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Chapter 1

It was after midnight and the clock in the corner sounded too loud, almost portentous.

Tick. Tock. Tick.

Counting down to the witching hour.

Tock. Tick. Tock.

Was she being unreasonable? Worrying unnecessarily?

Lauren stared out through the uncurtained window, scouring the darkness for approaching headlights. Benedict lay next to her on the sofa, supported by pillows and sleeping like the five-month-old baby he was, his chubby arms splayed either side of his head. She reached out and stroked his round, peachy cheek.

‘Where’s your mummy, eh?’ Her voice was soft and lilting and tinged with concern.

She turned and glared at the face of the clock, urging the minute hand towards the time when she should, must do something. One o’clock. That’s when she’d make the call. At one o’clock, Anna would be exactly ninety minutes late – Anna, who was never knowingly late for anything, and always on time to pick up her son.

Leaving Benedict on his temporary bed, she moved closer to the window, willing a car to appear. The pitch-black night was lit only by a smattering of stars. She’ll be here by half past twelve, Lauren told herself. She’ll walk in with that wide, endearing smile, full of apology and still wide awake from the party – and I’ll forgive her in an instant. There’s been a delay, that’s all. Or her car has broken down.

But if that was the case, why hadn’t she called? Why was her phone switched off?

The clock continued its relentless, steady ticking, each second a heartbeat in which Lauren grew increasingly afraid.

   


Chapter 2

PC Will Rowe wasn’t a big fan of the night shift. He operated best on sunny days – on noisy, crowded streets. He was a townie, born and bred in Bainbridge, and happiest working within the confines of its urban, bustling centre. The dark hours of early morning were alien to him; an alternative underworld populated by furtive, shadowy people. Driving alone at night through the town’s rural, outer edges made him feel unplugged and disconnected.

He was currently three miles north of town, on a remote country road, heading to the home of Lauren Talbot. At one a.m., she had called 999, concerned about her friend, Anna Matheson, who had failed to pick up her son, whom Lauren was babysitting. The force control room had dispatched Will to gather more information and assess whether the Matheson woman had gone temporarily AWOL, or was an at-risk missing person.

He leaned forward, steering his patrol car along the winding, narrow lane and scanning ahead for signs of the address he’d been sent to: Bellbrook House. Tall hawthorn hedges towered either side of the road and, in the darkness, it felt as though they were closing in on him.

He almost missed the turn. Swearing under his breath, he slammed on the brakes, reversed a couple of yards and swung right, through an open gate, and onto an upward-climbing driveway.

Bellbrook House stood on the brow of the hill, an ill-defined outline against a sky dotted with a handful of fairy-light stars. The house itself was in darkness, blending in with the moonless night.

As he got out of his vehicle and strolled towards the property, a sensor lamp burst into dazzling life. Startled, Will held up a hand to shield his eyes from its glare. As he stood there, squinting, the front door opened and a tall female figure looked out from the front step.

‘I’m PC Will Rowe, responding to the call you made,’ he said peering through his fingers. ‘I assume you’re Lauren Talbot?’

‘I am.’ The woman leaned against the doorjamb and folded her arms. ‘I saw your car coming up the lane. I didn’t want you to ring the bell in case it woke the kids.’

‘Is it OK if I come in, Lauren? Am I all right to call you Lauren?’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Yes to both of those things.’

Will followed her through a hallway that smelled of rose-scented potpourri and on into a spacious, unlit living room on the left.

‘Would you mind switching the light on?’ he said, peering at her through the gloom.

‘Sure.’ She reached down and turned on a table lamp. ‘I’ve been sitting here in the dark, watching for headlights, hoping to see Anna’s car come belting up the road.’

The lamp cast a warm glow across a chimney breast covered with heavily patterned wallpaper, but threw out little in the way of real brightness.

‘Is that OK?’ Lauren asked. ‘I’d rather not turn on the main light in case it wakes Benedict.’ She nodded towards the other side of the room.

Will turned, noticing the sleeping child for the first time. He was lying on a makeshift bed on the couch, arms stretched, his mouth open.

‘That’s Benedict?’ he asked. ‘Your friend’s son? The child you’ve been babysitting?’

Lauren nodded, her face tense. ‘I’ve got my own kids asleep upstairs as well.’

‘Other than the children, are you here alone?’

‘Yes, my husband’s in Liverpool for a few days. A work seminar.’

A pair of matching armchairs stood on either side of the fireplace. Will pointed to them.

‘Can we sit down?’ He smiled. ‘I need to ask some questions about your friend, and I wouldn’t mind taking the weight off my size thirteens.’

Lauren placed a hand on her forehead. ‘Of course. I’m sorry, where are my manners?’ She sat down and invited him to do the same. ‘My mind’s all over the place. This isn’t like Anna. She’s normally so reliable. Always has been.’

‘Have the two of you been friends for long?’

‘Most of our lives …’ Lauren smiled. ‘Best mates since junior school.’

‘And you rang 999 because you’re concerned about her?’

She pressed her lips together and nodded. ‘Anna’s a single mum, so I regularly help out with childcare. Tonight … or rather, last night, I was looking after Benedict while she went to a party. She was supposed to collect him at eleven-thirty, and when it comes to picking up her son, she’s never late. Never.’

‘A party, you say? Is it possible she’s met someone there? Lost track of time?’

Lauren hunched forward, clutching her stomach. ‘It’s not really a party in the true sense, more of a work do. Anna organised the whole event as part of her job. I’m pretty sure she’ll have spent the entire evening making sure everything goes to plan.’

‘And where does Anna work?’

‘She’s the marketing manager at Allwood Confectionery. The factory’s celebrating its sixtieth anniversary this year, and the owners decided to throw a bit of a bash for their employees.’

‘Where’s the party being held?’

‘At the factory, in the works canteen,’ Lauren said. ‘Anna would have preferred somewhere more salubrious, but the CEO didn’t want to book a proper venue in case the lifting of the lockdown restrictions was delayed again.’

‘Regardless of the location, I’m sure the staff will enjoy themselves.’ Will smiled. ‘I think we’re all overdue a spot of revelry, eh?’

She gave him an uncertain nod.

‘Any idea what time the party was due to finish?’

‘Midnight, I think, but Anna was going to leave early.’

‘Is it possible she’s stayed longer than planned?’

‘She would have rung if she was going to be late. Anyway, even if she’d hung around until the end, she would have been back by now.’

‘And you’ve tried calling her … without success?’

Lauren released a hiss of air and dragged her fingers through her long blonde hair. ‘Several times,’ she said. ‘Her mobile’s switched off, and that in itself is unusual. Anna’s always messing with her phone … I’m constantly telling her off about it. She’s either looking something up online, or ringing someone, or texting them, or posting something on social media. She never switches off from her job, and it’ll have been exactly the same tonight.’

Will smiled wryly.

‘The party’s meant to be a chance for Anna to let her hair down,’ Lauren continued. ‘But I know what she’s like. She’ll have been checking on the catering, taking photos, organising the speeches and awards. I bet everyone else has had a whale of a time, but not Anna. She won’t have had a minute to relax.’

‘When you organise an event like that, I suppose you’re bound to feel a sense of responsibility,’ Will said. ‘I can understand why she’d want everything to go with a swing.’

‘I’m sure there’s been nothing for her to worry about. Anna’s good at her job and her organisational skills are second to none. She puts the rest of us to shame.’

‘Have you checked with Anna’s colleagues or family members? Perhaps one of them will know where she is.’

‘I thought about trying to get hold of her mum,’ Lauren said. ‘But I don’t have her number … and even if I did, it’s the early hours of the morning. She’s bound to be in bed and I don’t want to worry her unnecessarily. As for Anna’s colleagues, I wouldn’t have a clue how to get in touch with them. She often talks about the people she works with, but I’ve never met any of them.’

Will extracted a notebook from his top pocket and turned to a fresh page. ‘Can you give me any names?’

Lauren thought for a moment. ‘The CEO is Faye Allwood, and her son, Ross, is the head of sales. There’s also someone called James Derenby, who’s the general manager. Anna works closely with him. He has a thing for her, actually.’

‘Thing?’ Will paused, tapping his pencil on the open page of his notebook. ‘You mean he’s attracted to her?’

Raising an eyebrow, Lauren smiled. ‘He must be – he’s asked her out enough times. Anna always turns him down though.’

‘I take it she doesn’t like this bloke then?’

‘She likes him well enough.’ Lauren wrinkled her nose. ‘But she doesn’t fancy him. And anyway, Anna has a rule about not dating anyone she works with.’

‘Doesn’t like mixing business with pleasure, is that it?’

‘Exactly.’ Lauren nodded. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if Ross Allwood has got his eye on her as well, although Anna definitely won’t be going out with him.’

‘Doesn’t she fancy him either?’

‘No, and more to the point, she has very little respect for the man. Apparently, he’s rubbish at his job. Anna reckons he’d have been sacked ages ago if he was an ordinary employee.’

‘As opposed to the boss’s son, you mean?’

‘Oh, he’s more than that,’ Lauren said. ‘When his father died last year, Ross Allwood became the co-owner of the factory. His mother, Faye Allwood, owns the rest of the company.’

Will made a note of the information. ‘Is there anyone else from Allwoods that I should know about?’ he said. ‘The sweet factory employs a lot of people. Anna must have mentioned more than those three colleagues?’

‘She’s talked about a few others, but only in a casual way. I can’t remember their names. Sorry.’

‘I’ll need the name of Anna’s mum as well. I do think we should let her know what’s happening.’

‘It’s Christina. Christina Matheson. She lives in Milford, on Hopping Hill. I’m not sure of the house number.’

‘We’ll find her, don’t worry,’ Will said. Shifting his weight, he leaned forward. ‘If Anna was planning to pick Benedict up at eleven-thirty, what time would she have needed to set off from the factory?’

‘It doesn’t take long to drive here from town,’ Lauren said. ‘It’s a five- or six-minute journey, as long as the roads are clear. Anna would have set off in plenty of time. Providing everyone was well fed and watered, she said she was planning to leave straight after the speeches and awards, which were due to finish at eleven-fifteen.’

On the sofa, the baby stirred. Will watched his little legs and arms stretch as he moved into a new position.

‘Do you think Anna will have had a drink at the party?’ Will asked.

‘She rarely drinks these days,’ Lauren replied. ‘And she never drinks if she’s driving. She has sole responsibility for her son, so she likes to stay within the limit, in case there’s ever an emergency.’

‘What’s the situation with Benedict’s father?’ Will said. ‘Is he still on the scene?’

‘No, never has been.’ Lauren pulled a face, implying that she didn’t altogether approve of his absence.

‘Any particular reason?’

She lifted her right shoulder. ‘I’ve no idea. I’ve never met the man. In my opinion, Anna should let him be part of Benedict’s life, but she won’t hear of it. It’s one of the few things we disagree on. We’ve come close to falling out about it a couple of times.’

‘You’ve argued about it?’

‘We did in the early days, during her pregnancy and immediately after Benedict was born, but I try to steer clear of the subject now. Anna’s adamant she doesn’t want Benedict’s dad involved … that the baby is her responsibility and no one else’s. Personally, I think she’s wrong, but it’s her son, her choice.’

Will detected a note of peevishness in Lauren’s voice, an unwillingness to accept her friend’s decision.

He licked his thumb and turned to a fresh page in his notebook. ‘We may need to get hold of Benedict’s dad,’ he said. ‘Can you give me his name, please.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t. I don’t know his name. Anna’s never told me who he is.’

Will frowned. This didn’t sound good. Why keep the man’s identity under wraps? In his experience, people with secrets usually had something unpleasant to hide.

‘As far as I’m aware, she hasn’t told anyone who he is,’ Lauren added. ‘Not even her own mother.’

‘Any chance Anna could be with this man now?’ Will asked.

‘I doubt it, but who knows? I haven’t a clue where she is. That’s why I rang 999.’

Will referred to his notebook. ‘What about this colleague of hers? James Derenby? Is it possible she’s finally given in and gone for a drink with him?’

‘What? At one o’clock in the morning?’ Lauren scoffed. ‘I shouldn’t imagine so. There’s nowhere in Bainbridge open at this time of night.’

‘Might she have gone back to his place for a drink?’

‘No.’ Lauren’s face twitched impatiently. ‘She’s not interested in a relationship with James Derenby, or anyone else for that matter. Right now, Anna’s focusing on her child and her career – in that order. Anyway, she wouldn’t go off with someone without speaking to me first.’

‘With respect,’ said Will, ‘she is a grown woman. She doesn’t need your permission.’

Lauren thrust out her chin. ‘I’m not saying she does, but I am looking after her son, and Anna’s not the sort of person to take advantage. She’d let me know if there’d been a change of plan.’

‘Fair enough,’ Will said, conceding the point. ‘Can you tell me if Anna has any health issues we should be aware of?’

‘No, on the contrary, she’s fitter now than she has been for years.’

‘What about her mental health? Has she ever suffered from depression or anxiety? Has anything been worrying her recently? Any signs of postnatal depression, perhaps?’

‘No, none of those things.’

‘Any other reason she might have wanted to take off and have some time on her own?’

Lauren narrowed her eyes. ‘You don’t have children, do you, PC Rowe?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘I didn’t think so.’ She smiled mockingly. ‘When you do, you’ll appreciate the joy of occasionally having some time to yourself. Being responsible for a child twenty-four-seven can be exhausting. Given half a chance, most of us would take a break if we could. However, there’s no way any half-decent parent would take off without making proper arrangements for their child – and, as a parent, Anna is more than half decent. She’s an excellent mother. She lives for Benedict. He’s her world. Trust me, she’d never bugger off and leave him. That’s why I’m so worried. Do you think she could have had an accident?’

Will held up his hands. ‘There’s no evidence of that,’ he said. ‘There have been no RTAs reported this evening … road traffic accidents … and the control room has already checked with the hospitals. No one matching your friend’s description has been admitted.’

‘I suppose I should find that reassuring,’ Lauren said, ‘but, actually, it has the opposite effect.’

The sleeping baby’s soft, exhaling breaths drifted across from the other side of the room. It was a normal, ordinary sound. Soothing. Comforting. Benedict was warm and safe and content, but Will couldn’t help but wonder how the child’s mother was faring in comparison.

He had a bad feeling about this. A really bad feeling. It was time to call it in.

   


Chapter 3

Bainbridge was in the middle of a heatwave, and DI Isabel Blood was in her back garden, making the most of the good weather. With a cup of strong black coffee in one hand and a slice of buttered wholemeal toast in the other, she lifted her face towards the early morning rays and felt herself relax. The dog was asleep at her feet, stretched out on the hot paving slabs. On the opposite side of the patio table, her husband, Nathan, was tucking into a bowl of breakfast cereal and reading the Sunday Times.

‘What’s the plan for today then?’ Isabel said, breathing in the aroma of her coffee before taking a sip.

Nathan glanced up from his paper. ‘Does there have to be a plan? It’s Sunday. Can’t we just relax and let the day unfold?’

She shrugged. Nathan’s laissez-faire attitude was, as always, at odds with her own penchant for planning every minute of a day off – but for once, she didn’t mind. It was only eight-thirty, but already the sun was burning fiercely in a cloudless, cyan-blue sky. The temperatures were set to sizzle over the next few hours and, sooner or later, Isabel knew she’d end up retreating inside to the dining room, which was the coolest room in the house. Her days of sun-worshipping were over. The older she got, the less tolerance she had for baking in the midday heat.

‘I might do a spot of gardening when I’ve finished reading the paper,’ Nathan said. ‘Unless you’ve got another job lined up for me?’

Isabel smiled and closed her eyes, bathing briefly in the warmth of the morning sun. ‘It’s going to be way too hot for gardening, Nathan.’

‘In that case,’ he replied, folding his paper and placing it next to his empty cereal bowl, ‘maybe I’ll just chill.’

‘We could go out somewhere for lunch, if you like.’

‘Do you have anywhere in mind?’

‘A country pub? Or we could try and get a table at the Feathers.’

‘Just you and me?’ he said. ‘Or are we taking the kids?’

She opened one eye and took another swig of coffee. ‘I’ll check with Ellie … see if she wants to come, although I think she’s got plans to spend the day at Lily’s house, assuming she can drag herself out of bed.’

‘What about Bailey?’

Isabel lifted an eyebrow. ‘He’s old enough to buy his own lunch, or he could try cooking something for a change.’

Their son had moved back into the family home the previous summer, following a year of travelling with his girlfriend, Sophie. The pair had ended their journey in New Zealand, where Sophie had found a teaching job in Christchurch. She’d fallen in love with the lifestyle out there and announced that she wanted to stay on. Bailey had wanted to come home.

Ultimately, the stubborn pair both got their own way – at the expense of their ten-year relationship. Broken-hearted, Bailey had flown back to the UK alone and had taken up residence in his childhood room on a temporary basis. That had been almost a year ago.

‘He’s regressed to being a morose teenager again,’ Isabel said. ‘He spends all his time watching television and slobbing around. It’s winding me up.’

‘Give the lad a break,’ Nathan said. ‘He still hasn’t got over his split with Sophie.’

‘Lad? He’s nearly thirty. He’s a grown man, Nathan. He can’t mope around forever, nor can he stay with us indefinitely. You need to have a word with him.’

‘Me? Why don’t you talk to him?’

‘Because he’ll think I’m nagging again. It’s your turn to give him a verbal kick up the arse.’

Nathan pulled a face. ‘I’ll give it a go,’ he said, ‘but I’m not convinced he’ll listen to me.’

‘I think he will,’ Isabel said. ‘You’re the easy-going one. If you say something, he’ll realise he’s pushed his luck as far as he can. He’s been back for nearly a year. He needs to stop freeloading and get himself a job.’

‘In fairness, the last year hasn’t been the best time to look for work.’

‘I appreciate that, but he hasn’t been trying very hard either. He needs to get his act together. He’s well qualified. There must be something he can do.’

‘If we took him out for lunch, we could talk to him together,’ Nathan said.

Isabel drained her coffee cup and leaned across the table. ‘Wouldn’t that send the wrong message?’ she said, keeping her voice low. ‘Plying him with a free meal at the same time as telling him he should get a job and start paying his way? It would be kind of ironic, don’t you think?’

‘I suppose you’re right.’

Isabel laughed. ‘I usually am.’

Nathan stuck out his tongue and refilled his mug from the cafetiere on the table.

‘On reflection, it’s probably best if we stay put today,’ he said. ‘In a couple of hours it’s going to be too hot for driving anyway.’

She gazed at him incredulously, an amused expression on her face. ‘It’s 2021, love. We do have air-conditioning in the car.’

He smiled. ‘You know I only use that in an emergency.’

Isabel drummed her hands on the table top. ‘If we’re staying home, I’ll go in and grab a book and catch up on some reading. Shall I make more coffee?’

He gave her a thumbs up and returned to his newspaper.

***

By nine o’clock Isabel had slathered sunblock on her bare arms and donned a pair of sunglasses. Armed with a fresh brew and an Elly Griffiths novel, she was reclining on a lounger in a shady corner of the garden. As she turned to a fresh chapter, her phone rang. She glanced at the screen. The caller was Detective Superintendent Valerie Tibbet. Shit! A phone call from her boss on a Sunday was never good news.

‘DI Blood,’ the Super said, when Isabel accepted the call. ‘Sorry to disturb you at the weekend, but we have a situation … a missing woman. She attended a party last night, but failed to turn up to collect her son from the babysitter.’

Isabel swung her legs off the lounger and sat up, immediately alert. ‘What do we know so far?’

‘The misper is Anna Matheson, aged thirty-six. She’s employed by a local company, Allwood Confectionery, which is where the party was held. She was last seen at approximately eleven-fifteen last night. Operators are reviewing footage from the factory’s CCTV cameras, as well as those in the surrounding area. Matheson’s car has been located in the staff car park at the factory – so if she did leave the premises, it wasn’t in her own vehicle.’

‘Do we know which officers are involved in the inquiry?’ Isabel asked.

‘Sergeant Bostock is the uniformed supervisor. The on-call detective was also contacted last night.’

‘That would be DS Fairfax,’ Isabel said. ‘He’s on duty this weekend.’

‘Uniformed officers are continuing to make inquiries, and the PolSA is on standby in case a full search operation becomes necessary, but as of this morning, CID have taken ownership of the investigation. I’ve asked DS Fairfax to co-ordinate the inquiry – supervised by you, of course. Sergeant Bostock and yourself will need to work together to oversee the investigation and any searches.’

‘I’ll be at the station in ten minutes,’ Isabel said.

   


Chapter 4

‘OK, everyone, simmer down. We need to crack on. There’s a lot to get through.’

Isabel was in the operations room, standing in front of the hastily garnered team tasked with tracing the whereabouts of Anna Matheson. A briefing was essential to get everyone up to speed, but she was determined the emphasis would be on the brief. Eleven hours had already passed since the last confirmed sighting of the missing woman, and they couldn’t afford to waste a minute. The next twelve hours were crucial. Their actions during that time could spell the difference between life and death for Anna Matheson. Isabel knew only too well that the chances of finding a missing person alive and well grew slimmer with each passing hour.

The key to solving any misper case was to trace the person’s last known movements and work out why they had disappeared. Officers had already made initial inquiries, but plenty of unanswered questions remained. Technology would provide them with more information, and even statistics would play a part in key decisions, but there was no way of second-guessing human nature.

Isabel found it deeply disconcerting that a seemingly sensible, responsible woman could vanish without a trace. The possible reasons for Anna Matheson’s disappearance ranged from innocuous to deadly. The best-case scenario was that she would turn up of her own accord, wondering what all the fuss was about. Worse case, she could already be lying in a ditch somewhere, dead and cold and lost forever.

‘As you know,’ Isabel began, ‘thirty-six-year-old Anna Matheson has been missing since last night. A 999 call was received at one a.m. from a concerned friend, Lauren Talbot. Lauren had been babysitting Anna’s five-month-old son, and was expecting her to pick him up at 23.30.’

She glanced over at PC Will Rowe, who was easy to spot. At six foot four, he towered over everyone else in the room. ‘PC Rowe, you responded to the 999 call … what can you tell us?’

‘The missing woman had been attending a party at her place of work, Allwood Confectionery,’ he said. ‘It was a celebration of the factory’s sixtieth anniversary, and Anna Matheson was responsible for organising the event as part of her job. According to Lauren Talbot, Anna is unlikely to have consumed any alcohol during the evening, primarily because she was driving and isn’t much of a drinker, but also because she would have wanted to keep a clear head to oversee proceedings. Her vehicle, a red Ford Focus, was still in the staff car park at the factory at two a.m., when officers did a sweep of the premises.’

‘I assume someone’s checked the local hospitals?’ said DC Zoe Piper.

‘The control room did that shortly after receiving the 999 call,’ Sergeant Adrian Bostock confirmed. ‘No one matching the misper’s description has been admitted, and there were no serious accidents or road traffic emergencies reported last night. We’ve requested security footage from the factory and the surveillance cameras in the surrounding area, although CCTV is pretty sparse at that end of town. The missing woman’s next of kin is her mother, Christina Matheson. PC Rowe visited her a few hours ago to inform her of the situation, and we’ll send a FLO there as soon as one’s been allocated.’

Isabel turned to Zoe, who had recently completed her training as a family liaison officer. ‘DC Piper, I’d like you to be the FLO on this one? Think you can handle it?’

Zoe smiled, clearly pleased with the request. ‘Not a problem, boss. I’ll head over there as soon as the briefing’s finished.’

Isabel wandered across to the whiteboard and stared at the photograph of Anna that had been pinned there. It was a corporate shot, downloaded from Allwood Confectionery’s website. Anna was staring into the camera lens, wearing an expression that was both serious and professional. Her oval face was framed by wavy, shoulder-length hair, and there was a half-smile on her lips. She wasn’t conventionally pretty, but there was nevertheless something striking about her. She had a distinctive face; the kind you remembered.

‘Anna Matheson is single, described as approximately five foot five, slim build, with dark, curly hair,’ Isabel continued. ‘That’s her physical description, but what else do we know about her? Is this the first time she’s gone off without telling anyone where she is? Or has she done this kind of thing before?’

‘Not according to her friend,’ Will said. ‘Lauren described Anna as steady and reliable … someone who takes her duties as a mother extremely seriously.’

‘We know she’s single,’ said DS Dan Fairfax. ‘But is there anyone on the radar who’s caused problems for her in the past? What about the father of her child?’

‘No one seems to know who he is, which strikes me as odd,’ said Will. ‘From what I can gather, her relationship with Benedict’s father was probably a casual thing … but why keep his identity a secret, especially from her best friend?’

‘Let’s see what we can do to track him down,’ Isabel said. ‘What about other partners? Are we absolutely certain Anna isn’t in a relationship at the moment?’

Will shook his head. ‘Lauren Talbot says not.’

‘OK.’ Isabel steepled her fingers. ‘What about the other guests at the party? Has anyone spoken to any of them yet?’

‘Pretty much the whole workforce was there, by all accounts,’ Adrian Bostock said. ‘So far, we’ve only managed to contact three or four of them. One of my officers spoke to the head of the company, a Faye Allwood, and her son, Ross. They last saw Anna at about 23.10, and they were shocked and surprised to hear she hadn’t turned up to collect her son.’

‘We’ll be speaking to the Allwoods again later this morning,’ said Dan. ‘We’ll also be talking to the person who works closest with Anna – her colleague, James Derenby. When the factory reopens tomorrow, we’ll arrange for a couple of officers to talk to the rest of the workforce. In the meantime, I assume we’ll be making a public appeal?’

‘We’re going to have to,’ Isabel said. ‘The best possible outcome would be for Anna to turn up safely but, as we all know, that possibility becomes increasingly unlikely with every hour that slips by. We’ll review the situation this afternoon, and if her whereabouts are still unknown, we’ll hold a press conference.’

Turning to Sergeant Bostock, Isabel added: ‘What about her phone? Have we been able to trace it?’

‘Sadly not,’ Adrian replied. ‘It’s turned off, and unless it gets switched back on again, there’s no way to track it. We’ve applied to the service provider to get the historical phone data, and we’ll be doing some cell site analysis. We should have all that by tomorrow.’

‘The fact that her phone is switched off is a concern,’ Isabel said.

‘Maybe she’s with someone and doesn’t want to be disturbed,’ Dan suggested.

Isabel was unconvinced. ‘If Anna was going to roll home with a hangover after an all-nighter, I think she would have appeared by now. Let’s dispatch officers to conduct another, more thorough search of the factory and the surrounding area. It’s unlikely she’s still in the vicinity, but we need to be sure.’

‘We’ve got someone checking with Anna Matheson’s bank to see if there’s been any activity on her card,’ said an officer sitting at the back of the room. ‘We should have that information within the hour. We’ve also checked the missing woman’s social media accounts, but there have been no recent posts or updates.’

Isabel released a long, slow breath, anxiety weighing heavy on her chest. ‘What about the baby? If Anna didn’t pick up her son, where is he now?’

‘Still with Lauren Talbot,’ Will said.

‘Do you think Christina Matheson will want to take charge of the baby until Anna turns up?’ Zoe asked.

‘I’d say Benedict is better off in Mrs Talbot’s care for now,’ Will replied. ‘She has kids of her own, so she has all the kit and plenty of experience of child rearing.’

Isabel stifled a smile. ‘You make it sound as though she’s running a farm, Will. People rear pigs and hens. They look after children. Raise them. Nurture them.’

PC Rowe stroked his beard self-consciously. ‘If you say so, ma’am. Sorry … I don’t have kids myself, so I’m not au fait with the lingo.’

Isabel turned to Zoe. ‘As the family liaison officer, it’ll be up to you to determine whether Christina Matheson wants to look after the baby until her daughter’s been found.’

Zoe nodded. ‘I’ll get going in a minute and ask her when I get there.’

‘Remember, your role isn’t just about offering tea and sympathy,’ Isabel said. ‘As the FLO, you have an important part to play … you’re the primary link between the investigating team and the family. See what information you can gather – about Anna’s relationships with family, friends, colleagues and any other associates. Was anything bothering her? Find out if the mother has any thoughts on why she might have gone missing.’

‘Do you think her disappearance could be connected in some way to her job?’ Zoe asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Isabel replied. ‘But as she disappeared from the staff party, we do have to consider that possibility. On the other hand, this might be nothing to do with her work, so let’s not jump to conclusions. Someone needs to talk to Lauren Talbot again. Based on what Will’s told us, it sounds like she and Anna are close. Having had more time to reflect, Lauren may have remembered something that could help direct the search.’

Isabel glanced over at DC Lucas Killingworth, who had maintained an uncharacteristic silence throughout the briefing. ‘Lucas, I’d like you to liaise with the comms team. We need to get some information out on social media, please, and an initial statement for the press. Zoe, when you speak to Anna’s mother, find out if she’d be willing to do a media appeal if and when the press conference goes ahead. Let’s get the details out to as wide an audience as possible. Someone must have seen Anna, or know something about her disappearance.’

Lucas shuffled uncomfortably, looking unusually subdued. ‘Actually, boss, I wouldn’t mind a word, after the briefing. If that’s all right?’

Isabel studied him through narrowed eyes before nodding her assent. ‘My office in two minutes,’ she said. ‘Everyone else, please keep DS Fairfax, Sergeant Bostock and myself updated on any new developments. You’ve all got your actions and you know the drill. Let’s do our best to find Anna Matheson, and keep our fingers crossed for a positive outcome.’

   


Chapter 5

Lucas knocked on the door to her office a couple of minutes later.

‘Come and sit down,’ she said. ‘Are you OK, Lucas? You were very quiet in the briefing, and it’s not in your nature to be a shrinking violet.’

His shoulders drooped as he flopped into the chair across from her desk.

‘I’m not sure I should be involved in this investigation, boss.’ He rubbed the back of his neck. ‘The thing is, I have a family connection to the owners of Allwood Confectionery. If I was asked to interview Ross or Faye Allwood, it might be awkward.’

‘Awkward how?’ Isabel squared her shoulders. ‘What exactly is this family connection?’

‘Ross Allwood is my cousin,’ he said, scratching the top of his head and roughing up his red hair. ‘Ross’s dad and my mum were brother and sister.’

‘Were?’

‘Barry Allwood, my uncle, died last year. My mum and him fell out years ago, when I was a toddler, so I never knew him.’

Isabel leaned back and put her hands behind her head. ‘I didn’t realise your mum was an Allwood. They’re quite a prominent family in Bainbridge. The factory is one of the town’s biggest employers.’

Lucas shrugged. ‘My grandad set up the company in the Sixties. Barry joined the firm in the Eighties with a view to taking over one day, and my mum worked there for a while as well. It’s where she met my dad. He maintained the machinery on the factory floor. From what I’ve been told, my grandad and uncle weren’t too impressed with my mum dating one of the workers.’

Isabel flashed a smile. ‘She obviously didn’t take any notice.’

‘Nah, Mum makes up her own mind about things. Always has done. There’s no way she’d have given my dad the heave-ho because her family didn’t approve of him.’

‘Was it her relationship with your dad that caused the rift with her family?’

Lucas curled his lip. ‘No, she married him despite their objections, and Mum and Dad carried on working at Allwoods for a few years after they were wed. Mum left two months before she had me, and Dad handed in his notice the following year.’

‘Why did your dad leave?’

‘He was offered a job at Rolls-Royce, on twice the pay.’

Lucas leaned forward and placed his forearms on his knees. He looked nervous, unhappy about the conversation they were having.

‘So when did your mum cut ties with her family?’

‘When my grandad died. I was two or three at the time, so I’ve got no memory of what happened. All I know is, he passed away unexpectedly. A heart attack, I think. His will left the factory and all of his property to Barry. My mum got a small amount of money, but nothing else.’

‘Bloody hell. That doesn’t sound very fair. Did she challenge the will?’

‘Not officially,’ Lucas replied. ‘She did talk to her brother though … tried to appeal to his sense of fairness. They were on the verge of making an arrangement when Barry’s wife stepped in. According to my dad, Faye Allwood wore the trousers in that relationship, and she was determined Mum wasn’t going to get a penny more than she’d been left in the will. That was when the Allwoods and the Killingworths fell out and broke off any contact.’

Isabel paused for a moment, thinking the situation through. ‘To clarify,’ she said, ‘you’ve grown up not knowing your uncle, or your cousin?’

‘Yep, that’s it in a nutshell.’

‘Have you ever run into Ross Allwood? At school, or elsewhere? I’m guessing the two of you are a similar age?’

‘Ross is a year older than me, but our paths never crossed,’ Lucas said. ‘He was sent away to a private school, so we never mixed in the same circles.’

Isabel rolled her eyes. ‘The local comp not good enough for him?’

‘Obviously not.’

‘Are you sure you want to step down from the case?’

Lucas waggled his head. ‘It’s not a case of wanting to. I just thought you should know about the connection so that you can make a judgement. The missing woman is employed by the Allwoods and was last seen at the works party. If there’s even an outside chance her disappearance has something to do with her employers, my involvement in the investigation could jeopardise the case.’

Isabel placed her hands on her desk and drummed her fingers against its surface. ‘You’ve done the right thing, Lucas. It certainly wouldn’t be appropriate for you to interview the Allwoods or spend too much time down at the factory, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I have to remove you from the case. You’re an important part of the team and there are plenty of other ways you can contribute to the investigation.’

He grinned. ‘Cheers, boss.’

‘You don’t know the Allwoods personally, and at this stage, there’s nothing to link either of them to Anna Matheson’s disappearance, but I’ll assign you an office-based role so that you don’t have to deal with them directly. It does mean you’re likely to end up viewing a lot of CCTV footage over the next few days.’

‘I’m OK with that,’ Lucas said.

‘I’ll need to make the Super aware of your connection, and I’ll keep the situation under review in case the circumstances change. I’ll also document my decision and the rationale behind it in the policy file. That way, both of our backs are covered.’

‘I appreciate it, boss. Do you want me to tell the others, or do you want to talk to them yourself?’

‘I’ll mention it to Dan,’ Isabel said. ‘He can filter the news down to the rest of the investigation team.’

‘What about the social media appeal?’

‘Ask Theo to sort that,’ she said. ‘It’ll be good experience for him.’

Lucas stood up.

‘I appreciate you being up front about this, Lucas.’

He smiled. ‘I’ll shoot off to the ops room, get cracking with the CCTV checks.’ He rubbed his hands together, feigning excitement. ‘Think I’d better grab myself a strong coffee on the way.’

‘One more thing,’ said Isabel.

He paused. Turned.

‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you this, but please don’t discuss the case with your family.’

Lucas pulled an imaginary zip across his lips and made his way out of the door.

   


Chapter 6

When Dan poked his head into Isabel’s office ten minutes later, he was wearing an eager, open-eyed expression that raised her hopes.

‘Has Anna Matheson turned up?’

‘No. Sorry, boss,’ he said, dousing Isabel’s nascent flicker of optimism. ‘We do have something on the security footage from Allwoods though.’

His enthusiastic tone suggested he was about to impart some important information.

‘The cameras picked up Anna Matheson leaving the party at 23.11. Come and take a look.’

She strolled into the outer office and followed Dan to his desk.

‘There are nine CCTV cameras in key positions around the factory,’ he told her. ‘Responsibility for security of the site falls within the remit of the general manager, James Derenby. An officer contacted Derenby first thing this morning, and apparently he was very helpful. He sent over all the footage from last night, along with a diagram showing the layout of the factory and offices, including the location of the cameras.’

Dan handed her a printed diagram, which showed that the front portion of the factory site was made up of a reception area, meeting rooms and various offices, including a large space designated as the CEO’s office. The reception area was centrally located at the front of the building. To the right and rear of reception were the administrative offices, and to the left were two meeting rooms and a boardroom. Behind the meeting areas was a large space marked as the staff canteen. The huge factory production area was located at the rear, and stretched across the full width of the building.

‘Last night’s party was held here, in the canteen.’ Dan jabbed a finger at the diagram. ‘According to James Derenby, the space was opened up to include this area here …’ He pointed to the boardroom. ‘There’s a purpose-built partition between the boardroom and the canteen … a soundproofed folding wall system. It can be opened up to create a bigger space for events, such as the one held last night. The two smaller meeting rooms next to the boardroom were used as cloakrooms for the party.’

‘And where are the CCTV cameras?’ Isabel asked.

‘Internally, there are a total of six. Three here, in the main production area.’ He pointed to three triangular symbols on the diagram. ‘There’s also a camera in reception, a wide-angled camera in the staff canteen, and another in the packing and dispatch zone.’

‘What about externally?’

‘One out front, at the corner of the building.’ He tapped the bottom left-hand side of the diagram. ‘Again, it’s wide-angled, so it covers both the staff and visitor parking areas, and the main entrance gate. There are also cameras at the rear of the factory … one here, where supplies come in, and another above the loading bay where goods go out.’

‘Which camera captured the last sighting of Anna Matheson?’

‘The one in the corner of the staff canteen,’ Dan said. ‘It shows her initially crossing from the corner of
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