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        I’d like to dedicate this book to everyone who is living with a painful past. I truly hope you find a way forward so that you can finally spread your wings and fly.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Saturday, 8 June 2019

        

      

    

    
      The car door creaked open and a knot formed in the pit of Susan’s churning stomach. Ryan, her husband – the man who was supposed to love and trust her – had a stark look in his eyes, one which she’d only experienced on a few occasions, one which made her whole body tremble because she knew what was coming. She could see the raging fire within him that was about to explode. She wanted to run from her house back to the pub, back to Dale, with her three children in tow.

      ‘Please, Ryan – I didn’t do anything wrong. I love you, I’m sorry.’ She knew he could sense that their marriage was over. It had been coming for a long time; she’d been preparing for the day and had even seen a solicitor. There was a bank account, one in which she’d saved a bit of money to tide her over. Had he come across it? He’d followed her to the Angel Arms, it wouldn’t surprise her one bit if he’d been rooting through her office. He stared, searching for a reaction, and she looked away, not wanting to antagonise him further. At times like this, he made her wait, made her anticipate when he would strike.

      She swallowed as she thought back to how things had been in the early days. After meeting they’d become inseparable, staying in for shared romantic evenings. Snuggling up in front of the television with a takeaway and a glass of wine had seemed like everything she’d dreamed of. A man who wanted to be with her, who loved her intensely, who desired her immensely – that was what her dreams had been made of back then. At twenty-two she’d been struggling to make ends meet while working as an office junior and he’d stepped into her life, taking her into his beautiful little house. Within months she’d fallen pregnant with Phoebe, their first, and she’d been the happiest woman alive. After they’d moved into their new house and Jasmine had been born a year after Phoebe, she knew things felt different. The children had spelled the end of her freedom and a change in Ryan. Now at thirty-four, her desire to break out of her marriage, regardless of the consequences, filled her every thought. A tremble ran through her body. If he knew she’d been preparing for their divorce, he was now one step ahead of her.

      Like a snake releasing its venom, he reached into the car, digging his fingers into her arm as he dragged her towards their house. She stared up at the closed curtains hoping that the neighbours wouldn’t see what was happening. No one was looking. A bedroom light flickered on and their eldest, Phoebe, stared out of the window as a piercing cry filled the house. Her youngest had woken up. Her heart hammered harder every time he cried. She wanted to hold him, hug him closely and take away his fear.

      Blood dripped down her cheek from the trail that seeped from his knuckles. It wasn’t his blood and it wasn’t hers. She shivered as she wondered if her blood was next on his agenda. As she gasped for breath, she fought back the sobs that were begging to be released. She batted his arm away as he fumbled with his key in the front door. ‘Ryan, stop. You’re hurting me. You’ve got it all wrong, he’s just a friend.’ Her eyes began to fill.

      Again, he ignored her. Throwing his keys onto the console table, he hurried to the kitchen and slammed his fists into the door several times, the blood on his knuckles creating a painting, similar to that which two-year-old Rory was capable of. The sourness of the wine had set on her tongue and continued down her throat causing her to gag. An unsettled feeling began to churn in her stomach as she listened to the patter of feet above. The children couldn’t see their father like this. She wouldn’t allow it. ‘Go back to bed,’ she yelled as a tear slid down her cheek.

      Ryan began pacing silently, once again making her wait for him to strike. The sound of her own heart beating filled her head as blood pumped around her body. Her locked gaze shifted from the blood on the door to her feet. She couldn’t look at him. Maybe he would calm down if she remained silent and looked down.

      Her thoughts flashed back to Dale, the gentlest man she’d ever known, left standing in the Angel Arms with a bloodied nose. They’d had so much to talk about even though she’d been apprehensive about the meeting. She shouldn’t have gone – big mistake. She hadn’t really wanted to meet up with him and Steph, she didn’t want to go to the reunion, but they’d insisted. Something big was about to happen and it would blow her life apart. They had an agenda, one that Susan was a part of. Her own words came back to haunt her.

      A secret becomes a secret, not by making a vow that it will remain a secret; it’s more of a subtle process. It’s unwritten, unspoken – a memory buried in the deepest recesses of one’s mind.

      They’d promised to keep her secret. So much for promises. Her life would be ruined when everything came out.

      She closed her eyes, picturing Steph’s long black hair and pale face. Snow White – that had been her nickname years ago. Dale, with his chocolate brown eyes and pink cheeks had barely changed and still looked younger than his years. His acne had long since cleared but she had still spotted a faded line of pockmarks along his cheek. She trembled as she pictured the other guests at the reunion; one whose face she’d hoped never to see again. The box had been opened and there was no going back.

      ‘Mum,’ Phoebe called from the top of the stairs.

      ‘Phoebe, please go back to bed.’ The quiver in her voice made her wonder if Phoebe had understood. Rory screamed for her from his room. ‘Please go and look after your brother. He’s scared. Hug him for me.’

      ‘What about you, Mum?’ Phoebe sucked on the end of her hair, her skinny legs standing stork-like on the top step. Susan spotted a tremor in her knee. Phoebe was her sensitive child. She absorbed the anxiety of others with ease, not like Jasmine who seemed to exist in her own bubble. ‘Mum, you’re bleeding.’

      ‘It’s not mine. Look.’ She forced a smile and wiped Dale’s blood from her cheek. ‘There was just an accident while I was out and your dad came to pick me up.’

      Ryan stomped into the hallway. ‘Get to bed now. You heard your mother. Shut your brother up too.’

      Phoebe didn’t need telling twice. She scarpered along the landing into her brother’s room and slammed the door. Susan imagined the children all huddled together as they rowed beneath them.

      ‘And you, get in that kitchen now.’

      She whimpered as he nudged her from behind, eventually backing her into a corner. Gently, he closed the door and pulled the blind down. She crouched to the floor and placed her shaking hands over her head and shuffled into the tiniest ball she could make with her body, waiting for what was to come.

      ‘If I ever find out you’ve been cheating on me, I’ll kill you. That’s a promise.’
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          Tuesday, 12 November 2019

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian wailed as Megan fed his chunky jumper-covered arms through his coat sleeves. The last but one of the children to be going home and Megan hated to admit it, but she thought Sebastian was a brat. Is it wrong to admit that you don’t like one of the kids you look after? She never would, but thinking it was okay. It’s what kept her sane.

      His mother was late to collect him, again, and no apology was made – which was no surprise. The life of a nursery nurse mostly involved being taken advantage of as if it was part of the job. Most of the parents didn’t apologise for being late or inconveniencing her or the other staff, which only irked her more. Sebastian’s mother strolled through the door and strapped the toddler into the cruddy food-laden pushchair, his back arched with every scream, upping the battle between toddler and mother. Just hurry and go, taking your wailing banshee with you.

      ‘Bye,’ the woman called back as she left the playroom, the wheels of the pushchair getting quieter until the front door slammed. Megan picked up the last of the toys, wondering where the last mother of the day was.

      Six fifteen and still no word from Susan. The nursery officially closed at six. They didn’t work long or unsociable hours, not like some. That was the main reason she stayed at Bluebells Day Care Nursery. Susan had always arrived before six. There was one time when she’d had a bump in her car where someone took her wing mirror off. She’d called them straight away to say she’d be late.

      Little Rory began to stretch and yawn, his blinking gaze scanning the room for the other children that had long since been collected by their parents. His fingers searched for the picture of his mother that he’d painted earlier. He smiled and gripped it, crumpling the edges in his balled fist, excited to give it to her.

      Megan was surprised that Sebastian hadn’t woken him but Rory had been in a deep sleep. The children had learned to nap over the noise. His bottom lip began to tremble then a high-pitched scream pierced the silence. ‘Mummy.’

      Megan scooped him up off the beanbag where he’d fallen asleep with his painting in his hand, just over an hour ago. She wasn’t supposed to let him sleep so close to home time but then again, she was now doing overtime.

      ‘You still here?’ Mrs Andrews, her manager, walked by with the large bunch of keys, ready to lock up for the night. Her little round spectacles almost bounced on her nose as she spoke. 

      Megan wondered if Mrs Andrews’s scoop cut had ever been in fashion. If she curled it slightly, like the curls they had in the fifties, just maybe it would look good. Second thoughts, she should let it grow and go for a side parting just like Megan had done. The children loved her pink wavy hair. ‘Susan hasn’t come to pick this little man up yet, has she, Rory?’ She popped the toddler on her knee and soothed him as his shrieks simmered into occasional whimpers. ‘He’s missing his mummy, aren’t you?’

      ‘I should give her a call. It’s not like her to be late.’ Mrs Andrews pulled out her old Nokia, the type of phone that did nothing more than make phone calls. A few seconds later, she shrugged and hung up. ‘No answer. She must be driving.’ She walked over to the window as she placed the phone into her deep cardigan pocket and gazed out through the smeared glass. 

      Megan checked her own phone. There was a message from Danny. She needed to be out of here and on her way to Redditch for their cinema night. She’d hoped to be able to pop home and change but that wasn’t going to happen. She sniffed her jumper – aroma of biscuit and baby sick. It was Susan’s fault she’d end up going out that night stinking like crèche.

      Danny had promised her something scary to watch after they’d been for a nosh-up. ‘I really have to get out of here soon, Mrs Andrews. I have to get to Redditch for seven, I’ve not even changed, I stink and I’m already late.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Megan. I need you here until she arrives.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘But nothing. Your contract states that this can happen sometimes. You’ll get overtime. I’ll keep calling her.’ The woman turned on her ballet pumps before Megan could reply.

      The unpredictability of what came with the job had ruined her plans on a few occasions. She grabbed her phone and messaged her boyfriend.

      She cuddled Rory as he began to suck his thumb and close his eyes. The painting of Susan dropped to the floor. It was true that the job wasn’t all she wanted it to be, but holding Rory in her arms as she soothed him made everything feel a little better. If only all the children were as lovely as he was. ‘You’re tired still, aren’t you, little man?’ Wisps of dark curls covered his olive-skinned forehead; he looked so much like his mother. His cheeks, red from crying, had puffed out more prominently than usual. Mrs Andrews hurried back in, making sure all the windows were locked.

      Megan imagined Susan hurrying through the door, apologising and flapping as she tried to balance everything in her arms. She always looked stressed, that would be nothing new.

      ‘Still no word, I’m afraid.’ Mrs Andrews bustled past and began closing the curtains, before looping her scarf around her neck. ‘There’s a heavy frost building up out there tonight.’ She shivered.

      ‘Do you think she’s okay?’ Megan placed the now sleeping toddler back on the beanbag. He stirred and grimaced as she moved her arm from under his neck. He nestled his head deeper into the material as Megan covered him with his favourite blanket. She loved to see the children sleeping, that’s when they were at their quietest. Parents didn’t like it. They expected nursery staff like her to spend all day in the fast lane, wearing their little ones out, ready for them to be taken home and put straight to bed.

      Mrs Andrews tutted and lifted the curtain slightly, gazing at every car that passed. ‘I don’t know, it’s not like her though. I’ll go and check out her file. I think we have the grandmother’s number. I’m so sorry about this.’

      Megan sighed, knowing that her evening was now a write-off. She wished Mrs Andrews had been more hands-on with the kids but she stayed in her office, penned up behind a closed door; all day, every day. Megan grabbed the last crayon, threw it in the box and placed the lid on it, hoping that Rory’s grandmother would hurry up. 

      Rory made a cute sucking noise as he fell deeper into slumber. She checked her watch again. She knew Susan was going through a lot, her divorce wasn’t a secret, but something didn’t sit well with Megan. Susan always held Rory like he was fragile. The way she smiled when he called her from the other end of the nursery really gave her a fuzzy feel. Now she thought about it, Susan hadn’t called for a couple of hours. Susan always called, fussing about how her son was, wanting to know that he was happy. She shrugged, maybe it was nothing. Maybe Susan was simply running late. She shivered as she stroked the little boy’s head. ‘Mummy will be here soon.’
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      Mary walked her crying grandson around the small cottage to the background tones of ‘Baby Shark’ – a song that was increasingly getting on her nerves. ‘Shush, Rory. Mummy will be back soon.’ She wished she believed what she was saying. Since the phone call from Rory’s nursery last night, she’d been looking after her grandson and calling Susan on constant redial. Her stomach fluttered just like back then, all those years ago.

      Toys littered every room, toys that she and Howard really had no room for after downsizing.

      She noticed that the front door was open. Mary picked up Rory and ran into the hallway. It had to be Susan. ‘Oh, it’s you.’

      Howard popped his head around the corner of his study, threw a few computer leads onto his desk and came back out. His mop of grey hair flopped forward over his eyes as he rubbed his stubbly chin. ‘You alright, love? I had to grab a few cables for one of my jobs.’ He smiled at Rory and pinched his chubby cheek. ‘Heard anything yet?’

      Tears slid down Rory’s red cheeks, his curls sodden and stuck to his face. Howard stuck his tongue out and crossed his eyes and Rory broke into a chuckle.

      ‘No. I’m worried about her.’ Mary stared at the top of the little boy’s head and hugged him closely as once again he began to cry.

      ‘I know you are, love. Let’s just try not to jump to conclusions though. We know how stressed she’s been. Shall I take him while you try to call her again?’ He took the crying toddler from her and set him on his feet, pulling another face. Rory tried to hide his smile, tears instantly forgotten. Mary loved how the grandchildren’s faces always lit up when they saw Howard pulling one of his many silly faces. ‘I tell you what, I’ll pour us a glass of wine, shall I? Shall we get Nanny a glass of red?’ Rory nodded and dragged Howard towards the kitchen as he sucked on his knuckle.

      She shook her head. ‘Best not. Just take him to the kitchen for a minute. I’m calling the police.’

      ‘We’ve been through this, Mum,’ Clare said as she breezed past, holding a tub of ice cream with a spoon sticking out of the top. ‘It’s only been a day and it’s not like this is a first, remember.’

      The lounge door burst open and Mary felt as though her head might explode as ‘Baby Shark’ could be heard at full volume. Clare’s toddler, Harrison, danced and screamed. ‘Ice cream, ice cream. I want some. Mummy, ice cream!’ He reached up to grab the spoon, knocking it flying across the hallway, splattering a dollop up the magnolia wall. As the song came to an end, Harrison turned back to the lounge, staring at the television. ‘Again, Mummy. “Baby Shark”!’

      Mary shook her head. After coming back to the family home a year earlier, her oldest daughter had turned her peaceful haven upside down. Harrison never slept or settled and the noise was constant, even leading to her neighbours complaining. Mary slammed the lounge door as Harrison stepped back into the room. ‘She’s not answering her phone and she hasn’t been in touch for a whole day. She wouldn’t abandon Rory. I should have called them yesterday. What the hell was I thinking?’

      ‘You know her. She’s struggling at the moment. Susan copes by having time out. Do you really think we should call the police yet?’ Clare casually leaned against the wall.

      ‘That was a long time ago! I know Susan. Yes. I do think we should call the police. She would never leave Rory at nursery. I can’t believe I let you and Howard persuade me to wait this long.’ Mary looked sternly at her daughter. Even though the sisters had had their major differences, she thought that Clare would see how unusual this was and worry. ‘Can you keep the noise down while I phone them? Turn that flipping racket off before I lose it.’

      Rory ran up to her and began to sob again. ‘Want. Mummy. Where Mummy?’

      Mary held him close and stroked his hair. ‘Mummy loves you and she’ll be home soon. Nanny promises.’

      Harrison burst through the door. ‘Mummy, look. I’m a car. Brum, brum.’

      ‘Harrison, get your pyjamas on. It’s bedtime,’ Mary snapped. Harrison needed discipline and her daughter wasn’t giving him any.

      ‘But I want ice cream, Nanny.’

      Mary snatched the ice cream from Clare’s hand and thrust it at Howard’s chest. Her husband looked away, trying not to get in the middle of one of their arguments. He left them in the hallway, only popping back to pass his wife the phone. Harrison cried like it was the end of the world. ‘Now get him ready for bed, Clare. He’s two, for heaven’s sake.’ She knew full well that getting Harrison into bed would be near impossible but she needed to see that her daughter was making an effort.

      Clare tutted and picked up her screaming son. The boy began to pound his half-clenched fists into her back as he resisted bedtime. ‘Ice cream, ice cream, ice cream…’

      ‘Here, can you take Rory? I’ll put him to bed after I call the police.’ Mary passed Rory to Howard. Rory was her little angel, always a delight to look after.

      ‘Come on, little man. Do you want to watch something on the TV?’ Rory snuggled into Howard’s chest as they went into the lounge.

      Mary hurried to the kitchen, fingers hovering over the number pad on the phone. Just one more time. She had to try Susan again. As she went to call, her phone lit up. ‘Ryan? Is everything okay?’

      ‘Yes. I still have the girls. Can I speak to her? She isn’t answering her phone. Phoebe is getting tired and they both have school tomorrow. They want to go home.’

      Mary’s heart skipped a beat as her soon-to-be ex-son-in-law awaited her reply. ‘Have you heard from her at all today?’

      ‘No. Like I told you last night. I heard from her yesterday when she said she had to visit a client in the afternoon and she asked me to pick the girls up from school and take them back to my place. I’ve heard nothing more. You mean she isn’t with you?’

      Mary took a deep breath. She should’ve called Ryan to keep him updated but she didn’t want him to know that Susan had been struggling to cope, especially as things were getting nasty between Susan and Ryan after Susan told him she wanted a divorce. She didn’t need to give him any more ammunition and had hoped that this little incident would have blown over by today. ‘Ryan, Susan didn’t pick Rory up from nursery, you know that. I haven’t heard from her. I am calling the police.’

      ‘Dammit. What’s up with her? I could do without this. I suppose I best come and get Rory? It’s not fair on you and Howard.’

      Mary listened at the lounge door and all had gone quiet. She hoped that Rory had settled so that she could pop him straight into the travel cot. ‘He’s more than welcome to stay. I think he’s asleep.’

      ‘Unlike the other?’ Ryan said as Harrison’s yells boomed through the building.

      ‘We’ll be fine. That’s unless you want to collect him. He’s more than welcome to stay though. I know you probably have work in the morning. You just concentrate on the girls and let me know if you hear anything from Susan. I’ll keep you updated.’

      ‘Thanks, Mary. Let me know if you hear anything. I’ll keep trying her too.’

      As he ended the call she walked over to the sink and poured a glass of water. Since Susan’s split from Ryan, she had gone a little off the rails. She’d gone out drinking more, taken quite a few liberties when it came to babysitting and she had been a little late at times and not answered her phone. But she had never abandoned her children; she loved them more than anything. Mary pressed the buttons on the phone. If she didn’t call the police and something had happened, she’d never forgive herself. ‘Hello, I’d like to report a missing person.’
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      Detective Inspector Gina Harte pulled up behind PC Kapoor’s squad car. As usual, she hadn’t planned to do much that evening. There was a pack of moulding bread and some old cheese spread with her name on it. Attending a call-out was a blessed release.

      The petite officer was already at the front door, about to knock; her frame resembling that of a teenage girl.

      The small semi-detached cottage was a part of older Cleevesford – lashings of village charm, cream painted exterior with sash windows. Built at the turn of the last century, Gina knew them to have originally been farmworker homes. At the end of the garden, the owner had carefully placed a little streetlamp in the ground that looked like an old-fashioned gas lamp. This nicely complemented the line of bare blossom trees that Gina knew would look beautiful come spring and summer when the flowering borders came to life. She shivered as she did up the top button of her overcoat.

      As Gina stepped out, Kapoor gave her a little wave and knocked at the door. ‘Hiya, guv,’ she called out in thick, high-pitched, Brummie tones. The closer Gina got to the house, the more noise she could hear coming from within. A child’s shrieks boomed through the walls and the closed curtains fluttered up as a toddler weaved through them. A flustered woman who looked to be in her early sixties answered the door. Gina had to stop herself from staring. The resemblance was uncanny, taking Gina’s breath away.

      Mary swiftly lifted her leg, blocking the lively toddler as he tried to run out in his dinosaur pyjamas. ‘Clare, get Harrison, will you.’

      ‘I want ice cream. I want ice cream,’ the child yelled as the woman lifted him up. With the struggling child now under her arms, she invited the police officer and detective into her house.

      ‘I’m Detective Inspector Harte, this is PC Kapoor.’

      ‘Thank you so much for coming. I’m Mary, this is my other daughter, Clare.’ A younger woman ran down the stairs and grabbed the child from Mary’s arms. A red line began to rise on her cheek. She flinched as she rubbed it. ‘He’s a live wire, that one. Come through to the kitchen.’

      Gina followed Kapoor and Mary along the hallway. The child’s screams filled the house and she could clearly see that Mary looked exhausted from everything that was going on.

      ‘Can I get you a drink?’

      Gina and Kapoor shook their heads.

      ‘We’re fine, thank you. You called us because your daughter hasn’t come home yet. May we take a seat?’ Gina asked, her calves aching from the run she had attempted earlier that day.

      Mary nodded and gestured for them all to sit at the breakfast bar around the kitchen island. For an old-looking cottage, Mary had modernised it beautifully. The light grey cupboard doors and the light wooden worktop finished the look off with designer precision. Under cupboard lights lit up the room. Children’s finger paintings, bursting with colour, over-spilled the small noticeboard. Mary turned on a lamp that stood in the corner of the room. ‘That’s better, we can all see now. I try to keep the lighting subdued. As you can see my grandson, Harrison, is a bit of a handful. I try to keep it darker in the hope that he may get tired and fall asleep. That’s wishful thinking.’

      Gina pulled her notebook out of her bag. ‘Is he the little one who was left at nursery?’

      Mary shook her head. ‘No, my other daughter, Clare, couldn’t keep up with her rent so last year she came back home; it’s only a temporary thing. Harrison is her little boy. Rory is my other daughter, Susan’s son. He’s upstairs, fast asleep in our room. He’s the complete opposite. A quiet little soul.’ Mary paused. ‘Look, I’m sorry for troubling you—’

      ‘It’s definitely no trouble. Your daughter is missing. I’m glad you called, that’s what we’re here for.’

      ‘I know she’s only been gone a day but I’m worried, I really am. I mean, she didn’t turn up to collect her son from nursery. She would never leave him there and not come home all night. Her other two children are at their dad’s flat and she was meant to collect them too. I just don’t know… At first, I kept thinking she might come back in the night, that she just needed time to think.’ Mary wiped a tear from her cheek. ‘The family think I’m worrying a bit too much but I’m not. I’m her mother and she wouldn’t do this to me. She wouldn’t do this to her children.’

      ‘It’s okay, Mrs Hudson.’ Gina handed Mary a pack of pocket tissues.

      ‘Just call me Mary.’

      ‘Mary. It would help us greatly if you could answer a few questions.’

      Kapoor pulled out her pocketbook and cleared her throat. Her shiny black ponytail bounced back and forth as she shuffled on the stool to get comfortable. ‘Can I take her full name?’

      ‘Susan Helena Wheeler. Wheeler is her married name.’

      ‘Age?’

      ‘Thirty-four.’

      A few minutes later, Kapoor had noted down all the basic details of their missing woman.

      Gina pulled out her pen and turned to a fresh page on her pad, ready to question Mary. ‘I know this is hard, Mary, but will you just go through yesterday’s events and what you know about your daughter’s whereabouts during this time.’

      The woman began to twiddle her finger around her dyed bobbed brown hair, accentuating the slight kink. Gina glanced away, that was something her mother always did. Seeing Mary play with her hair like that had dredged up an image of her mother doing the same to her own bobbed brown hair. ‘Are you okay, Detective?’ Mary’s head tilted slightly.

      Gina nodded and felt a little shiver run through her body. ‘I’m fine, thank you. Please begin.’ She dug her nail in her leg, reminding herself that she was here, now, and to not get lost in her own thoughts. Lots of people had brown bobbed hair and lots of people twiddled their hair when they were stressed. But not in that exact same way – uncanny.

      Over the sounds of the boy running around in the bedroom above, Mary began to speak. ‘I thought nothing of it really, it was just a normal day. I knew that Susan had a few appointments this week, we’d spoken on the phone a few times.’

      Gina gave a reassuring smile. ‘What does Susan do?’

      ‘She’s a bookkeeper, works for herself. From home, most of the time. Occasionally she does a bit of work on site, for companies, but not often. She mostly goes to people’s houses to pick work up and this has always worried me. I told her that I thought it seemed a bit risky but she didn’t seem to care. She always said her clients were lovely. Sometimes they even dropped their paperwork to her at home. I didn’t really like that at all, especially after she and Ryan split up. I mean, she’s in that house on her own with the kids. These people call her up after seeing her adverts in the paper and on Facebook. They could be anyone.’ Mary frowned.

      Gina could see that the circumstances surrounding Susan’s work had been a worry for her mother. She wondered if her own mother had been as worried about her, every time Gina had lied that she was too busy to visit or receive visitors. She’d kept away to protect them from what Terry was doing to her, not wanting her parents to see how fragile and bruised she was back then. If only she had let them into her life.

      Sucked back into the present by a child’s scream, Gina made a couple of notes. ‘How about yesterday? What can you tell me?’

      ‘I got a call from the nursery. It was after six, I can’t remember the exact time. They told me that Susan hadn’t picked Rory up and they were waiting to go home. He’s her youngest at two and he goes there most days until about five thirty. I often pick him up when Susan has clients to see later in the day but she didn’t ask me to collect him yesterday. After the nursery called I hurried straight there and brought him home with me. The nursery staff said that they’d tried to call Susan a few times but she hadn’t answered. I tried to call her too – over and over again, no answer. I brought Rory home, fed him and waited. After a while Ryan called. He hadn’t heard from her either. She was also meant to pick up their girls from Ryan’s apartment at eight and she didn’t turn up. As you can imagine, I started panicking. She wouldn’t miss picking the children up.’

      ‘How has Susan been, in herself?’ Gina imagined a mother of three, going through a divorce and trying to keep it all together by working hard to provide for her children, was going to be a bit stressed. ‘Is she happy?’

      ‘She wouldn’t hurt herself, if that’s what you’re thinking. Happy? I don’t know. She wasn’t depressed.’ Mary stared out of her kitchen window. ‘She’s not answering her phone. I don’t know what else to do.’ There was a loud thud from above and the patter of tiny feet ran around the room, the voice crying for ice cream.

      ‘Do you have a photo of Susan that we can take with us?’

      Mary nodded and headed out of the room. ‘Keep the noise down,’ she shouted up the stairs.

      The way Mary nodded had again reminded Gina of her own mother. How could they be so alike? She wanted to rub her eyes and shake her head. Mary wasn’t her mother – Gina’s mother was dead. Her pulse filled her head and she gasped for breath. ‘It’s warm in here.’

      ‘It’s that thick coat of yours.’ Kapoor smiled.

      Gina wouldn’t take it off. She wanted to hurry up and leave. There was something she needed to do and Mary had reminded her of it. She fanned her face with her hand and forced a smile as Mary re-entered.

      ‘Here you go. I just got my husband to print this off. It was taken a couple of weeks ago when Susan came around for lunch with the kids.’

      Susan’s complexion matched that of her children. Slightly bronzed skin, dark eyes and long curly mocha-toned hair. Slim build, perfectly symmetrical features and gleaming white teeth, making her look to be in her mid-twenties. ‘Thank you for this. We will put out an alert with all departments to look out for her. Does she drive?’

      ‘Yes. She has a small Peugeot at the moment. I have no idea how old it is but I do know it is silver.’ Gina knew that she could easily find out Susan’s car model and registration number.

      ‘Do you know who she was seeing yesterday? Did she tell anyone where she went or did she have a diary?’

      ‘Why would she tell me exactly where she was going? She saw different people every day. I know she uses an old paper diary that was sometimes in her handbag but I don’t know if she has another, or even an online one.’

      Gina wondered why Mary was seemingly taking a more defensive tone. ‘You say you’ve tried to call her?’

      Mary nodded and paused. She wiped her eyes. ‘I’ve been trying over and over again since picking Rory up from nursery yesterday. There’s no answer. The call just goes straight to voicemail. I’ve left a couple of messages. This isn’t like her, you have to believe me.’

      ‘Of course I believe you, Mary.’ Gina paused. ‘Has anything like this ever happened before?’

      Mary went to speak but then closed her mouth and stared in the direction of the cabinet in the corner of the room.

      ‘Mary?’ For the first time in Gina’s experience, Mary’s house was silent, just like Mary.

      Mary shook her head. ‘Sorry, no. This has never happened before.’

      Too long. In Gina’s book that meant the woman was lying, but why? ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes. What do you take me for? My daughter would never leave her two-year-old at nursery.’

      The kitchen door creaked open and Clare walked in. Gina watched as the older daughter stared at her mother. Clare had similar features to Susan but she was thicker set all over, her hair short and straightened, eyebrows more defined with dark make-up.

      Mary began to tremble. ‘Please find her. And no, she wouldn’t go anywhere without telling me and she wouldn’t leave her children. I don’t know any more than that.’

      Clare awkwardly shuffled from one foot to another, like she was waiting for them to leave.

      ‘Of course. We’ll keep you informed of anything we find. Can I please have Susan’s husband’s address?’

      The woman’s shoulders dropped with relief as she noted down Ryan’s details. Gina felt a tingle on her neck, a slight chill breaking up the sweat that was coming over her. Young missing mother of three, going through pressured times – anything could have happened to her. In her book, that wasn’t a good enough reason to vanish. The tingle turned into a shudder as several unsavoury scenarios ran through Gina’s mind.

      ‘There is something else.’ Mary paused. ‘I heard Susan arguing with Ryan on the phone, telling him he deserved everything that was coming to him after what he put her through. I tried to ask her what it was all about but she said it didn’t concern me. She’s also been swanning off a lot lately and leaving me with the kids but she always comes back when she says she’s coming back.’

      ‘Do you know where she’s been going?’

      She shook her head. ‘I wish I did. It’s not that I didn’t ask, she just avoided answering. She has this serious, vacant look about her all the time. Something was happening in her life, I just don’t know what. She wouldn’t talk to me. I put it down to the divorce as she’s only been like this since announcing it, but maybe there was something else.’

      Gina’s mind whirred into action as she held Mary’s gaze for a moment. Clare looked away and sighed. Which bit of the story of Susan Wheeler were they holding back? Maybe the husband would have something to add.
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      As the police drove away, Mary stared out of the window into the dark garden, sensing Clare’s disappointment.

      ‘You should have said something.’ Clare opened the cupboard and pulled out a packet of custard creams.

      ‘How can you eat at a time like this? You hate her, don’t you?’

      Clare began crunching on the biscuit. ‘I hate the way she always has you running around for her, at her beck and call.’

      Mary shrugged. Her oldest had asked for it now. ‘Like I do with you! I do so much for Harrison and you. I’ve taken you in, I support you; I look after him a lot of the time so that you can have a life. This was meant to be my time. Howard wanted to retire soon and all we wanted was a peaceful existence but no, you’ve come back and filled my life with chaos—’

      ‘There goes my point. You’d never say all that to Susan, the golden child. Susan can do no wrong. Don’t forget who gave you all those sleepless nights years ago. It wasn’t me, was it?’ She threw the biscuits at a tin of beans and slammed the cupboard door. ‘Oh and now I know how you feel, I’ll be looking to move out as soon as possible. You and Howard can be all on your own without me and my problem son. I’m sick of you and Susan ganging up on me anyway, picking away at me. No, I never went to college and no I’ve never had a good job and I’ve made mistakes. You always loved her more than me. I’m the disappointment of the family, clearly.’

      Mary placed a hand on Clare’s arm. ‘We’re not picking on you. We just want to help you find a job. You’re my daughter and I love—’

      ‘Don’t even say it. You hate me being here and you’re always having a go at my son.’

      Harrison’s behavioural issues had been a challenge for them all and she sympathised with what Clare had to put up with. Her grandson annoyed her and she felt he lacked discipline but was she having a go at him all the time? Is that how it came across? It was hard and it wasn’t anyone’s fault. Clare was right in a way. Susan had always had most of her attention throughout their lives but that didn’t mean she loved Clare less. Susan had been the poorly behaved child who Mary had bent over backwards for and gave all her attention to. She had neglected Clare. Her stomach knotted as the guilt sank in. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t meant to upset—’

      ‘You never do.’ Clare hit both of her palms on the worktop and walked out of the room, slamming the kitchen door as she went. Harrison began calling for her. The peace was all but gone, if it had ever arrived.

      ‘Oh come here, love.’ Howard entered and placed his arm around her, pulling her close. ‘The police will find her. She can’t be far and I’m sure everything will be fine.’

      She pushed away from him. ‘That’s the problem, everyone thinks this is all nothing.’

      ‘Did you tell the police about what happened? You know, in the past.’

      Mary shook her head. ‘I couldn’t. They won’t look for her if I tell them. I know something’s different this time. She wouldn’t just leave Rory and the girls when she said she’d pick them up. She wouldn’t, it would be like her right arm had been cut off.’

      ‘I’m sorry. Come here. You’re right, my love.’ He once again pulled her in and she allowed him to stroke her hair and comfort her, his warmth making her feel safe at that very moment. Maybe she was wasting police time and maybe Susan would turn up tomorrow or the next day, or even the day after; but what if she didn’t? What if Mary hadn’t said a thing to the police and something had happened? Just because the rest of the family wasn’t taking her disappearance too seriously, it didn’t mean she couldn’t. This time felt different, and she would find out why. She had to find the spare key to Susan’s house, the one she’d used a couple of years ago to water the plants when the family had gone on holiday. She’d put it somewhere. The answers were there and she had to be the one to look for them.
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      ‘I’ll be back at the station in a few minutes. We need to speak to the husband before he goes to work in the morning and I’d like to see Susan’s house. Also, put out an ANPR on Susan’s car. Make the calls.’ She ended the hands-free call with Jacob and continued driving in the dark. She hadn’t planned her next visit but Mary had been the catalyst for it. She’d missed spending time with her mother.

      Gina placed the carnations on the passenger seat and began driving along the dark country lanes, back towards civilisation. Soon, she would go back to her past, the very past she’d tried so hard to forget and she only had herself to blame for this one.

      She thought of Hannah, her daughter, with whom her relationship was turbulent most of the time. Hannah had abandoned her and moved to Gloucestershire and Gina couldn’t even start to judge her for that. After all, Gina had abandoned her own mother. She wondered if her mother would be proud of her if she were still alive. She died thinking that Gina was a failure but life had changed so much after. She’d brought Hannah up alone, studied and worked hard to become a detective inspector.

      As she snaked the car along the lanes with only her headlights lighting up the country roads, she felt her head pounding. She’d grab a quick coffee at the station, the lack of caffeine running through her blood was evident.

      The carnations were already beginning to wilt but they were the only bunch for sale at the garage.

      Flecks of frost on the road sparkled like miniscule diamantés in the light’s beam. Long naked branches reached across the hedgerows – reminding her of Jack Frost’s fingers, alluring but deadly should they enthral her with their shimmering beauty, causing her to take her mind off the icy roads beneath. She pressed her foot on the brake pedal, slowing down a little. The winter sun that had blessed the day was long gone. She felt the extent of that frost, creeping over the nape of her neck and down her spine. Shivering, she turned the heating up but the car merely spurted out more cold air. It needed running a lot longer than a few minutes to warm up.

      The bend came quickly and the carnations rolled into the passenger footwell as she applied more pressure to the brakes. As she reached for the flowers mid-skid, the car hurtled towards the hedge. Steering failing. Tyres having no grip. As she braced herself, the tyres gripped the road just in time. She slammed the brakes stopping just before the hedge. Heart hammering against her chest, she held the flowers in one hand, gripping them, hugging them close to her heart. She wasn’t losing them, they were all she had to offer her mother. She glanced at them, realising what a pitiful effort they were.

      The lights of the station shone in the distance. Buck up, Gina. She shook her shoulders out, trying to relieve the tension, ready to present ‘in control’ Gina to her colleagues. Foot back on the pedal, she took it slowly, all the way to the station.
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      Gina passed her office and headed along the corridor to where Kapoor and Detective Sergeant Jacob Driscoll were having coffee.

      Kapoor wafted a piece of paper in the air. ‘I’ve found out the registration, guv.’

      ‘And all units have been informed. Hopefully someone will spot the car or the ANPR will pick it up if she’s on the move.’ Jacob loosened his tie.

      If she turned up in the area, the Automatic Number Plate Recognition system would flag Susan up, then they’d know where to start looking. ‘Nice one. You should both head home and get some sleep. I don’t think there’s much more we can do tonight.’

      Kapoor nodded, finished her coffee and smiled.

      Gina placed her cold hands in her pockets. ‘Thinking about it though, I don’t trust the family. When I asked Mary if anything like this had happened before, she was hesitant. What aren’t they telling us?’

      Kapoor shrugged and Jacob listened intently.

      ‘We should try to locate her phone. Will you get that in motion and let me know if you hear anything?’

      Jacob nodded. ‘’Course, guv. I’ll get that done before I leave.’

      Kapoor yawned. ‘I’ll guess I’ll see you both in the morning.’

      Gina nodded. They both needed a good night’s sleep. Hopefully she’d wake up to hear that Susan had come home. ‘See you then, for the big day.’

      Kapoor smiled. ‘I know, I can’t wait. Eek, I’m so excited, guv. Catch you tomorrow.’

      As she listened to Kapoor’s booted feet getting quieter, she pondered over any reasons that Susan may have for not telling anyone where she was. She was going through a divorce. Was it all plain sailing or had there been a lot of animosity? Maybe Susan was battling to stay afloat, having to manage her income closer, especially as she was self-employed with no fixed income. Maybe looking after three children alone had overwhelmed her. Gina had brought Hannah up singlehandedly. Doing that for one child had been a challenge, one she never regretted but still a challenge nonetheless. After Terry, she vowed never to bring a man into their lives. It was just her and Hannah back then.

      Her mind wandered back to Mary. She couldn’t get the image of her twiddling her hair around her finger out of her head.

      ‘I’ll see you nice and early, guv. I called Ryan Wheeler and we need to be there at the crack of dawn. Then I called Mary Hudson. She said she was heading to her daughter’s house tomorrow. She said we could accompany her. That will be a bit later in the morning.’

      ‘Thanks, Jacob. You best get home then.’

      ‘I’ll meet you at his, shall we say at seven?’

      She grimaced. ‘See you then.’

      He took his and Kapoor’s cups as he left.

      Gina’s thoughts flitted back to Mary and Clare. She hoped that Susan would come home safely and in one piece and whatever secret the family were holding back would forever remain none of her business.

      ‘You still here?’ She flinched as she felt DCI Brigg’s breath on her neck. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.’

      She smiled and turned. He looked as tired as she felt. His hair had flopped over his forehead.

      ‘Fancy a drink on the way home? You can tell me all about the new case.’

      ‘Best not. I’ll update the system as soon as I get home.’

      ‘Okay. It was just about the case, not about us.’ He took a slight step back.

      She knew he always held out hope of rekindling their secret relationship but she wasn’t going to encourage him, despite every bone in her body wanting him to come back to hers. ‘I know. It’s just I have something to do.’ She couldn’t hide the heaviness in her heart or the longing she felt to be somewhere else at that exact moment as she buttoned up her coat and stood there, ready to leave.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘That question again. I’m not going to be okay if you keep asking me if I’m okay.’

      His shoulders dropped. ‘I can just see that you have something on your mind. You’re doing that thing – your temples, they twitch like you’re grinding your teeth. That’s how I can always tell.’

      She unclenched her teeth. ‘I need to go.’ She hurried past him and out of the station. What she had to do couldn’t wait.
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      Gina laid the carnations on the headstone and sat in the dark, alone. The only thing she could hear was the traffic in the distance. She flinched as an owl hooted overhead. A chill ran through her body but she wasn’t ready to leave, not for a while. She owed her mother this much. ‘Hello, Mum, I’ve missed you.’ She took a sip of the cooled hot chocolate that she’d bought from the petrol station, enjoying what was left as it slid down her throat. She closed her eyes and tried to picture her mother then gasped as Mary replaced the image she had in her mind’s eye. She opened her eyes again and shivered.

      ‘You wouldn’t believe how big Hannah is now. I have a daughter who is in her twenties and I’m a grandmother. That happened a bit earlier than I’d hoped, but she’s a wonderful little girl. She has our eyes.’ Gina smiled and took another sip of chocolate. As she tried to swallow, a lump stuck in her throat. ‘Gracie’s beautiful, Mum. I wish you were here to see her. We could have taken her to the park together, ate cake, fed ducks, all the fun things I remember us doing. You should still be here with us.’ She looked up at the stars as she willed the tears to go back to where they came from. At least in the dark, no one could see her crying – not that there was anyone around to hear her crying. She could double up and sob until she had nothing more to give and no one would ever know, but she wouldn’t do that.

      ‘You would have been seventy.’ She paused, placing her hand on the shimmering frost that had formed over the top of the headstone. ‘There’s something I want to say, I need to say it. I’m so, so, sorry that I didn’t come to see you when you were poorly. I didn’t expect you to—’

      She couldn’t say it aloud, even though there was no one around to hear. She couldn’t risk the breeze carrying her words across the graveyard, delivering them to someone who could use them against her. She couldn’t tell her mother what Terry had done either, how he controlled her with fear, how he manipulated her to feel as though it was all her fault, how he’d broken her both physically and mentally. By the time her mother had died, she was a mere puppet and he controlled the script that was their lives in the tragedy that she had ultimately triumphed in. She tried not to think about how they had ended. An image of her dead husband flashed through her mind as she choked on the hot chocolate.

      She had no words to express the regret that she’d been carrying around. Her mother had been right. She’d told Gina that Terry had seemed a little too demanding of her attention and time. Her lovely mother had always kept her door open, waiting for her return but going home would have been equal to admitting she’d failed. Instead, like so many people in her position, she’d stuck with Terry in the hope that he’d change. Gina wondered if her relationship with Hannah would have been better had Nanny Harte been in their lives.

      Gina grabbed a stone from the grave and gripped it until she felt its jagged edge piercing the delicate skin on her palm. Regrets weren’t getting her anywhere and the pain in her hand wasn’t relieving the pain in her mind. Her mother was gone and Gina was all alone. She had let her mother down and she hadn’t been there for her father either when he’d turned to the bottle, eventually drinking himself to death. Both died in the same year. Blood seeped out of the gaps in her fist. The stone was sharp and she deserved every bit of discomfort that she was going through. As a tear trickled down her cheek, the shrill sound of her phone ringing felt as though it were filling the graveyard.

      ‘Harte.’ She blew her nose and waited for the caller to speak.

      ‘Harte?’

      ‘Briggs.’ She’d only left him at the station a short while back. If he was calling to ask her if she was okay again, she was going to lose it with him.

      ‘Where are you?’

      She shrugged her shoulders. He’d called to ask her that.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I was a bit worried about the way you hurried off.’

      She exhaled under her breath. ‘I’m just visiting my mother.’

      ‘You said your mother was dead.’

      ‘She is. I’m at the graveyard. I’m sorry. I just need some time to myself, can you understand that?’

      ‘Of course. Call me when you have something. If you need to talk, you know where I am.’ Briggs ended the call, leaving Gina once again in solitude.

      ‘Sorry, Mum. I have to go. Did I tell you I’m a detective now? I know I didn’t. I wished you’d have been around to see me climb the ranks. When you last saw me, you must have been so disappointed.’ Her mother would never know she’d joined the police and carved out her career over the years, finally becoming a detective inspector. ‘All you saw was a failure. I must have been such a disappointment.’ She’d once been a young woman with no direction in her life, living with a man her parents could see was bad for her. ‘I hope you’d be proud of me.’ How could anyone be proud of her after what she’d done? Finding bad people was all she could do to make it up to the world. She owed it that much. She stroked the rough headstone and used the top of it to help her stand.

      Under the moon’s light she could see the blood mingled with dirt on her hand. As always, she wore her black trousers. Wiping the muck and blood on them, under her coat, she began the walk over the grass back to the car. Something felt wrong. Walking away felt like she was leaving her mother all over again. A tear began to trickle from the corner of her eye. ‘Not now, Harte.’ She wouldn’t cry. She’d never allowed herself to properly cry over her mother’s death. She didn’t deserve to grieve and feel that sense of relief that comes with letting it all out. She couldn’t take people’s love and sympathy after she’d been such a bad person. Forgiveness had to be earned and, up to now, she hadn’t earned it. Another day, another month, another year – however long it took, she’d continue to endure the pain of regret.

      ‘Bye, Mum.’ She raised the rest of her hot chocolate and drank in memory of her mum’s special hot chocolates. She pulled her hair into a scruffy ponytail and got into the car knowing that there was one thing she could do. She had to do it, maybe then she’d allow herself to grieve. She had to find Susan and take her back to Mary.

      She struggled to release the handbrake with her frozen fingers, eventually she pulled hard enough and began driving away from the darkness of the graveyard and the darkness that stirred within her.
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      ‘Shut up! You know what will happen if you squeal one more time.’ I carefully move the brown lock of hair that falls over Susan’s eyes before leaning over and kissing her tears away. Her stare makes me shiver, it’s like she’s reading my thoughts but I know her well, better than she knows herself. As I look at her, I’m slightly sad. It’s always those closest to us who deceive us. They can after all get away with it, we trust them. I trusted you.

      A crow squawks in the eaves of the building, flapping as it escapes through the roof, into the night. I grin before breathing on her, enjoying seeing her squirm. She asked for it and I’m going to deliver.

      ‘They’ll come for me,’ she murmured as defiantly as ever.

      ‘Really?’ I roar with laughter as I lie next to her on the threadbare couch, feeling the dampness soaking through my jeans. ‘Aww, bless you. You think someone will miss you, don’t you? No one is looking for you, I can tell you that.’ I place my arm around her shivering body just like I used to back then and I smile before kissing her again on the forehead. She flinches.

      I roll off the couch and grab the gaffer tape from what is left on the desk, accidentally scraping a nail full of mould as I grab it.

      ‘No, please. I won’t make a sound. Not the tape again—’

      ‘It’s okay, darling. I have work to do, but I’ll be back. Or will I? Maybe I’ll just leave you here to rot, like you did to me back then.’ I pull the blanket over her shoulders, the one that my wife knitted for our daughter, square by square – the only thing I have left to remind me of her. ‘That should warm you up a bit.’ Hands tied, feet bound, I know Susan has no option but to be grateful. I’m in control now. You don’t get away with ruining my life, however much you all snivel and cry.

      A stir comes from the other room and it isn’t just the pigeons. One look at Susan tells me that she knows what I hide from her. Tears well up in her eyes.

      ‘At least you’re not alone any more. Maybe I will come back with another friend for you. The whole gang can be together again.’

      Shaking her head, she makes a feeble attempt to kick out with both legs, further tangling her bloodied hair around her face. She splutters as she tries to spit it out. I like to see her in discomfort. I pull off a strip of tape and place it over her mouth, rubbing it firmly over her lips. I don’t see fear at the moment, I see anger. I flick the torch off plunging her into darkness, locking the door as I leave. I know that not being able to see will play on her mind. I will get fear, I promise you. This is just the beginning.
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      Gina and Jacob finished the rest of their coffee as Ryan paced between the living room and the hallway.

      ‘Jasmine, don’t argue with me. Brush your teeth now.’ He glanced back at the detectives. ‘They don’t seem to understand that I have to make sure we’re all out on time so I’m not late for work.’ He grabbed his drink and slumped into the chair. ‘As I said, on Tuesday Susan called me about picking the girls up from school as she had work to do, that’s all I know. She hasn’t called me and she hasn’t answered any of my calls since.’

      Gina placed the cup on the side table. ‘Mrs Hudson mentioned that you and Mrs Wheeler were going through a divorce.’

      ‘Oh here we go. Wife goes missing, it’s the soon-to-be ex-husband’s fault. I have no idea where she went. None whatsoever. Do you think I want this? I have two kids and as it stands I need to get them ready for school so I can get to work on time. She’s just gone off on one.’

      Jacob scribbled a few notes down.

      ‘Gone off on one? What do you mean?’ Gina wondered how he could be so uncaring. The mother of his three children had now been missing for two nights and he seemed to be blaming her.

      ‘Attention-seeking. I wanted the kids more, she put her foot down so she’s punishing me. She’s saying, right, you can have them now. I’m ill-prepared and she knows it. I haven’t had time to sort out a breakfast club for the girls and Rory is still with Mary. She knows she’s dropping me in it and I bet she’s somewhere, smirking away while I’m juggling all these balls.’

      He really had no appreciation for what his wife did on a daily basis. Gina wished it was all one big joke on Susan’s behalf but she wasn’t having any of Ryan’s explanation. From what she’d read on her file, the nursery staff said she had never given them cause for concern when it came to picking Rory up. Mary, Susan’s own mother, was convinced that she would never leave her children. ‘Mr Wheeler, we are taking your wife’s disappearance seriously and we urge you to do the same.’

      He stared at the ceiling, a sarcastic grin spreading across his face. ‘In that case, I have nothing that can help you. She was seeing some bloke but I have no idea who he was. Maybe you should look into that. She’s probably with him. I have to go, work to do, money to earn, kids to look after.’

      ‘Dad, Jasmine hasn’t got her PE kit.’

      ‘Okay, Phoebe. I’m coming. I’ll sort it.’

      Gina leaned forward in the chair. They weren’t going to get much else from Ryan Wheeler. She couldn’t force him to speak and she didn’t have anything to arrest him for.

      As they headed back towards Gina’s car, she glanced back through the window. Ryan walked back and forth, searching for things under piles of clothes and junk. It was obvious that he’d been plunged into chaos and it was even more obvious that he thought very little of his missing wife.

      ‘Guv, we have to get to Susan Wheeler’s house. Mary is there now. She said we can have a quick look around.’
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      After showing DI Harte and DS Driscoll around Susan’s house, Mary ushered them back into the hallway while Clare rummaged through the kitchen. She was determined to be the first person to go through Susan’s things, not the police. Mary didn’t want them snooping around her daughter’s personal belongings – not yet, she wasn’t ready for that.

      ‘You say Susan lived here with the two girls and her son?’ DI Harte asked as she stood in the hallway next to the console table.

      ‘That’s right, since Ryan left a few months ago it’s just been her and the kids.’

      ‘Do you know if Susan had started a relationship with anyone else?’

      They were prying. Mary could feel the weight of that question as she wracked her brains for something to say. Her daughter went out a lot, she enjoyed herself but she was still young. ‘No, she’d not mentioned anyone else. I know she would have told me if there was someone else.’

      ‘Her husband seems convinced she was in a relationship.’

      Mary shrugged, not knowing how to respond. It was the first she’d heard about any relationship. She knew Ryan would try anything to discredit her daughter. ‘He’s wrong. There was no one else. Look, if I come across her diary or anything that might be useful, I will call you straight away.’ She ushered the reluctant pair out of the hallway and onto the path outside. ‘Please just keep looking for her, thank you.’ With that she closed the door and took a deep breath. She needed to begin her own search of Susan’s house and she needed to do it in her own time without anyone breathing down her neck. If there was a clue to be found, she was going to find it. She hurried to the living room and peered out of the windows. Detective Harte glanced back at her as she drove off.

      ‘Clare, make sure you go through the junk drawer. Check the magazine rack and the coffee table. There has to be something, somewhere.’ Mary walked up the stairs, leaving Rory and Harrison downstairs with Clare. It would only be a matter of time until the police would want a proper look around. Mary had to be first. If there was anything to find that would give away her daughter’s whereabouts, she needed to see it with her own eyes.

      ‘What exactly am I looking for, Mum?’

      ‘Anything. Look for notes she’s made about where she might have been. Her diary – that would be useful. See if her phone or tablet are around. Maybe she left her phone behind, which may be the reason she hasn’t been answering.’

      That was all she could tell her daughter as she didn’t know exactly what she was looking for. She pushed Susan’s bedroom door open, releasing the damp odour once again. The police must have thought her daughter was having some sort of breakdown given the state of her house. Clothes were strewn across the floor and the little waste bin was full of make-up wipes. A ray of winter sun stretched across the room through the join in the curtains, highlighting the dust motes in the air. The house felt empty and cold, unlived in and abandoned. Susan had never been this messy. Her home had always looked like a show home up until Ryan had left.

      She opened the window, releasing the musty smell that came from the toppling tower of crumpled towels. A chilly breeze whipped up the curtains. Shivering, Mary slammed it shut. She didn’t want Susan to come home to a freezing cold house. She rooted through a pile of magazines and books that lay beside her bed. At the bottom of the pile lay a plate with what had once looked to be toast. The burnt bread had long been stuck to a copy of Good Housekeeping. This wasn’t like Susan.

      Mary grabbed Susan’s pillow and hugged it as she sidled onto the bed. She should have recognised the signs. If the police suspected she’d had a nervous breakdown, they were probably right. The more Mary glanced around the house, the more it seemed to be a plausible explanation. The divorce had started. She was going out more and turning up the following day to collect the kids with a hangover. Her youngest had been losing it before her very eyes and she’d stood by and done nothing. She almost burst into tears as she imagined her daughter, roughing it so that she could be alone while she gathered her thoughts. Maybe her daughter had tried to hurt herself and was lying in a ditch somewhere, in pain, hoping to be rescued. No, Mary had it wrong. She had to keep positive. Susan was tough and she would come home.

      She slid open her bedside drawer and rooted through the fashion jewellery and old pairs of sunglasses. Tissues, condoms – packet unopened. Was her daughter seeing someone else like the police had thought? Or, did she and Ryan use the condoms? Mary had no idea. It wasn’t the type of thing they’d ever spoken about. Sleeping tablets. She remembered the night terrors that Susan had as a teenager, the ones in which she would lie on the bed in the dark, eyes stark and paralysed as she screamed like she was possessed. It had terrified Mary as much as it did Susan.

      Mary had been so wrapped up in Clare and Harrison’s daily dramas, she hadn’t asked Susan what was going on in her life or if the nightmares had come back. Maybe the sleeping tablets helped.

      She placed the pillow back in its rightful place and headed to the landing, leaving a dip in the bed where she’d been sitting. A damp smell still hung in the air. She’d turn the heating on for a bit before they left. Dry the house and hope that the smell would dissipate. Maybe she’d come back later and have a good clean up. Clare yelled at one of the kids to stop something. Harrison screamed and Rory began to cry. Another day of much the same. Noise and chaos.

      She pushed open the door to the girls’ bedroom. Phoebe and Jasmine always had a messy room. The clothes, magazines and games that were scattered everywhere didn’t cause any alarm. She headed to Rory’s bedroom. His little bed at the one end of the box room was topped with a tangled-up quilt. Just like Susan’s room, the curtains were still closed. Pull-up pants were scattered over the floor and Mary winced as the smell of urine overpowered the room. Mary followed the odour and it led her to Rory’s bed. Susan had obviously left in a hurry on Tuesday morning if she hadn’t put the dirty sheets in the wash. Mary would definitely have her work cut out in cleaning the house. It was the least she could do. Susan deserved to come back to a fresh, clean home.

      The door to the last room was closed – Susan’s office. The door creaked as she let herself in. This was the only room in the house that appeared to be organised. Susan’s in-tray, marked current jobs, seemed to be toppling over. The pile continued beside her desk, a pile of precariously balanced paperwork and ring binders. Was Susan behind on her work? Mary crept towards the large oak desk and stared at the doodles on the notepad in front of the chair where the top three pages were covered in drawings, mostly of boxes and spirals, the mindless things a person draws during moments of boredom. Another pile of screwed-up paper filled the waste bin to the brim. Mary lifted it and began sifting through the pages upon screwed-up pages of doodles. Then, she opened the top drawer and caught sight of Susan’s divorce paperwork and she wanted to cry as she read through the notes. How could Ryan do that to her? She wished that Susan was here now so that she could hug her and tell her she was there for her and supported her. She had no idea what her daughter had been going through.

      The front door opened. ‘Ryan, any word from Susan?’ she heard Clare asking. Mary placed the notepad and the divorce letters in her bag and headed down the stairs, ready to confront his lies about their relationship.
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      ‘Morning, Ryan. You still have a key?’

      He placed his keys in his pocket. ‘Of course I do. It’s still my house too at the moment.’

      ‘Have you heard anything?’ Mary asked as she passed him, shrugging his comment about the house off.

      ‘Not as yet. The girls needed their books and PE kits so we had to pop back. I’ll go and get them.’

      ‘The detectives looking into Susan’s disappearance have just left.’

      ‘They’ve been to mine this morning, just routine stuff, that’s all.’ Ryan bounded up the stairs and stomped across the landing where he began rummaging. ‘Woah – it stinks up here.’

      ‘I’ll carry on in the kitchen, shall I?’ Clare was holding a couple of magazines. The boys ran around in circles, singing and shouting in the living room.

      ‘Yes. Found anything?’

      Clare shook her head and headed back to the kitchen.

      Phoebe and Jasmine looked almost identical even though there was a year between them. They had both inherited their mother’s dark eyes, curly hair and slight frames, making them look younger. Mary couldn’t believe they were heading to the preteen stage. She wanted them to stay little girls forever but given how Susan had changed in her teens, she doubted she’d recognise either of them in a couple of years. Even more of a reason to spend as much time with them now before they were lost to teenage years then adulthood.

      ‘Nan, where’s Mum? She’s not answering her phone.’ Phoebe pulled a curl from her mouth. She had a habit of sucking the end of her hair, something Susan always told her she should stop doing. ‘She was meant to pick us up Tuesday night but she didn’t turn up. I just want to come home.’

      Mary sat on the stairs, coming down to their level. Jasmine sat next to her and lay her head on Mary’s shoulder, like she always did. ‘Mummy will be home soon, I promise. She’s got some things to do and we’re just here helping her.’ She kissed Jasmine on the head and ruffled her hair.

      ‘You’ll mess my hair up, Nanny.’

      ‘What things? She didn’t tell us she had anything to do Tuesday morning when she took us to school.’ The wet strand of hair that Phoebe had been sucking was now stuck to her cheek. Mary pulled it away and forced a smile. The last thing she wanted to do was make the children anxious.

      Jasmine furrowed her brow as she thought about what she was going to say. ‘Dad said she went out and didn’t pick us up because she was at the pub. He said she didn’t pick Rory up either and that she left him at nursery. He said that we were better off with him because Mummy wanted to go out all the time and she wasn’t looking after us.’ Her granddaughter was only ten but she knew something was wrong, both of them did.

      Mary now hated the man even more. His wife had vanished. Something terrible could have happened and he was using this to point-score with their children. Unreasonable behaviour, that was true. Susan’s solicitor had cited this on the letter that she had in her bag, and that wasn’t all. ‘Your mother is doing her best, you know that, don’t you? And she does want you. She loves you very much. Now, poppets, you need to both go to school and work really hard today. That’s what Mummy wants you to do. I know it’s difficult but it’s all going to be fine. I promise.’

      ‘But where is she?’ Jasmine asked. ‘I want to call her. Daddy said I couldn’t call and he took my phone off me for going on about it.’

      ‘Mummy just needs a little space. She’s a bit stressed at the moment.’

      ‘Is that why she was crying before she took us to school on Tuesday?’ Jasmine waited for her to answer.

      ‘Was she crying?’ Something had happened. Mary thought back to when the detective asked if Susan had been unhappy. Maybe she’d got it all wrong. It looked and sounded like her daughter was depressed.

      ‘She said she wasn’t, but we heard her, didn’t we?’

      Phoebe nodded as she played with her phone.

      ‘Do you know why she was upset?’

      Jasmine shook her head.

      ‘Oh look, it’s gone eight thirty and you young ladies need to get to school. Can you both wait in the car?’ Mary kissed them both on the cheek and smiled.

      Phoebe nodded and held her hand out for Jasmine as they reluctantly left. ‘Come on, squirt.’ At age ten and eleven, they knew something was wrong. Mary didn’t appreciate Ryan telling the girls that their mother had abandoned them to go to the pub.

      Ryan hurried down the stairs, loaded up with bags and clothes. ‘I thought I’d take a few things for later, just in case she still hasn’t come home.’

      ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’

      He moved to her side and placed one hand on the door. ‘What?’

      ‘You’d like her to not come home, to fail. I saw the divorce papers.’

      Ryan moved in a little closer, his nose almost touching hers. ‘You really think you know her, don’t you?’ He let out a snort and burst into laughter.

      ‘You told the girls that she’d abandoned them to go to the pub and that they were better off with you.’

      He held up his calloused hands, chapped and hardened from his gardening contract work. His fair hair had been almost shaved to the skin and looked prickly on the top of his head. ‘I told them the truth. Just before she threw me out, she was out with friends all the time, leaving me here with the kids and there was a man. She’d come home half-cut without any explanation. I’m the one who covered for her, telling them that Mummy had work to do, and that when Mummy was in bed nursing a hangover, she was poorly. I covered for her all the time. It’s about time they know the truth, which is more than I can say for Susan. She doesn’t know the meaning of the word truth. I bet she never told you she’d roll in in the middle if the night and ignore me when I asked where she’d been.’

      Mary swallowed the lump that had formed at the back of her throat. She felt a tear slipping down her cheek.

      ‘Mary, I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you all this. Susan filed for divorce. Susan changed over the past few months. Susan chucked me out. I was happy. I love my family and I never wanted us to all split up. Susan was secretive, not telling me anything. What wasn’t she telling us? That’s what you should be concentrating on if you want to find out where she is. For now, I have to keep things as normal as possible for Phoebe and Jasmine.’

      ‘And what about a fight you were in? I saw it in the divorce papers. You punched one of her friends.’

      ‘It was nothing. She blew that one up too. Just something silly in a pub. I would never hurt her or my family. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you. I didn’t want our marriage to end. I love Susan and I always will.’

      ‘It’s a mess in here, Mum,’ Clare interrupted, breaking up the tension that was hanging between them. ‘What’s going on?’

      Shoulder dropping, Mary shrugged. ‘Nothing, love. I know it’s a mess, I’m coming to help.’

      ‘Is Rory ready to go?’ Ryan asked.

      ‘I can look after him. I know you have a lot on with the girls.’ She needed Susan’s son close. He reminded her of Susan and she wanted his smiley face to be the first thing that Susan saw when she came back home.

      Ryan backed off a little and let out a deep breath. ‘That would be much appreciated. Thank you.’

      It was as if angry Ryan had suddenly vanished, only to be replaced by the son-in-law she’d always known. The living room door burst open and the boys ran around the adults in the hall. ‘Oi, little man!’

      Rory ran across to Ryan and hugged him. ‘Daddy.’

      ‘Daddy’s got work but you’ll be staying with Nanny for a while. Are you going to be okay?’

      The little boy nodded. Harrison began pretending to be a bear and chased Rory back into the living room. ‘I think that’s a yes,’ Mary said. For once the boys were playing nicely, albeit loudly. At least they weren’t fighting or having tantrums.

      ‘I’ll call you later.’ Ryan opened the door and waved at the girls who were patiently waiting to be dropped off at school. Phoebe held her watch up, signalling that they were going to be late. Wind whistled through the door, instantly chilling the hallway even more.

      ‘Wait. Jasmine said that Susan was crying Tuesday morning. Did she say anything to you?’

      Ryan shook his head as he stepped outside. ‘Not a word. Susan was always crying so nothing’s new there. She wasn’t upset all the time, just angry, frustrated. She’d been struggling to cope and as usual she wouldn’t let me take the kids off her hands.’

      ‘You haven’t made it easy for her.’ Shivering, Mary maintained eye contact with him, waiting for him to give something away, anything. Was he right about Susan or had Susan lied to her solicitor? Who was telling the truth? Were they both telling the truth as they saw it or was one of them playing games?

      ‘I wasn’t the one who was cheating in our relationship. Goodbye, Mary.’ He hurried towards the car, slammed the door and drove off without looking back.

      ‘What the hell was that about? Did you have to have a go at him? Haven’t we all got enough on our plates?’ Clare crossed her arms and her cheeks began to flush.

      Mary pulled out the notepad and the solicitor’s letter from her bag. She thrust the letter into Clare’s hand. ‘Read that.’

      As Clare went quiet, Mary continued flicking through Susan’s pad. Various notes and to-do lists were scribbled amongst the doodles. Appointments were noted down, then scribbled out or crossed with the word ‘done’.

      A torn piece of paper fell out, containing two addresses local to the area and a note to grab some more bread from the shops. Just on the rip line, there was a postcode of a third address. Mary recognised the grey lines on the page: it was from Susan’s diary. ‘She hasn’t crossed anything on this page out. These appointments must have been outstanding. This might be what she was doing on Tuesday.’

      Hands shaking and mouth dry, Mary pulled her phone out.
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      I can’t help but smirk as I stand against the wall, peering around. I love watching you, lovely Stephanie, as you come out of work most break times. The others smoke and you always look like you’re suffocating – you delicate little passive aggressive. You can’t come out to the smoking area and then scowl at everyone who smokes. Don’t worry, they’ll all soon be rid of you.

      The sun has cleared up most of the frost but not in this alleyway, the sun never reaches these parts.

      She shivers with her hands in her pockets. The stubby-fingered bald man with the bulbous nose comes up behind her and places a hand on her shoulder as he pops his vape in his pocket. She flinches. I know she hates him being anywhere near her but as always, I revel in her misery. ‘Coffee?’ he asks. I know he just wanted to touch her and she knows too.

      I creep forward, watching from the gap between the industrial bin and the wall as she turns away, both of them facing the door at the back of the building. ‘Get your hands off me.’ She shoves him hard, almost knocking him off balance.

      Feisty! I do enjoy a challenge.

      ‘Don’t lose your shit. I was just asking if you wanted a drink,’ Bulbous nose shouts. He holds his hands up, waving them, jazz hands style.

      ‘You were at my house last night. Stay away or I’ll report you to HR, I mean it.’

      I let out a smirk and step back behind the wall as I carry on listening. It was me at your house, Stephanie, me! I love that chubby red nose is getting the blame.

      ‘Stupid mental bitch, you’re batshit crazy. I was only offering to get you a drink. I’ll go and get everyone else’s and you can just go ahead and get your own. You need to see a shrink or something. I was not at your house.’ The man kicks the door before heading back in to work.

      ‘I could smell you and your revolting vape,’ she yells as she kicks the air, her long black hair swishing as she moves.

      I peer around one more time and you’re weeping. Pulling my vape from my pocket, I inhale deeply and blow out a plume of vanilla-scented vapour in your direction before scurrying off between the terraced houses that back on to the main road. I know that will have messed with your head, Stephanie; you were always so easy to mess with.

      I don’t need to stay and watch, I’ve seen enough to know that you’ll be hyperventilating as you fight to control one of your stupid panic attacks. The right time will come soon and I’ll be there, lurking in the wings waiting to pounce. Now, I have work to do, people to see, and the others won’t look after themselves. A vengeful person’s work is never done.
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      Gina made a note of the addresses Mary had just given her and headed to the main office. O’Connor and Wyre were sitting at their desks, facing each other. Jacob had his own booth at the end and there were a handful of spare desks for other officers that joined them in their investigations.

      ‘He’s here,’ Kapoor said as she ran into their office, grinning excitedly.

      ‘Welcome back,’ Jacob shouted as he let a party popper off over PC Smith’s head, the little streamers settling on the shoulder of his pristine uniform. He winced as he hunched his shoulders.

      After being stabbed on their last big case, PC Smith had recovered enough to be allowed back on desk duty only, and Gina was thrilled that he had been assigned to back up their department, along with Kapoor. He hobbled towards one of the spare desks, flinching as he turned, a bead of sweat dripping down his face until it reached the tiny piece of tissue that he’d stuck to a shaving cut. Gina rubbed her chin and caught his eye. Covering his embarrassment with a smile, he wiped the tissue away. ‘Grab us a chair will you.’ Jacob wheeled one across the room and placed it beside Smith. ‘I can’t tell you how glad I am to be back even though I do feel as though my shoulder is frozen. If I sit around eating any more biscuits in front of the TV, I won’t fit out of the house.’ He chuckled, putting everyone at ease.

      ‘We are so glad to have you back.’ Gina hurried to the kitchenette with Jacob. She grabbed the cake that Detective Constable Harry O’Connor’s wife had made, while he carried the coffee pot and cups on the tray. ‘Welcome back!’

      ‘Look at this timber.’ He grabbed a chunk of his stomach over his shirt. ‘Between you lot and my wife, dieting is going to be hard.’ He laughed as he cut into the cake. ‘You only live once and all that.’ He took a bite and smiled. ‘Mmm.’

      ‘Mrs O sends her love.’ O’Connor pointed to the cake.

      Gina smiled. ‘It goes without saying that we’ve deeply missed you and we’re all thrilled to have you back. It definitely hasn’t been the same. Right, I’d love to sit here all day and have a tea party with you all, but we have work to do. I know it’s early days for our missing woman, Susan Wheeler, but it’s a huge concern that she hasn’t returned home yet. Smith, did you read the file I sent you?’

      He nodded as he swallowed the sponge cake. ‘I think you’ve all read the notes, but just to summarise, Susan was reported missing yesterday after failing to pick her son up from nursery on Tuesday. Susan’s mother, Mary Hudson, picked the little boy up and he has been with her since. Susan was also meant to pick her two daughters up from their father’s flat at eight on Tuesday evening. Again, she didn’t turn up. In the meantime, there’s an ANPR on her car and we haven’t located her phone’s current position as yet as it’s switched off or lost its charge. Did I do good?’

      ‘A-plus,’ Gina replied. ‘That is the sum of what we have. We’re waiting for a more detailed report of what was on her phone before and that may tell us where she’s been and who she’s messaged and called.’

      ‘Is that all we have to go on at the minute?’ O’Connor asked as he wiped cake from the side of his mouth and licked his lips. The strip light reflected off his bald head as he leaned forward.

      Gina forced a smile as O’Connor chewed on the cake, the noise grating on her. ‘Up until a few minutes ago, yes. As you know, Jacob and I went to Susan’s house this morning with Mary. We were rudely ushered out after a quick look. I know something is going on with this family, the way they act, the way they pushed us out, and I intend to find out what they are hiding. Mary called after we left as she found a few notes on Susan’s desk. These notes included two addresses and a postcode.’

      ‘Local?’ Wyre leaned back, her chair creaking.

      ‘Yes. I’ll come onto those in a moment. Going back to Mary. When I spoke to her last night, she seemed to say that things were fine in her daughter’s life, which made us rule out that she may have hurt herself. After visiting Susan’s house this morning, it looked to me like Susan wasn’t coping at all given the state and smell of the place. Going back to the addresses in the torn-out page of her notebook, I want them followed up on ASAP. If these people were the last to see Susan on Tuesday, they may be able to tell us how she seemed or if she said she was heading somewhere. Are we all clear on what we’re doing next?’

      Detective Constable Paula Wyre nodded. O’Connor passed her a piece of cake. ‘No thanks,’ she replied.

      ‘I wish I had your willpower.’ Smith finished off his slice and spun in his chair, ready to turn the computer on. ‘I’m totally at your disposal, guv. What should I get going on?’

      ‘Look into the two addresses for me and let me know what you come up with. We need to know who lives at them. As well as those, we have a postcode. I need to know which streets this covers. Also, see if we have any records on Susan’s family. O’Connor?’

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      ‘If you could work closely with Smith that would be great. Since visiting Susan’s house and meeting her family, I feel we know a little more about her life and circumstances, and I am worried for her safety and state of mind so we need to crack on. I want her found.’

      ‘On it, guv,’ O’Connor replied.

      Gina cleared her throat. ‘I hate to say this but now we know that things were getting on top of her, I’d like the suicide hotspots checked. Not the nicest of jobs, I know, but it’s something we have to do.’ An image interrupted Gina’s thoughts. That of a woman lying under a bridge or in the river. ‘Oh, and check her social media. Instagram, Facebook and Twitter, even Google. Find out all you can about her.’

      ‘I heard there was cake,’ Kapoor said as she hurried over and cut a huge slice.

      ‘Jacob, we’ll head over to the first address that we have. Kapoor, I need you to get out there and check out a few of the suicide hotspots. The reservoir, the woods, etcetera. Wyre will fill you in and you can work on this together.’ She turned and smiled at Jacob as he was doing up his overcoat and wrapping a scarf around his neck. ‘Let’s go.’ Gina shivered, not envying Wyre and Kapoor. She just hoped that they wouldn’t find a body today. Mother goes missing, messy divorce, drinking a lot more, not turning up to pick up her children and family definitely hiding something. Get that thought out of your head. Gina pulled her gloves on. She was adding two to two and coming up with five already. Susan probably hadn’t killed herself. But why would she not pick up her children or call anyone? She swallowed and wiped the sweat beads from her brow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary leaned over the breakfast bar, gripping her cup. She took another sip of green tea, brow furrowed as she stared at the garden fence. The house was in silence while Harrison was having a rare lunchtime nap. She listened as Clare hurried into the living room and answered a phone call.

      ‘Hello. Ryan?’

      Her daughter spoke in hushed tones. Mary crept across the room and placed her ear against the door.

      ‘I know I can’t say anything. Okay, okay!’

      What couldn’t Clare say? If they were holding something back and knew of Susan’s whereabouts, she needed to know. Bursting through the door, she stood behind the coffee table, arms folded, her most serious expression pasted across her face.

      ‘I’ve got to go.’ Clare paused. ‘Look, I can’t talk now. I’ll call you back.’ She ended the call and placed her phone back in her pocket.

      ‘What can’t you talk about?’

      Clare looked away and shook her head. ‘Not now, Mum.’

      ‘Yes now! Your sister is missing and you’re hiding something from me and worst of all, Ryan knows. You saw what was in those divorce papers and now you two are colluding on something.’

      ‘Colluding? What planet are you on? The only things you’re seeing in those papers are Susan’s side of the story. Did you ever stop and think that it may not all be his fault?’

      Mary grabbed the sides of her hair, then dropped her hands in frustration as she let go. ‘He was calling her names, not letting her go out and controlling her. You read it and you know something, now I think back, I saw it. She didn’t visit all that often and he’d be calling her up every five minutes. Why are you even talking to him? Susan is your sister.’

      Folding her arms, Clare stood straight. ‘Did you know he caught her meeting up with another man? She was having an affair, Mum. Maybe you should be looking for this guy, not scrutinising Ryan. I bet you never wondered why their marriage had gone sour, so quickly. You never stopped to think about that. He said he tried to work on their relationship, tried to understand but she wouldn’t talk to him. She wasn’t happy with him, you’re right about that, but it was because she was receiving her fair share of happiness, if you want to call it that, from someone else.’

      Mary stomped over, almost pressing her nose against Clare’s. ‘How… bloody… dare you. I didn’t realise you hated her so much, your own sister.’

      ‘And that sums up our relationship. Susan can do no wrong. Little angelic Susan who always gets away with everything. You are so blind, you know that? She ruined her marriage, she was having an affair and all you do is blame Ryan. She’s probably with him, the other man. You forget what we all went through back then and it was all Susan’s fault. I was the good one and you, you always did pick on me.’

      Bursting into tears, Mary went to embrace her daughter. She realised there was some truth in Clare’s words. She’d overstepped the mark. ‘I’m so sorry, love.’

      ‘Get off me. I don’t suppose you know but the night she disappeared was the first time Ryan had been able to have the girls overnight. She didn’t tell you that, did she?’

      Falling into the chair, Mary wiped her eyes. ‘It seems she didn’t tell me much.’

      ‘After their split, she was using the kids. He just wants to be a good dad, Mum. He just wants to see the kids and she was stopping him. He now thinks she only agreed to them going over for tea that night so that she could go off and do whatever she was doing. Selfish, as always. You know, I’d kill for Harrison to have a dad in his life.’ Clare gazed into the distance.

      ‘But that’s not how one-night stands work, my love.’

      Before Mary could look up, Clare had stormed out of the room. Why hadn’t she kept her mouth shut, just this once? What Clare said was all true but Mary couldn’t help herself. There was something about Clare. She was brash and outspoken, and had always needed bringing down a peg or two. Not like Susan. Susan was a polite child, a studious child, until she turned thirteen, after that she’d just been withdrawn.

      She thought of Susan. Images of her hurting herself or being abducted filled her mind. The best-case scenario would be that she was lying in bed with some man, drinking the day away. Maybe her free-spirited daughter had felt chained down after having Rory, given the age gap between him and the girls. She grabbed her phone and stared at it – no missed calls. Nothing from the police. Where had her family gone wrong? Where had she gone wrong? Maybe she didn’t really know Susan as well as she thought. She needed to go back to Susan’s house – alone. There had to be more to find out. Question was, did she really want to open that box, especially as it may not lead to finding her whereabouts? Pounding filled her head. The next thing she would do would be a huge breach of trust. She needed to delve a little deeper, dig into the darkest of recesses.

      She sent Howard a message. Her husband and daughter could fend for themselves for a change.

      
        
        I won’t be around for tea. Best pick up a takeaway on the way home.

        

      

      It wouldn’t feel right, rooting through Susan’s more personal belongings, but there was no way she was going to sit around twiddling her thumbs. Secrets were made to be uncovered, even if what was uncovered wasn’t what she hoped for.
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      ‘Let’s hope this address gives us the answers we need.’ Gina stepped out of the car into an iced-over puddle. The long dirt track had no doubt taken its toll on her car’s suspension and with the potholes she’d be surprised if there was no damage done at all. The small grey bungalow sat in the middle of a concrete pavilion. The front door that was in the centre of the building looked scratched beyond repair. She glanced at the plaque. ‘Happy Paws Dog Hotel.’

      ‘Looks like they have a lot of doggy traffic here.’ Jacob stepped over a lump of dog muck to join her at the front door, where she knocked.

      ‘Yes, don’t be treading that back in the car.’

      He grinned as he stepped over another pile after pretending to step in it. She gave him a friendly nudge with her elbow.

      The barking filled her ears as the woman fought to open the door. ‘Get in,’ she yelled as she slammed an interior door before opening the main door to greet them from the porch. Gina didn’t know what she was expecting, but a woman who looked to be in her late twenties opened the door. ‘Sorry about that. How can I help you?’

      ‘I’m DI Harte, this is DS Driscoll. We were hoping that you could help us with one of our enquiries. Do you know a Susan Wheeler?’

      The young woman paused and shivered. ‘It’s cold out here, come in a minute. I recognise the name and I can’t think why. What’s happened?’

      ‘We’re trying to locate her, that’s all.’

      She clicked her fingers. ‘I remember. The bookkeeper.’

      Gina nodded as she was led into a small snug. The exposed brick above the empty log burner gave the place a chilly feel. Three chairs had been placed in a row along with a coffee table containing a few filthy magazines.

      ‘This is where I normally bring clients while they wait, so the dogs don’t escape. Take a seat.’ Gina blew into her hands and rubbed them together as she removed her gloves. ‘I’m sorry it’s so cold. I only heat this room when I’m expecting a client; I was just about to light the fire. It costs a fortune running this place and my next appointment isn’t due for a short while. If only I’d have known two years ago what I know now, I’d have kept my office job. Love the job, hate all the responsibilities, especially the paperwork. That’s why I called Susan. I saw her Facebook page and lots of people recommended her online.’

      ‘When did you see her?’

      ‘Tuesday. She agreed to take me on as a client. She left with my last accounting quarter and said she’d have it all done by the end of next week. It was such a relief to hand it all over to her, I was slowly sinking.’ The woman paused and the sound of barking dogs picked up once again. ‘You’ll have to excuse them. They are rather noisy. It’s a good job I have no neighbours. Has something happened?’

      Jacob opened his notebook. Gina watched his shivering hands try to write the date on the top of the page. ‘Apologies. What’s your name first of all?’

      ‘Michaela Daniels.’

      ‘Do you live here alone? It’s out of the way.’

      The woman nodded. ‘Yes, I drive and Cleevesford is only a few minutes away in the car.’ She dragged the third chair across the old carpet, digging up the thread a little, then she sat. Jacob noted down a few more details before they continued.

      ‘How was Susan Wheeler when she arrived?’ Gina leaned back in the old chair, feeling it creak. She moved back to her original position. The last thing she needed was the chair collapsing on her.

      ‘She was slightly late and I’m sure she mumbled something about getting lost. That’s nothing new around here. She came through to the main part of the house, met the dogs and then we came back here. She was lovely with the dogs actually, petting them and talking to them. I warmed to her straight away. Not a lot happened after that, I explained to her how my business worked. We went through my bank statements, invoices and such. I offered her a drink after and she turned it down, saying that she had another appointment before she could get off for the day. That was it.’

      ‘Did she mention anything about her other appointment?’

      One of the dogs began pounding against the door. ‘Buddy, calm down. He’s a live wire. He’s been starting the rest of them off and,’ she checked her watch, ‘it’s nearly walk time. About her next appointment, she didn’t say anything. She did say she had to get to the other side of Cleevesford within twenty minutes. Has something happened? You didn’t answer me earlier.’

      Gina stood and began stepping, side to side, in an attempt to warm up. She could barely feel her toes under her thick socks. ‘If you hear from her, please contact us immediately. Here’s my card. She didn’t arrive home on Tuesday and we are just a little concerned.’

      ‘What a shame. She did mention her children. We made a joke about children and animals being so demanding. We laughed about it before we started. She stayed about thirty minutes and, as I say, she took my paperwork and left. I hope she’s okay, she seemed really nice.’

      ‘We hope she’s okay too. Thank you for talking with us. Anything else, please do give us a call.’ Gina headed back towards the door.

      With Jacob trailing behind, Michaela bustled ahead and opened the front door. An icy breeze blasted the hallway, blowing dead leaves into the porch. Between the whistling of the wind and the barking dogs, Gina could barely hear herself think. The grey sky settled on the horizon and frost twinkled on the shrubs that lined the property. Gina knew it was set to worsen as a hailstone bounced off her nose. In the space of a couple of hours, the wintery sun had given way to the grey blanket above.

      ‘Thank you,’ Jacob said as he followed Gina.

      Michaela closed the door and they hurried towards the car. Jacob slipped on a patch of ice, almost losing his balance.

      ‘That was a close one. Nearly landed on your arse.’ Gina couldn’t help but laugh.

      As she went to open the door, Michaela ran out of the main door, pulling her hood up as she did so. ‘I don’t know how relevant this is but I just remembered something.’

      Gina felt her heart flutter as she hoped for a fresh lead.

      ‘I watched her from the window as she left and given that she was in quite a hurry, she stood by her car and spoke on her phone for a couple of minutes. She looked frustrated, pacing back and forth, arms up and down. Actually, she looked fed up more than anything. It’s probably nothing. The amount of phone calls I make that make me fed up, this could mean nothing, especially when I’ve been talking to my infuriating family, but I thought I should mention it.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Gina replied with a smile. ‘If you remember anything further, call me.’

      Maybe their next stop on the list would enlighten them as to what had made Susan so angry on the afternoon she went missing.
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      With Rory at nursery, Mary had a few hours to delve into her daughter’s life. She hadn’t come to check out Susan’s paperwork or to look for diary entries; she’d come to find out who Susan really was. Was she the downtrodden wife who had no freedom? Or, was she having an affair and using her children to get what she wanted from Ryan? She removed the rubber gloves and enjoyed the fresh smell that flowed through the house now that she’d given everything a good scrub and polish.

      Gazing around her daughter’s bedroom, she felt a little easier about seeing it again given how messy and cold it had been. Mary had changed the bed, cleaned everything up and left the heating on a timer to warm the house a little. The musty smell had been replaced by that of furniture polish, fresh laundered sheets and lemon bleach. At least when Susan did return, she would come back to a clean house.

      She opened the large door of the fitted wardrobe and slammed it closed again. It felt like an intrusion. Taking a deep breath, she opened it once again, peering through as if something may burst out from the back. Mary may have cleaned up the room but she hadn’t gone through the cupboards or looked under the bed. With shaking hands, she pulled back a few hangers that had dresses dangling from them. Under the crumpled up hemlines, piles and piles of random clothing that didn’t belong began to slip onto the floor. Bras tangled in T-shirts. Odd socks and yoga pants. Nothing was in an orderly fashion. Why had Mary not seen how chaotic Susan’s personal life was becoming? She leaned down and picked up the crumpled clothes, stuffing them back amongst the others in the hope that they would remain in the pile.

      She fished through the slot at the top. Jeans, old jumpers and even a kitchen apron were stuffed together. Next to those, Mary pulled out a pile of socks and noticed the faint smell coming from them. Dirty items contaminated the crumpled clean items and were all mixed up, making it almost impossible to tell one from the other. Her mind wandered back to a couple of years ago when Mary was helping Susan to declutter a little. Her dirty clothes hadn’t been mixed with her clean ones back then, so why would they be like that now?

      What had happened to Susan to cause such a big change?

      As Mary gripped a T-shirt with what looked like a blueberry stain down the front she had a flash back to the week following Susan’s fifteenth birthday. Mother and daughter had been in battle for what felt like years over the state of Susan’s room. It was as if adult Susan had regressed back to this period. Mary remembered gripping the little green shoebox all those years ago. ‘If you don’t clean up this mess, I’ll clean it up myself, starting with the rubbish in this box,’ Mary had shouted, knowing full well that Susan hated her even being in her bedroom. After tugging the green box, back and forth, Susan finally won the battle. She’d clung on to that box like her life had depended on it. She’d sobbed in a way that everyone in the house would hear, and then she’d cleaned her room. When Susan went to school the following day, Mary went back to her bedroom in search of the box, but it hadn’t been there. What was in it had remained a secret to this day.

      Mary left the wardrobe behind and headed over to the bed and sat. Maybe this was her opportunity to turn over every nook and cranny of her daughter’s house. She had nowhere to go and no one was expecting her until five thirty, when she would pick Rory up. Howard and Clare could fend for themselves. She closed her eyes, taking in the silence – something she’d not had the luxury of enjoying for a long time. With Harrison always creating drama amongst the household, quietness was a rarity.

      Mary flinched as a flurry of hailstones scatter-bombed the bedroom window. Darkness had fallen and it was still early afternoon. She switched the bedroom lamp on, suddenly able to see everything more clearly.

      Kneeling on the floor, she slid out the bed drawer and her shoulders dropped. There was nothing but stacks of crumpled bedding. Running her fingers through all the linen, something prevented her from reaching the edge of the drawer. Cardboard: a box. Dragging everything out, the scruffy object was in full view. Not the green box that Mary remembered, but a smaller blue box. But still it was a box, a box that Mary hoped would contain all of Susan’s innermost secrets, secrets that could lead her to understanding where Susan might be.
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      ‘I hate this weather, guv. I’m like a cat. I prefer dry and warm, preferably cosy.’ Jacob grabbed his scarf from the back seat and wrapped it around his neck. Gina noticed that he had missed shaving a bit of his jawline. Action Man had missed a bit. Jacob would always look like an Action Man to Gina with his short, sprayed on hair look and handsomely chiselled jaw. ‘Do you think there’s anyone in? It looks dark in there.’

      ‘I guess we’ll find out in a minute.’ She glanced down at the printed information sheet she had on their next interviewee. ‘So we know where we’re at. His name is Dale Blair, thirty-five years old. O’Connor checked him out. He has an online social media presence, but only for his business. There’s not much that he shares on a personal level. In fact, he doesn’t have any personal information on view on any of his profiles. However, he is friends on Facebook with Susan and lots of other local people. Business: Dale’s Plastering Services. At least we know what he does for a living. We need to know if Susan arrived here and if so, how was she when she left. Dale could well be a person of interest in this case.’

      Jacob took her notes and glanced over them. ‘Bookkeeping. I suppose this is the type of job that makes a person vulnerable. Going to people’s houses, people you don’t know and trusting that they don’t turn out to be maniacs.’

      Gina chuckled slightly. ‘A bit like ours.’

      He snorted out a laugh as he popped a rhubarb custard sweet into his mouth. ‘Want one?’

      ‘I didn’t even know you could get these any more. No, I best not. You’ll regret having that filling your mouth while we’re speaking to Dale.’

      He began to crunch it swiftly. ‘It won’t last that long.’

      ‘I still haven’t seen any movement. If he’s out we’ll have to leave a card.’

      Jacob’s hand reached his cheek. ‘Damn it! I think I’ve broken a tooth. No I haven’t – phew. That could have been both painful and costly. Both, I could do without.’

      As Gina opened the car door, a gust swept past them. Hail had turned to rain and now the seats were getting wet. ‘Race you to the porch.’

      The detectives ran over to the front door, Gina knocking as she made it first. Rain bounced off the driveway, almost dancing in time to the rumble of thunder that clashed above. Lightning filled the skies.

      Gina flinched and stared at the rain crashing into the window and tried to ignore her quickening heartbeat. Deep breath. The thunder is nothing. The thunder is nothing. Images of her husband Terry flashed through her mind, followed by the sight of him at the bottom of the stairs in his dying moments. The thunder had clashed then, just like now. Another clash. She flinched, stepping back from Dale Blair’s front door. Her old front door had a half-moon window at the top, just like this one. She imagined the door opening and then seeing her younger self stooping over Terry, waiting for him to die before she called the ambulance. Hannah’s cries competing with the distant rolling of thunder that was building up to an almighty crash.

      Clash!

      ‘Guv, stand under here. You’re getting drenched.’

      She stared at him for what seemed like forever. ‘Yes.’ She hurried back into the porch. That was a long time ago, over twenty years. She shook her head and knocked again. The only thing behind that door was Dale’s dog, not Terry, not her younger self; she couldn’t say the same about her memories – they seemed to hide behind every door she ever opened.

      ‘I don’t think he’s in.’ Gina pulled a card from her bag and posted it through the letterbox. ‘Let’s get out of here. I need to dry off.’

      ‘You would stand in the rain, guv,’ Jacob said, half-jokingly as they ran back towards the car.

      A man pulled up in a van and began to step out. Gina hurried over. ‘Dale Blair?’

      He grabbed his keys from the dashboard, oblivious to the fact that she was getting soaked. Raindrops bounced off his fluorescent jacket. ‘No, he lives next door to me. When you do see him, tell him to hurry back and do something about his dog. All night that thing barked and it continues. Who are you? I don’t think we’ve met.’

      ‘DI Gina Harte.’ She pulled her identification out.

      The man scrutinised it then smiled. ‘Is he in trouble?’

      ‘No, we just need to speak to him in relation to something we’re investigating. Can I please just sit in your van for a moment? I’m getting soaked and I think you may be able to help us.’

      The man nodded. ‘Of course.’ Gina put a thumbs up to Jacob who was running the engine to warm himself up. She jogged around to the passenger side and got in, knowing that she’d drench his seats but not caring. Her waterlogged shoes and socks sent a shiver from her feet upwards. Damp had begun to soak into her trousers and was now starting to climb up to her shins.

      She rummaged around until she felt her notebook in her bag. From it, she slid the photo of Susan out and held it up with trembling fingers. She hadn’t felt this cold for a long time, almost chilled to the bone. ‘Do you remember seeing this woman over the past few days?’

      He took the photo from her with his hard shovel-like hands and began to study it. ‘Yes. I saw her knocking at Dale’s door a couple of days ago, Tuesday, I think. I don’t remember the time. It was mid-afternoon maybe and I was between jobs. I only popped back because I forgot my sandwiches and I was starving. The long and short of it is, my wife passed them to me through the door and waved me off. As she did, I saw this woman going into Dale’s house.’ He pointed to Susan in the photo.

      She held up a picture of a car the same as Susan’s. ‘Have you seen this car around?’

      He shook his head. ‘Nah. She didn’t have a car. She came from that direction.’ He pointed down the path. Gina thought it odd that Susan had turned up without her car to visit a potential client. She gazed up and down the street.

      A woman lifted the voile on the front window and peered out.

      ‘That’s the wife. She’s probably wondering why I’m sitting in the van with a woman she doesn’t know.’ The man jangled his keys. ‘I should get going, if that’s all. I haven’t seen that woman or Dale since. Sorry I can’t be of any more help.’

      ‘Thank you. I will just brave this weather one more time to ask your wife the same questions. What’s your name?’

      ‘Don Fellow.’

      ‘Thank you for your help, Mr Fellow.’ She opened the car door and ran, almost slipping on the slimed over mossy pathway that led to Don’s house. The woman opened the door, her greying blonde hair up in a tight bun. The smell of onions escaped the house – then came a stronger smell. Gina was sure she’d just cooked sausages.

      Don hurried past her. ‘This is a detective, love. She wants to know if you’ve seen a woman at Dale’s next door. You know I forgot my sandwiches the other day, there was a woman going into Dale’s house.’

      The woman nodded. ‘I saw her, young, pretty, long dark hair.’

      Gina held the photo up.

      ‘That’s her. I didn’t see her leave. I was busy in the kitchen that day, sorting the cupboards out.’

      Gina’s shoulders dropped in disappointment. ‘Do you remember what time it was?’

      She shook her head. ‘I’m retired. Time means nothing to me. I know it was after midday as Don was well and truly ready for his sandwiches, weren’t you, love.’

      Gina pursed her lips together as she thought. She took a step back into the rain and drew her gaze back to Dale’s house. Their houses were attached and her next question was going to be a long shot. ‘Did you hear anything coming from the house?’

      ‘It was quiet for most of the time but I did hear what I thought to be shouting at one point. I really couldn’t grasp what was being said. We may be neighbours but these houses are pretty old and the walls are thick. I didn’t want to listen, especially when the dog started to bark so I put the radio on. I did hear his front door slam a few minutes later and after that it was quiet. I assume that’s when she left. Has something happened?’

      Gina passed the couple her card. ‘We are looking for the woman in the photo, her name is Susan and she’s currently missing. All we’re doing at the moment is trying to trace her whereabouts on the day. We also need to get hold of Dale. If you see him, can you please call me?’

      Don and his wife nodded.

      ‘Is he in trouble,’ the woman said as she wrapped her chunky cardigan around her body.

      ‘No one’s in any trouble, not that we know of. We just need to either speak to the woman in the photo or Mr Blair.’

      Don nodded and placed her card in the front of their letter rack. ‘We’ll definitely call you if we see anyone come back.’

      Squelching in her shoes to the car, Gina struggled to stay upright on the sopping wet drive.

      ‘You’re back. Did you find anything out?’

      She nodded as she wiped the rain from her face with the insides of her stretched sleeve. ‘They both saw Susan arrive at Dale’s house. Neither knows exactly when that was but it was after midday. The man, Don Fellow, saw her arrive as he left his house to do a job. His wife remembers seeing Susan also when she saw her husband off. There’s something else.’

      Jacob popped another sweet into his mouth and waited for her to continue.

      ‘Mrs Fellows heard shouting coming from Dale’s house. If someone had come to your house to help with your paperwork, there wouldn’t be any reason to use raised voices. At the moment, I’m thinking that Susan knew Dale Blair better than we think. How and why? We need to know the connection between them.’ She grabbed her phone and pressed the number for the station and Wyre answered. ‘It’s Harte. There’s a connection between Susan Wheeler and Dale Blair. Can you start digging deeper straight away? Check the schools they went to, places they’ve worked. We have to find out how they knew each other.’

      ‘Course, guv. Kapoor and I are heading back in a short while, we’re just at the bridge. See you soon,’ Wyre replied.

      Jacob screamed in pain as she ended the call. ‘I think I need a filling.’ He grabbed the bag of sweets and threw them into the glove compartment before slamming it closed.

      ‘Back to the station, then.’
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      I grin as I emerge from the darkness. ‘Oi, chubby. Look at me.’ I lay another punch into his face savouring the moment when I hear the thwack of skin on skin. Susan makes squeaky noises through her nose from the other room. ‘Shut the hell up.’

      Through glassy eyes, he stares up from the rotten floor, water dripping in from the roof onto his shoulder. I pull the rope from the crumbling bench and start playing with it. He shivers in the torchlight, his shadow making him look like he’s convulsing. ‘Cold, isn’t it?’

      The man lets out a pained groan from under the rag. I see his eyes, pleading with me to stop. Never. This is all going too well.

      ‘It’s nice getting the old gang back together, all of us coming together where it all began. I could say that I missed you but that would be a lie.’ My knee crunches as I kneel down and sit next to the shaking man, nudging him as I laugh again. ‘Cosy this.’ I crack open a can of pop and swig it back, belching as I place the can down. I know he’d love a drink but he’s not having one. I stand in front of him and pull the rope, flexing it out. His eyes widen as he tries to wriggle out of his binds.

      ‘We used to like playing games, all of us. Let’s have a play.’

      As I lean in, my little chubby friend topples off the chair and tries to wriggle along the floor, scraping his torso on the wood, glass and grit, bleeding a trail as he inches away. ‘Wiggle away, my little chubby worm.’

      He could wiggle all he liked, there was no way out. A piercing scream fills the air. ‘Shut up, Susie, or I’m going to have to come and shove a rag right down your gullet. Is that what you want?’ I stare right into the wriggler’s eyes. My muscles tingle as I think of revenge. ‘I love it that our little gang is nearly back together. It’s just like old times.’ I stamp on his back. That’s as far as I’ll allow him to get.
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      ‘Did you find anything new?’ Gina said as she removed her rain-drenched coat and threw it over a spare desk.

      ‘You only called me a short while ago but I am a speedy worker.’ Wyre beamed a big smile as she clipped her damp hair up. ‘Didn’t the rain come down?’

      Gina nodded as she began removing her shoes. ‘Just ignore me. That’s the last time I buy cheap shoes from the internet.’ She removed the flat slip-ons and began peeling her soggy socks off. ‘Sorry about this but my feet and socks are clean. They’re just soaking, bloody wet.’ She dropped the socks in a carrier bag. Smith continued working on his computer while Jacob leaned over him, chatting and pointing at the screen.

      ‘I see you got caught in it too. What a storm!’ Wyre said.

      Gina wiped her face with her sleeve, imagining the smeared mascara streaks. ‘Nightmare day. What have we got?’

      ‘Dale went to the local catholic school, Saint John’s. He also went to Cleevesford Primary. Susan went to Cleevesford High. She went to a primary school in Worcester before her family moved to the area. They didn’t go to school together. They are close in age. Dale: thirty-five. Susan: thirty-four. Their paths could have crossed but I haven’t found anything to suggest they did. They were from different sides of the town. The only thing this tells us is that they weren’t school friends. They may have hung around out of school or had friends in common. I did take the initiative to see if Dale and Susan had any Facebook friends in common. There are loads so I emailed them to you. This was easy enough to access. No one stood out but all of them may need looking into. We’ll make a start.’

      ‘Thanks for that.’

      O’Connor pushed open the office door. ‘Whoa, it smells like wet dog in here.’

      ‘That’ll be guv’s soggy socks,’ Smith said as he turned in his chair.

      ‘Thanks for that.’ Gina felt her face reddening. ‘Sorry about the socks. They’ll be gone before you know it – in the bin.’

      Gina slipped her cold dry feet back into her damp shoes, cringing as her toes touched the chilly curve at the end, making a little squelch sound. Grabbing her coat and socks, she passed O’Connor. ‘Have you looked up the area that postcode covers, the one on Susan Wheeler’s pad?’

      ‘It covers half of Beech Street.’ He rummaged through the pile of paper on his desk and eventually found what he was looking for underneath a mouldy cup. A pile of Post-it notes fluttered to the ground. ‘Here it is, not too far from Dale Blair’s house. She could have parked there and walked.’

      ‘Michaela Daniels, the dog woman, said she seemed to be in a rush. If she was in a rush, why wouldn’t she park right outside Dale Blair’s house? He was her next appointment. Let’s have a look, get my bearings.’

      Gina stared at the small map and flicked it. ‘Two streets behind where he lived. I know it’s not making sense to me but was the Beech Street appointment next on her list? Wyre?’

      ‘Yes, guv.’ Wyre tucked a loose strand of black hair behind her ear and sat poised with her notebook. Ever efficient Wyre, the most attentive of her team.

      ‘That list of Facebook friends in common between Dale and Susan, try to find out if any of them live on Beech Street. I appreciate that that won’t be an easy task as people use maiden names, married names and even fake names but give it your best and see what we come back with.’

      ‘On it, guv.’ She swivelled back to her screen and took a bite from her apple. Everyone else had almost finished the cake off but Wyre, Gina knew, only ate cake on rare occasions. Gina gazed at her, feeling a slight pang of admiration wash over her. She wished she could be fitter, healthier and more in control of her emotions, but that wasn’t how she was built. Her emotions were either her weakness or her superpower. She let out a little laugh, she definitely wasn’t sporting any superpowers. She grabbed one of the last slices of sponge that had been wrapped in a serviette.

      ‘I’m going to dry off a little, then I think I owe Mary another visit. I still don’t feel I know the family and I want to get a feel for the dynamics. I want to find out what they’re not telling me. Get a family liaison officer on standby. They might garner more than I can.’

      O’Connor nodded as he turned his electric heater on.

      ‘Keep trying Dale Blair too, organise for uniform to keep popping by. He’ll have to surface at some point.’

      O’Connor put his thumb up as he turned away and opened his email.

      Dale and Susan had been shouting in his kitchen. What about? Susan hadn’t been seen since. She needed more on Dale. They needed him to call or they needed to be able to search his house but she knew all she had was speculation and that wasn’t enough for a warrant. They could have been jokingly arguing about her rates or it could have even been his television making all the noise.

      Don Fellow’s wife heard someone leave Dale’s house. She assumed it was Susan. No one actually saw Susan leave Dale’s house. And where was he? ‘Smith, will you also organise a door to door on Dale Blair’s street. I need to know if anyone saw Susan Wheeler leave. We are struggling to get an accurate time of her arrival too. Any information will help but we need to get out and talk to the neighbours.’

      ‘I’ll get Kapoor onto it. I know they’re all stretched but I’m sure a couple of officers could get over there.’ He grabbed his phone.

      She took a bite out of the cake. Cake for breakfast and cake for lunch – not a good food day. If Susan had needed a bit of space or had some sort of breakdown, Gina was sure that someone would have heard something. The area had been well checked, especially in some of the known spots where… Gina didn’t want to think about those areas. The bridges mostly, the trees in the woods, the places where people go when they feel they can no longer face life. Where people go in their darkest day, hour, minute, second. Coughing, Gina wrapped up the rest of the cake as she shifted the crumbs in her throat.

      Gina looked down and tried to will away the chill that was running down her spine. Maybe Susan was just better at hiding than the others, like an animal, crawling under a rock to die. No – she had to be alive. She had no reason to believe anything bad had happened to Susan – not yet. Her hand gripped the cake and it oozed out of the tissue. She wouldn’t be finishing it anyway.
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      Phoebe ran down the cut through at the back of the school field still fed up with the text her dad had sent.

      
        
        Running late at work, be fifteen minutes max. Wait for me. Dad. Xxx.

        

      

      Her dad was always running late and the past couple of days he was constantly popping out and telling her to look after her sister. Her mum would never leave them alone. She wasn’t to tell her mum though, her dad had made her promise. Important things, that’s what he’d called them, like she and Jasmine weren’t important enough.

      She wished her mum was back. ‘She’s just having a little break. She’ll be back soon,’ they kept saying but Phoebe didn’t believe them – she heard her dad talking on the phone to her Aunty Clare on a few occasions about something that they must keep a secret. She’d tried to listen in to their conversations but he’d slammed the door on her and scurried off into his bedroom. They all treat her like she’s five, not eleven. She knew what was going on. Her mum had abandoned them. She had known something was wrong at home when she sat in her bedroom every night, listening to her mum sobbing.

      She checked her phone again. Text after text that she’d sent to her mum had been ignored.

      She wished Jasmine was with her so that they could talk. Since her mum and dad had split, they’d become closer. They’d fought mostly up until that point but Jasmine had started sleeping in her bed when she’d started getting the nightmares. They weren’t like her mum’s nightmares where she’d scream the house down and thrash the bedclothes everywhere, they were more like bad dreams. It didn’t matter that Jasmine always wore her clothes or used her favourite hair conditioner, not any more. Her poor little sister really thought their mother was never coming back.

      Her father wasn’t worried though and Phoebe chose not to worry either. She understood that sometimes, adults were just complicated. Complicated was her mother’s favourite word.

      Her phone lit up and she answered, ‘Jasmine.’

      ‘Got here safe. Tell Dad that Bryony’s mum will drop me off around eight.’

      A pang of jealousy hit her as Jasmine ended the call. Phoebe’s friends never invited her over any more. In fact, she wondered if they were still friends as they’d taken to ignoring her at lunchtime. They’d huddle on another table, glancing her way and giggling. She’d had it with trying to get in with the popular kids. Tomorrow, she’d head back to the ‘losers table’ with the other geeks, where she belonged.

      She pulled a strand of hair and began sucking it as she read the graffiti on the old battered seesaw. It was the ‘f’ word, the one she’d never be allowed to say. She said it once when she tried to get in with the cool kids but failed to look cool in the same way they do. She simply looked awkward as she checked to see if any teachers were listening. That was the day they’d planted chewing gum in her curly hair. She didn’t tell her mum even though she asked why a chunk of her hair was missing after she had to cut it out.

      She took in the ‘c’ word written in luminous pink. Her mother hated that word with a passion. Phoebe had heard her father call her that when they’d argued. She’d thrown a cup at him and he’d never used that word since. Her smile turned into a frown as she remembered the last time her father had a swearing fit at her mother, back in the spring, around the Whitsun holidays. Her mother had been dragged along the hallway covered in blood, but not her blood. Her father had slammed the kitchen door and she’d held her hands over Jasmine’s ears to block out the crying and shouting coming from the kitchen. Most kids were upset when their parents had split up, but not Phoebe, she was glad her father had gone. For once they didn’t have to tread on eggshells. She wiped a tear away. She wanted her mum to come home, she needed her.

      She pulled a little make-up mirror from her bag and stared at her frizzy hair. Maybe the girls at school would like her more if she were prettier, or walked like them, like a model. She blew her nose then pranced up and down the park like a catwalk model would, throwing her head high as she posed for her adoring fans, before swiftly turning back around, hands on hips. She glanced around, suddenly feeling stupid and glad no one had seen her.

      Ambling over to the swings, she lay back and stared into the darkening sky, hoping that the next ten minutes would hurry up and pass. She wished Nanny Mary was looking after her and Jasmine. She had taken Rory in, so why not them?

      She almost slipped off the swing as she heard a crunch in the bushes coming from behind. Heart racing, she feared she might lose her breath completely. Letting go of the swing, she snatched her bag. Clutching it to her chest, she took a step back, not taking her eyes off the spot where the crunch had come from.

      ‘It’s nothing, it’s nothing, it’s nothing,’ she whispered under her breath, then it happened again. Almost tripping, she darted back to the cut through, onto the school field, past the school entrance, finally reaching the car park. Doubling over and gasping for breath, she stared up and down the road, glancing behind her then back at the road so fast she almost lost her balance and toppled over. ‘Hurry up, Dad,’ she whispered as she shivered. The air was cooling and short puffs of white vapour clouded the air in front of her before dissolving. In a matter of moments dusk had turned to night. Darkness had fallen and it was swallowing her up. A tear trickled down her cheek. She just wanted her dad to hurry up. She glanced back and all she could think about was the person in the bushes. She knew someone had been watching her. Her heart pounded as the car approached, its lights almost blinding her. She should run, but she couldn’t. The man in the bush had come for her.
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      Gina stepped out of her car and hurried towards Mary Hudson’s front door. As she went to knock, the door flew open. A man hurried out of the house, holding a folder above his head, ready to brave the rain.

      ‘Your laptop’s in good nick now, Ron. Call me and ask next time you get any weird messages pop up. Remember, don’t click unless you’re a dick.’ Howard pointed at the man and pulled a serious expression.

      The man laughed as he nudged Gina with his bags, knocking her back into the rain. She was getting soaked all over again. She really wished this day would do one.

      ‘Come in,’ Howard said as Mary rushed to the door.

      ‘Have you found her?’ Mary gripped the tea towel, almost holding her breath for an answer, her hair slipping from her clip. Again, she twisted her loose hair around her finger and slid it behind her ear with dishwater-soaked hands.

      Her jawline, backlit by the hall lamp, accentuated her very neat profile. A shapely nose and a perfect chin with no excess flesh underneath. It was as if Gina’s own mother had risen from her grave. For a moment, Gina was transported back to when her mother used to greet her after school. Wintery school days, where she’d come in soaked, her mother would be ready with a towel and would laugh and joke as she roughly dried young Gina’s hair. Rubbing hard, tickling her neck until Gina would fall to the floor in great big howls of laughter. A lump formed in her throat. Seeing Mary was like seeing her mother’s ghost, her much loved and much missed mother. As her eyes dampened, she allowed her hair to drip over her face. Her mind wandered back to Susan with her failing marriage. Gina had felt too ashamed to ask her parents for anything when Terry was abusing her, had Susan been ashamed to ask for help?

      ‘Detective? Have you found her?’

      The spell was broken. Her beloved mother had now gone and Mary was back. In a miniscule movement, that exact resemblance vanished.

      ‘Sorry, no.’ Gina stepped into their hallway and removed her coat, not wanting to spray their walls with rainwater. Her drenched hair was another issue but there was nothing she could do about that dripping on the floor unless they offered her a towel. She wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve.

      ‘Can I get you a towel?’ It was as if Mary had read her mind.

      A shiver ran through her body. ‘That would be lovely, thank you.’

      Mary opened the door under the stairs to the tiny water closet and pulled a towel from the rail, passing it to Gina. She began patting her hair dry as she followed Mary through to the kitchen. The kids stomped around upstairs and screamed with laughter. She imagined that they were jumping on and off the bed playing a game. She listened as Clare shouted, telling them to keep the noise down.

      ‘Can we get you a drink?’ Howard flicked the switch on the kettle.

      ‘Coffee would be lovely, milk no sugar.’ She really needed a hot drink. Maybe that would warm up her chilled body. ‘Sorry, I came at a bad time.’

      ‘You could never come at a bad time,’ Mary said. ‘He was going anyway.’

      ‘Do you fix computers?’ Gina couldn’t help but ask. Learning more about Susan’s family may give her more of a clue as to who Susan really was.

      ‘I do. I used to work for a company doing software development. I’m semi-retired now but work for myself. I’m kept very busy with little computer repairs.’ His hair looked as though it could do with a cut as he used his bony fingers to brush it away from his eyes.

      Mary smiled. ‘I used to be a nurse. We never had five minutes together when I worked shifts.’

      He passed the hot drinks around and they sat at the breakfast bar. Gina sipped the coffee. Cream – just the way her mother used to make her coffees. The likeness was uncanny. Howard placed a loving arm on his wife’s shoulders. Gina’s mum and dad had been loving parents but they had rarely showed each other affection, at least not in front of Gina.

      She gave her head a little shake and pressed her eyelids together. Cut it out, Gina. She needed to put thoughts of her mother and father aside for the time being, it was clouding her mind.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Howard asked.

      Gina nodded. ‘Long day. Can you tell me a little more about Susan? I feel knowing her a little better may help us with our search.’ She glanced back and forth between them.

      Mary looked down.

      ‘You have to tell her, love.’ Howard spoke in a soothing voice and gave her a little squeeze.

      Shaking her head slowly, Mary regained her composure and wiped her eyes. ‘I know. Firstly, I have to say, I don’t believe for one minute she ran away on purpose. She wouldn’t do that now. She wouldn’t leave her children. She doted on them. She’s never let them down and she just wouldn’t—’

      ‘Mary? It would really help me if you started at the beginning.’ Gina didn’t want to narrow down the timeframe. Delving into the whole of Susan’s life wouldn’t hurt her investigation. It may give her more to process but it would also give her a rounder picture of Susan Wheeler, mother of three, bookkeeper. She needed to know her desires, her fears; her past behaviour. Any small detail may be the missing piece that leads them to Susan.

      Mary shuffled on the stool and sipped her coffee.

      ‘Susan gave Mary no end of heartache during her teens but that was a long time ago.’

      ‘Howard’s right. She has run away before. Her teen years were hell.’ Mary stared blankly out of the window, her mouth pursed.

      So Susan Wheeler had a history of running away. Gina pulled her soggy notepad out of her open bag and scribbled to get the biro going.

      ‘She was a delightful child. Both of them were. Clare is five years older and couldn’t wait for her little sister to come along. The first couple of years were hard, you know, toddlers can be jealous and, dare I say it, annoying, but we all got through it. Susan was so beautiful with her dark locks and large brown eyes. She even won a couple of beautiful baby competitions. I thought I had a little model in her, even tried to get her an agent at one point. Like all these things, I parted with a few hundred pounds for a portfolio and never heard from any of these so-called agents again. She turned heads though. Her primary school years went without a hitch. She was popular, active in lots of sports clubs and was forever bringing her friends home for tea and sleepovers.’

      ‘You mentioned her teens. Did something happen?’

      Mary nodded. Howard slid a box of tissues across the table. ‘Their father died suddenly of an aneurysm. We’d just split up which made it worse, the girls were heartbroken and I think Susan felt a lot of resentment towards me but I couldn’t stay in an unhappy marriage any longer. He hadn’t been a bad husband and he wasn’t abusive or drunk, I just didn’t love him. Clare was working in her first job out of school and she was so stable during this time. Susan however ditched all her clubs and sports and began smoking and hanging out at a local park with gangs of kids. She’d come home stinking of cheap vodka and would cause turmoil in our little household. I relied on Clare so much to keep it together while I was working shifts at the hospital. I sometimes think I put too much on her. One night…’ Mary swallowed and pulled a tissue from the box and sobbed into it.

      ‘It’s okay, love. You’re doing really well. This isn’t a time Mary likes to think of.’ He placed his arm around her again.

      ‘That night, I came home and Clare was pacing around the house, her clothes all ruffled. Susan had come home in a strop as she often did. She’d pushed Clare to the ground, they’d wrestled as Clare tried to calm her down and Clare had lost even though she was much older. Susan was like a rabid dog once she started. There was no reasoning with her. She’d grabbed her bag and stormed out. This had been teatime. When I arrived home at around ten thirty on that night, Clare was distraught. She’d been trying to call me at work but I’d been with my patients at the time. When I got home, I remember calling all of Susan’s friends and no one had seen her. She had our lives on hold. We thought she was dead in a ditch. After two days, the neighbours all rallied around and helped us search for her. Nothing. She breezed back into the house five days later as if nothing had happened and basically told me to shove off for asking where she’d been. I lost control of her that day. I’d lost my perfect, beautiful little girl.’

      Gina scribbled a few notes. The blue ink bleeding a little into the damp edges of the notepad. So, Susan had run away before. Although it was in her teens, could it be that she had run away again and would turn up tomorrow or the day after? ‘What happened after that?’

      Mary shrugged and dropped her hands to the worktop, almost knocking her coffee over. ‘She wouldn’t talk to any of us. She’d hang out alone in her room, playing grunge type music loudly. Her long dark hair looked as though it had been badly cut short with a pair of blunt shears and she pierced her own nose. I didn’t know her any more. She’d test me and Clare to our limits. We never knew where she went for those five days but she came back a changed person. To cut a long story short, she ran away again and again. We soon stopped worrying as much as she always came back but it hurt when she left. The last time she ran away was when she was eighteen. Slowly, the young woman, the daughter I no longer knew, came back to me. Slowly she mellowed and began dating occasionally. She no longer came home drunk. Not long after she met Ryan and those hurtful years were over. They married, had two beautiful girls. She went back to college and I was so proud of her.’

      Howard guided Mary’s head towards his chest then stroked her back.

      ‘She wouldn’t run away again. That was all in the past. Something bad has happened to her, I know it. You have to keep looking for her. I didn’t want to mention her past. I knew you wouldn’t take it seriously. I need you out there. Find her, please?’

      Mary stroked Howard’s arm and leaned back up, her gaze pleading with Gina.

      ‘Has anything serious or traumatic been happening in her life at the moment?’

      The woman shook her head and wiped her nose with the crumpled tissue. Little pieces of it fell away and floated to beyond the worktop. ‘She and Ryan are getting a divorce and it’s a messy one. I found the papers amongst her belongings when I was cleaning up her house.’

      ‘And…’

      ‘It wasn’t straightforward. She wanted the house, she wanted the kids and she had listed how much maintenance she wanted. To me it seemed high as I know roughly how much Ryan earns. They’ve borrowed money from us in the past just to keep the roof over their heads. But then she listed the reasons why and it felt as though my heart were in a vice and being twisted. She’d stated that he’d never let her go out alone, that he followed her when she went out, that she wasn’t allowed friends or privacy. She was being slowly suffocated by him. I had no idea she’d been so unhappy. I wish she’d spoken to me.’

      Gina could understand why Susan hadn’t said anything. Her face reddened as she thought about all the secrets she had. Susan would be mortified that Mary had read her divorce papers.

      Mary continued. ‘From what I see, he has been very good with the children, even stepping up with the girls this past couple of days. She had confided to me that he didn’t do enough for them but he seems to have stepped up in our hour of need. There is one other thing.’

      Gina almost woke up from the automatic note-taking. ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘She accused him of having an affair.’

      Gazing at Mary, Gina wondered if the family had recently had an argument. Is that why Susan had left? Susan was accusing Ryan of an affair and Ryan had mentioned that there was another man in her life.

      ‘This isn’t serious to you any more, is it? You think she’s just run away and she’ll come back. That’s why I didn’t want to say anything.’

      Shaking her head, Gina flipped her pad closed and threw it into her bag. ‘Mary, of course we don’t think that. We will keep following leads and we will keep looking for Susan. Today, we have followed up on her appointments that you passed to us. We are still searching for her car and we will keep searching. Just because Susan ran away in the past wouldn’t mean we’d stop looking for her.’ She knew Mary found that hard to believe. Even though Susan’s teens were a long time ago, she couldn’t dismiss that this was maybe Susan’s way of coping with all that was happening. She tried to push that thought out of her mind. It was her job to find Susan and find Susan she would. ‘One last thing, do you know if Susan knew anyone living in Beech Street?’

      Mary’s brow furrowed. ‘No, not as far as I’m aware.’

      ‘The postcode you gave me covers Beech Street. Maybe it belonged to a client she was meant to visit on Tuesday.’ The information they had so far flashed through her mind. Mother of three in her thirties, missing. Job where she visits people’s houses, possibly compromising her own safety. Marriage breakdown. Messy divorce. Possessive husband. Affairs on both sides.

      The two children above had escaped onto the landing. Clare’s yell filled the silence and Gina’s trail of thought was long gone. ‘Baby Shark’ bellowed out, a song Gina was beginning to loathe. Maybe a bath followed by a good night’s sleep would give her the clarity she needed.

      ‘I know this is difficult for you which is why I have a family liaison officer on standby—’

      ‘No way. I don’t want anyone in my home. Whatever is happening, we can manage this as a family.’ Mary turned her head.

      ‘But—’

      ‘No, thank you. I know you mean well but you can help us all by just being out there and finding out where Susan is. We just want her home. Some officer hanging around making cups of tea and getting in the way isn’t going to help one bit.’ Mary was adamant.

      ‘Of course, I understand,’ Gina replied as she headed towards the door. ‘Do you recognise the names Michaela Daniels or Dale Blair?’

      She shook her head. ‘Not that I can think of.’

      ‘Thank you for your time. I’ll keep you updated.’

      Where could Susan have run to back in her teens and where was she now? History of running away and returning. The husband’s alleged affair. Dale Blair, the client she’d been arguing with. Where was Dale and who was Ryan seeing?

      When she left the house and the door had closed behind her, she stood on the drive in the rain and dialled Detective Chief Inspector Briggs. She knew he was still scheduled to be at the station. Her fingers tingled as she pressed the button, wanting to keep her distance from him yet needing to hear his voice.

      ‘Gina?’ His voice made her shiver in a pleasant way. That brief fling would remain theirs and theirs only, forever. With more rainwater filling her already sodden shoes, she swiftly relayed all that she knew.

      ‘Can we arrange a regular overnight drive-by of Dale Blair’s house? I know it seems like a waste of resources but I need to know when he returns home. I need to speak to him.’

      ‘Just because he hasn’t contacted us today?’

      ‘No, because he and Susan argued on Tuesday and neither have been seen since.’

      ‘Gina, you know the budgets are tight and we haven’t given him ample time to respond to the card that you left. I’m poring over the finances now. This department is existing on thin air. You know what I’m up against.’

      ‘You know something’s not right.’ She needed him on board. She knew it was a big ask but she didn’t want to let Mary down. If she had vanished and her mother was still alive then, like Mary, she’d be hoping that the police would do all they could. ‘Fine, I will head straight over there myself and spend the night watching his house, in the rain, alone!’

      ‘Don’t do this to me,’ he said as he sighed.

      ‘Don’t do this to me! You know I can’t leave it and go home. I’ll pay the bloody bill myself if I have to. Take it out of my salary. That should balance the books.’ She imagined him sitting at his desk running his fingers through his brown hair with grey speckles peppering it, the hair she’d once loved running her fingers through.

      ‘Okay, okay. I’ll authorise a patrol car to pass every hour or so. Good enough?’

      ‘Good enough, sir. Oh, and one other thing.’

      ‘Shoot.’

      ‘I’d like her image to be released to the local media. As you’re at the station, can you please arrange for a release to hit the morning news?’

      ‘Of course, Harte. I’ll head over to Corporate Communications in five and get that sorted with Annie. I don’t think it will hurt to put her image out there.’

      ‘Thanks, sir.’ She ended the call and hurried to the car, oblivious as to how soaked she’d become. A cough came from the cut through at the side of Mary’s house and Gina trembled. Had someone just heard that whole conversation? As the rain bucketed down, she crept along the kerb, keeping well back from the little cut through, ankle-deep in murky water that was gurgling up from the overflowing gutters. Whoever was behind the wall was now running. She picked up the pace. As she splashed along the path at the side of the house, she saw a white trainer making its way behind the garden. She darted after the figure in the shadows, barely able to see what was ahead as rain drizzled into her eyes. As she reached the end of the garden she came to a halt and stared ahead through the falling sheet of water. Whoever had been watching had escaped.

      ‘Clare, Clare,’ she could just about hear Mary shouting. There was no reply.
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      A loud scream came from behind the door. Harrison began to yell and Rory cried. Mary tapped on Clare’s bedroom door but there was no answer. The music stopped. She pushed open the door and heard the shower running in the en suite. ‘Boys, boys – keep it down.’

      Rory ran over and hugged his nan’s legs and Harrison continued jumping on the bed while continually singing ‘Baby Shark’ and ignoring her. A pillow narrowly missed her head as it flew from Harrison’s hands. She walked over and held him tightly to his dismay. He kicked and screamed. The whole street would probably wonder what was going on. She gripped the boy under her arm and held Rory’s hand then met Howard at the bottom of the stairs.

      ‘Clare’s in the shower. Could you take these two for ten minutes?’

      He nodded. ‘I’ll put something on the box, keep them occupied for a bit. You go and have a rest, love.’ He kissed her on the cheek and took Harrison from her. As she let go, he tried to wiggle out of their grip to escape back up the stairs, but Howard already had him under his arm. ‘No you don’t. Mummy needs to have a shower in peace and Nanny needs a rest. You can go back up in a minute. Come and watch TV with Pops.’

      Howard smiled and closed the door, a favourite programme already distracting them both.

      Mary ran up the stairs and shut her bedroom door at the other side of the house. While the children were being quiet and Clare was in the shower, she could have a further look through Susan’s blue box.

      Lying on the bed, she flicked through the pieces of paper by lamplight. The box was full of little poems, snippets of prose and drawings. She never realised her daughter had been so dark-minded. Why had she left, or what had she left? Mary was relying all too heavily on the contents of this little box for answers.

      She recognised one of the drawings. She’d walked in on teenage Susan while she was creating that particular piece of art. A pencil sketch of a gate with a thick round handle. If Mary could turn it, she wondered which part of Susan’s imagination it would lead her to. The shading was done to perfection, accentuating light and dark, each grain in the wood precise. On the second half of the door was a smaller door that was open. Susan was letting her in. She held the page closer to her, capturing it clearer in the lamplight. Amongst the swirls and shadows was a familiar shape. Maybe Mary was reading too much into it. It looked like an eye, possibly a sinister-looking eye, angled down towards the tear duct like it was angry. It may not have been an eye, it may have been nothing more than a few pencil strokes that she was looking too deeply into. No, it was an eye.

      She flicked through the box and stopped at another sketch. A smudge of charcoal rubbed off onto her fingers. Susan had tried to copy a painting Mary knew to be called The Nightmare by Henry Fuseli. A woman spread across the bed, deep in slumber, lay still as a small demonic-looking incubus mischievously stared directly at its audience – her. She dropped the picture. No wonder her daughter had suffered with night terrors, drawing things like that. Occasionally Susan would wake up, swearing that she was surrounded by little monsters and she couldn’t scream, she couldn’t move and she couldn’t breathe. All Mary could do was comfort her. She lifted the picture up one more time and almost fell off the bed as a flash of hail hit the windows. She hoped that Susan wasn’t out there alone and scared, living a very real nightmare.

      Shivering, she got into bed fully dressed and pulled the quilt over her chest and read the poem one more time.

      
        
        The Secret Door

      

        

      
        There is a door, which leads to a door, which leads to a door.

        And I hear what’s behind it, beckoning me.

        It will take me away, far away – somewhere better.

        I dream that the door will take me to another world,

        A secret place built only for me.

      

        

      
        The calling is faint but I hear my name,

        So I open door one, and the calling gets louder.

        ‘I’m here,’ I whisper, but there is no reply.

        Was I mistaken? I thought it wanted me.

        Like always in my life, there was no one there.

      

        

      
        ‘Only you can open the next door and let me in.’

        I’m sure that’s what it said but it’s wrong.

        I think really, I’d be letting it out.

        It is the one trapped behind the door and I am free.

        Confusing, but I can’t say no.

      

        

      
        I know you’re gone, Dad,

        But I still feel you around me. I sense that you’re with me.

        I smell your aftershave and feel your warmth.

        As I open door two, I know your spirit will protect me.

        There’s no going back now – ever!

      

        

      
        Secure, safe – that’s how I feel. I trust you to protect me, Dad.

        Hammering, banging. ‘Open door three and let me out,’ it yells.

        As I let it out, I let the darkness in.

        It took me to a secret place, one which I must never speak of.

        ‘Be silent, be silent,’ my mind tells me so. ‘You opened the door. It’s your fault and no one must ever know.’

      

        

      
        By Susie.

      

      

      Mary placed the poem back in the box and lay in bed as she thought about young Susan – or Susie as she liked to be called back then. She glanced around the room. Susan had missed her father terribly when he had died. Maybe Mary hadn’t been there enough for her and had ignored her daughter’s grief as she worked all hours to pay the bills. Lying on her wet pillow, the whole poem running through her mind, she wondered why Susan had clung on to all this darkness. Another tear slipped from the corner of her eye as she continued to look at many of Susan’s dark musings, drawings and poems.

      A knock at the bedroom door startled her. ‘Hello.’

      ‘Mum, I was looking for you. Howard just told me you’d come for a lie-down.’ She wedged the door open and entered, wearing her dressing gown and slippers, hair soaked. ‘Are you crying again? Don’t worry, she’ll come back, she always does.’ Clare glanced down at the bed, spotting the box. ‘You’re going through her things, aren’t you?’

      ‘I just want to find her.’

      ‘And you think she’ll thank you for nosing through all this personal stuff when she comes home. She’ll go berserk.’ Clare sat on the other side of the bed and began packing all the bits of paper back into the box. ‘Yuck and gross. Susan drew some weird pictures. That one’s creepy.’ She threw the picture of the incubus on the woman’s chest back in the blue box and slammed the lid down. ‘There. We need to put this back where it came from ASAP.’ She placed the box on the bedside table and lay next to her mum.

      ‘Do you really think she’ll be mad at me?’

      ‘If you put the box back tomorrow, she won’t know.’ Clare began shuffling around.

      ‘You okay.’

      She pulled out a string of red liquorice. ‘This yours?’

      ‘No, it was in Susan’s box. We best put that back too.’
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          Friday, 15 November 2019

        

      

    

    
      A chunk of wood falls from above as I emerge from the dark, dragging the plastic sheeting across the fallen wooden beams. Snapped pool cues and broken chairs adorn the floor. The skylight has long shattered and only the moon’s milky light leads the way. I don’t use a torch here, it’s not like the back end of the building where the snug is, cocooned away and backing onto a thicket of unruly shrubbery.

      Long past its use-by date, the building has been gifted back to nature and nature has claimed so much of it already. The moss is alive and adorns the corners of every room. Damp penetrates every wall. Cold, dank and unloved, just like me since you three ruined my life, especially you Susie.

      ‘Not far now,’ I whisper as I drag the body over the threshold, through sludge and tree branches, sweat mixing with the dust ingrained within the lines of my face. ‘Nearly there.’

      I stand still as I hear footsteps crunching ahead. Dropping the body, I pull the knife from my back pocket and then exhale as you stand in the moon’s light. ‘Finally. I could do with a hand. Grab the other end.’
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      Every step crunched in the almost frozen grass. It had been a chilly night, so chilly Mike had made sure his boys were both wrapped up as much as they could be for their morning walk. His wife deserved a little time to herself to get up and dressed and Dobby their Old English sheepdog deserved a brisk walk alongside the River Arrow. Mike had spent many a sunny day there fishing with the boys. He loved living where they did as it had everything a young family needed. ‘Keep away from the water,’ he called out as Billy was trying to poke the river’s edge with a stick. At five, the twins had already learned to swim but Mike knew all too well what freezing cold water could do to a person. ‘Dobby. Dobby!’

      He listened for rustling. With Dobby’s huge frame, he was hardly a dainty flower, especially as his wife constantly fed him scraps and treats.

      ‘Daddy, I can see him. He’s over there playing in the bushes.’

      Mike uncoiled the dog lead. Maybe it was time they headed back and had some breakfast before school. Time flew on their little walks. ‘Dobby. Come on, boy.’ He whistled and waited for the dog to respond.

      The dog’s booming barking almost shook the ground.

      ‘I’ll get him, Daddy,’ Billy said.

      Dillon carried on walking along the path as Billy snapped twigs and cracked leaves to hurry to Dobby. As he had done on many occasions, Billy would gently guide the dog back by his collar. Dobby had once been good at coming back and responding to commands but he’d slowly been losing his senses. That dog now sensed nothing, being almost blind and almost deaf. Mike shivered knowing soon his two little boys would be exposed to the end of life cycle for the first time. Mike bought Dobby a week after he bought his first home, long before getting married and having the boys. He would miss Dobby more than anything when the time came. He shook those thoughts away, Dobby wasn’t going anywhere for ages yet. He may not come to the call and continuously bumped into things, but he still had that smiley look about him, if dogs had smiley looks. Mike nodded and smiled to himself. Dobby was definitely a smiler.

      ‘Daddy, Dobby won’t come.’

      As soon as Mike heard the dog growling, he ran. ‘Just step away from him, I’m coming.’ A branch slapped Mike on the forehead as he ran the gauntlet, over deadwood, trying not to slip on iced-over leaves and moss. Holding his hands out, he destroyed the jewelled web that a spider had spent so long creating. Billy was standing slightly away from Dobby, his little blue hat just covering his fine black eyebrows. His linked mittens both on, keeping his little hands cosy. Mike leaned in to clip the lead onto Dobby’s collar and gently pulled the dog back. Dobby refused to budge. ‘Dobby,’ Mike yelled, slowly losing his temper. He had to get back now. Time, which they seemed to have so much of in the early morning, was fast running out. He and his wife had to be at work soon and he wasn’t going to allow Dobby to make the whole family late. He tugged again. The dog continued barking as Mike pulled him back. ‘You’re in my bad books today, Dobby. Don’t think you’ll get any treats when we get home.’

      Dillon ran after them along the trodden path, staying back a little as Mike held his hand up. ‘Daddy, can we go home, I’m hungry?’

      Mike’s gaze followed Billy’s and rested on the leg that was sticking out of the bushes. Mottled, pale flesh with a bluish twinge covered the bottom half of a naked body. ‘Get back, boys – now!’ He couldn’t let his children see the body but one look back at Billy said it all. Billy’s light brown cheeks had a rosy tinge to them only a moment ago but now that healthy tinge had gone and the little boy’s gaze remained fixed on the man as he stared with his mouth slightly open.

      The children ran back towards their father, Billy crying and Dillon constantly asking him what the matter was. Mike knew that talk about death would come sooner than he’d anticipated. Billy and Dillon may only be five years old, but they weren’t stupid.

      He held his hand over his mouth as he took a step back and held his phone to his ear. ‘Police, please.’ This was going to haunt them all for a long time.
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      ‘Right, Briggs has put the appeal out and I know the calls are already coming in. Can you monitor those closely, O’Connor?’ Gina grabbed a croissant from the batch that O’Connor had brought in, another one of his wife’s bakes. As per usual she’d skipped breakfast knowing full well that the station would be littered with junk food as it always seemed to be. She glanced at her email. Nothing had come from the drive-bys of Dale Blair’s house. ‘Anything so far?’

      O’Connor clapped his hands, releasing crumbs all over the floor before licking jam off his fingers. ‘A possible sighting at the shopping centre. Another at the park, oh and another at the industrial estate, two sightings on a bus and another driving through Cleevesford High Street. I sense this day is going to be a challenging one. I mean, you’d think she was Houdini if the public have got it right. I’ve been going through her friends list on social media, the ones she and Dale had in common. There are a fair few but no meaningful interactions are showing up. I’ll keep going through the list. Wyre and I split it as there are so many people to go through. I’ve also emailed them to you.’ He rubbed his shiny head, almost polishing the patch that his fingers were massaging.

      ‘Great, keep up the good work. Going back to the appeal, eliminate the obvious and look into the others.’ She glanced around and noticed Smith sitting at his desk, rubbing his shoulder. ‘Smith, can you coordinate uniform in following up on some of these potential sightings? You okay?’

      He nodded. ‘Ouch, yes, just a cramp. I’ll get right onto it, guv.’ He turned to his keyboard and began tapping away.

      Wyre hit the send button on the email she had just finished and removed the headset she was wearing, slightly lifting a chunk of her black hair to reveal her fine neckline. Her neatly starched collar fit her with just the correct amount of room and her tailored jacket pinched in slightly at the waist. Gina knew she could never carry off tailored to that degree.

      A door slammed and heavy footsteps stomped down the corridor. Briggs. Their door flew open and he filled the doorway with his presence, something he’d always done with ease. Gina’s mind flashed back to a time he’d filled her bedroom door with his presence, but he hadn’t been wearing an expression as serious as the one he was wearing now. ‘I need a team at the bridge, the one that goes over the River Arrow on the approach to Cleevesford. A man was out with his two young sons walking their dog and they’ve discovered a body.’

      Gina’s stomach dropped. All this time she’d half-thought that Susan had just been overwhelmed with life but Mary knew that something was wrong. It had to be Susan. Running her hand across her face, she was trying to figure out how she would break this news to Susan’s family. Three children would grow up without their mother. Gina suddenly felt lucky for once in her life. Her mother had always been there when she was growing up. She braced herself with what was coming next.

      ‘We don’t have an accurate description of the victim. Bernard and Keith are already on their way so the tent should be going up as soon as possible. Uniform have also been informed and will be cordoning off the area. PC Kapoor has just left. I need detectives down there now, talking to the family. Gina, you will be Senior Investigating Officer. Don’t miss anything.’

      Jacob slammed through the door, his short back and sides looking like they were firmly plastered to his head as he went to take a seat in his booth.

      ‘Don’t get comfortable. Body found alongside the River Arrow.’

      He swigged the coffee on his desk and slammed the cup down as he put his coat on.

      ‘We best go,’ Gina said as she almost left him behind, causing him to run after her.
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      As soon as she heard her mother slamming the front door behind her, Clare got back into bed and put the television on. The detective had called by the night before to keep them updated and she’d also called later to tell them that a television and radio appeal would be on the local news this morning. Several times she’d re-run the news report. Everyone would now be worried for poor little attention-seeking Susan. Mary and Howard had claimed that they couldn’t just sit around dwelling on the news all day and had vowed to carry on as normal for the children. Her fussing mother had taken Rory and Harrison to their respective nurseries – that way they could all pace the floor without the children seeing.

      She rewound the clip without the volume, enjoying the silence. With no Harrison to break the peace and her mother no doubt heading back to Susan’s house to replace her blue box, she had the house to herself for a while. Even Howard had taken himself out of his office to pick up some computer spares for a client. Susan’s perfect face stared back at her as she paused the appeal. Perfect heart shape, no double chin, even skin tone showing off her light fake tan. She wondered if society would be so sympathetic if it was she who had gone missing. Frumpy, bedraggled Clare. The one with the loud child, the woman who always dressed like she’d thrown her clothes on as she walked out the door; one of life’s multiple failures. Clare – can’t keep a job, can’t keep a home and can’t control her child. Overweight, spot-marked Clare. All she knew is that people were judgmental, she’d heard them making fat jokes behind her back and saying what a brat Harrison was. She’d heard it all and she’d despised their ignorance.

      She stared at the vape her mother had bought her to wean her off tobacco. It wasn’t a match for her beloved cigarettes. She lit up and lay back.

      Don’t smoke in my house. It smells. Go outside, to the back of the garden or beyond. Keep walking until you reach the river and hopefully you’ll fall in and never come back she said in her head, in her mother’s voice.

      No, mother dear, this time she wasn’t going out in the cold to smoke. Her son wasn’t at home, no one else was. Who could she harm? Only herself. She sucked deeply on the nicotine stick and held the smoke in her lungs for a few seconds before puffing it out in little o’s. Her troubles leaving her behind.

      She stared at Susan’s photo and sucked on the cigarette.

      As soon as Susan turned thirteen, she had ruled the house. She was in charge, her mood dictating everyone else’s. Every time she ran away, she’d receive a hero’s return, which Susan had always lapped up. Susan had played it smoothly by shutting herself in her room because that commanded even more attention – clever. Mary would make excuses for her, knock on the door with little trays of biscuits to cheer her up, saying that the loss of their father had affected Susan in a bad way. Mary didn’t care about Clare though. She’d pined for her father more than either of them.

      Clare’s life changed as much as her mother’s when her father had died. Since then, she was put in charge of looking after Susan and had borne the brunt of all her moods. The sister who would never speak to her, who slammed doors in her face, who swore so venomously and pushed her away. She hadn’t appreciated the sacrifices Clare had made. At eighteen, Clare wanted to go out with her friends but her mother’s constant night shifts never allowed it.

      Her mother would always return in the morning and press Clare to tell her everything. How was Susan? How did she seem? Did she seem odd/off? Did you check on her? Did you speak to her? Did you hear her call anyone? What did you cook for her? Mary never once asked about Clare and how she was coping – which she wasn’t. She thought about the friends who’d eventually stopped asking her to go out with them. She thought about the job she couldn’t cope with because of her responsibilities at home. She thought about the dates she’d missed out on, the dowdy clothes she wore because her mum had no money and the mess her hair was in. It was alright for Susan. When she wanted a little adventure she just ran away. Susan always seemed to have nice clothes but she’d never tell Clare how she got them, which led Clare to accuse her of shoplifting. That’s when Clare had started to follow her precious little sister…

      She flicked through the apps on her phone. Several notifications on Facebook, a couple on Twitter, another email from the company that were handling her bankruptcy. She had no idea how her mother would react when she found out she’d have house guests for several years rather than a few more weeks or months. Susan had been angry that Clare had moved back in with them, especially when her mother had been too tired to babysit as much. Clare knew Harrison was draining the lifeblood out of them all.

      ‘Ouch,’ she yelled. The cigarette had half-burned and a string of ash singed a hole in the quilt cover. No doubt she’d never hear the end of it when her mother eventually saw it. Rolling over, she stubbed the cigarette out and gazed back at her phone. Facebook, Twitter or email? Which one would she click on first?

      Facebook. Scrolling down the invites to pages she’d never heard of or wasn’t interested in and the group alerts, she soon realised there was nothing of interest. Jobs, she’d check out what was going locally. If she didn’t, Mary wouldn’t let it go. Although not many jobs she was qualified to do would help her out of the financial hole she was stuck in. Her mother was determined Clare would be back on her feet soon but redundancy had hit her hard. The bank loan had been covered by the credit cards and the repayments on those had eventually been covered by the payday loans. That’s when she’d finally lost the debt battle. Plus, she’d never get the same money again for the supervisory role she’d worked up to at the plastics factory.

      Life was too short. Catching up on local gossip would be a good way of procrastinating. ‘What’s Up Cleevesford?’, her favourite group. Surely gossip about her little sister would be rife on there by now. She jolted up, devouring every comment. Post after post, all saying the same thing.

      Her phone went, it was Ryan. ‘Have you heard about the body?’

      ‘What body? I’m just on Facebook now.’

      ‘Turn the news on.’

      She grappled under the quilt, feeling around until her fingers brushed the cold plastic. She turned the volume up and her heart sank as she read the headline.
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      Gina shivered as she pulled up next to the forensics van. An ambulance was parked a little further down, next to one of the police cars. She dreaded leaving the sanctuary of her lovely warm car only to be confronted by one of the coldest days of the year so far, and a body. She almost hated herself a little for being glad it wasn’t summer. Nothing turned her stomach more than the stench of hot decaying flesh covered in maggots.

      Jacob slammed the car door and wearily stretched before striding towards the riverbank. Gina followed him down the little path until they reached a walkway that narrowed to a frozen mud and crisp leaf path, neither of them speaking a single word. The river gently flowed, giving a sense of peace to the location, a serene feel that would soon be ruined. In the distance she spotted PC Kapoor getting the outer cordon tape tangled as she struggled to wrap it around a few trees. Fingers trying to work through the barrier of thick woollen gloves. Several members of the public moved back on her command and three excited Alsatians being held back by their owner began to bark. That sense of tranquillity had now gone, only to be replaced by a frantic hustle bustle.

      A member of the press spotted her: her ongoing enemy, Lyndsey Saunders of the Warwickshire Herald. Obviously not content with the press release that Briggs had just issued, she was out to fish for more. It wasn’t going to be her lucky day. Gina watched the woman’s shoulders drop as she spotted Gina approaching. Gina had no love for the journalist. Since the time she’d tried to report on her personal life following a previous case, Gina gave her nil-from-mouth whenever they met, scared she’d be unable to control the insults if she started.

      ‘DI Harte. How lovely to see you here, shame about the circumstances. Can you tell us more about the body? Have you identified who it is?’ She was a trier, Gina would give her that.

      Gina made a zip motion with her finger and thumb and smiled.

      ‘This is ridiculous. You have to speak to me at some point. The public has a right to know if there’s a murderer on the loose, and you know it. Is it the woman who is missing? Susan Wheeler.’ An uncertainty filled the journalist’s expression. She was saying everything Gina expected her to, but she lacked conviction, knowing that she was going to struggle to get a story from Gina.

      Gina shrugged her shoulders and nudged Lyndsey aside as she pushed past. She wasn’t wasting another minute on her.

      ‘Ah, DI Harte, glad you got here so soon.’ Bernard, the Crime Scene Manager, unzipped his forensics suit slightly, allowing his long grey beard to slip out for a moment. Last time they’d met up, he had an air of Hagrid about him but he’d trimmed the unruly face-bush back, giving him a more tailored look. For such a cold day, he looked a little flustered. She glanced behind him. The tent had partially been erected in the densely wooded area. They’d obviously all been working hard to no avail with there being barely any room to put a tent up. Several thick stumped oaks that weren’t about to surrender their position at all were causing the team some trouble as they started to clear a small area around the body. One of the SOCOs cut a few branches back, another tried to shield the body from public view by standing in front of it. Gina wondered why the public were so morbidly obsessed with crime scenes.

      Her heart began to hum as she thought of Mary. She’d soon be dealing with a devastated family and all before lunch.

      ‘He hasn’t been here too long.’ Bernard kicked a branch.

      ‘Did you say he?’

      He nodded. It wasn’t Susan. Gina exhaled as she took a couple of forensics suits from Bernard and began slipping one over her clothes, shivering as she removed her coat. Little clouds filled the air with each breath. It wasn’t a day to be out for long. They’d all be as stiff as corpses themselves if things didn’t get a move on. She watched as Jacob almost lost his balance while trying to force his leg through a gap in the branches. The twig he’d grabbed for support snapped away with ease, almost sending him rolling onto his bottom.

      Gina suppressed a snigger as she passed Jacob a forensics suit. It wouldn’t help, being seen at a crime scene laughing. ‘Well saved. Lyndsey had her camera pointed at you then. You could have made the headlines. We know how she’d twist it into an article discussing police incompetence at crime scenes. She’d probably write something about us operating in the same way as the Chuckle Brothers or Laurel and Hardy.’ Gina gave him a friendly nudge as she followed the path he’d trodden.

      He regained his balance and continued on. ‘You don’t like her at all, do you?’

      ‘No. She’s tested my goodwill far too many times. You can only give people so many chances and eventually they become a write-off. That’s what she is to me, a write-off. How’s your tooth today?’

      ‘Achy.’ He winced as he clenched his teeth together.

      ‘I told you those sweets were no good.’ They cracked and crunched on the undergrowth, trying not to slip as Gina lifted the inner cordon. Jennifer, the Crime Scene Assistant, was photographing everything around them. She reminded Gina of a large marshmallow in her suit, which looked at least five sizes too big for her. ‘Morning, guv,’ she called out as the camera clicked.

      Gina nodded and continued walking along the stepping plates, making her way over to Keith, her trusty forensics expert. He rose from a bending position and let out a tiny moan. ‘I wish my painkillers would hurry up and kick in. That’s what you get when surprise calls come in on your day off.’ As he continued wittering on about his permanent bad back, his long thin comb-over flopped forward, escaping from the hood of his crime scene overalls. She gestured to his hair. He swiftly pushed the strands back under his hood. ‘Thank you.’ He continued to mooch in his bag.

      ‘What have we got?’ Gina stepped forward until her whole body was completely inside the badly erected tent, narrowly missing being jabbed in the eye with a pole. Immediately, she was faced with the naked bottom half of a male body and a slight glimpse of a checked shirt that hung just above his waist.

      Jacob moved aside so that Bernard could wedge himself in. They were so crammed she could smell coffee on his breath. He bent down so as not to bang his head on the top and knock the whole contraption over, then he pointed down to the man.

      ‘We have only just started working the scene and, as you can tell, it’s freezing so we need to hurry. I’ll make this quick and then I’ll forward anything of any relevance to you as I find it. I really need to work on getting his body to the morgue as soon as possible so let’s get started. We have a male, in his thirties. From our preliminary measurements, he’s around five foot six and looks to be very overweight. I would estimate that he’s around the seventeen stone mark.’

      The pale skin had a bluish tinge. ‘How do you think he got the bruises and scratches?’ Gina cocked her head to one side.

      ‘A lot would have occurred while he was being dragged here. As you can see the bruises are reddish in colour. You can just about see a bluish tinge to them. These scratches could very well have been caused by all the bushes and shrubs. Bruises, twelve to twenty-four hours old at a guess, given colouration and the weather conditions. He’s definitely taken a beating.’

      Her gaze stopped at the man’s feet. ‘And those marks?’

      ‘He’s been bound. You can’t see properly as all the shrubbery is covering his top half but his wrists have the same markings.’

      ‘Cause of death?’

      ‘The ligature marks around his neck suggest that he was strangled. Again I know you can’t see that properly given all the shrubbery but we have managed to pull it back to take a couple of photos. We didn’t want to disturb any evidence.’

      ‘It looks like whoever placed him here had to make a bit of an effort. They’d obviously tried to hide him and possibly ran out of steam before giving up.’

      Bernard nodded. ‘It was wet last night but it soon frosted over when the rain stopped. I think the rain may have destroyed some of the evidence but I live in hope, optimistic as always. The body is well preserved. Jennifer has the photos. It would be good for you to have a look.’

      She nodded and went to leave. ‘Thanks, Bernard. Time of death?’

      He rubbed his chin over his suit. His bony fingers pressing into the point. ‘I’ve taken everything I can into consideration, from the way he looks to the overnight temperature. Given his condition, I’d say he has been dead approximately twelve hours. Obviously a post-mortem will provide a more accurate answer to your question.’

      ‘Other considerations?’

      ‘This is a busy dog walking area and it also leads to the industrial estate if you keep going.’

      ‘Yes, not the easiest route to tread. A fair few people cycle and walk down here.’

      Bernard rolled his eyes. ‘We even found one woman dumping a load of bacon fat out for the birds. Lots of people have trodden this area already this morning, contaminating it further – a forensics nightmare. There’s a dirt track that runs alongside this river as you can see through the bushes. I’d say that the masses have trodden the path but not many people would have left the path to end up here.’

      Gina could just about see a couple of cars parked in the distance. She knew it wasn’t an official route, there was even a sign up stating that there was no parking, but without it being enforced people often drove off the main country road, parking there anyway.

      ‘Not good. We’ll get signs put up alongside the river and on the dirt track, mentioning that there’s been an incident and requesting that any witnesses come forward. We’ll station someone here for a couple of days too.’ Gina made a mental note to pass that responsibility onto Kapoor before she left.

      ‘You never know. Someone might just have seen something that may help you.’

      ‘One more thing. Have you found any identification?’

      Bernard shook his head. ‘Not a jot. Not yet, anyway.’

      Gina nodded, glad to be leaving the death tent. Jacob and Jennifer were smiling at one another and looked to be exchanging small talk. ‘Ah, Jennifer. Can I see the photos that you managed to take of the victim?’

      Jacob stepped back and cleared his throat and turned away, trying to hide his blushing cheeks.

      ‘Of course.’ With her blue-gloved hands, she began turning a dial on the back of a camera, flicking through what seemed like hundreds of photos, until Gina noticed a flesh colour filling the screen. She stopped, brow furrowing as she studied it closer. Clicking the little magnifying glass button, she zoomed in on their victim’s face. Gina shook her head, trying to work out how their missing witness had now turned up as a body.
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      Gina stood aside and mulled over what she was seeing. No wonder Dale Blair hadn’t returned home. One of the last people to see Susan Wheeler before she disappeared was Dale and now he was dead.

      ‘Guv, guv!’ Kapoor ran up to her, trailing a length of crime scene tape from one of the many pockets built in to her uniform. ‘I have the witness keeping warm in my car. His wife came for the children a few minutes ago but he wants to go home. He’s asking if someone can hurry up and speak to him.’

      Gina nodded. ‘Back up by the bridge?’ She began removing the forensics suit and boot covers, passing them to Kapoor.

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      ‘I’ll be there in a moment,’ Jacob called over. He continued exchanging glances with Jennifer as she showed him the crime scene photos.

      ‘Has he been seen by anyone?’ Gina asked.

      ‘He said he was fine and refused to see the paramedics. He seems okay, to be fair, a little shocked but nothing more than that.’ Gina remembered seeing the ambulance when they pulled up.

      She removed her last blue glove with a flick of the wrist, passing it to Kapoor. ‘So sorry to dump all this on you but I can’t speak to him in a forensics suit and Bernard is in the middle of taking samples and arranging transportation for the body. It’s going to be a long, cold day.’

      ‘No worries, guv.’

      ‘I’ll head there right now.’ Gina glanced up and Lyndsey Saunders was hopping from foot to foot, hands buried deep in pockets as the camera dangled around her neck. ‘We need to put out an appeal for witnesses who have been here, both alongside the river and the farmer’s dirt track behind it. Also, a few witness appeal signs wouldn’t go amiss. Can you get that actioned?’

      ‘Straight away, guv.’ As Kapoor walked towards Lyndsey, the journalist eagerly dragged her notebook from her pocket and held her pen between her stiff fingers.

      ‘Do you know who the victim is?’ she shouted as Gina brushed past her. The man with the three dogs was still there, along with a small huddle of people, all trying to listen in and catch sight of the body. She paused for a moment, taking in their faces, wondering if their murderer had come to check out what was happening. ‘Who is the victim?’ Lyndsey repeated. Gina didn’t even attempt to offer her an answer as she went from a fast walk to a slow jog all the way back to the bridge. The smell of frying bacon came from one of the nearby houses making her salivate.

      Kapoor’s car was tucked away in a layby ahead of her own car, just in front of the ambulance. She hadn’t spotted the man sitting in the back seat when they pulled in.

      Their witness flinched as she opened the passenger side and got in beside him. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Harte. Would you mind if I ask you a few questions?’

      He shook his head. ‘Will this take long? I need to be with my boys. One of them saw the body… I need to be with him…’

      ‘I understand and I thank you so much for waiting. I know it’s cold so I won’t keep you here long. What is your full name?’ Gina fumbled with the pages in her notebook, her fingers not complying with what her brain was telling them to do. She shook them out, hoping to get her circulation going again.

      ‘Michael Gregson, but people call me Mike.’

      ‘Did you drive or walk here?’

      ‘Walked. We live in the row of houses about a five-minute trek from the bridge. We walk our dog along here most days, me and the boys.’

      ‘Can you please just talk me through this morning, starting from when you left home?’ It was a long shot but she knew that sometimes perpetrators came back to crime scenes, even coming back to see what was occurring if the body had been found. She knew Kapoor would have taken details from all the walkers that she’d come across as a matter of procedure. She made a mental note to task O’Connor with following up on these.

      The skin on his forehead creased into thick dark ridges as he concentrated on remembering everything. ‘We left the house around seven thirty. Just enough time for a dog walk before getting the boys ready for school and my wife and I getting ready for work. We walked on the path running alongside the road until we reached the bridge. That took us four or five minutes. A lot of cars passed but it is a busy road. There were no cars parked up around here when we arrived. Most of the walkers’ park on the dirt track behind the riverside walk, off the main road, they’re not supposed to, but they do. We passed a few people early on but most looked like they were walking from the estate at the back of Cleevesford, cutting alongside the river and field to get to the industrial estate over the way.’ There was a small industrial area, one road full of units, some of them having twenty-four seven operations. People could have trodden this route at any time during the night. Gina made a note to get an officer over to the units just in case anyone working there had seen something.

      ‘Can you remember anything about the people you passed?’

      His shoulders dropped and he put a hand on each of his knees as he leaned back in thought. He began rubbing his thick black eyebrow as he concentrated. ‘A woman with a dog. I remember her, just past the bridge. I had to put Dobby on his lead. Her Jack Russell wouldn’t stop yapping. Then there was a man, a runner with earbuds in. Two men walked together and looked like they were going to work. They had yellow fluorescent coats on. I think there were other people, there were definitely other people, but I just don’t remember anything about them.’

      She smiled and finished noting down what he’d said. ‘Can you tell me what the runner looked like?’

      ‘I can’t remember. He was wearing dark jogging bottoms. I didn’t see his face. You think I’d recognise most people who come here regularly but I don’t. People pretty much keep themselves to themselves. This stretch is a part of a local cross country run known to be quite a challenging route, people come from all over to do it. I’ve seen the woman with the dog before, she lives at the back of Cleevesford I think as she comes from that way most mornings.’

      ‘How about the two men?’

      He scratched the light layer of stubble on his chin. ‘Again, I think I’ve seen them before, maybe not both together. One was smoking, the other had dark hair sticking out from under his woolly hat. They didn’t speak to us or acknowledge us at all. I wish I could remember more.’

      Gina had four more potential witnesses for O’Connor and Wyre to look into. She really needed them to come forward from the appeal. She would make sure officers were positioned around the area over the next few days. If these people lived and worked close by, they’d probably be back.

      ‘Did you walk your dog around here last night or yesterday?’

      He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid Dobby had to make do with the garden. It was so cold and rainy, neither me nor my wife wanted to go out with him.’ He paused. ‘Can I leave now? I need to get back to my children.’

      She nodded. ‘Officers will visit in a short while to take elimination samples from yourself, your children and the dog, as well as a formal statement. This will just help us with the investigation and won’t hurt at all. It’ll all be explained to you. Are you okay, Mr Gregson?’

      He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Someone killed that man and left him there. I live here and my family have always felt safe here. One of my boys saw his naked legs and torso. I now have to go home and speak to him about it. I don’t know what to do…’

      Gina wished she could magic away his bad experience but she couldn’t. ‘Maybe the officer that attends could—’

      ‘That’s kind, thank you, but this is something I have to do myself. No time like the present.’ Gina asked him a few quick questions and watched as the man headed back towards his house with his head held low like a man deep in thought.

      Gina glanced through all she had noted down. Dale Blair – they knew who he was but a formal identification would need to be made and that would happen a lot quicker if they could get him to the morgue and call a family member in. One question filled her mind. Where was Susan? Susan was possibly the last person to see Dale alive, did that make her a suspect?
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      ‘Clare. Clare!’ Mary ran through the front door, dropping her bag.

      ‘You’re back sooner than I thought.’ Clare tied up her dressing gown and hurried down the stairs.

      Tears streamed down Mary’s face. ‘The detective called while I was out. They’ve found a body.’

      Her mum was panicking over nothing again. She’d seen the news too. ‘It was a man, Mum. It’s not her.’

      ‘I know that. But why does the detective want to speak to me? She’s on her way over. This has something to do with Susan, I know it. It’ll be her next.’ Her mother opened her hands out and slammed her palms onto the wall several times, shaking her head as her cheeks reddened.

      ‘Mum, calm down. Let’s put the kettle on. It’s not Susan. You’re going a bit overboard here. The detective probably just wants to update us on Susan’s case.’ She reached over and placed a loving hand on her mother’s arm and led her to the kitchen.

      Smoke, that’s what Mary could smell. In the hallway, on Clare’s clothes. Why wasn’t she dressed? With all that was going on, she needed her daughter’s support, not her defiance when it came to the house rules. She was meant to be up early and looking for work. ‘You’ve been smoking in the house.’ Mary removed the grip that had been holding a few strands of brown hair off her face.

      ‘Can we talk about this later?’

      ‘No.’ She clicked the grip into place. ‘We can’t. Look at you, dressing gown still on and stinking of smoke. Have you even had a shower yet?’

      Clare sighed.

      ‘Don’t sigh at me, young lady. They are small asks. I want my home respected and I want you looking for work.’ Mary knew her timing was bad but anger swelled up in every part of her body. Had she not been so consumed by Clare’s chaotic existence, she may have had more time to help Susan. In her daughter’s moments of need, she hadn’t been there. She’d let Susan down.

      ‘Make your own tea!’ Clare stormed out of the room. As she stomped up the stairs the ceiling creaked.

      Slumping over the breakfast bar, Mary held her head in her hands as she mulled over the question of where it had all gone wrong. Had it been when she and the girls’ father had split up? Had it been the long hours she’d worked? Maybe she wasn’t there for them when he died so suddenly. She shivered, that’s when Susan had first run away, not long after losing him. Was it the responsibility she’d dumped onto Clare? Jumbled thoughts ran through her mind. Susan had been her little runaway and her daughter had never opened up about that time in her life. She grabbed her hair and pulled a few strands out in frustration. No – Susan wouldn’t run away like when she was a teenager, not from her children and lovely Rory. Or would she? The poetry and drawings, their content so dark and disturbing, had whirled through her mind all night. Clare seemed to be on Ryan’s side. She wondered how worried Clare really was. Even if her little sister had only run away, she still needed the love and support of her family. Ryan – her thoughts flashed to him and how uncomfortable he’d made her feel back at his and Susan’s house.

      The thrum of a car engine filled the silence. She checked her hair in the window’s reflection and straightened her jumper.

      Sort yourself out, now, Mary.
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      Mary stepped aside and Gina headed straight to the kitchen where she’d spoken to Mary a couple of nights ago. ‘Are you on your own?’ she asked, wondering if Mary had anyone with her to support her during these hard times.

      ‘Clare’s upstairs and Howard is with a customer. I haven’t told Howard that you called yet and Clare is getting dressed. What’s this about?’

      No offer of a drink, no sitting down. Gina could see that Mary was desperate to find out the reason for her calling. ‘Have you seen the news this morning?’

      Mary nodded and shakily balanced on one of the bar stools. ‘When I heard they’d found a body my stomach dropped. I’d taken the boys to their respective nurseries and I put the radio on when I got back into the car…’ She began to gasp a little. ‘I thought it was her and I…’ The woman sobbed, her shoulders bobbing as she tried to catch her breath. ‘And when I heard it was a man I laughed, actually laughed. I was so happy it wasn’t her. But someone died and it could have been her. Someone else is going to feel just as I felt in that moment. Another parent, sibling, child. And I feel awful for being glad it was him and not her.’ The woman cried into her hand.

      Gina took the liberty of pulling a few sheets of kitchen roll from the holder and passed them to Mary. She wiped her face with the coarse tissue, sniffling as she calmed down. ‘That just makes you human, Mary.’

      She took a few controlled breaths and tucked her hair behind her ear. That subtle movement took Gina back in time, once again. Not now. She cleared her throat as the image of her mother’s grave forced its way into her head. Seeing Mary cry was like looking at her mother. She almost wanted to cry with her and hug her. She looked away, focusing on the mug tree, the magnetic bottle opener stuck to the fridge, anything but Mary. Now was not the time to dwell on her own painful thoughts. ‘There is something I need to talk to you about.’ She swallowed down the lump in her throat. ‘It relates to Susan and the body that we found.’

      ‘What? Did she know him?’

      Gina nodded. ‘We’ve identified him as Dale Blair, one of the clients she visited on the day she disappeared.’

      A confused expression washed across Mary’s face.

      ‘We followed up on Susan’s appointments which you found in her office. Dale is a local tradesperson and it looks as though Susan had gone to his house. We’ve still yet to locate Susan’s car so there is a chance she went somewhere else after. It would have been flagged up by ANPR, automatic number plate recognition, had she been driving it around, but we haven’t had any flags at all. So far we’ve put her image and a few details out to the press, which you’ve probably seen.’

      She nodded. ‘Yes, I was watching the local news this morning.’

      ‘It has now become even more imperative that we find Susan. She may have been the last person to see Dale Blair alive which makes her a key witness.’ Gina didn’t have the heart to refer to her as a person of interest, not at this moment. Gina wasn’t even sure if she classed Susan as a person of interest – not yet. Gina mulled over her thoughts. They bounced between Susan being in grave danger as a body had turned up, to Susan could have killed Dale and is now on the run. She shook that thought away, at least while she was in Mary’s house.

      Mary leaned back. ‘You think she did it, don’t you? You think she could have killed that man.’

      ‘I never said that, Mary.’ She had to be more direct. Mary wasn’t stupid. ‘We have to consider her a person of interest though. There’s no way around that. If there’s anything you can tell me. Did Susan have certain places she’d go to that you knew of? When she ran away in her teens, did she speak to you about where she went?’

      Mary shook her head. ‘I don’t think I should say any more.’

      ‘Please, Mary. A neighbour heard them arguing on Tuesday.’

      Mary’s lips remained tightly pursed.

      ‘Mary, we are talking about your missing daughter. The other theory is, whoever killed Mr Blair is dangerous and is still out there. Your daughter may know this person and she could be in danger.’

      Mary stared out at the garden, her gaze fixing on the trellis against the back fence. Gina thought of the other night when she’d followed someone back there, someone who had been watching the house. ‘Please just find her.’

      The woman’s brief frosty exterior was melting a little. ‘Mary, please tell me if you know of any place she might go.’

      ‘She wouldn’t talk to me when she came back, all that time ago. I lost my daughter for years and she never properly came back to me. Susan was always a secretive girl. I don’t think she went far though, she didn’t have any money. I always told myself that she stayed with a friend. I suppose it was easier to handle than the thought of her struggling on the streets or staying out with some boy.’

      Gina leaned across the breakfast bar. That was the explanation that Mary had adopted and that had given her a lot of comfort over the years. Hopefully Susan had just run off to a friend’s back then and there was nothing more to the story. ‘If you think of anything, I mean anything, call me straight away and I’ll look into it. We only want to find Susan and know that she’s safe.’ That was certainly a part of what Gina wanted but she also had an awful lot of questions for Susan, mostly surrounding her relationship with Dale and his murder.

      ‘Do you recognise the name Dale Blair?’

      Mary scrunched up her nose, another subtle gesture her mother used to make. Gina closed her eyes for an extra second as she blinked. Blink it all away.

      ‘No, I don’t. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that name until today.’

      That wasn’t the answer Gina had hoped for. Mary didn’t recognise Dale’s name. She had no idea of her daughter’s whereabouts when she was a teen and she had no idea why she ran away. She certainly looked like she had no idea where her daughter was now, or did she?

      The distant look in Mary’s expression had strengthened. She wasn’t telling Gina everything. ‘Is there something else you want to tell me?’

      The woman shook her head and rubbed her temples. ‘I have a migraine coming on. I need to be alone.’

      ‘I need to speak to Clare.’

      Mary dropped her hand onto the breakfast bar. ‘She doesn’t know any more than me and she’s in the shower.’

      ‘Please ask her to call me when she gets out.’

      A half smile emerged and Mary rubbed her eye. ‘Sorry, I will do.’

      Within seconds, Gina had been almost shoved out of the house onto the frosty street without even being offered the chance of waiting for Clare to emerge. She gazed up at the house and as she looked at the front bedroom window, the net dropped. A shiver ran down her spine. She knew there was more going on in that house and she knew getting Clare to speak was key to finding out what.
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      ‘Okay team, there’s a full alert out on Susan Wheeler. Still, no one has seen her. She’s like a ghost. No sign of her car, no witnesses coming forward. I was just speaking to Bernard as I came in. He found a wallet underneath the body and, as suspected, it belongs to Dale Blair. It contained a ten-pound note, a cash card, a door key and his driving licence. That rules out robbery as a motivation. There’s no way it was a mugging gone wrong, but I think we know that already.’ Gina slumped into a chair at the head of the table. The fan heater in the corner of the incident room kicked in and began to whirr. Jacob and Wyre still had their coats on. O’Connor shivered and wheeled his chair along the floor, stopping in front of the heater.

      ‘Has the body gone to the morgue yet?’ Briggs asked as he entered.

      ‘On its way now, sir.’ He flashed her a slight smile. She pulled her thick cardigan around her body, hugging it closely, willing some of its warmth to seep through her frozen core. Her mind flashed back to Briggs holding her alongside the river during their last case. Warmth always flooded from his body, regardless of how cold he was. He stood there, looking at the board and all the updates that had been added to it, in only a thin shirt and tie, the tie she’d bought him as a gift during their brief relationship. Had he chosen to wear it by chance? She didn’t think so. Briggs was a deep thinker. He’d have chosen that to show her that he still thought about her, giving off a subtle clue.

      ‘Everything is in place to search our victim’s house.’ He picked up a stack of paperwork and dropped it onto the desk.

      Gina flicked through it before standing. ‘I suggest we get there as soon as possible. We need to uncover more about Dale. Who is he? How well did he know Susan Wheeler? I’m sorry to task you with this one,’ she said as she addressed O’Connor. ‘From Dale Blair’s DVLA records, we have found out who his next of kin is. His parents live only a few streets away. If the key we have doesn’t unlock the door, we will need to see if they have a spare.’

      ‘I’ll get onto it now then, guv. When I get back, I’ll go through all the witness information from the river.’ He stood and pulled his coat from the back of the chair.

      ‘Wyre, Jacob, we should head there now. I’ll arrange a van and a search team. Meet me here in five and be ready to leave.’

      They both nodded and left the room with O’Connor, heading back towards their office before leaving. As the heater clicked off, the room suddenly fell silent. Briggs turned away from the board. ‘Go and solve this one. Anything you need from me, just ask. I’ll handle the media. All good?’

      She nodded. ‘All good, sir.’

      ‘How are things lately? I haven’t heard from you much.’

      ‘I’ve been busy, I suppose.’

      ‘Really?’ He shook his head. ‘Sorry, it’s none of my business.’

      She smiled back. He was right, but she loved that he cared. ‘I’ll catch you later.’ As she left him alone in the room, part of her wanted to step a little closer to him, once again feeling his warmth. She needed to control those feelings just like she was having to do when she saw Mary. Too often, once a situation or a person reminded her of something, she couldn’t just let it go. Briggs evoked feelings in her, those of warmth, lust, desire, pleasure; of confusion, anger at her weakness and her lack of self-control. Their affair could have ruined her career, ensuring that neither of them was taken seriously again. Mary reminded her of the motherly love she deeply craved in her life and the fact that she’d let her down, losing the only chance she ever had of saying she was sorry.

      She should have left Terry back then, gone home to her parents and told them all about what had happened, how he’d beaten her and abused her, but she hadn’t. She hadn’t even gone home to comfort her own mother during her dying hours and she’d never shake off the feeling that she was the worst person alive. Terry hadn’t chained her to the house. It sounded so easy now that all this time had passed, but those invisible chains had been all too powerful back then. Sorry, Mum, she thought as she pushed her office door open and prepared for the task ahead.
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      Gina ended a call with O’Connor, after a brief update, the sound of him chomping on whatever he was having for lunch made her think of food – but food would have to wait. Dale Blair’s parents had been informed of his murder and had kindly given them the key to enter his house, citing that they’d do anything required to catch the beast that killed their gentle son. She swallowed the lump in her throat as she thought about how they must have felt. She couldn’t begin to imagine how she’d feel if she were told the same about her daughter, Hannah. Even though their bonds weren’t closely tied, that news would devastate her. She wanted nothing more than Hannah to have a happy, loving relationship and watch little Gracie grow up.

      She shook her head as she stepped out of the car, shivering as she caught up with Wyre and Jacob. They stood outside Dale Blair’s door, waiting for forensics to catch up. A muffled barking came from within.

      A woman across the road was dawdling as she went to get in her hatchback, intrigued by the police cars and the van that had pulled up. ‘Is everything okay,’ she called out from the other side of the road.

      ‘I’ll be over in a moment,’ Gina called back to her.

      Keith hurried towards her with his toolbox, awaiting his briefing.

      ‘We’re looking for anything that may lead us to Susan Wheeler or any evidence of a struggle; blood, hair, anything. No one has seen him since Tuesday and today he turns up dead,’ Gina said in a hushed tone, not wanting anyone to hear. She appreciated that Keith had been down by the river all morning and she could tell by the way he was wincing that his back was playing him up.

      ‘I’ll get straight to it,’ he said as he continued along the drive.

      This was going to be long and gruelling for all of them. She hurried across the road towards the woman. ‘Do you know Mr Blair at all?’ Gina asked.

      She shook her head and adjusted her woolly beret, her brown hair neatly positioned over her shoulders. ‘I saw him come and go but I didn’t really speak to him.’

      Gina pulled out a photo of Susan Wheeler. ‘Have you seen this woman recently or a silver Peugeot hatchback parked up anywhere around here?’

      Again, the woman shook her head. Gina caught a whiff of orange as the woman came closer to scrutinise the photo. ‘No, sorry. Is he okay? I mean, I live here with my kids. It’s to do with that body found by the river this morning, isn’t it?’

      They hadn’t had the formal identification but she was one hundred per cent certain it was him. It was simply a matter of time before it was confirmed. It seemed that news had spread quickly. If the neighbour had been brazen enough to come right over and ask, she’d be talking to everyone else in the street soon. Gina hoped one of them would come forward with some information.

      ‘Was it natural causes?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I can’t disclose any details of the case at the moment. Here’s my card. If you remember anything, please call me.’

      The woman tucked her scarf into the top of her coat and nodded. ‘Of course, Detective.’ She placed the card in her pocket and headed back to her car, where she was immediately greeted by the man next door. The whole street would know soon, especially when they began conducting further door-to-door enquiries in the area.

      Gina jogged along the path and listened to the dog whimpering behind the door.

      ‘A dog handler is on the way. I’ve had a look through the letterbox, it looks to be an old Labrador and it was wagging its tail, so we’re going in.’ Jacob placed the key in the lock and, as smooth as butter, it opened the door, allowing the pungent smell of dog mess to escape. Jacob coughed and held his arm across his mouth and nose as he entered.

      The old, overweight dog bounded out and PC Kapoor swiftly grabbed its collar. It waddled along as it was gently led back towards the house. As Gina went to step into the hallway, the image of her own home with Terry lying dead on the floor forced her to stop. The half-moon glass in the front door brought it all back. The layout of the hall was the same as hers, same type of house. She took a deep breath and forced it away. Get over yourself, Gina. So vivid was the memory, she remembered the smell of her own sweat as her heart pounded at the sight of him taking his last breath. The sounds of baby Hannah’s cries had forced her out of her shock-filled trance. She’d run to the window and checked to see if any of her neighbours had been looking out of their windows. No one had heard a thing, they never did.

      ‘Hey,’ called the man in the van as he pulled up on the path in front of Keith’s forensics van. Gina unclenched her fists and flinched. ‘Have you come about the dog? I bet some busybody has moaned about it. The thing has been barking non-stop since the other day and we’ve barely slept.’

      Gina walked over to Don Fellow.

      Don smiled in recognition. ‘Has he turned up yet? We ’aven’t seen him.’

      ‘I’m afraid not.’

      ‘I’ve heard that a body has been found. Wife was on Facebook this morning.’ The dog’s barks boomed from the house. Don stepped out of his van, rubbing his hands together as he headed closer to Gina. He pulled his hat on and rubbed his hands together again. ‘What’s going to happen to his dog?’

      Quite often people concerned themselves in these situations with what would happen to the pets. ‘Hopefully one of his family members will come for it, if not, we will have to call the RSPCA and hope they rehome it.’ Gina had already convinced Hannah she needed a family dog following a previous case. The thought of what would happen to it had preyed on Gina’s mind. She knew she couldn’t and wouldn’t try to guilt Hannah into having another dog, and she didn’t have the time to look after one.

      ‘I can look after him, for now. He’s an old boy, I don’t think he could cope with kennels and no one will want him. Wife’ll kill me… that wasn’t the right thing to say. She won’t really kill me.’

      She smiled warmly at the man. ‘It’s okay, Mr Fellow. It would be lovely if you could take the dog for now. We can let Dale’s parents know to get in touch with you. It looks like he hasn’t been fed and he may need a good walk.’ Kapoor had been dragged out of the house by the dog and the way it waddled in the ice conjured up an image that almost made her chuckle. It wouldn’t get much further than the end of the street if it tried its hardest. ‘I’ll get PC Kapoor to bring him over to you in a moment.’

      Mrs Fellow opened the door and Mr Fellow put on his fakest smile. Gina could tell his wife had sensed he was going to come out with something she wasn’t going to like. ‘I got something to tell you, love. We’ll go inside and put the kettle on.’ Her brow furrowed as she shrugged her shoulders, leaving the door slightly open as she waited.

      ‘Right. I best go and fill her in. I’m really sorry to hear about poor Dale. That’s awful news. How did he die?’

      ‘We can’t say anything as yet, sorry. It’s really good of you to take his dog in though. I’m sure he would have been really grateful. You’re very kind.’ The man nodded and headed towards his house.

      ‘Or just plain daft. Wish me luck,’ he called to Gina as he closed the door.

      With the dog out of the way, they were free to start looking over the house. She finished suiting up so as not to contaminate the scene. Face masks were passed around and for once, each and every one of them had welcomed having to wear one. With the dog mess contained in the kitchen, they closed the door temporarily and began doing a walk-through of the house.

      ‘We’ll start upstairs.’ Jacob nodded and followed her up the carpeted steps where they were greeted with a small room containing just the toilet and a washbasin. Dale hadn’t been expecting any visitors. The toilet seat was up and the little mat around it, protecting the carpet, had a yellow tinge along the edge that touched the toilet. She took a few steps onto the landing and opened the first door that led to a modern bathroom which looked like it had recently been done out. It looked like a posh en suite in an upmarket hotel. Granite toilet roll holder and matching soap dispenser – they looked barely used. Gina pulled her mask and allowed it to rest under her chin.

      ‘I think this must have been his bedroom, guv.’

      She followed Jacob into the room. The curtains were closed and it was dark. He flicked on the light. Double bed, neatly made. He’d even added a couple of cushions and a throw. Both bedside tables were adorned with personal items. One had a packet of antacids sitting on the side and a real-life crime magazine, the other had a glass of water and a copy of Jane Eyre on it. ‘It looks like two people use this room. I don’t know about you, I sleep alone and I only tend to use one of my bedside cabinets. Do you have a favourite side of the bed?’

      ‘The left,’ he replied as he continued looking around.

      ‘Same here. I sleep on the left and only use the cabinet on the left. I wonder who’s been staying here with Dale.’ She kneeled down and looked under the bed. Nothing. There were no boxes, not even a collection of dust bunnies or cobwebs. Dale kept a fairly tidy home. She slid open his drawers, one by one, as Jacob did the same the other side. Nothing out of the ordinary. ‘Just pants and socks, no secret compartments, nothing unusual.’

      She left the bedroom with Jacob close behind and headed to the second bedroom at the front of the house. The open curtains barely let any light in given the greyscale sky. He had a desk with a stack of labelled in-trays on it. Jobs to do, jobs to invoice, bookkeeping. The bookkeeping tray was empty. ‘Susan Wheeler could have taken his paperwork with her when she left.’

      ‘Which seems to be why she came here.’ Jacob peered out of the window. Gina guessed more of the neighbours would be out there now.

      ‘What are we missing? Susan disappears after seeing Dale. They argue, about what? We have no idea. That may mean that her coming here was not just about bookkeeping. What was it about? How does she know Dale? From what we now know, they didn’t go to the same schools. They’ve always lived in Cleevesford. They didn’t seem to communicate on social media even though they were Facebook friends. Then, Dale is murdered, throttled. Could Susan have done that alone? Dale was a large chap. Susan is little more than a waif. This is all bugging the life out of me. We need to speak to Dale’s parents and find out who his significant other is. Susan was getting divorced. Do you think she was seeing Dale? Is that her copy of Jane Eyre? I suppose forensics will be able to tell us if her prints are all over it.’

      ‘They don’t look to be a likely match.’

      ‘I agree, but I’ve been more than surprised in the past. I never try to guess other people’s tastes in partners.’ She left the room and hurried downstairs, eager to see the living room.

      ‘Anything?’ Gina asked Wyre as she entered.

      Wyre shook her head. The smell of dog urine was turning Gina’s stomach. Looking through the kitchen would be a bigger challenge.

      The large, netted bay window allowed quite a lot of light to enter the room considering it was such a dreary day. Gina felt the coldness hit the tip of her nose. This felt like a house no one had lived in for a while. It reminded her of coming back from a winter sun holiday and stepping into a vacant lifeless room. The largest television she’d ever seen dominated the one end of the room and a fireplace and hearth sat next to it. Clean – it hadn’t been lit for a while. Two dirty cups had been left on the coffee table. ‘I wonder who was here having a drink? Was it Susan or the Charlotte Brontë fan, or are they the same person?’ Wyre stood at the door, listening. Nothing else seemed out of place. Again, Dale lived a tidy life, he liked his home comforts if the scatter cushions and snuggle blanket were anything to go by. She passed the bookcase, noticing that Dale had a fascination with real-life crime. He seemed to own books about every serial killer she’d ever heard of, and now he’d been killed.

      She returned her mask over her nose and opened the kitchen door. Keith was already taking swabs. Avoiding the many puddles and messes on the floor, she opened cupboard after cupboard. All his tins were in order, soups to the left, bean and pulses in the middle, tinned veg to the right. She shuddered. Reaching Terry’s level of perfection had been impossible. Not only did he measure the distance of the tins from each other, the labels all had to face the front, be perfectly centred and be clean. Tins could never touch the edge of the cupboard. He’d smell them all to see if she had cleaned them with a light disinfecting wash before putting them in his cupboards. His – everything had been his, including her. She shivered as she thought about how he’d ensured she complied. That crash of a tin over her knuckles had caused her to scream while he laughed. She flexed her hand and felt the thumb muscle resist. Ever since that day, that little bit of resistance had reminded her of that first time. He would never have let her go.

      Terry had made her arrange everything to neat-freak perfection – Dale chose to exist in this perfect environment. She almost wanted to mess them up a little to free him, to free herself. She opened the cupboard under the sink and a stack of carrier bags escaped onto the lino flooring. Maybe all his cupboards weren’t so perfect. Maybe there was an underlying chaos in his life, one he struggled to hide. She had found his chaos. She opened the bin and noticed something that looked like red string lying on the empty dog food tins. With her hand in an evidence bag she pulled it out and held it up to the window. It looked like a long piece of red liquorice, none of it eaten and it looked to be neatly snipped at an angle. She opened his fridge, neatly stacked meat pies, and pasties – all out of date. In the other cupboards, crisps and nachos. No sign of anything sugary at all, except the red liquorice.

      ‘Oh hell. The mask isn’t helping,’ Jacob said as he entered, gagging under his mask – and they had only just started.

      Gina’s phone vibrated in her pocket. Stepping out of the kitchen, she answered. ‘DI Harte.’

      ‘It’s Felicity, I spoke to you not long ago, the woman who lives opposite Dale, remember. You said to call if I could help. I think I know where Susan Wheeler’s car is.’
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      Gina hurried to the road where they were to meet Felicity, the woman in the beret. Finding Susan’s car might give them just the lead they needed to progress with the case. She spotted her standing by the roadside jumping on the spot as she rubbed her hands together. A frosty film glistened on the pavement as a ray of sun stabbed through the fast-moving clouds. A cold wind slapped Gina face on as she and Jacob stepped out of the car and hurried towards the woman. ‘I think you need to get a tow truck on standby. If it is Susan’s car, we need to get it checked over as soon as possible.’

      He nodded, stepped aside and pulled out his phone. ‘I’ll catch you up.’

      Damson Close. A cul-de-sac with a mixture of new builds and housing association properties. Some flats, some houses, some three-storey, some bungalows. It was a street that she knew to have a high turnover of people living there and it was only two roads away from Dale Blair’s house. Gina pondered as to why Susan would park two streets away from her client’s house and walk the rest of the way. Maybe she knew someone close by and was popping over to visit them after. Gina smiled at Felicity. ‘Thanks for calling.’

      ‘I pick my friend up here, for work. We’re on the afternoon shift. I went in for a coffee with her first. When we finished, I saw this car and thought about what you said. I don’t know if it’s the one you’re looking for but it’s silver and it’s a Peugeot and my friend doesn’t recognise it.’

      Another woman waved out of her living room window and hurried out, locking the door on the tiny terraced house as she did. ‘I’d forget my head if it wasn’t screwed on.’ She held her phone up and smiled.

      Gina scrutinised the number plate. It was indeed a silver Peugeot and it was, without a doubt, Susan’s car. ‘Thank you for calling. It is the car we’re looking for.’

      The rotund woman standing beside Felicity checked her watch before doing the buttons up on her oversized cape-like coat. ‘We’re going to be late now. John will dock our break if we don’t get a move on or worse, we’ll have to make time up.’

      ‘Sorry, Detective. Is there anything else you need us for?’ Felicity straightened her beret.

      ‘Can I just take your name?’ Gina looked at the friend.

      ‘Alicia Downing.’

      ‘Did you see this car pull up or have you seen anyone by it at all?’

      Alicia shook her head. ‘I hadn’t even thought about it until Felicity knocked on the door this morning. Cars are always parked here, they’re always a nuisance but I recognise a lot of them. There’s a large apartment block there and they seem to prefer parking out here instead of in their own courtyard. I’ve moaned to the management company no end. Anyway, I thought it was one of theirs and that maybe someone there had a new car.’

      The little silver hatchback had blended in well with all the other cars parked up on the road and the pavement. It didn’t look special in any way. Gina nodded to Jacob. They were definitely going to need the tow truck. He pressed a button and held his phone up.

      ‘Have you seen this woman before?’

      Alicia pulled her glasses out of her bag and peered closely at the photo. ‘No, although I have seen the appeal on the television. She’s missing. You’re looking for her. Pretty girl. I hope she’s okay.’

      ‘Has she got something to do with Dale?’ Felicity asked.

      Gina didn’t want to give too much away. ‘We’re just concerned for her safety. If you see her, will you please call me straight away?’

      Alicia took a card from Gina. If Susan did come back looking for her car, maybe Alicia would call them. ‘Will do. I did see something weird. On Tuesday, I saw a man lurking around. I didn’t recognise him. He was pacing up and down the bit of road here. It was evening and dark but I caught a glimpse of him as he walked past the streetlamp over there. I remember this because I made sure my door was locked.’

      A man, lurking around by Susan’s car on the night she failed to pick her son up from nursery. She grabbed her notebook. ‘What did he look like?’

      ‘I don’t know, but he had a bit of shine on his head. Either no hair or not much. That’s all I can remember.’

      ‘Thank you. After work, please go to the station and make a formal statement. In the meantime, if you see this man again, call us straight away.’

      ‘Will do.’

      Gina left the two women and watched them huddled together, gossiping and speculating, before they got into Felicity’s car and drove away.

      Gina’s stomach growled as she peered through Susan’s car window. Jacob’s reflection appeared beside her. She pulled out a pair of blue latex gloves and slipped them on before trying all the doors. Locked, just as she’d suspected. ‘The woman I just spoke to, Alicia Downing, said she saw a man lurking around by this car on the night Susan disappeared. We’re looking for someone bald or with not much hair. Ah ha, I’ve just spotted Dale’s missing paperwork.’ The folders on the backseat marked up with Dale’s name on the sides gave her all she needed. ‘She did go there to collect his paperwork.’ She removed the glove and began chewing her thumbnail. ‘Why were they speaking with raised voices? That has baffled me. Even as a friend, if they were having words, would he still have hired her to do his books? Why oh why? Give me the answer, Jacob. What are you thinking?’

      ‘I’m thinking that this gets more baffling by the minute. I agree, we need to find our bald male lurker.’

      Gina closed her eyes as she ran through everyone she’d come across this week in her mind. ‘We need to get to Mary’s. They’re a strange family. She couldn’t wait for me to leave earlier. I wanted to speak with Clare who was apparently in the shower. When I went to leave, I saw her at the bedroom window. I’m also sure she was outside the house the other night, in the rain, watching me as I left. We need to get more out of Mary.’

      ‘Clare isn’t bald and she’s female.’

      ‘State the obvious, why don’t you? I’m not suggesting our lurker is Clare.’ She flicked his arm in a joking manner after she pulled her other glove off.

      ‘Just pulling your leg, guv. On a serious note, do you think she may have something to do with this?’

      ‘We need to consider that a possibility. Great, the tow truck’s here. Let’s leave them to their job and catch up later when Keith has worked his magic. I suppose this has to go in the forensics queue for when he’s finished at the house. That’ll please him.’

      ‘Jennifer will probably do it.’

      ‘Ooh, Jennifer. I saw you talking to her earlier.’

      ‘Shut up, guv.’ Jacob flinched and turned his head to the side. ‘Woah!’

      ‘Your tooth?’

      He nodded and got in the car where he proceeded to prod his cavity.

      ‘You want to get that looked at. Need to make sure your mouth is kissable if you’re hoping to date Jennifer.’

      He rolled his eyes as he fiddled with his tooth.

      Gina’s phone beeped. It was a message from Keith with a photo attached.

      
        
        We found this under Dale’s pillow. I thought you’d want to see it straight away.

        Keith.

        

      

      Opening it, Gina’s jaw dropped. She recognised two of the three kids in the photo. There was a connection, and it went way back in time.

      ‘Jacob, check this out. We’re on to something here.’
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      It felt like Gina was going around in circles just like her empty stomach. Once again, she was back at Mary’s house; it was almost as if she’d never left.

      ‘Stop playing with your tooth. Someone’s coming.’

      ‘It hurts, guv.’ Reluctantly, Jacob dropped his hand to his side.

      As they waited for someone to answer the door, Gina’s senses were alerted to the slamming of an interior door followed by a raised voice. It was only Mary’s voice she could hear, she had to be on the phone. Clare’s name was called, then nothing. Maybe Clare had hung up. She heard the same door fling open and bounce off the wall before Mary finally opened the front door. Mary wiped her damp red eyes. The smell of burnt toast crept up Gina’s nostrils. Saliva began to fill her mouth as she thought about chomping down on something warm and buttery.

      Jacob followed Gina towards the kitchen, passing Howard’s office as they headed through. The man’s thick grey hair flopped a little as he turned his head in an animated way, giving them a smile as he continued talking about servers and hard drives on the phone. Mary closed the door on his conversation and put the kettle on. ‘Coffee?’

      They both nodded and smiled.

      ‘Have you heard anything at all?’ Gina had to ask before they started.

      Mary pulled three mugs off the shelf and pierced a new jar of coffee before spooning the granules into the mugs. The kettle began to growl into action, first gently, then aggressively, like an angry toddler building up to a tantrum. Gina inhaled the coffee’s scent. Opening a new jar was one of life’s simple pleasures in her world.

      Mary dropped a spoon into one of the cups. ‘No, nothing.’

      ‘Are you alright?’

      The woman wiped a tear away. ‘This is tearing my family apart. Clare is still convinced that Susan has just run off for a while, Howard isn’t really getting involved and just makes me tea all the time. I don’t bloody well want tea, I’m sick of tea and I’m sick of no one doing anything.’

      ‘I can assure you that we are taking all this very seriously, Mary. I need to ask you something.’

      Water spluttered out of the overfilled kettle as it hit full-on tantrum mode. Gina imagined Clare’s little boy boiling over in this manner. He was a lively toddler. As Mary poured, the water sloshed a little. She passed the coffees across the breakfast bar just in time to pull the bitty tissue from up her sleeve and catch the falling tear. ‘There’s no milk.’ A tiny fleck of tissue stuck to Mary’s cheek. Gina’s hand almost twitched, wanting to remove it for her, just like she would have done with her own mother. She clenched her fist, trying to suppress the urge.

      ‘Thank you.’ Mary forced a smile. Gina almost wanted to cry for her, the woman was heartbroken.

      She is not my mother. She is not my mother. Gina repeated those words in her head before pulling her phone from her pocket and opening the photo that Keith had sent her. ‘We have good reason to believe that Susan knew the man who we found dead this morning, Dale Blair. I know this is a shock for you, but I have to show you a photo we found in his house today.’

      ‘I knew it! Now we all know that something has happened to her and that I’m not just some crazy mother who is fretting over her errant grown-up daughter.’ She bent her head to the side as she looked at the photo. ‘She can’t be more than fourteen here, but that’s definitely our Susan. My little Susie, that’s what we called her back then.’

      ‘Do you know the other two children?’

      The woman took Gina’s phone and held it closer to the window where the sun shone through, showing off the various brown tones in Mary’s dyed hair, from chocolate to chestnut shades. ‘I recognise the boy. The kids used to pick on him because of his weight and Susan brought him home a couple of times before she ran away. I remember him being upset, in tears actually. I did what any parent would do, I let her go upstairs with him and I took them a drink up. She wasn’t up to no good with him. He was upset and she was comforting him, that’s all.’

      ‘Do you know his name?’ Gina knew he was called Dale but she wondered what Mary knew.

      She shook her head. ‘Is that Dale? Is he the man you found by the river?’

      ‘We believe so. We are doing everything we can to find Susan. She is our absolute priority. Is there anything you think we should know?’

      ‘No! Why would I not tell you something if I thought it would bring Susan back home?’

      Gina didn’t want to lose her cooperation. She backed off slightly and smiled sympathetically. ‘How about the other girl in the photo? Do you know her?’

      ‘I’ve never seen her before. I’m pretty good with faces.’ The girl with the long black hair and pasty complexion stared back at the camera, the intensity of her worried stare making Gina want to break away. Gina had seen that very same expression in her own face while tending to her wounds after Terry had attacked her. The girl didn’t look bruised but the fear was there, the fear that her secrets would one day surface. She glanced across at Susan and Dale, they too had a distant look about them.

      ‘Do you know who may have taken this photo?’

      ‘No. It wasn’t me, that’s for sure. I’d remember the girl if I’d taken the photo.’

      ‘Do you know where this photo might have been taken?’

      Mary scrunched up her nose as her gaze flitted to the background of the photo. A brick wall with a few unruly brambles climbing up the one end. ‘No, I can’t say that I do.’

      ‘Mary, I need to ask something of you.’

      A dried up tear marked its path down Mary’s cheeks, shining like a silvery stretchmark as she turned into the light.

      ‘May I have access to Susan’s house, to search it? I know you showed us around but we may find something else that leads us to finding Susan. We have found her car too and we will need to search that.’

      ‘You’ve found her car?’

      Gina sipped the black coffee. ‘Yes, on Damson Close. Do you know if Susan knows anyone who lives there?’

      ‘No, well she’s never mentioned that she does. She knows a lot of people because of her work. She was probably picking some paperwork up.’

      ‘She was seen leaving Dale’s house on the day that she disappeared but her car wasn’t parked outside his house. We’re working on the belief that she parked there and walked the couple of roads to Dale’s house.’

      ‘That doesn’t make sense. Why would she do that?’

      Jacob scribbled a few notes and blew on his hot coffee before gulping it down.

      Gina was the one to shake her head this time. She was hoping that Mary could tell her the answer to the question.

      ‘She hasn’t been herself lately, Susan. It all seemed to start with a little reunion at the pub a few months ago. I remember her saying that she was going but I don’t think she was really looking forward to it, she seemed a bit tense. Since then, she and Ryan have split up. It was soon after that night she told him it was over. She doesn’t tell me anything. I asked her why, and nothing. I don’t even know who she was meeting at this reunion.’

      ‘You know why!’ Clare walked through the door. Gina hadn’t heard her creep through the front door and she must have been listening for a while to understand where they were with the conversation.

      Gina had wanted to hear what Clare had to say and now was her chance. ‘What do you know?’

      ‘We don’t know anything. You’re just guessing at that, Clare.’

      ‘I’m not. Ryan told me, he’s told me a few things recently but you’d rather remain in denial. That reunion, he went there on that night and he saw her with a man. They argued and the next thing, Susan wants him gone. All this time she’s blaming him to get a divorce and she was cheating on him.’

      Gina allowed her mind to wander as mother and daughter bickered. Gina turned her back to them and gazed over at the photos on the dresser. There were a few of the kids, a couple of Mary and Howard and a large family photo. Gina gazed at Susan. Ryan had his arm around her. She scrunched her eyes as she looked closer. He definitely had a crew cut. He wasn’t quite bald but it was close. In the dark, their witness, Alicia, wouldn’t have noticed if the lurker had short fair hair. Her heart rate increased as she swigged the rest of the coffee, devouring every last bit in the hope that the caffeine would pick her up but not cause her to tremble. Mary hadn’t answered her question. ‘Mary, we would need access to Susan’s house and car. Would it be okay if we took a look? We need to find Susan.’ Gina felt her hands clench as she waited for an answer. It would make their job easier if Mary said yes. At the moment, she didn’t want to treat Susan like an outright suspect, she needed to keep Mary on side. Susan may even be their next victim if the investigation didn’t get a move on.

      ‘She wouldn’t like that at all,’ Clare shouted.

      ‘But she’s not here. She’s missing and, for all I know, the same person who killed that man by the river could have Susan. Yes. Do whatever you need to do. I have all her keys and I give you full permission to use them.’ Mary stomped across the tiled floor and rummaged through her bag until she reached the bunch of keys. ‘She gives me spares of everything. I look after the kids a lot. I also went and cleaned as the place was an absolute state. The place stank of allsorts and I wanted it to be nice for her when she returned.’

      Every muscle in Gina’s body relaxed and she smiled as she took them. She was a little disappointed that Mary had cleaned Susan’s house but still, they had full access to everything they’d need. She only hoped that Susan’s whereabouts would become apparent. For Mary’s sake she really did hope that Susan wasn’t involved in Dale’s murder, but she had to consider that Susan chose to park two streets away so that no one on Dale’s road would know she had visited, reducing her chances of being seen. She was now sure that Susan was in imminent danger.

      ‘I have this.’ Mary reached into the bottom of the cupboard under the sink and handed over a blue shoebox.

      ‘I thought you were taking that back to Susan’s house. You can’t show anyone else that!’ Clare went to snatch the box but Mary slapped her hand away.

      ‘I can and I will. They’re just drawings and poems. Silly things she did as a kid.’ She handed the box to Gina. ‘I found it at her house. It’s probably nothing but it may help you understand my daughter better. I just want you to find her.’

      Clare shook her head and stormed out of the room.

      ‘Thank you.’ Gina held the box under her arm. Between the box and the search, she was sure that she’d get a better insight into Susan’s character. She took one last look at the photo on her phone. Jacob was glancing over her shoulder. She swallowed the lump in her throat as she reverted back to her plain screensaver.

      When they left she glanced back at the house and saw Clare stomping around the living room doing up her raincoat as she argued with her mother.
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      Susan Wheeler lived on the type of road any family would love to live on. A fairly new estate full of large detached houses, neatly trimmed shrubbery and not a hint of graffiti or litter. The only sound to be heard on the cold Friday afternoon was that of the distant traffic on the carriageway. As Gina pulled up behind the van and police cars, she imagined this to be the perfect cul-de-sac to bring a family up in, the perfect home Susan stood to lose in the event of a marriage breakdown. Would Susan’s share of the house only stretch to a tiny property? Possibly a maisonette maybe, located nearer to the high street. Cleevesford was quite a sought-after area and prices were higher than average for the area.

      She knew from hearing stories of many a divorcee that both parties normally lost out in the end. Had this all been too much for Susan? Maybe she’d snapped. Had she been in some sort of relationship with her childhood friend, Dale? It was possible that he’d tried to end things with her. Was the copy of Jane Eyre on his bedside Susan’s?

      The team were pulling on their gloves as she approached. Gina grabbed a set from Jacob who yawned. ‘You look like I feel,’ Gina said.

      ‘It’s been a long day, a really long day. Keith has headed back and is going through everything we took from Dale’s house. Jennifer is processing everything from the murder scene down at the river. And now, we’re conducting another search.’ He pasted a false grin across his face. ‘What exactly are we looking for?’

      ‘We can’t discount Susan’s house as a potential scene so we’re looking for anything that might help us to find her. Maybe Mary missed some of her appointments so paperwork is what we’re looking for. She must have a better diary-keeping system than a scrappy piece of paper. We need to know who her clients are, she could have seen any one of them after leaving Dale on Tuesday. We need to know why they argued. I know her car was left in Damson Close, which means she probably went missing between there and Dale’s house, but there’s nothing to say she isn’t involved in Dale Blair’s murder and then came back home on foot. It would have taken her a good half an hour but it could have been done.’

      Jacob placed the key in the lock and opened the door. The smell of pine disinfectant mingled with lemon escaped the house. Gina spotted the scented reeds on the console table in the hallway, just past the door to what she thought would be the downstairs water closet. Above it was a photo of the children. Two girls, Jasmine and Phoebe, both smiling as they lift their little brother up, kissing a cheek each. The laminated hall floor shone like it had been buffed. Gina took another step, almost slipping in her boot cover. ‘Be careful. Slippy underfoot.’

      She stepped to the side and took one carpeted stair at a time. A few seconds later, she stood at the top of the stairs. ‘Three bedrooms, a main bathroom, an en suite and an office.’

      Jacob called back from the kitchen doorway. ‘Kitchen diner, large lounge and door to the garage, unlocked. Bi-fold doors to the garden, also unlocked.’

      ‘They’re not a security-conscious family,’ Gina muttered. ‘Jacob, we’ll start with her bedroom and the office.’ Gina led the way. The smell of bleach wafted out of the main bathroom. She took a mental note about how shiny everything looked. Mary had really gone to town with cleaning Susan’s house up. Gina hurried along the landing, the dangly crystal light fitting almost reaching the top of her head.

      The room was large for a home office. Three large filing cabinets filled the one end giving it a claustrophobic feel. A set of trays were neatly placed on the desk and a recently dusted desktop computer sat neatly in the middle. A small strip of dust had been missed along the side. ‘We need to get the computer back to analyse what’s on it.’ She walked over to the cabinet and opened one. It contained all the financial information for clients of surnames beginning with A and B. ‘Smith and O’Connor are going to love us. I hate to say it, but we need to go through the lot. Any one of these people and businesses may know something. Susan could have been on her way to see any of them. I need all these files packed up.’ She flicked through the files that were full of month end accounts and charts.

      ‘There’s loads!’ Jacob began flicking through the drawers built into the side of her desk. ‘I’ve found her divorce letters. Looks like it was acrimonious.’

      ‘We already know that from what Mary said.’

      ‘She was after everything they owned and the children. She’s also accused him of having an affair but no one was named in the papers. There’s more, tucked in the back of the drawer.’

      ‘What have you found?’ Gina glanced over.

      ‘She’d not only accused him of trying to control her, not wanting her to go out, etcetera, but she also writes about him following her on occasions when she did put her foot down and go out.’

      ‘We know that too.’

      ‘Yes, I haven’t finished. She made a note of a time when he followed her to the pub where he hit one of her friends and accused her of cheating with him. She scribbled this out, I can just about read it under all the pen.’

      ‘I wonder why this was never reported. Anyway, we’ll take everything back to the station, go through the lot. We could do with finding out which friend Ryan Wheeler hit, and why.’

      She wandered over to the desk as Jacob continued going through the other drawers. Paperwork spilled from a basket marked ‘in tray’. Folders were stacked up in it and beside it. There were bags of receipts, some grimy and covered in oil, others neat and slotted into ledger books. The paperwork in this pile represented people’s financial lives. ‘We need to make sure all this doesn’t get mixed up but we will be taking it to search through. These look to be her current jobs. She’s seen all these people recently and collected this work from them.’

      Gina needed to check out the rest of the house. She ambled past the children’s bedrooms. The mattress was airing on its side in what looked to be Rory’s bedroom and a faint smell of urine hit her as she passed. A bottom stuck out as its owner peered under the bed. ‘Nothing here.’ She’d recognise that screechy voice anywhere. PC Kapoor kneeled up, leaning on the bed as she stood. ‘Alright, guv.’ That woman’s voice could shatter glass but it made Gina smile every time.

      ‘Anything?’

      ‘Only that the place is pristine. Clothes all tidily hung up, make-up laid out perfectly, drawers arranged in an orderly fashion, en suite as sanitised as an operating theatre. Her mother’s Marie Kondo’d the joint.’

      Gina smiled. She wished Mary would come to hers and sprinkle some Marie Kondo order into her home. ‘You’re doing a grand job.’ She left Kapoor to it, hurrying back downstairs. A police constable was checking the drawers in the kitchen as Gina entered. ‘We have a computer upstairs, three filing cabinets and a stack of paperwork. I need it all loading onto the van with care and bringing back to the station. I emphasise the with care bit. Don’t mix any of it up. It’s full of confidential business information that is highly personal to its owners. Anything down here?’

      ‘Nothing obvious at the moment but we will keep looking. It’s getting dark now, I think we’ll be hours getting through all this,’ the PC said.

      ‘I’m a bit concerned that this place has been so immaculately cleaned.’ Gina’s thoughts flitted to Mary. She thought of the little arguments, the family tensions and the night someone was lurking around the side of Mary’s house watching Gina leave. She shivered. When she got home, she would be double-checking her own locks. It was easy to dismiss that Mary was hiding anything more. She shook her head. She trusted her mother implicitly; she had to stop trusting Mary so readily. She picked up her phone and called O’Connor. ‘Still here, I’m afraid. I’m going to be a while. We have a lot of potential evidence to search through, filing cabinets full of paperwork and more paperwork. I know you love a bit of paperwork sifting. You’re going to need a lot of Mrs O’s cookies tomorrow.’

      ‘You’re for real, aren’t you?’

      ‘Afraid so. Also, can you call Ryan Wheeler, Susan’s husband? I want him at the station for interview in the morning, as soon as he’s taken his children to school. There’s something I need to ask him.’
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      Phoebe sat under the large canopy, outside the block of apartments where her dad now lived, staring into the darkness of the wintery afternoon. In six months their whole family had broken down. She checked her phone again, hoping for a text from her mum, just one text. She wanted to be back in her bedroom where she would have it mostly to herself.

      Rain drizzled, just missing the tips of her feet. Water cascaded from the damaged piece of guttering to her left. Every other flat on the road had closed curtains. It was just her, alone in the rain, waiting for her mum to call or text.

      She flinched as she saw a figure walking under a streetlamp in the distance, approaching with trepidation. She shivered as the orange glow lit up his outline. Catching a glint of the whites of his eyes, an icy shiver travelled across the nape of her neck as his gaze fixed on hers. The edges of his mouth lifted as a grin spread across his face. The man in the rain mac stopped and as he checked behind him, he bumped into a woman before pulling his hood across his face and scurrying off.

      ‘Hiya, love,’ Aunty Clare called as she bumbled down the path with rain dripping from the end of her nose.

      Phoebe waved. Aunty Clare had never visited Dad before. ‘Aunty Clare.’ Clare walked up to her and gave her a sopping wet hug. Phoebe loved Aunty Clare’s big bear hugs. She had a warmth about her that her father and mother never seemed to have. She was more loving and expressive, more patient and easygoing. Phoebe supposed she had to be more patient because of the way Harrison was. She loved them both, despite Harrison’s big outbursts.

      ‘Is your dad around?’

      She nodded. Her dad peered out of the patio doors that led to the communal gardens and he pushed the door open. ‘Phoebe, get inside now. Your dinner’s done.’

      ‘But, Dad. Aunty Clare has just got here—’

      ‘Phoebe. I need to talk to Aunty Clare so do as you’re told, now.’ The way her dad looked at Aunty Clare told her something bad was going to follow. Aunty Clare’s smile had dropped and she began grinding her teeth.

      Phoebe nodded and followed his orders. As Aunty Clare hurried from the porch to the doors, her dad blocked her from entering the apartment.

      ‘We can talk over there.’ Her dad pointed to the canopy. Phoebe was sure she could see tears mingled with the rain on Aunty Clare’s face. There was something about her lost expression, constant snivelling and her red-rimmed eyes that gave her away.

      ‘Close the door.’

      Her dad’s orders were simple enough. She closed the door and felt the warmth of the lounge-come-kitchen. Jasmine was lying on the living room floor, bobbing her head up and down with her earphones on. Phoebe darted to their bedroom, leaving the light off. She nudged the window slightly and stood on a wooden toy box. She needed to know what Aunty Clare had come to tell her dad.

      ‘But the truth needs to come out!’ Aunty Clare yelled as she snivelled.

      ‘You dare say a word. It will be the end of you, do you hear?’

      Phoebe had heard her dad go off at her mum before. He could get scary when he was angry. He hated her mother going anywhere on her own and he’d always made her feel guilty. It was confusing for them all, especially when he came home with presents the next day.

      ‘But, I can’t do this any more.’ Aunty Clare’s sobs echoed under the canopy. A ray of light shone in Phoebe’s direction as one of them moved under it. She almost hyperventilated as she allowed the curtain to drop, hoping that her dad hadn’t seen that she was eavesdropping.

      ‘You can and you will. Now go away, live your life just the way you have been and don’t come here again.’ He paused and light moved away from the window once again. She heard Aunty Clare scurrying away, crying as she splashed across the sodden road. She didn’t hear her father’s footsteps following her.

      ‘I won’t just go away. You’ll see.’ Aunty Clare’s voice seemed distant. She had to get the last sentence in. That would enrage her dad.

      The light flickered. He was still in the porch. She peered through the gap in the curtain, one eye closed as she squinted for a better view. Her father was puffing on something – it was a vape.

      Another thing he and her mother had argued about, his smoking. He’d packed up when Rory was born. Phoebe hadn’t been aware that he’d started vaping. The smell crept through the slight gap in the window. Something sweet, dessert-like. He cleared his throat and began stomping back. Phoebe ran from the bedroom straight into the bathroom across the hall and flushed the chain as she wondered what truth her dad and Aunty Clare were hiding.

      She shivered as she ran the tap to wash her hands. The man who’d stared at her just before Aunty Clare turned up. Could he have been the person watching her at the park? She struggled to swallow. She knew one thing, she wasn’t going to sleep well tonight. She checked her phone. Still nothing back from her mother.

      ‘Phoebe. Phoebe!’ her dad called.

      She took a deep breath. He was coming to tell her off. He’d seen or heard her listening at the window. She placed her hand on the door handle and almost wanted to cry. ‘Phoebe,’ he called again.

      ‘In the toilet.’ She opened the door, bracing herself for a scolding.

      ‘I need to do something. Watch your sister for a while. Lock the doors after me and don’t touch the cooker or open the door to anyone. Do you hear me?’

      She nodded. He was leaving them alone, again, and she got to be in charge. He hadn’t spotted her at the window. She exhaled, her heart banging against her ribcage. ‘Yes. Where are you going?’

      ‘Not far.’ He grabbed the umbrella from by the door and he was gone. She pulled the chain across as she thought about the man in the mac, his grin, his stare locked on hers. Peering through the spyhole, she shivered. It wouldn’t be the first time her dad had hurried out, leaving her in charge. What if the man came back? Her phone beeped and a Snapchat message flashed up.

      
        
        Phoebe – don’t tell Dad, don’t tell anyone and don’t reply. I need your help. I’ll explain everything when I see you. Keep your phone on and I’ll be in touch. I love you so much but I can’t talk now. Mum. Xxx

        

      

      Her pulse quickened as she read the message over and over again and smiled. Her mother was okay.
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      Mary hurried to the lounge, almost slipping on a colouring book. Her beautiful home once again in total disarray. She couldn’t live in such chaos for much longer. She wanted order back in her home. She wanted it to smell fresh and clean, not of the stale food she kept finding under the settee cushions. The constant cleaning was wearing her down, mentally and physically.

      Harrison filled the lamp lit lounge with the sounds of his latest tantrum as he kicked the door several times. Being small didn’t mean he caused no damage; there were scuff marks everywhere. Rory was curled up in the chair, hugging a cushion as he sobbed. His sad red face almost identical in colour to Harrison’s angry red face. On the floor, Harrison grabbed his plastic cars, smashing them continuously as he screamed and yelled.

      Her daughter’s damp raincoat had been flung across the bottom of the stairs. She hadn’t heard her come home. ‘Clare, Clare!’ Mary paced around, picking up the clutter, trying to ignore Harrison.

      Howard poked his head around the corner. ‘I’m just putting the kettle on. Tea?’

      She grabbed one of Rory’s teddies, a stuffed cat, and threw it at her husband. ‘If you offer me tea one more time, I’ll—’ She’ll what? Throw teddies. Her poor husband backed away and left her to it. She almost wanted to sob. She hadn’t meant to throw the stuffed cat at him, her frustration had got the better of her and the kids were driving her insane. She’d apologise when Harrison stopped yelling. She glanced at Rory as he cried and went to scoop him up, then she stopped. She could hear whimpering coming from behind the curtain.

      Creeping forward she tugged at the sea-green tartan material and peered around. ‘Clare, what are you doing here?’

      Her daughter’s chubby face was pressed against the glass, snot and tears smeared everywhere as she prised herself from it. ‘I can’t cope, Mum. I can’t do this.’

      Mary grabbed her daughter and pulled her away from the window. They’d had a lot of words that day and both had said things that they didn’t mean. Clare had stormed out in a temper as she often did. Mary had brought the children home from nursery and they too had picked up on the tension and now all hell was breaking loose.

      ‘He’s just too much for me. I sometimes think I’m losing my mind. I don’t feel like me, I’m just like some cut-out, going through the motions. I’m so sorry, Mum, I need you. I can’t cope.’ Clare’s bottom lip quivered again as Mary pulled her daughter close and led her to the settee, stepping over Harrison who was now sprawled out like a starfish amongst his broken cars.

      ‘Howard?’

      Her husband hurried back. ‘Are you alright, love? Not going to throw any more teddies at me?’

      She took a deep breath. ‘Sorry, okay. I think we’re all at breaking point. I won’t allow what’s happening to split our family up. Please could you take the kids in the kitchen and make them a drink?’

      ‘Of course. Right, Harrison. What you doing on the floor, little man?’

      ‘Don’t want to go to bed.’

      ‘Okay, do you want a nice hot chocolate, then we read a story and then we go to bed.’

      Harrison yawned and nodded. The tantrum had ended. Rory’s sobs calmed to nothing. ‘Gandad,’ as he called Howard, ‘I want chocolate too.’

      ‘Come on then. Let’s go and make it.’

      The boys got up and followed Howard to the kitchen.

      Mary closed the door on them. ‘Talk to me, darling,’ she said as she sat back down.

      ‘I know I’ve let you down. I’m not successful like Susan, in fact, I’m an outright failure. I have a child who hates me. You only have to look at him to know.’

      ‘First of all, he doesn’t hate you. He has behavioural problems, we know that, and you’re doing a brilliant job. You are a great mother and you love him. I know it’s not easy…’

      Clare gripped her mother’s arm as tears streamed down her face. ‘I wish he was like Rory, like a normal kid. Sometimes I just want to close myself in a cupboard and never come out. Sometimes I wish I was dead. I know you hate my smoking but it’s the only thing that keeps me sane.’

      Mary had gone on a lot about the smoking. She held her daughter closer, wondering if she was contributing to pushing Clare over the edge. Maybe she had been too full on with Susan with her overbearing nature. Since she and Ryan had separated, she’d gone around all the time, fussed over the kids too much, to Susan’s annoyance. Had she neglected Clare in the process? ‘Come on, let it all out.’

      As Clare’s gasps and sobs turned more into nose-blowing, Mary placed a box of tissues in her lap. The clues were there all the time. Clare was heading for a breakdown. Her clothes were scruffy, she had no interest in life or going out and Mary was sure she hadn’t been looking for a job. Clare too had lost everything, including her home.

      ‘I keep thinking about Susan, that she knew the man who was killed. Why would she vanish and his body turn up? It doesn’t make sense.’ Mary couldn’t deny that that had been on her mind all day.

      ‘What if she’s done something, Mum? She’s always acted a bit strange.’

      Mary stood, putting that distance back between her and Clare. ‘Don’t talk such nonsense. Had you and Susan been arguing? You’re having a hard time at the moment. I know you haven’t had it easy.’

      ‘Easy! You blamed me when she ran away back then. It was all my fault that she disappeared, that I didn’t look after her well enough. She was your child and I was always looking after her. I did everything I could. I’m not taking the blame for this one. It’s true that we argued a lot but it wasn’t my fault she ran away before and it’s not my fault she ran away now. I’m sick of carrying the blame. I never did anything bad when I was a kid and I’ve always been made out to be naughty.’

      ‘When have I ever said you were naughty?’

      ‘You wouldn’t speak to me when Susan ran away back then. All you gave me was a sour look, it’s the same look you’ve given me the past few days. I can see the blame. It’s written all over your face. We were never the same after the first time. Secretive Susan. You always thought she left because of something I did or said. Poor frail little Susan, with the cute curls and the big eyes. You never believed a word I said.’

      ‘Do you not think for a moment, this isn’t all about you? And, you dare ever say that Susan could have been involved in this man’s murder and there will be trouble.’

      Clare sobbed again. ‘See, you’re doing it again. It’s my fault as it always is.’

      Mary grabbed the cushion and squeezed it. Clare was right. She easily looked for blame in other people. She had to turn some of that blame back onto herself. Clare and Susie’s father had died and she’d instantly made Clare the second parent in their family, always leaving her to do everything while she went to work all those long shifts. Clare had no freedom and took her father’s death badly. Susan simply went off the rails and became the teen from hell. Did it all start with Mary not spending enough time with them while they grieved? She didn’t want to grieve for their father; she’d dismissed the impact it had on them a little too quickly and to her shame, thoughtlessly. ‘Come here. I love you and we’re going to sort this out, okay? I’m here for you and Harrison, you know that.’

      As Mary held Clare she wondered if she knew her at all. All she’d known was this hard exterior. A shell of a person who gave nothing away. A person with deeply buried secrets.

      Clare’s phone beeped. She pulled it from her pocket and stared at the message as the display lit her face up.

      ‘Was that Ryan again?’

      ‘No.’ She wedged her phone into her pocket, scooped Harrison up and scurried up to her room.
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      I stand across the street where the path cuts through to the shops, just outside the ring of orange light casting down on me from the streetlamp, just close enough to observe you without anyone seeing me. I’ve missed you, Stephanie. I tried to dismantle your front door lock and that set off your alarm – dammit. I should’ve hurried away when your lamp flickered on but I need to see you. I need to work out how to get to you. You’re not like the others.

      You open your bedroom window and gaze out, your hair falling over your shoulders, just like it always has done. You haven’t changed one bit. I remember the smell of roses from your shampoo, the smell of vodka on your breath – I smile as I reminisce back to that summer, twenty years ago. Your alarm wails louder and snaps me out of it.

      ‘Shut that bloody thing up!’ The miserable man across the road slams his window before you have the chance to reply. He doesn’t think for one minute you might actually have an intruder, no one ever does. Alarms are seen as a nuisance which is why I’m not worried. You run from the window and seconds later, the alarm stops.

      A grin spreads across my face as I hear you jiggling your keys at the front door. You open it, knees shaking as you step out barefooted onto the doormat, with only your satin night slip to keep you warm. I can sense the goosebumps rising on your arms and legs and a pleasant shiver runs along the nape of my neck.

      Hugging yourself, you take two steps forward as you gaze up and down, flinching as you step on a stone. As you turn back, you begin rubbing the lock. You think it’s bulbous nose, your colleague, but when the morning comes, you will know it’s me. After that, I will see your fear – the fear that your past will be revealed for the world to know. I grip the precious photo in my pocket, the one that will ensure you’ll never say a word.

      I laugh as you trip over your coconut doormat before slamming the door. The road is silent without a soul around. Curtains all closed and the wind howls away. No one is listening as I step onto the road. No one is watching as I stand, back against the wall, under your open window while you hurry to lean out for one last look. No one else will smell the scent of my vape as I blow the sickly smell upwards while I creep under the passageway that runs alongside your house. Revenge is sweet but I don’t want to achieve it too quickly, I want to savour every moment.

      I button up my mac, ready to leave the passageway and work on phase three. The alarm on your house was a mere setback, but that’s all it was. Pulling the red stringy sweet from my pocket, I silently feed it through your letterbox, smiling as it drops onto the carpet.

      Time to get on with the job. My surprise for Susie, that’s what I need to work on. I always thought that what she’d taken from me could never be replaced, but now I know better. ‘I’m coming for you,’ I whisper as I crack my knuckles.
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      Snuggled up in bed, a thick quilt covering her and the television muted, Gina flicked through the items in the box that Mary had passed to her. The dark sketches laid all over the bed were sure to give her nightmares.

      She scooped them up, dropping them back in the box. As a girl, Susan had been obsessed with doors, some of the sketches showing doors to everywhere, through long corridors heading in all directions, a bit like Relativity, Dutch artist Escher’s painting; that’s what the sketches reminded her of. A door above a door, some open, some closed. Another sketch of an open door, then a set of stairs leading to three other open doors, ending with a closed door. She stared for a little too long at the last drawing, Susan’s most accomplished. In that, the final door was open and the gap was filled with the darkest of pencil marks.

      She wiped her hands together, hoping to wipe off the smudges of graphite that had transferred from the sketches onto her fingers, almost cursing under her breath when she saw the mess on her pale cream-coloured quilt. Great! More washing. The ever-growing pile of laundry lying in a heap would probably reach the window ledge once she added the quilt cover to it.

      Spotting Briggs on the local news programme, she grabbed the remote and unmuted the television, listening to his every word. ‘This is a brief statement and we won’t be answering questions at this stage. At Cleevesford Police, we can confirm that the body found alongside the River Arrow this morning was that of thirty-five-year-old plasterer, Dale Blair.’ He continued appealing for any witnesses before offering sympathies to his friends and family. She muted the television again as he gathered his notes from the lectern, Annie from Corporate Communications disconnecting his microphone. He loosened his tie then the news quickly cut to something involving a Keep Warwickshire Tidy campaign.

      She felt a heaviness wash through her as she finished her wine in the hope that it would help her sleep. It had been a long day. A murder, two house searches, back and forth to Mary’s house and now this box, expressions of a troubled teen mind. Gina wondered if the doors Susan had drawn were a metaphor for something.

      The doors didn’t seem to open to anything inviting and the drawings show the final door opening and there being nothing but darkness. What was that darkness? Maybe Susan wishes she never opened the last door. Are the doors real? Maybe she’d drawn a real place, somewhere she stayed when she ran away.

      As Gina rifled through the last of the folded up poems, a small piece of red liquorice fell from a fold. She shivered as she thought back to the sweet they found in Dale’s bin. She dropped it back into the tin and snuggled a little deeper into her bed before throwing the last sketch into the box. She stared as it sat on the top of the pile, inviting her to pick it up again and join it in all its misery. Grabbing the drawing, she turned it over. It was beyond creepy, pulling her eyes through those doors into the infinite dark void. It was like it wasn’t giving her a choice but to make the journey through the dark corridor, to the final door. She grabbed Susan’s poem, The Secret Door and the final line made her stomach flutter.

      You opened the door. It’s your fault and no one must ever know.

      She picked up the photo of the three teenagers and looked deeply into the unidentified girl’s eyes. Words that came to mind were frail, underdeveloped, childlike; as if pleading for someone to take her away from something. Gina shook her head and put the box on the floor along with the photo. Reading too much into it all at such a late hour was going to do her no good, she needed to sleep.

      Ebony crept in through her open bedroom door and jumped onto the bed, stretching for a moment and digging her claws into the bedding as she made her own little bed before curling up by Gina’s feet.

      Turning everything off, she lay on her side, allowing the wine to work its hypnotic magic.
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      The door slammed behind Gina. She turned and grappled with the handle – locked. Barefooted, running along the sterile white corridor, she searched for a way out but she had come through the only door. Shivering, she tried to pull the short sleeves of the white nightdress further down her arms. Chilly, it was so chilly. Teeth chattering, she knew death would come knocking if the temperature continued to drop. Would that be the final door she’d ever open?

      Her mother’s sobs emanated through the wall, drawing her closer to the end of the corridor. The strip lights flickered and the far one perished, just like she would if the temperature dropped any further. A frost formed on her face, she felt it hardening, making it impossible to shout or scream, slowly turning her into a statue. As she slid down the wall, another light flickered off. She closed her eyes. If the end was coming, she wasn’t going to watch. Her mother’s agonising sobs continued. After a loud click, she fell backwards into another corridor with another door at the end. She hobbled through the stiffness and banged on the door.

      ‘Gina,’ the voice behind it called. ‘Knock three times and it will open.’

      Stiff, gnarly fingers, frozen to a curl tapped on the door as it was sucked into the air, vanishing into darkness.

      ‘Follow the light,’ the frail voice of her mother said.

      A bed filled the centre of a dark room of which she could see no walls, only a darkness that never ended. White vapour filled the air, coming from the patient, hooked up to machines that beeped. Cold, so cold. Heart in mouth, gasping for breath, she approached the bed. ‘You never came to see me,’ shouted the patient as the woman turned, eyes missing, nothing but black holes.

      Gasping for breath, Gina grappled for her lamp switch, knocking the glass on the floor, followed by the lamp. The cat meowed and scarpered across the bedroom, darting down the stairs. She stumbled out of bed, shivering as she turned the light on. Sweat drizzled down her forehead, dripping off her nose. She was safe and she was at home, alone and in her bedroom. She’d just lost her quilt to the floor, that’s why she was so cold. Her dream – it was her mother.

      She ran to her wardrobe and with trembling fingers pulled out the little tin of photos and letters from her past. Photos of her and her mum together. Little things her mum collected, bits of ribbon and postcards from her travels before Gina had been born. Silly things like buttons and badges from her mother’s youth. Her mother had once kept this tin in a chest, one with a distinct woody smell. She lifted the box to her nose as she opened it and Gina could smell her childhood home along with her mother. One of the ribbons still had her mother’s perfume trapped in the fibres. In her mind she could smell her mother getting ready for a night out, wearing her favourite short blue dress. So pretty, so loving, she’d wrap Gina in her arms and tell her to be a good girl while she was out. She loved spending this time with her father, they’d play games and he’d let her stay up late while they ate chocolate and cake. She inhaled the unique blend, the blend of her family, the family she had abandoned for Terry. She slammed the lid and placed the box back in the wardrobe. She should have trusted her mother and ran back home, taking baby Hannah with her instead of being lulled into Terry’s world of abuse.

      Choking up, she held her tears back. She didn’t deserve to shed any tears and grieve. That privilege was saved for people who hadn’t let their families down. She gulped in a few deep breaths, suppressing the urge to sob and smash up her bedroom.

      She grabbed her laptop and stumbled back into bed. She wasn’t going to be able to sleep now. Her phone flashed. She had missed a call. Briggs. He’d tried to call half an hour ago. She would have been mid-nightmare. Maybe he’d hoped to talk about his television appearance. She pressed his number and held the phone to her ear. He would be just the distraction she needed.

      ‘Gina,’ he whispered in a gruff voice.

      ‘I woke you.’

      ‘It’s okay. I did call you first. You okay?’

      ‘Yes,’ she replied as she lay back and booted her laptop up. ‘I just saw the missed call. Is everything alright?’

      ‘Something I thought you’d want to know before you conduct any interviews tomorrow. It’s about Susan Wheeler’s car.’

      Gina’s heart began to race. A break in the case would be well worth the late call, not that Briggs ever needed an excuse. She liked him calling her even though their relationship was going nowhere. She liked to hear his voice. She liked to picture sleepy Chris Briggs, lying in his bed, in the bed they’d both rolled in a few times.

      ‘It was fitted with a tracker. Without investigating further, we have to consider that someone wanted to know where she was at all times.’

      ‘I’m glad you called.’

      ‘You called me,’ he replied.

      ‘Only because you called me first.’

      Her laptop whirred into action. ‘Are you working?’

      ‘You can tell?’

      He went silent. ‘You sound a little worried. Is something bothering you?’

      A tear began to fill her eye. ‘No, nothing’s wrong. I was just half asleep, that’s all.’

      ‘I’ll catch you tomorrow, then. Sleep well.’

      ‘You too.’ She ended the call and placed her laptop to the side, the side where Briggs used to lie and she stared at the ceiling, hoping for morning to hurry while she allowed her mind to wander, running scenarios about how the tracking device ended up in Susan’s car, and what the red liquorice meant.
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      Phoebe walked along the path in her thick coat. Her dad had popped out. After leaving them alone for who knows what the previous night, Phoebe thought he came home looking worn and tired, holding his head like her mother would do during times of stress. While he’d been gone, she’d put some music on for Jasmine as she mulled over her mother’s message. Her dad had been angry with the noise when he eventually returned home. She’d kept them safe, kept the curtains closed and the door locked. And all he could do was shout at her, just like he always shouted at her mother.

      She kicked a can along the pavement and it slipped over the edge, into a puddle that had pooled over a blocked drain. It floated gently away without a care in the world.

      A dog barked in the distance. She missed home and could think of nothing more than going back and being with her mother.

      Leaning against a lamppost at the next turning, she pulled out her phone and smiled. Another Snapchat message must have arrived while she’d been walking. A gust of wind blew her curly hair into the sky and a drop of rain splashed onto her cheek. She shivered as she opened the message.

      
        
        Phoebe, honey. Please meet me at the park, you know, your park. Where you were the other night. I need to tell you something but don’t bring anyone else. I’m in danger and you have to help me. I know I can rely on you and trust you. I love you my big munchkin. Be there in one hour. I love you loads. Mum. Xxx.

        

      

      Her heart began to thud about in her chest. She began typing a reply but her mother had already left the chat group. She needed to get away from Jasmine without arousing suspicion. It had been her mother watching her that night, after school. Her mother knew of the park, they’d talked about it. She checked the time. It would take her fifteen minutes to get to there. She’d have to hurry. She almost slipped in a puddle as she ran back to the apartment and burst through the door.

      ‘Jasmine, I’m going to hang out at Ava’s for a bit.’

      Jasmine turned the volume down on Ariana Grande’s music as she shoved the last bit of chocolate into her mouth. ‘Who’s Ava?’ Mouth open, she churned the chocolate around as she waited for an answer.

      Who was Ava? Phoebe hadn’t really thought that far ahead. ‘A girl, my age. She lives just over there. Past the houses at the end. I’ll only be an hour. She’s had a…’ she paused ‘… a dog, a puppy and I want to see it.’

      ‘Can I come? I want to see the puppy.’ She jumped up and wiped her hands together.

      ‘No. Ava’s my friend, not yours. Just stay here because Dad will wonder where we both are when he comes home.’

      ‘Okay, leave me out as usual.’ Jasmine turned away from her.

      ‘Grow up. I’m just going to see my friend. I won’t be long. Just tell Dad I’ll be back for lunch.’

      ‘Where does she live? You know Dad will ask.’

      ‘The door is red, just opposite our road. It’s the only red door.’ She’d seen a red door on one of the houses. That would do. It wasn’t as if her dad would walk over and get her. If he wanted her home, he’d text and she could be home in a few minutes if she ran.

      ‘Okay, whatever.’ Jasmine turned the music video back on and slumped into their dad’s favourite chair.

      ‘See you later.’

      Lying had come easier than she thought it would. She had to lie. Her dad and Jasmine would understand when or if they found out. Her mother had asked her to come and she needed her help. A smile fanned across her face. She was going to see her mother and finally find out what was going on.
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      Ryan leaned over the desk in the interview room, rubbing his stubble as the recorder continued. Gina suspected he hadn’t properly got up that morning as the smell of pine-scented aftershave was fighting with his sweat, and the sweat was winning.

      ‘I don’t know why I’m here. My kids’ mother is missing and all you do is get me here. I have to get back soon as my neighbour has to go out. I don’t know where Susan is or where she went, we hadn’t talked properly for ages. I didn’t even see her that day. I rarely see her at all. I picked the girls up from school and took them to mine as we’d arranged.’

      Gina glanced at the notes that Jacob was making. So far, he’d given them nothing useful. She yawned as she played with her biro under the desk. ‘I’m sorry this is taking up your time and we appreciate that you have the girls to look after, but Susan is still missing and we are asking everyone she knew the same questions. This is a voluntary interview and we appreciate you coming in. Please tell me of your whereabouts on the day of Tuesday, November the twelfth, the last day Mrs Wheeler was seen.’

      ‘Working.’ He folded his arms and looked down.

      Gina sighed. If he was going to give her nothing but one-word answers, the interview was going to take a long time. ‘You work for yourself, is that right?’

      ‘I have a gardening business which means I work all over the place, whenever I’m required.’

      ‘Where were you working on Tuesday?’

      ‘I attend the grounds of Cleevesford Manor one day a week and that’s where I was.’ Gina knew this to be the passed-down house of a family that had lived in Cleevesford for centuries.

      ‘What time did you get there?’

      ‘About nine in the morning.’

      ‘Did you leave at all during the day?’

      He shrugged and began rubbing his fine prickles of hair. Could he have been the figure hanging around Damson Close, outside their witness Alicia’s house? Was he there checking up on Susan after knowing where she was because he’d fitted a tracking device to her car?

      ‘I grabbed a sandwich from the Co-op, probably about twelve, maybe one, I can’t remember.’

      ‘Did you see anyone?’

      He scrunched his nose up and placed his elbows on the desk. ‘No. Well, I saw lots of people but no one I knew.’

      He definitely had the opportunity. If he’d planted the tracking device, he could have easily turned up to where Susan’s car was and waited for her to return. She would have trusted him enough to talk to him if she’d seen him in Damson Close. Maybe he made up a story about attending to a garden in the area. Most of the residents would have been at work. He could have called her over for a word and once she was close enough, encouraged her in and drove off with her. Maybe she resisted and he bundled her in his car before driving away. She would have been an easy target for him. She glanced at his physique: muscular, strong. Susan would be no match for his strength.

      ‘Do you know this man?’ Gina pushed a photo of Dale across the table.

      He leaned back and laughed. ‘Jeez, I knew this would come up when I saw his mugshot on the news yesterday.’

      They were finally getting somewhere. ‘Tell me how you know Dale Blair.’

      ‘I argued with him in the Angel Arms sometime back in June. Caught him having a lovely cosy evening at the Angel Arms with my wife but I haven’t seen the geezer since. I mean look at him, I don’t know what she was thinking. He looks like a bloody slob and he was a whimpering mess. Since that night our relationship went sour. She wouldn’t come clean to me that she was seeing him, kept saying I knew nothing. When I asked her to tell me, she just pushed me away, then a few weeks later she’d packed my bags – all because of him.’

      Gina watched as Jacob scribbled a few notes.

      ‘Can we go back to Tuesday? Where were you that evening?’

      ‘What a stupid question. I picked the girls up just gone three. I was at home looking after them.’

      ‘Did you pop out, leaving them alone?’ Was he hanging around by Susan’s car on Damson Close, wondering what to do with it?

      ‘No, I picked the girls up from school and took them to mine.’

      ‘And you didn’t pop out after that?’

      ‘No. I wouldn’t leave my kids at home on their own while I went out, which is why I need to get home before my neighbour has to go out.’

      Gina placed the photo of Dale back into the folder and closed it. ‘One last thing, do you know anything about trackers, in cars?’

      He sat bolt upright and held her gaze for a second too long. He went to speak, then stopped. ‘Why would I know anything like that?’

      ‘We found one in the boot of Susan’s car, under the spare wheel.’

      He shook his head.

      ‘Thank you, Mr Wheeler. Is there anything else you think we should know?’

      He scraped his chair on the floor as he stood and shook his head. ‘Only that she cheated on me, then she threw me out. I left as she asked. She wanted the kids, the house and more money in maintenance that I could possibly ever afford. She became secretive, hiding things, going out and trying to say it was work all the time. She came home smelling of alcohol and kept pushing me away. That was around the time I caught her with him at the pub. It was probably down to him, that Dale. He probably promised her the world and then let her down.’

      He stood and stretched, flexing his muscles. Gina couldn’t help think of what Ryan had said. Dale was unfit, a little scruffy and had barely any handsome features and he was on the chubby side. Ryan was the opposite, light tan from working outside even though they were heading towards winter, muscular and lean, chiselled jaw – he certainly was a closer match for Susan. Something wasn’t adding up and it wasn’t solely to do with how they all looked.

      ‘She accused me of having an affair, in the court papers, but there was no affair. One of the kids had told her I’d been on a date. I leaked that to Phoebe on purpose. I wanted Susan to hear that because I was trying to make her jealous. I did go on a date to prove a point but it meant nothing and led to nothing. Thought I’d tell you in case that comes out next. Her mother Mary is bound to say something to make me look bad.’ Gina sensed the tension between Ryan and Mary.

      ‘Who did you date?’

      ‘No one of any significance, just a woman I met in the pub and it was only a dinner out. I didn’t even think anything of her and the date led to nothing.’

      ‘Did Susan ever speak to you about her childhood, about running away?’

      ‘She mentioned it. She was a bit of a rebel. She mentioned running away with friends and staying in some caravan. That’s all I know. Look, I really have to go. Besides, she came back and she’ll come back again, I’m sure of it. She loves the attention, that’s all.’

      Gina clenched her fists. Everyone used Susan’s past as an excuse not to worry about where Susan was, dismissing her whereabouts as attention-seeking. She could see why Mary was frustrated with it all, but she still had to keep that fact at the back of her mind.

      ‘We know, and we don’t have any reason to think that this is the same. She is missing and her whereabouts are important to us and they should be to you.’ He kept looking at his watch. She could tell he needed to leave. ‘Interview terminated at ten sixteen.’

      Ryan opened his mouth to speak and obviously thought better of it as he picked his keys up from the table.

      Jacob held up his pad and Gina squinted to read his tiny writing.

      Post-mortem is being prepped. We need to get there.

      ‘Thank you, Mr Wheeler. We’ll be in touch. If you think of anything in the meantime, please contact us immediately.’

      He nodded, zipped up his hoodie and left.

      ‘We best go then. Never a dull moment in this job. Everyone is certainly jumping on the dismissive bandwagon, just because Susan ran away as a child. We don’t know why she ran away. What we do know is it doesn’t mean the same thing has happened again.’ Gina dropped her pen on the table.

      ‘With Dale’s murder added to the equation, it’s looking more like she could be on the run rather than running away.’ Jacob waited for her response.

      ‘Firstly, I hope you’re wrong and secondly, I hope you haven’t had breakfast yet.’
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      The pathologist acknowledged Jacob and Gina as they stood behind the glass divide. The scalpel he held glinted as it caught the intense light above. All fully donned in gowns and masks, Gina was glad she wasn’t the other side of the glass. They looked restricted, almost stifled by their clothing. She could equate it to attending a crime scene and having to wear the crime scene suit, hearing muffled material with every move and struggling to grip as well in the gloves.

      The clean crime scene investigator moved in front of the pathologist for a moment, taking a few last shots with the camera. Gina swallowed. She’d seen it so many times but it never failed to send a shiver through her. The bodies couldn’t feel pain any more, her logical brain told her that, but knowing didn’t make it any easier to watch. He placed the scalpel into the metal kidney dish. He was just prepping.

      Dale Blair lay on the stainless steel slab and his body was no longer anything more than something to process, turn into data. Weights of organs, swabs, blood tests. Gina forced herself to look at his pale, abused body and took in the greenish tinge to his skin. She knew that his internal organs were beginning to decompose. She stared at the lower parts of his body. Overnight the blood had settled along his back, bottom and his lower legs, a look Gina had also seen many times. His knee was bent slightly up off the table where rigor mortis had started to set in while his body was in the woods.

      ‘What are your thoughts?’ Gina glanced at Jacob as the pathologist made the first incision.

      ‘He’s a large bloke.’

      ‘I mean about him or his injuries.’

      ‘That’s what I was thinking about. Do you think one person could realistically take him from a car and drag him, alone, from the farmer’s field to the shrubbery alongside the river? I know it isn’t too far and maybe if the person was of average weight I might be convinced. I’m not. I don’t care how much iron a person is pumping at the gym, that kind of weight would be a challenge for anyone. I think two average people would struggle to carry him out of a car and drag him to where he was found.’ Jacob ran his tongue over his tooth and flinched.

      ‘Cause of death confirmed, strangulation. See the ligature marks on the neck?’ The pathologist held a ruler to his neck and muttered something to the CSI. She headed to the back wall and began tapping away on a calculator.

      ‘0.8 centimetre diameter.’ The CSI filled in a box in the chart and re-joined the pathologist.

      ‘Rope. See the little pinpricks where the fibres have penetrated the epidermis?’

      The CSI nodded.

      Gina watched as more photos were taken. A few days ago, Dale was going about his business as a plasterer, not expecting to go missing and turn up dead. What had happened since? Susan had happened. Susan had gone to his house and he hadn’t been seen alive since.

      The cuts and bruises on his body appeared to be torturous now that she could see them without being surrounded in woodland. From where she was standing, it looked like he’d taken a major beating before he was dumped. The surroundings were too clinical, stark white, light, overly bright – so bright, she felt as if she needed sunglasses as her temples throbbed. Everything reflected off something else. Even if she focused on another part of the room, she’d see Dale’s reflection in something. He wasn’t just a cadaver on a slab, he was someone’s son – she had to remain connected to that. He was a person.

      She glanced across at the evidence trays. His checked shirt had been bagged and labelled up.

      The pathologist kept murmuring measurements, those of the wounds, areas of bruises, length of scratches and it went on. He then peered over his face mask and began taking swabs from all orifices, hair and then nails. The other CSI took those from him, bagged them and made notes as they went.

      ‘I’m glad I didn’t have my breakfast now,’ Jacob said as they both heard the scraping of metal on metal. The pathologist stretched his arm for a moment as he continued talking.

      ‘Talking about eating, how’s your tooth?’

      ‘A bit painful. I’m booked in for a check-up and hopefully a filling.’

      Gina didn’t want to see the incision, she looked down at her chewed down fingernails, only glancing up as he came to the end. The perfect Y. The pathologist opened the chest cavity.

      ‘I hope we’re not here too long. We have to visit Dale’s parents soon. It’s always the worst part of the job.’

      Jacob welcomed the conversation as he looked away too. It was bad enough that they could hear the organs coming out, then being weighed in the metal scales that dangled above the slab as the pathologist shouted out more numbers. ‘Yes, never a good thing, visiting the relatives, but hopefully we’ll find out more about Dale.’

      ‘I’m hoping they may know who he was in a relationship with.’

      Gina glanced back after what seemed like a long spell of silence between her and Jacob, and she exhaled as she caught the pathologist sewing the cavity up while the others began scrubbing down.

      ‘We’ll have a chat with the pathologist and then get going.’ Gina smiled as he looked up, hoping to get his attention. He held his hand up indicating that he’d be five minutes.

      ‘Detective Harte,’ the pathologist said as he entered through the side door looking more human. He wiped his brow, shifting his fringe away from his eyes and put his glasses on as he examined the report.

      ‘What can you tell us?’ She smiled.

      ‘Definitely strangulation. We have found traces of rope in his fingernails and in the epidermis around his neck. There is dried blood around his nose and ears, which is common when the windpipe is violently compressed. The bruising on his neck also backs this up. He fought to get free from what we’ve seen. One of his fingernails is completely off and he has a broken finger.’ As he spoke, he used his arms, waving them to the beat of every word. Enthusiastically reeling off his early findings.

      Gina scrunched up her nose as an image of a nail being torn from skin flashed through her mind. Of all the things Dale had been through, that would be the one she would end up rerunning in her mind.

      ‘As you can see, there is evidence of recent beatings. The bruising is deep. We can detect that he’s been kicked and punched, a lot. Molly has taken photos of everything. As soon as we’ve uploaded and processed them, I’ll get them emailed across.’ He pushed his glasses up his nose, waiting for her to reply.

      Gina nodded slowly. ‘That would be much appreciated. What else was there?’

      He cleared his throat and smiled. ‘There was also the presence of black mould in his nasal passages, the type of mould you get in really old, damp buildings. There was something else, something really sinister which is why I saved it for last.’ He clenched his shoulders, hesitating as he awaited Gina’s response.

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘We found a string of red liquorice fed down his windpipe, this was placed there post-mortem.’

      ‘Red liquorice?’ Now Gina’s mind was whirring. That had to be the most bizarre and unexpected thing she’d heard at a post-mortem.

      ‘I thought I’d seen it all,’ Jacob said as he made a note.

      The pathologist nodded. ‘We’re now going to get everything processed and updated on the system. Anything else you need to know for now?’

      ‘Have you got anything else?’

      ‘His liver is fatty and he’s pre-diabetic. He wasn’t in good shape at all.’

      She hoped that he could answer the next question with some accuracy. ‘Do you have a more precise time of death?’

      ‘Given the conditions in which he was left out in, the development of his injuries and the stages of decomposition, between eighteen hundred and nineteen hundred on Thursday.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I’ll email you in a while.’

      The pathologist gave a slight bow, before turning on his heel and leaving them in the viewing room.

      ‘Why would the killer place red liquorice in his throat after killing him? Red liquorice? What’s all that about?’ She shivered as she thought of Dale being beaten and tortured. She pictured the coarse rope constricting his throat as he choked. His fingers grabbing at the rope as his nail tore away from his skin, as his nose and ears began to bleed until he convulsed then died. Two people, there had to be two, she knew Jacob was right about that. Were they both at the murder scene? She imagined a damp, mouldy building. That could be anyone’s garage or lean to. Mould was common. There were a lot of old estates and buildings in Cleevesford.

      ‘You alright, guv. You look a bit green. It’s not like you to get sick at post-mortems. Shall I grab the bin?’

      She shook her head and tapped him on the arm. ‘Don’t be daft. I just keep thinking about the torn fingernail and the liquorice. Gross. Do you think person number two in all this could be Susan?’

      ‘I think anything’s possible.’

      ‘You know that Mary gave me a box full of poems and drawings?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘There was a little piece of red liquorice in that box. We need to book it into evidence as soon as we get back to the station. There was also a piece in Dale’s bin, when we searched the house. It all needs crossmatching.’

      She glanced at her watch. They were now running late. Midday had come and gone. She zipped up her coat. ‘Let’s go.’
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      Phoebe hurried to the park, checking her phone. ‘Please wait for me, Mum,’ she muttered under her breath as she splashed in a puddle. She hurried across the field, her trainers soaking through as she trudged through the mud. The misty skies fell down on the earth.

      She glanced at the cut through and couldn’t see anyone waiting. ‘Mum,’ she called as she climbed through and ran towards the swings. ‘Mum.’

      Silence.

      She pulled her phone out of her pocket and checked her messages, nothing from her mum.

      Phoebe flinched as a gloved hand reached across her face, clasping a piece of rag over her mouth. That wasn’t her mum’s hand, it was large and thick fingered. She tried to scream but he clamped his hand harder. Gasping, she could taste the coarseness of the rag in her mouth and the sweetness of what was on it.

      Woozy. The sky had turned onto its side and was falling, that’s how it looked to her. Or, was it she who had tilted.

      She flapped her arms but she was weakening every time she inhaled. Minutes had passed and he’d remained behind her, gripping her with the rag over her face. Kicking back made no difference. Whatever she did, he just stood firm.

      Her coat ripped on the bushes as he dragged her further into the thicket. The road was close, she could hear cars coming and going down the carriageway but behind the thicket was a smaller road where she knew people parked up at night to take drugs and have parties.

      With speckled vision, she tried to look up at his face, shaking as soon as she recognised him. It was the man she’d seen walking outside her dad’s flat last night. Now closer to him, she knew she’d seen him before that, just the once.

      A tear ran down her face. Cold and wet, her coat had ripped. Her dad was going to be mad when he saw it. He would be angry at her not being at a friend’s house across the way. She was in such big trouble. Where was her mum?

      Weak. She was losing the battle. One more breath and she felt herself going, sleeping… and gone.

      ‘Go to sleep my angel.’ He threw her little body into the boot of his car and kissed the sleepy girl on the forehead.
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      Raindrops hit the windscreen as Gina pulled up in front of the coach house. Darkness had almost drawn a close to most people’s day. Not for her though. Her days never ended. Crimes didn’t simply occur Monday to Friday, or between the hours of nine and five, and she was glad. The thought of being stuck in a standard nine to five job filled her with dread.

      ‘What are Dale Blair’s parents called again?’

      Jacob glanced at the notes. ‘Cynthia and Phillip Blair.’

      The upstairs curtains parted and a long-haired woman peered out as a man opened the door. They’d been expecting detectives to visit and Gina was aware that they were later than scheduled but getting the liquorice booked into evidence had been a priority.

      Running to dodge the icy raindrops, Gina led the way.

      ‘Come in,’ Phillip Blair said. His round glasses didn’t do a good job of hiding his red-rimmed eyes. The tall, thin, balding man towered over her. He and Dale bore no similarities in appearance at all, except the nose. Long and thin, just like she remembered Dale’s.

      As they followed him upstairs to their residence, she glanced at the photos adorning the walls. Childhood snaps of Dale at different stages of his life. Family holidays when he was a chubby teen and a photo of him posing with a trowel as an older teenager. His parents were clearly very proud of him.

      Entering the lounge, Gina felt the warmth of the log burner. After the last couple of days, it was most welcome. The room smelt of lavender and sandalwood and was lit by several lamps. Tastefully decorated, two leather settees had been placed adjacent to the fireplace. She wondered where their television was. Books were stacked up in wooden cases, floor to ceiling along every available wall. They were readers, she could see that. Maybe they didn’t have much love for the television.

      Mrs Blair dabbed her eyes. Her long flame-red hair framed her round face. Dale had inherited most of his mother’s genes when it came to shape. The crow’s feet lines suddenly looked to be more ingrained as she held back her emotions.

      ‘Thank you for seeing us. I know this is hard for you both,’ Gina said.

      Phillip Blair gestured for them to take a seat. Gina removed her damp coat and wrapped it up. She didn’t want to dampen their settee.

      ‘Can we get you a drink?’ Mrs Blair dropped the box of tissues on the coffee table next to a copy of The Handmaid’s Tale.

      Jacob shook his head. ‘No, thank you.’

      Gina sat back slightly as both Mr and Mrs Blair sat together on the opposite sofa.

      ‘Do you have any more information?’ Mrs Blair asked, a hope-filled expression spreading across her face.

      ‘I’m afraid not. I was hoping you could tell us a little more about your son, Dale. I know this is soon, and it may even feel too soon, but with what happened to Dale, we need to know about anything that may help us find who murdered him. I’m so sorry to have to bother you in your moment of grief—’

      ‘You’re not bothering us. We want this bastard caught!’ Mr Blair stood and turned to face the curtain-covered window. ‘Whoever did this to my son, I’ll kill them myself if I—’ The man held up his arm as he choked back his emotions, starting Mrs Blair off. Once again the box of tissues was back on her lap. As he turned, he wiped his tear-stained face and Gina spotted another emotion spreading across his face: pure anger. He sucked air noisily through the slight gap in between his two front teeth as he seethed, spitting a little as he exhaled.

      Jacob opened his notebook. Mr Blair wasn’t going to need prompting to speak. Gina knew he wanted to do nothing more than talk freely about his son. Jacob went to say something. Gina held up her hand, signalling for him to hold his thoughts, and he did.

      ‘Dale was such a kind, gentle person. He’s never hurt anyone, not a soul. You know, he’s given his time up and plastered the local village hall for nothing. Dale – always there to contribute to the community. The story of an old dear hit the papers not so long ago, living in squalor, she was. He went over, re-plastered her grotty old bungalow and decorated it, all for nothing. Dale is… was the type of person to help people less fortunate and expect nothing in return and we were and are so proud of him. How anyone could do what they did. Suspected strangulation they said, the other officers.’ He shook his head back and forth before kicking the wall under his window ledge.

      ‘Do you know if Dale had any enemies?’

      Mrs Blair wiped a trailing tear. ‘Everyone loved him. I always said he was too generous though. People took advantage of his good nature. He was such a giving person but I worried that he was always seeking approval.’

      ‘In what way did people take advantage?’ Jacob asked.

      ‘You know. Trying to blag free work on their properties. Not paying him the proper rates all the time or getting him to do jobs, then not paying him, coming up with sob stories. He was known to be a soft touch in the community. I noticed that he’d become a little withdrawn of late.’ Mrs Blair’s wiry red hair fell over her eyes. Gina was drawn to the reflection of the fire in her irises, giving them a shimmering red glow.

      Mr Blair sat back down. ‘I had to help him now and again, you know, ask his debtors for his money. My boy was the gentlest lad in the world. It was wonderful to see him giving so much to the community but it was sad to see others taking advantage. He always did rely on us to help him out. We were a close family. He still came over most evenings, for tea and to tell us about his day.’

      ‘How had he seemed? You said he’d become withdrawn.’ Gina didn’t want to lose the conversation strand that Mrs Blair had opened up.

      Mrs Blair crossed her feet at her ankles and hunched over, hugging her knees. ‘I noticed that he seemed quieter over the past few months, a little distant. He wouldn’t tell us what was bothering him and he even walked out on us in the middle of dinner a couple of times when we’d quizzed him. There were other times I could see him looking at me, like he was about to tell me something before walking out. That wasn’t like Dale at all. Like we said, he’d always been such a mild-mannered person. If he ever thought he’d even upset someone a little, he’d feel guilty for weeks and have to put things right. This past few months though, it was as if he was troubled. Phillip wondered if someone owed him money or was giving him grief over a job. We just wanted to help. I don’t know what we said or did that was wrong. Anyway, he hadn’t visited as much recently and on the occasions that he did, we asked how he was doing and he’d tell us we were stifling him.’

      Gina could relate to that. People constantly asking if she was okay had become one of her pet hates. ‘Do you know of any enemies he may have had?’

      Both shook their heads. Mrs Blair wiped a piece of hair from her mouth. ‘Everyone loved him.’

      Gina fumbled around in her folder until she felt the shiny texture of the photo, of Susan. ‘Do you know this woman? Her name is Susan Wheeler.’ She held the photo under the lamplight.

      Mr Blair removed his glasses and squinted. ‘I saw her picture online, in the local newspaper. She’s missing, isn’t she?’

      Gina nodded.

      ‘Has she got something to do with all this?’

      This was a question she hoped the Blairs would be able to answer. ‘That’s what we’re trying to find out. On the day she went missing, she was last seen leaving your son’s house. It looked like he’d hired her to do his bookkeeping.’

      ‘I always did his bookkeeping,’ Mrs Blair interjected.

      ‘We found his paperwork in her car, a couple of streets away. I’m sorry.’ It looked like Dale had sacked his mother and hired an old friend without even telling her first. ‘Do you recognise her? Not from the news but as a friend or acquaintance.’

      ‘I don’t think so. I can’t say that I recognise her.’ The woman wiped her nose again.

      ‘How about from this photo?’

      Mr and Mrs Blair looked at each other.

      She took the photo and scrutinised it a little closer. ‘That’s little Susan Collins. Such a pretty girl. She was one of Dale’s best friends back in their teens. Poor little mite. I remember taking her under my wing a bit. Her father died and her mother was always working. I’m not criticising, that was just an observation. I remember she had a sister, can’t remember her name. Her sister always came to collect her. Such a lovely girl. So, she’s the one on the news who’s missing? I recognise her now.’

      Gina nodded.

      ‘I remember Dale telling me she’d got married. He’d heard it on the grapevine. They hadn’t been in contact much since their teens but I think he tried to contact her to congratulate her. I don’t think her husband liked her having male friends even though Dale was never a contender. He never tried to contact her again after that.’

      ‘Were they ever in a relationship?’ Gina needed to subtly find out if Dale’s bed partner could have been Susan.

      Mrs Blair exhaled. ‘Dale was gay and he’d always been open about his sexuality since his mid-teens. He was seeing a man from Redditch called Lawrence. Nice man, a few years older. He came around a few times. It was lovely to see Dale so happy.’ The woman pulled her woollen skirt over her knees, stretching it to its limits. ‘We called Lawrence as soon as we heard. He’s devastated. Told us he was planning to propose to Dale when they went on holiday in the New Year.’ Mrs Blair finished the sentence off with a squeal as she let out a few little sobs. ‘We will never see Dale marry the love of his life now.’

      Mr Blair placed an arm around his wife’s shoulder and drew her towards his chest where they remained for a couple of minutes. Him stroking her hair, her placing an arm around his waist.

      Gina asked them for Lawrence’s address and phone number, then nodded to Jacob. They’d asked enough of Phillip and Cynthia Blair. She needed to leave them alone to grieve.

      Mrs Blair gently pulled away from her husband. ‘When will my son’s body be released? We need to organise the funeral. Everyone is asking when it will be.’

      ‘I’ll get someone to call you. I will also find out when you can go to his house and we thank you for your patience.’

      ‘Thank you so much. That would be appreciated. We have to go and collect the dog tomorrow. Dale’s neighbour has been lovely.’ She paused. ‘That mutt is all we have left of our beloved son.’ The woman smiled slightly when she said mutt. It was more of an endearing term, rather than a reference of annoyance.

      Gina stood and began to pull her coat back over her shoulder. A slick of damp licked her neck, sending an icy shiver through her scalp. A gust of wind howled, causing the air vent to click. As she went to take the photo from Mrs Blair, she pointed to the other girl in the photo of the three teens. ‘Do you recognise her?’

      ‘Vaguely. It was a long time ago. Occasionally she’d hang around with Susan and Dale. I can’t remember where she was from or how they knew her. She always seemed quiet and withdrawn. Such a scrawny-looking girl. I used to give them all lots of snacks, but the snacks were mostly for her benefit. She only came over a few times. What was her name, love?’

      Mr Blair shrugged his shoulders. ‘I can’t remember the names of our current neighbours, let alone a girl our son was friends with all those years ago.’

      The woman closed her eyes and clicked her fingers. ‘Stacey, Stella… something like that. I’m sorry, I can’t remember exactly.’

      Jacob scribbled the names down.

      ‘If you remember anything else, please call me.’ Gina placed her card on their coffee table as they left.

      As they hurried through the rain, avoiding a carrier bag that had been swept up in the gale, Gina knew it was imperative that they find the girl in the photo. It felt as though she was the missing piece. She made a quick call, asking that uniform try to call on Dale’s partner, Lawrence.

      She couldn’t let go of the fact that Susan had abandoned her friendship with Dale due to Ryan Wheeler’s jealousy, her angry, dominant husband.
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      A whimper comes from the cell. I like to call it the cell even though I know it’s just a room. A dark dank room, the holder of dark dank secrets which I intend to lock the door on, once and for all. You will all die, our little gang will be no more and me; I’ll be long gone with a smile on my face, taking with me the replacement for what you all stole from me – she’s so beautiful, innocent too. I get to start again and you will have all paid the ultimate price. One down, another two to go.

      I suck hard, then exhale a plume of vanilla vapour into the torch-lit room. Vanilla Dreams, my latest favourite. I have dreams and they’ve sat in a box for years. Now I get to come out of the dark and finally live mine. The torch flickers and I’m plunged into pitch-black darkness.

      The pigeons coo in the eaves then a fight breaks out. They flutter and squawk before finally settling again. If I had a gun, I wouldn’t think twice about blowing them away – vermin. I snatch the torch and bang it several times on the decaying wall, debris chippings scattering everywhere. Eventually, it flickers back to life. It’s okay, there’s no one around to hear me banging or you whimpering, although I wish you would just button it, Susan. No one is coming and you are next.

      I gaze around as I take another puff of Vanilla Dreams. This building is so manky, even the kids stopped coming here to party. Besides, the tall barbed wire fence has put them off. Not me – no one ever comes here which is why it is the best place ever. It’s mine, all mine.

      Grabbing a couple of batteries, I’m plunged back into darkness as I replace them. I don’t know if I can call what I stand on a floor. Everything is decayed and stinks of mould as the very foundations mourn their glory days. I still remember it after the original renovations, newly decorated, beautiful sanded floors and bursting with life. Not any more. If I hadn’t been driven away, if you hadn’t taken my life from me, things would have been different.

      I didn’t want this.

      I didn’t ask for this.

      Sleeping dogs should be left to lie.

      But, when you’ve lost everything and the past comes back to taunt you, there is only one option.

      I grab the large kitchen knife from the floor and drive it through the photo, pinning it to the mould-infested plasterboard, knife tip piercing her right eye. ‘I’m coming for you next, darling,’ I say as I grab my vape and suck. ‘You’ll need more than a burglar alarm to keep me away.’

      The whimpers are louder. You were meant to enjoy your surprise, Susan, but you were never grateful for anything. Time to sort you out. Everything is merely a problem to be sorted and once all the problems are sorted, the problems will be no more. Simple pimple as we used to say back then.

      I grab the torch, lighting the way as I crunch on the debris below. This building, the keeper of secrets, was crumbling around me. It will crumble completely soon but I won’t be here when it does.

      Glancing back at the photo, I grin. ‘I bet you’ve missed me Snow White. He’s coming, then all your nightmares will come back to haunt you.’

      I grab my phone and send the message. He will do as I say. She is his loose end as much as mine and if I need to remind him, I will. In the meantime, Susan is calling. ‘Coming,’ I yell as I hurry along the corridor. But, I must hurry. There is something more pressing I need to do and it can’t wait.
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      I’ve become good at hiding, so good you can’t see me curled up in the seat the other side of the door. I’m not worried about CCTV either, there’s none in this booth. If I cower, don’t look up, my face cannot be seen. I’m just too good at this. You made me this good, you and the others. I don’t want to hide any more, which means you have to go. I don’t like this pub and I never thought you’d come back after our eyes met at the reunion. At that point I knew, you knew, we all knew the score – all four of us.

      The Angel Arms. Angel suggests protection, loving – a guiding light, a comforting hug. There’s nothing protective in this dive. Nothing here can protect you from me.

      You open your bag and gaze into the void. The red liquorice stick that I posted through your letterbox pokes out. Does it remind you of something? I hope it does. I hope it reminded you of what you lot took from me. It was your fault, all yours, and I won’t let the three of you bring me down. I want my life back!

      Lemonade, that’s a change from all the wine you drink. Do you drink to forget? Do you drink to calm those nerves down? Do you sometimes sleep in your shed to hide from your demons? I’ve seen it all, really I have. You are tetchy, I’ve seen you in action. People you work with think you’re crazy, batshit crazy is what they say. Cruel, I know.

      A group of lads cheer as one of the team scores a one eighty on the dartboard and… hello, is the creepy landlord giving you a wink? You don’t like the attention, do you? Pretend to look at your phone, classic avoidance technique. That won’t put him off. I know his type and he’s hard for you.

      I like how you look out of the window at the car park, taking in your sad reflection through the leaded windows. Can you see how the roaring fire in the background creates a warm glowing halo around your head? You turn, almost catching me watching you. You won’t see the real me through the glasses and the flat cap. You just see a man, mostly hidden behind a newspaper.

      ‘I noticed you were on the lemonade, so I got you another.’ The pub landlord makes his move. I know he hasn’t got a hope in hell. You clam up as soon as he sits. You won’t drink that lemonade either. You know better. You’ve learned to mistrust from past mistakes.

      You’re hiding your nerves well but he can’t see your toes tapping under the table. He can’t see the piece of skin you’ve just torn from the side of your finger. He can’t see the trickle of blood that snakes down your wrist.

      ‘I recognise you but I can’t remember where from. Pretty young lady. I’ve never seen hair so long, I would never forget your hair.’ The landlord is trying hard to get your interest. It will take more than a comment about your hair.

      You shrug your shoulders and half-turn away. You know where you’ve seen him before, as do I. It will click in a moment, I know that much. No one forgets you, especially when you came with trouble all those months ago.

      He shifts in the chair and pulls his shirt over his thin frame. His drainpipe jeans brush his sockless ankles and his look is complete with a pair of loafers. He’s in his fifties, weather worn with a tan that was in no way gained from the British winter sun. He points his finger and winks. ‘I know I’ve seen you before. What brings a beautiful girl like you here, and on your own?’

      Wait, I can answer that one, can’t I? You don’t feel safe at home. You know I’m back. You can’t get hold of Susan and Dale has turned up dead but you can’t talk, not without them. You know I have something on you. Did you tell them what it was or have you carried that secret around all this time.

      ‘I’m Samuel. What’s your name?’

      He’s a trier, I’ll give him that. Can’t you see she’s not interested?

      ‘Steph.’

      It’s been a long time since I’ve heard you speak. Your voice used to sound so sweet to me but now, hearing it makes me want to wrap a rope around your neck until your eyes bulge. One down, two to go I keep telling myself. Then I get to leave as a winner, with my prize. It won’t be me who brings you in though. I’m working on him at the moment. He will do as I say.

      ‘Aha! You’re one of the first Stephanie’s to come up on Facebook. Nice pic, Stephanie Baxter. We can be friends now.’

      You and Stephanie will never be friends.

      ‘Do you want something stronger? Wine? A beer? Top shelf? It’s on me.’ He shuffles his chair a little closer until your knees touch. ‘Am I making you nervous?’ Your knee trembles against his.

      You grab your bag as you stand, knocking lemonade into his lap as you run off into the rain without so much as a quick glance back. I can’t lose you. You left with luggage earlier. I know you won’t be home tonight.

      I keep back and watch as you hurry along the high street, heading to the zebra crossing and away from the centre. The tiny heel of your boot cracks an icy puddle and splashes the hem of your jeans.

      I follow you all the way to The Cleevesford Cleaver, a bit of a sinister name for a B&B, but it had once been a butcher’s shop, going back eighty years. I know where you’re staying and I’m coming back for you. Keep safe, my darling. Oh look at the time, Susan will need tending to again.
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      ‘Any updates?’ Gina hurried into the incident room and caught up with the new additions to the board. Photos of Dale Blair’s injuries stood out a mile. He bore barely any resemblance to the photos on the Blair’s wall as he lay on the stainless slab. Close-ups of the scratches and bruises were stuck around the main photo, along with one of his neck.

      ‘Here you go.’ Briggs threw a tea towel at her.

      She wiped the rain from her face with the coffee-splattered towel and patted her hair down. She caught her reflection in the window. Straggly wet hair stuck to her forehead and tangled over her shoulders. Dark, burgundy-tinged circles under her eyes. She ran her tongue over her dry lips and almost winced as they flared up.

      ‘Better?’ Briggs smiled and joined her at the incident board.

      ‘I need a hot drink. Want one?’ They nodded and Jacob left the room.

      Everyone else on the case had gone home. She glanced at the ticking clock above the boards. With the din that normally filled the room, she couldn’t hear it but now, it was all she could hear as she waited for Briggs to break the silence. ‘You don’t look so good, Gina. Remember you said you’d tell me if anything was wrong. I know you love the job but I need to know you’re loving yourself too.’

      Not this again. She wished he’d just leave it out. She’d been on top of things for a while now but seeing Mary had brought back her nightmares. She was nothing more than tired after a bad night’s sleep. The nightmares were stupid, really stupid and she hated her stupid self. She wished she could control her mind but it constantly controlled her. ‘Not this again, sir.’ She pretended to look at the other board.

      ‘You know I care, Gina. It hurts me to see you looking so… I don’t know, tired, unkempt and stressed, shall we say.’

      ‘I’m not stressed, really. The hours, no problem. The job in all its horror and gore, no problem. Being asked if I’m okay all the time, still annoying.’ She found herself glaring at him. The only expression he returned was one of sincerity and suddenly a pang of guilt washed over her. ‘I’m sorry. I know you care. If you want to know what’s bugging me, then fine. I went to visit my mother’s grave this week and I guess I just miss her, and yes, I do feel a bit sad about it, but I’ll get over it. It’s just a short moment in time and I need to be allowed to simply be sad. Is that okay?’ She finished the sentence with a warm smile, hoping that he would see she was being open with him, it was the truth. She wouldn’t mention Mary though, the woman that triggered her into yearning so badly for her mother. That may make her seem a little too crazy. She wouldn’t mention that Mary was almost a carbon copy of her own mother, even sharing many of her mannerisms.

      ‘If you need to talk, have pizza or share a bottle of wine, you know where I am.’

      Jacob walked back in with a tray containing three hot drinks. Gina pointed at the board and pretended to be discussing something with Briggs. ‘I just caught up with uniform. Someone popped over to Lawrence’s house but he wasn’t in,’ Jacob said.

      ‘We’ll go to see him first thing, if that’s okay with you.’

      Jacob rubbed the side of his cheek, flinching. ‘I’ve got an emergency appointment with the dentist first thing but it shouldn’t take long. Damn appointment is going to cost a fortune but I can’t wait until Monday.’ His phone beeped and he pulled it from his pocket and smiled.

      ‘Who’s the lucky lady?’

      ‘How do you know these things?’

      Briggs laughed. ‘She’s a detective, don’t you know.’ He gave her a friendly nudge in the ribs.

      His shoulders slumped. ‘I suppose secrets don’t stay secrets for long around here. It’s Jennifer. We’re just arranging a night out.’

      ‘Jennifer.’ Gina picked a marker pen up and drew a line from Dale to Lawrence with a question mark on the board. She daren’t look at Briggs, not wanting news of their past affair to be revealed by her own expressions. Her secrets were staying secrets, no matter what Jacob said.

      ‘CSI Jennifer.’ Jacob smiled. ‘I’ll see you in the morning then.’ He grabbed his drink and headed out of the room, towards his office.

      ‘You need to learn to chill out, Harte. You should see yourself, standing rigidly, drawing a shaky line with the pen. If only your acting skills were as good as your detective skills.’

      She gave him a friendly nudge back, enjoying the warmth of his body on her goosebumped arm. ‘Any news from the appeals?’

      ‘Nothing of any help. O’Connor, Wyre and Smith were following up on all the tall-short, black-white, men-women that were seen at the time. Uniform have been stationed by the bridge and on the path where Dale’s body was found. We have all the details of the regular walkers that use the path and have caught up with some. Nothing useful as yet. I’m sure they’ll fill you in at the next briefing.’ Briggs stared at the pathologist’s photos. ‘He’s taken one hell of a beating.’

      ‘We were speaking about it being two people.’

      ‘I get that. He’s a large man and there was no evidence of a trolley or anything else that would have assisted the killer in getting the body to where it was found. This would have been a struggle for two strong people. Do you have any theories as yet?’

      ‘Only that Ryan was so jealous of Susan talking to anyone he went and punched Dale in the Angel Arms a few months earlier. I don’t have any evidence of his involvement in Susan’s disappearance, all I know is a painful divorce is going through. Who could he be working with? I worry about Clare Collins, Susan’s sister. When I left the house after talking to Mary, her mother, I noticed her watching me out of the window. I also heard someone watching me leave the other night, lurking at the side of the house. When I went around to investigate, they were gone. I think this was Clare as I heard Mary calling her from inside the house but she wasn’t answering. I don’t trust her. Then, I have a witness, a woman called Alicia who lives on the road where Susan’s car was found. She saw a bald man hanging around by the car on the evening when Susan disappeared. And we found the tracker. This keeps coming back to one person.’

      Briggs cleared his throat. ‘The tracker results came back, you must have missed the email. It’s a common make. A lot of people use them just in case their cars are stolen, they bring down the price of insurance. We’re hoping that there will be some data that might give us more of a clue as to her whereabouts. This has been requested, but as we know, we never get immediate answers. I’m sure Wyre will keep you posted on that one.’

      She nodded. ‘I’ll see if one of the team have found any paperwork pertaining to the tracker amongst Susan’s files. If there isn’t any, we have to assume that someone else placed the tracker there.’

      ‘Yes.’ He paused. ‘They’ve had paper everywhere. Looked like a tip in here earlier.’ Briggs took the pen out of her shaky hand and placed the cap back on it. For a moment, it felt as though he might lean in to kiss her. She knew he wouldn’t though. ‘These smell a bit strong. Don’t want you getting gassed out.’

      ‘How about Susan’s phone records. Anything yet?’

      ‘I’ll let you know as soon as we have them. Her phone is off, we know that much.’

      She smiled. ‘I’m going to carry on working at home.’

      ‘I’ll call you later so we can catch up on any further thoughts on the case.’ He turned and left. She should have said no to the call but she wanted him to call. She might not be inviting him around to share her bed, but to hear a friendly voice, that would be most welcome.

      Alone in the incident room listening to the ticking clock, she gazed at the photos of Dale and shivered. Someone out there did this to a person described as gentle and generous in one sentence and secretive and distant in another – secretive, just like Susan. What were they both hiding and who on earth was the other girl in the photo?

      ‘Guv, a call has come in.’ Jacob took a few deep breaths as he came back in and stopped in front of her.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Phoebe has gone missing. Ryan and Susan Wheeler’s daughter. He’s been calling her friends all afternoon and no one has seen her.’

      ‘I need to get over there now.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryan paced up and down his lounge. ‘There was no neighbour looking after them. She’s eleven, nearly twelve. I thought I could trust her to just stay in the flat for an hour while I came to the station.’

      Gina watched as Jasmine wiped her tears away.

      ‘Jasmine, tell them what you told me.’

      The girl sobbed.

      ‘Tell them.’ Ryan sat and stared at her. Gina almost wanted to hug the crying child.

      ‘Jasmine. I’m DI Harte but you can call me Gina. I need to know what Phoebe told you so that we can find her.’ She smiled at the girl and Jasmine nodded.

      ‘She said she was going to see Ava’s puppy at the house with the red door. She said she wouldn’t be long. I can’t remember much else, I had my music on. Then it had been ages and she hadn’t come back. Dad came home and we went to look for her. She didn’t answer her phone.’ Jasmine gripped a toy cat and sat cross-legged on the settee. ‘Where is she? Where’s my mum?’ The girl rocked back and forth as she began to sob.

      Ryan hurried over to her and placed his arm over her shoulders. ‘Come here, love.’ At last, he was comforting his daughter.

      ‘What happened next?’

      Ryan glared up at her. ‘We knocked at the house with the red door. There is no Ava and there is no puppy. She lied and we don’t know why or where she’s gone.’

      ‘We’ll put out an immediate alert for all departments and contact the media.’ Gina nodded to Jacob as he stepped outside to make all the necessary calls. ‘Is there anyone I can call for you?’

      ‘No. Just find Phoebe.’ His face flushed as he hugged his sobbing daughter. ‘I’ve called Mary and Howard. They haven’t heard from her either. It’s not like her to not answer her phone. She’s not with friends. I’ve called them all.’ He let go of Jasmine, leaving the girl once again sobbing alone.

      ‘It’s okay, chicken, I’m going to do all I can to find your sister.’ Gina flinched as the door knocked. The young family liaison officer stepped inside, shaking her umbrella in the corridor before entering. ‘Thank you for getting here so soon. All alerts should be out now. Keep me updated.’

      The woman nodded as she carried on in as Gina left. The rain poured down, bouncing off the canopy outside the flats where Jacob finished his call. ‘Everything’s in motion.’

      Gina stared across the street. ‘Who lives at the house with the red door?’

      ‘I just checked with uniform, an elderly man who can barely get out of a chair. They went in to speak to him and struggled to leave. He described seeing the lass walking down the path staring at her phone, sometime this morning. He wasn’t sure of the exact time but he said late morning.’

      ‘We need to check her phone records straight away. Something or someone made her leave the apartment and lie about where she was going. I want to know what. I’ve got a bad feeling about all this.’
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      I’m watching and waiting. Where are you going at this time of the night, Stephanie? Are you thinking, if you creep out of your safe house onto the dark street, I won’t see you? I see everything. You with your bag ready to move on. Is it liberating to know you’re not safe anywhere? My bet is on you going back home. Look at you in your stupid heeled boots. You can’t run in those.

      I bet you’re planning on sleeping in your shed again, like you did for a while the other night, or will you doze off against the living room wall, gripping that stupid knife for protection as you drink yourself to oblivion? Is that really the best you can do? I’ve seen you through the glass pane in your back door.

      I’m going to enjoy this, but first I need to make a call as Lanky hasn’t called me back. I’m ready to cash in the debt and he’s avoiding me. I snort a little laugh out as I send him the photo with a message. He’ll love this email.

      
        
        Come out, come out – it’s playtime.

        

      

      Wait up, Stephanie, I’m coming.
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      Gina glanced at her bed through the reflection in the mirror as the home screen on her laptop went off. She thought of Phoebe and her churning gut instinct told her something bad had happened. They were doing everything they could with the door to doors and collecting of CCTV. First Susan, then Phoebe. It was no coincidence. The hairs on her arms raised as she tapped the space bar and Phoebe’s photo appeared on her screen. She closed her laptop and stared down at all her mother’s things laid out on the floor.

      The box was open in front of her on the carpet and it released a familiar scent, that of her mother’s house. She smiled as she gazed at the old family photos.

      Staring at her reflection and a more recent photo of her mother, Gina pinned the length of her hair under her nape. Her mother’s last hairstyle had been that of a dyed brown bob, just like Mary’s.

      She finished the look with a swish of her mother’s pale pink lipstick. She leaned back and took in the final look. She looked nothing like her mother. Yes, she had the same almond-shaped eyes and fairly high cheekbones, but her mother was fuller lipped and had a slightly rounder chin. She threw the make-up and photos back into the box and placed the lid on. As she glanced back, she almost saw Mary in the mirror.

      Closing her eyes and finishing off the bottle of beer she’d started when she came in, she shook her hair. Mary was gone, for now.

      As her phone rang, she almost fell back from her numb knees into the bed. She went to snatch the phone but missed and the call ended. She immediately called Briggs back.

      ‘Gina. I thought you weren’t going to answer. I said I’d call.’

      ‘Sir.’

      ‘Can we not do the sir thing?’

      ‘Chris.’ She pushed the box under her bed, out of the way.

      ‘Thank you. Any more thoughts.’

      Yes, she thought Mary was her mother reincarnated, yet she wasn’t a believer and Mary would have been alive when her mother was. She almost let out a giggle at her silly thoughts. She removed the clips from her hair and shook them out, getting rid of Mary and her mother at the same time. All three of them had been sharing a reflection a moment ago, now only Gina was left. ‘I’ve been going over everything so far. Nothing more to add to earlier.’

      ‘A phone call came in a short while ago. It’s to do with the case.’

      Her interest piqued. ‘Genuine or another one for the no-go or maybe the at-a-push pile?’

      ‘It was a woman, she was being followed by a man and sounded terrified. She barely got her words out, wasn’t making much sense even when we played the recording back. The number wasn’t even withheld. It’s the number of a phone box in Cleevesford. Who uses a phone box any more?’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Uniform were despatched. When they got there, it was empty and no one was around.’

      ‘What has this got to do with the case?’ Gina grabbed a tissue and began wiping off the lipstick. What had she been doing? Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      ‘She kept mentioning Dale’s name before bursting into tears and ending the call.’

      Gina’s shoulders stiffened. ‘And she was nowhere to be seen? Did they look hard enough? What if something happened to her? They need to keep looking.’

      ‘Uniform are still making enquiries in the area, I say uniform, there’s only a couple of them out there. The rest are keeping a look out for Phoebe Wheeler. Believe me, they are doing all they can. Try to get some sleep and we’ll have a catch-up when you come in in the morning. I’m off to bed in the hope that we’ll get woken with news that they’ve found her.’

      ‘I hope so. With Dale dead and Susan and Phoebe missing, where does that leave our mystery caller? Poor woman. She must have been petrified.’ Gina’s mind wandered. Maybe Susan was dead but they just hadn’t found her body. The red liquorice link was confusing things.

      ‘We need to start searching: areas of woodland, fields, parks, places like where Dale was found by the river. I’m worried that Susan’s body may be out there somewhere and this woman is potentially the third victim. And Phoebe? Where is she?’ Gina clenched her fists. ‘We need to do it.’ Gina’s mind flashed back to the girl in the photo, the scrawny smaller girl with Susan and Dale. Could the three of them be a target for some reason? ‘I’ll make the call and arrange a search for first light. We may need more officers from surrounding areas, Redditch, Bromsgrove, Worcester and a dog team.’

      She made a mental note to ask Wyre to tell Mary what they were doing. The family would need to know as the press would soon be onto them once the search was underway.

      ‘I totally agree. Susan has been missing for days with no word. Her daughter has now gone. Do you fancy a drink after you’ve made the call? Last orders won’t be called for a good,’ he paused, ‘hour.’

      She glanced at her watch. Her bedroom felt unlived in and uncared for. With her ever-increasing pile of laundry and uninviting bed where the fitted sheet had slipped off, it didn’t at all feel homely. ‘Pick me up, I’ve had a beer.’

      ‘It’s a date.’

      ‘It’s not a date. It’s a work meeting with a favourite colleague. We can organise the search.’ She wasn’t sure if she meant what she’d just said because the way her lonely heart was flipping, she’d willingly go for a walk down a dark alley with Jack the Ripper at this moment in time.

      As she slipped on her jeans, she kept thinking of the woman in the phone box, scared and alone and now nowhere to be seen. She swallowed the lump in her throat as she thought of Phoebe – it didn’t feel real. One thing for sure was that she’d be searching all avenues for their scared woman. They had to get to her before the killer did.

      Then there was Briggs. It was not a date; they had too much work to discuss anyway. This little evening rendezvous was a meeting. Nothing more.
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      Briggs placed the beer on the table and she grabbed the bottle, taking a swig. ‘I need to find the girl. Hell, I need to find Susan. Why isn’t it all coming together?’

      ‘We have the dog search tomorrow. It’s all arranged now.’

      ‘I know, but I don’t want the search to bring anything up. The last thing I want is another body. I don’t want Susan or poor Phoebe lying on a slab.’ Gina ran her fingers through her tangled hair, the stickiness of the beer mingling with the hairspray she put on just before Briggs arrived. ‘What are your thoughts on Ryan Wheeler? You’ve read the case notes so far.’

      He nodded as he took a sip of his cola. His large hands circled the rim of the dewy glass as he allowed himself to become lost in thought. ‘I wouldn’t trust him. He’s had opportunity, motive and he’s certainly aggressive enough from what you say. He’s also attacked Dale Blair in the past. But, we don’t have enough to pull him in on.’

      ‘Agreed. But then we have Phoebe. What happened to her? She went out while he was being interviewed by us.’

      ‘But how long was she out for before she also went missing? He was only with us for about an hour then, from what you told me, he rushed off. Did he pick up his daughter on the way home? Why would he be doing all this? We are working on the fact that there are two people involved in Dale’s murder. We are also working on the theory that both Dale’s murder and Susan’s disappearance are linked. The photo of the three children suggest something links them both to an incident in the past. What started all this off? That’s the hardest piece of the puzzle to crack. Identify the catalyst, then the motive unfolds along with any suspects.’ He placed his hand around his neck and rubbed it. ‘How are you?’

      Gina rolled her eyes. ‘You know me.’

      He nodded and smiled as he picked at a beer mat. A bell rang, calling last orders. ‘You want another?’

      ‘Yes, please.’ She enjoyed feeling the alcohol coursing through her veins and she was enjoying the heat that was flushing through her body.

      As Briggs hurried to the bar to buy another drink, she watched him reach into his trouser pocket and pull his wallet out. He glanced back as he loosened his tie and undid his top button. He rubbed his stubble as he waited for the barman to ring up the transaction before heading back to the table. ‘Another beer, it is. You don’t normally drink beer.’

      ‘I don’t normally go to the pub.’ She giggled.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You and me in the pub.’ Her giggle turned into a frown as she tried to suppress what was really on her mind.

      ‘I won’t ask if you’re okay.’

      She paused for a moment while staring at the bar. A group of men left and the place quietened down a little. ‘My mother used to drink beer out of the bottle like this, not all the time but she enjoyed it.’ She looked away as she swallowed her emotions back.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be. I’m having happy thoughts for a change. It’s nice to not think about the bad things.’

      He leaned in a little closer and placed his hand over hers, cocking his head in a sympathetic way as he waited for her to continue. He knew a little about her abusive past.

      ‘I wish I’d have been there for her when she was dying and I wasn’t. You can hate me now.’

      ‘I’m sure you had your reasons.’

      She gulped the rest of the beer down in one.

      ‘Steady on, you’re not going to feel good in the morning.’

      ‘I’ll deal with that in the morning. Terry would never allow me to go anywhere. My mother would have helped me to escape his hold, I just couldn’t reach out to her.’

      ‘Reach out to me then, don’t let him have a hold on you any more.’

      She shook her head, fully aware that she was beginning to slur her words. She had to hold back. Why was he so damn easy to talk to? ‘I have to go. Can you please drop me back?’

      He removed his hand from hers then pulled his car keys from his pocket. ‘Come on then. You need a good night’s sleep before the big day tomorrow. It’s going to be an early one.’

      ‘I’m a terrible person.’ She tried to stand but her handbag was wrapped around the chair. He hurried over and untangled the strap before taking her hand and leading her out to the car park.

      ‘Do you think I’m a terrible person?’

      He shook his head and placed an arm around her. ‘Of course not. You’re the most caring person I know and I just want you to be happy.’

      She halted him in the middle of the car park, stared into his eyes and pressed her lips on his as a drizzle of icy rain chilled her sweltering body. ‘You’re a good man, Briggs.’ She dropped his hand and walked to the car, trying to open the locked door.

      He pressed the central locking. ‘Get in, Harte. Let’s get you home.’

      As he pulled off the gravel car park she instantly regretted opening up, even a little. The beer, her mother, Mary, the thoughts of Susan being under Ryan’s control. Ryan’s aggressive nature. The woman who called in from the phone box. Her mind was awhirl with the lot. Her nightmares, Terry, Hannah. Where was her life going? If only her mother was still alive. She’d at least have someone to confide in.

      As they pulled up, Briggs frowned.

      ‘Are you coming in?’

      ‘I’d love nothing more, but no.’

      ‘Come on. I’ve got a bottle of vino that needs drinking.’

      ‘Please tell me you won’t drink it. Go in, have a glass of water and go to bed. Those are my orders. You’re visiting Dale’s partner first thing and you need to be on top form. I’ll keep you updated on the dog search.’ He stroked her hair and she nodded. She gazed into his eyes as she grabbed her bag and stumbled out of his car. Her cheeks burned as he pulled away. What had she just said and done? Loneliness had got the better of her and she’d totally embarrassed herself. How pathetic of her to think that Briggs would just be switched on by her after all the times she’d rejected him.
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      Back to your shed, your sanctuary. Does it make you feel safe? That knife you grip, it’s pathetic, nothing more than something to saw bread with. I could wrestle it from your feeble hands within seconds but I won’t. For now, I’m enjoying the game, you give me too much entertainment. I deserve to enjoy your suffering. I smell your fear, I smell your sense of panic, your anxiety, your worry. That’s why you’ve never been close to anyone, you won’t allow yourself to love, to live.

      I grab my phone and hit send on the text.

      
        
        Whatever you do, don’t call the police. Don’t call anyone. I’ll be in touch. Your dear friend, Susan. We need to go back to the beginning, where it all started. I’ll explain later. I’m going back. Xxx.

        

      

      I know you, Stephanie. You won’t be able to resist going back. You’ll fight the idea for a while, but not for long. Little Susie needs you. Go along, go to Susan.

      I puff on my vape as I head through the passageway ready to go back to my lair. Ooh, who’s this calling? I knew you wouldn’t like that email.
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      Gina and Jacob followed Lawrence Dunn through the long dark hallway. Shivering, she hoped the room he was leading them too was a little warmer. Her head pounded despite the paracetamol she popped before leaving the house. Her face flushed as she mulled over her evening with Briggs. Ever the gentleman, he hadn’t taken advantage of her when he could see she was a little merry and down. Had she said too much to him? She wished she could remember the whole conversation.

      Lawrence held his hand out, gesturing for them to enter the snug. She could see his life had been plunged into disarray following the news of Dale’s murder.

      The gas fire instantly made for a cosier feel in the room. Blankets were piled up at one end of the settee and an empty bottle of brandy looked like it had rolled along the wooden floor into the middle of the room leaving only the slightest film of deep brown liquid pooling at the bottom. Gina looked away, that very pooling reminded her of the way the blood in Dale’s body had pooled. She swallowed as he gestured for them to sit. ‘Just dump that rubbish on the floor.’

      She grabbed the pile of magazines and newspapers and did exactly as he asked, adding to the mess. Trinkets adorned the hearth, little horse brasses on leather strips, crystal animals and a Rubik’s Cube. There was such an eclectic mix to add to this eclectic rural cottage. She gazed out of the window to where a row of three vans were lined up against a wooden fence, which led her gaze across the moody Warwickshire landscape. She’d researched Lawrence, he was in the house clearance business. Gina’s mind wandered as he opened a large bottle of beer and stared at the dancing flames as he took a swig.

      Lawrence, forty-seven years old and rough around the edges. Thick wrists and chunky fingers, strong looking. Totally bald, not a hair on his scalp – could he have been the figure that their witness, Alicia, had seen hanging around Susan Wheeler’s car? She wondered if jealousy was a motive.

      A large snake tattoo coiled around his neck, leading down his jumper. She spotted the bookshelf in the corner and honed in on some of the titles. Animal Farm, The Canterbury Tales, Wuthering Heights and many more stacked the shelves tightly, to the point it looked fit to burst. Gina didn’t consider herself well read, especially in the classics, but she had read Wuthering Heights at school. ‘You like to read?’

      ‘Yes. That surprises most people when they look at me but I have a degree in English Literature.’

      ‘How did you get into the house clearance business?’

      ‘I inherited it. I couldn’t see myself being a teacher or working in an office, I just loved books. My father did this for a living, so I eventually joined him after travelling for a few years. He died and I carried on working in the business. Dale and I were going to travel. I was going to take him to see the Taj Mahal. I spent four months backpacking around India in my twenties, then moved on to Europe. I was going to take him there and propose.’ The man took another swig of beer. The grimness of morning was beginning to lift and the sound of birdsong could just be heard. A robin bobbed on the window ledge filling its beak. ‘I put dried mealworm on the window ledge. It’s life’s little pleasures that make it.’

      Gina sunk into the old chair, its arms almost worn through to the foam. Regardless of its rough edges, the room had a cosy feel to it, she felt cocooned in warmth. ‘We’re so sorry for your loss and I know it’s soon but we needed to come and speak a little more about Dale. We found a copy of Jane Eyre on one of his bedside tables. Is it yours?’

      He nodded and leaned back. ‘Yes. I always left a book there. I’ve read it several times and it’s one of my favourites. Dale hadn’t read much up until we met, much to his parents’ dismay – they are huge readers, which is why I get on with them so well. Anyway, I started with this most-loved classic. I was reading it to him, chapter by chapter. He’d fall asleep after a few minutes. He never did hear a whole chapter.’ Lawrence let out a small laugh.

      ‘Can you tell me a bit more about your relationship with Dale?’

      The muscles in his jaw clenched as his gaze moved back and forth between Jacob and Gina. Jacob cleared his throat and turned a page on his notepad. Tension filled the air. ‘What’s that got to do with what happened? We had a good relationship. I was going to ask him to marry me.’

      ‘It helps us to know Dale a little better, that’s all.’ Gina needed to put him at ease. He knew she was fishing for information on his and Dale’s relationship with regard to him being a suspect. Some people she’d interviewed at this stage, didn’t really have this level of awareness and simply spoke on, Lawrence was now on high alert, but was that because he had something to be guilty about? She wasn’t sure yet. Even if he was the person hanging around Susan Wheeler’s car, he may still not have done anything to her or Dale. Had he been the person who was watching her leave Mary’s house a few nights ago? She had suspected it might be Clare. She shivered and looked away, hoping that he hadn’t noticed the change in her thoughts.

      He swallowed. ‘We were like any other couple. Yes, I know. Look at me, built like a brick shithouse and I’ll add, quite loud and outspoken in many ways. Then there’s Dale, quiet, sensitive guy – the loveable pushover I called him. But love is love. When I met him, I knew he was the one for me. We’d been together over a year and now I really don’t know how I’m going to live without him.’ He took another swig out of his bottle. ‘We argued and made up like anyone else. Nothing is ever plain sailing, is it?’

      ‘I’m sorry to ask but what did you argue about?’

      He shrugged his shoulders and slammed the bottle on the dusty coffee table. ‘This and that. Dale was trying to sort something out in his personal life but he wouldn’t tell me what it was. I got really miffed and found out he was meeting up with some old friends. It wasn’t the meeting up bit I was miffed about, it was the fact that he wouldn’t introduce me to his friends, like he was ashamed of me. It wasn’t as if we didn’t go out, people around Cleevesford knew we were a couple. What was so different about these friends?’

      ‘Do you know the names of these friends?’

      ‘I’m ashamed to say I took a look at his phone messages. Susan and Steph. I suppose I worried he might not be happy with me and might start a relationship with one of them. I’m the first man in his life, so I suppose I felt threatened by their presence. I confronted him and he reassured me it was nothing but still, why wouldn’t he bring them over for a drink if they were only friends? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not even the jealous type but something was going on and I couldn’t fathom it out.’

      ‘Did you see the messages?’

      ‘Only one or two, they just said call me or I’ll call you, giving nothing away. I should have trusted him and stopped being stupid. I don’t think he cheated on me or was intending to, but he was hiding something and that hurt like hell. I wanted him to trust me like I trust him. I’ve told him everything about me, my life. I didn’t think we had secrets until they came along and he went to the reunion.’

      Gina saw Jacob scribbling more notes. ‘Can you tell me more about this reunion?’

      ‘I know someone attacked him at the Angel Arms. That’s where it was. He said it was just a reunion of a friendship group from his teens, some club or other. He came over the next day sporting a bruised and red hooter. He said it was some drunk and he’d decided not to press charges.’

      Gina made a mental note to visit the Angel Arms and felt her stomach roll at having to speak to the landlord, slimy Samuel Avery. A person with even less moral fibre than her least favourite reporter, Lyndsey Saunders. Both of them had got in the way of previous cases and she had no patience for either of them. She pulled the photos out and showed Lawrence the first one of Susan as she is now. ‘Do you recognise the woman in this picture?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘She’s currently missing. There’s a search going on today, and her photo has been shown on the news this week.’

      ‘I rarely watch television and I haven’t bought a newspaper for a few days now as you can see from my pile. To be fair, I’ve been quite blotto.’ He held the bottle up and gulped down more of the brown liquid.

      Gina glanced down and the paper on the top of the heap was dated two weeks ago. ‘Her name is Susan.’

      Lawrence’s brow furrowed as he made the connection. ‘As in Susan, the person he was texting and calling?’

      She nodded. ‘We think so. They were friends. Susan has not been seen since Tuesday. She was last seen leaving Dale’s house that day. Have you ever been to Damson Close?’

      ‘I cleared a flat, deceased old lady, family didn’t want any of her stuff.’

      ‘Recently?’ Jacob added.

      He shook his head. ‘No, that was years ago. I’d have no reason to go there now.’ He looked down at his big toe and wiggled it.

      Gina showed him the last photo. ‘This is Dale as a teen. That girl is Susan,’ Gina pointed, ‘and there’s another girl. Have you ever seen her? I know it’s hard given that this is the most recent photo we have.’ Gina stared at the photo, noticing how alike Phoebe was to fourteen-year-old Susan.

      ‘No. I’ve never seen her before. Maybe she’s the other woman who used to message him, Steph.’ Gina placed the photo back in her folder. Dale’s mother had mentioned the other girl as a Stella or a Stacey. Maybe the name she was trying to wrack her brains for had been Steph. She wrote the name Steph on her pad.

      Her phone buzzed and she went back into the dark hallway as Jacob finished interviewing Lawrence. ‘O’Connor.’

      ‘We’ve just had a call from the lab. This is where it gets weird, guv.’

      They had to leave. She gestured for Jacob’s attention and pointed to her mouth. He wiped the string of drool that was sliding down his chin.

      ‘The anaesthetic hasn’t worn off,’ he mouthed.

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      ‘Dentist. I don’t know which hurt more, the tooth or the bill.’

      She’d forgotten he’d had a filling with all that had been going on.

      ‘Any news from the search? Briggs was going to keep me updated.’

      ‘Not yet, guv,’ O’Connor replied.

      ‘What was that about?’ Jacob hurried behind her and closed the front door.

      She glanced back. ‘I’ll tell you when we get in the car. You’re not going to believe it.’

      Gina watched as the robins bobbed on Lawrence’s window ledge and she hoped they would give him some comfort in his time of grief. The potential perpetrators bobbed into her thoughts, first in turn, then all overlapping. Clare, Ryan, now Lawrence, Susan and Steph – there was a big question mark over those two women.

      Had the Steph that Lawrence mentioned been the woman calling last night? The woman they failed to reach in time, the woman who thought someone was following her. Gina shivered as a blast of arctic air caught her neck. O’Connor was right – this case had become weirdly disturbing.

      ‘Straight to the Angel Arms. It’s opening time.’ Samuel Avery might have something to add. ‘Pass me a couple of paracetamol from the glove compartment.’

      ‘Yeah, two for you, two for me. The anaesthetic is starting to wear off.’ They were both in a bit of a sorry state.
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      ‘What was the call about? Back at Lawrence’s house.’ Jacob tapped on his notepad as they went around the traffic island and onto the straight road that led them to the Angel Arms. A smattering of sleet splashed against the windscreen.

      ‘The red liquorice that had been placed in Dale’s throat, post-mortem.’ Gina tried to insert the pieces of the puzzle together as she reeled the words off.

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘It came from the exact same piece that Bernard and his team found in Dale’s house during the search. It had been cut using the same serrated knife at a forty-nine-degree angle. The knife isn’t perfect, it has wear and tear on it and the same wear and tear notches appear on both pieces of liquorice. Also, the knife wasn’t found in Dale’s house. The liquorice that I found in Susan’s belongings doesn’t seem to have been cut from that piece but it has been cut at a different angle. I’m hoping the dogs don’t find Susan in a similar state to Dale. Or worse, Phoebe.’ She shivered as she thought of the young girl, imagining as the dogs uncovered her lifeless body. She gasped as she fought back the nausea.

      ‘Bloody hell, me neither. What significance could liquorice have? Why place it in his throat?’

      ‘I don’t know. I think it has some meaning for the people involved and to state the obvious, it means something to the killer. The strangulation is bothering me just as much. We know that Dale had been punched and kicked up until the time he was murdered. Our perpetrator had to be doing this somewhere, but where? I keep thinking maybe it was sexually motivated. We know that strangulation by rope was the cause of death but O’Connor said that, underneath the scarring, the forensic pathologist had found more marks, including fingermarks around his neck. The killer had tried to strangle him before killing him, probably to the point of unconsciousness before reviving him or allowing him to come around. I feel this person was trying to force a sexual response from Dale. I keep thinking previous lovers but, after speaking with Lawrence, it seems that he was Dale’s first. Then we have the very definite asphyxiation with the rope. That was done with full intent. He was throttled to death. Had the perp become frustrated at not getting the response he or they wanted? I have to add in a they at this point. How and where we found Dale’s body, this couldn’t have been one person. We’ve deduced that much.’

      Jacob stared thoughtfully out of the window as they pulled into a parking space outside the Angel Arms. A young man was standing on his tiptoes as he pulled a clump of moss from the decaying guttering,

      As they entered the pub, Samuel Avery was stoking the fire. Kneeling down, his low hung skinny jeans reminded her of the ones the lads were wearing a year or so back. He’d finished his look off with a pair of shoes, no socks and long-sleeved shirt covered in mini flamingos. ‘Detective.’ She saw his grin widening in the reflection of the coal shovel. His slight cockney accent gave her that familiar prickle at the back of her neck. She’d hoped never to have to speak to him again.

      ‘Detective Inspector.’ Gina pulled up a seat on the table next to him.

      ‘Ah, it’s Beauty and the Beast. Don’t worry, Inspector, I wasn’t referring to you as Beauty, so don’t arrest me. You’re just in time for a drink. What will it be? I think you’re a cognac woman. Warm and full of depth. Am I right, Detective Inspector?’

      At least he had her title right this time. They’d met often enough, always in unfortunate circumstances. Her opinion had dropped to an all-time low when he’d started a dark tourism business, profiting from the bad things that had happened in Cleevesford over the past couple of years with his sick crime tours, even driving one of their victims from her home. Her mind flashed back to the case of Deborah Jenkins, the case that brought all her own deeply buried trauma back to the surface. He was wrong, she hated cognac. She was a deep thinker and she was as frosty as the Antarctic, but he already knew that.

      ‘Okay, I guess that’s a no to the drink.’ With his hands shaking slightly she wondered if it was him who needed the drink. His hair had thinned out even more over the past year and he’d aged, his years finally catching up with him. He pulled a little stool from under another table and plonked his gangly frame down on it. ‘How about you?’

      ‘No, thanks. I’m on duty,’ Jacob replied.

      ‘If it’s about the crazy bitch that threw a glass of whatever over me last night, I was only sitting opposite her talking.’

      ‘I see nothing’s changed.’ Gina smiled smugly. He’d been balancing on the sexual assault line for years, not quite toppling off his tightrope. She’d love nothing more than to arrest him at some point, but this visit wasn’t about him. She almost wanted to silently applaud the woman who’d shown him where to go. If anyone needed to have a drink thrown over him, it was Samuel Avery. ‘We need to ask you about an incident back in June, this year.’

      ‘Really? How the hell am I going to remember what happened in June? It’s November if you didn’t notice.’

      As he balanced on two legs of the stool, she felt her fists urging her to clench them. She’d really enjoy pushing him over the edge into the fireplace. ‘I’m sure you’ll remember this one. There was an altercation in your beer garden. It involved a group of people attending a reunion at your establishment and one of the group being punched.’

      He shrugged his shoulders. ‘You know what people are like when they’ve had a drink.’ He reached back and grabbed a small glass half-filled with an amber-coloured liquid over a couple of lumps of ice and swirled it around before taking a sip.

      ‘Okay. Maybe a photo will jog your memory. This woman here,’ she pulled out the photo of Susan Wheeler and placed it on the table, ‘she was with friends. Do you recognise her?’

      He smiled. ‘Just about. I thought it was her when I saw her on the news this week. I’ve seen her around and about but I couldn’t have even told you her name before this week. I remember some man coming here and punching another man, that’s why I remember her. These things can happen a lot when people have a drink.’

      ‘Do you remember anything about the incident, anything said, who was involved?’ Gina knew it was Ryan who had hit Dale but she needed to know if any more was said.

      ‘It was just some jealous husband, coming here and dragging his cheating wife away. I didn’t think much of her choice in men. She could have had me instead. I’m a far better catch.’ He grinned. ‘A man has to try. They can only say no, can’t they, Inspector?’

      He hadn’t changed at all. Samuel Avery was the same as he’d always been.

      ‘I’m just glad he didn’t come and whack me one. He looked a bit of a meathead.’ He shrugged and took a sip of his drink.

      Gina felt her stomach turn a little as she inhaled his whisky breath. She shouldn’t have drunk all those beers last night. ‘Do you remember anything being said?’

      ‘Nah.’

      ‘Did you see who else was with Susan Wheeler? There was a man, you say.’

      He scratched his stubbly chin. ‘There was the man and a woman. Others turned up but the three of them kept to their little group and left swiftly after the incident.’

      ‘Can you describe the man and the woman?’

      ‘The man was average height, quite a large man, rotund. I only remember because I kept thinking if he was a contender for her affections then there was definitely hope for me, at least I stay in shape.’

      The fire’s heat was beginning to warm the one side of Gina’s face. She leaned back slightly. ‘The woman?’

      ‘I don’t remember. I didn’t really take much notice, it was busy.’

      Gina pulled the photo of the three teenagers out and offered it to the landlord. ‘As you can see, Susan is in the photo. Do you recognise the boy or the girl?’

      ‘He might be the man who was with Susan, back in June. He has more hair in this photo and he looks like a kid.’ He stared at the photo, the skin around his eyes creasing as he took the detail in. ‘Oh flipping hell. I knew I’d seen her before. Little firecracker.’

      ‘Who is it, Mr Avery?’ Jacob said as he leaned in a little closer.

      Gina felt her heart rate pick up. They needed a break and maybe, just maybe, the landlord she hated the most could be the one to offer them some useful information.

      ‘She was the one and she’s barely changed since that old photo. She covered me in lemonade last night. Her eyes and hair. It’s long and black, you can’t miss her. I think she may have been here back in June but I can’t swear to that. I knew I recognised her. The boy in the photo, is he the one who turned up by the river?’

      ‘I’m afraid so.’ Gina listened as Jacob scribbled away in his notebook. ‘Do you know her name?’

      ‘I found her on Facebook, look.’ He held his phone up and showed Gina the page. Stephanie Baxter, her profile was private but the photo matched that of the teenage version of herself. They now had a definite name.

      ‘How did she seem?’

      He glanced up. The young man who’d been emptying the guttering outside hurried in, shaking the rain from his coat, splashing them all with cold water as he passed. Avery continued, ‘She was just sitting there by the window looking a bit lost so I thought I’d join her. She was quite a frosty bird, then she just barged past me, covering me in her drink. She seemed a bit edgy. That’s all I know. I sent her a Facebook friend request but as you see, she hasn’t accepted. Maybe I’m not her type of friend. You can’t win ’em all but if you don’t ask you don’t get.’

      ‘Did you see where she went?’

      He let out a snorty laugh from his nose. ‘Left out of the car park. Seemed to be on a mission too, glancing back like she was paranoid. She was probably on something.’

      Gina visualised the route she could have taken. The phone box used to call the police was certainly in that direction. ‘Did anyone leave soon after her?’

      He shook his head. ‘Not that I can remember.’

      ‘Did you stay here?’

      ‘So this is what it’s all about. I never left the building all night. You can check my CCTV. You can ask Elvis.’

      ‘Elvis?’

      He beckoned over the young man who was behind the bar. ‘Elvis. Did I leave the pub last night, at all? Remember when that miserable bird left.’

      As the man came closer, Gina could see his little quiff better. He couldn’t have been any older than twenty-five. ‘It was only me and him on last night,’ Elvis said.

      ‘Thank you.’ Gina made a note. ‘Is Elvis your real name?’

      The lad shook his head. ‘No, I do an Elvis impersonation on the karaoke, it just stuck. It’s Robin Dawkins.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Gina made a note of Samuel’s alibi.

      As Gina went to speak, Samuel interrupted. ‘So you can be on your way now, Detectives. There’s nothing more to tell here. It wasn’t me. I bet that has ruined your day.’

      Gina didn’t want to tell him that it had. ‘Have you seen this girl?’ She held Phoebe’s photo up.

      ‘I saw the appeal on the news this morning but apart from that, no. I hope she turns up. Goodbye, Inspector. Send someone for the CCTV later, I’ll have it ready to collect.’

      She grabbed her bag and stood as she watched him sink the rest of his drink. ‘If you remember anything else that may be of help—’

      ‘I still have your card.’ He walked away, not looking back.

      As they left the toasty pub for another chilly blast of air, Gina ran ahead and got into the car. Jacob pulled his jacket over his head as he followed. There was Jacob, protecting his flat short hairstyle while Gina’s had blown and stuck all across her wet face. ‘We have a name!’ She almost high-fived him but stopped herself. ‘Stephanie Baxter. Let’s get back and find out more about her. We need to know where she lives, that would be a start.’ As she pulled out of the car park, her phone rang. ‘Can you get that?’

      ‘Wyre.’ Jacob nodded and listened until he snapped his fingers.

      ‘The dogs have come up trumps on the search, guv. We’ve got to get back to the station now.’ She smiled and put her foot down before the lights ahead changed to red. A break in the case was just what they needed.
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      Little Rory placed his hands on the patio doors, leaving a smear of jam on the glass. Mary grabbed a piece of kitchen roll and wiped his mouth. He was dressed and ready to go, just like Ryan had wanted. She glanced at the time. Any minute now, he would knock. Her trembling hands quivered like her insides as she thought of Phoebe, her little hair chewer. A tear slid down her cheek. Her family was falling apart and there was nothing she could do about it. She plastered on a fake smile for Rory, the little ones had been through enough.

      As she pulled away, Clare barged through the kitchen door, earphones on as she opened the fridge door and pulled out a can of pop. Mary took note that Clare had done her hair and had even put on a smear of lipstick – understated but pretty. ‘He’s late. Shall I call him?’

      ‘No. He’ll be here soon.’ Silence filled the air. ‘I bet Rory’s looking forward to seeing Jasmine, aren’t you?’

      He shook his head. ‘Want to stay with Nanny.’

      Clare tensed up. ‘Any news on Phoebe?’

      Mary shook her head. ‘Howard’s joined the search party. I have to stay here, in case she turns up. I don’t know why they’re going out there with dogs. She can’t be out there, she can’t…’

      ‘She won’t be, Mum.’

      Mary glanced at her watch again. It would certainly make things easier with Harrison when Rory had gone home but Mary didn’t want him to go. When she looked in his huge dark eyes, all she could see was Susan when she was two. His curly locks always fell over his forehead just like his mother’s had. ‘Your daddy is missing you.’

      ‘Okay, Nanny. But I can come again soon.’

      She nodded and kissed his forehead. ‘Always. Nanny loves you.’

      There was a knock at the door and Clare placed her can on the table before dashing to open it. Susan knew her daughter and flirting with her sister’s not quite ex-husband wasn’t on and Mary would make that known even though she knew Clare would think she was having a go at her.

      ‘Clare,’ Ryan said as she let him in and he headed towards the kitchen. ‘Hello, little man. I’ve missed you so much.’

      The boy stood in front of the patio doors, oblivious to the heavy raindrops that were tapping the glass. ‘Want to stay with Nanny.’

      A wail filled the air as Harrison began pattering along the hallway, awoken by the knock. He was now awake, just when Mary was preparing for an afternoon of peace. Clare hurried out of the room to keep an eye on him.

      ‘Everything okay?’ Ryan began buttoning up Rory’s coat.

      Mary shrugged. ‘Is there something going on between you two?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You and Clare.’

      He rolled his eyes. ‘I think Nanny’s lost the plot, son.’

      ‘Answer me.’ She had to know. The phone calls. Clare making sure she was well preened for his arrival.

      ‘Just shove off. My daughter is missing and all you can do is accuse me of sleeping with Clare. Haven’t you got more pressing things to think of?’ He dropped his hands in frustration.

      As he turned, Clare was standing in the doorway, holding Harrison in her arms as he tugged at her hair. Clare turned and fled to her room, slamming the door behind her. Harrison’s yells once again filled the house.

      ‘Now look what you’ve done.’ Mary tucked her hair behind her ear.

      ‘What I’ve done? You just blatantly asked if Clare and I were having it away together. The mother of my children is missing, my child is missing and the bastard I caught her at the pub with all those months ago has been murdered. I’ve got bigger things on my plate than all your petty little dramas.’

      A tear welled up in Mary’s eye. She’d only asked him a question but he was right. As always, she’d put her foot in it. She should have asked Clare but she knew her daughter wouldn’t tell her the truth. Maybe Clare simply had a crush on him. He was handsome in a rugged way and he was about to become single.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘I can tell. Until next time. You never did think I was good enough for Susan and that rubbed off on her. She obviously went looking for someone you’d approve of, being a mummy’s girl and all. You should take a good look at yourself.’

      ‘Is that why you followed her?’ Mary snapped.

      They stood in silence. The veins in his neck pulsating as he ground his teeth. She’d pushed him this time. Maybe that’s what he’d been like with Susan when she challenged him. If he couldn’t have her any longer, maybe he’d hurt her or said something that had driven her away.

      ‘She was lying to me.’

      ‘Did you follow her the day she went missing?’ She wasn’t sure whether to push much more but her grandchildren were now in his care and he’d already lost one of them. If he was abusive in any way, she had the right to delve deeply in order to protect them. It mattered to her and she had doubts. She didn’t buy Clare’s version of events, that Susan was just attention-seeking or that she dramatised some of the things she mentioned in the divorce papers.

      ‘Daddy, look at the birdy.’ Rory pointed to the sparrow bobbing around in the garden with a dried mealworm in its mouth.

      ‘Come on, son. Time to go. I’ve got you some chocolate buttons in the car. I have all of ten minutes before the bloody family liaison woman comes back.’ He stared into Mary’s eyes as he gripped Rory’s hand and led him out into the hall before slamming the front door and leaving.

      Mary’s shoulders dropped as she exhaled. Something about the intensity of his gaze fixed on hers had made her hold her breath, not wanting to let him see how tense she’d become. He’d left without giving her an answer. Had he followed Susan the day she went missing? Her body crumpled as she fell onto the stool and sobbed. Her arms ached to hold Susan and Phoebe again.

      Clare thundered down the stairs, Harrison screaming with every step. She burst into the kitchen. ‘Here, have him. I need to pop out.’ She thrust the wriggling child at her, his arms waving dangerously as he yelled.

      ‘Wait…’ Before Mary could continue speaking, Clare had slammed the door and left. Harrison accidentally whacked her in the eye.

      ‘Nanny crying as well.’

      She placed him on the floor and his whimpers calmed down.

      ‘Nanny hug.’

      She looked at the rosy-cheeked child, tears glistening all around his eyes and a trail of snot leading from his nose to his ear as he held his arms out for a hug. She stood up, unable to feel the same connection with him as she did with Rory. She grabbed a dishcloth and began wiping his face, causing him to sob again.

      ‘Nanny, hug. Harrison sorry,’ he bawled.

      What had she done? Her heart should be melting and she should want to hold him and comfort him. He was her grandchild, but she felt no connection to him at all. She had simply been lumbered with him. He cried as he held his arms up, pleading with her to pick him up.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Howard entered the kitchen, rubbing his eyes and picking the child up. ‘Come here, sport. What’s with the tears?’

      The child instantly calmed down and hugged Howard. She’d failed and she knew it. This is exactly why Clare was so resentful. She was doing the same with Harrison and Rory as she did with Susan and Clare. She reached out to stroke Harrison’s cheek, just like she often did to Rory and he turned away from her. She’d lost him too and now it was too late. She’d lost them all, her daughters and her grandchildren.

      ‘How’s the search going?’

      ‘I suppose it’s good news that nothing has been found. I thought I’d just pop back to see how you were holding up. I’ll head out there again after a drink. Where’s Clare?’

      At least her husband still loved her despite all the drama that had descended upon them. For once, she wanted him to make tea and hug her. ‘I don’t know. She virtually threw Harrison at me and ran out the door. I have no idea. She didn’t say a word. I’m worried about her. Something’s up.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Mary shrugged her shoulders and blew her nose. ‘I don’t know but I think it’s to do with Ryan.’ She watched as the rain fell harder and bounced off the greenhouse roof as she pondered over where Clare had run off to.
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      ‘Susan, Susan, Susan. You naughty girl,’ I say as I grip her throat. Tears fall down her face as she snivels in the same way Dale did. I rip another piece of gaffer tape with my teeth and cover her mouth. ‘You couldn’t leave the past where it belonged, could you? It wasn’t hard to find out everything I needed to know about you, what you did, and your whereabouts. Susan the little bookkeeper, you always were a swat at school, better with numbers than some of the others. Susan with the lovely house and family, you always wanted everything to look perfect from the outside. Look at her, she’s the only thing you created that is perfect.’ The child remains in a deep sleep, just as I intended her to.

      Her stare bores into me. Look at her, do it, I wanted to shout. I want her to see what she was about to lose and then she’d understand what I had lost. The girl began to murmur, she’d need another dose of ketamine soon. Tears slide down her cheeks as I grab her face and turn her head. If she won’t look, I’ll make her look.

      I grab the rope from the floor and flex it in front of her. She knows what’s coming, we both do. There will only be one other loose end to tie up then it will all be over. I will have the girl and I can start again. I will take what they took from me and they will have paid the price. I check my watch. He will be here soon and so will she. He has one job to do and I trust that he will do it well. It’s his mess to clean up, after all.

      Come on Stephanie, your fate awaits you. Come on Snow White.
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      Clare sat on the bench, water seeping in through her jeans as raindrops bounced off her hood. So grey and dark, it was as if morning hadn’t broken that day. Soon the afternoon would turn to evening and it would be night again. What she had to do couldn’t wait. The timing wasn’t good, she knew that. She closed her eyes as she thought of Phoebe.

      She gasped several times as she regained control of her emotions. The arguments, the noise, her mother, her son – it had all got on top of her. Then there was Ryan. She pictured Susan, her slim frame. Three children and she didn’t have a blemish on her body. Clare had looked at herself in the mirror – it was as if they weren’t related. Her body sagged and her frame was thickset. Her hair didn’t have the same glossy look as Susan’s had. She’d watched Susan with her perfect life and children, craving all that she had. Time had been ticking and she still hadn’t had the child she so desperately wanted. Watching Susan be mum to her two beautiful nieces had torn her apart, then Harrison had come along. Now she was alone with him, bankrupt, jobless and no one respected her. All this while her favoured sister had everything. Susan had even been blessed with Rory at the same time she became pregnant, once again stealing Clare’s limelight and grabbing all of Mummy’s attention. Clare, the single parent without a father to declare on her son’s birth certificate or respectable mother and wife, Susan. She clenched her fist and hit the bench. Even Rory had turned out perfect, just like Susan. Now who was getting all the attention again? Susan was. Beautiful little Susan. Perfect little Rory. Bloody handsome Ryan.

      She tried to call him again, frustrated that he wasn’t picking up.

      Her phone buzzed and her hands began to tremble. It was Ryan.

      She knew he’d been avoiding the call but it was finally going to happen. The tension between them had to air and it was going to happen right now. All this time, she’d stuck up for him, painted him to be a half-decent guy. She had nothing to lose any more and he was going to pay. Their lies were no longer going to be swept under the carpet. ‘Stuff you, Susan and stuff you, Ryan,’ she whispered before she finally accepted the call.
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      Gina ran her fingers through her damp, tangled hair as she left her office. ‘Sir,’ she said as she bumped into Briggs.

      ‘I really enjoyed last night, at the pub. Hope the hangover’s not too bad.’

      In truth, she’d barely slept and the adrenaline that had been coursing through her veins had sobered her quickly. Phoebe and Susan had consumed her thoughts to the point where sleep had become impossible. ‘I’ll live.’

      ‘Guv.’ Gina flinched as Wyre caught up with them both. ‘We’re ready for the briefing. O’Connor and Jacob are waiting. Smith left an hour ago, he still gets tired easily but he’s been getting through all of Susan’s paperwork, slowly but surely.’ She continued past them.

      ‘I suppose we best go and have this catch-up.’ Gina led the way and Briggs followed. ‘Chris?’

      He made a light grunt under his breath.

      ‘Thank you for being there, last night. I’m sorry too that I waffled on about my mother and other silly things. I know I don’t say much, but thank you.’

      ‘They’re not silly and like I’ve always said, any time. I’ll join you in a minute,’ Briggs said as he glanced at his phone. ‘I just need to attend to this email.’

      She burst through the door and hurried towards the boards. Updates had been added, especially those involving their new person of interest, Stephanie Baxter.

      ‘Any news on Phoebe? She is our priority right now. The appeals have gone out on radio and local news. The nationals are getting wind of it too. I want her found before the whole thing blows out of proportion. Once the media begin to speculate, as we know, the investigation could be in jeopardy.’

      ‘No news on Phoebe as yet. We have patrols everywhere, they are speaking with her school, her friends. The family liaison officer is reporting back but she has nothing of any relevance as yet. Neighbours have been interviewed. A bit of CCTV loses her two roads away.’

      ‘Any information on Stephanie Baxter? We need her. She holds the key to all this.’

      Wyre pulled out a file and removed a sheet of paper. ‘I’ve updated our system. Thirty-six years old, single, never married, no children. Lives on a small upmarket estate just on the edge of town. Twelve Bramble Crescent.’

      ‘Nice area,’ O’Connor replied as he swung back and forth on the swivel chair while he munched on a slice of Battenberg.

      ‘Where does she work?’ Gina was trying hard to zone out of O’Connor’s annoying chomping noises.

      Wyre smiled and continued. ‘Altecca Security Systems in Studley. They are a multinational company specialising in top spec security alarms. She works in business development. High level sales management.’

      ‘Did a background check bring anything up?’ Gina gazed at the notes on the board.

      ‘No, guv. No record at all. Council records show us that she has lived in Cleevesford most of her life except for when she was at university. She’s a local. She went to school in the area.’

      ‘Was it the same school as Dale or Susan?’

      ‘Same as Dale, Saint John’s High School. She was in the year above him though.’ Wyre shivered as she did up the buttons on her jet-black suit.

      ‘So she and Dale would have known each other better than they knew Susan. When we spoke to Dale’s mother, she recognised Stephanie but couldn’t remember her name. The way she described Stephanie, it seemed she was a little scrawny and timid. Anything on record going back over the years, maybe reports to social services?’

      ‘Not a jot, guv,’ O’Connor replied as he pulled his chair under the main table.

      ‘Let’s move on to the search so far.’

      Jacob cleared his throat. ‘I’ve just got off the phone from PC Kapoor. She has been keeping us updated from the field. As you know we started where Dale’s body was discovered and we’ve been informed that a small piece of material was found. Mary gave uniform a scarf that belonged to Susan and the dogs sniffed it out. It’s definitely more than a coincidence that this was found close to the scene. The piece of material has since gone to the lab and been added to Bernard’s pile. As is stands, he’s still analysing some of the items from Dale’s house and other items found at the scene of Dale’s body, there’s a real backlog happening. All staff are working round the clock to clear it. He did mention the liquorice and the serrated knife that we spoke about. Find the knife, find the killer. An exact match can be made. He also mentioned that there was a little dent in one of the serrations, this will make any matches even more definite.’

      ‘Thanks, Jacob. So we are almost certain that we can match Susan to the riverside where we found Dale’s body. Susan was there.’

      Wyre twiddled her pen. ‘Are we still thinking that Susan could be person number two in all this? We did find a section of red liquorice amongst her personal items, linking her to Dale.’

      ‘I know on the surface that this could still be the case, but no. Things have changed with Phoebe missing. Why would she put her daughter through that?’

      ‘We have a confirmation on the tracker, the one found in Susan’s car. Wyre, you’ve been looking into this.’

      Wyre nodded. ‘I do, guv. We can now confirm that Susan had the tracker fitted. It’s a company that locates your car should it be stolen. Nothing sinister in it. I called them up and they remember her bringing the car in herself. One of the guys there remembered her as she was so pretty, can you believe it?’

      ‘Did the data download reveal anything about her whereabouts?’

      ‘Only what we already know, the appointments she had that day. Leading up to the day she disappeared, it seems she did spend a lot of time at Dale’s house. No trips to Beech Street, the postcode written in her notes. Maybe she never attended that appointment.’

      ‘Okay, good work. I know we have a big list of persons of interest building up, but I don’t want anyone brought in until we have something concrete. The case we present to the CPS has to be tight. Anything from any of the appeals?’

      O’Connor looked up. ‘Nothing as yet, sorry, guv.’

      Briggs entered, passing Gina a wad of paper. ‘Susan Wheeler’s phone records. Check out the last message.’

      Gina glanced at the printout.

      
        
        He’s coming.

        

      

      ‘Who’s coming?’

      ‘That’s the good bit. This message came from a phone registered to our Stephanie Baxter. Bring her in now. From that message and the call she made to us from the phone box, I’d say she was in danger. Given what has happened to Dale, you have to go now.’

      ‘Anyone fancy coming with me to Stephanie’s house? We need to find out who he is.’ Gina could see that they would all like to get out for a while and ditch the paper-sorting but Wyre beat them to the mark.

      ‘I need to get out for a while. Me, please. I’m sick of wading through all Susan’s paperwork and following up on calls of people who think they’ve seen Susan everywhere.’

      ‘Great! Quick updates on the media appeals.’ She awkwardly glanced at Briggs.

      ‘Annie has kept me informed. The appeals are still hitting the local news. Susan has no connections to the wider community, her life existed mostly in Cleevesford so we aren’t spanning the search any further than the Midlands as yet. Our friend Lyndsey Saunders seems to be running with the story in the Herald. It’s been on all social media platforms, appeared in their local papers and she’s keeping us updated with anything she hears.’

      ‘At what cost?’ Gina knew Lyndsey well. Her help would come with a price.

      ‘She wants the story as soon as we have a break. Of course, we will give her what we want and only when we want to. No harm in dangling that carrot while we have her on side. The appeals will continue. The news channels have been great. Volume calls are overloading the switchboard, you know how it is. Nothing to follow up on as yet. It is as if Susan has vanished from the face of the earth and taken Phoebe with her. Our perp or perps know the area well.’ Briggs headed towards the door.

      ‘Anything on Clare Collins? O’Connor, did you look into her?’

      He smiled and flicked to the right page in his file. ‘The only thing we have on her is that she’s a recent bankrupt and has moved back into the family home. One child. Also recently made redundant from her factory job. That’s all I could find. Clare Collins seems to have a pretty uneventful life.’

      ‘Thank you. Carry on sifting through Susan’s paperwork. Jacob, tie up with Annie and look further into the calls that have come in regarding anyone who may have spotted Susan? Also, do a bit more background on Lawrence, Dale’s partner, and see if Samuel Avery has the CCTV ready to collect from the Angel Arms.’

      The phone rang and O’Connor rolled in his chair towards his desk and answered it. After a few words were exchanged he swivelled around to face Gina. ‘The material found in the field by Dale’s body is confirmed to be Susan Wheeler’s. That was Bernard. It contains a direct match for her DNA, hair apparently.’

      ‘Don’t let me keep you all any longer. We have a missing child and I know we’re close to catching the killer.’ Gina gulped. ‘Check everything, however small it seems, check it all. I can only imagine how scared Phoebe is at the moment. We will not let her or Susan down.’ Gina gulped. The person who murdered Dale was capable of anything and she knew it.
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      Stephanie gripped her umbrella as she walked down the old roman road. Years ago it had been a popular route for dog walkers. Now it was nothing more than a derelict mess, paved with hazards. If she were to ever stand a chance of remembering what was hiding behind the dark veil at the back of her mind, she had to keep walking. Just like back then when they hung around in the little room at the back. It was the first time she’d been drunk, the first and only time she’d smoked marijuana and the first time… she gulped as she halted by the barriers. The gang had been her safe group, her little haven, until everything went wrong.

      Signs had been tied to the fence warning trespassers of danger, hazards and prosecution. There was no way she’d get in, not without climbing over the barbed wire and cutting her skin to shreds. She gripped the fence with her free hand and shook it. ‘What happened?’ she yelled as tears flooded her face. ‘Remember, damn it!’ Susan had told her to come for a reason. Maybe she had the photo, maybe it was to help her remember; maybe she was in trouble. Whatever the reason, Stephanie knew she had to come back to the place she’d avoided for so long. She had to do it, for Susan.

      Struggling to catch her breath, she let go and took a few steps back. Holding her phone up, she selected the torch app and shone it through the bare trees and shrubs. The building was still there but lacking the glory it once had when she’d used it. Back then, there had been a team of eager volunteers keeping the place looking lovely, cleaning the windows and lovingly tending to the hanging baskets. It had been the hub of the community, amateur dramatics, art groups, rollerblading nights, teen discos. It had been the base for coach pickups for many a day out. Trips to the zoo, theme parks. She smiled as she remembered going to Drayton Manor with Dale and Susan.

      Hailstones began to fall, flicking her face. Now, the trees were growing out of the building, entwined in its foundations, just like she was. Just like they all were.

      She’d taken the vodka back then, just like they all had. They’d enjoyed the parties that went on behind the door. She’d once been a quiet, shy girl until her mother took her there. It would help her mix with other kids, so she’d been told. Dale was a quiet boy and she’d recognised him from school. She soon found herself drawn to him. Best friends, taking on this cruel world together. At the club, they were no longer bullied like at school. They were accepted, safe, allowed to express themselves and have fun as a part of the gang in the clubhouse. The fun had developed into mischief. Drinking had become a regular thing and then Susan joined them. As the popular girl amongst them, they suddenly became popular too and life had seemed rosy.

      Stephanie closed her eyes, listening to the distant rumble of a bus, then a couple of cars, just like back then. She visualised going through the door that evening before the other two had arrived. She had become his special one and it was their secret. The others would be jealous and fall out with her if she told, that’s what he’d said.

      Through the door, that led to a door; that led to a door, she entered the room. This time, he wasn’t alone. There was someone else.

      ‘Keep going, Steph,’ she whispered to herself.

      Through the door, then what? An old couch covered in dusty knitted blankets that one of the craft clubs had made. It was the office. A desk at one end. Was he that someone else? She tried to remember his features as she compared them to what she’d seen through the window the other night. Holding her breath, she tensed.

      Remember, remember – she couldn’t. That’s where the memory of that night ended. Maybe nothing happened.

      An image flashed through her mind. Struggling, dark. There was something over her head and muffled laughter. Then crying and shouting. Then, she was back outside the room, holding a stick of red liquorice.

      Her stomach lurched and she almost heaved until she calmed herself, holding her breath as footsteps stopped behind her. ‘Stephanie, wait.’

      What was he doing here? Where was Susan? The warmth of his breath in the chilly air tickled her neck, causing her to shiver. A feeble arm came around and grabbed her. She stamped on his foot and elbowed him in the ribs. He hadn’t banked on her knowing a little self-defence. She wasn’t going anywhere without the fight of her life. ‘Get off me!’

      ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to do this.’ He pulled what looked like half a brick from under his coat and brought it down on her head. Blood trickled down her face as her voice failed and the stars above spun. He couldn’t hurt her again.

      She lifted her umbrella and smacked him several times, knocking the brick from his hand, continuing until he toppled to the floor. A metal spike poked through the umbrella. She jabbed again as he yelped. If he got up, her luck might just run out. Run, she had to run. Without hesitation, she sped down the old pathway, not stopping once to look back, crashing into trees and lampposts as she lost her balance.

      She needed to go home, grab her bag and hide from him while she planned her next move. Susan had until morning to answer her calls and that was it. She was going to the police, alone. She glanced back and saw him getting to his feet and stumbling forward. Head pounding as lightning flashes almost brought her down, she fought through the pain. Adrenaline pushing her on. She wasn’t going to end up like Dale.

      As she ran, heart pounding, water flowing in through the tops of her pumps, his face flashed across her mind. She stopped and glanced back, she’d outrun him. The man who’d attacked her was no match for her when it came to strength and speed. The one who was taunting her would have put up more of a fight. A jagged memory flashed through her mind, almost crippling her. Her memory hadn’t been teasing her, it had led her to him. Telling her he was sorry didn’t make it right. She tried Susan again but the phone rang out. Someone was coming and the stars were vanishing. She couldn’t see, couldn’t think. She shuffled on her bottom and curled up in a ball behind the tree as he passed.

      ‘Stephanie, Stephanie. I hate to use this but I have the photo. Say anything and everyone will know what you are, your work place, your family, everyone. If you say anything, it’s not only you that will suffer. Susan will die. He’s coming for you, you can’t run forever.’

      She felt the trail of blood trickling along her neck. A fit of trembling passed through her body and she felt an uncontrollable wooziness take over as she held her breath.
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      Mary lay on the living room floor playing with Harrison. For the first time in days, he was playing nicely and it opened her eyes to how delightful he could be.

      She checked her watch, it was gone eight in the evening and Clare still hadn’t come home. She felt an ache running through her bones and Howard looked the same after coming home from the search. It was dark and the search would begin again in the morning. Her heart ached for Phoebe but she couldn’t let Harrison see her cry.

      A mobile phone rang and Howard answered as he passed. ‘Ron, now’s not a good time.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ Mary said. They had to go on as normal, for Harrison.

      ‘Okay, I have a minute. What’s the problem? Stop, don’t click on anything. The virus will spread. If that happens, pow.’ He rolled his eyes and his face formed a joking expression as he covered the handset. ‘Some people should never own a computer. I’ll put the kettle on in a minute, love.’

      She felt as though she should put the kettle on. He’d been out there searching with the police and the community while she had remained in the warm. She smiled and focused her attention back to Harrison as Howard went off to his office. ‘Right, Harrison. Shall we put the cars away and read a story?’

      ‘Story, Nanny.’

      His little eyes lit up. How could she have missed all the signs he was giving her? He needed a bit of attention just like Clare had back then. She felt herself choking up. After the death of her ex-husband, she had just left her two kids to fend for themselves. Clare never understood what it was like when the maintenance stopped. Their father had accrued no assets, had no life insurance, it was just her, alone. She had been responsible for keeping a roof over their heads and food in their mouths. Money for trainers, money for youth club, money for trips and shopping days. She’d ended up in debt too, all to try to make them happy. She hadn’t appreciated that Clare had put her life on hold; that she’d essentially lost her teen years so that Mary could work as many shifts as possible. After her shifts at the hospital she would also go to a local care home and help with the bedtime routine.

      Clare had it tough doing the job she, as a parent, should have been doing. It hadn’t been a flurry of dates, college courses and summer jobs. She’d grown up and become second mother to Susan. The afternoon with Harrison had given her time to reflect. Deep down she knew she’d lost Susan despite what everyone was still saying, but she wouldn’t lose Clare and she certainly couldn’t even contemplate losing Phoebe. She gulped back a sob. Harrison couldn’t see her heartache.

      She picked up her phone as the little boy looked through his books. No messages. She parted the curtains and looked out of the window into the darkness and spotted a van. A woman stepped out and knocked on the door. Hurrying, she answered.

      ‘Lyndsey Saunders of the Warwickshire Herald. Can you tell us a bit more about Susan and Phoebe? We’re looking to run an article in the morning. We can help you.’

      The press camping on her doorstep, that’s all she needed. She’d seen press camp outside houses on television, normally when a celebrity had been arrested.

      ‘I’m sorry. The police are looking for her.’ She knew from the police dramas that what the press published could compromise cases and she wasn’t going to let that happen, not when it involved her family.

      She spotted Clare running down the path. The reporter left her and went for her daughter.

      ‘You’re Susan’s sister, aren’t you? Tell us about your relationship with her. What’s it like with you being made redundant, a bankrupt and living with your parents while she has a nice house and family? Did you resent Susan?’

      Clare barged past the woman. ‘Piss off.’

      Mary stood there, unable to move. That’s the first thing she’d heard about her daughter being bankrupt. What else was she hiding?

      Clare nudged the reporter out of the way and dragged her mother into the hallway, slamming the door on her. The letterbox was pushed open.

      ‘We can help you all, if you just tell us your story. The public will help, get behind you and look for your sister.’

      ‘And they need to know I’m a bankrupt for that.’ Clare slammed the letterbox back down and poked her umbrella through it.

      Howard hurried out of his office and held the umbrella in place for a few seconds. ‘I’ll stay here, you two go and get warm. Damn it. Bloody parasites.’ He stood against the door, as if holding back a stampede that was about to burst through.

      ‘We’re calling the police,’ Mary yelled. The pushing at the letterbox stopped and they heard Lyndsey’s heels as she stepped away from the porch.

      Mary hurried into the living room where Harrison was sitting in the middle of the room yelling and screaming.

      ‘Nanny, Nanny.’

      ‘Come here, sunshine.’ Clare picked him up and held him close, rocking him back and forth. Spotting a tear forming in the corner of her daughter’s eye, Mary hurried over to her. ‘I’m so sorry. Please forgive me for everything. I’ll always be here for you.’ She kissed her daughter’s sodden face.

      Clare pushed her away and began to bawl. ‘Why haven’t they found Phoebe? No one is doing much.’ She hit the door. ‘I miss Susan so much and she’s going to be so upset with me.’

      ‘Why? What is it, Clare? You can tell me.’

      Harrison began twisting Clare’s unruly curls.

      ‘I’ve done something terrible. What I’ve done is unforgivable, Mum. Please don’t hate me.’ Her legs crumpled as she fell to the floor. Mary grabbed Harrison just in time.
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      A rat scurries along what was once a skirting board. It squeaks as it reaches its nest. I love how the rats freak little Susan out as they scurry along the floor. They love blood and decay and the rotting of her flesh. ‘Shut up.’ And on cue, the whimpering begins again. Go do your work rats. Strangulation is too fast for that one. I grin as I suck on my vape, puffing out the vanilla scent through the gaps around the edge of the door. That should cover up the stench, if only for a few moments.

      I kick the door open and laugh as the little beady-eyed creature nips at her ankle where the rope has dug into her soft flesh. Shivering, hallucinations, fever – you’ve had the lot, but now, you look like you’re back. You understand what’s going on. You see me and you wait for what’s next. Have I broken you? Have you given up the fight and accepted that death is just around the corner? ‘Don’t worry, darling. It will all be over soon.’ I’m telling the truth too, but first, I need you to see the truth. In your dying moment, you will see the man for who he really is. He’ll come, I know he will. He kept this side of himself from you but all will make sense, I promise.

      My bags are packed and I can’t wait to leave, then Phoebe and I will drive off into the sunset. I’m finally taking back what I lost, what you took from me.

      I hold up the hip flask. ‘Cheers.’

      You stare at me, wide-eyed, pleading for your release as the creature nips again. At least I don’t have to listen to your cries. I glance at the girl and she sleeps so peacefully, murmuring as her dreams take her on a journey to another world. I lean over and kiss her on the forehead. ‘Goodnight, darling. Here’s to a new life, just me and you.’

      Susan fidgets and pulls against her restraints knowing I’m the winner in all this and she is going to die. I sit, take another drink and watch as another rat scurries along to join his friend. Hurry up, cousin, I’ve prepared this final showdown for you.

      I check my phone, no messages. There’s someone else I need to call. I love a friendly voice. ‘Hello,’ I say into the phone. ‘I needed to hear your voice.’ What I really need is to find something out.
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      ‘Wyre, take a look around the back. Here.’ Gina threw the torch to Paula Wyre as she headed to the side of Stephanie Baxter’s house as Gina peered through the gap in the curtains. It was far too dark to see anything. She could just about make out the edge of a coffee table from the clock on the cooker. She knocked again. ‘Stephanie. Stephanie Baxter. It’s DI Harte.’

      ‘Come here, guv,’ Wyre called.

      Gina trod carefully along the concrete passage, trying not to trip on the uneven slabs. She rubbed her hands together and blew into them, hoping to get some feeling back soon. ‘What have you found?’

      Wyre shone the torch through the shed window onto a pile of old blankets and a pillow in the corner, just behind the mower. An empty bottle of water stood on an upturned box. Wyre pushed the shed door, it wasn’t locked. She flashed the torch around. ‘I’d say someone has slept here or has been sleeping here.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Gina glanced back at the house and stepped towards the kitchen window. Again, the curtains and blinds were all drawn across the back end of the house.

      They stopped as they heard someone shuffling towards them, sniffing. The woman turned into her garden and screamed as she almost bumped into Gina. Flapping her arms, she went to run but Gina caught her arm.

      ‘Stephanie Baxter, it’s DI Harte.’

      The woman screamed and pulled away, then she stumbled back towards the side of the house before leaning against the wall and letting out a sob. ‘Police.’

      ‘Yes. I’m DI Harte and this is DC Wyre. We need to ask you a few questions relating to the murder of Dale Blair and the disappearances of Susan and Phoebe Wheeler. Can we go inside and talk? We’re all getting soaked out here.’

      She wiped her eyes, took her keys out and unlocked the door before leading them in.

      ‘Did you know someone’s been sleeping in your shed?’ Gina glanced around the kitchen as she turned the light on. Two empty wine bottles sat on the work surface along with a few ready meal wrappers. The ultra-modern high gloss kitchen was a far cry from her own.

      The woman almost choked on her words. ‘It was me.’

      Stephanie fumbled with the cups and tried to put the kettle on but her trembling hands had other ideas and tears began bouncing off her chin, onto the worktop. She almost knocked a cup onto the floor.

      ‘I can do that. Tea?’ Wyre asked as Gina led Stephanie into the living room, turning the light on as she did.

      ‘Come on, Stephanie, let’s sit down a moment.’ Gina took her arm and led her into the living room.

      The pale woman’s teeth began to chatter. ‘I… I…’ Gina spotted a bruise and blood on her face and a scratch on her wrist.

      ‘What is it, Stephanie? What are you trying to tell me?’ Stephanie grabbed her long dark hair that had slid out of her clip and twisted it like a rope, tucking it to one side. A few sodden strands stuck to her cheek and snaked beneath her coat. ‘You don’t look well, can I get you an ambulance? Are you hurt?’

      She shook her head. Gina felt the photo in her bag. Maybe that would prompt her to talk. Something had happened and Gina needed her to open up. ‘We have this photo of Dale and Susan. I can see now that this girl is you. How do you know them?’

      She went to open her mouth and paused for a moment before continuing. ‘I need to speak to Susan before I speak to anyone else. It can’t wait.’ The woman pulled her phone out and began trying to call Susan.

      Gina observed her erratic behaviour and waited. Susan hadn’t answered her phone since she went missing and it was off. ‘Susan is missing and we need to find her. Do you know where Susan is?’

      The woman slowly shook her head as she stared at the wall.

      ‘How did you get the injury to your head and wrist?’ Blood had trickled down her face and from her arm to her lap.

      Again, Stephanie clammed up. Gina was getting nothing out of her at all. She crept to the kitchen, leaving the woman rocking back and forth on the settee. ‘She needs medical assistance. Can you discretely call an ambulance? She’s definitely showing signs of being in shock.’

      Wyre nodded, stirred the tea and handed the cup to Gina. ‘I’ll go outside and make the call.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Gina headed back into the lounge.

      Stephanie took the cup from her and sipped the drink as she clutched the cup in her jittery hands. ‘I’ve been attacked.’

      Gina pulled out a packet of tissues from her bag and handed one to Stephanie. ‘I can see you’re hurt. I want to help you. Can you tell me what happened?’

      ‘I was walking, trying to remember…’

      ‘Remember what?’

      ‘Don’t you see? I can’t remember. I was walking and someone came up behind me and went to grab me. I hit him back so hard, jabbed him with my umbrella.’

      ‘Someone attacked you? When did this happen?’ Gina sat next to Stephanie. She could see the anguish the woman was going through. Her teeth gritted as if she was trying to stop herself from talking. Her knuckles white as she gripped the cup, spilling bits of tea onto her lap as she trembled.

      ‘Just… just before I came home.’

      ‘Where did this happen?’ As soon as Stephanie said the word, she would have a team out looking for her attacker. She felt for her phone, ready to pull it out. ‘Where, Stephanie? We need to catch the person who attacked you. I know this is hard and I know you’re upset.’ Gina felt her heart humming away as she thought of Phoebe. She needed to find the girl and that started with Stephanie talking to them but she could see how delicate the woman in front of her was. Her mind was running through the scenario that Stephanie had escaped from the same attacker and the ticking clock was making her head ache. ‘Stephanie, where did this happen? Where?’

      She slammed the cup on the coffee table, spilling half the contents. ‘I don’t know. Leave me alone. I can’t tell.’

      ‘What can’t you tell?’

      The woman shook her head back and forth as tears slipped down her face, one after another. Her puffy eyes refused to make eye contact with Gina or anything else. The wall was the only thing she would look at. Gina caught sight of her mucky fingernails and spotted a red streak mixed in with the dirt. ‘Stephanie, my colleague, Detective Constable Wyre has called an ambulance. We need to check you over. I can see you have an injury to your head and wrist and you’re in shock. I see blood under your fingernails. You defended yourself against your attacker, you say? Could that be your attacker’s blood?’ Gina wanted her nails swabbed.

      Wyre came back in and nodded. Gina knew the ambulance was on its way.

      ‘Is there anything you can tell me about your attacker?’

      She shook her head. ‘I need to speak to Susan, first.’

      ‘We don’t know where Susan is. Maybe if you tell me what you do know, we might be able to find her.’

      Stephanie shivered and her teeth sounded like castanets clacking together. Gina spotted a snuggle-blanket on the floor by the window. As she went to reach for it a knife dropped to the floor. A mid-length serrated blade. At once she stiffened up.

      ‘Stephanie, how did this knife get here?’

      The woman’s gaze moved from the wall to the knife.

      ‘The knife. Is it yours?’

      She bent forward and sobbed. ‘Yes.’

      The case flashed through Gina’s mind then her thoughts stopped at the piece of liquorice forensics had pulled from Dale’s throat. It had been cut with a serrated knife. The only way to tell if this knife had cut the sweet was to have it analysed at the lab. In front of her she had a distressed woman who had just been attacked. She tried to picture Stephanie strangling Dale or being there when it happened. She couldn’t be one of their suspects, could she?

      ‘Stephanie, it’s really important. What were you trying to remember?’ Gina went to place her hand on Stephanie’s arm and she flinched.

      The woman shook her head, an expression of fear on her contorted face as she thought. ‘I don’t know.’ She clenched her eyes closed and held her breath before shouting. ‘The door beyond the door, beyond the other door.’

      Susan’s poems mentioned a door, more than one door.

      ‘Susan mentions a door in her poems. Is it the same door?’

      Stephanie paused and held her breath. As her face reddened, she exhaled and shrugged her shoulders.

      ‘Stephanie, this is really important. We have a missing child, Phoebe Wheeler. She’s only eleven and she’ll be scared. We need to find her and we think you can help. Why do you have this knife, here?’

      She shrugged.

      Gina spotted Wyre picking up the teabag to bin it. The lid opened. ‘Guv, come here.’

      ‘I’ll just be a moment,’ she said to Stephanie.

      Stephanie sat back on her settee and closed her eyes.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Look.’ Wyre held Stephanie’s bin open and poking up through her clutter was a stick of red liquorice.

      ‘We’re going to have to take her in as soon as she’s been seen to. Dammit, look at her. She has a knife, the type we’re looking for and she has a stick of red liquorice in her bin but it’s not her. It can’t be. Something isn’t right but I need her down the station for questioning once she has the medical all clear.’

      ‘Do we arrest her?’

      ‘We could keep her for twenty-four hours then. I don’t know. She seems really frail and I’m not convinced of her guilt. She’s traumatised beyond belief. I know an abused person when I see one.’ She shivered at how close to home her last statement was. She’d spent many a night not knowing when Terry’s assaults on her would end as he tortured her well into the early hours. ‘We need to be gentle with her.’

      ‘Just because of how she looks?’

      Wyre was right. Looks were deceiving and Stephanie had kept rambling on about trying to remember things. ‘Give me a moment with her. I know how it looks but…’ She couldn’t explain what she was thinking. ‘If I can get her there voluntarily to begin with, I feel we may get more out of her. If we jump in and make an arrest now, I think we’ll send her into shock even more. We’ll get nothing from her, we need to tread carefully.’

      ‘Agreed, guv.’

      ‘Stephanie, when we’ve had you checked over, I’ll need you to come to the station to make a statement.’

      ‘About the attack?’ She prised her eyes open and rubbed her mascara over her face.

      ‘About the attack, about Susan, about Dale, Phoebe and everything you know. About the reunion.’

      Stephanie jolted forward in her seat, her wide blackened eyes manically staring back.

      ‘About the liquorice in your bin.’

      ‘It’s not mine.’ Her wide-eyed stare fixed on Gina’s. ‘Okay. I’ll come to the station,’ she said in a quivery voice.

      Gina knew Stephanie had plenty to tell them.

      ‘Ambulance is here, guv.’

      It was going to be a long night. Gina doubted she’d get to interview Stephanie before morning. Once she had conveyed her thoughts to Bernard, got the knife and bin contents bagged up, she would get a few hours rest.

      ‘He’s going to kill me.’

      Gina darted over to the woman and kneeled before her. ‘Who is going to kill you, Stephanie?’

      She shook her head and brought her knees up onto the settee and rested them under her chin, cocooning herself. Bringing her hands over her ears. ‘Go away, go away!’ She began to scream hysterically. As Gina went to place a hand on her arm, the woman flinched and recoiled, hitting anyone who dared to go near her.

      ‘I want an officer to go with her to the hospital. I want to make sure she’s safe. Don’t leave her alone. We can’t lose her.’

      A paramedic walked over and began trying to soothe Stephanie but she kept batting the woman away and yelling. ‘We need to get her to the hospital now. She looks to be in shock but we will need to run some tests.’

      ‘Can we speak to her there?’ Gina asked.

      ‘She’s not in a fit state to talk to anyone at the moment.’ The paramedic began speaking gently to Stephanie. With her emotional state heightening to the point of hysteria, Gina knew the paramedic was right. No one would be speaking to Stephanie for a few hours. ‘Call the hospital in a couple of hours.’
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      The recorder had been rolling for several minutes and Stephanie Baxter was still silent. An officer had brought her straight to the station after she’d been discharged. Gina shuffled in her chair to get comfortable and Jacob rubbed his eyes.

      ‘You still haven’t told us where your attack took place.’ She held back her fingers from tapping on the table as the tension was waiting to burst out. The location was key and she needed Stephanie to spill the information.

      ‘I can’t remember.’ Stephanie had broken the silence. Her jacket made a chaffing noise every time she moved and she began to gnaw at her freshly cleaned nails.

      ‘Where were you going?’

      Her long hair had slipped through the gap in the back of the chair and had settled to her right. She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I needed to think and walking helps me to think.’

      ‘I gather you weren’t too far from home.’

      ‘I guess not.’

      Gina couldn’t work out whether Stephanie was playing with them. The distress she’d conveyed the previous night was all but gone and she came across as flippant in her replies.

      ‘You mentioned being followed.’

      She nodded. ‘He came to my house. He posted the liquorice.’

      ‘Did the same person attack you?’

      She shook her head. ‘No, the other one attacked me.’ Gina knew there were two people involved in Dale’s murder. Stephanie knew everything, she just had to coax the information out of her. Phoebe’s safety was at stake. She felt her toes tapping under the desk. Keep it calm, Gina.

      Gina glanced back at her notes and referred to the call from the phone box. ‘It was you who called the police from the phone box. You said you were being followed then.’

      She nodded.

      ‘Who was following you?’

      ‘The other one. I need to speak to Susan. She texted me to come, telling me not to say anything. We need to be together when we talk but when I got there, it wasn’t her. I can’t do this without her. I know Dale can’t help now…’ Stephanie began to fidget on her seat. She clipped at her nail with her teeth.

      Blood whooshed through Gina’s head. A text message, that’s what had lured Stephanie in. The same must have happened with Phoebe. Their abductor was pretending to be Susan.

      ‘When did Susan text you?’

      ‘Yesterday.’

      ‘Can I see?’

      Stephanie passed her phone to Gina. ‘It’s in messages, the last one sent. I don’t get many messages.’

      Gina focused on the screen, noticing immediately that the number was different to the one they had on file for Susan.

      
        
        Whatever you do, don’t call the police. Don’t call anyone. I’ll be in touch. Your dear friend, Susan. We need to go back to the beginning, where it all started. I’ll explain later. I’m going back. Xxx.

        

      

      ‘This hasn’t come from Susan’s phone. Do you believe this to be a message from Susan?’

      Stephanie stroked her cheek and began picking a tiny spot as she shrugged. ‘It was odd that she ended with “your dear friend, Susan”. I kept trying to call the number but no one would answer.’ Her cuff slipped slightly as she pulled a hair from her face and Gina spotted the dressing on her wrist.

      ‘Okay, may we take your phone?’

      ‘I need it.’

      Gina left the phone on the table. She would need to see what else might be on it but that could wait.

      ‘I have to ask, why did you have a knife wrapped in a blanket on the living room floor?’

      She began to tremble. ‘I told you, I was being followed. I was scared, dammit! It was for my own protection. I know it was him, he gives us liquorice.’

      ‘He gives you liquorice. Who do you mean by us?’ Gina suspected she meant Dale and Susan too but maybe there were others involved.

      ‘All of us. Anyone. He always had liquorice. Long, red strands of that revolting stuff.’ Tears drizzled down the woman’s cheeks. ‘I can’t keep this secret any longer. I promised Susan and Dale we would do it together but it’s too late and now I have to tell.’

      Jacob’s phone flashed and he nudged her and held it up. It was an email from Bernard. A wash of relief came over Gina as she read that the knife found at Stephanie’s had not been the one used to dissect the liquorice found in Dale’s throat.

      ‘In your own time, Stephanie. I know this isn’t going to be easy but please, tell us all you can.’ Gina knew time was of the essence but she also knew that what Stephanie was about to say couldn’t be rushed out in one sentence.

      The woman took a deep breath, closed her eyes for a couple of seconds then sat back. ‘We were in our teens, Dale and I were a bit older than Susan when we all joined the youth group but Susan exuded a confidence that made her seem older. We’d turn up with a lot of other kids and play pool, table tennis, do arts and crafts and they’d sometimes have roller discos. It had been so much fun and we found that our parents gave us the freedom we craved once they knew we were safe at the club.’ She frowned as she thought.

      ‘What happened after that?’

      She bit her little nail and hunched over the table. ‘It all went wrong. We wanted to be more grown-up and the youth leader back then started bringing drinks, alcopops. He’d give them to us. We all thought we were so cool and grown-up, except Dale. He was nervous about the whole thing. We told Dale it would be okay and I have to live with that forever. It was far from okay.’ She looked up with glassy eyes. ‘We started going there more, it was just Dale, Susie and me. We called her Susie then. He called her Susie. We were off our heads a lot of the time. He’d take us to the back office along a locked corridor. Three doors, we had to go through. The room had a computer up the one end and there was a couch as you went in. It was messy and gloomy but he’d done it up with lights and a disco ball. Anything we wanted he would get, from vodka to cake, sometimes he’d give us money for new clothes. It was like every day was our birthday. There was one thing he always gave us and we loved it back then, these long sticks of red liquorice. We’d munch on them all the time.’

      Gina watched as Jacob scribbled the odd note down. ‘And…’

      ‘We’d turn up at the club any time, sometimes alone and even when it was closed. It was like we three had special privileges. I went there alone one day after he told me that the others would be there and he touched me. I didn’t know how to tell him to stop. He was always so kind and gave us everything. I froze, not quite believing it had happened. I’d never even had a boyfriend being a late developer. I was embarrassed and didn’t tell a soul but that wasn’t the first time. It happened again and again until one day, he forced me to…’ She traced the grain in the table with her finger and swallowed. ‘He made me have sex with him and told me if anyone asked, he’d say I was drunk and we’d been having a relationship for ages. I had just turned sixteen. Don’t you dare ask me why I kept going back. I’ve been trying to answer that question myself for ages. At first he seemed to have some sort of hold over me, then…’ She wiped a tear away and shrugged. ‘Dale and Stephanie were my friends and we had a lot of fun there. I didn’t want that summer to end and I didn’t want our little friendship group to die so I continued to say nothing. Before I knew it, I was in too deep. He said I’d spoil things for Dale and Susan, that our friendships would break up if they knew. I thought it was just me that he was abusing. I can call it that now. There is more, a reason I couldn’t report him. He used a photo to keep me silent, I was naked on his couch. There were other photos too and I don’t remember him taking them. I still don’t know how I ended up like that on the couch. Now I know he drugged me and I still have no idea what he did to me all those times.’ She hiccupped a sob and wiped her nose. ‘I said nothing to anyone because of those stupid photos. That was up until the Youth Club Facebook Group had been set up and the reunion had been arranged. I’d contacted Susan and Dale, that’s when my worst fears had been confirmed. He’d abused us all.’

      Gina swallowed the knot that was forming in her throat. Her fists clenched under the table with everything that Stephanie was saying. Her stomach began to turn. In her line of work, she knew that teenagers were a particularly vulnerable group and this man had targeted them. She pictured Stephanie the teenager, awkwardly trying to act like a grown-up as she tried to fend off his advances. But she wasn’t a grown-up, she was a teen. She pictured Susan who had recently lost her father. Had he offered her the love and sympathy she so craved, that she wasn’t getting at home from her overworked mother and older sister?

      ‘Dale came forward with his story first. I thought it was just me before that. Our abuser had told me never to say anything; that others wouldn’t understand. He said they’d think I was a little slut and names stuck, that I was sixteen and we were in a relationship. I’d already been bullied at school and he knew that. I’d confided in him many times before the abuse started. He had every tool he needed to manipulate me; he knew my weaknesses. I can see it now. Dale was bullied too, because of his weight. Kids were evil to him. They’d push him around, kick him. He’d felt safe at the club.’ She paused and closed her eyes for a moment. ‘After the reunion, Dale told me he was raped by him on numerous occasions, that he pretended they were in a relationship and Dale couldn’t get his head around it. He messed with our heads, you have to understand that.’ Stephanie looked up through her fringe, seeking reassurance. A tear slid down her cheek. ‘Then there was Susan. She was slightly younger. We told her never to go there alone, to wait for us. I didn’t know at the time why Dale said that and he didn’t know why I had. She didn’t listen. She’d been going the longest, we also found that out in the lead up to the reunion.’

      ‘Can you tell me a little about the reunion?’

      Jacob glanced at her. She knew he wanted her to ask for the name of their abuser but she needed Stephanie to offer that information. She’d ask in a moment.

      ‘We met up and had a drink and then something happened, Susan opened up and when we all realised, we cried together for what seemed like ages. We were discussing the next steps to take. We’d collated our stories and we were all going to report him, but we were going to do it together. We knew we had no evidence, only our testimonies, making it important that all three of us reported him together. Dale was reluctant at first, he didn’t want to disrupt his life. I could see the shame burning inside him. He’d met a man who he was in love with, he didn’t want him to know what had happened. In a way, he still blamed himself, thinking he allowed it to happen, feeling like he was party to his own abuse. I spoke to him many times on the phone and kept trying to tell him that he was a child. He couldn’t get his head around it. Anyway, on the night of the reunion, our abuser unexpectedly turned up. We think he may have had a fake profile on Facebook to join the youth club group, but on the other hand it’s a public group, anyone can see it. He knew where we’d be that night and he enjoyed making us feel uncomfortable. He was there to keep our silence. We went outside in a panic and Susan’s husband turned up and went ballistic, thinking that Susan was having an affair with Dale. She wasn’t ready to tell him and he’d probably been wondering where she was or why she was always on the phone. I didn’t like him and I told her that. I was glad when she said she was divorcing him. I suppose it’s easy to walk into a relationship with a vile, controlling person when you’ve been through what we’ve been through.’

      Gina glanced at Jacob’s pad. He’d written ‘who is he/them?’ at the bottom of the page. He was right. If she didn’t ask, Stephanie might not volunteer this information at all and while Phoebe and Susan were still out there, the clock was ticking.

      ‘Can you tell us who abused you? Susan and Phoebe are still missing and we have to consider that he may have abducted them and they could be in danger. You know how dangerous this person is. Please, Stephanie, just think of what they might be going through.’

      Stephanie sat still for a few seconds and a single tear ran down her cheek. ‘But, he has photos of me. He said he’d send them to everyone if I ever told.’ Another tear drizzled down her cheek. ‘Ronnie Halshaw. He was a volunteer at the centre. Everyone loved him, giving up his time to help all those kids. Pillar of the community Ronnie. I hate him.’ She slammed her fist onto the table and her lips quivered as she wept. ‘Susan was the bravest, she told us that she’d told his wife that he’d touched her. Next thing we heard, she’d left him and taken their daughter to live up north with relatives. He was so angry after that. He told me then, if I ever breathed a word, he’d kill me and I believed him. For years, I’d see him hanging around my street, watching me. He did the same to the others too, I know that now. Eventually he moved away and I suppose we buried it, all three of us. Buried our shame and self-blame. We moved on with our lives, tried to forget.’

      Gina knew these things never truly got buried. They got carried around like excess baggage, getting heavier every time the bad memories flashed up. She could see the weight that Stephanie was carrying. The woman was still young, yet she looked exhausted and nervous. Her hair split at the ends, her nails picked to the skin, drawing blood around the sides.

      ‘He started following me again, these past few weeks. I saw him around. He came to my house and pushed that revolting liquorice through my letterbox. That’s why I hid in my shed and kept the knife by my side. With Dale being murdered and Susan going missing, I didn’t know what to do. We’d vowed to do this together, go to the police and tell our stories. I still had hope that Susan would turn up, which is why I waited. Then that bastard turned up at my house and, as before, he was in control. The intimidation worked. I feel like that scared teenager all over again. There is something else.’ She began to sob as she rocked back and forth.

      Gina tilted her head and gave Stephanie a warm smile. All she could do was continue to put her at ease.

      ‘One time he brought another man along. This only happened to me and I didn’t tell the others. I couldn’t remember what happened until last night. I went back to the youth club and finally faced it all. It’s still fuzzy but I remember something now. Going back last night – it worked. I remember.’ She sobbed into her hands.

      Gina passed her a box of tissues. ‘You’re doing really well, Stephanie.’

      ‘The other man, Ronnie told him he could sleep with me, that I liked it. They locked the back office. I can’t remember much of it. I just get these flashbacks of his sweat landing on my face and I hate him, I hate myself. I was drugged. Stupid, stupid, disgusting, dirty.’ She slapped herself across the face and began scratching at her arms under her coat.

      ‘Stephanie, listen to me. You are not stupid, you’re not disgusting and you’re not dirty, do you hear me? You were abused and none of it was your fault. He groomed you and abused you and then saw fit to blackmail and threaten you into silence.’

      She nodded as she blew her nose. ‘Ronnie just kept telling him to do it and eventually he did. He’d instantly regretted it, I could tell that. He was shaking and looked like he might burst into tears or throw up. Ronnie and he argued. I was in a daze and can’t remember what was said, it’s more like a film playing out in my head. I felt hollow as if my body wasn’t mine, like I was having an out-of-body experience and I was somewhere else. I can’t remember many of the details. I’ve tried to visualise the whole thing from start to end but my mind blanks the painful bit out. I don’t want to remember everything.’

      ‘Do you know the other man?’

      She nodded and continued scratching her skin.

      ‘You’re doing great, Stephanie. I know this isn’t easy.’

      ‘I can still feel their dirt on me. I hate them. I hate them! I’ve been carrying this darkness around for so long, my heart feels as though it will burst. Do you know what I mean?’

      Gina nodded. She knew all too well how that darkness felt. She’d carried her own secrets around for so long. She understood that, at times, they come close to bursting out, often without warning. She felt the darkness within, the darkness that enshrouded every bit of light that life had to offer. This depressive realist state of mind that never left was with her too. She understood totally. Soon, that becomes who you are. She only hoped the cloud would eventually lift for Stephanie.

      Stephanie paused. ‘I wasn’t sure who he was but when I was back in touch with Susan I noticed something on her Facebook profile, a friend of hers, and I was sure it was him. I went to the house a few nights ago, hoping to get a closer look. You were there.’

      ‘Me?’ Gina asked.

      ‘You came out of their house and I ran. I’m so sorry. I know I may have scared you but I couldn’t stay there and explain to you why I’d been watching the house. I saw him through the window and there was no mistaking that it was him. He was the other man. Ronnie used to call him Lanky back then. He wasn’t overly tall but he was skinny. I was angry, confused and I couldn’t understand why Susan didn’t know or mention anything. Then I thought, she didn’t know. I knew it would break her heart when I told her which is why I wanted to be the first to tell her, but I couldn’t get her on the phone.’

      As Stephanie spilled out the name of her rapist, Gina felt her stomach churn. All this time, he had been right there, laughing at them. Not any more. She was going to make an arrest and then she was going for Ronald Halshaw.
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      I pace. Lanky should have come and now he will pay the price, especially after letting Stephanie get away. He had one job and he’d be free of me, not now. Everything was going to pot, Stephanie was the loose end in all this and she was gone, gone!

      I check my watch, still no word. Being late and turning his phone off, wasn’t on. I slam my hand on the doorframe and it crumbles away, just like my life is about to if I don’t clean up this mess quickly. He compromised everything and when he gets here, he’ll pay. I open the door and peer in at Susan’s emaciated frame, her head jerking slightly as she drifts in and out of consciousness. ‘I told you I’d make it painful.’ She was all but gone.

      ‘I couldn’t get away,’ Lanky said as he scurried past what used to be the old pool table, dodging the pieces of wall that had fallen in over the years. Lanky, that had been his nickname all those years ago. Taller than most of us and skinny with it, not so much now. He’d evened out. I could snap him in two now, just like I did with the pool cue all those years ago. ‘Give me the photo.’

      Grabbing him by the collar, I hold a knife to his throat. ‘You think it would be that easy? Feel it, cold and sharp. I’d love to slice you up and after what you did you’d deserve it, wouldn’t you?’

      Lanky began to tremble, flinching with every movement. He’d stuffed up and he knew it. I don’t allow stuff ups when my liberty is at risk.

      I stare at the glint on the knife. I never used knives to get what I wanted before all this, I preferred good old manipulation and blackmail but Lanky deserves this. Why did he suffer no consequences of past mistakes? His cousin had lived a good life, in his hometown. A respected, hard-working family man. I had to hide just in case my world came tumbling down around me.

      ‘I deserve everything that happens. Do it!’ Too right, he does. Lanky pulls the knife closer to his throat and a trickle of blood drizzles down his chin. ‘I can’t live like this any more. The truth will come out, you know. You made me do it.’

      ‘I made you do it. I made you do your sick little thing, did I? From where I was standing all those years ago, I didn’t make you do jack. You’re just like me and you know it.’

      ‘You’re right, I am like you and I can’t go on. It’s killing me, keeping up the pretence.’

      A whimper came from behind the door.

      ‘I think it’s about time Susie saw you for exactly who you are. Shall we tell her everything, Cuz?’

      His lanky cousin hyperventilates as he drags him through the glass and the debris through the first door, then the second. ‘No, please don’t do this. Not Susan, leave her out of this. She doesn’t need to know.’

      ‘Oh, but she does. You thought it was all in the past, didn’t you? That what you did had been forgotten, that it was all over as you indulged in your cosy little life. I know who you are, not like them.’

      ‘I’m not that person. I made a mistake.’

      ‘There’s a difference between making a mistake and owning it rather than regretting something only when you think you might get caught. I thought I could count on you, now it seems I can’t. You’ve passed your use-by date. I no longer need you and you failed in your mission.’

      I want to grin but I can’t. I trusted him and he stuffed up and as promised, his secret will come out. As I unlock the last door I push him in. Phoebe still sleeps, my little sleeping beauty. A fitting replacement for my loss. ‘Tell little Susie what you did. Don’t spare the details.’

      ‘Please don’t hurt the child.’

      ‘Look at Susie, that’s what you need to do, right now.’ I grab his hair, wrenching his head up and he blubbers out his secrets, begging her for forgiveness, I push the knife to his throat with a smile on my face.

      ‘Goodbye, cousin.’

      Susan’s eyes fill up, too exhausted to struggle. She knows everything now and that makes me happy.

      I grin at her, all dirty and damp, her filth and sweat filling my nostrils. I check my watch again. Stephanie will blab, I know she will. There’s no way back from all this, I know that now.

      A manic smile spreads across my face as I stare at Susie. ‘Now you know the truth, you can die with it. I have my girl and I’ll take good care of her, I promise.’ With a last jolt of energy, Susan wrenches her binds. I kick the rat away and pinch her cheek. I pull out a piece of red liquorice and lay it next to Phoebe. Kids love it. She will too. I feel Susan’s pulse and its faint. ‘Not long now, don’t fight it.’ I pick the rope up and flex it, maybe I will finish her off. Letting nature take its course is so overrated.
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      ‘Detective? Detective? Can you tell us anything about Susan Wheeler? Have you found her? What about Phoebe Wheeler? That has to be more than a coincidence. A missing child, dogs searching the same area that Dale Blair’s body was found. Should the public be scared?’ Lyndsey Saunders stood in front of Mary’s drive, holding a recorder up to Gina’s face. Two squad cars pulled up and PC Kapoor got out of one car.

      ‘Have you caught Dale Blair’s killer yet? What about the missing child?’ another journalist called out. Kapoor pushed him out of the way, knocking his microphone. ‘Hey, don’t touch my equipment.’

      ‘Get out of the way then,’ Gina called back.

      The journalist began banging his microphone on his hand as a sound technician fiddled with his recorder. Gina strode to the door and knocked, Jacob following closely behind.

      ‘Is it true you have someone in custody?’ Lyndsey called out.

      Gina hated the woman. Stephanie was a witness and the last thing she needed was rumours going around that she was anything other than that. She’d seen a reporter hanging around when they’d left the station. No doubt he was in there now fishing for information and loitering so that he could harass Stephanie Baxter when she came out.

      ‘Well, is it true?’

      ‘Please step off the drive, you are hindering our enquiry.’ Jacob almost stepped on Lyndsey’s foot, forcing her back.

      ‘I’ll be waiting,’ she replied. A smug smile on her face.

      Gina knocked again and then looked through the letterbox. ‘Mary, it’s DI Harte and DS Driscoll. Let me in.’

      She watched as Mary scurried from behind the kitchen door. Harrison began to yell and kick out as his mother tried to drag him back. ‘They won’t go away.’

      ‘I’m sorry about that. We need to talk.’

      As she opened the front door, Gina and Jacob squeezed into the hallway and followed Mary. Clare passed them in the hallway as she stared at a message on her phone, holding Harrison in her other arm as he squirmed. ‘I’m just going upstairs to calm him down.’ Mary snubbed her daughter as she continued up the stairs.

      They hurried to the kitchen and Mary shut the door behind them. Kitchen blinds down, curtains drawn, the house was in darkness. ‘You’ve found her body, haven’t you? It’s not my granddaughter. Please, it can’t be Phoebe.’ Mary stared. ‘That’s why they’re all here. They already know. I called the station but no one said anything except that you were on your way. You come in person to deliver bad news. I don’t know what I’ll do if something has happened to Phoebe.’

      Gina placed a friendly hand on Mary’s arm, taking in the warmth permeating through her jumper. For a moment, it was like she was touching her own mother. She watched as Mary wrinkled her nose when she sniffed back her tears, and the way her hair gently fell over her ear. She wanted nothing more than to feel close to her mother one more time, to tell her how much she loved her and how sorry she was, but Mary wasn’t her mother and she never would be.

      ‘Guv, you okay?’ Jacob waited for her answer.

      She let go of Mary’s shoulder. ‘We haven’t found Susan or Phoebe yet but we’re doing everything we can to find them, I promise. Every person, every department we have is out there looking for them, right now. We’re following a new lead as we speak but in the meantime, I need to ask you where your husband is.’

      ‘Howard?’

      ‘Yes, Mary.’

      What she was going to say next would break Mary’s heart and she knew it. She couldn’t keep what she knew to herself any longer. ‘We need to know where he is.’

      ‘But he hasn’t done anything. Not Howard, surely.’

      ‘Mary, where is he?’

      ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘We need to speak to Mr Hudson first, I’m so sorry. Where is he, Mary?’

      ‘He left early this morning, saying he had work to do. He snuck out the back when the journalists were taking a break and I haven’t seen him since. I’ve been calling him and he hasn’t answered. What’s happened? Has he hurt Susan?’

      Gina cleared her throat and nodded to Jacob. He would send uniform a message, telling them that Howard wasn’t in the building and to put an alert out for him. ‘Do you know a Ronald Halshaw?’

      ‘What’s this got to do with him?’

      ‘You know him?’

      ‘Of course. He’s Howard’s cousin. Howard’s been fixing his laptop.’

      They were getting somewhere. ‘Tell me a little about their relationship.’

      ‘Has this got anything to do with Susan and Phoebe?’

      Gina unbuttoned her coat. ‘That’s what we’re trying to establish. It would really help if you told us everything you know about Ronald Halshaw.’

      ‘He moved away for years. His wife left him about twenty years ago, taking his daughter. He lost everything. He hasn’t seen his child since, she refused contact. Anyway, when he moved, they lost touch. A few months ago, Ron called to say he was moving back into the area and they’ve spent a lot of time together since. Has something happened to Ron?’

      ‘Did Ron have anything to do with Susan?’

      ‘No. Howard and I have only been together several years. I’d never heard of Ron until earlier this year and I only saw him when he came around to see Howard. Howard went to his mostly and I don’t think Susan has ever met him.’ Mary pulled at a strand of wool that hung from the cuff of her jumper.

      ‘Do you have his address?’

      She shook her head as she grabbed a tissue and wiped her nose. ‘I know he was looking at a place on Beech Street but I don’t know the number. He hasn’t properly moved in yet.’

      Jacob scribbled the street name down. Beech Street, that wasn’t far from Damson Close and Gina knew they were looking for a connection to Beech Street from the information on Susan’s notes. Had Ronald Halshaw been hanging around Susan’s car on the night of her disappearance? He could have easily taken her. Her mind flashed back to the moment she passed him in the hallway and when she heard Howard and him talking on the phone. He had very little hair. Had his address been the last one Susan went to that day, thinking she was going to see a new client? Maybe that’s why she parked in Damson Close, it was between the two addresses.

      ‘Did he ever mention the Cleevesford Youth Club?’

      She nodded. ‘He used to be a volunteer there, mostly doing the office work. Accounts and admin, that sort of thing, organising trips. Everyone loved him and Howard idolised him. Said he was a local hero. Always raising money, helping disadvantaged kids, arranging days out to the beach. What has this all got to do with Susan and Howard?’

      ‘I’m sorry to say we are investigating a case of historic child abuse and we think it has something to do with Susan and Phoebe’s disappearance.’ She couldn’t hold back this detail any longer. Mary needed to know how important it was that they located Howard.

      Mary’s lips quivered. ‘No, no he wouldn’t…’ She collapsed into a chair at the dining table and began to sob. ‘No, no, no. How could I have missed that?’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Mary.’ Gina sat beside her as the woman sat deep in thought. Susan had run away. Susan had been secretive. Susan was troubled. She already knew this and now, the reasons for Susan’s behaviour were all clicking into place.

      ‘Howard wouldn’t do anything like that. Susan has known him for years. This has nothing to do with Howard.’ Mary ran out of the room and shut herself in the downstairs toilet.

      ‘You okay, Mum?’ Clare called from the top of the stairs.

      Someone tapped at the front door. Gina peered through the letterbox, hoping that it wasn’t the media and she saw Kapoor smiling. ‘Everything okay?’

      ‘We have access, guv. To the old youth club. The contractor is meeting us there now, with the keys and hard hats.’

      ‘Ask one of the PCs to come inside until we can arrange for a family liaison officer to be here.’

      ‘On it, guv.’ Kapoor dropped the letterbox.

      Gina’s phone rang. It was Briggs.

      ‘Harte. The contractor has arrived and he says that there is a broken door and some of the fencing has been cut out around the back of the building. I need you there, now.’

      ‘Arrange for backup. We have to assume that Susan and Phoebe might be in there. If that bastard has hurt them…’ Her muscles tensed as Briggs agreed and ended the call.

      ‘We have to go, right now,’ Gina whispered to Jacob.

      Mary came out of the toilet, bleary-eyed and pale. There was another tap at the door. Gina let the police constable in then led Mary to the kitchen. There would be plenty of time to get a formal statement later and she knew a search warrant was in process for the Hudsons’ house. Mary stomped over to Howard’s office and began tipping his drawers out and smashing his furniture up. ‘I hate him. I trusted him with my children and my grandchildren.’ She flung a pile of paper into the air followed by another and as the stapler hit the mouse, his computer came on. She gripped the mouse and began searching through his open screens, one after another. Gina hurried over and watched over her shoulder until an email came up.

      
        
        Get here now or this will be all over Facebook. What’s up Cleevesford, here we come!

        

      

      A photo of Howard unbuttoning an unconscious sixteen-year-old Stephanie’s shirt almost made Gina heave. Mary crumpled into a heap amongst all the paper. Screaming and screwing it up. Gina kneeled down and the woman gripped her arms. ‘We’re going to get him, Mary. I need to go now, but I’ll be back.’ She loosened Mary’s grip and left a young officer with her. Clare ran over to her mother with her screaming child under her arm.

      Blood pumped through Gina’s body. Her stab vest was in the boot and she was going in. She wanted to be the one to arrest Ronald Halshaw and Howard Hudson, they were hers, all hers. She swallowed the lump in her throat as all her muscles tensed. She had to get to Susan and Phoebe and hope that she wasn’t too late. Too late – that didn’t bear thinking about. She shivered.
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      Gina fidgeted until her stab vest shifted to a more comfortable position. With her ribs being crushed and adrenaline pumping away, she could barely hear the hum of people talking and gathering outside the old youth club gate. ‘We could well be walking into a hostage situation and not only that, this building is a deathtrap. I know it goes without saying, but safety first.’

      ‘You have to wear these,’ the contractor said as he passed them all hard hats. ‘As you can see, the roof has started to cave in, there’s glass and debris everywhere. Don’t even try to go upstairs, half of the staircase is down and tread gently.’

      ‘How long has it been like this?’ Jacob asked.

      ‘As long as I can remember and I’ve been around here for ten years. I don’t know if you read the local papers. There is some ongoing dispute over the land. The building has always been used as a community centre, privately owned but generously given use of to the local authority. It’s been left to rot by whoever inherited it after the owner’s death. At the moment the building is sitting under a company name and that company pay us to keep it safe, hence the locks and boards. Nothing is happening with it any time soon. That much I can tell you.’

      Gina wondered if anyone would still want it when its dark past came out. ‘When did the boards and fences go up?’

      He rubbed his chin. ‘About a year ago, at least. I just drive by once a month to check the perimeters.’

      ‘You reported that there had been some activity here.’

      He beckoned Gina over. She followed him through an entanglement of bushes. ‘See there. Someone has cut the wire fence. You can see how trodden the ground is. If you look carefully, you can see that one of the boards has been removed and what was once the old fire door looks like it’s on some sort of catch. There aren’t many houses close by either, which is why people don’t notice if anything goes on.’

      The old building, red brick with steps leading up to a large door, looked like it would have been something wonderful back then. ‘We’ll go in through the front. It’s too dangerous to go in this way.’ She glanced up. A sheet of roof felt dangled precariously above and it looked like an old chimney had settled on it. One bang of a door could bring the whole lot down.

      As they headed back, Wyre, O’Connor and several officers were poised to enter.

      ‘We’re going in.’

      The contractor led them through the yard. Tree stumps had broken through what was once a concrete drive. Branches snaked out of the roof, reaching for the rainclouds above.

      Wyre half-tripped on an upturned slab as they silently followed the contractor to the main door. He inserted the key and turned it. Gina nodded. ‘You can wait back there.’ She pointed to the entrance. He looked disappointed as he headed away. ‘Wyre, follow me and don’t make a sound.’

      What was once an old reception room was nothing more than a moss-covered broken desk. Graffiti covered the walls. Old wrappers and cans filled the corners. She hurried across the room, crunching glass underfoot.

      As she burst through a door, she came to another room. Smashed up pieces of pool table were scattered around. The cooing of pigeons echoed through the mouldy room that had once been used as a hangout area. ‘I can’t hear anything. That must be the door to the offices.’

      Wyre nodded and crept closer. ‘There’s a lock on it.’

      Gina pushed the door. It wasn’t locked. That was door one of the corridor. Stephanie’s story ran through her mind. Three doors. Susan’s poem invaded her thoughts. She couldn’t get it out of her mind. Haunted by a missing woman with a secret past, one in which she ran from back then and now, it finally came back for her.

      
        
        As I let it out, I let the darkness in.

        It took me to a secret place, one in which I must never speak of.

        ‘Be silent, be silent,’ my mind tells me so. ‘You opened the door. It’s your fault and no one must ever know.’

        

      

      The poem sent a shiver down her spine.

      She hurried over the fallen roof debris straight to the second door. As she bumped into the wall on approach of door two, a waft of dust hit the air and a chunk of plaster fell from the ceiling, just missing Gina’s forehead. Coughing, she flapped her hand in front of her nose. She flinched as a rat scurried alongside the skirting board, escaping through a hole in the wall.

      Wyre gasped. ‘Bloody hell. We’ll have less of those.’

      Through the door they went. That’s when she saw the room at the end, marked Office. All those years ago, three teenagers went into that room, trusting their youth worker. Adorned with gifts of food and alcohol, everything their teen selves desired. Wanting to be grown-ups, but still they were children in so many ways. She wanted to cry for them. As the smell hit her, she wretched slightly. ‘There’s a body.’ She shivered as Susan’s poem chanted in her head.

      
        
        Hammering, banging. ‘Open door three and let me out,’ it yells.

        

      

      ‘I’m opening the door.’ Not knowing what she was letting out, Gina gripped the door handle and gasped. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and saw blood, lots of blood.
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      Gina flashed her torch into the room and saw the bloodied male lying face down on the floor. She reached over and checked his pulse. He was long gone. Blood glistened from the stab wound to his neck and the knife had been dragged towards the man’s shoulder, slicing through his flesh. ‘Susan. Susan Wheeler. It’s DI Harte. Call out if you can hear me. Phoebe, you’re safe. Where are you? Phoebe.’ A trail of sweat slipped over Gina’s cheek as she tensed up.

      Wyre flashed another torch on the scene. A damp odour came from the couch and a knitted blanket that sat against the back wall. A length of rope lay on the floor, resting on many years’ worth of wood, dust and plasterboard. Gina stepped over the broken wooden chair. ‘Shush,’ Gina called out as she listened to a single knock coming from the corner of the room.

      ‘Shall I check the cabinet, guv?’

      Gina wouldn’t risk Wyre’s safety but she had little care for her own. ‘No, I’ll do it. Stand back.’ As she stepped on the uneven floorboards towards the tiny old office wardrobe, it rattled again. O’Connor and Jacob had caught up and were waiting with a team of officers outside the door. She checked her stab vest – looking at the body on the floor she knew that she had to be ready for an attack. As she grabbed the wardrobe handle, she jumped back, poised to stop anyone from running and a carpet of rats escaped, darting across the floor, scurrying away through any gap they could find.

      A piercing scream came from the corridor. O’Connor was doing a dance before he ran into the office. ‘Get them away from me.’

      Gina slammed her fist into the door. ‘Jacob, get Bernard and the team in here… Shush!’ Again, she could hear something. ‘There’s something else on the other side.’ She tried to force the other door open but it had jammed. She kneeled in the debris, a shard of wood piercing her trouser leg as she shone the torch at the back. She braced herself for another stream of rats as she followed the light. ‘I’ve found Susan. Susan, Susan. Answer me. She’s not answering. I need a paramedic immediately.’ She reached in and couldn’t feel a pulse. As she wrenched at the jammed door, her face reddened until it finally gave way. After a stumble, Gina crawled along the ground and reached in. ‘Susan, answer me!’

      The woman had been bundled into the corner, ligature marks around her neck, her wrists and feet tied and gaffer tape put across her mouth. Gina almost heaved when she saw the gnaw marks to her ankles where the rats had been chewing on her flesh. ‘Susan.’ She gently pulled the tape, crawled into the wardrobe and hugged the freezing cold body. She couldn’t be dead. Mary flashed through her mind. She would have to tell Mary that Susan was dead. ‘Look for Phoebe, don’t just stand there,’ she shouted to O’Connor. She felt for a pulse again and exhaled. There was something, not much but it was there. ‘Where are the medics? I’ve got a pulse.’

      ‘They’re here, guv. Stand aside.’

      ‘We’re here, Susan. You’re safe now.’ If Susan could hear, she wanted her to feel safe. She only wished she could say to the woman that they’d found her daughter.

      ‘O’Connor, call Briggs, tell him we’ve found a body. Wyre, I want everything we have on Ronald Halshaw – outside in five minutes. Everyone else, get out and do it safely. I don’t want any accidents. This is now a murder scene and I don’t want any evidence further ruined.’ She stooped down and took a closer look at the man’s body as she held her arm across her mouth. ‘We’ve found Howard Hudson.’

      The tortured expression that filled the side of his face told her that Howard had died a painful death. She imagined herself kicking his head to a pulp after seeing the photo at Mary’s. Stephanie had lived with what they did to her and Ronald had even blackmailed her with their sick photos.

      She pulled a pair of gloves on and headed to the old couch, wincing as she inhaled. Down the side was a torn scarf. She recognised the material, it was the same pink material that the dogs had found by Dale’s body – that of Susan’s scarf. Several empty bottles of water were scattered across the floor along with a selection of empty fast food wrappers. A filthy jumper that looked to be about Dale’s size. A child’s glove lay under the jumper. ‘He has Phoebe. Ronald Halshaw has her. Dammit. Anything else in the building?’

      Jacob stood beside her and clenched his jaw, his face ashen. None of them were going to sleep well for a while after this case. ‘We found more, guv. There’s a knife pinning a photo of Stephanie to one of the walls, photos of them as kids.’ He shook his head. She knew what kind of photos he’d found from the sick look washing across his face.

      PC Kapoor peered around the corner. ‘Forensics van’s here, guv, and Smith is at the station looking at Ronald Halshaw’s online accounts. Halshaw has a lock-up.’

      ‘We have to go!’ As they hurried out of the room, Gina inhaled, filling her lungs with clean air. ‘Why didn’t he just kill Susan straight away like he did with Dale Blair?’ she mumbled to Jacob as she stepped over a rat.

      ‘What?’

      ‘He kept her alive. He killed Dale soon after he was taken. Why keep Susan alive that long?’ Gina’s mind whirred and led her back to Phoebe. She couldn’t let this animal do to Phoebe what he’d done to Susan or worse, Dale. Panic rose in her chest as the enormity of their next task hit her. She gasped as her torch flickered and went out, leaving her with the stench of Howard’s body coating her nostrils. She leaned against the crumbling wall as she fought the nausea back.

      PC Kapoor came after them, lighting up the corridor. ‘You alright, guv.’

      ‘Yes. Let’s get to the lock-up. We need to find Halshaw, now. Show me what Smith sent you.’

      ‘Halshaw’s Facebook profile is just full of photos of his S-Type Jag, guv. We also have a home address from Howard’s office. A team is heading over to Beech Street now. This is one of his profile pictures on Facebook, do you recognise the place?’ Gina squinted at Kapoor’s phone.

      ‘I do. We have to go.’
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      ‘I had a daughter once,’ he said as Phoebe wriggled to ease the rope tied tightly around her wrist. ‘Your mother made sure I never saw her again. I also had the chance to be a father again, and your mother killed my child. She took two from me but I’ll settle for one. You, my precious, are what is owed to me. One day, you might even call me Dad.’

      Her jellied legs were no use at all. She wanted to call out but the tape over her mouth made shouting impossible. All she could do was make squeaks through her nose.

      ‘I know where we’re going and we’ll be so happy. We have a little caravan in the countryside, just you and me. Fresh air, wildlife, no one around to ruin our lives.’

      Phoebe’s eyes began to well up as a fuzzy image of her mother flashed through her mind, her kidnapper tugging on the rope. He had dragged her off the chair and slammed her into the corner of some tin filing cabinet, a bit like the one’s her mum kept her paperwork in. Her blurry gaze darted around the room and she tried again to wiggle her toes.

      She remembered him dragging her from the couch and through the trees before bundling her into the car with a swift blow to the head. A flash of pain coursed through her right temple. There was something else. A man she recognised was covered in blood. Howard, her grandad.

      She gazed around and the room they were now in slowly came into focus. It was a garage, an outbuilding – shivering cold. She wriggled to get free. She didn’t want him to bundle her into the shiny Jag that was in here and she didn’t want to live with him in a caravan, far away from her family. She wanted her mother so badly.

      She flinched as he kneeled before her. ‘I’m going to remove the tape. If you scream, I will knock you out again. Do you hear me?’

      She stared, fear turning her into a statue. Holding her breath, she nodded. She didn’t want him to hurt her, like he had her mother and grandad. She wanted to see her little brother again and her sister. She sobbed as the delicate skin on her lips ripped with the tape.

      His bald head shone under the strip light. ‘I’m just going to get the bags out of the car, then we’ll leave. One sound, you know what will happen.’ He placed his finger over his lips and grinned.

      He walked out of the door, locking it behind him. Tools were stacked up on a bench alongside the car. She began rubbing the rope against the back wall but it wasn’t loosening. Her heart rate increased as she sobbed – what had happened to her mother finally sank in. She kicked out, trying to dislodge the rope. It was loosening a little. She shuffled again and struggled to wedge a couple of fingers through a loop, the rest of her hand following.

      As the door creaked open, she stopped fidgeting. Her hands were free but she couldn’t let him find out. He threw a couple of bags into the boot of the car. ‘Right, in you go.’

      He lifted her, throwing her into the back of the car. With all the strength she had, she held her hands together but the rope had all but dropped away. He turned to face her and she ruffled her hands up her back, under her coat, grabbing the last bit of rope.

      ‘When your mum went blabbing to my wife, she left me, taking my daughter. I lost my little girl but now I have you.’ He turned in the driver’s seat and smiled. ‘We’re going to be really happy together. When I saw Susie after all these years in the pub, at that stupid reunion, I just knew she’d have to pay. They’d all have to pay. I wasn’t going to sit around and let them bring me down. I thought your mum was special, I thought what we had was special but now I know better. You won’t let me down, will you, sweetheart?’

      Phoebe shook her head, holding back the flood of tears. She felt a little trickle of urine seep down her thigh as he leaned towards her and smiled, the rancid smell of his breath turning her stomach.

      ‘Your mum killed our baby too, didn’t look after herself like I told her to. She wouldn’t do as I asked. I told her people wouldn’t understand. She was all ready to come away with me then she changed her mind, making me fight her into the car. It was her fault she had to fight when she was pregnant. You won’t put up a fight, will you? I always win.’

      Phoebe pushed her hands up her coat a little further as she shook her head. Her trembling foot tapped on the car door. ‘Will my mum be okay?’ She had to ask and the moment she spoke she regretted opening her mouth. His eyes widened and he began to seethe.

      ‘That sad excuse for a woman lost me my family, she lost our baby. Did you not listen to a word I said? I’ve told you all this and you want to know how she is? She deserves to die and I am taking what I’m owed. Don’t think I didn’t try. I wanted to make it work for her but she ran away from me, after all that she’d done. Do you know how that feels?’ He leaned in as he shouted.

      Phoebe couldn’t contain her tears any more.

      ‘Stop crying, stop it! All your bitch of a mother did was cry. Oh she cried but she always came back for more. They all did. Dale, Stephanie. They all loved our little gang, they loved the vodka, they loved the cigarettes – they loved the office.’ He grinned as he leaned into the glove compartment and pulled out a bottle. ‘Drink.’

      She inhaled the liquid as he forced the bottle into her mouth. As she swallowed, her throat burned and she coughed and spluttered.

      ‘Vodka, that’s what they wanted. Nice, isn’t it.’

      Phoebe’s heart pounded through her head as he removed the bottle from her mouth and gripped it.

      ‘Just like you, your mother was easy to trap. That little maisonette on Beech Street, I lured her there. Come over, I need a bookkeeper. My name, yes, it’s Mr Smith.’ He laughed, staring as he forced the bottle into Phoebe’s mouth once again. ‘Drink, you little cow,’ he yelled as she choked and spat it over his neck.

      ‘Dale was easy. I got your mum to call and he came running, back to where it all began thinking he could save her. Stupid buffoon peed his pants when he saw me. I didn’t care much for him, not like your mother and Stephanie. He needed to go.’ He forced the bottle into her mouth. Her vision began to swim. She had tried some of her dad’s beer once but this hadn’t happened. She’d seen her mum and dad drunk, especially when they argued and her dad would start to shout at her mum.

      Snivelling, Phoebe tried to break his icy glare. She thought of happier things, her nan, little Rory and Harrison, Aunty Clare, her mum, her poor mum. Tears and sobs filled the air as she let it all out. She would never see her mum again.

      ‘Have another swig.’ He’d kill her if she didn’t, she knew he would. He grabbed a long red sweet and began flexing it. ‘If you’re good, I’ll feed you. Your mum loved this.’ She closed her eyes but the wooziness wouldn’t go, her pulse beat through her temples and she felt a flush working its way across her nose and cheeks. The car door slammed and the side door to the garage slammed after it. She opened her eyes. He was gone. She released her hands from her coat, dropping the rope. It was time to go. She fought the drunkenness as she unknotted her feet. The car door opened easily. As she slipped out, she heard his footsteps outside the door. The room swayed just like when he had drugged her. She listened against the door. He spoke on the phone in a charming voice. For a brief moment, she heard someone shouting back on the other end of the call. It was a voice she recognised.

      He yelled as the caller hung up. As she ran for the little window at the back of the garage, the room tilted and the door opened. She had to fight. Kicking and screaming, she bit his arm and ran, fighting the effects of the vodka as her woozy body hit the icy air, the rain almost sobering her as she felt him on her tail. As she spat out his blood, she felt bile rising up her throat. She couldn’t stop, she had no time to be sick or fall. A whoosh of air followed her as he caught up.
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      Gina ran across the car park, slabs uneven, concrete lifting. Darkness was falling, along with more rain. She wiped her face and rubbed her eyes. Just like in the photo that Smith sent through to them, the church spire was in the background. Ronald Halshaw had openly been into vintage cars and had posted a photo of his old S-Type Jaguar on this very spot. She glanced at the photo and up at the church spire. Jacob and Wyre followed closely. ‘Keep quiet. I don’t want Phoebe hurt.’ Another team had headed to Beech Street for a coordinated attack.

      Gina swallowed. After seeing the state he’d left Susan in, she hoped she wasn’t doing all this for a body. ‘It’s not all that secure.’ She glanced around, wondering which way to turn. Rows upon rows of storage units the size of garages lined up and went off in several directions. It was like a small estate.

      ‘The owner said the CCTV hasn’t been working for ages.’ Wyre crept forward.

      Her silent phone vibrated. ‘Harte.’

      ‘We’re at Beech Street and we’ve found Ronald Halshaw’s maisonette. No one lives here. It’s empty but there is sign of a struggle in the hallway and a couple of Susan Wheeler’s business cards on the floor. Let me know how things go at the lock-up,’ Jacob said.

      ‘Will do.’ As she ended the call, she crept down another row and listened, holding an arm out. ‘I can hear an engine running. This way. Block the road off.’ A police car pulled forward. She signalled and several officers followed until they honed in on the right lock-up, noise rumbling behind the chipped grey garage. She glanced at the side door as a shadow darted past the glass pane. Beckoning Wyre over, she placed her ear against the frame to listen. ‘Police, open up.’ No answer. She stepped back and banged on the garage door. ‘Get me in there, now.’

      The Jaguar crashed through the garage door and Gina dived onto the ground as the car swerved and veered onto the path, her body hitting the concrete with a sickening thud.

      O’Connor ran ahead, just about turning off in time before being mown down. The police car at the end of the road blocked off the route with a crash, the windscreen had caved in. Ronald Halshaw grinned and revved the engine before finally ploughing it into the police car again until it shifted. As his car crashed through, it careered directly into the closed metal gates and a clump of mature trees.

      ‘Phoebe!’ Gina called as she ran as fast as she could. The front of the car had completely caved in and a thick branch poked through Ronald Halshaw’s arm. Gina peered through the bloodstained window, searching for the child. ‘Where is she? Where is she?’ She banged on the window as he gargled blood. ‘The boot, get the boot open.’ A uniformed officer nudged her aside and wrenched the boot open. Nothing, it was empty. ‘Phoebe? Phoebe?’ Gina shouted into the sky, rain trickling over her face.

      She ran back to the front of the car. ‘Ronald Halshaw, I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Dale Blair on Thursday the fourteenth of November 2019, and the kidnapping of Susan and Phoebe Wheeler. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence,’ she yelled through the pouring rain. O’Connor tried to apply pressure to the bleeding but the angle was too awkward. The driver’s door was half-jammed and he was trying to reach in through the smashed windscreen. Looking at Halshaw’s injuries, she knew she wouldn’t be interviewing him any time soon, if ever.

      ‘Ambulance is just around the corner,’ a PC called out.

      Gina sprinted back towards the garage, almost tripping over the broken up tarmac. ‘Phoebe.’

      She ran into the cold concrete structure but Phoebe was nowhere to be seen. How was she going to tell Mary that they’d lost her granddaughter?

      Gina walked away and stood in silence as she stared up towards the church spire. Too late, that’s what they were.

      ‘Guv, it looks like Ronald Halshaw has been living here. In the cupboard at the back, there’s a case of clothes, along with a kettle and a folded up camping bed.’ Wyre scratched her face.

      ‘That makes sense.’ Tears filled Gina’s eyes as she thought about Phoebe. ‘He only took out a tenancy at Beech Street to lure Susan in. He had no intention of ever staying there.’

      ‘Guv, you okay?’

      She shook her head, roared and kicked the wall. ‘No.’ She took a few slow breaths and regained her composure. ‘Where the hell is Phoebe? Phoebe?’ she called, all hope diminishing.

      ‘He’s gone,’ called a paramedic. ‘We tried to pack the wound but we think the smaller branch went straight through his heart.’

      Gina peered through the window. ‘That’s okay. He didn’t have a heart.’ She felt no sympathy for the man whatsoever.

      She turned back to the wall and punched it until her knuckles cracked. She stumbled back, mouth open as they began to bleed.

      ‘What have you done?’ O’Connor called out.

      ‘That bastard will never pay for what he’s done.’ She went to punch the wall again but O’Connor stopped her. ‘You know you can be annoying sometimes.’

      ‘So you tell me.’

      ‘I don’t mean it.’ She wiped her knuckles on her torn trousers. ‘Call the station. Get someone to update Stephanie and tell her that I’ll be speaking to her soon. She might finally be able to sleep well in her own home.’ Gina caught movement by the entrance to the gates and began to run, just a shadow amongst the trees followed by a rustle.

      Pushing the branches apart, she spotted the shivering girl hiding behind a large tree clasping her hands over her ears. Gina stepped in front of her, waving her hands slowly. ‘Phoebe?’

      The shivering girl stopped sucking the strand of hair in her mouth and burst into tears. Gina caught the scent of vodka on her breath.

      ‘It’s okay, you’re safe now.’ Gina held out a hand and the girl took it.

      ‘I want my mum,’ she slurred.

      Another tear slipped down Gina’s cheeks. She had no idea if anyone would see Susan alive again. The child gripped her hand and buried her thin trembling body against Gina’s stab vest. ‘Come on. Let’s get you out of here.’
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      Gina nudged Lyndsey Saunders out of the way.

      ‘Are you upset, Inspector?’ A photographer came up behind her and the flash lit up the dark sky as he clicked.

      Gina realised that she probably had what was left of her eye make-up running down her cheeks. She knew her eyes were red and puffy. ‘Out of my way.’

      ‘Charming.’ She scrunched up her nose as she beamed a smile.

      ‘And get out of here. If you want a tip-off DCI Briggs is about to release a press statement back at the station conference room. If you don’t hurry, you’re going to miss the boat.’

      Lyndsey grabbed her bag off the damp pavement. ‘Come on, Drew, let’s get over there. You best not be making this up because I haven’t heard anything. If you are, that photo will be on the front page in the morning, with a story about how the police are failing to catch Dale Blair’s murderer.’ She paused and watched for an expression. ‘You’ve found the murderer, haven’t you? Is it Susan Wheeler’s kidnapper? Who is it, Inspector Harte? Have you found Phoebe?’

      ‘Just go to the conference, Lyndsey. Stop being an arse.’ Against her better judgement, Gina stuck her middle finger up at the reporter.

      ‘Did you get that, Drew?’

      ‘Sorry, it happened too fast.’

      ‘You buffoon,’ she said as she slapped his back and hurried towards the car.

      The other reporters watched them get into their van. ‘You lot can go too. Conference at the station. The DCI is about to issue a statement.’

      ‘Nice one, guv,’ Wyre said as the front door opened.

      Mary stood in the doorway in the same clothes she’d been wearing earlier, only this time they looked ruffled and worn. ‘Thank you for getting rid of them, well some of them.’

      Gina glanced back. A couple of lone reporters were still hanging around. For a moment, Mary gazed into Gina’s eyes.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      Mary knew there was news, it was written all over Gina’s face. She could feel the taut trail of tears where the dampness had dried. She felt her greasy make-up smeared across her cheeks. ‘We’ve found them.’ Clare stood in front of the kitchen door, holding her sleeping son in her arms.

      Mary closed the door behind them as she waited for more. ‘Susan and Phoebe have been taken to Cleevesford A&E. Phoebe is fine, just a little bruised and shocked. Susan has come round but she’s suffered much worse injuries.’

      The woman almost collapsed. Clare hurried into the lounge and placed a sleeping Harrison on the settee as Gina and Wyre took an arm each, leading Mary into the kitchen. ‘Susan and Phoebe, they’re alive, thank you, thank you so much.’

      ‘I can take you there. She’ll want to see you as soon as possible. I can confirm that she was being held by Ronald Halshaw at the old Cleevesford Youth Club, the derelict building at the bottom of the roman road. That’s where we found Susan. He’d then taken Phoebe to a lock-up by the church. That little girl gave him what for, she’s a tough one. In her words, she kicked and bit him like mad before running away.’

      Clare entered and placed an arm around her mother. Mary held her hand to her mouth and smiled. ‘Did you find Howard?’

      Gina nodded and swallowed. ‘We found him at the Youth Club. He’s dead.’

      ‘How could he have done this to me? All this time, I trusted him, brought him into my home; left him alone with my grandchildren and that man, that child abuser, Ron. How could I not have known?’

      ‘How could any of us have known? Unfortunately people like that look like the rest of us. Mary. Please don’t ever blame yourself.’

      ‘She’s right, Mum.’ Clare pulled her mother closer. Gina felt her heart breaking as she watched Mary stroking her daughter’s hand.

      ‘Clare, I have to ask, why were you avoiding speaking with me about your sister’s disappearance whenever I came over?’ Gina realised how sharp she had just sounded. ‘I’m sorry, I know this is hard.’

      ‘I err, I…’

      ‘Tell her, Clare.’ Mary pulled a tissue from up her sleeve and blew her nose.

      ‘I knew you’d ask me things about our relationship, about our family, about Ryan and the children.’ She turned to the patio doors and gazed into the darkness at the back of the garden. ‘In my mind, I thought Susan had run away because Ryan may have let something slip out about Harrison during one of their rows.’

      ‘Just tell her. Look what secrets have done to Susan. From now on, we promised, no more secrets. The truth is hard, Clare, but we all deserve it. At least we know what we’re facing. Susan will forgive you in time.’ Mary sighed.

      ‘Harrison is Ryan’s son. She didn’t know. When they were trying for Rory, they’d argued a lot. I think Rory was meant to be their marriage fix. Ryan came over one night, drunk, telling me about how they’d rowed and asked if he could have my couch. We drank and he talked and one thing led to another. There you go. You can all judge me now.’ Clare went to grab her coat. ‘Actually, I think I should stay. She’s not going to want to see me for a long time.’

      Gina wasn’t vocal about her thoughts, but she had to agree. ‘You will all get through this.’ She knew they had the strength as a family to pull through. They’d already been through so much. ‘Are you ready, Mary?’

      ‘I’ll just grab my umbrella.’ She headed up the stairs.

      Gina glanced back at Clare who was staring at the wall. ‘I’ve been informed that one of the last calls received on Ronald Halshaw’s phone was from you, along with a plethora of angry messages just before he answered. An officer found the phone at the scene. Why was that?’

      ‘I’ve stuffed up so badly!’ She wobbled a little, then leaned against the wall. ‘Another man I became infatuated with. He came around a lot to speak to Howard and one day, when they were out, he asked me on a date. I know he was a lot older but I liked him. I know the family would have frowned, Mum never trusts my judgement so Ronnie told me not to tell her. When I saw those photos in Howard’s study I called him non-stop until he answered. I was angry. He lied to me. All those times he listened to me going on about Susan, fishing for information about her, where she lived, what she did, everything. I told him about her and Ryan’s marriage problems. I trusted him. I thought he loved me.’ She burst into tears as Mary came back down the stairs.

      ‘Susan will come round, I told you.’

      ‘It’s not that, Mum. I can’t talk right now. Just go.’ Clare turned away.

      ‘We’ll need you to come down the station to give a statement, Miss Collins.’

      Wyre nodded and waited with Clare as Gina gestured towards the door. For now, she needed to get Mary to the hospital.

      ‘Clare, I do love you and whatever’s happened, I always will, I promise.’ A tear welled up in Clare’s eye.

      Gina led the shaking woman to the car leaving Clare with Wyre. It was easy to judge and she knew there were boundaries that people shouldn’t cross. Clare had crossed a major boundary, but then again, so had Ryan. Then she shuddered at how Clare was carrying on with Ronald Halshaw, the man who’d kidnapped her sister and niece. The murderer, the child abuser. That was another thing Clare would have to live with, but he’d used her too.

      ‘Let’s go see Susan.’ Gina opened the car door for Mary.

      There was so much about the case she still didn’t understand, she hoped Susan was ready to talk.
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      ‘She’s asked for you,’ Mary said to Gina as she left the room. A police officer sat on a chair at the end of the corridor, reading a newspaper. A beeping sound came from the monitors and an entanglement of tubes and leads were hanging under a drip. ‘Is it okay if I go and see Phoebe for a bit?’

      Gina nodded. ‘DS Driscoll is there and he’d like to speak to her. Would you be able to sit with her while they talk?’

      ‘Of course.’

      As Mary went to turn, Ryan strutted down the corridor, his nose red from the icy chill. ‘I need to see her.’

      ‘No you don’t.’

      ‘I’m her husband.’

      ‘A husband wouldn’t treat her the way you did. You’re not fit to call yourself that. You leave her alone, you hear me?’

      He nudged Mary out of the way and peered through the little window. He waved at Susan as he pulled his scarf out of his bomber jacket. She turned away.

      Mary and Ryan locked eyes. ‘Be careful how you treat my daughters, both of them. I’ll be watching you closely.’

      His shoulder twitched as he gave Mary a stern look. ‘What?’

      ‘I know about Harrison. We won’t be having any more lies or secrets in this family, do you hear me?’

      ‘Dammit.’ He clenched his fists and held them to his temples. ‘You can’t tell her. Look at her.’

      ‘I already have. With what she’s been through, she deserves to know the truth. I know my daughter and I know she wouldn’t have thanked me for keeping that to myself. I’ll never risk losing either of them. Only when we know the truth can we truly move on. I can’t have my family torn apart any more and you need to step up for Harrison. Do you hear me?’

      He shuffled back. ‘I’m sorry you had to find out like this. I know you don’t believe me but I’ll do whatever I can.’

      ‘In this case, actions are going to speak louder than words. You may have charmed both of my daughters but I can see right through you. Susan and Clare can too. You hurt either of them again and you won’t walk straight ever. D’you hear me? I’ll crush your balls. Men like you don’t scare me.’

      Gina turned to her side and smiled.

      ‘I didn’t set out for this to happen. Give me a break. I have a daughter in A&E.’

      ‘Who’s looking after the kids? I damn well hope you haven’t left them on their own.’

      ‘My mum is there with the family liaison officer.’

      Gina took a step back and pretended to watch the world go by while Mary continued to give Ryan a stern talking to.

      ‘I know about you shouting at her all the time, throwing things and you hit her, it might have only been the once but that was one too many times. Yes, she told me everything. As I said, no more secrets.’

      ‘I—’

      ‘Don’t you dare say another word because all I ever hear coming out of your mouth are lies.’ She walked off ahead of Ryan. Gina clenched her fists, with all that Susan was going through Ryan had been hurting her too. Gina hoped through the course of interviewing that Susan would open up about that too. She swallowed as she thought about how she had barely opened up about her past and the very thought of it still terrified her. She let out a little smile. Susan had found the strength to end their relationship. She had a lot of hope for Susan.

      A nurse passed with a covered kidney dish, another dragged a trolley full of instruments. Gina took a deep breath as she pushed Susan’s door open.
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      Susan gently touched her raw throat and spoke in a croaky voice. ‘Mum told me about Howard.’ She sniffled and wheezed.

      Gina wondered whether she meant that he was dead or that he was an abuser.

      ‘I had no idea what he did… back then. I’d never even seen or met him all those years ago. Ronnie was blackmailing him because of something he did and I saw him plunge the knife… I know what Howard did to Stephanie back then, he told me,’ she spluttered and took a sip of water as she clamped her eyes shut. ‘He was going to kill me and take Phoebe away…’ She opened her eyes and began hyperventilating.

      ‘It’s okay, just take it easy, Mrs Wheeler. There’s no rush.’ Susan began to fidget. Gina and Wyre both helped her to adjust her pillows.

      ‘Collins from now on.’ She forced a slight smile out as sweat trickled down her forehead. ‘I have to tell you this.’ She looked away and blinked back another tear. ‘I didn’t want to run away when I was fourteen, not the first time. He took me, Ronnie.’ She coughed and gasped until she regained her breath. ‘Up north, he had a static caravan. I was pregnant.’

      ‘I’m sorry to ask you this. Was the baby Ronald Halshaw’s?’

      She nodded and pulled the sheet closer to her chest. ‘He told me we had to leave. I didn’t want to go.’ Tears trickled down her cheeks. ‘He made me get in his car and he drugged me with something. I don’t remember the journey, I just remember waking up to find myself tied up on a bed and I was bleeding. He blamed me for killing the baby after I miscarried. He said I owed him one because it was my fault his wife had left with his daughter. I had to tell her, I didn’t know what to do. She didn’t believe me, shouting and telling me to get out, but she left him soon after. He said I’d have to pay.’ She gripped the blanket and turned to her side, flinching as she wiped her damp cheeks.

      Gina placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I know this is hard.’

      ‘Several days later, I managed to escape. I hitchhiked all the way home and he followed. He said if I said anything, people would just think I was a little slut for getting pregnant as he’d deny everything. I was so ashamed and I hated myself. I didn’t want to be different at school. I didn’t want to be the kid who’d been molested by this ugly, dirty man. I felt as though it would make me ugly and dirty.’ She coughed several times. Gina passed her the water. ‘I’d stopped bleeding but my stomach was cramping like never before so I went to the hospital, giving them Clare’s details – she was older. No one would quiz Clare. They scanned me and told me that there was no tissue left behind. I had a follow-up appointment at the doctors and that was it. I carried on with life.’

      Susan sniffled into the sheet.

      ‘I carried on as best I could. I should have told Mum but I couldn’t. She was struggling after Dad died. Mum was angry that I’d run away. I told her I’d been with friends. I ran away many times after that. Sometimes it got too much and I couldn’t deal with things. I stayed in old houses around the area, places where no one lived. I just needed to be alone. The thoughts in my head were too loud – I just wanted to shut them out. Mum would ask questions, too many questions and I couldn’t face them all the time. Now she knows everything. I wish I’d told her then. If I had, all this would never have happened and Dale would still be alive.’

      She sobbed into the sheet. Gasping for breath, her voice not much more than a strained whisper.

      ‘We were going to tell the police, then he turned up at the reunion. Dale stopped talking to me for a while. We were all working our way through what had happened and I’m ashamed to say that I shouted at Dale a few times. We needed him to tell the police his story too and he kept backing out.’ She paused. ‘After Ronnie killed Howard, he took pleasure in telling me about what Howard did to Stephanie. He raped her. My stepfather raped my friend and I had no idea. They drugged her.’ Susan flinched and grabbed her throat as she coughed. Her dark greasy curls bouncing with each movement. Gina felt a lump filling her throat.

      ‘You need to leave her to recover now. I have to intervene, sorry.’ The nurse charged over and began checking the monitor and drip.

      ‘I’ll come back when you’re feeling a little better.’ As Gina went to open the door, Stephanie appeared. Susan’s friend smiled through the glass and Susan caught sight of her, returning the tiniest of smiles. The nurse made a few notes on a chart and left. Gina sniffed and stared up at the light, trying to hold her emotions back. ‘Come on, Wyre, we best get back to the station.’

      Gina glanced through the window. The two women now had each other for comfort and their close friendship would be rekindled. Susan would need a friend with all that was going on at home too.

      Gina swallowed. ‘I need to do something. Can I meet you at the station in a while?’

      ‘Of course, guv. I’ll get started on the paperwork.’

      She stopped. ‘You know what? I’m angry for those two women. I’m angry for Dale. I wanted to see them arrested and sent down. They all lived life to the end, not paying for their crimes. That’s not justice.’

      ‘This case, it’s one of the most sickening I’ve ever come across, guv. They deserved to face their crimes and really, they got away with it.’

      Gina glanced back one last time. ‘Look.’

      They watched as Stephanie stroked Susan’s hair, their noses touching on the pillow, both women smiling like they were girls again. Gina caught sight of Mary emerging in the distance holding Phoebe’s hand. The little girl in the hospital nightie gave her a wave as she gripped her grandmother’s with her other hand. As they reached Susan’s room, the girl ran in and threw herself onto her mother’s bed. Susan flinched in pain but gripped her child like it didn’t matter one bit.

      ‘You alright, Driscoll?’

      ‘Better than you.’ He turned away. ‘Okay, I’m not. That was a bit emotional.’

      ‘How was Phoebe when you spoke to her?’

      ‘She’s one kick-ass child.’

      ‘She is that, come on. Let’s leave this family to recover for a short while. We’ll be back soon to speak to them all again. You two go to the station, get the pizzas in. I don’t know how we’re all still standing.’ Gina checked her watch, it was almost nine in the evening. ‘I have something I need to do first.’ Her heart pounded, threatening to burst from her ribcage. The only way to feel unburdened was to finally let go.
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      Thunder crashed and Gina ran as fast as she could to the grave. The carnations had all but blown away or died. Only one flower was left. She flashed the torch through the bloated raindrops, pointing the light at the carnation’s soggy brown petals. Through everything, the flower had remained in place. There had been hailstones, gale force winds, torrential rainstorms but this little flower had refused to budge. She picked it up and held it to her heart, flinching as lightning brightened the landscape.

      Her phone lit up. She fumbled to cut the call off then dropped it in her pocket. There was no way she could talk to Briggs right now. No one could get in the way of what she had to say to her mum.

      ‘You were right, Mum. I should have listened to you about Terry, but as always, I thought I knew better. You could see, couldn’t you?’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry.’ As rain dripped from her nose onto the wet concrete slab underneath, she kneeled and pressed her cheek against the gravestone. ‘Please forgive me.’

      Thunder rumbled again and Gina’s heart throbbed in her windpipe as her mind forced her back to that night. ‘I killed him, Mum. I pushed him down those stairs. He was hurting me. I thought he was going to kill me. I didn’t mean to kill him, I just pushed him and he died. He would have killed me, Mum.’ Thunder clashed again and she laughed. ‘I’m not scared of you any more, Terry! Go to hell.’

      She curled up against the stone, shivering with chattering teeth and a tear slid down her cheek, then another until she could contain herself no longer. She bawled like never before as she thought about her mother, finally accepting the forgiveness that was on offer. This tiny flower that remained. She didn’t believe in signs from above but that flower gave her comfort. Deep down, she only had to forgive herself.

      Freezing to her core, she thought of the others at the station, her police family. The pizzas would be with them, they’d be wrapping up the case as they ploughed through the paperwork. They’d be celebrating Susan and Phoebe’s return and she wondered if it was realistic to think she could join them. Soaking wet, she knew she looked more like she needed a hot bath and a cup of cocoa. A grin spread across her face. She lay there for ages, enjoying the peace until she was soaked through.

      ‘When I get home, I’m going to make cocoa, just like you used to make it. I’m going to boil the milk in a pan and add two spoonfuls of cocoa and lots of sugar.’ She sniffled and let out an almighty sob. Thunder had all of a sudden become her companion, drowning out her cries. ‘I’m not scared,’ she yelled.

      She’d have to leave soon, go back to a buzzing department wrapped up in post-case glory and celebrations. She’d been so long, she wouldn’t be surprised if a few of them had gone.

      A light shone in the distance, dazzling her. ‘Gina?’ Briggs removed his coat and placed it over her shoulders.

      ‘How did you know I was here?’ she asked, teeth chattering.

      He held his phone up. ‘I knew where your mother was buried and I followed the light.’ He pointed at her torch.

      ‘But how did you know I was at my mother’s grave?’ No, she couldn’t have…

      Trembling, she pulled her phone from her pocket. She’d pocket dialled him back and the call was still open. All this time, he’d been listening. She held her breath and began to gasp. ‘You heard?’

      He nodded.

      ‘I’m glad it’s you. If anyone is coming to take me in, it should be you. It’s over. I’m over. Nothing stays a secret forever.’

      He kneeled down on the stone beside her, rain slipping down his face.

      As she gasped for breath, she closed her eyes and sobbed into the night. ‘Can I just have a minute with my mum before you arrest me, please? I’ll make it easy, I promise. I did it, I confess.’

      He leaned in and embraced her. Everything she’d been holding back came out. If this was to be her final moment as a free woman, this was how she wanted to spend it. Telling Hannah would be worse. Their relationship had improved a little but it always was a little rocky.

      ‘I’m not taking you anywhere, Gina. I know you don’t want to be with me. I know the circumstances are wrong but when I look at you, I see someone who’s suffered. I will always be your friend and I know what that bastard did to you. You think when we were making love I didn’t see the scars on your body? I will not hold this information against you or use it against you in any way. I never heard that call. I love you – I can’t help that, but I’m also wise and old enough to get over myself. Look at us.’

      She sobbed and laughed into his chest, large globules of rain soaking them as they clung onto each other for warmth. Gina had no friends, in fact she had no one, except Chris Briggs, the DCI whom she’d slept with a few times. She’d had temporary friends but they all moved on when she refused to confide in any of them. Ever the listener but never the talker. ‘Let me take you home before we freeze to death. We can get your car in the morning. You’re in no fit state to drive.’

      For once she wasn’t going to argue. ‘Goodnight, Mum. I love you.’ She placed the carnation back on the gravestone and stumbled as Briggs helped her up. He gently kissed her on the head and led her back to the car.

      ‘Can we have some cocoa too?’ She smiled through the tears as she linked her arm in his and they shivered all the way back to the car.
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      Gina made the call and nervously waited for an answer.

      ‘Nanna.’

      ‘Hello, chicken. Can I speak to Mummy?’

      She listened as the dog barked and Gracie ran through the house calling for her mother.

      She had thought about everything over the past couple of weeks. Chris had kept her secret like he’d promised and they’d even been spending some time together as friends. She shivered as she thought about how he was now compromised. They were both deep in the pits. That hadn’t been her intention but sometimes life has a way of offering alternative endings but all endings are temporary, until the next one. What the future held, she couldn’t predict. Keeping her secret had been the hardest thing ever and now there were two of them to shoulder the burden.

      She thought of Mary and her family. The press hadn’t stopped hounding them since and it would be a long time before they did. The story of the abuse was starting to hit the national papers. As promised, Briggs had given Lyndsey first dibs on the story. Gina only hoped she’d be promoted and move out of the area.

      Stephanie and Susan had confirmed their stories at the station. She knew their friendship would be instrumental in helping them to heal. Clare was still in Susan’s bad books and she’d moved out into her own apartment, funded by Mary. After discovering that Clare had been passing information on Susan’s every move to Ronald Halshaw, it would be a long time before Susan could forgive or trust her again. Investigations had been satisfied that Clare knew nothing about Ronald’s intentions, he’d manipulated her just like he had done back then with Susan, Dale and Stephanie.

      Mary however had been supportive, offering love and understanding to both of her daughters. Each one of them had lost so much. Gina smiled, she had hope that the family would find a way of coming together.

      ‘Mum. You okay? I read about the case in the papers.’

      ‘I’m fine, Hannah. I just wondered if I could pop over to see you and Gracie. I’ll book a bed and breakfast just down the road from you. I know you’re busy—’

      ‘Shut up! Gracie wants to see you and you don’t need a B&B. We have a spare bed, I’ll make it up. When do you want to come?’

      She took a deep breath, surprised by how welcoming Hannah sounded. ‘Now.’

      A silence formed between mother and daughter. She’d pushed it. Hannah was horrified and thinking up excuses to put her off.

      ‘Gracie… Nanny’s coming to stay.’ The little girl screamed with joy as she hurried to the phone.

      ‘Yayyyy.’ The dog began to bark and Gracie continued to scream.

      ‘Looks like you have to come now. Don’t you dare let us down. Don’t let Gracie down.’

      If anything came up, the station would be on their own, just for a day at least.

      ‘I’m going to bring something, something we can share.’

      ‘Okay. What’s that?’

      She smiled. ‘I’ll tell you when I get there. See you soon.’

      She ended the call and opened her holdall, making sure she hadn’t forgotten the surprise. Of course she’d stop off along the way and go armed with wine, chocolate and sweets, but she also had her box, the one with all her mother’s things in it. She’d never showed Hannah the box. They could go through her mother’s photos together. One day the little box of memories would belong to Hannah when she passed. She just wanted Hannah to know how special it was. Maybe Gina could add some of her belongings to it, items that had her smell permanently trapped in the fibres and then Hannah could do the same for Gracie.

      A text beeped on her phone from Wyre.

      
        
        Quiz night on Tuesday, local venue, would you be up for it? A few of us are going and we think you might be the brains. Get this, Jacob will be bringing Jennifer. Jacob and Jennifer, has a nice ring to it – haha! Paula.

        

      

      She replied immediately.

      
        
        Count me in but don’t count on me bringing the brains!

        

      

      It was time to start living again and attending a quiz was only a small step, but it was the first step in her recovery. Zipping the bag up, she headed to the car, excited to see her family and nervously happy about making plans to go out. Then there was Briggs. What the future held was still a mystery but it held a tight friendship, one based on far more than a brief affair, one based on deeply held secrets of which they could never speak. She shuddered as she locked the door, wondering if she was asking too much of him. Only time would tell.
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      If Her Dark Heart had you gripped, be sure to sign up to Carla Kovach’s mailing list to be the first to know about her new releases!

      
        
        Sign up here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hear More from Carla

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you’d like to keep up to date with my latest releases, just sign up at the link below. We’ll never share your email address and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      

        

      
        Sign up here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Carla Kovach

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Detective Gina Harte Series:

        The Next Girl

        Her Final Hour

        Her Pretty Bones

        The Liar’s House

        Her Dark Heart

      

        

      
        Meet Me at Marmaris Castle

        Whispers Beneath the Pines

        To Let

        Flame

      

      

      AVAILABLE IN AUDIO

      
        
        The Next Girl (Available in the UK and the US)

        Her Final Hour (Available in the UK and the US)

        Her Pretty Bones (Available in the UK and the US)

        The Liar’s House (Available in the UK and the US)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Letter from Carla

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I thank you so much for reading Her Dark Heart and I’m grateful for the continued support of the crime reading community. I also hope you enjoyed the fifth instalment of the DI Gina Harte Series. I can’t express how much I enjoyed writing it.

      If you enjoyed Her Dark Heart and want to keep up to date with all my latest releases, just sign up at the following link. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      
        
        Sign up here!

      

      

      As with all my books, the subject matter is dark and this book is no exception. At times I found writing it challenging. My characters are fictional but the crimes committed against people like Stephanie, Dale and Susan exist within society. It really hit me emotionally as I delved into their stories and thought deeply about what they’d been through to the point that as soon as I’d completed the second round of edits, I decided I needed to read comedy for a short while. It’s not the acknowledgement section, but I should thank Emma Robinson for her book, The Undercover Mother, as it was just the tonic I needed.

      Whether you are a reader, a tweeter, a blogger, a Facebooker or a reviewer, I remain truly grateful for everything you do and, as a writer, this is where I hope you’ll leave me a review. They not only help me, they help other readers. 

      Once again, thank you so much. In the meantime, I’m an avid social media user so please feel free to contact me on Twitter or through my Facebook page. 

      Thank you,

      Carla Kovach

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Next Girl
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        Get it here!

      

        

      
        You thought he’d come to save you. You were wrong.

         

        ‘Absolutely the best thriller I’ve read this year!’ Goodreads Reviewer, 5 stars

      

        

      
        ‘I absolutely, totally and utterly LOVED reading The Next Girl… has to be one of my top reads of 2018.’ Ginger Book Geek, 5 stars

      

        

      
        ‘Oh my goodness! This was gripping and fast moving from page one.’ Southern and Sassy Wine Lady, 5 stars

         

        Deborah Jenkins pulls her coat around her for the short walk home in the pouring rain. But she never makes it home that night. And she is never seen again…

      

        

      
        Four years later, an abandoned baby girl is found wrapped in dirty rags on a doorstep. An anonymous phone call urges the police to run a DNA test on the baby. But nobody is prepared for the results. 

      

        

      
        The newborn belongs to Deborah. She’s still alive…

         

        THE GRIPPING THRILLER EVERYONE’S TALKING ABOUT – if you like Lisa Gardner, Robert Bryndza or Clare Mackintosh, you will absolutely love The Next Girl. A completely unputdownable page-turner with an ending that will blow your mind.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Her Final Hour

          

          Detective Gina Harte Book 2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anything can happen behind closed doors…

      

        

      
        The gripping new novel from the author of bestseller THE NEXT GIRL. Her Final Hour will have you hooked!

      

        

      
        Melissa Sanderson is the perfect wife and mother. She dotes on her daughter, and lives in her dream home in a quiet cul-de-sac in the suburbs.

      

        

      
        But looks can be deceiving. 

      

        

      
        Something is amiss in that house – all the neighbours think so. Some say Melissa is having an affair. Others say she’s been drinking too much.

      

        

      
        Then one night, sirens wake up the whole neighbourhood. 

      

        

      
        Melissa Sanderson is dead.

      

        

      
        AN ABSORBING THRILLER WITH AN ENDING YOU WON’T SEE COMING – if you like Lisa Gardner, Robert Bryndza or Clare Mackintosh, you’ll love this absolutely heart-stopping thriller from Carla Kovach.

      

        

      
        Get it here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Her Pretty Bones

          

          Detective Gina Harte Book 3

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

      

        

      
        THE UNPUTDOWNABLE NEW THRILLER FROM THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE NEXT GIRL

      

        

      
        She’s just the girl he’s looking for…

      

        

      
        A young woman falls from a vehicle speeding down a quiet road. Battered and bruised, she turns her head to the person who comes to her aid. ‘Help her’, she whispers before her eyes close.

      

        

      
        Days later, the body of another young girl is found in a shallow grave just a few miles away. The similarities between the two girls are startling – same age, same frail body, same shocking red hair.

      

        

      
        As the town fears there’s a serial killer living amongst them, Detective Gina Harte must put aside her own struggles at home, and catch the killer before he finds another perfect girl.

      

        

      
        AN ABSOLUTELY HEART-STOPPING CRIME THRILLER FROM CARLA KOVACH – if you like Lisa Gardner, Robert Bryndza or Clare Mackintosh, Her Pretty Bones will have you hooked.

      

        

      
        Order now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Liar’s House

          

          Detective Gina Harte Book 4

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get it here!

         

        ‘I am hooked on this series… If you love a good detective series with plenty of twists and turns, you really need to put Carla Kovach on your list, you won’t be disappointed!’ Goodreads Reviewer, 5 stars

        ‘Another Gina Harte winner!… HIGHLY RECOMMEND!!!’ Goodreads Reviewer, 5 stars

        ‘Just wow!… FANTASTIC… I just had to keep reading.’ Bonnie’s Book Talk, 5 stars

         

        Samantha stumbled out of the party and on to a busy street only ten minutes away from her home. But she never made it home…

      

        

      
        Seven years after Samantha’s disappearance, on what would have been her thirty-fifth birthday, her best friend Diane is shocked to find a letter addressed to Samantha on her doorstep.

      

        

      
        Opening the envelope, Diane pulls out a birthday card and a finger nail painted in dusky pink nail polish. The same shade Samantha always wore. The same shade she was wearing the night she went missing.

      

        

      
        When police analyse the nail, they don’t get the result they expected. Instead of linking them to Samantha, the nail belongs to another woman, Jade Ashmore. And Jade was murdered the night before the envelope was delivered…

      

        

      
        THE COMPLETELY ADDICTIVE NEW CRIME THRILLER FROM BEST SELLING AUTHOR CARLA KOVACH – if you love Lisa Gardner, Robert Bryndza or Clare Mackintosh, you’ll love The Liar’s House. Gripping from the first page – you won’t be able to put it down. 

      

        

      
        Order now!
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