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Chapter 1

Dr Lloyd

Monday 8 February, 5 p.m. Mold

‘What’s the name of the house again?’

‘Hold on a sec and I’ll check.’ Bryony pulled out a scrap of paper from her pocket and unfolded it, squinting down to read the writing in the dim car interior. ‘Edelweiss. The one opposite the bus stop. Look, there. Up ahead. The blue door,’ she said, extending her gloved hand before fastening the buttons on her coat, her fingers fumbling with the toggles. ‘I can get a bus back, Dad. It’s late and I thought you said there was a game you wanted to watch?’

‘Don’t start all that again, Bry. You know our views on your safety.’ He stopped the car and, securing the handbrake, turned in his seat. ‘I can always get it on catch-up. Now, you have everything?’ he asked, his attention on her school rucksack. ‘Kitchen sink? Bath taps? Spare kettle? Teapot?’

She leant across the narrow space and planted a kiss on his cheek. ‘You are silly.’

‘But you still love me?’

‘Of course I do. Now shoot. If you hurry, you might catch the start.’

She pushed the door open only to pause, her hand on the side of the frame. ‘See you in a couple of hours. There’s no need to wait.’ And with that, he watched as she closed the door and walked up the short path to the house.

The house was in darkness when he pulled up outside and switched off the engine but he wasn’t worried, not then. There was no sense of impending doom. No thought that tonight would be any different to the countless other nights when he’d had to act as unpaid and unappreciated chauffer to his daughters. He didn’t mean that, not really, he mused as he switched off the engine and pushed the door open. He’d do anything for his girls. He only wished that they’d be a little more considerate.

With his phone in his pocket, he walked the couple of paces to the front door. As a doctor, he never went even one pace without his phone, a lesson he’d learnt while working as a junior doctor. Despite being finished for the evening he was always on call. Things went wrong. Other GPs went off sick. Cars developed punctures. The list was endless and, as he was the senior partner, important calls were forwarded on to him by the practice manager. He could ill afford a missed message even though he had no intention of staying longer than the social chitchat necessary to decant his daughter back into the car.

He heard the doorbell peal in the hall as he stamped his feet and rubbed his hands, his thoughts on the single measure of whisky he’d promised himself and not on the dim shadow approaching the glass.

‘Hello, can I help you?’ The voice was soft and tentative, almost as if he wasn’t expected – the first warning shot across his bow that things might not be as straightforward as they first appeared.

‘Hi there. I’m Lewis Lloyd, Bryony’s dad,’ he said, expecting an immediate response. The opening of the door. A welcome smile followed by a ‘Do come in, they’ll be here in a minute.’ That’s not what he got.

‘And?’

‘And, I’ve come to pick up my daughter.’

‘I’m sorry, you must have the wrong address. There’s no one by that name here,’ she said, moving to close the door.

‘Hold on a moment.’ He stepped back, his gaze taking in the metal door sign and the little white flowers, edelweiss picked out in blue lettering, before repositioning himself in front of the door again, this time his arm rigid against the wood panelling. ‘No, there’s no mistake, Mrs … er … I dropped my daughter off to you earlier on and now I’m collecting her.’ He watched her eyes widen briefly, the pupils large in her suddenly pale face and his pulse ratcheted up a notch.

‘Please leave. Your daughter isn’t here,’ she said, moving to close the door and realising that his arm and then foot were preventing her. ‘Hey, hold on a minute …’

Lewis Lloyd pushed the full force of his not inconsiderable height against the door so that it flung back against its hinges and banged against the wall. ‘No, you hold on a minute. I don’t know what game you’re playing but I want my daughter and I want her now.’

He glanced around the hall before heading for the first room on the right, the lounge. Empty – as was the kitchen. There were only two rooms downstairs and he tore through each of them like a whirlwind, toppling over chairs, peering behind the sofa, leaving cupboards open, even cupboards that were far too small for his daughter to hide in or … or be hidden in. He clamped down on the thought and headed for the stairs, ignoring the screaming woman behind him brandishing her mobile.

‘I’m phoning the police.’

‘Please do. The only useful thing you’ve suggested.’

The upstairs rooms were as empty as the downstairs or empty of anything important. His daughter. There was nowhere left to look. Nothing left to do with the police on their way. He sank down onto the top stair, his elbows on his knees, his head cradled in his hands, suddenly aware of the silence both inside the house and within his heart. The screaming had stopped but that was the least of his worries. His daughter. His beautiful girl. Where the hell was she?

   


Chapter 2

Gaby

Monday 8 February, 7.30 p.m. Rhos-on-Sea

‘I’ll just pop up and check that Conor is doing his homework,’ Rusty said, standing and stretching before heading for the stairs.

Good luck with that. But instead of replying, Gaby went back into the kitchen and put the kettle on.

Senior pathologist Dr Rusty Mulholland’s relationship with his twelve-year-old son had taken a nose dive over recent months and a hot drink would be just the thing after leaving the battleground of his son’s bedroom. Knowing Rusty, he’d probably prefer a glass of whisky but she’d leave him to make that decision when he returned downstairs.

Detective Inspector Gaby Darin still couldn’t believe that they’d moved in with her when the lease of his rented house over in Old Colwyn had come up for renewal. But she and Rusty had been spending so much time together that it had seemed the right decision at the time. She would like to think her relationship with Conor had improved but that would have been wishful thinking. While she tried her best, all she could say was that Conor tolerated her in the same way he tolerated school. An evil necessity of dubious benefit to all concerned.

‘Working on his maths,’ Rusty said, strolling into the kitchen with a broad grin.

‘Seriously?’

‘Nope. He’s now got a major strop on because I removed his iPad and threatened to disconnect the internet. Now, where did you leave the whisky?’

‘Ha, it’s in the same place it always is.’

‘Which is where?’

‘In the brown cupboard in the lounge,’ she said, swallowing back the ‘it hasn’t moved since yesterday’ comment playing on the tip of her tongue.

‘Would you like one?’

‘Might as well keep you company but just a tot.’

Gaby fished the teabags out of the mugs for use in the morning before pulling open the freezer and withdrawing the ice cube tray. Rusty liked his whisky neat but it was far too strong for her taste buds. In the old days, which meant a time before Rusty, she wouldn’t have touched the stuff but then a lot had changed over the last few months, including their relationship. The rows were plentiful but they usually seemed to muddle through to some kind of a happy compromise – and Gaby wasn’t always the one to give in.

She checked the back door was locked, switched off the lights and followed him back into the lounge, carrying a couple of glasses on a tray along with a small jug of water and a dish of peanuts.

‘At least you should be proud that he’s reading,’ she said, picking up the threads of the conversation. ‘You’d be surprised at the number of kids his age who are allergic to books.’

‘If only he was allergic to computer games in the same way.’ He grimaced. ‘I wish he spent as much time on his schoolwork as he does on his computer.’

‘Which is what parents in almost every household across the land are saying at exactly this moment.’

‘I know it’s not just me but …’

‘Rusty, you’re doing more than most parents do for their children. You need to give yourself a break. You’re a good dad, great even,’ she said, dropping onto the sofa, her thoughts turning to her best friend, Amy, who was weeks away from giving birth. ‘You’re going to be invaluable to Tim and Amy. She was only telling me last week of Tim’s intention to pick your brains. Apparently his biggest concern is making an arse of himself by dropping into a faint at the crucial moment. She couldn’t stop giggling while she was telling me.’

Rusty poured a measure into each glass before joining her, his head resting back against the cushions. ‘I’m not sure I’ll be of much help. Pru opted for an elective caesarean in the end. Not what I wanted but then choice wasn’t a factor that ever featured in our relationship. Falling pregnant, supposedly by accident, closely followed by a shotgun wedding wasn’t the most auspicious of starts. Our relationship never got a chance to recover.’

‘I’m sorry. I had no idea.’

‘No, well, we’ve never really discussed that side of things, have we?’ He turned his head to look at her, his expression grim. ‘But while we’re on the subject I do have to tell you I think that I’m too old for this parenting lark.’

‘Forty isn’t old, far from it. Certainly not these days.’

‘Well, it feels it.’ He turned back to his drink, lifting his glass to his lips and taking a moment to relish the flavours, something she’d seen him do a hundred times but this felt different somehow. This felt as if he was also using the time to choose his words.

He started to speak only to stop at the sound of her mobile belting out ‘I Will Survive’. For once Gaby didn’t resent the intrusion.

‘Darin speaking.’

‘Sorry for interrupting your evening, ma’am, but we have a situation back at the station.’

‘Carry on, Mal. I’m listening.’

‘We have a missing teenager. A seventeen-year-old. Bryony Lloyd. Her father dropped her off at a friend’s house for a study session but when he went to pick her up she wasn’t there.’

Gaby raised her eyebrows. ‘Probably nothing to worry about. Most likely she’s ditched the study and gone off somewhere with her mates for a drinking session.’

‘It’s not quite as simple as that, ma’am. We’ve also had a complaint of harassment from the owner of the so-called “friend’s house”. The homeowner says she’s never heard of a Bryony Lloyd and doesn’t have a teenager. In fact, there are no children living at the address.’

   


Chapter 3

Gaby

Monday 8 February, 9.15 p.m. St Asaph Incident Room

‘This had better be good, Mal,’ Gaby said, dumping her bag on her desk before unravelling her scarf and peeling off her thick padded jacket. ‘It’s minus bloody freezing out there and with snow flurries forecast for later. If I crash my car on the way home …’ She left the sentence unfinished, her meaning clear.

‘I know. I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ve put on a fresh pot of coffee if it’s any help.’ He strolled over to the cafetiere and, choosing her favourite mug, filled it to the top before placing it on her desk. ‘I haven’t added milk – it smelt funny.’

With the mug cradled between her fingers, Gaby made her way to the radiator and plonked her bottom on the top. ‘So, what have you got for me then? A missing schoolgirl?’ She paused. ‘I take it she’s still at school?’

‘At sixth form college studying for her A levels.’

‘That’s all we need.’

She stared across the room at him, their thoughts working in tandem. A missing teenager. Another one. It had been five months since Christy Taylor had disappeared. A straight-A student with supportive parents and a glowing future ahead of her. That was until she’d upped and vanished, never to be seen or heard from again. They hadn’t given up the search despite a distinct lack of clues – there weren’t any. At the time they’d made the mistake of not taking her disappearance seriously enough, under the misapprehension that she’d run away from home and would eventually turn up. Gaby wasn’t prepared to make the same mistake twice.

‘Anything untoward with the parents?’

‘No. Nothing. Pillars of the community. The father’s a GP, the mother a housewife. They say the daughter has never done anything like this before. That it’s totally out of character. After joining the police in combing the area and checking that Bryony hadn’t made her own way home, they came straight here. I’ve popped them in interview room 4 with a PC looking after them.’

‘Any siblings?’

‘There’s a younger sister. Sixteen. They left her at home in case Bryony turns up. So far there hasn’t been a peep.’

‘And no note left? Nothing taken?’

Mal shrugged. ‘That’s where there is a difference. She had her schoolbag with her and if the sister is to be believed, some of her clothes are missing.’

Gaby set her mug on the windowsill and headed back to her desk. ‘I’ll inform DCI Sherlock while you mobilise the search. Then we’ll interview the parents.’

‘What about the others?’ Mal said, waving his hand towards the empty desks.

‘No, leave them be for the moment. If she doesn’t turn up in the next few hours, and there’s every hope that she will, then they’re going to have to put a shift in.’

‘There is also this Lynda Checkley woman. The owner of the house Bryony was dropped off at,’ Malachy explained, unfolding his frame and stretching to his full height.

‘Oh, yes?’

‘She went bananas when Bryony’s father turned up on her doorstep. It seems as if he forced his way into the house without a by-your-leave and rampaged through the rooms like an elephant on heat. The thing is – what if Checkley is involved and it’s all some sort of a cover-up? I was thinking that perhaps we should get Jason onto it? The sooner we get the CSIs involved, the better, don’t you think?’

‘Mal, if you carry on like this I’ll wonder why you called me in,’ she said, matching his grin with one of her own. ‘I’ll phone Jason as soon as I’ve finished speaking to Sherlock and, if you get this Checkley person’s number, I’ll give her a ring after. We’ll head over there after we’ve met with the Lloyds. It’s always better to fend off potential complaints before they have time to fester.’

She grabbed her phone from her bag then walked over to the first of the three whiteboards that filled the left-hand wall of the room, while fast-dialling DCI Sherlock. Gaby didn’t like loose ends; Christy’s disappearance was the biggest loose end imaginable. That’s why, despite the passage of time and other cases taking precedence, the first of the boards was still given over to the teenager.

The seventeen-year-old appeared shy in the photo they had displayed, her eyes downcast as if avoiding the camera lens. Could both cases be linked? It was far too early to tell but instinct told her that it was unlikely. Teenagers went missing all the time. Most turned up within twenty-four hours, their tail between their legs and with the hangover from hell. She could only hope that it would be the same in this instance.

‘Good evening, sir, we have a missing teenager.’

   


Chapter 4

Gaby

Monday 8 February, 9.45 p.m. St Asaph

Dr and Mrs Lloyd sat huddled in their coats despite the warmth of the interview room, but Gaby couldn’t blame them. One glance at their shocked faces told her everything she needed to know about the distraught couple. Malachy had called them overprotective, an observation which she’d dismissed out of hand as having little factual basis. With a missing daughter, they were bound to have a whole rainbow of emotions exploding beneath their stiff smiles but she still decided to tailor her approach accordingly.

‘Hello, I’m Detective Inspector Gaby Darin.’ She held out her hand and shook each of theirs in turn before taking a seat. ‘I know it’s late but—’

‘The lateness of the hour is irrelevant, Detective,’ Dr Lloyd said, eyeing her across the table. ‘We want to know what you’re doing to find our daughter.’

‘Everything we can, Dr Lloyd. DC Devine is arranging a search as we speak. We’re also in the process of circulating a description of your daughter along with copies of the photograph you very kindly provided,’ she added, pulling out the picture tucked inside her notepad. ‘I’m about to head over to Mold to start interviews, bearing in mind that your daughter is only a little over two hours late for her pickup.’

‘But she’s been missing nearer to six if you take into account the time I dropped her off,’ he said, through gritted teeth, his hands forming fists on the table in what was probably a desperate attempt to control his temper.

‘That’s why we’ve decided not to leave it until morning, which is the usual practice for missing older teens.’

Gaby crossed her legs at the ankles, her hands relaxed in her lap, deliberately so. She was used to distressed relatives. They came in all shapes and sizes, from the hysterical to the angry like the man sitting opposite. The wife was different again: deathly pale, her shock of fading red hair dragged off her face in a hasty ponytail.

‘My daughter isn’t a usual teenager, Detective.’

‘Which brings me on to the next question, Dr Lloyd. Do you have any idea of what might have happened?’

‘Absolutely none. That’s your job. Bryony is a studious, straight-A student with her eyes on medicine as a future career. She barely has time to finish her coursework let alone go out gallivanting.’

‘What about friends? Anyone we can talk to who might know something? What about the girl she was meant to be meeting up with?’

He looked at his wife. ‘Lesley?’

Lesley Lloyd twisted her hands in her lap, her tan leather gloves similar to a pair that Gaby had been coveting for a while now. ‘I don’t really know. Bryony isn’t very forthcoming with what goes on at school. I ask her often enough but she rarely tells me anything of any importance.’

‘Don’t worry. We’ll catch up with that side of things in the morning.’ Gaby scribbled a note down on the A4 pad she’d brought with her. The station was trialling out a new notebook app but she couldn’t get on with it. ‘I believe she’s studying at the sixth form centre over in Mold?’

‘Yes.’ Mrs Lloyd managed to flick her a quick glance before dipping her head, her chin sunk into her neck, her voice scarcely a thread of sound. ‘My husband drops both girls off on the way to work and I pick them up in the afternoon. The workload is such that, apart from a quick break to eat, she spends the rest of the time in her bedroom studying.’

Gaby bit down on the end of her pencil. It sounded like there wasn’t time for Bryony to have made the usual connections as she remembered the parties she’d used to attend as a teenager. She also wouldn’t mind betting that Bryony wasn’t the type to go out partying.

‘So, there’s no boyfriend then?’

‘As if! She’s far too young for all that nonsense.’ Dr Lloyd folded his arms across his chest, resting back in his chair and balancing on the back legs. ‘Her sister’s just the same. We brought them up with their heads screwed on the right way, Detective. There’s time enough for partying when they’ve got their exams out of the way.’

Of course there is. But something had happened to their daughter to change all that. Gaby picked up Bryony’s photograph again, noting the red hair and deep blue eyes set in a freckly face, with the pallor that only came with genuine redheads, well aware that the couple opposite were watching her every move.

The girl couldn’t be said to be pretty or even eye-catching. Her forehead was too broad and her eyes a wishy-washy shade of blue. And as for her build. Gaby turned the page of her notebook to where she’d jotted down her particulars. At five-foot-four and only six stone she would have been slim, thin even, none of which explained why she’d pretended to knock on a stranger’s house in Mold only to then disappear into thin air.

Gaby placed the picture down with a steady hand, which was at odds with her thoughts. Either Dr and Mrs Lloyd were innocent parties in their daughter’s disappearance or they should have been in the movies. Currently she didn’t know either way but would hazard a guess at the former. The air was thick with shock and despair, no less than if their daughter had been a child as opposed to a near adult. The fact that Amy, their family liaison officer, was on maternity leave and her replacement wasn’t due to begin until next week was an added hiccup in the process. Another thing to worry about.

‘I will need to speak to your other daughter,’ she finally said, again drawn to the photo.

‘Cerys has been very distressed about the whole business,’ Mrs Lloyd said, bristling suddenly. ‘Especially when I asked her to check Bry’s wardrobe to see if anything was missing.’

‘That’s as may be, but one of us will be over first thing tomorrow. There’s no need for it to interrupt any of her lessons,’ she continued, well aware of Dr Lloyd’s sudden uncompromising expression. They should really send a team over now but it sounded as if the sister would need careful handling and there wasn’t much they could do overnight. A few hours wouldn’t make any difference. ‘I believe there are two T-shirts missing? What about any electronics?’

‘We can’t find either her mobile or her iPad but she would have taken them with her. She never goes very far without either. Her laptop, on the other hand, is still sitting on her desk.’

   


Chapter 5

Gaby

Monday 8 February, 10.35 p.m. Mold

Conway Street was a narrow residential lane off Wrexham Road, with an antique warehouse at one end and the local school at the other. The houses were small and terraced with no front gardens, their doors opening straight onto the pavement. Edelweiss was difficult to distinguish from the others in the street apart from the metal name plate with a brace of small white flowers bordering the pale blue lettering, presumably to match the periwinkle shade of the door. There were many other places that Gaby would have liked to be right now instead of stamping her feet on the pavement. The station. The car. Her bed. In fact, almost any place other than here.

The door opened on the second knock, which was hardly surprising. If their situations had been reversed, Gaby would have been hanging around checking the front window for car headlights. Streets like these were breeding grounds for nosy neighbours. Often an advantage if you were a copper but not if you had any secrets to hide.

‘I’m Detective Gaby Darin,’ Gaby said, proffering her hand. ‘Apologies for disturbing you, Mrs Checkley but …’

‘It’s Miss.’

‘Oh. Right,’ Gaby said, her face deliberately expressionless at the mild rebuke sent her way. ‘Do you mind if we take this conversation inside? It’s freezing out here.’

The house was both warm and comfortable. The walls painted a rich buttermilk with large bold canvases interrupting the smooth surfaces. The original floorboards were stripped and painted black with a large cream rug in the centre. Not a house for children, Gaby thought, noting the cat ornaments on the mantelpiece and the black cat curled up asleep on the cream sofa.

‘Do take a seat, Detective.’ Miss Checkley nodded at the red chair opposite before sinking down beside the cat and idly smoothing her hand along its back.

Gaby sat on the edge, her notebook open on her lap. Lynda Checkley wasn’t what she’d imagined. She was younger for one thing. An attractive woman in a hippy sort of a way, with long straggly hair complemented by large, hooped earrings and a handkerchief-hemmed dress. Appearances were important. They set the scene and gave an indication as to the type of person Gaby was dealing with. But in this case they gave no hint whatsoever apart from the frown lines etched around the woman’s eyes and brow, which had Gaby wondering who or what had put them there. They looked deep enough to predate today’s little escapade. She made a brief note on the top of the pad before speaking. It would help when she was preparing the witness statement.

‘I take it you live here alone?’

‘Yes, apart from Midnight,’ she said, tilting her head in the direction of the cat.

‘And you were in this evening?’

‘All evening and, before you ask, yes, there was a knock earlier while I was in the back cooking but, by the time I went to the door, there was no one there.’

‘Despite Dr Lloyd telling us he dropped his daughter to your door?’

Miss Checkley shrugged, her meaning clear, her words confirming her expression and body language. ‘It’s got nothing to do with me. I did try and tell the father that, but he was having none of it.’

‘No. Well. He wouldn’t, would he? Not with his daughter missing,’ Gaby said, trying to hold on to her patience along with her control of the conversation. ‘What about neighbours?’

‘What about them? There’s Mr and Mrs Hussain on the left. A nice couple, in their mid to late fifties, I would have thought. No children. I doubt they would have seen anything.’

‘And the other side?’

‘That’s rented or at least it’s usually rented. The last tenant left, let me see, a couple of months ago now.’

Gaby was disappointed although she should have known better. The likelihood that the girl was in the house, after Dr Lloyd’s thorough search, was always going to be a long shot. But it was still something that she had to follow up and the reason why Jason Moore, her head CSI, was sitting outside hunched over his steering wheel with a flask of tea cradled between his gloved hands in an effort to keep warm.

She pushed to her feet, forcing a smile. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask the crime scene investigators to have a quick look at your property, just to confirm your story.’

‘And if I object?’

‘I do hope that you won’t considering the seriousness of the situation. Obstructing an investigation is viewed in a very grave light by the courts,’ Gaby said, her voice changing from warm to icy. She had far better things to do than passing the time of day with someone who clearly didn’t appreciate the urgency of the situation. ‘It will also make me wonder as to your motive for the delay.’

‘My motive? Now hold on a minute.’

‘Miss Checkley. You’re wasting my time and that of one of my officers when, for all we know, the life of a young woman hangs in the balance. We can stay here arguing or I can apply to the courts for a search warrant?’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, this is ridiculous.’

‘I entirely agree. So, what’s it to be?’

   


Chapter 6

Gaby

Tuesday 9 February, 8.15 a.m. Moss Cottage

The next morning came along all too soon and started off with a visit to the Lloyds’ home.

Moss Cottage was a grade-two-listed building on the outskirts of Mold, with a long sweeping driveway hidden behind remote-controlled wooden gates. Gaby felt out of her league as she drove up the drive, which was a ridiculous emotion for a serving police officer. The only thing of interest to the Lloyds was her role in finding their daughter but that didn’t stop her from tugging her shirt straight and fastening the buttons on her jacket as soon as she’d stepped out of the car. She hid a smile as she watched Detective Owen Bates doing the exact same before he reached for the doorbell.

The lounge was like something out of Country Life magazine. The ceiling was beamed, the carpet a pale blue, which made Gaby wonder whether they’d been expecting her to take her shoes off in the hall. She glanced across at Owen but his expression wasn’t giving anything away. Too late now.

‘We won’t take up much of your time,’ Gaby said, the implication being that they had a job to do. She watched as Mrs Lloyd placed a tray of tea in front of them before joining her husband on the sofa opposite. There was no sign of their daughter. They hadn’t wanted drinks but it was as good a method as any for breaking the ice.

‘So, I take it that there’s no useful news about Bryony then?’ Dr Lloyd asked, ignoring the tea. ‘You obviously haven’t found her but what about leads?’

‘We have a team scouring the area and officers following a trail of information but so far they’ve been unsuccessful,’ she said, meeting his gaze. ‘We’ve met with Miss Checkley, the owner of the house on Conway Street, and we’ll be sending someone over to the sixth form centre shortly to see if any of Bryony’s classmates know anything.’ Gaby picked up her cup and saucer for something to do with her hands. ‘In addition, we’re going through all of the CCTV and doorbell footage along Conway Street in the hope that something crops up. Obviously you’ll be the first to hear if we find anything.’ She placed her cup and saucer back on the black minimalist coffee table without having taken a sip. ‘We were expecting to meet with your daughter?’

‘Cerys is beside herself as I’m sure you can imagine,’ Mrs Lloyd explained, smoothing a manicured hand over her cream linen trousers. ‘She’s refusing to come out of her room.’

‘Even so. It’s important that we speak to her in case she does know something,’ Owen said, taking the initiative by pushing up from the sofa. ‘We’re happy to see her in her bedroom and we can have a look at Bryony’s room while we’re at it. I think DI Darin has already explained that our investigators will also need access?’

‘Is that really necessary!’ Dr Lloyd exploded, his face going a disturbing shade of beetroot.

‘It’s all right, Lewis. After all, they are only doing their job,’ Mrs Lloyd said, in a placatory tone.

‘If they’d sent out a search party right from the beginning, perhaps we wouldn’t be in this position.’

‘It probably wouldn’t have made any difference, dearest. You know that as well as I do.’ She tilted her head towards Gaby. ‘Bryony hasn’t been herself for a few weeks now. We put it down to the pressures of studies but perhaps we were wrong in that.’ She smoothed her hand over her trousers a second time, picking at a stray hair. ‘Bringing up two daughters isn’t easy, Detective. No matter what we do, our girls tend to have two settings: sullen and shouty.’

Owen managed a laugh, deflecting the tension in the room. ‘I can well imagine. I have a daughter too and it’s like walking on a tightrope covered in eggshells. I never know from one minute to the next what kind of a mood she’s going to be in.’

The Lloyds visibly relaxed at his words. Here was a man who understood, a father. Little did they realise that his daughter was only six months old. Gaby wasn’t going to be the one to tell them. He also managed to get the Lloyds to agree to stay in the lounge with a finesse that reminded her of why she’d wanted him to accompany her. With Amy away on maternity leave, he was the next best thing to a family liaison officer.

Cerys had a large bedroom with a panoramic window looking out over a long narrow lawn, bordered by ornate laurel trees. She was lying on her bed, her legs dangling over the edge, with what looked to be a schoolbook in front of her and her mobile off to one side. Gaby suspected that the book was for show.

It took a slight knock on the open door to cause the girl to leap to her feet, a tissue in one hand and her phone in the other, the guiltiest of looks fading to oblivion when she realised that it wasn’t her parents.

‘What are you doing in my room?’

Gaby opened her mouth to speak only to be pipped to the post by Owen.

‘I’m Detective Owen Bates and this is Detective Gaby Darin. We’d like to ask you a few questions about your sister, if we may?’

Cerys looked at them, very much like the rabbit Gaby had managed to avoid running over last night on the way home.

‘I’m not sure there’s anything I can say to help,’ she said, wiping her nose with her tissue before turning and sliding back up to rest against the headboard, her jean-clad legs stretched out in front of her.

‘Probably
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