less likely it seemed that Neil would confide in her with the things she needed to hear. There was always the chance that he would evade the subject of his wife and kids, as he had successfully managed to do all week. He would shift the focus back onto her; turn things around in a way he was obviously expert at. He had done it without her even noticing. He would manipulate the conversation, as he had been doing all week. 
 
                 She couldn’t let him, not this time. It was definitely Neil’s turn to do the talking, no matter how she had to persuade him to do it.
 
                 The image of his face on the CCTV footage they had watched from Candy’s haunted her. The image of him froze in her mind, as it had on the TV screen. His face, already so familiar and yet now strange to her, stared back at her with a vacant stare, both beckoning and repelling her. Was he really responsible for the murder of Joseph Ryan, the man whose body had been found in the same park in which they were to meet tomorrow? If so, had he also been responsible for the deaths of Michael Morris and Jamie Griffiths?
 
                 The thought chilled her and she reached for the duvet, pulling it closer around her.
 
                 Kate had tried to fit all the pieces together, but there were a few corners still missing and a huge gaping hole in the centre where she was only able to see a black void of deceit. Having spoken further with Sophie and now with her aunt, Kate could not deny the fact that Neil was a violent man. He also seemed to be a compulsive liar and a highly manipulative one at that; he had succeeded in making Kate feel sorry for him, even after she had discovered his affair with his sister-in-law. She hated to admit it, but even then there was a part of her that had thought there still may be more to it; the part of her that always wanted to see the best in people; though, God knows, her job should have taught her differently.  
 
                 Maybe he wasn’t the man they were saying he was. How far was she to believe Claire’s accusation when she had told Kate that Neil had tried to strangle her? Was she simply a bitter woman who had been rejected by the man she had believed once loved her?
 
                 Were the words of Sophie simply the words of an aggrieved daughter seeking a form of revenge on the father she felt had abandoned her when she’d most needed him? 
 
                 Was either of them telling the truth?
 
                 Kate turned onto her side. Of course they were telling the truth.
 
                 But how did Neil know Joseph Ryan? How did he know Michael Morris? Could he really have been capable of the murders of all three men? And if so, why? 
 
                 Stacey Reed. The name kept throwing itself amongst the many questions free-falling in her head. It made no sense. Neil Davies didn’t have any link to the girl, nor to her family. None that Kate knew of, at least. What had he possibly had to gain from Dean and Nathan kidnapping her? 
 
                 He hadn’t asked for money. He hadn’t asked, it seemed, for anything in return. He was playing a game, but as hard as Kate tried, she was unable to guess what it was. He had written the rule book and kept it hidden from every other player.
 
                 Kate was glad that she hadn’t allowed him into the flat. She had been attracted to him - had felt an almost tangible connection with him, pulled towards him in a way she couldn’t fathom – and, had she let him in, what else may have happened? She liked to think that common sense would have prevailed, but she knew herself better than that. She’d been lonely. She was impetuous and reckless, and there was a part of her that loved the danger of the unknown.
 
                 But this…
 
                 Her body shuddered at the notion that she had almost allowed herself to be seduced by a man who may well be a killer. 
 
                 She got out of bed and opened the door gently, careful not to disturb the silence of the flat and wake Chris. She glanced at the curve of his back beneath the duvet as she passed. She went into the kitchen and got herself a glass of water before heading back into the living room. Chris was sitting up on the sofa.
 
                 ‘Sorry,’ she said, startled. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you.’
 
                 ‘You didn’t. I wasn’t sleeping.’
 
                 Kate offered him a drink and Chris shook his head. He patted the sofa next to him, inviting her to sit down. 
 
                 ‘I couldn’t sleep either,’ Kate said, pushing the duvet aside. ‘I nodded off for a bit, but not long.’
 
                 ‘I know,’ Chris said. He reached across and brushed an eyelash from her cheek. ‘You were talking in your sleep.’
 
                 ‘When?’
 
                 ‘About an hour ago.’
 
                 She sipped at her water and distractedly smoothed the duvet that Chris had laid under. Whatever she’d said whilst she was sleeping, she hoped it was nothing embarrassing or incriminating. She felt herself begin to colour and mentally cursed herself, willing the blush to cease. ‘What did I say?’
 
                 ‘I don’t know, I couldn’t hear really. You called for Daniel at one point.’
 
                 Kate sighed. Even sleep betrayed her, she thought. She couldn’t be more of an open book; she might just as well wear her thoughts on a placard pinned to her chest.
 
                 ‘It’s thirty years today, since he went missing.’
 
                 ‘I know.’
 
                 ‘How?’
 
                 ‘The cross on the calendar.’
 
                 ‘That could mean anything.’
 
                 ‘Most people don’t remind themselves of a dental appointment with a thick black cross. Anyway, you told me the date.’
 
                 ‘When?’
 
                 Chris shrugged. ‘A few years ago.’
 
                 Kate looked down at the duvet on her lap. She pulled at a stray strand of cotton that was coming loose from the seam and tugged sharply, snapping it free. 
 
                 ‘A few years ago and you still remember?’
 
                 Chris said nothing. Now wasn’t the time or place to tell her he remembered everything she told him.
 
                 ‘You think I’m stupid, don’t you?’ Kate asked, after an awkward moment’s silence. 
 
                 ‘No, Katy, I don’t think you’re stupid. But I think you’re going to have to let go.’
 
                 ‘Would you?’ she asked, looking up at him sadly. There was an edge to her tone that she couldn’t avoid. ‘If it was your brother, or sister, or Holly – would you let go?’
 
                 ‘I don’t know,’ Chris admitted. ‘I can’t say how I’d react.’ He thought of Holly and knew exactly how he’d react. He would never give up on her. ‘But thirty years…’ he tried to reason.
 
                 ‘Do you think he’ll look like me?’ Kate asked suddenly, turning face on to Chris. 
 
                 He reached for her hand and pressed it gently on the sofa. ‘Stop,’ he said.
 
                 Kate pushed her hair away from her face with her free hand. Her palm against Chris’ felt clammy.
 
                 ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Chris said. 
 
                 They’d had this conversation several times before and he had said the same thing, though each time she’d brushed it aside, choosing to ignore it. Or maybe she couldn’t help but ignore it. Maybe it was easier to blame herself for her brother’s disappearance. If it hadn’t been her fault then someone else was to blame, and where would she even begin to identify who that person was?
 
                 ‘Of course it was,’ she said. ‘He was three years old. He shouldn’t have been on his own.’
 
                 ‘Don’t you think your father suffered with the guilt of that?’ Chris said. ‘It was his job to be watching him, not yours. You were just a child.’
 
                 ‘I only joined the police to find him,’ Kate confessed, though Chris already knew this to be the case. ‘Really stupid. Eleven years I’ve been doing this and I’ve found nothing. Perhaps some mysterious private investigator has been able to find out more than I have. Or maybe not.’ She laughed bitterly and thought of Sophie Davies’ scathing criticism of her abilities as a detective. The girl had a point. ‘I couldn’t find a kid in a classroom,’ she said.
 
                 Chris squeezed her hand in his. ‘Kate, you found two missing children today. Don’t they count for anything?’
 
                 ‘Technically, one of them wasn’t missing,’ she reminded him.
 
                 ‘You do an amazing job, Katy. And I’m not saying that because you’re a friend. I’m saying it because it’s true. But as a friend, when is looking going to end and living going to begin?’
 
                 Kate pulled her hand away. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
 
                 ‘Look at this,’ he said, gesturing at the space around them. The movement reminded her of something Stuart would do and Kate narrowed her eyes, bracing herself for the attack. ‘You’re thirty seven years old and you’re still living in a one bedroom flat. When was the last time you had a night out?’
 
                 ‘Last night,’ she reminded him quickly.  
 
                 Chris sighed and looked away, hurt by the reminder. ‘I’m not trying to be nasty to you, Kate,’ he said, ignoring the comment, ‘but shouldn’t there be more than this?’
 
                 She was insulted but refused to show it. Instead, Kate looked at him angrily.
 
                 ‘What about you, Chris?’ she replied defensively. ‘A failed marriage and a daughter you hardly ever see – who are you to lecture me?’
 
                 As soon as the words had left her mouth she wished she hadn’t spoken them. She had never spoken to Chris in that way before and now she wished she’d bitten her tongue, but the damage was already done; he looked crushed. 
 
                 ‘Shit, Chris,’ she said, reaching again for his hand. ‘I didn’t mean that. I’m so sorry.’
 
                 Chris tried to shrug it off. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘I probably deserved it.’ He pulled his hand away from hers and Kate knew straight away that it mattered. 
 
                 ‘No, you didn’t deserve it, it was out of order.’
 
                 ‘True though.’
 
                 Kate looked down at her lap. ‘No. It’s not your fault Lydia left, and I know you see Holly as often as you can. I shouldn’t have said that.’
 
                 ‘It was my fault,’ Chris disagreed. He thought of all the arguments leading up to Lydia’s leaving. There was plenty more he could have done to persuade her to stay; plenty of things he could have said – lies he could have told – to give her what she needed to hear. When it came down to it, he just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t lie to her any longer. He couldn’t lie to himself. He couldn’t be bothered to maintain the pretence any longer. 
 
                 He thought for a moment about saying something more, but decided it wasn’t the most appropriate time. Perhaps there would never be a right time to explain to Kate exactly why his wife had left him and taken their child with her. She could be naïve, he knew, but surely Kate wasn’t blind enough to miss what had been staring her in the face for so long?
 
                 ‘Anyway,’ Kate said, breaking the silence. ‘You’re working things out, right?’
 
                 Chris gave her a blank look. ‘What do you mean?’
 
                 ‘You and Lydia,’ Kate explained. 
 
                 ‘The divorce will be finalised in eight weeks.’
 
                 Kate was taken aback; firstly by Chris’ uncharacteristic openness about his relationship with his estranged wife; secondly by the fact that she had made such an obviously inaccurate assumption.
 
                 ‘But I thought…’ she started. She stopped herself. She sounded stupid.
 
                 ‘You thought…’
 
                 Kate shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
                 ‘Can I ask you something?’ Chris asked suddenly. He shifted on the sofa and moved his body to face her fully, though his eyes were averted, avoiding hers. Kate nodded and waited for the question.
 
                 ‘What were you going to say earlier?’
 
                 She looked blankly, waiting for a reminder.
 
                 ‘When we were in the office and Matthew came in.’              
 
                 Kate reached for her glass on the table, took another sip of water and put it down again. ‘I can’t remember,’ she lied. 
 
                 ‘You said, ‘I wish…’ but you didn’t finish.’
 
                 She shrugged and smiled tiredly. ‘Sorry. Couldn’t have been important.’
 
                 She got up from the sofa and adjusted the cushions she had been sitting on. 
 
                 ‘We should try and get a couple of hours,’ she said.
 
                 Chris nodded, knowing she’d say no more. ‘Night, Katy.’
 
                 Back in bed she pulled the duvet tightly around her. 
 
                 ‘I wish things had been different for us,’ she finished in her head.
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   Forty Five
 
    
 
   The briefing at the station the following morning was exactly that: brief. Beside the CCTV footage that showed Neil Davies had been with Joseph Ryan on the night he had been murdered, there was no concrete evidence to connect him to the crime. There was nothing yet to connect him to the murder of either Jamie Griffiths or Michael Morris; only the fact that each man had known a mysterious ‘Adam’. The sheer volume of lies that had left Neil Davies’ mouth rendered him guilty in the extreme, although it would be barely enough to hold him at the station, let alone secure a conviction.
 
                 All Kate had to do was keep him talking. They doubted that he would make a confession, but a mention of any of the men’s names would take them a small step closer. That failing, they would move in and make an arrest anyway. Perhaps they could hold him for wasting police time, having known where his son was during Kate’s investigation into his disappearance. Then there would be a race to secure enough evidence against Neil Davies before they were legally obliged to release him from custody; a DNA match with the blood found on the body of Jamie Griffiths, or one to the hair found on Joseph Ryan’s scarf being the ideal outcome. 
 
                 The pressure weighing on Kate’s shoulders was immense. By befriending Neil she had put herself in a vulnerable position. He knew far too much about her, including where she lived, and if he was released due to lack of evidence against him there was no knowing what he might be capable of in revenge against her. No doubt Chris would insist on police protection, even if Clayton deemed it unnecessary. For now, however, all Neil knew was that Kate had successfully completed the Stacey Reed case and was still looking for his son. He had no way of knowing that she was in any way connected to a series of murder investigations. 
 
                 Kate was to be wired up to a recorder that would tape the conversation between her and Neil. She had never done this before. Honey traps weren’t a police tactic she would usually have condoned outside of far-fetched Hollywood films, but in this instance she knew they had little other option. She knew that if she kept a cool head and kept him talking she would be fine, but that was bound to be even harder than anticipated. 
 
                 Besides, there were going to be undercover police officers throughout the park, watching Neil’s every move. Chris wouldn’t be far away. There was no chance that in such a public place he would be able to do anything to threaten her safety. 
 
                 Nothing that wouldn’t see him locked away at least, she told herself.
 
                 ‘You’ll be there the whole time, won’t you?’ she checked with Chris as they left the briefing. 
 
                 ‘Of course,’ he assured her. 
 
                 Neil and Kate were to sit at an outdoor table, where other plain clothes officers would be posted, posing as couples enjoying a coffee al fresco. Others would be walking dogs; some would be jogging through the park. Fortunately, though cold it was a dry day and a winter sun was pushing through the clouds, trying to assert itself. Chris’ prayers for the previous evening’s threat of storms to pass had been answered. 
 
                 Kate was to give the signal when she wanted the others to step in, by getting up from her seat and crouching down to look for something in the bag at her feet. 
 
                 ‘How did Clayton react?’ Kate asked.
 
                 She hadn’t spoken to him, but the subtle roll of the eyes during the briefing told her all she needed to know. He doubted her. Again, she had overstepped the mark. Yesterday’s praise at her handling of the Stacey Reed case had been quickly replaced by the same old scepticism she had come to know and accept. He doubted whether she could hold it together for long enough to get the job finished. Not wanting to face his disappointment before having to go and meet with Neil, Chris had offered to explain their plan to him first thing that morning. 
 
                 ‘Don’t worry about him,’ Chris said, glancing back over his shoulder. ‘He’ll get over it. Once we get this done it’ll be forgotten about. We nail Davies and you’ll be flavour of the month again, trust me. He may be a bit of an old Bessie, but he always backs his officers in the end. He’s not such a bad old bugger.’
 
                 Kate very much doubted that Clayton would forget so easily, but was grateful for the lie in this instance. She didn’t need the extra pressure of worrying whether or not her job would still be hers by the end of the day. She didn’t even need the complication of thinking about whether or not she would still want it.
 
                 She would worry about Superintendent Clayton, and her career, when she had made it back to the station in one piece.
 
                 Matthew emerged from the room where the briefing had been held and smiled encouragingly at Kate. He’d been given instruction to drive Kate to the park. His dark eyes fixed on hers for possibly the first time. ‘You OK?’
 
                 ‘As well as can be expected. I’ll be fine.’
 
                 ‘We’ll be going in five,’ Chris told them. ‘You need to give us forty minutes to get set up before you leave the station, then Matthew, take my car.’ He passed him the keys. ‘Drop Kate off at the park then leave the car in the new multi-storey across town. In plain clothes, Matthew,’ he reminded him.
 
                 Matthew nodded and took the keys. 
 
                 Chris looked back to Kate. ‘Wired up ready?’
 
                 She tapped her chest. ‘Stop worrying,’ she told him. She was worrying enough for the both of them. Kate smiled in an attempt to hide her discomfort, not entirely sure of its success. 
 
                 The words that had been left unspoken the previous evening formed in her mind. She wanted to say them out loud. If there was never going to be another opportunity for him to hear them, she wanted to make the words known now; while she was still here to speak them. If Kate knew about anything, it was the unshakable weight of regret and the sadness that came with it. If this went wrong and…
 
                 She bit her tongue and said nothing. She was being stupid, she told herself, biting the words back. This wasn’t the time. She’d be back in a few hours and this whole thing would be over. 
 
                 Soon the rest of the team were assembled at the front of the building. Most were in plain clothes; one or two were still in uniform. To Kate’s eyes, even those in plain clothes seemed entirely conspicuous. She hoped they’d prove themselves to be better actors than she and prayed nobody would be careless enough to arouse Neil’s suspicions by drawing unnecessary attention to themselves or to her.
 
                 She went back up to Chris’ office, with Matthew stopping at the machine to get them both a cup of tea. Forty minutes usually seemed a short enough amount of time. Today, with the banal conversation provided by Matthew and the thought of the task that stretched ahead, the time dragged on for an eternity.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty Six
 
    
 
   In the car Kate fastened her seatbelt and leaned her head against the rest. 
 
                 ‘Nervous?’ Matthew asked, reversing Chris’ car out of his parking space.
 
                 ‘Nah,’ Kate said coolly. ‘All in a day’s work.’ 
 
                 Inside, her heart beat like a drum machine, loud and repetitive; its rhythm coursing through her limbs.
 
                 Matthew smiled. ‘Rather you than me.’
 
                 The insensitive sod had no tact. ‘Thanks.’
 
                 They left the station and pulled out onto the main road. The sky was clear blue and the clouds that had gathered earlier were now nowhere to be seen. It was, however, bitterly cold, and Kate reached for the heating dial, turning it as high as it would go. Maybe it was the temperature that chilled her; maybe it was just the thought of Neil Davies and the task that lay ahead of her.
 
                 Saturday morning shoppers filled the buses Matthew overtook. Mothers with buggies made their way on foot towards the town and groups of teenagers who hadn’t fancied a Saturday morning lie in sat huddled together in bus shelters; girls in leggings and bottom skimming skirts like pelmets, none of them appropriately dressed for the cold. Everything was normal, Kate thought; as normal as it was ever likely to be.
 
                 Matthew watched her from the corner of his eye; the same sideways, not-quite-there glance that she had become accustomed to from him. ‘What do you reckon then?’ he asked. ‘You going to get a confession?’
 
                 ‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ Kate admitted, facing the road ahead. ‘If Neil’s the man we suspect he is he’s not going to give anything away. He’s been playing a game all week, he’s not going to quit now he knows he’s this far ahead. We’ll have to rely on matching him to that blood found on Jamie Griffiths.’
 
                 Matthew said nothing for a moment before adding, ‘or the hair on Joseph Ryan.’              
 
                 ‘Exactly.’
 
                 Matthew adjusted the rear view mirror slightly. ‘What if it’s not his?’
 
                 The thought had occurred to Kate, although she had tried not to dwell on it. What would they do then? They couldn’t hold him on circumstantial evidence; and wasting police time wouldn’t hold up for long. The fact that he had been to a strip club with Ryan on the night he’d been murdered was not going to hold much weight in a courtroom and any evidence she gave against him would be laughed out of court after her performance this week.
 
                 ‘You must have your theories,’ Kate said, avoiding an answer. ‘Come on – you’re the young blood, full of ideas. What do you think?’
 
                 Matthew took a left at the junction, driving over the river bridge. A long banner promoting a local band due to play in a local club the following weekend had been pinned across the railings. Kate had heard some of their tracks on Nation Radio, but she couldn’t see what the fuss what about. It was another loud noise. Another sign she was getting older, she thought regretfully.  
 
                 ‘I’m just the junior,’ Matthew said, with a tinge of resentment in his tone. ‘I drive people around, I fetch the coffees. I’m not paid to come up with theories.’
 
                 Kate tutted playfully. ‘Not the attitude, PC Curtis,’ she scoffed, trying to lighten the mood. ‘Don’t you want to hear an ‘Inspector’ before that name one day?’
 
                 ‘Never thought about it,’ Matthew said flippantly.
 
                 He reached to turn the heating back down. Kate looked at him, surprised by his sudden change in tone, and noticed a shiny film of sweat across his forehead. She turned back to the window, blanking him as she thought of what might be in store for her that afternoon. Her jacket was still pulled tightly around her; it was freezing outside, despite Matthew’s apparent hot flush. 
 
                 Matthew worked his way around the one way system and pulled onto the lane leading to the A470 and the other route back around the town. 
 
                 ‘Park’s that way,’ Kate said, gesturing back down the road. They should have continued at the roundabout, it was the quickest and easiest route to the park. 
 
                 She turned and looked at Matthew. Before she saw his face, she saw the gun held in his right hand, pointing directly at her. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty Seven 
 
    
 
   ‘What are you doing?’ Kate asked. Her eyes were fixed on the gun in Matthew’s hand. The perspiration on his forehead was clearly visible now; beads of sweat sparkling on his pitted skin. 
 
                 ‘I’m sorry, Kate,’ he said, without sincerity. His voice was cold, entirely different, and if he was nervous, as the sweat suggested, his tone told a different story. ‘We need to take a detour.’
 
                 He hit the central locking and opened his window slightly, keeping the gun pointed at her throughout. They were approaching traffic lights and the cars in front were beginning to slow as the lights changed. Matthew dropped a gear and floored the accelerator, swerving around the car in front and overtaking the queue. He made it across the junction just after the lights had turned to red and a van driver coming from the opposite direction sounded his horn angrily as Matthew missed him by inches. 
 
                 Kate took the opportunity to reach into her coat pocket and, trying to keep her cool, fumbled for her mobile phone. Chris’ personal number was the last to have been called and she flipped the phone, keeping it in her pocket and out of sight of Matthew. She pressed three buttons and hoped that, without being able to look and check, she had brought up the right number. She pressed the call button. 
 
                 Matthew slowed his speed slightly. ‘Phone,’ he said, nudging the gun at her. For a heart stopping moment Kate thought he may have seen what she was doing. She couldn’t be sure and quickly cut off the call, hoping she had made a connection with Chris and that it might be enough to alert him to the danger she was in. She took the phone from her pocket and placed it on the dashboard as instructed by Matthew. For a moment she considered catching him off guard and making a grab for the gun, but if it went wrong and he crashed the car they could both be killed. Anyway, it was too risky: there were too many other cars around and she’d be putting innocent lives in danger. 
 
                 Either that or he would shoot her at point blank range.  
 
                 ‘Don’t try anything clever,’ he said, as though reading her thoughts. The bones in his skinny hand protruded painfully through his pale skin as his grip on the gun tightened. His veins throbbed, ice blue.
 
                 Kate looked away and out through the window, trying to gather her thoughts and think of a way to get the gun off Matthew. For all the scenarios she had imagined in her head last night whilst lying in bed unable to sleep, she’d never thought of this one. Neil was the danger, not Matthew. Kate hadn’t accounted for being threatened in this way and though she’d considered an escape from a hundred possible situations with Neil Davies, she had no idea how she was going to get out of this one.
 
                 They headed quickly away from the town centre and towards the A470, diverting into a small housing estate and up a quiet narrow lane behind a row of garages.
 
                 Matthew slammed on the brakes and the car stopped suddenly.
 
                 ‘Hands,’ he instructed hurriedly.
 
                 Kate looked at the gun pointing directly up at her chest and cursed herself for her slow reactions. She had spent those vital moments planning what to do when she should have just done something, anything to divert his attention. All the training she had undergone – all the advice imparted to her specifically for the rare off-chance of situations like this – had been wasted. It was pointless, she thought, because no one ever really believed they would ever need it. No one ever believed that this sort of thing would really happen to them.  
 
                 She could try and make a run for it, but she knew the gun was loaded. If he shot her it’d be game over. And even he wouldn’t miss from this distance.
 
                 Matthew reached around Kate and took her left wrist in his hand, pulling her arm sharply behind her back. The feel of his skin on hers repulsed Kate and she panicked. Before he could close the handcuffs she lashed out in a knee jerk reaction and threw the fist of her free hand at his crotch. She caught him where she’d intended and he winced, losing his grip on her left hand. Her phone, which had fallen to the floor when Matthew had slammed on the brakes, began ringing and Kate lunged for it.
 
                 She was fast, but Matthew was unexpectedly faster. He swung his arm around and caught her in the stomach with his elbow before snapping his arm up; his fist smashing into her face.
 
                 Kate’s head jerked back with the impact. Pain seared through her face like fire and she reached instinctively for her nose. Lowering her hand, she saw her palm covered in blood. 
 
                 ‘I told you not to try anything clever,’ Matthew said, his words flowing quickly and his voice thick with anger. He held the gun next to Kate’s head, so close that she could feel the cold metal on her skull.
 
                 Kate, who had always thought Matthew quiet and unassuming – feeble, even – felt real fear now. Her face throbbed and she could feel blood pumping from her nose, which she suspected was broken. Keeping the gun to her head, Matthew reached across to the glove box. He opened it and fumbled about inside, but couldn’t find what he was looking for. 
 
                 ‘Shit,’ he mumbled. ‘Get your bag.’
 
                 When she didn’t respond he repeated the instruction, this time with more urgency, an edge of panic in his voice. She reached to the floor and put her handbag on her lap. She glanced at the phone and the caller ID. Chris. 
 
                 ‘You got any tissues?’ he asked, pressing the gun closer to her skull.               Kate shoulder’s hunched, her whole body cringing at the feel of cold metal on her head. She opened her bag and dug around amongst the assorted junk. She found a small pack of tissues at the bottom of the bag and pulled a handful from the plastic wrapper, quickly holding them to her face.
 
                 ‘Put pressure on it,’ Matthew told her impatiently.
 
                 ‘A thoughtful bully,’ Kate said through the tissues. ‘How nice.’
 
                 ‘Just get on with it.’
 
                 Her mobile, still on the floor at her feet, stopped ringing.
 
                 The throbbing in her face worsened and she could feel blood trickling over her bottom lip and down her chin. The taste of it was metallic on her tongue. Matthew kept the gun close to her; his concentration fixed on her face.
 
                 ‘Lose the mike,’ Matthew told her, waving the gun at her coat. 
 
                 Kate manoeuvred herself awkwardly in her seat, struggling to get her coat off. She unbuttoned her cardigan and had to loosen the top beneath it to get to the microphone that was taped to her chest. From the corner of her eye she could see Matthew lowering his eyes, trying to catch a glimpse of bare flesh. 
 
                 ‘What’s the matter, Matthew?’ she said spitefully, her voice high pitched and angry. ‘Not had any for a while?’
 
                 His fingers tightened again around the gun and Kate regretted her sarcasm. ‘Put it on the dashboard,’ he instructed. ‘Get the phone as well.’
 
                 Kate finally managed to remove the tape, wincing as it ripped at her skin, and she took the microphone and put it on the dashboard. She reached to the floor, picked up the mobile and put it next to the mike.              
 
                 ‘Hands,’ he said again, pushing the gun closer.
 
                 This time, Kate did exactly what he said. She put her arms behind her back and, using just one hand, Matthew clamped his handcuffs around her wrists with one deft movement.  
 
                 ‘You’ve been practicing,’ Kate commented bitterly.
 
                 Ignoring her, Matthew put the gun in his door pocket. He took the mobile from the dashboard and switched it off, but not before checking who’d tried to contact her.
 
                 ‘How the fuck do you think you’re going to get away with this?’ Kate spat, her anger overshadowing her fear. 
 
                 Leaning over her, making Kate’s whole body cringe, Matthew opened the window and launched the phone over the wall that ran along her side of the lane. He ignored her words and avoided eye contact.
 
                 He moved into first gear and pulled back out onto the main road before joining the slip road onto the A470. The trees that lined the hard shoulder whipped past them as Matthew increased his speed. He pulled sharply into the outside lane, swerving around a crawling lorry. 
 
                 ‘Where are we going?’ Kate asked, not turning to look at Matthew.
 
                 ‘Wait and see,’ he replied.              
 
                 They passed a succession of cars travelling in the inside lane. As they headed towards Cardiff the sky became increasingly heavy, dark clouds boiling above them. They took the next turning off, keeping to the right and heading into the industrial park of Treforest.              
 
                 Kate turned to face the window. She wanted to stay strong, but she was more scared than she had ever been in her life. Her face felt swollen and her head light; she had never felt pain like it. She felt her eyes filling and urged herself not to cry.
 
                 And there was me thinking you weren’t really cut out for the job, she thought bitterly. 
 
                 Was anyone who they really claimed to be anymore?
 
                 Matthew drove further into the industrial estate past factories, offices and garages where Kate could see workers through the windows. She hoped that someone would turn around and see her bloodied face through the glass; would call for help and raise the alarm. At least then Chris would know where she was. 
 
                 No one looked out to see her. Matthew was driving too fast then they were past the office blocks and heading towards the disused warehouses at the far end of the estate. They kept going until they reached a wide, empty expanse of car park where Matthew stopped the engine and reached once again for the gun. 
 
   Forty Eight
 
    
 
   Chris crossed the park on foot. He walked hurriedly, scanning the playing fields for the other officers mingling with the families and couples enjoying their Saturday morning off work and school. There were plenty of people around, despite the chilly temperature, but none of the faces were those he wanted to see. 
 
                 He went into the café. At a window seat two of the younger officers were sitting drinking coffees, merging with the scenery as best they were able to. To an unknowing eye they looked just like anyone else, Chris supposed. To him, now that something didn’t feel right, the pair of them looked bloody obvious.
 
                 ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said, sitting opposite them. 
 
                 The male officer looked at his watch. It was quarter past twelve. ‘They’re late,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t Matthew bringing her for five to?’
 
                 ‘Supposed to be.’
 
                 Chris looked around the café. There had been no sign of Kate or Neil. He saw two other officers sitting at an outside table. The female looked through the window, raising her shoulders slightly when she saw Chris looking at her questioningly. Chris responded with a mirrored shrug and a concerned expression. It wasn’t their fault, but was no one able to offer anything more constructive?
 
                 ‘Even if Matthew and Kate had been held up, where the hell is Neil Davies? He should be here, waiting for her.’
 
                 Chris reached for his mobile and called the station. The officers at his table watched, hearing one half of the conversation. Chris’ voice, usually calm and composed, was uncharacteristically fraught.  
 
                 ‘They left half an hour ago,’ Chris said as he ended the call. He put a hand to the top of his head and gripped his hair in a fist. ‘Shit.’ 
 
                 ‘It only takes five minutes,’ the girl said, infuriating Chris with the obvious and with her lack of anything more substantial and helpful. 
 
                 ‘I know,’ he snapped. ‘We just drove it.’
 
                 The girl was taken aback by his abruptness; she looked down at her lap and picked at her nails, avoiding any further outburst.
 
                 As he spoke, Chris’ mobile began to ring in his pocket. He reached quickly for it and, to his relief, saw Kate’s temporary mobile number flashing up at him on the screen. He nodded to the officers sitting opposite him and answered the phone. 
 
                 ‘Kate?’
 
                 The line went dead. He repeated her name, but she – or whoever had her phone – was gone. He pulled Kate’s number up on his phone and quickly called her back. It rang for what seemed ages before cutting off to the answer phone. He started to leave a message but cut off halfway through. Instead, he tried again. This time it cut straight to the answering service without ringing.
 
                 ‘She’s in trouble,’ he said. ‘Shit.’ 
 
                 This time he banged the table with his fist, arousing the attention of the girl behind the counter and the handful of other customers at the far side of the café.
 
                 ‘What did she say?’ the male officer asked. 
 
                 ‘Nothing. She didn’t say anything.’
 
                 ‘Did you hear anything? Background noise?’
 
                 Chris shook his head. ‘Nothing.’
 
                 He phoned through to Clayton who was sitting in his car at the far end of the park. There was no need for discretion anymore; Neil Davies wasn’t at the park and he wasn’t likely to turn up there either. Something hadn’t gone to plan and whatever it was the bastard seemed to know about it.
 
                 Where the hell was he?
 
                 What the hell had happened to Kate and Matthew?
 
                 ‘Has anyone seen him?’ Chris asked. He heard the panic in his own voice. He had told Kate that she would come to no harm. He had promised her that he would be there. 
 
                 He wasn’t.
 
                 Clayton’s voice was filled with concern. ‘No sign of him.’
 
                 ‘We need to find my car,’ Chris said. ‘I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but Kate and Matthew are both in danger.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty Nine
 
    
 
   Matthew opened the door and put an arm around Kate as she stepped out of the car, trying to hide her handcuffs in a kind of bizarre embrace as if they were a couple stopping for a hurried tryst in the most unromantic of settings. In front of them stood a derelict warehouse, unused for years, half its roof missing. There were no windows, just a small door on the left of the building which was shut tight. The door handle on the outside had been removed.
 
                 ‘Walk,’ Matthew said. ‘Try to run and I’ll shoot you in the back.’
 
                 For a while in the car Kate had wondered if she was now seeing the real Matthew Curtis; a regular hard man who hit women and toted guns like some skinny, unlikely action film villain. She doubted she was. This was Matthew Curtis: Matthew Curtis who bumbled his clumsy way through the station like a fart in a bottle, walking into things and tripping over his own shadow. She was sure he was bluffing, and still believed that, if challenged, he would prove himself to be the coward she’d always thought him to be; although after the nose incident, she realised she wasn’t dealing with a harmless little boy anymore. Matthew Curtis, like so many other men in her life, was not who he seemed to be. 
 
                 If she tried to run, she was now certain he would shoot her.  
 
                 Matthew rapped at the steel door: three knocks. It was a few moments before they heard footsteps from within, then a lock and several bolts being opened on the other side. The door was pulled open and Matthew pushed Kate in front of him, into the gloom. She felt the barrel of the gun jammed into the small of her back.
 
                 Inside the warehouse there was nothing but dust and rubble. The building was divided into two separate halves and there was a wall to the right of her, with a door in the middle. The door was slightly ajar, but not opened wide enough for Kate to see what was beyond. Above them there was a frantic flapping. She looked up to see a bird rise from its resting place on one of the steel girders in the roof. It escaped through one of the many huge gaps open to the sky and was lost, leaving nothing but grey steel and grey clouds behind it. 
 
                 The door banged loudly behind her. Kate spun around, expecting to find herself alone in the building, locked inside the warehouse with no means of escape, hands still cuffed behind her back and no mobile phone with which to try and call Chris. 
 
                 Matthew Curtis was still there, still had the gun pointing at her. Beside him, Neil raised a hand and pushed Matthew’s arm down, taking the gun from him and putting it on the ground behind them.
 
                 ‘What happened to her face?’ he said.
 
                 ‘I had to,’ Matthew said quickly, sounding more like the Matthew Kate knew and recognised. ‘She tried to grab the gun.’ 
 
                 Neil glared at him and walked over to Kate. He stood in front of her and raised a hand to her face, placing a finger on her nose and pressing slightly. Kate winced, but she couldn’t be sure if it was the pain in her face or the sight of Neil that caused the reaction. 
 
                 ‘Looks broken,’ Neil said quietly. 
 
                 Kate felt the warmth of his breath on her face. She could feel tears building behind her eyes, but they were tears of anger now rather than fear. 
 
                 ‘Poor Katy,’ Neil crooned. He leaned towards her, bent and kissed her on the forehead. ‘But after what you tried to do to me today,’ he said, pulling away, ‘you probably deserved it.’
 
                 Kate worked her wrists behind her back, but there was no way she was going to free them from the cuffs. She would have to try and talk him down; although knowing what she now did about Neil Davies, and Matthew Curtis, she imagined any efforts in that area would prove futile. She was now more certain than ever that Neil could have been responsible for all three murders; he was unlikely to stop at her, regardless of how he may have felt towards her.
 
                 She cursed herself for her own naivety and stupidity, even now. He didn’t have feelings for you, Kate – he used you. She didn’t know how, or why, but he had used her. Even now, she couldn’t understand why he had tried so hard to get close to her. 
 
                 Why did he expose himself to the police in that way?
 
                 What did she have that he wanted?
 
                 ‘Why did you do it, Kate?’ Neil asked, circling her like a magician assessing his assistant. He had already noticed her trying to free her wrists from the cuffs and laughed at the pointlessness of her efforts. 
 
                 ‘I’d give up if I were you,’ he said quietly.
 
                 Matthew Curtis had sunk onto the floor by the door. The struggle he’d had with Kate in the car seemed to have taken it out of him, but not quite enough to prevent him from admiring his handiwork on Kate’s face. Between his legs the gun still lay on the ground and he pushed it around aimlessly with his foot.
 
                 ‘Matthew!’ Neil snapped suddenly, spinning towards him. ‘Keep doing that and you’ll blow your own balls off.’
 
                 Neil turned back to Kate. ‘Sorry about that.’ He tutted and shook his head disapprovingly. ‘He’s still learning. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. You were just about to tell me why you were planning on setting me up today?’
 
                 Kate looked to the ground and tried to avoid Neil’s eyes. They bored into her like some crazed snake charmer. The migraine that had threatened to paralyse her earlier was back with full force, burning behind her eyes, and she couldn’t be sure if it was that or Neil’s fixed stare that was threatening to hypnotise her.
 
                 ‘What’s going on with you two?’ Kate asked, nodding to Matthew.
 
                 ‘I’ll ask the questions,’ Neil said. ‘And didn’t your mother ever teach you not to answer a question with another question? Mine never did either. Now…why?
 
                 ‘Did you kill Joseph Ryan?’ Kate asked quietly. She looked up slowly and his face was almost unrecognisable. Anger flared like torches within the blue of his eyes; his mouth was a thin strip, twisted into a leering sneer.
 
                 ‘Sorry?’ Neil said, moving closer towards her, his face in hers. ‘I couldn’t quite hear you. I’m sure you answered another question with a question.’
 
                 ‘Fuck you,’ Kate said between gritted teeth.
 
                 Neil put a hand on her shoulder and Kate felt her whole body tense. He pressed his lips to her ear, his top lip brushing her skin. ‘You would have,’ he whispered. 
 
                 Kate wanted to raise her knee and cause him some permanent damage, but she was aware of the gun and had the reminder of what had happened the last time she’d tried to pull a move like that still searing through her face.
 
                 ‘In answer to your question,’ Neil continued, pulling away again, ‘Yes. I confess.’ He raised his arms dramatically, his fingers spreading in a warped ‘jazz hands’ motion. 
 
                 ‘It was me,’ he continued. ‘Joseph Ryan was scum. He was a total shit – cheated on his wife every chance he got, bastard to his kids, ignored them, they might as well have not been there. Have you met his wife?’ He leaned towards Kate again and gave out a long, high whistle. ‘Now, I usually wouldn’t like to say in present company, but I think the rules have changed today.’ He moved to the side of Kate and pressed his mouth over her ear. ‘She. Is. Hot.’
 
                 He pulled away sharply. ‘In conclusion,’ Neil said, as though delivering some sick sermon, ‘he had it great and he shit all over it. Called himself a husband. Called himself a father. Didn’t really deserve either of those titles, I think you’d agree. He deserved what he got. I was just doing my bit to cleanse the environment. Call it community service. You should be pleased, Detective.’
 
                 ‘You can’t keep me here,’ Kate said, hearing the desperation in her own voice. ‘There’ll be police all over here before long.’              
 
                 ‘Maybe her boyfriend will come and rescue her,’ Matthew laughed, looking up from the floor. He raised the gun and pointed it at nothing, cocking it and aiming at an imaginary target.
 
                 ‘Oh yeah,’ said Neil. ‘Chris Jones.’ He spoke the name as though it was a nasty taste in his mouth he wanted to spit out. ‘Detective Chief Inspector Chris Jones. You know, Kate, for someone so sad and desperate I’d have thought you’d have pounced on him by now.’
 
                 Kate’s face burned. The colour rushed like a red flood to her skin and she stepped backwards, knocked off balance by the comment. It shamed her that for an embarrassing, vain moment she had been more affected by his calling her ‘desperate’ than she had by discovering Neil had indeed murdered Joseph Ryan. Perhaps it was because she had already known, in her bones, that he had committed the crime; she had never, however, thought of herself as ‘desperate’. She had known Neil for just a week, and this was what he thought of her. 
 
                 Christ, she must have been transparent.
 
                 They heard a sudden noise from the other half of the warehouse, like something heavy being knocked over. Matthew rose quickly, took the gun and hurried to the door between the two rooms. He passed through it and pulled it shut behind him, fumbling with locks and bolts on the other side. 
 
                 Kate looked Neil in the eye, holding his stare to conceal the wave of nausea that had knocked her sideways at the sound. ‘Who’s in there?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifty
 
    
 
   Neil drummed a fist on the inside door and Matthew unlocked it. Neil made no attempt to stop Kate as she followed him into the other room. He was like an actor on a stage, or a child, preening, performing, saying, ‘Look at me’. He basked in the attentions of his audience, feeding off the energy generated by their watchful, expectant eyes.
 
                               Kate noted the swagger in his step. No fear of retribution; no fear of being caught. ‘Lost his mind,’ was what Mrs Evans had told her when she had visited Sophie. Maybe that had been true. Maybe he’d had nothing much to lose; it didn’t seem as though he had ever been in full possession of his senses at all. Sophie, Claire…they hadn’t been wrong: they’d been warning her.
 
                 Kate caught her breath when she stepped into the other half of the warehouse. She stopped in her tracks.  
 
                 Matthew was lifting a battered wooden chair from the floor; the same chair that had toppled and caused the noise that had interrupted Neil just moments earlier. He pulled it upright, kicking the back of it as he stepped away.
 
                 Tied to the chair was Sophie Davies. Beside her, a young woman and Sophie’s brother were also tied to identical seats that must have served as office chairs when the factory was still running. There were the remains of partitioning that could have once been an office, rotting in the corner of the room. 
 
                 All three were gagged. Dried blood stained the right hand side of the woman’s face, her head hung low and her eyes were heavy and drowsy. She was only half conscious and looked in real trouble.
 
                 ‘Shit,’ Kate said. ‘What the hell is this? – are you fucking crazy?’ she spat at Neil.
 
                 ‘Temper, temper,’ he taunted, grabbing her by the arm. ‘You can join them if you like. I’d prefer it if you didn’t though. We have lots to talk about.’
 
                 Ben Davies was crying. The sounds of his sobs were muffled by whatever had been shoved into his mouth, but the sobs were loud enough and fat tears rolled down his cheeks. He was almost unrecognisable from the smiling, happy boy that Kate still had pinned to her office wall; the photograph his foster parents had brought with them to the station.
 
                 Sophie Davies, as fiery as ever, looked angry rather than scared. She watched her father with an intense fury that burned in her eyes like flares. All the spirit that Kate had seen in her during their two meetings – all the anger, the bitterness and resentment – were directed at her father’s face as though she might be able to render him unconscious with palpable waves of hatred. 
 
                 She stared at him from beneath her dark lashes, not once looking away. Kate admired her spirit, but at the same time feared the consequences her stubborn streak could lead to. She had already angered Neil by trying to escape from the chair she was tied to and Kate was almost grateful the girl was gagged and unable to speak and enrage him further. 
 
                 ‘I told them you were coming,’ Neil said, still holding Kate by the arm. ‘They’ve been waiting for you.’ He gestured to his daughter. ‘You’ve already met Sophie.’
 
                 The girl looked at Kate and her expression didn’t change. The contempt she felt towards her father obviously spilled over to Kate and, at that moment, Kate didn’t blame her. She was a detective inspector. She was supposed to protect children like Sophie, not lead them straight into danger. For all the good she had done, it may as well have been her hands that had tied the poor girl to that chair.
 
                 The girl had trusted her, and Kate had let her down.
 
                 Kate mouthed the word ‘sorry’, though she knew it could never possibly be enough. Sophie rolled her eyes derisively and looked away. Next to her, the woman was struggling to keep her head upright. Her chin kept lolling onto her chest and she was straining to keep her eyes open and keep herself awake.
 
                 ‘Is that Claire?’ Kate asked, struggling to free herself and get to the woman. ‘Christ, what have you done to her?’
 
                 Neil tightened his grip on Kate. ‘She should have kept her mouth shut,’ he sneered. 
 
                 ‘She needs help,’ Kate said, pleading with any sense of pity Neil may have had left. ‘Please. Let me get her help.’
 
                 Neil let go of her arm, thrusting her away from him. ‘Let you go, you mean? We’ve only known each other a week, Kate, but I’m sure you realise I’m not that stupid.’
 
                 ‘You do it then,’ she said desperately. ‘Look at her. Please!’
 
                 Neil crossed the room and crouched down in front of his sister-in-law. He held Claire’s face in his hands. Claire winced at his touch, in exactly the way Kate had reacted. This woman that Kate had felt so much contempt towards just yesterday had suddenly far more in common with her than she could ever have imagined. They had both been taken in by this man; both lured and fooled and made to pay the consequences.
 
                 Neil put a finger to the cut on Claire’s face and pushed her head upright, making her grimace in pain.
 
                 ‘She’ll live,’ he said, dropping her head callously. ‘Just needs to sleep it off.’
 
                 Kate looked quickly to Matthew. Matthew shrugged nonchalantly, but there was a glimmer of something behind his eyes; something that looked distinctly uneasy. It was clear who was pulling his strings. That scene back in the car was bravado and panic, Kate was sure of it. He’d been put up to it, goaded into it; for whatever reason, he had something to prove. But what could he possibly have to prove to this man, this monster? Surely if he’d felt he had something to prove it would have been to Chris, and to her, Kate thought? 
 
                 Perhaps with a bit of persuasion, Matthew could be steered away from Neil’s control. He was just a puppet; just the same gangly, clumsy boy she’d watched battling with the broken coffee machine days earlier.  
 
                 ‘Matthew,’ Kate said, trying to keep her voice even and calm. ‘Don’t do this. You don’t have to do this. Claire needs help. If anything happens to her, you’ll be implicated. You’ll be an accomplice, Matthew. You understand what that means don’t you? It doesn’t have to be like this.’
 
                 Matthew hesitated and looked at the gun in his hands. For an awful moment time stood still. Kate thought he was going to lift it to point at her yet again, but instead he simply stared at the cold piece of metal in his hand. 
 
                 He doesn’t know what he’s doing, Kate thought.
 
                 ‘For fucks sake.’ Neil crossed the room to Matthew and impatiently snatched the gun from his accomplice’s hand. ‘Whose side are you on, Matthew?’ he asked angrily, squaring up to him, although Matthew was a good few inches taller. 
 
                 Matthew cleared his throat uneasily. ‘Yours,’ he said quietly. 
 
                 Neil held his stare. ‘Remember it then,’ he warned him.
 
                 Claire’s head was resting on her chest now, her loose hair cascading around her shoulders and obscuring her face. Sophie, despite her contempt for her aunt, watched her with concern. She wriggled in her chair and tried to push herself closer to Claire. 
 
                 ‘Right!’ Neil said suddenly. ‘Let’s get this party started.’
 
                 He grabbed the back of Sophie’s chair and dragged it across the warehouse floor, pulling her away from Claire as though his daughter was weightless.
 
                 ‘She was always the problem child,’ he said, giving his daughter a wink. ‘Weren’t you, Soph?’
 
                 Sophie twisted her neck around to glare again at her father. The thick black make up around her eyes made her look even more furious and, if she was frightened, she was doing a good job at hiding it.  
 
                 Certain that she was too far away from Claire to make any further attempts to get close to her, Neil returned to Kate, stood beside her and looked at his children: one petrified; the other, furious. 
 
                 ‘How rude of me,’ Neil said, placing a hand on the small of Kate’s back. She squirmed at his touch, arching her back to try and escape his fingers. ‘I haven’t told you how lovely you look. Well, besides the blood on your top,’ he said, gesturing to her chest. ‘We are, after all, on a date. I hope you don’t mind, but I thought I’d combine it with a little family reunion.’
 
                 He moved his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him. Kate cringed, biting her lower lip to keep herself from an outburst. ‘You were going to have to meet my kids at some point,’ he said. ‘No time like the present.’
 
                 Neil stepped away from Kate, theatrically waving the gun in his right hand. 
 
                 ‘Ben,’ he said, walking to his son and putting a hand on the boy’s hunched, terrified shoulder. ‘You were looking for him I believe, Detective, but it would seem I have saved you the trouble. Sophie,’ he continued, waving to his daughter, who now refused to meet his eye. ‘I’d like you to meet Kate. Sorry, silly me…you two have already met, haven’t you?’
 
                 He moved from behind Ben’s chair and walked back to Kate, smiling madly. He stood behind her and returned his hand to her back. She felt his fingers slip beneath her coat, turning her skin cold.
 
                 ‘Kate,’ he said, leaning in towards her. ‘I hope you didn’t have any plans for the rest of the day. We’ve all got so much to catch up on. I’d like you to meet your niece and nephew. Now. Isn’t this cosy?’
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifty One
 
    
 
   Chris returned to the station with Superintendent Clayton, still with no idea where his own car was. He had tried Matthew’s mobile but, like Kate’s, it had been turned off. It only confirmed what Chris had feared: that they were both in danger and both cut off from calling for back up. Without communication between them, and with no track on the car, they had little chance of finding out where either Kate or Matthew was. 
 
                 Time meant everything now, and with every half hour that slipped away Chris’ fear became more prominent.
 
                 ‘What the hell do you think has happened?’ Clayton asked, tightening his grip on the steering wheel. He shook his greying head angrily; frustrated that events hadn’t gone to plan and worried about Kate Kelly. She was headstrong and impulsive at times, he knew, but she was also a bloody good detective. She wouldn’t have done anything to sabotage what had been planned. 
 
                 ‘I don’t know,’ Chris admitted. ‘It was all worked out, it was simple. They should have been there.’
 
                 Clayton’s moustache wriggled furiously as though trying to make a break from his face. ‘What happened between those two?’ he asked quietly.
 
                 Chris had been waiting for the question, but had still not prepared anything that came close to an answer that wouldn’t incriminate her. He was Kate’s friend, but he was also her boss and she had put him in a very difficult position by getting involved with Neil Davies. Hours ago his sympathy for her hadn’t stretched too far, but now… He shook himself and tried not to think the worst. 
 
                 Unfortunately, Chris could understand Clayton’s concerns. Kate sometimes made poor decisions. She was brilliant at her job because she was passionate about it, but it was this passion and her inability to separate her heart and head that too often led her into doing impulsive, sometimes irrational, things. 
 
                 ‘How do you mean?’ he asked, although he knew exactly what Clayton was implying.
 
                 ‘Don’t bullshit me, Chris, please,’ Clayton said. ‘I might be senile, but I’m not an idiot.’
 
                 Chris sighed. ‘As far as I know, nothing went on.’
 
                 ‘As far as you know?’
 
                 ‘Look,’ Chris said, being as honest as he could. ‘I’m dead certain nothing happened between them. Nothing like that. Kate’s a lot of things, but she’s not a liar. She wouldn’t lie to me. She told me nothing happened, so nothing happened.’
 
                 He wondered if he was trying to convince Clayton or himself.
 
                 ‘You want to hope that’s true,’ Clayton said, turning to him. For a moment Chris was unsure what had been implied by the comment. He looked away. They were pulling into the station car park; another group of officers had arrived back just before them and were now getting from their cars, baffled expressions on their faces. 
 
                 ‘What if she’s gone alone?’ Clayton asked, pulling the car into his parking space.
 
                 Chris turned back to him. ‘To meet Neil?’ He shook his head. ‘No way. Not a chance.’
 
                 ‘How do you know?’ Clayton turned off the engine. ‘You know her better than most. We both know she’s impulsive, she’s headstrong and she rarely listens to authority. Unfair of me to say?’
 
                 ‘No,’ Chris admitted. ‘But if she did go alone, where’s Matthew Curtis? Why hasn’t he been in touch with us?’
 
                 ‘Buggered if I know,’ Clayton said. ‘Kate’s got a lot to prove. To me and to you. In different ways, I’d imagine.’
 
                 Chris resented the comment. Whatever Clayton was suggesting, now was neither the time nor the place. 
 
                 ‘Look…’ he began.
 
                 Clayton raised a hand to stop him. ‘Think about it,’ he said, his tone easing. ‘She pulls this off, she proves herself to us both. It wouldn’t exactly be out of character for her to decide to take matters into her own hands.’
 
                 Chris shook his head vehemently. ‘You’re wrong,’ he said, unfastening his seatbelt. ‘Kate knows how dangerous Neil Davies is. She would never be stupid enough to put herself in that kind of danger. She’s a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them.’
 
                 ‘And Matthew?’ Clayton said.
 
                 ‘Exactly. She wouldn’t put Matthew in that kind of danger either. Are you going to help me find them, or am I going to have to do it myself?’
 
                 Clayton stepped out of the car; Chris did the same. 
 
                 ‘You miss my point, Chris,’ Clayton said, walking around to the front of the car. ‘Kate may not be stupid enough to play hero on her own, but what about Matthew?’
 
                 If he hadn’t been so worried, Chris may have laughed. ‘Matthew?’ he repeated incredulously. ‘No chance. Have you spent much time with him? The boy’s afraid of his own shadow. I don’t know what the hell he’s doing in the job.’
 
                 They entered the station and made their way to the first floor. Plain clothes officers swarmed the corridors like frenzied ants and the tide of whispers that swirled around them as Chris and Clayton left the stairwell ebbed into a hush as the two men made their way to the room where the briefing had been held just a short time earlier. 
 
                 ‘Right,’ Clayton addressed the team, who had gathered back in the briefing room. 
 
                 Already there were rumours floating amongst them. Everyone wanted to be the first to work out what had happened to Kate and Matthew whilst en route to the park, but if what Chris had heard was anything to go by then they were all way off the mark. It was amazing how Kate’s own colleagues, people she should have been able to rely on and trust, were so quick to cast judgment on her. Rather than fearing for her safety, most seemed to think she had purposely buggered up the agenda to play the hero. 
 
                 Superintendent Clayton set about organising his team. ‘I want you to find Chris’ car,’ he instructed one of the PCs. ‘You,’ he said, gesturing another uniformed officer, ‘get tracing the call Kate made to Chris’ phone at twelve fifteen. Try Matthew’s as well. I want two of you out in the car. Wait for further instruction from me - in the meantime just look.’
 
                 Clayton’s composure was failing him. He was getting flustered and a tell-tale red flush was forming at the base of his throat. The moustache had died on his top lip, lying still as if frightened to move. Kate Kelly wound the hell out of him sometimes, but in many ways she was like a daughter. He didn’t always agree with the things she did, but he worried about her all the same and he had her best interests at heart. She was like a wayward teenager that he couldn’t control nor could bear to be without. 
 
                 He certainly wasn’t going to allow others to bad mouth her when there was a strong possibility that her life was in real danger.
 
                 ‘One last thing,’ Clayton added. ‘You’re working as a team. Teams don’t gossip about each other like little girls in a playground.’ He stopped and looked at two of the younger female officers he’d heard talking about Kate when he and Chris had entered the floor. Both women squirmed awkwardly beneath his gaze. Chris glanced at him gratefully.
 
                 ‘Now,’ he continued. ‘Contrary to what you may have heard or been responsible for saying, two of the team are in danger. Real danger. Can we please remember what we are dealing with? Get going – the longer we sit here talking, the bigger the danger becomes.’
 
                 The team dispersed leaving Chris and Clayton alone with their separate concerns. 
 
                 ‘I don’t know about you,’ Chris said, ‘but I’m getting out there. We’ll be more use to them out looking than we will in here, hoping for the best. I’m damned if I’m going to sit by a bloody phone while she’s out there somewhere with that bastard.’              
 
                 Clayton nodded in agreement. ‘You’re not going alone.’
 
                 ‘Right,’ Chris said, reaching for his jacket. ‘Then where the hell do we start?’ 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifty Two
 
    
 
   Neil laughed loudly and suddenly like a man possessed. It shattered the silence, echoed off the walls and bounced back, hitting Kate in the face. Matthew responded with a laugh of his own, but the laugh was hollow and dead; an empty echo of the puppet master’s. Kate couldn’t take her eyes off Sophie; the angry look had now subsided, replaced by one of hurt confusion and disbelief. 
 
                 Kate knew exactly how she felt. She was still speechless, totally confused and in a turmoil over what Neil had said. He was her brother? It was shit. It wasn’t possible. 
 
                 What a total bastard.
 
                 Neil shifted behind Kate, his hand still on her back. ‘Was that a nice surprise?’ he whispered.
 
                 She stepped away and turned to face him, momentarily ignoring the gun that he still held in his hands. Her head felt hot with rage, but her heart was sinking. It sank further when she heard her own voice; when all she was able to manage was a trembling, ‘What?’
 
                 ‘I feel like we should have made more of an effort now,’ Neil said to Matthew. ‘Balloons, perhaps? A cake?’
 
                 Matthew smiled. ‘Bit of music would have been good,’ he added. 
 
                 Kate looked at Claire. She had woken again and, clearly disorientated, was trying to lift her head to look at Sophie. Ben had stopped crying. He was bewildered and scared; his eyes small and wary. He watched Kate with suspicion, as though she too was the enemy; as though there were now three people he should fear, instead of just two. 
 
                 Sophie made a noise, wriggling in her chair and desperately trying to speak through the cloth that was filling her mouth. Neil crossed the room and went to her. He put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
                 ‘You know, she’s quite like you,’ Neil said to Kate. ‘Talks too much.’
 
                 Sophie’s face contorted as she continued to struggle to make herself heard. 
 
                 ‘Why are you doing this?’ Kate asked. A tear stained her cheek, but there was nothing she could do to hide it this time. 
 
                 ‘She doesn’t recognise me, Sophie,’ Neil said, looking down at his daughter’s head. ‘Is it the hair, Katy? I dyed it especially for you. I preferred it blond myself, but I didn’t want to give the game away too early. You do recognise me, don’t you Katy? You feel something, don’t you?’
 
                 Matthew Curtis paced behind Kate. The sound of his shoes on the warehouse floor made her nervous, uncomfortable; she wanted to scream at him to stand still, as though reprimanding a naughty child. 
 
                 Neil nodded to Matthew, who lunged suddenly towards Kate and grabbed her tied back hair in his hands. His fingers gripped the hair close to her scalp and she grimaced, trying to pull herself away from him. As she did so, Matthew’s hold grew tighter. She stopped resisting, feeling her scalp burn.
 
                 ‘Answer the question,’ Matthew told her.
 
                 ‘What?’ Kate said, ignoring Matthew and addressing Neil. ‘What am I supposed to tell you?’
 
                 ‘Tell us how you felt, Kate,’ he said encouragingly, spreading his arms wide. ‘Tell us all how I made you feel.’
 
                 When she didn’t speak, Matthew pushed the back of her head as a prompt. ‘You’re sick, you know that?’ she said.
 
                 Neil circled, studying the blood that had dried on her face. ‘Poor Katy,’ he said, patting her cheek. ‘So desperate to be loved that she falls for her own brother.’
 
                 Kate shook her head in denial. Behind her, Matthew laughed. He moved his head beside Kate’s, his lips so close they were almost touching her skin. ‘Now who’s the sick one?’ he said sneeringly.
 
                  ‘Let her go,’ Neil instructed and Matthew obeyed without argument. Kate wondered how long Matthew had been dominated by Neil and to what extent he would allow himself to be treated like the man’s own personal lap dog before turning and biting back. 
 
                 Neil inhaled loudly and sighed. ‘I feel a connection to him,’ he said, mimicking a female voice; her voice, Kate realised. ‘I can’t explain how, or why – I just do.’ He smiled thinly. 
 
                 Kate turned to look at Matthew, who grinned back at her. Shit, she thought. How long had he been listening into her conversations with Chris? How much did he know? Everything, of course, she answered herself. 
 
                 ‘Why would you do that? Why would you tell him?’ she spat at Matthew.
 
                 Matthew shrugged irritatingly. ‘I didn’t realise it was classified information,’ he said, still wearing a manic smile. If her hands hadn’t been cuffed, Kate thought, she would have happily punched him in the face.
 
                 ‘Matthew’s been keeping a little eye on you for me, haven’t you? Didn’t fancy joining up myself. Too much paperwork. Would have spoiled all the fun if you’d found out it was me, wouldn’t it? May as well have done it myself for the amount of training I’ve had to give him. He’d never have got into the force if it hadn’t been for me.’
 
                 Neil nodded in Matthew’s direction and rolled his eyes disapprovingly. His sidekick, visibly offended by the expression and the comment, narrowed his eyes defensively; a kicked puppy that had earlier pretended to be a terrier. 
 
                 Neil kept his arms spread, maintaining the theatrics. ‘Now does it make sense?’ he asked. He winked at Kate and she looked away, repulsed.
 
                 Nothing made sense. She had told Neil too much, had confided in him too intimately, too soon, and now he was using everything she’d trusted him with in order to manipulate her. But Matthew was involved, there was no denying that. And she had always wondered about Matthew. Wondered why he was so distracted; so awkward. 
 
                 And hadn’t Chris made several comments suggesting the same doubts?
 
                 ‘You are not my brother,’ she spat angrily.
 
                 Neil feigned a hurt look. ‘Funny,’ he said. ‘That’s just what our daddy said. Our father. Who art definitely not in heaven.’
 
                 Kate couldn’t disguise the tremor in her voice. ‘My father is dead,’ she said indignantly.
 
                 Neil frowned. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I was there. Don’t worry - it was all over pretty quickly. He didn’t suffer much.’
 
                 Kate shook her head, trying to take in what he’d said. It couldn’t be true, she thought. It couldn’t be. Her father had died alone in the house where she’d grown up. He’d had an asthma attack in the hallway, too far from the phone to call someone for help. He’d been found two days later when the postman looked through the letter box and saw him lying on the hallway floor.
 
                 His asthma pump had been found on the window sill in the living room, next to the only photograph of Kate that he had still on display in the house.
 
                 ‘You know what he said to me, right before he died?’ Neil asked tauntingly, stepping towards her. ‘After asking me to get his inhaler, of course. Who’d have thought that would happen, eh? More likely that he’d have had a heart attack at seeing me after all these years. You know what he said? He said sorry. Sorry. Now…why would he say that, I wonder?’
 
                 Blood pounded through Kate’s veins, giving her new found strength. The bitterness she had felt for her mother and the love for her father gathered inside her and concentrated itself on this thing in front of her and before she had time to think about what she was doing, she charged towards Neil like a berserker. She lowered her head, like a battering ram. Matthew, who had had his back to Kate, watching the others, was too slow to respond. He tried to reach her, but she was already too close to Neil, who swung his arm around and pulled the trigger.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifty Three
 
    
 
   Clayton and Chris left town and made their way south down the A470. Neither believed that Neil, or Kate and Matthew would still be in Pontypridd, although neither knew of any possible alternative; except, of course, maybe Cardiff, where Jamie Griffiths had been killed. Neither of them wanted to admit that by now, they could have been anywhere.
 
                               ‘We still don’t know whether or not Davies was behind that killing. It was sloppier than the other two,’ Clayton reminded Chris.
 
                 ‘Trust me,’ Chris said. ‘I know it.’
 
                 He thought of Kate and her belief in hunches and prayed that she would be ok. He should never have let her get involved in this, he thought; he had put her in danger and it had backfired on them both. If anything happened to her, it would be his fault entirely. Chris didn’t want to have to live with that.
 
                 He didn’t think he physically could. 
 
                 His fists tightened around the steering wheel and he breathed deeply. When she got out of this he was going to make sure that he made it up to her. He’d do everything he could to protect her. He would never question her motives for taking on this job in the first place and if she decided to leave he would support her decision to go. He would stay; he would earn enough for the both of them, so that she never had to face this kind of danger again. 
 
                 If she got out of this.
 
                 ‘Why those particular men?’ Clayton asked. ‘How did he choose?’
 
                 Chris leaned against the head rest and sighed wearily. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘he’s targeting men who have what he’s lost. Wife and two kids – one boy, one girl. Each of the three murdered men was carrying a secret. Wife beater, adulterer, homosexual. Maybe Davies is punishing them. Maybe he can’t bear to see other men with the things he no longer has in his own life. Especially undeserving buggers who don’t appreciate what they’ve got. Maybe he’s equating them with himself and doesn’t like what he sees.’
 
                 Clayton tapped the steering wheel distractedly. ‘I dunno, sounds a bit airy fairy. From what we’ve learned,’ he said, ‘Davies lost his kids through no one’s fault but his own, right? Surely he’s only himself to blame? He sure as hell didn’t deserve what he had.’
 
                 ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Chris said. ‘Perhaps his personal guilt is the driving force. When his wife died, he was having an affair with her sister. Maybe that’s what’s behind it. He was doing wrong, he lost out. Karma punished him for his crimes. Maybe he thinks everyone else should receive the same treatment.’
 
                 Clayton shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Chris,’ he said. ‘That’s a lot of maybes. What about this ‘Adam’ that Dean Williams mentioned? Why would Neil Davies be involved in the Stacey Reed case?’
 
                 This, more than anything, eluded Chris. There was no logical reason – none that Chris could see anyway – why Neil Davies would have encouraged the Williams’ cousins to kidnap the little girl. He had no connections to them; none to Stacey Reed. He’d had nothing to gain from it. 
 
                 It didn’t make sense that he had lied about knowing his own son’s whereabouts either. He had spent a lot of time with Kate that week; he must have known that she was also heading the investigation into the missing girl. Two missing children: both involving Neil. Nothing to gain from the disappearance of either.
 
                 Except…
 
                 Chris gripped the inside of the passenger door. ‘Shit,’ he muttered. ‘Shit!’
 
                 Clayton turned his head. ‘What?’ he asked sharply. ‘What is it?’
 
                 Chris sat forward and hit the dashboard with the palm of his hand. Blood rushed to his head. 
 
                 ‘It’s Kate,’ he said. ‘That’s what he wants. It’s her.’
 
                 Clayton’s moustache twitched and he furrowed his eyebrows, not following Chris’ disjointed outbursts.
 
                 ‘He’s been hanging around all week,’ Chris continued. ‘If he killed those men, why would he hang around at the station? It doesn’t make any sense - it’s asking to be caught. Why was he so interested in Katy? She said he lied to her about knowing where his son was. Why? It would only make sense if he wanted some excuse to get closer to her.’ 
 
                 ‘Why…’ He was cut off by the sound of his mobile. Chris reached quickly into his jacket pocket; the station’s number flashed up at him.
 
                 ‘Hello?’
 
                 ‘Chris? Where are you?’ asked the officer on the end of the line.
 
                 ‘Heading into Cardiff,’ Chris told him. ‘Just passed the turn off for the Coryton roundabout.’
 
                 ‘Turn around,’ the officer instructed him. ‘We’ve just had a call from someone working in the industrial estate in Treforest. They heard a gun shot.’
 
    
 
   Fifty Four
 
    
 
   The bullet hit the ground just inches from her feet and ricocheted off the far wall. Kate stopped dead in her tracks. Neil looked at the weapon in his hands then slowly up at Kate; his mouth open in a twisted O. 
 
                               ‘Oops.’
 
                               Behind him, both Sophie and Ben sobbed uncontrollably. The girl’s anger had been replaced by genuine fear at the very real sound of gunfire and her black make up was streaking her cheeks like spindly spider’s legs. Claire, awoken from the edge of unconsciousness by the detonation, seemed to realise for the first time that Kate was the woman she had spoken to on the telephone just the day before. Her eyes pleaded with her to help them. 
 
                               Kate had never felt so powerless. 
 
                               ‘I didn’t want to use this thing,’ Neil said, turning the gun in his hands and studying it as though it was a thing of great interest. He raised it and pointed it straight at Kate. ‘Next time,’ he warned, ‘I’ll be on target.’
 
                               Kate’s left temple throbbed. She didn’t doubt for a second that his threat was real. Her wrists behind her back felt raw and she was sure she could feel blood on her fingers. Neil watched her with eyes so blue she felt them pierce her own, stabbing through her vision. 
 
                               For the first time, she saw it. The eyes took her right back to that day; to the last look she’d had of him before he had closed those beautiful blue eyes to count to ten.
 
                               She blinked and shook her head, refusing to believe. She closed her eyes and pictured her brother as she had seen him last; three year old Daniel raising his hands to cover his eyes and count up to ten. She thought of how she had imagined him since; the way he’d look as an adult. She had always thought that when she finally found him he would look like her father, but he didn’t and she had always known, deep down, that he wouldn’t. 
 
                               Anyway, she hadn’t found him.
 
                               Kate opened her eyes. Neil…Daniel...was still looking at her.               
 
                               She shook her head again. ‘You were there when my father died?’ she asked, her voice shaking; the words like dried leaves crackling.  
 
                               Kate had spent the past twelve months carrying around the guilt of her father’s death, regretting that he had been alone when he had died; alone, as he had spent the last several years up to that final moment. Now she knew he hadn’t been alone. There had been someone else there; someone who could have saved him. 
 
                               Someone who chose not to.
 
                               But not his own son. Please, not like this.
 
                               Kate’s head moved as though she had lost any control over it. She shook it violently, fighting away his words. ‘No!’ she said, her voice rising. ‘No!’ The anger turned to a sob and the tears flowed. They didn’t move Neil.
 
                               ‘Matthew,’ he said. He walked towards him and handed him the gun. ‘No one moves.’ He went to Kate and took her by the wrists, pulling her back towards the door. When they were in the other room he made sure Matthew bolted the door shut, locking out everyone except Kate and himself.
 
                               ‘Sit down,’ he said to Kate without looking at her. When she didn’t move he pushed her in the back. ‘Sit down,’ he repeated. 
 
                               Kate sat on the cold concrete awkwardly. Her wrists were really hurting now, the skin ripped and torn where she had struggled with the handcuffs. 
 
                               ‘I’ll take them off,’ Neil said, gesturing towards the cuffs, ‘but I swear to God, you try anything and he’ll kill all three of them. So you can try to hit me, you can unlock the door and let yourself out, but you’ll have three deaths on your conscience.’ 
 
                               He paused and looked to the bolted door. 
 
                               ‘Don’t underestimate Matthew,’ he told her. ‘He might act like a lanky streak of piss, but he’s dying to use that gun.’ He leaned over her and touched her face, gently pressing her nose. ‘I think you’ve seen what he’s capable of,’ he said.
 
                               He had her exactly where he wanted her, Kate realised. Neil knew that she wouldn’t do anything to jeopardise their safety; particularly not that of the children. The thought that her niece and nephew may be sitting feet away from her on the other side of the wall, gagged and bound, made her stomach churn with anxiety and sickness. 
 
                               Those conversations she’d had with Sophie; the nasty, spiteful things she’d thought about the girl, that girl who was just a child. Her own niece, perhaps: so physically close and yet a million miles from her.
 
                               ‘So,’ Neil said. ‘What do you think?’
 
                               ‘Just take them off,’ Kate pleaded. ‘I won’t try anything.’
 
                               Neil raised the palm of his hand. ‘Scouts honour?’ he said, smiling thinly.
 
                               She said nothing. How had it come to this? If he was her little brother, what had happened to him to turn him into this monster? He was mocking her. She considered telling him to fuck off again, but decided against it. She had angered him enough. Neil reached into the pocket of his trousers and took out a small key. He knelt on the floor beside her and unlocked the cuffs. He put the key back in his pocket. As soon as her hands were released Kate moved them painfully in front of her, working her wrists to try to get some life back into them. 
 
                               Neil sat on the floor beside her. He stretched his legs out in the dust and studied his feet for a moment. Kate considered moving; standing quickly and kicking him in the face, but what would she do then? If she went next door, Matthew would shoot her. Not that she could anyway; Matthew had locked the door. If she ran out of the warehouse, he would shoot Ben, Sophie or Claire. Maybe even all three of them. She couldn’t risk it. She wasn’t fast enough, or brave enough. She didn’t want anyone leaving this warehouse in a body bag.
 
                               ‘You don’t believe me, do you?’ Neil asked slowly. 
 
                               ‘Believe what?’ Kate asked, staring ahead. 
 
                               ‘You don’t believe that I’m Daniel.’
 
                               She turned to look at him. She didn’t need to; she knew well enough what he looked like. His face had imprinted itself on her brain the first time they had met in the car park back at the station. It was a face she was unlikely to ever forget. Those eyes, the curve of his cheekbone: she had known there was something about him; something she was unable to put a finger on, that had joined them like an invisible thread: Theseus in the minotaur’s maze. 
 
                               Of course she believed.
 
                               ‘No,’ she said flatly. ‘No, I don’t.’ 
 
                               She didn’t think for a moment that he would believe the lie. He already seemed able to read her better than anyone, and besides, she was a terrible liar. Her emotions betrayed her displaying themselves on her face in true, full-colour glory. 
 
                               Neil reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a mobile phone and threw it into her lap. ‘You want to be more careful with your things,’ he commented causally.
 
                               ‘You?’ she said incredulously, grabbing for her phone. She thought back to the previous evening and scorned herself for being so bloody naïve. Of course, she told herself. He’d taken her mobile from her bag when she’d gone to the toilet. Devious, thieving, manipulative…
 
                               ‘You’ve got an answer phone message.’
 
                               Kate called the messaging service and listened as the automated female voice at the end of the line read her the options. She connected to the messages and waited hesitantly. Message received Thursday 8th February at 9.53pm the voice informed her.
 
                               9.53. They were still in the pub then. He must have taken her phone, switched it off and hidden it in her pocket.
 
                               ‘Kate? It’s Andrew Langley. I’m so sorry we keep missing each other. My daughter was rushed into hospital this afternoon, suspected early labour but turns out it was a false alarm. They kept her in for checks, so I stayed with her. Anyway, sorry again. Look, there’s no easy way of saying this. I’ve been working for your brother, Daniel. I’ve been trying to find you for over three years now. Well, I should say, I’ve been trying to find Daniel’s family. I didn’t want to go into this over the phone, but I suspect he’s going to try to find you and…’ 
 
                               There was a pause where Andrew tried to string his words succinctly.
 
                               ‘I think you might be in danger, Kate. Your brother’s name is now Neil Davies, he’s had that name most of his life. Please, if he tries to contact you before we next speak, don’t meet with him. I’ll be able to go into greater detail face to face, but there’s a lot of history here and I’m pretty sure he’s intent on revenge. Like I said, there’s too much to go into on an answer phone message. I’ll try you again tomorrow. Take care, please.’
 
                               When Kate looked at Neil he was mouthing Andrew Langley’s words in sync with the answer phone message, as though he’d memorised them by rote. He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a packet of cigarettes. He offered her the packet. 
 
                               ‘You don’t smoke,’ he said as she refused his offer. ‘Don’t blame you. Very bad for your health,’ he sniggered.
 
                               He produced a lighter from the same pocket with the dexterity of a side street magician, holding the cigarette between long, slim fingers and lighting it. He inhaled deeply before blowing thin smoke into the air between them. 
 
                               ‘A shame,’ he said thoughtfully.
 
                               ‘That I don’t smoke?’
 
                               ‘That you don’t believe me. I mean, surely,’ he said, gesturing to the mobile in Kate’s lap, ‘you must believe me now, right?’
 
                               Kate said nothing. Her thoughts were a blur, too much to process and try to separate. If only she and Andrew had spoken earlier. She wouldn’t be here; Ben and Sophie wouldn’t be here. Maybe she could have avoided ever knowing the truth. 
 
                               Perhaps ignorance really would have been bliss. 
 
                               On the day he had gone to visit his estranged father, Neil Davies had reeled off his list of Kelly family facts. Now he did the same, giving dates, places; details that even Kate hadn’t given him. At first, although she already believed him, Kate responded with the same cynicism as her father: that anyone who could read, anyone who could use the internet, could have discovered those facts about her family. 
 
                               And then he began to sing. The song that her mother had used to sing to them when they were children: a beautiful, strange Gaelic song that brought with it a flood of repressed memories. The sound filled the room like a haunting lullaby; like a dream she couldn’t wake from. She heard her mother’s voice – the voice that had been drowned in drink and despair – and Kate’s heart swelled with the memory of the woman she had felt such contempt towards for so long, and so unfairly.
 
                               No one could possibly have known about that song. No one other than her mother, her father and Daniel.
 
                               Kate rested her head against the wall behind her. She put a hand to her face, partly to assess the damage to her nose; mainly to cover the tears that were welling in her eyes. She didn’t want to let the bastard see her cry.
 
                               She didn’t want it to be like this.
 
                               Neil stopped singing. He turned to her. ‘Now do you believe me?’
 
                               Kate kept her hand to her face. 
 
                               ‘I’m sorry about that, by the way,’ Neil said, gesturing towards her nose. ‘He gets carried away. You were starting to suspect him, weren’t you?’
 
                               ‘Suspect him of what?’
 
                               Neil shrugged. ‘Being a shit copper? Christ, the kid’s scared of his own shadow half the time. He only got in by the skin of his teeth and that was thanks to me. It took a lot of training and a bit of good old fashioned bribery. Fucking idiot. I should have just done it myself, but it would’ve spoiled all the fun. You’d have known me, wouldn’t you? You knew straight away.’
 
                               Kate ran a finger down the dried blood that was caked on her face. She didn’t care about Matthew. She cared about the truth. 
 
                               ‘Why are you doing this?’ she said. ‘If you knew who I was, why would you do this to me?’
 
                               ‘Have you tried looking for me at all?’ Neil asked, ignoring her question.
 
                               She turned to him. ‘I tried looking for Daniel,’ she said angrily. ‘But you – you’re not him. I don’t know who you are.’
 
                               ‘You couldn’t have looked very hard,’ Neil said, raising his knees. ‘In fact, I’d say, that for a detective, you did a pretty shitty job.’
 
                               Kate looked away from him. She couldn’t bear to look at him; couldn’t stand to think that after all this time, thirty years of searching, she had found this. Or this had found her. This was what her brother had become. Better he had died, she thought bitterly.
 
                               ‘I’ve been looking for Daniel Kelly,’ she told him, ‘not Neil Davies.’
 
                               ‘Kelly,’ he said, spitting the name. ‘I’m not a Kelly. I never have been. Different name – different life. I grew up in a care home,’ he told her. ‘Do you know what that does to a kid? Fucks you up. We vowed we’d find whoever was responsible for putting us there.’
 
                               ‘We?’
 
                               She hadn’t needed to ask; it suddenly all made sense. Matthew. Of course. His own human puppet who asked how high when he was told to jump.
 
                               Kate shook her head and put her hands to her face. 
 
                               ‘Don’t feel sorry for him,’ Neil said. ‘He comes across as a bit of a drip but he knows exactly what he’s doing. Couldn’t wait to join the force. Thought it was going to be all gun fights and car chases, like some bloody Bruce Willis movie. Just as well it’s not. He’d have been fucked.’ 
 
                               Neil reached across and caught her arm. Kate flinched from his touch. ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ he said. ‘It was his.’
 
                               It took Kate a moment to make the mental leap from Matthew to her father, but she refused to allow herself to believe the words that began to spill from Neil’s mouth like venom. 
 
                               ‘Daddy sold me, like some cheap piece of furniture he didn’t like the look of anymore,’ he said, his voice frantic; the words falling over each other. ‘Couldn’t afford us both? Couldn’t love me in the same way he loved you? Who knows? Sold me to some crazy bitch who’d had a mental breakdown and couldn’t adopt because no social services jobs-worth would be insane enough to have trusted her with a fucking sandwich, let alone a child. So what sort of crazy bastard would leave a kid with the crazy bitch, besides some sort of crazy bastard that happened to be our crazy bastard father?’
 
                               His hands had formed tight fists at his side and his face had paled as though the life was drained from them. As Neil continued to talk, Kate shook her head continuously and emphatically, her already intense fury with him growing with every word he spoke. His hand stayed on her arm, gently rubbing the sleeve of her coat; the feel of her beside him somehow soothing his anger.
 
                               ‘Believe it…don’t believe it,’ he said pulling his hand away from her. ‘Makes no difference to me.’ He flicked the cigarette to the floor and crushed it out beneath his heel.
 
                               ‘Why didn’t you tell me where Ben was?’ Kate asked, trying to push thoughts of her father out of her mind. ‘You knew he was with Claire all the time. You left him there, for Christ’s sake? Why would you pretend he was missing when you knew exactly where he was?’
 
                               Neil turned to her, pulling his legs underneath him. Kate shifted nervously, looking around her but knowing she had nowhere to go, not while Sophie, Ben and Claire were still locked in the next room.
 
                               ‘You know why,’ he said. ‘I wanted to get closer to you.’ 
 
                               He put a hand on her face and turned her head sharply towards him. ‘I told Claire to keep him with her in Newport. I knew she’d do it. She’ll do pretty much anything I tell her.’ He tutted, shook his head and moved his hand down Kate’s face and onto her neck. ‘I don’t know why,’ he said, his face breaking into a sickening smile, ‘but I think she’s scared of me. And a little bit in love with me perhaps.’ 
 
                               His hand moved to the back of her neck and Kate’s body stiffened as he pulled her closer to him. ‘Am I forgiven?’ he asked in her ear. 
 
                               He breathed hot on her face. 
 
                               ‘You’re sick,’ she muttered. 
 
                               ‘Now, now,’ Neil scorned, his voice almost childishly sing-song. ‘Don’t make me angry.’
 
                               She turned to him, confronting him head on. ‘What about Stacey Reed?’ she said accusingly. ‘You were involved, weren’t you?’
 
                               Neil smiled knowingly and moved his legs back from beneath him. He stretched them out on the warehouse floor, leaning casually with his back to the wall. ‘Maybe you’re not such a terrible detective after all,’ he mused.
 
                               Kate bit her tongue. ‘What the hell did you hope to achieve by encouraging those two morons to kidnap a little girl?’ she asked.
 
                               ‘I take it back,’ Neil said. His mouth twisted into a look of scorn and he raised his eyebrows questioningly. ‘Go on, Kate,’ he prompted. ‘Have a little guess, at least.’
 
                               Kate sighed heavily. ‘I’m not playing these games with you. Just tell me why you did it. That poor mother. That poor little girl…they’d done nothing to you.’
 
                               Neil took offence at this. ‘It wasn’t about hurting the kid, Kate. It was about getting closer to you.’
 
                               ‘How?’ Kate asked incredulously. ‘You were nothing to do with that family – it had nothing to do with you!’
 
                               Neil moved his hands beneath his hips. ‘I was at the search for her.’
 
                               Kate looked at him, but he looked ahead, not meeting her eyes. ‘What?’
 
                               ‘The first search they held in the estate,’ he explained. ‘I was there. I stayed at the back. I watched. I watched you. It was the first time I’d seen you. The private detective I hired found out where you were, eventually. I moved my family for you, my life. Found out what you do. He told me you specialised in missing children cases. So to get close to you…’
 
                               He drifted off and turned to meet her eyes.
 
                               She couldn’t believe what she was hearing; couldn’t comprehend the twisted picture that was forming in her mind, the pieces moving together like a puzzle that had been there all the time, just waiting to be seen clearly.
 
                               ‘You needed a missing child,’ she finished. ‘You’re fucking crazy. Christ, if all you wanted to do was see me you could have waited outside the police station or outside my flat until I turned up. I dare say your private detective could have provided you with a photo of me. It makes no sense.’ Kate lowered her head and looked at her lap. Her fault, she thought. Stacey Reed had been kept hidden for eight weeks – starved and filthy – and, crazy as it was, it was indirectly all her fault. She thought of the little girl as she had found her in the attic and tears welled again. 
 
                               It was all her fault.
 
                               Kate put a hand to the side of her face, hoping to hide her eyes from Neil.
 
                               ‘I wanted to see you in action,’ Neil said, ‘not a two minute glance outside the cop-shop. I wanted to see my big sister…action woman. See how long it’d take you to find them. Thirty years you had to find me. Couldn’t have tried very hard, could you? The kid shouldn’t have been kept up there that long,’ he said matter-of-factly, as though reading her thoughts. ‘That was…unfortunate.’
 
                               Kate moved her hand from her face. ‘Unfortunate?’ she repeated. Her heart raced, anger burning through her. ‘She was half starved to death!’
 
                               Neil sighed and shook his head. ‘You’ve met those two cousins,’ he said, stretching his legs in front of him. ‘Thick as shit, the pair of them. They told me she’d be looked after.’
 
                               Kate snorted. ‘Oh, how good of you,’ she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
 
                               ‘She was only supposed to be there a couple of weeks at the most,’ Neil continued, ignoring her. ‘That’s why I had to get shot of Ben. They were taking too long. You were taking too long.’ 
 
                               He reached into his jacket for the cigarette packet, slid one from the pack then changed his mind, replacing it. ‘My fault,’ he added. ‘I should have gone straight for Ben, but I hadn’t thought of it. Dean Williams was just too easy to persuade. And his half head of a cousin was just as simple. I only had to mention the money and they were eating from my hand. Not one fucking brain cell between them.’
 
                               ‘What about Joseph Ryan?’
 
                               Neil relaxed against the wall. ‘I told you,’ he said casually. ‘World’s a better place without him.’
 
                               Kate edged slowly away from him; the touch of his hip at her side revolted her. ‘You had an affair with Claire,’ she said, flinching in preparation for a violent reaction from him. ‘He wasn’t doing anything you didn’t.’
 
                               Neil turned sharply, closing the gap between them. 
 
                               ‘I paid for what I did,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘I lost everything.’
 
                               ‘And the others?’ Kate asked, holding on to her composure and what little courage she had remaining. ‘Did they deserve to pay for what they’d done?’
 
                               Neil smiled and eased away from her, returning to lean against the wall and stretch his legs out in front of him. ‘Fucking losers,’ he said. ‘Didn’t deserve their lives, let alone their families.’    
 
                               Neil grabbed the back of Kate’s neck. She shrunk and tried to edge forward. She said nothing, but grimaced as his hand locked tighter. ‘I just wanted to get closer to you,’ he said again. ‘I spent years trying to find you, Kate. Trying to find my family. I love you, Kate.’
 
                               Kate laughed bitterly and pulled her head away from him. He was even sicker than she had first thought. ‘Love?’ she repeated, spitting the word back at him. ‘You don’t know what it is. Did you love Sarah, Neil? Did you love your wife while you were sleeping with her sister? Do you love your kids? Is that love?’ She pointed her finger and waved her arm angrily at the wall. ‘Is this how you show them your love?’
 
                               She expected to provoke an angry reaction; instead, Neil relaxed further against the wall, easy; even at ease. 
 
                               ‘What do you know of it, Kate?’ he asked casually. ‘Is love throwing yourself at any man who shows you a bit of attention?’
 
                               Kate refused to bite at the provocation. She sat on her hands though it hurt her wrists to do so and wondered if she’d have been better with the handcuffs still on; at least, that way, she wouldn’t be able to even try to hit him.
 
                               ‘Did Daddy love you, Kate?’ Neil asked, continuing his taunts. ‘Is that why he sold me and kept you?’
 
                               ‘Shut up,’ Kate said angrily. ‘Sold, for Christ’s sake. My father didn’t sell anyone – Daniel was abducted.’
 
                               Though everyone else had used the word, in thirty years Kate had not once referred to her brother’s disappearance in that way. She had sometimes thought her brother was dead. 
 
                               Perhaps it would be better to go on thinking that way.
 
                               She turned to look at his icy eyes. Just the sight of them made her shiver. But he wasn’t dead, he was very much alive, and the opposite of everything she had wanted him to be.
 
                               ‘I was sold,’ Neil said calmly. He rose from the floor and paced the ground in front of her. ‘I always knew that there was something different about me – that I wasn’t who those people said I was. I’m not Neil Davies, I never have been. My name was Daniel. I tried to tell them, but if I said it they’d hit me, both of them. ‘Neil!’ she’d scream at me. ‘Your name is Neil!’ There was a photo of a kid on their mantelpiece. I think his name was Neil. I was their replacement for the one that died, I think. After I while I gave up. It was easier. No one ever knew me as Daniel then. When I was left at the children’s home I knew my name was supposed to be Neil, but I couldn’t remember my second name. So they named me Davies. Daniel was gone. Dead. No one left to remember him. Only Matthew ever called me by that name. He was the only person I ever trusted with it. It became our code. A secret game we’d play, just the two of us.’
 
                               Kate tried to make sense of the words, but they were still confused; still random pieces of an impossible puzzle. Neil stood and paced in front of her.
 
                               ‘They had enough of me,’ he said, lost in his monologue. ‘They left me at this children’s home, full of freaks and rejects it was. You’ve got to wonder about a place when the most normal kid there was Matthew.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘You want to see what goes on in those places. The police, the authorities – they cover it all up, try to pretend it’s not there. You should know that better than anyone. But it’s there alright. And when you’re growing up in it, it stays there, right under your skin.’
 
                               ‘I thought we’d be able to make up for lost time,’ he continued, breaking from the memories of his childhood. ‘I thought we’d be able to be a family. I was so happy when I found out about you. It was like we’d all been given a second chance – you, me, my kids. After Sarah died…anyway, a week after finding out about you, I found out what he’d done. Dad,’ he said, spitting the word venomously. ‘Sold me out for a better lifestyle, yeah? Did you start getting nice presents after I went missing, Kate? Fancy holidays, new clothes?’
 
                               Kate closed her eyes, but his voice continued to fill the space around her. Fancy holidays, new clothes…what the fuck did he know? Kate had spent her childhood upstairs in her bedroom, avoiding the prolonged silences and the arguments that occasionally punctuated the silences; trying, as best a child could, to pretend that her life and her family were normal.
 
                               ‘I’ve been killing the bastard ever since,’ Neil continued. ‘Do you know how many of them are out there? Men like our father? Every undeserving fucker…No going back after that, was there? Families. Overrated. Fuck each other up. Screw each other over. Family! What sort of family would I have been going back to?!’ 
 
                               His jumbled, confused words made Kate’s head hurt further. She put a hand to her forehead and pressed hard, trying to fight back the thoughts that were pushing themselves to the front of her mind; memories she couldn’t allow to be resurrected now, here, in this place where she could do nothing to confront or stop them.
 
                               ‘Look at you,’ he said, stopping in front of her and looking down, his mouth stretched into a thin, blood chilling smile. ‘After I found out about you, I spent ages wishing I was you. I was so jealous of you – jealous of the childhood you’d had, the life you had now: your job. Then I met you,’ he said. He sneered, his mouthing twisting into a grimace. ‘And now I can’t do anything but pity you.’
 
                               Kate looked up at him. ‘Should I be jealous of you?’ she asked bitterly. ‘A murdering psychopath who can’t stand the sight of anyone else’s happiness?’
 
                               Neil grabbed her by the front of her coat. He hauled her to her feet. Car doors slammed outside, making him stop for the briefest of moments before pulling at her again, dragging her back towards the door. 
 
                               ‘You’ve done this,’ Neil told her. ‘Just remember that.’
 
                               ‘Stop,’ Kate begged, twisting her body beneath his grip and clinging to the front of his shirt. ‘Please, Daniel. Stop.’ Neil stopped at the use of his name. He kept a firm clasp on her jacket, holding her close to him. 
 
                               ‘It doesn’t have to be like this,’ she told him, as calmly as possible; though the panic in her voice was plain. There was no reasoning with him, she realised. It was far too late for that now. ‘Why didn’t you just come and tell me who you were?’ she asked. ‘None of this had to happen. Joseph, Jamie, Michael – none of it had to happen. We could have been a family.’
 
                               For a moment Kate thought there was something else behind Neil’s cold blue eyes; something that had hit a nerve, or a heartstring; something that might make him stop. She was wrong. He had no heart to pull at. 
 
                               His eyes glazed and, if any warmth had been there, even for the briefest of seconds, it was as quickly gone again. 
 
                               ‘Nice try, Kate,’ he said. ‘But I don’t have a family.’
 
                               He banged on the door and Matthew opened it from the other side. Neil pushed her back into the room where Matthew still kept guard over Sophie, Ben and Claire. Claire had lost consciousness and sat slumped in her seat, crumpled like a forgotten rag doll. There was a banging on the main door of the warehouse. Chris’ voice rang through the metal, calling out Kate’s name. She wanted to call back to him, let him know that she was safe, but Neil pulled her hands behind her, locking the handcuffs back around her wrists and she was too scared to open her mouth; too frightened to put her niece and nephew in yet more danger. 
 
                               ‘I thought you trusted me,’ Kate said, frustrated that she’d lost him again.
 
                               Neil looked to Matthew, who had been watching them since they had re-entered the room. 
 
                               ‘Rule number one,’ he told her, his eyes fixed on his childhood friend. ‘Never trust anyone.’
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fifty Five
 
    
 
   Clayton and Chris were directed to the far end of the industrial estate by the man who had heard the gun shot whilst leaving his office for his lunch break. An armed response team was on its way. When they pulled up at the abandoned warehouse the first thing they saw was Chris’ car parked outside. Chris left Clayton’s car and ran to his own. The doors were locked. On the dashboard he saw the tape recorder that had been wired up to Kate when he had last seen her at the station that morning; next to it, her mobile phone. He put his face to the window and held his hands up to either side of it. 
 
                               There was blood on the passenger seat.
 
                               ‘Shit!’ Chris kicked the side of the car in frustration. 
 
                               Clayton was on his mobile phone. He couldn’t prevent Chris from running up to the door of the warehouse – a door that was locked from the inside – and banging on it with his fists, shouting out for Kate.
 
                               ‘Are you fucking crazy?’ Clayton said, running after him and grabbing him by the arm. ‘We don’t know that she’s in there. We don’t know who’s in there. If we go charging in we could make the situation worse.’
 
                               Chris had never seen Clayton run. He wasn’t sure anyone had ever seen Clayton run, but he imagined that if the man ever had, it had generally been in the opposite direction to wherever trouble lay. Clayton had never inspired confidence as someone who would be first at hand in a moment of crisis. There was no doubting that he was a nice bloke and was efficient with a desk load of reports and a filing cabinet, but his position as Superintendent was constantly under question. Maybe he should have given him the benefit of the doubt, Chris thought. 
 
                               They had all spent far too long doubting one another. 
 
                               He groaned with frustration. Clayton pulled him away. ‘I know you’re worried about her,’ he said, his voice compassionate and understanding. ‘But if we go head first in there, we don’t know what might happen. We could make this situation a hell of a lot worse than it already is. Think about it.’
 
                               Chris moved his hands from his face and breathed deeply. He knew Clayton was right, though it annoyed him to admit it. Chris didn’t need to see Kate to know she was here. He could feel her presence. He knew that she was on the other side of the warehouse door and he knew that she was in danger. He also knew that Neil was with her, but how he had got to her Chris hadn’t yet worked out. 
 
                               Matthew.
 
                               The thought passed through his mind so quickly it was there and gone.
 
                               No, Chris told himself. 
 
                               No. 
 
                               The thought was absurd.
 
                               ‘If Davies is in there,’ Clayton said, as though reading part of Chris’ thoughts. ‘We don’t want to get him wound up.’
 
                               ‘So what do we do?’
 
                               ‘Nothing for the moment,’ he told him. ‘Wait. Be patient. There’s nothing we can do. We’ve got a negotiator coming. Let’s see what happens.’
 
                               
 
   Fifty Six
 
    
 
   The sound of Chris’ voice instilled a new confidence in Sophie Davies. She tried to kick out her legs, though they were tied to the legs of the chair. She poked frantically with her tongue to push the crumpled material out of her mouth. She moved her cheeks, trying to find enough saliva to dampen and loosen the gag, but her mouth felt as dry as a baker’s oven and even moving her face seemed to take monumental effort. She looked at her brother who had turned around, looking to her for reassurance. 
 
                               ‘Please let them go, Daniel,’ Kate said, trying to keep her voice calm. She didn’t want to sound afraid. If they saw she was afraid, the kids would pick up on it. They needed her to be strong. 
 
                               ‘It’s me you came for. I’m here. You don’t need them.’
 
                               Matthew moved towards Neil, smiling. ‘She believes you then?’ he said. There was an excitement in his voice, as though he hadn’t quite been expecting Kate to believe. She wondered why it was so important to Matthew that she did.
 
                               ‘They’re staying,’ Neil said, ignoring Matthew. 
 
                               Kate crossed the room and knelt in front of Claire. She looked over at Neil then Matthew and made a final plea. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Look at her. Matthew. Please. She’s going to die.’
 
                               Matthew looked at Neil. His face was creased with concern, although Kate suspected it was more for himself than for Claire. He would have run a mile if Neil hadn’t been there to hold him back. Matthew hadn’t expected people to die here. Yet he had known about Joseph Ryan and, presumably, the other victims. Was he really as deranged as Neil? Or was he misguided? Brainwashed? 
 
                               How much of a hold did Neil have over Matthew?
 
                               ‘You said you weren’t going to hurt them,’ Matthew said nervously. He looked anxiously at the gun in Neil’s hand. 
 
                               ‘I never said that,’ Neil told him. ‘Come on, Matthew – you can give up the little-boy-lost act now. It’s served its purpose.’ He looked his friend up and down, his eyes filled with disdain.  
 
                                Matthew looked anxiously at Claire. It was only the slightest movement of her chest that told him she was still alive. ‘Let her go then,’ he said.              
 
                               ‘Matthew,’ Neil said bluntly, his impatience evident. ‘If we let her go, you’re going straight to prison. You realise that?’
 
                               Matthew laughed. It was a strange, detached laugh, completely devoid of humour. It made Kate turn her head away from Claire and study the two men. Matthew stepped towards Neil. 
 
                               ‘No one’s going to prison, Danny,’ he said. ‘That’s not how it works, remember?’
 
                               He sounded like a little boy, Kate thought. A little boy who had trusted this man his whole life: this man who was about to betray him, as he had betrayed his own family and the men who had trusted him with their secrets.
 
                               Neil dropped his head. From her position on the floor, Kate could see the smirk grow on his face. ‘You don’t still believe that crap, do you?’ he said nastily. He looked up at him. ‘Christ, Matthew.’
 
                               Kate moved across the floor on her knees to Sophie. The girl no longer looked at her with contempt. She was just a little girl, Kate thought again sadly; just a little girl trapped in a situation she couldn’t begin to understand the complexities of.
 
                               ‘I’m so sorry,’ Kate whispered, keeping one eye on the gun in Neil’s hand. ‘We’ll get out of here, I promise. Everything’s going to be OK.’
 
                               Big promises, Kate, she thought. She hoped she’d be able to keep them.
 
                               More vehicles pulled up outside the warehouse. Kate knew there was no way an armed response team could get inside the building without smashing the door down and if they resorted to that, someone was going to be killed. Matthew paced the floor agitatedly. 
 
                               ‘What now?’ he asked. 
 
                               ‘Matthew,’ Neil said angrily, ‘you’ve been in the police for five years. I’m sure you’ve worked out what happens now.’
 
                               Matthew looked up to the gaping hole in the roof above him. It looked as though it was about to rain. He looked back down at the floor. 
 
                               ‘You lied, didn’t you?’ he said quietly. He shifted his feet anxiously. Kate, unnoticed for the moment at Sophie’s feet, struggled behind the girl’s back, her fingers furiously working at the tape that bound her niece’s legs. 
 
                               ‘Of course I lied,’ Neil said. ‘What did you think, Matthew? I was going to spend the rest of my life carrying you? I’ve done it for long enough already.’
 
                               Kate watched the scene unfolding in front of her. Neil had kept everyone fooled, including Matthew. She might have felt sorry for him, but she couldn’t. Nobody had been better at keeping everyone fooled than Matthew himself. He could have prevented the deaths of three men, the disappearance of two children and the heartache of countless families. Kate couldn’t feel any sympathy for him, no matter how pathetic and controlled he was. 
 
                               There was a noise near the outside door followed by someone calling Neil’s name. ‘Do you know who that is?’ he asked Kate.
 
                               Kate shook her head. She didn’t recognise the voice. ‘It’ll be a negotiator,’ she said. ‘You should go and talk to him.’
 
                               ‘What for?’ Neil said. ‘So he can try and feed me the same crap you’ve come out with?’
 
                               ‘What if I go?’ Matthew suggested. 
 
                               Neil looked at him and laughed snidely. ‘You?’ he said. ‘What are you going to negotiate, Matthew? A take away perhaps?’ He laughed again, the sound filled with spite, and turned to walk away into the next room.
 
                               ‘Negotiate this, Danny,’ Matthew said. 
 
                               Kate felt Sophie flinch as Matthew raised the gun at arms length, aiming it directly at Neil. Neil turned slowly. Kate braced herself for the shot, but it didn’t come. Neil held his arms wide and took a step closer to Matthew.
 
                               ‘Come on then,’ he said quietly. ‘What are you waiting for?’
 
                               Matthew’s arm quivered in mid air. Two points on his cheeks burned flaming red, yet the rest of his face was ghostly pale. ‘Don’t come any nearer,’ he warned.
 
                               ‘Really?’ Neil said; his voice thick with contempt. ‘Are you really going to shoot me if I come any closer?’ He lifted a foot as if to take another step, lowered it and laughed contemptuously.
 
                               ‘I thought we were brothers,’ Matthew said, his voice now shaking along with the arm that held the gun. ‘No matter what, you said. No matter what!’
 
                               ‘So what now? Where did you expect to go from here?’
 
                               ‘I don’t know!’ Matthew shouted. His words were drenched in desperation and it was clear to Kate that he hadn’t thought any of this through. Just like Dean Williams had trusted his cousin, Nathan, Matthew had trusted Neil, unquestioningly. 
 
                               ‘I just didn’t think it was going to be like this,’ Matthew said pathetically.  ‘We’ve found your family. What about mine?’
 
                               Neil glanced over at Kate, who stopped fumbling with the tape around Sophie’s legs when she saw him looking. He crossed the room and grabbed her by the arm, pulling her to her feet again. Dragging her along with him, he returned to stand in front of Matthew, using Kate as a human shield in front of him. For a second, her heart stopped.
 
                               ‘I didn’t want you to find out like this,’ Neil said to Matthew, though his voice showed no hint of regret, ‘but you have no family. You were an only child. Your parents died in a house fire.’
 
                               Matthew shook his head. The gun swung carelessly in his hand. ‘No,’ he said, speaking the word through gritted teeth. ‘No! You’re lying to me – that’s not true!’
 
                               Neil shrugged. ‘You can carry on looking for them if you like, but as a friend I suggest you give it up. You’ll be searching a very long time.’
 
                               Matthew’s eyes became glassy with tears. ‘You’re no friend,’ he said angrily. ‘If you were you wouldn’t have brought me into this. How do I get out now? I’m up to my neck in it.’
 
                               His voice broke and he began to cry; wild, uncontrolled tears of panic and frustration.
 
                               ‘Just do the right thing, Matthew,’ Kate said coaxingly. ‘Don’t listen to him. We can put it right, but this has to stop, now.’
 
                               Neil tightened his grip on Kate’s arm. ‘Are you going to listen to this crap?’ he said, shoving Kate’s head with the flat of his hand. ‘You’re an officer, Matthew – you know how it works. They tell you they’re on your side then they chop your legs from under you as soon as your head’s turned.’
 
                               Matthew looked at them each in turn, from Kate’s face to Neil’s and back again. 
 
                               ‘You don’t know who to trust, do you?’ Kate said as calmly as was possible when she was held fast in Neil’s grip. ‘And it’s always been that way, hasn’t it, Matthew? You’ve never known who to trust, have you? Do the right thing. Don’t trust Neil.’
 
                               ‘His name’s Danny,’ Matthew said angrily, fighting back his sobs. He stepped towards Kate and pointed the gun directly at her. ‘Just stop talking, both of you.’
 
                               Kate braced herself, shutting her eyes tightly. She spared a thought for the outside world and wondered what was happening on the other side of the warehouse walls. She wished someone would hurry up and do something. She felt as though she had been trapped in this warehouse for hours and perhaps she had; she had lost all concept of time.
 
                               She thought of Chris and swallowed back further tears. 
 
                               ‘There’s only one way you’re going to get out of this a free man,’ Neil told Matthew slowly, deliberately. ‘You know what you have to do. They all have to die. I’m the one they want – I’m the one they’ll find guilty. As far as they know,’ he continued, pointing to the outer wall of the warehouse, ‘you’re being held here too. You’re on their side. This is nothing to do with you. You can walk back into your life and no one will know a thing. But they all have to die first.’
 
                               ‘Don’t listen to him, Matthew,’ Kate said softly. ‘Come on, you’re an officer – you know how it works. Your fingerprints and DNA are all over that gun.’
 
                               Matthew looked down at the gun in his hand. Neil reached an arm around Kate and clasped his hand over her mouth, catching her nose and making her cry out in pain.              ‘We can wipe a gun down,’ Neil said flippantly. ‘Not a big deal.’
 
                               Matthew was still staring at the gun in his hand. It quivered slightly, getting heavier in his wavering grip. ‘No,’ he said, averting his eyes from Neil. ‘You don’t understand. She’s right. I’m all over this.’
 
                               ‘How?’ Neil snapped, his short fuse burning rapidly. ‘They’re all worried about you out there! They think you’re one of them!’
 
                               ‘Jamie Griffiths,’ Matthew said quietly, shaking his head. ‘I’m so sorry, Danny. My blood was all over him.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fifty Seven
 
    
 
   ‘Neil,’ the negotiator said, speaking into a megaphone. ‘My name is John. Please come to the door. You don’t have to open it, but we need to talk.’
 
                               John, a middle aged officer from Cardiff - trained as a negotiator but rarely called upon to act as such - stepped away from the door. 
 
                               ‘He’s not going to talk,’ Chris told Superintendent Clayton. ‘We’re way beyond that already.’
 
                               The entrance to the industrial estate had been blocked and the armed response team surrounded the warehouse. Workers in all nearby warehouses and offices had been sent home early for the day. A handful had needed to be escorted away by police. One man had even taken his mobile phone out and was filming the action. Chris wondered when he’d be making his debut on YouTube and cursed human nature for being so sickeningly fascinated by anything even remotely morbid. People never failed to amaze and infuriate him.
 
                               The negotiator and Clayton had met once before, a few years earlier, when he had successfully talked someone out of torching his own house; the man with the matches and the petrol bomb, his wife and their kids still inside it at the time. 
 
                               ‘Neil,’ he said again, louder this time. He banged the flat of his hand on the metal door. ‘We just want to talk, Neil. Just come to the door. You don’t have to open it.’
 
                               They waited, but there was no response from within. 
 
                               ‘If we send them in,’ Chris said, gesturing to the armed men around them, ‘someone’s going to get hurt. Or worse. It’s too much of a risk.’
 
                               Clayton scanned the building. It was windowless, with no other entrance than the one Neil had bolted shut from the inside. 
 
                               ‘He hasn’t made any requests even,’ Clayton said, thinking aloud. ‘So what’s he killing time for? What’s he after?’
 
                               ‘I don’t know,’ Chris admitted. ‘But there are two officers in there. The longer we leave it, the less the chance that two will come back out.’
 
                               There was sudden shouting from within the building: a man’s voice; they couldn’t tell whose.
 
                               ‘So what do you suggest?’ Clayton asked. His voice was uneasy; agitated.  
 
                               Chris looked at the roof of the warehouse; at the gaping holes that opened the building to the sky.
 
                               ‘That should be a last resort,’ Clayton said, following his stare.
 
                               Chris resisted the urge to grab the Superintendent by the collar. Clayton wasn’t thinking about Kate and Matthew’s safety; he was thinking about the cost of calling out further back up.
 
                               He gritted his teeth. ‘What other choice do we have?’ he challenged.
 
                               Clayton nodded to one of the uniformed men. ‘Get a fire engine with a tender and an extending ladder out here,’ he said. ‘If they’re not going to come out, we’ll have to go in.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifty Eight
 
    
 
   ‘You stupid son of a bitch.’
 
                               Neil pushed Kate to one side, squaring up fully to Matthew, despite the gun still held, still quivering in Matthew’s hand. 
 
                               ‘You told me everything went to plan.’
 
                               Kate, forgotten for the moment, moved across the room and sat back on the floor by Sophie. The tape Kate had worked on earlier had already loosened slightly and Sophie was now pushing her legs forward and backwards, trying to free herself from the tape’s hold. Kate found that if she worked at it using the metal link between the handcuffs, she could loosen the tape holding Sophie’s arms. 
 
                               ‘It did,’ Matthew said. He held Neil’s stare. Neil, who had known him since childhood and knew when he was lying, saw straight through him.
 
                               ‘What happened?’ he demanded. 
 
                               Matthew said nothing. He shifted nervously on the spot, shuffling his feet and murmuring to himself.
 
                               ‘For fuck’s sake, Matthew! What happened?!’ 
 
                               Matthew swallowed tensely. His unusually prominent Adam’s apple danced frantically. ‘I told you,’ he said adamantly. ‘I followed him home from the pub. I did what you asked me to, just like you said.’
 
                               ‘So how have they got your blood?’ Neil stepped forward, his fists clenched at his side.
 
                               Matthew waved the gun, urging Neil to stay where he was. He suddenly sobbed; a loud and uncontrolled bawl that made Kate stop what she was doing.
 
                               ‘I didn’t want to do it,’ he said, his voice desperate; childishly pitiful. ‘Kate,’ he turned, his eyes pleading with her. ‘I didn’t want to do it – you’ve got to believe me.’ He looked back at Neil. Words suddenly poured from his mouth, each one stumbling over the last. ‘I followed him,’ he blurted, ‘but I was never going to do it. I didn’t want to do it, but I didn’t want to let you down. I followed him – he was just like you said he was, just as horrible. There was a girl in the street, she was only young, and you should’ve heard the way he spoke to her, it was disgusting. I knew why you wanted me to do it, but I couldn’t – I just couldn’t. I’d already changed my mind and then…’ He paused and caught his breath. ‘Then he stopped at the bus shelter and he saw me.’
 
                               Neil laughed bitterly. ‘I knew you’d balls it up.’ He turned his back on Matthew and walked away from him as Matthew continued with his explanation.
 
                               ‘He went for me,’ Matthew said. ‘He asked what I was looking at and the next thing I know he’s attacking me like a madman. He cut my face: my blood was on his hands. He was looking for a fight. It was self defence.’ He turned back to Kate. ‘It was self defence, I swear it was. He was going to kill me. I had to do it! I did it for you though – just like you said. Brothers, right?’
 
                               Neil shook his head. ‘Fuck,’ he shouted, spinning back to face him. ‘One thing, Matthew. One thing I asked you to do for me!’
 
                               ‘And I did!’ Matthew shouted back. ‘I did fucking do it!’
 
                               Neil’s face broke into an unexpected smile. 
 
                               ‘Well done, Matthew,’ he said, the smile breaking into a hideous laugh. He clapped his hands slowly as Matthew looked on in confusion. ‘Of course you did. Of course you did everything I told you to. That’s what you do, isn’t it? Did you think for a second that I didn’t know you’d fuck it up?’
 
                               Sophie turned and looked anxiously at Kate as the tape around her legs fell to her ankles. Kate shook her head slowly, urging the girl to stay quiet and still and not draw any attention to them. Sophie turned back and Kate continued to rub at the tape holding Sophie’s arms, her own arms burning with the weight of the cuffs cutting into her wrists.
 
                               ‘When were you going to tell me?’ Neil asked softly. He was walking back to Matthew, his face furrowed once again with rage; his bright eyes shining with anger.  
 
                               ‘I don’t know,’ Matthew admitted; the panic rising in his voice. ‘I don’t understand. I don’t want to go to prison, Danny. I can’t. I won’t last two minutes in there. Do you know what they’d do to me, an ex-cop?’
 
                               The final piece of tape holding Sophie’s arms snapped and Kate had to stop herself from sighing with relief. She moved on the floor beside Sophie, who looked down at her, waiting for instruction. She raised a hand slowly, watching her father and Matthew to make sure neither of them noticed as she removed the gag from her mouth.
 
                               ‘When I say,’ Kate mouthed. ‘Run.’
 
                               If she hadn’t thought Sophie fast enough and gutsy enough, Kate would never have expected it of her. But the girl was brave, Kate knew. She had more fire burning in her at fifteen than Kate had ever had. And she wouldn’t let her come to harm.
 
                               Anger had spread across Neil’s face like an unsightly rash. In contrast, Matthew was crushed. He had wanted Daniel to be proud of him, but all he had done was anger him. He had failed him. Now he was going to leave him, like he did when he left the children’s home all those years before; leave him on his own, with no one else to turn to for help. 
 
                               The gun held in his hand, Matthew thought about killing him. He had already killed once: he could do it again. He’d been set up. Danny, his only true friend, had planned this all along. Maybe Kate would help him. She would realise that it was Daniel, not him, who had really been behind all this. She would understand that he had pushed him into doing it. Maybe she would forgive him. Maybe they would all forgive him when they realised how persuasive Daniel could be.
 
                               Daniel held his stare and in that moment, both men realised that Matthew wouldn’t pull the trigger. He couldn’t do it. He had killed once, but he had done it reluctantly, unintentionally and the memory of Jamie Griffith’s body lying dying in the bus shelter had haunted him ever since. Hadn’t he had to leave the room whenever the man’s name was mentioned back at the station? Didn’t he give himself away every time he failed to hide his nervousness? It had been killing him for over a year, eating away at his insides every time he saw the face of a small child whose father wasn’t coming home. 
 
                               For as long as he could remember now, Matthew had wanted to be Daniel. Growing up, Daniel was his best friend, his older brother; the only one who made sure he was safe. The one he looked up to. He was all he had. But who kept Daniel safe? No one. When Neil was Daniel he didn’t need to be looked out for; he looked out for himself and no one seemed to bother him as a result. Matthew wanted to be the same. He wanted to be Daniel, but when it came down to it, he just wasn’t him. He could never be him.
 
                               Realising Matthew wasn’t going to pull the trigger Neil lunged forward and grabbed for the gun. Kate gave Sophie the cue to run and the girl sprang to her feet, racing across the room towards the door. Kate ran beside her, shielding her from a possible bullet.
 
                               Neil and Matthew fought for the gun, and neither was quick enough to stop Sophie as she raced through the inside door and began to unlock the door that led back to the outside world. She turned back to Kate, who shook her head. 
 
                               ‘Go!’ she urged Sophie. ‘I’ve got to stay with them.’
 
                               Kate pushed the inside door closed with her back. As she did, the noise of the gun shot blasted through the warehouse.                             


 
   
  
 



Fifty Nine
 
    
 
   Sophie fell as she stumbled out of the building. A man in plain clothes came running towards her and it was then she noticed the small army of policemen dotted around the vast car park like toy soldiers, many of them armed with guns. 
 
                               ‘Come on,’ the man said, lifting her to her feet. ‘You’re safe now.’
 
                               Chris took her to the ambulance that was waiting nearby. ‘I’m fine, honestly,’ she said, shrugging off the blanket that someone tried to put around her and refusing the offer of water.
 
                               ‘What’s your name?’ Chris asked.
 
                               ‘Sophie,’ she told him.
 
                               ‘You’re Neil Davies’ daughter?’
 
                               ‘Yes,’ she grimaced. ‘But I’d rather people didn’t know that.’
 
                               ‘Who’s in there, Sophie?’
 
                               ‘My brother’s still in there.’ The hard exterior crumbled and Sophie started to cry. ‘And my auntie.’
 
                               ‘Claire?’
 
                               ‘Yeah.’ Sophie pulled her sleeve over her hand and used it to wipe her eyes. ‘How do you know her name?’
 
                               ‘Is your father in there?’ Chris asked. He could explain how he knew later. Right now they needed to concentrate on getting everyone out of the warehouse alive.
 
                               She nodded. ‘And two of your lot. Matthew, his name is, and Kate.’
 
                               Chris looked back at the warehouse. The armed response unit had moved in, but something was wrong. He could see a few still in the doorway and the negotiator was now making his way inside the building.
 
                               ‘Who was just shot, Sophie?’ Chris asked. He thought of Kate and held his breath, fearing the worst.
 
                               ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Kate managed to untie me. My father and Matthew were fighting so they weren’t looking. That’s when I made a run for it.’
 
                               She pushed a hand through her blonde hair, moving it away from her face. Fat tears continued to well from her eyes. 
 
                               ‘Matthew and your father were fighting?’ Chris repeated. It was too incredible to believe. Chris would never have thought Matthew had it in him.
 
                               Sophie looked up at him. ‘That one of yours, that Matthew,’ she said, ‘he isn’t who you think he is.’
 
                               Chris looked back at the warehouse. The place had gone eerily quiet and armed response officers were coming back from the building. Chris didn’t have time to work out what was going on with Matthew now. All he could focus on was making sure Kate, Claire and Ben got out safely. 
 
                               ‘I have to go back,’ he said. ‘Stay with the paramedics – they’ll look after you, OK? We’re going to get the rest of your family out safely.’
 
                               He began to walk back to the warehouse when Sophie called him to wait. She ran over to him. ‘I don’t know what’s going on,’ she told him, her faced creased with confusion. ‘But I think I’m Kate’s niece.’
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sixty
 
    
 
   Neil bolted the inner door shut as armed police began entering the warehouse. Kate, cowering by the wall beside him, waited for the blow. It didn’t come. She looked up. Matthew lay on his back on the floor at the other side of the room. Blood pumped from the hole the bullet had made in his chest. Kate felt herself heave and fell to her knees, retching at the mess.
 
                               ‘He trusted you,’ she choked. 
 
                               ‘Like I said,’ Neil said from somewhere beside her. ‘Never trust anyone.’ His voice was cold and emotionless. 
 
                               Ben Davies was white with fear. His brown hair was stuck to his forehead in sweaty clumps and, despite the chill that filled the cold warehouse his face was wet with perspiration. Claire was awake again, her eyes fixed on Matthew’s body and the pool of blood that soaked his chest. She dared not look at Neil, who paced the floor in front of her. 
 
                               ‘Now look,’ Neil said, gesturing towards Matthew and turning to Kate. ‘Look what you made me do.’
 
                               Kate, still on her knees, dragged herself across the floor to Matthew. His eyes were still open, staring past her, seeing nothing. His mouth was fixed in a macabre twist, somewhere between shock and fear. Kate held her breath. She tried to look at the wound dispassionately, but she couldn’t; his blood was everywhere.
 
                               ‘You have to get him help,’ she said, looking up at the man that was her brother.
 
                               ‘It’s too late for that,’ he replied coldly.
 
                               She felt Matthew’s blood seeping through her tights. She pulled away, but it was too late; his blood was all over her legs. It was still warm and the heat of it on her skin made her gag. She turned and threw up on the floor, her vision blurred; the room moved around her in sickening shapes, throwing the world off balance.
 
                               There was a bang at the inside door. 
 
                               ‘Neil,’ the negotiator said. ‘Neil, this is John, please talk to me. If someone’s hurt, let us help them.’
 
                               Kate heard movement in the next room. Footsteps hurried across the floor, echoing from the sections of roof that were still in place. At least, she thought, they were a little closer now. It still wasn’t close enough though. Someone would break the door down. There wouldn’t be enough time for him to shoot all three of them, Kate thought, but he’d have the time for at least one. 
 
                               Neil raised a hand to his lips and turned to his son. Ben flinched, scared rigid in his seat. 
 
                               Neil gave Claire a fleeting glance before turning back to Kate. ‘Why’d you let her go?’ he asked reproachfully.
 
                               ‘She’s just a child,’ Kate said. Fear lodged itself tightly in her throat. ‘None of this is her fault.’ She nodded towards Ben, then Claire. ‘It’s not theirs either,’ she said. ‘Please. Just let them go.’
 
                               ‘If I open that door,’ Neil said, stepping towards her, ‘it’s game over.’
 
                               He stepped callously over Matthew’s body, careful not to set foot in the man’s blood. ‘By the way,’ he said chattily, taking Kate by the arm and pulling her to her feet. ‘Talking of game over, we never did finish that game of hide and seek, did we?’
 
                               Pulling Kate with him, Neil walked over to Claire. Claire’s face contorted with fear as he approached. She squirmed in her chair, but the tape was tight around her legs and arms. Neil reached for her neck and pulled loose the scarf she was wearing, ripping it from her. ‘Who was doing what?’ he asked, pulling the scarf taut between both hands. ‘Were you hiding, or was I?’
 
                               Kate looked away from him. She didn’t want to play his sick games; she just wanted this over with. If he was going to shoot her she wished he’d just do it.
 
                               ‘Kate,’ he said. He moved behind her and put the scarf around her throat, pulling it tightly against her skin. He leaned to whisper in her ear. ‘Who was hiding? Me or you?’
 
                               ‘I was hiding,’ she told him resentfully.
 
                               ‘Perfect.’
 
                               Neil lifted the scarf over her eyes and tied it tightly behind her head. Kate was blinded, in darkness. Next to her, she heard Claire struggling to say something.
 
                               ‘Now,’ Neil said from somewhere behind her. ‘Here are the rules. I count to ten and you try and hide. Your options are limited. Try to use your imagination.’
 
                               Somewhere in the distance, Kate heard a helicopter. There was no sense of relief now. They were already too late.
 
                               ‘One.’
 
                               Kate stood her ground. If she tried to move she would only walk into Claire, or worse trip over Matthew’s body, and besides, there was nowhere she could go. There was nowhere to hide.  
 
                               ‘Two.’
 
                               She heard the legs of a chair thudding on the warehouse floor. She winced, dreading what Neil might be doing to either Ben or Claire. 
 
                               ‘Three.’
 
                               Beside her, Claire continued to writhe in her seat, her mumbling muted by the gag in her mouth. 
 
                               ‘Four.’
 
                               There was a noise somewhere above her, clattering on the warehouse roof.
 
                               ‘Five.’
 
                               Kate thought of her father, dying alone on the hallway floor. He wasn’t alone, she reminded herself. She swallowed loudly and the sound of it rang in her ears.
 
                               ‘Six.’
 
                               She was fourteen years old again. It was seven years after her brother had disappeared from their lives. She was sitting on the top step of her parents’ staircase, listening to her parents argue in the kitchen below. 
 
                               ‘Seven.’
 
                               ‘Why weren’t you watching him?’ her mother cried, her voice carrying up the stairs and onto the landing.
 
                               ‘Eight.’
 
                               ‘Why weren’t you watching him?’ she screamed again. ‘Why weren’t you watching our son?!’ There was the sound of breaking glass; something being thrown across the room, smashing against the wall. 
 
                               ‘Nine.’
 
                               Fourteen year old Kate held her breath. ‘He wasn’t mine to watch,’ her father’s voice taunted. Thirty seven year old Kate held her breath. She was going to have the last word.
 
                               ‘Ten. Coming…ready or not.’
 
                               Neil held the gun at arm’s length and pointed it at Kate.
 
                               ‘He wasn’t your father,’ she said quickly, the words pouring from her mouth while she was still alive to speak them. She had never said it aloud before – had never told another living soul that she knew her mother’s secret – and it felt good to finally admit it to herself and to hear the words for what they were. ‘Mum had an affair and you were the other man’s,’ she blurted. ‘That’s why my dad got rid of you.’
 
                               She braced herself for the bullet that was going to end her life.
 
                               A final shot rang through the warehouse.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sixty One
 
    
 
   Just before the third and final shot rang through the eerie silence of the industrial estate, Chris searched for Andrew Langley via the internet on his mobile phone. Sophie’s words had resonated and he recalled what Kate had told him yesterday. Someone knows something about Daniel. Too much to be a coincidence. Too much that all this had fallen in Kate’s lap by chance. 
 
                               He found the PI’s website and called the number of the office.   
 
                               ‘Hello, Andrew Langley’s office?’
 
                               ‘This is DCI Chris Jones, South Wales Police,’ Chris told the woman. ‘Is Mr Langley there at the moment?’
 
                               There was a lengthy pause. ‘Andrew’s in hospital,’ the woman finally spoke. ‘I found him here this morning.’ Her voice broke and she sounded as though she was going to cry. ‘He’d been attacked.’
 
                               Chris allowed a moment for the information to absorb. After thirty years of false hopes and leads that led nowhere Kate had been given a link to her brother. Then Sophie’s declaration. Now this.
 
                               ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said quietly. ‘How is he?’
 
                               ‘Not good,’ his assistant said. ‘We’re just waiting. I wanted to be here, in case anyone wondered where he was.’
 
                               ‘Of course. Look, I’m sorry to ask this now, but do you know anything about Daniel Kelly.’
 
                               ‘Do you know him?’ the woman asked quickly.
 
                               ‘No,’ Chris told her. ‘I know Kate.’
 
                               ‘Andrew’s been trying to get hold of her. Is everything ok?’
 
                               Chris hesitated before responding. How could he answer? He didn’t know one way or another. What he did know was that this woman had had enough to handle for one day.
 
                               ‘Everything’s fine,’ he lied.
 
                               The sound of the shot echoed around him, hammering in his chest and pinning his feet to the ground. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sixty Two
 
    
 
   It had started to rain. Kate felt raindrops hit her face and for a frightening moment thought it was blood spattering her cheek. She stood transfixed, afraid to move, afraid to speak; afraid to let go of the breath she had been holding in case it was her last. 
 
                               There was another noise beside her, something brushing past her and when the scarf was lifted from her face and she dared to open her eyes, Kate saw the black-clad man who had shot her brother standing in front of her. She looked up through the gap where the roof should have been and saw the top of the fire tender ladder through the gap; the ropes from which the gunman had been lowered swinging in the air, almost invisible. 
 
                               On the floor behind him, Daniel lay lifeless.
 
                               Kate moved her hands behind her back, working the life back into her arms. She was alive. 
 
                               The gunman unbolted the door and armed response rushed in. Someone untied Ben, who quickly ran out crying for his sister. Claire, too stunned and weak to move, stayed sitting in the chair she had been tied to. 
 
                               From among the unfamiliar faces Chris suddenly appeared. He rushed to her, putting his arms around her and holding her close. She buried her head in his chest. 
 
                               ‘I am so sorry,’ he told her, speaking softly into her hair. ‘I said I wouldn’t let you come to harm.’
 
                               Kate breathed him in, grateful for the familiarity of him. ‘I’ll let you off,’ she said looking up at him, ‘if you please get the keys for these things.’ She indicated the handcuffs. They were dead weights on her wrists.
 
                               Chris surveyed the scene on the warehouse floor. He looked at Matthew, his body covered now; his blood soaking through the sheeting that had been placed over his chest. He couldn’t begin to think how Matthew had been involved in all this, or why, but assumed Kate would fill him in as soon as they’d escaped the madness.
 
                               His eyes moved towards Neil Davies, his body twisted awkwardly on the warehouse floor. ‘Sophie said he’s…’ He couldn’t finish the sentence. 
 
                               ‘So he said,’ Kate said, answering the question he was unable to ask. She looked at Neil’s body – at Daniel, so long sought after - and could feel nothing. 
 
                               ‘Do you think it’s true?’
 
                               She remembered the blue eyes; the invisible pull that had drawn her close to him. ‘I don’t know,’ she lied. ‘But I suppose we’ll find out.’
 
                               ‘What about Matthew?’ Chris asked. He couldn’t tell her about Andrew Langley, not now. All that could wait until she’d had a bit of time to recover.
 
                               Kate shook her head. ‘Not now,’ she said. ‘It’s a long story.’
 
                               Claire was being helped from her seat by one of the armed response team. The man held her tentatively by the arm as though she may fall over if he let her go. She held out a hand as Kate and Chris passed her.
 
                               ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
 
                               Kate tilted her head. ‘What for?’
 
                               ‘I’m sorry he found you.’
 
                               Claire was carried out on a stretcher by one of the ambulance teams. Kate’s eyes followed her. Claire knew, she thought. All the time she’d been hiding Ben at her house and throughout the phone conversation they’d had just yesterday, she must have known that Kate was his sister. She wasn’t scared of him, Kate thought bitterly. In some sick kind of way, Claire had enjoyed the excitement and attention that being part of Neil’s nasty little secret had given her. 
 
                               She could have been killed. Ben and Sophie could have been killed, and Claire would have allowed it to happen.
 
                               Chris reached for Kate again, pulling her back to him and distracting her from her thoughts. He looked down at her. 
 
                               ‘I thought I’d lost you,’ he said.
 
                               She managed a smile. ‘No such luck, I’m afraid.’
 
                               He held her close to his chest and breathed in the scent of her shampoo. For years he had tried to repress his feelings for her, as if pretending they didn’t exist would make them stop. 
 
                               Never again, he thought. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Three Months Later
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sixty Three
 
    
 
   Kate stared at the photographs and files strewn across Andrew Langley’s desk. Hundreds of them, it seemed to her; years of work that had amounted to this: reams of paper and an even greater number of regrets, stacked in a pile of reports and photos. She remembered standing outside Andrew’s hospital room, too guilty to show her face inside as his family – his wife, daughter, son-in-law and first grandchild - gathered around his bed, welcoming him back to the land of the living. How could she show her face before them, find even the slightest of words to say, when it was her family – her history – that had almost cost him his life?
 
                               ‘Where would you like to begin?’
 
                               She was snapped from her daydream as Andrew entered the office with their tea. What was it Sophie had once said about tea, Kate asked herself: something about people using it in the vain hope of distracting themselves from the realities of their situation, or words to that effect. She took the hot mug from Andrew and nodded gratefully. Sophie had been right.
 
                               ‘Where would you suggest?’
 
                               Andrew gathered a selection of photographs together: images of Kate outside the station, Kate at the local supermarket, her father in his front garden: the home in which she’d spent her childhood. 
 
                               ‘You’re very good,’ she mused, sipping at the tea.
 
                               Andrew smiled, but the look was tinged with sadness. ‘Regretfully,’ he said. 
 
                               He gestured to the chair opposite his desk; a large, high-backed, cushioned chair that Kate assumed was intended to make the person seated in it feel relaxed, at ease. Try as she might to lose herself within it, she could feel neither or these things. 
 
                               ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like someone here with you?’ Andrew said, although he had already asked this several times. ‘Chris?’
 
                               Kate shook her head. She would hear it for herself first and give herself time to get things straightened out in her own head before sharing it with Chris. It might take her a day, might take her a month; she wouldn’t know until she’d had it all lain out before her; all the facts in all their naked, horrifying truth.
 
                               ‘Let’s just get it done, shall we?’
 
                               Andrew took a sip of his tea, sat forward in his chair with his hands clasped together on the desk, and sighed. 
 
                               ‘Ok,’ he began. ‘Neil Davies first approached me in the New Year of 2007. He and his wife, Sarah, along with their two children had moved here from East Manchester, where they had met at a student party. He had grown up in a children’s home in the East Anglia – I’ve done all the checks. He was there from 1983 to 1992. During that time he met Matthew Curtis.’
 
                               ‘Matthew’s parents?’ Kate asked, already knowing the answer. She had no reason anymore to doubt what Neil…Daniel…had told her that night. Daniel, her brother: proven by DNA tests. 
 
                               ‘They were both killed in a house fire. Matthew was a few months old. It was put down to an electrical fault somewhere – the house hadn’t been rewired in God knows how long. Anyway, his mother managed to get Matthew out of the building, but she went back inside for her husband. Neither of them made it back out.’
 
                               Kate put her tea on the desk. She felt a sickening in her stomach; a churning that made her throat and cheeks begin to colour. Matthew was a good kid, she thought. He was a child, just a child, with tragic beginnings and he had fallen into the wrong hands. 
 
                               Daniel’s.
 
                               ‘Shall we stop?’ Andrew asked, eyeing her with concern.
 
                               Kate shook her head. ‘Sorry,’ she said, waving a hand. ‘I’m fine, honestly.’
 
                               ‘Who knows what kind of friendship or bond those two formed during their time in that place?’ Andrew continued, absent-mindedly thumbing the only picture of the two he had been able to locate; taken from a nurse who had worked in the home. Kate had seen the photo, once, and asked never to see it again. There was the brother she had lost that day: his innocent smile replaced with something else entirely; something vacant and already sinister. 
 
                               ‘The children’s home was closed in 1997 after a series of allegations of abuse. There was a lengthy inquiry into what had been going on behind closed doors, but the full truth was never revealed. The scaled down version was grim enough. We’ll never know, but what we do now know is that Daniel obviously had a strong hold over Matthew, for whatever reason it may have been. Enough to manipulate him into assisting with years of revenge, by the looks of it.’
 
                                ‘Why did they move to South Wales?’ Kate asked. ‘It’s too much of a coincidence.’
 
                               ‘It’s not a coincidence,’ Andrew said, shaking his head. ‘Daniel was three when he went missing, yes? Very young, but not quite young enough to lose all recollection of events. The human mind is a clever and deceitful thing, Kate. It can trick us into believing that we’ve forgotten things: names, facts; where we left our car keys. Memories. Most of the time those things haven’t been forgotten, they’ve simply been relocated in the brain. It takes a sight, a sound – something incongruous to trigger the memory and bring it all back.’
 
                               ‘So, what are you saying? Daniel remembered being taken?’
 
                               ‘Not at first,’ Andrew said, riffling through the files. ‘Although he always knew that his name had been Daniel. The couple who had him before he went to the children’s home gave him the name Neil. I’ll come back to them. Like I was saying, he didn’t remember being taken. Not until he saw this.’
 
                               He took one of the files from the pile in front of him and opened it, pushing it across the desk to Kate. It was a Christmas card; a snow scene of a castle and its surroundings.
 
                               She opened it. To Sue, the card said. Merry Christmas, love from Tracy. Kate looked up from the card.
 
                               ‘They worked at the children’s home,’ Andrew explained. ‘The card was in the office. Daniel was eight at the time. He saw it, it triggered something: he took it. He kept it for over twenty years.’
 
                               Kate turned the card in her hands. The castle, the moat, the snow: it was a replica of the scene she too had been haunted by all those years. 
 
                               ‘How easy was it for you to find me?’ she asked quietly, not looking up from the card. She was too ashamed to make eye contact: embarrassed that this man had succeeded where she had failed. Had she managed to find Daniel, would she have been able to stop everything that had followed? 
 
                               This was her fault; her doing.
 
                               Andrew seemed to sense her thoughts. ‘It was easy for me,’ he said. ‘The internet has made a whole load of things very easy. A castle…a missing boy named Daniel…he didn’t need me to find out who he was. But he needed me to find you.’
 
                               The photograph was in Kate’s lap now. She fought back tears and continued to keep her head lowered, afraid to show weakness in front of this man who knew more about her family and her past than she did. 
 
                               ‘This is my fault,’ she said softly.
 
                               Andrew leaned forward. ‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘None of this is your fault.’ He sat back and sighed. ‘It’s your father’s.’
 
                               Kate ran the back of her hand hastily across her eyes. ‘What?’
 
                               It was his turn to avoid eye contact. She watched as he moved files to the floor and sifted through those remaining on the desk. ‘Julie Davies,’ he said, finding the file he’d been looking for. He moved another photograph across the table; an old, speckled, poor-quality picture of a greying woman in her late-forties, deep creases lining her sun-tightened skin. She smiled at the camera, a forced smile that showed too many teeth and exaggerated the crow’s feet that pinched at the corners of her eyes. 
 
                               ‘This is the woman who took Daniel from the castle grounds. Her name was Julie Davies. As you can imagine, a nightmare to find with a name that common. Anyway, I didn’t find her – not exactly. She died in 1983. Cancer.’
 
                               Kate’s head was throbbing with names, dates, and words that made no sense to her. She looked away from the photo, sat back and pressed her head into the cushioned chair. 
 
                               ‘You said it’s my father’s fault,’ Kate said quietly. ‘How was it my father’s fault?’
 
                               ‘Julie Davies was told at a young age that she wouldn’t be able to have children then at forty-three she finds herself pregnant, against all the odds. She had a boy, a little blond haired son…’
 
                               ‘This is all very lovely,’ Kate said, standing quickly, ‘but what the hell does this have to do with my father?!’
 
                               Andrew Langley was taken aback by Kate’s uncharacteristic abruptness. He raised his eyebrows and gestured to Kate’s chair without speaking. She sat down obediently, ashamed at her behaviour and her outburst.
 
                               ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled.
 
                               ‘It’s understandable. I just feel that if we go through this – all of it – in order then all your questions will be answered.’
 
                               Kate doubted that was true but said nothing. This man had been through enough because of her family; it wasn’t for her to give him any more unnecessary grief.                
 
                               ‘Julie’s child was knocked off his bike by a car. It was ten past four in the afternoon and the driver was drunk. The boy survived three days and then died.’
 
                               ‘Am I supposed to feel sorry for her?’ Kate asked, and even she was surprised by the harsh edge to her tone; her voice, her words, sounding so callous, so cold, and so unlike hers. ‘She lost a child and that’s terrible, awful. But does that give her the right to put another family through the same thing? Does that give her the right to steal someone else’s child?’
 
                               ‘She didn’t,’ Andrew said bluntly. ‘Your father gave him to her.’
 
                               Kate laughed. The sound was sudden, loud and harsh and seemed to echo around the small office. She raised a hand and pushed her hair from her face. ‘Right,’ she said through a forced smile. ‘So, my father gives his son to some woman who’s lost hers. How charitable of him.’
 
                               She turned to the window and looked out at the street below. She hated herself when she was like this: blunt, cruel and sarcastic. They were the characteristics Chris hated the most, but she’d never confessed to him that she loathed them just as he did. 
 
                               Kate put a hand to the soft, barely-there swell of her stomach and breathed deeply, willing herself to stay calm. Her baby – Chris’ baby – had been conceived just weeks earlier and they’d decided not to tell anyone yet. It had been completely unexpected and Sophie and Ben weren’t ready for that sort of news yet. Let them try to return to some kind of normality first. 
 
                               ‘What did your parents argue about, Kate? After Daniel went missing?’
 
                               Kate moved her hand to the window glass and rested her forehead against it. ‘The things you’d expect them to argue over,’ she said. ‘Who was to blame. Who should have been there.’
 
                               ‘Anything else?’ Andrew pressed. ‘Anything that seemed odd or unusual?’
 
                               ‘My brother had gone missing,’ Kate spoke against the window. ‘Everything was unusual.’
 
                                She closed her eyes and remembered sitting at the top of her parents’ stairs in her nightdress: one hand clinging to the top bar of the banister; the other to the tattered teddy bear she no longer went to bed without; now, still, though she was fourteen years old. The argument, like all the arguments, had erupted suddenly, as if from nowhere, but they had all known it was on its way, bubbling beneath the supposedly calm exteriors of her mother and father as they had silently eaten dinner at the kitchen table hours earlier. 
 
                               She had known it was coming. When her father was annoyed his cheeks coloured, as if all his anger was gathering in his face, ready to burst from his mouth in a colourful chorus of curses and expletives. And her mother had had that look about her all day. That look, like the face of the accused in the dock; knowing his ‘not guilty’ plea is a lie: knowing that his jury is also in on the secret. 
 
                               They had hardly waited for Kate to close her bedroom door behind her. She had changed from her clothes and into her nightdress as quickly as she could, avoiding the creaky floorboards so that she could keep an ear on the scene that was unfolding downstairs. Goodnight kisses and cups of sugary tea before bedtime were a thing of the past; a memory that had not been relived since her brother had gone. She was used to being on her own. She was used to listening. And she was now a pro at creeping, unheard, onto the top step of the staircase. 
 
                               ‘You’ve been to the station again, haven’t you?’ her father’s voice asked.
 
                               Her mother didn’t reply, or if she did, the girl didn’t hear her.
 
                               ‘What did they say?’ her father said.
 
                               She couldn’t gauge her mother’s response. It wasn’t upset. It wasn’t angry. It was just nothing.
 
                               ‘Nothing,’ she answered quietly. ‘They didn’t say nothing.’
 
                               ‘Liar!’
 
                               Something was thrown. The little girl flinched at the top of the stairs. She didn’t know what had been thrown, or who had thrown it; her mother’s temper could be worse than her father’s, especially if she’d been drinking. She had never drunk before her brother had gone, but since his disappearance she was drunk more and more; her moods becoming darker and more unpredictable by the day. Seven years had passed, but the gap her brother had left was now a bigger void then ever. 
 
                               Arguments echoed in the spaces his small body had once filled.
 
                               ‘They’ve finally closed the case, haven’t they?’
 
                               And then there were tears. They had to be her mother’s, but from the top of the stairs Kate couldn’t be sure. She had seen her father’s tears, but only once. They were heavy and loud. Her mother’s were usually weightless and silent; drowned in alcohol. Today they were filled with the piercing sound of uncontrolled grief. 
 
                               ‘They can’t.’
 
                               The words were almost unidentifiable, choked between tears. There was a moment’s silence that seemed to Kate to stretch into the night. It was broken when her mother sobbed loudly and violently.
 
                               ‘Why weren’t you watching him?’ she wailed. ‘Why weren’t you watching our son?’
 
                               When she heard her father speak his voice was quieter now. Calm. ‘He wasn’t mine to watch,’ he said. 
 
                               ‘You ring the police back tomorrow,’ Kate heard her father tell her mother. ‘Ring them and tell them you’re not going to keep bothering them anymore. It’s been seven years – you have to move on. He’s gone.’
 
                               ‘You bastard,’ her mother spat.
 
                               ‘What more can I do?’ her father asked. ‘I’ve done everything I can. We don’t know what happened and we’re never going to know. No one will ever know. This has to stop now,’ her father continued firmly. ‘Daniel isn’t ever coming back. We’ve got a daughter and she needs us. Both of us.’
 
                               Upstairs, Kate went back to her room and lay in her bed; wide eyes staring up at the ceiling. She hadn’t heard the end of the conversation, or anything past the point at which her father had closed the door on her prying ears. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. All she knew was that Daniel was still alive. 
 
                               In her heart, she knew it, no matter what her father or anyone else said.
 
                               She had told the policeman about the woman with the strange, summery dress; how she remembered her watching in the distance as she had instructed her brother to close his eyes and count to ten. Even now, after seven years, she could recall the dress: pink and flowery. She couldn’t remember the face; the woman hadn’t seemed important at the time.
 
                               Her mother believed. She had pressed the police to look for the woman, and when someone claimed to have seen Daniel with a middle aged woman on the late night bus in Cardiff the memory of the strange lady seemed to be even more significant. But they had found nothing. They had looked and looked, they said, but there were no traces of him and no further sightings were reported. 
 
                               Her brother had disappeared.
 
                               Her mother and father fought constantly. Her mother visited the police station every day for the first year; refusing to be fobbed off with false promises said before. She walked the streets like a lost person, showing endless streams of strangers the blurred photograph of Daniel on his third birthday, all snot and smiles for the camera. Her father went with her, at first, but his patience thinned and after years of searching he gave up. He accused his wife of harassing the police and told her she was losing her mind. He told her so often that she began to believe it herself. 
 
                               Kate pressed her head harder against the window, closed her eyes and tried to push her father’s words from her mind. That hadn’t been the first time she had overheard snippets of conversations that weren’t meant for her ears; words that, as a child, she had been unable to make sense of. 
 
                               But things were different now. Perhaps things did make sense, even if she still resisted accepting it.
 
                               The police might have given up on Daniel, but Kate and her mother never would. They would find him, somehow, together. They would bring him home.
 
                               Eight days later Kate had found her mother dead in her parents’ bed. The empty vodka bottle had rolled from the quilt and fallen onto the floor and the pill bottle stood on the bedside table, its contents gone. Her mother’s face was peaceful, as though she was sleeping. It hadn’t been a cry for help: the whole bottle had been taken. 
 
                               Her mother had meant it.
 
                 Kate had tried to cry for her, but the tears wouldn’t come. By ending her own life she had given up on Daniel’s. She had given up on Kate.
 
                               ‘He wasn’t mine to watch,’ Kate said. 
 
                               Even as she spoke the words she felt as though she was betraying her father. Hadn’t he done everything he could? Hadn’t he stayed with his alcoholic wife, though most people would have left her? Hadn’t he always been there for his daughter, though looking at her face – a face that looked so much like her mother’s – had been a constant source of pain to him?
 
                               Kate was tired of defending people. There was nothing to betray but memories and they had already betrayed her enough. 
 
                               ‘They were in the kitchen arguing about Daniel,’ Kate told Andrew, turning from the window. ‘She said, ‘why weren’t you watching him?’ And he said, ‘he wasn’t mine to watch’.’ She returned to her chair. ‘Was that what you wanted?’
 
                               ‘You knew?’ Andrew asked, his voice laced with surprise.
 
                               ‘No, I didn’t know,’ Kate said honestly. ‘I was a child. I heard half an argument, not a full story. A word here – a passing snipe there. People say things in an argument that aren’t necessarily true. I didn’t know what to believe.’
 
                               ‘I don’t know who Daniel’s father was,’ Andrew confessed. ‘I did as much as I could, but that one escaped me. Your father probably knew.’
 
                               Kate put her elbows on the desk and her head in her hands. ‘My mother didn’t know though, did she? She didn’t know what my father had done?’
 
                               Andrew shook his head. ‘I met Bernard Davies, Julie’s husband. He’s an old man. He said he’d never been comfortable with any of it, but Julie had been a different woman after their son was killed and it was the only thing that would bring his wife back to him. He claims that as far as he and Julie knew, both your parents wanted them to have Daniel. It was only when the story made the news soon after that they realised differently.’
 
                               ‘And then?’ Kate asked. ‘Why didn’t they take him back to my mother? Why didn’t they tell her, or tell the police, what he’d done?’ Her voice was rising again and she stopped to reign in her anger.
 
                               ‘It was already too late. In Julie’s head the boy was hers. He was Neil. Her boy had never been knocked down, never been killed. So they ran. They went to East Anglia – as far across the country as they could possibly get. Bernard said he knew then that she was losing her mind, but he didn’t want to accept it and didn’t know how to deal with it. He was scared of losing his wife all over again. She deteriorated progressively and two years later she was diagnosed with cancer. She died within two weeks of the diagnosis.’ 
 
                               ‘So Bernard did what? Just left him at a children’s home?’
 
                               ‘Pretty much. Not his son – not his responsibility.’
 
                               He wasn’t mine to watch, Kate thought. Daniel had been rejected by two fathers by the age of five. Two men who threw him into the unknown; uncaring of what happened to him afterwards. Could it excuse the things he had done as an adult? No, she told herself. It couldn’t even begin to.
 
                               But still she hoped that Bernard Davies was a lonely, miserable old man who died a death as isolated as her father’s had been.
 
                               Andrew stood and left the room when Kate began to cry. She didn’t care anymore and if she tried to hold the tears and anger back she was going to implode. 
 
                               ‘Here.’ Andrew stood beside her, offering her a box of tissues. Kate took one and used it to hide her reddened face. 
 
                               ‘I’m not crying for him,’ she explained, her shoulders shaking. ‘Not after all the things he’s done.’
 
                               ‘You don’t have to justify it, Kate,’ Andrew said kindly.
 
                               ‘Yes, I do,’ she argued. ‘Those poor kids. Jamie Griffiths’ kids, Joseph Ryan’s kids, Michael Morris’ kids. Ben. Sophie.’
 
                               She stopped talking and attempted to clean her face with a second handful of tissues. She couldn’t finish what she had been about to say. She didn’t think anyone else would be able to understand that in fact she could spare tears for him; not Neil, but Daniel; for the child he had once been and the man he had never had a chance to grow into.  
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   The little girl ran quickly to the trees and stood with her back to the widest trunk. She positioned her feet carefully, making sure not to tread on any dead twigs or fallen leaves that would make a noise and draw attention to her hiding place. She squeezed her eyes shut tight as though, if he should see her, the fact that she could not see him would mean she had still not yet been found. She placed the palms of her hands against the rough bark behind her, running them across the tree and tracing the grooves and ridges in its trunk.
 
                 She took a deep breath and waited.
 
   *
 
   Her brother stood on the path, his small hands clamped tightly over his closed eyes. He counted slowly to ten and when he opened his eyes again the sky had become darker and the wind had picked up, sending the leaves that had fallen from the nearby trees skipping down the concrete path. Daniel looked around the park and at the castle, wondering where his sister might be. The castle grounds suddenly seemed a lot bigger than he had realised and there were too many places for his sister to hide.  
 
                 He turned and spotted a high wall at the far end of the path. If he’d been the one doing the hiding it would have been exactly the place he’d have chosen. He ran towards it, lifting his feet high in an attempt to elongate his tiny strides. 
 
                 When he got behind the wall Daniel stopped and looked around. There was no one there. The grass behind the wall had been left to grow high and he stepped through it, the last of the melting snow wetting the bottom of his trouser legs. He ran to the end of the wall, checking that his sister was not crouching behind the bushes in the corner. She wasn’t there. 
 
                 When Daniel turned to go back up to the path there was a lady standing by the wall. She was oddly dressed for the weather and had on a flowery, summer dress with a black padded jacket thrown haphazardly on top. Her hair was a tangled mess of knotted curls, tied loosely at the back in an elastic band. On her feet she wore brown sandals and white ankle socks. 
 
                 Daniel stopped and stared at her.
 
                 ‘Who are you looking for?’ the lady asked, smiling. 
 
                 Despite her bizarre appearance and despite the fact that she looked very old to Daniel, the lady looked quite pretty when she smiled. Her cheeks became fatter and the roundness of them made her look more youthful. Her skin glowed warmly, pinched red by the cold. She had good teeth; very white teeth that were a little too big for her face. 
 
                 ‘Katy,’ Daniel told her.
 
                 The lady smiled again. Though her mouth smiled, her eyes didn’t. They were glazed, shiny; she stared at Daniel, but stared through him, as if looking at something beyond him. She looked as if she had sacrificed a lot of sleep to vivid dreams and a million worries.
 
                 ‘Who’s Katy?’ she asked.
 
                 ‘She’s my sister.’
 
                 The lady nodded knowingly. ‘Hide and seek?’ she said. ‘I used to love that too. I always used to hide though. Looking is the boring bit, don’t you think?’
 
                 Daniel nodded. He very rarely got to be the one doing the hiding; Kate always wanted to do it, and because she was older than him she always seemed to get her own way. If he argued with her she would not play at all and then he would be bored, left on his own while Kate sulked in a corner somewhere. 
 
                 ‘What’s your name?’ the lady asked, taking a step closer.
 
                 ‘Daniel.’ He held his hands together in front of him and watched her with curiosity.
 
                 ‘I had a boy like you once,’ she told him, looking straight through him. ‘He was a little bit taller than you, but he had blond hair just like yours.’
 
                 Daniel didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. 
 
                 ‘Well, Daniel,’ the woman said, her voice changing and becoming brighter. She looked right at him now, as though her mind had just returned to her body. ‘Would you like to hide with me? How about we find a good hiding place and then your sister can come and look for you?’
 
                 Daniel thought about it. His mother had always told them not to talk to strangers, but those strangers always seemed to be men and this was a lady. Anyway, she had been really nice to him. She just wanted to join in with the game. His mother had also told him not to be rude to other people, and to share, so it seemed the right thing to do to let her play. 
 
                 ‘OK,’ he said.
 
                 For a moment the woman paused and her smile faded, as if she had suddenly doubted that she really wanted to play at all. She looked up at the sky and watched the dark clouds rolling overhead. Then she reached a hand out to Daniel, opening her palm for him to take.
 
                 When Daniel took her hand he noticed how cold her skin was. She wrapped his small fingers in hers and gave him a reassuring smile. 
 
                 ‘Come on then, Daniel,’ she said, his name sounding unfamiliar when spoken with her voice. ‘Let’s go and hide somewhere no one will find us.’
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