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Chapter 1

Elodie

Friday 31 July, 1 p.m. Colwyn Bay

Elodie Fry was bored. It was only two weeks since school had broken up for summer but she had nothing to do and nobody to do it with.

The house was quiet, the only sound to be heard the distant hum of the hoover as her mum vacuumed the stairs. She could of course help but when she’d offered she’d had her head snapped off for her trouble, which was such a rare event that she’d retreated to the lounge in a huff with her library book. That was an hour ago. Her book was long since finished, her water bottle empty and there was nothing on the television that grabbed her attention.

She scrabbled to her feet, her skinny legs almost too long for her body. Her fair hair was still pulled back into the netted bun she had to wear to her ballet lessons, a look that was at war with her pink hoodie and scruffy jeans. She left the lounge and wandered into the kitchen, humming a little tune she’d made up in her head. Her mum’s bag was slung around the back of the chair, her half-full mug of cold tea abandoned on the pine table. She could always start on her lunch but she wasn’t in the mood for a sandwich. Her normally placid demeanour was disturbed by the bitter taste of annoyance at the way her mother had spoken to her.

While she didn’t have a dad, she did have an amazing mum who worked all the hours to ensure that they had enough money to eke out over the month. There was never much left over for treats and a new school uniform was one of the corners that her mother had to cut in favour of second-hand. But she always managed to scrape enough money together for a pair of proper leather school shoes and a decent pair of trainers, even if they weren’t as designer as Elodie would like. No, Elodie had a lot to be thankful for. Her lack of a dad was a niggle but there were far worse things than a snappy mum and no dad.

There was nothing in the kitchen that she wanted so, instead of dawdling, she twisted the key to the back door and headed out into the fenced garden, the warm burst of sun on her face causing her to break out into her signature cheeky smile. The garden wasn’t big: barely a few metres of grass bordered by a small patio and with a large shed taking up the whole of one corner.

After a few walkovers and handstands she was bored again. Her gaze lingered on the shed. What she needed was a ball, something she could bang against the side of the house until her mother had finished whatever she was doing upstairs.

The shed opened easily under her touch, the bolt sliding back with a slight squeak. She held her breath and her fingers gripped the edge of the door. Her mother had told her on more than one occasion that she had no business going into places that didn’t concern her, which meant that the shed was clearly out of bounds. But just like Eve and that apple, Elodie didn’t heed the warning. She was still feeling aggrieved at being told off and it wasn’t as if she intended to do any damage, she thought, taking in the neat line of old garden tools hanging from bright red hooks beside the freezer.

Continuing to hum her little tune, she rummaged along the shelves in vain for something to play with. There were no toys but the possibility of an ice cream had her walking towards the freezer, her mouth starting to water. The sound of the shed door banging against its hinges caused her to quicken her step. She wasn’t doing anything wrong, not really. As she brushed a stray cobweb off her sweatshirt, the hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention, her failsafe warning system finally alerting her to the danger up ahead. She turned and stared, her fingers trembling, closely followed by her arm, her breath heaving as her lungs scrabbled around for enough oxygen to meet the sudden rampant demand placed on it by her galloping heart.

Life paused, then flashed before her in a rapidly blinking strip of images. She couldn’t move when she knew she must. One second passed, then two, before her feet found the will to turn and run, the open door of the shed forgotten in her hurry to escape the very worst of nightmares.

Elodie pulled the straps of her rucksack tightly across her shoulders, taking the time to scan the room for any essentials that she might have forgotten. There’d be no coming back, not now. Her gaze dawdled on the pile of teddies that had grown exponentially over the course of her young life. She’d allowed herself only one, Ted, because he was small and she was able to tuck him down the side of her rucksack at the expense of a pair of socks. She’d also allowed herself a book, again only the one. But suddenly she felt an affinity with Harry Potter and his Philosopher’s Stone, not that there could ever be a happy resolution to her own personal tale of woe. Unlike Harry there was no Dumbledore to guide her, or Hagrid to protect her from what was coming. She’d poked her nose where she shouldn’t and fleeing the security of the only home she’d ever known was the one outcome left to her.

Wiping her sleeve across her eyes, she headed for the door, not bothering to close it behind her. Her mother would know soon enough that she wasn’t in the one place she’d expect – bed. With her hand clenched around the banister, she avoided the creaky first and third stairs as she hurried to the bottom, fearful now that her mother might guess that something was up. She’d certainly questioned her at length over the weekend, but what could Ellie tell her? She wasn’t prepared to lie and she’d never in a million years believe the truth. Ellie had spent the last two days trying to persuade herself that Friday had never happened, but it was no good. She only had to close her eyes and she was back in that shed …

The kitchen was next and this was the place that delayed her the most. She had a few quid, not much but enough for a start. However, she needed food – as much as she could carry but not too heavy to weigh her down. Tins of beans came first, luckily with a ring pull as she didn’t fancy depriving her mum of the only can opener in the overflowing cutlery drawer. A spoon, a fork and a knife. She paused over the knife, an intense look of concentration pulling at her brow. She hadn’t thought of a weapon but what was the likelihood that she might need one? Her hand fingered one of the wooden-handled set of six steak knives that her mother had picked up cheap at some car-boot or other. The knife got placed in the bottom of her bag as did the small wind-up torch that lived in the pot on the kitchen shelf. She also took some matches, bread, cheese and a few other cans before testing the weight of her rucksack and reluctantly pulling the drawstring and lifting it onto her shoulders.

Ellie was small for her age, but wiry. A life spent practising ballet had firmed her muscles and hardened her resolve. She could do this. She had to do this.

There was no note. She wouldn’t have known what to write in any case. A solitary tear tracked down her cheek. Instead she picked up a pink Post-it Note and drew a heart before sticking it to the side of the kettle and heading for the door without a backward look.

   


Chapter 2

Gaby

Monday 3 August, 7.05 a.m. Rhos-on-Sea

‘Darin speaking.’

Acting DI Gaby Darin glanced down at the screen of her mobile, a frown firmly in place. With Owen Bates, her DC, still on paternity leave until later today, she was the senior officer on the North Wales Major Incident Team and as such available 24/7 whether she liked it or not. She didn’t mind covering but she wondered why they always phoned her when she was about to sit down to eat. Porridge was bad enough but cold it was a thick, unpalatable, paste-like gloop.

‘Ma’am, it’s Jax Williams. We have a runaway girl.’

Gaby leant back in her chair, breakfast forgotten, her mind full of another missing girl, a mystery they’d solved only a short time ago: twenty-four years too late. There couldn’t be a second one surely – not so soon. But, hand resting on her brow, she knew she shouldn’t be surprised at the news, only her reaction. Instead of the adrenalin that usually soared through her veins at the thought of a new case, all she could come up with was a deep sense of disappointment. It suddenly felt as if she was losing her identity with each successive crime, as if someone was taking a chisel and chipping away. Gaby Darin: acting DI. Not Gabriella: sister, friend, lover.

Last week had been a good week, the best week in ages. Her relationship with Rusty Mulholland, the resident pathologist, was continuing to blossom. Still only friends, she could see that changing to something more but only if she was allowed the opportunity of cultivating their growing rapport.

‘Ma’am, are you there?’

With a huge effort, Gaby pulled herself together. It wasn’t like her to wallow in self-pity and it certainly wasn’t like her to daydream about red-headed pathologists with startling blue eyes and a temper that was on an even shorter fuse than her own. She was there to fulfil the role she was paid for. If she didn’t like it, she could always … She shook the thought away. No. She couldn’t!

‘Yes, sorry, Williams. It must be a bad line,’ she said, crossing her fingers behind her back as the easy lie slipped through her lips. She wasn’t going to tell him the truth. ‘Go on, you were saying?’

She grabbed her keys from the centre of the table and, heading into the hall, picked up her bag and jacket from the newel post, careful to avoid the mess that was currently her lounge. Painting the wood panelling that lined the bottom half of the room at the weekend wasn’t the greatest of ideas but, with work being quiet, she’d optimistically thought that she’d be able to get it finished in the evenings after work, refusing to dwell on the image of cosy meals for three while she continued getting to know Rusty and his young son, Conor.

‘We got the call about thirty minutes ago. Elodie Fry, age ten. Her mother went to wake her this morning only to find that her bed hadn’t been s-s-slept in,’ he stuttered, heaving air into his lungs. ‘After phoning around and a quick search, she rang us. I’m heading over to interview her.’

‘I’ll meet you there – and, Jax, grab Amy. The sooner we get a FLO involved the better. It’s times like this that family liaison officers come into their own.’ She pushed against the front door to check the latch had caught, making a mental list, which she started to tick off in the maelstrom that was now her mind. ‘And get Marie and Mal involved ASAP. They can get the search underway while we wait for Owen.’

‘Did you want me to give him a ring too?’

Owen. Her fingers gripped her keys, the hard, cold metal biting into the soft flesh of her palm. How would he take another missing girl after the recent ordeal that his wife and unborn child had gone through? How would he stand up to the pressure when he’d nearly decided to throw his career away? There was only so much she could do to protect him on a case like this.

‘No, let me contact him. You’ve enough to do. What’s the address?’

Ystâd golygfa’r môr, or Sea View estate, was the largest housing development in Colwyn Bay. A mixture of social housing, the sprawling concrete jungle had a reputation that struck fear into the hearts of the coppers who had the misfortune to attend any of the frequent call-outs. But as with most of these estates the inhabitants got on with their own business, the few bad ones spoiling it for everyone.

Number 312 was a narrow, two-bedroomed house with distant views over the Welsh coast and bordered by a wasteland of tarmac littered with potholes and the odd dolls’ pram along with the usual detritus of cola cans and sweet wrappings. But the house was different again. While small and cluttered, it was spotlessly clean. The sofa and recliner chair were arranged around a small TV, the mantelpiece over the three-bar electric fire displaying unframed photos, all of the same pretty blonde girl. But Gaby wasn’t interested in the girl’s appearance, not yet. All her attention was on the faded middle-aged woman currently leaning forward on the sofa, a long, low keening sound coming from her mouth.

Jax dipped his head to whisper in Gaby’s ear. ‘Ms Anita Fry, ma’am. She’s been like that ever since we arrived. I’ve sent Mal and Marie a copy of the most recent photo for distribution and DS Potter is on her way.’ He turned, adding over his shoulder, ‘I thought I’d make her a cuppa. S-s-she looks as if she needs it.’

Gaby nodded in agreement, her gaze pinned to the woman in front of her. About forty, and dressed in jeans and a loose top the colour of an overripe avocado, Ms Fry had the complexion of someone who’d had several knocks over the years: her jawline saggy, her skin that pasty tone of too little time spent out of doors. Life was hard for some families, none harder than in this room.

As an experienced detective, it took a lot to engage Gaby’s sympathies. She’d seen far too much of the human race to ever believe what was in front of her. She’d been lied to and conned in both her personal and professional life far too many times to take people on trust. But if anyone was going to engage her compassion it was this woman.

‘Hello, Ms Fry. My name is DI Gaby Darin.’ She dropped into the chair opposite, leaning forward, her clasped hands dangling between her legs, the line of her favourite navy Zara jacket bunching around her shoulders. ‘I’ve already pulled a team of officers together to scour the neighbourhood but I need to ask you some questions that will help us. To begin with is there any reason you can think of that might have made Elodie decide to run away? And are there any friends or family she might have gone to stay with?’

‘Ellie.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘No one calls her Elodie. It’s Ellie and she’s not like that. She’d have no reason to run away.’ Ms Fry raised her head from where she’d been staring down at the floor, her eyes red-rimmed and her skin coated in dark shadows that long predated her missing child. ‘We’re a team, her and me. A tight little unit. She’d never have just upped and left like that. She’d have had no reason. Yes, money’s tight but we still manage to get by.’

‘What about school? Is she happy? Friends?’

‘Happy enough. She likes it, would you believe? I don’t know where she gets it from but she’s clever too. There’s even talk of trying for a scholarship next year at St Elian’s College.’

‘And friends?’ Gaby reminded her softly. ‘Anyone she might have gone to stay with?’

‘But why would she? There’d be no need and certainly not in the middle of the night,’ she said, her tone taking on the shrill note of someone on the edge. ‘There’s really no one apart from her best friend, Heather, and even then they don’t see much of each other. Only in school and for the occasional playdate. Outside of her ballet lessons – she’s mad on ballet – she spends the rest of the time either reading or out with me.’

‘I believe you’re a cleaner.’ Gaby watched her stiffen.

‘And what if I am? It’s a good, honest job.’

Gaby spread her hands only to clasp them together again. ‘It certainly is. An essential one,’ she replied, relieved to see Anita visibly relaxing in front of her. An aggressive witness – and witness was what she had to view her as – was the very last thing she wanted. Time was precious. The most precious thing where a missing child was concerned. They needed clear, accurate information and they needed it fast – it was up to Gaby to get it. ‘So, what about anyone else she might have decided to slope off to see? Any siblings? What about her father or even a boyfriend?’

‘There’s no one. No father. He was never on the scene. No siblings, and a boyfriend at ten? Come on. She’s not interested in boys and, even if she was, there isn’t the time in her day for her to go and chase them.’ Her features hardened, frown lines forming deep tracks on either side of her mouth. ‘And before you ask, I don’t have a boyfriend either. They’re far more trouble than they’re worth.’

Gaby took a sneaky glance at the plain, black-strapped watch on her wrist, her mind on the investigation. The seconds were ticking by. No one knew more than her what little time they had left if there was to be a happy resolution. But she still had questions that needed to be answered.

‘Tell me about yesterday then. Anything that you can think of to spark her running away?’

‘I’ve already told that officer on the phone earlier. Yesterday was a normal day. Nothing happened. We got up. Ellie stayed in her room until lunchtime finishing up a crafting project and reading. After lunch we headed out to the beach for a walk. We came home, had tea and slobbed out in front of the TV. The exact same as every other Sunday.’

No, not the exact same or otherwise your daughter wouldn’t be missing. But instead all she said was, ‘And there was no trouble at school? No bullying?’ Gaby rose to her feet and walked over to the mantelpiece to study the photos: the ‘thin as sticks’ limbs, and eyes that dominated the girl’s heart-shaped face. ‘She’s very slight. No problems with depression? Eating all right?’

‘Ellie eats like a horse, Detective. You probably can’t believe it,’ Anita said, tugging at the pool of flesh around her middle. ‘But I used to be the same.’

Gaby smiled briefly. ‘I can well imagine. So …’

But she didn’t get to finish her sentence. Anita sprung to her feet, quite unaware of the look of desperation etched across her cheeks. Gaby knew what she was going to ask. Every single relative of a missing person asked the exact same question, their words layered with the same frantic tone. They were asking the one question they knew it was impossible to answer at this stage but still they asked it.

‘Will you be able to find her?’

   


Chapter 3

Ronan

Monday 3 August, 7.05 a.m. The Great Orme

Ronan Stevens wasn’t your average rough sleeper, if there is such a thing. A product of middle-class parents, he’d spent most of his life being tutored in the public school system where the size of his parents’ wallet was more important to the other boys than the size of his brain. Ronan’s mother and father, while wealthy in comparative terms, were veering towards the breadline when compared with the affluent students who attended St Gildas independent boys’ school in Beddgelert. The offspring of minor royalty and foreign oligarchs didn’t take kindly to fellow pupils who didn’t fit their jelly-mould existence and took great pleasure in making his life a daily hell.

All that had changed when Ronan had been pushed up against a wall and held there while he had his clothes stripped off and was given the beating of all beatings. But the two boys had made one crucial mistake. Leaving him collapsed and bleeding, they’d turned their backs – and in a black rage that contained all the injustices of the last five years at the school, Ronan Stevens curled his hands into tight fists and fought for his life. Oscar Hurley-Pride and the Right Honourable Ollie Braden learnt valuable lessons that day on the side of the tennis courts, lessons they’d be forever reminded of each time they took off their shirts and revealed their scars.

Ronan Stevens didn’t need to learn any such lessons. He knew that life wasn’t fair but what he didn’t expect was to be expelled, therefore setting off a train of events that would ultimately lead to him roughing it on a hillside when he should have been awaiting the results of his A levels – exams he’d never got to sit.

He bundled up his sleeping bag into a tight ball and added it to the top of his dad’s old rucksack, pulling the toggle tight, the rest of his meagre belongings squashed down flat. He didn’t need much. His clothes rolled up in an old jumper acted like a pillow and, as he never bothered to get undressed at night, pyjamas were unnecessary. His most precious possession was something that had once belonged to his father, a Swiss Army knife that was never far from his hand. Not that he’d ever had to use it, apart from the miniature pliers. Sleeping rough at any age was dangerous but for an innocent eighteen-year-old, who would be the first to admit that he was still wet behind the ears, it was often terrifying.

The cave, situated on the headland of the Great Orme in Llandudno, was a cold, dark and isolated place to hide away from the rest of the world. Ronan had always been reclusive, preferring his own company to any other. He’d never been a great one for friends so it wasn’t something he could say he missed. He also wouldn’t admit to feeling lonely although he was desperately so. There was a wealth of difference between favouring his own company and enforced solitude. He often thought about his life and of how it used to be but that made it worse. Only by keeping active and continually on the go could he pause the relentless shower of self-pity from overwhelming him. At night he was too tired to do anything but sleep.

Ronan weighed decisions calmly in the quiet of his mind prior to taking any steps. The only exception was that seething anger, which had ended up destroying his future prospects. But that was all in the past. So much had happened in the last twelve months or so that it almost felt as if he were a different person to the one that had inhabited his former life. The bullying and expulsion from school seemed minor when sitting alongside his mother’s cancer and his dad’s arrest. He couldn’t pinpoint one solitary reason for running away but, with his mother trying to make a new life for herself along with his two younger brothers, it seemed as if there was no room in her plans for him. Not that she’d told him to leave or anything. But the mess he’d made of things was there in every look and every sentence.

So, one morning, two months ago, he’d put everything he thought he’d need on the top of his bed. Picking up his dad’s rucksack – his rucksack now – he’d methodically packed the minimum of belongings and headed out of the house, leaving behind a ripped page from a jotter with a few words penned in his careful hand.

His life wasn’t what he’d planned but, until he could puzzle out what he actually wanted, he was content enough to let the days run into each other. He had access to his savings account, which he eked out on yellow-sticker products in the local supermarkets, supplementing his diet with visits to the soup kitchen run by one of the local churches. He even managed to take on some work for the vicar, who’d swiftly realised that Ronan was a touch out of the ordinary compared with his usual lost causes. He didn’t drink or smoke for a start and as for doing drugs …

A quick scan of the brightening sky told Ronan that he needed to get a move on. The cave was the safest place he’d found in which to rest his head but only as long as he remained undiscovered. Security had tightened with the warden increasing the patrols now that it was the height of the summer but, for whatever reason, they were yet to discover Ronan’s secret resting place. The caves, a favourite with social dropouts, had each been fitted with gates for the very purpose of keeping the likes of him out.

A precocious child, Ronan had decided from an early age that the only barriers were the ones he erected and, with dedication and practice, he’d always solved whatever mental problem he set. He’d astounded his parents when he’d mastered the Rubik’s Cube but, for someone like Ronan that was child’s play and he rapidly progressed to more complex puzzles. Learning to pick locks was one such skill he’d honed in the quiet of his bedroom. With the help of the little pliers hidden in his dad’s Swiss Army knife, and two sturdy paper clips, the padlock was no barrier unless they found him.

Turning to give a final tug on the gate, he nearly jumped out of his skin at the sight of the kid in front of him. His gaze raked over her, taking in the long fair hair, jeans and large rucksack in one glance, while he peered over her shoulder for her parents. Was this it then, his secret out? There was no way he could explain away what he was doing.

‘Hello. Shouldn’t you be with an adult?’ he said, finally deducting that she was on her own.

‘Shouldn’t you?’

He raised his eyebrows.

Feisty little thing. Perhaps the absent parent wasn’t as clear-cut as it seemed but she was so not his problem.

He bent to pick up his rucksack, adjusting the weight on his shoulders and clipping the strap around his waist. Whatever she was doing, the one thing he knew was that he couldn’t hang around or they’d find him.

‘Well, see you around then.’

‘Hold on.’ She ran to catch up with him, her legs working overtime to match his long stride.

‘What is it?’

She stood there, her eyes starting to fill. ‘I-I’ve run away.’

‘You’ve run away,’ he repeated, struggling not to let his jaw drop. ‘Why?’

But instead of answering, she simply dropped her head.

He stared at her, recalling the determined set of her mouth with a frown. She was only a kid and a little kid at that. She wouldn’t last two minutes on her own. He closed his eyes. She’d last less than that if someone didn’t watch out for her. He’d learnt far more than he’d expected since running away, much of which he’d never be able to forget despite wishing it otherwise. He knew what happened to the young and uninitiated and it was down to luck and a kindly word in his ear from Reverend Honeybun that his instincts had been sharpened to stiletto thin. A kid her age, pretty too, would be torn to shreds by the sharks that inhabited the streets.

‘How old are you?’ he continued, slowing his stride to match hers as he made his way down the gentle slope towards the Happy Valley and the road beyond that led to the pier, ignoring the goat that skittered away into the undergrowth ahead.

‘Fifteen.’

‘Fifteen. If you’re fifteen, I’m fifty.’

‘You’re looking good for your age.’

He found he was hiding a smile at her quick responses. Growing up in a house with two younger brothers, brothers he longed for with an ache that gripped his insides, the banter that peppered their relationship was the thing that he missed the most.

‘Ha, very funny, not. If you don’t come clean, I’m going to leave you here to fend for yourself.’

He felt a pull on his arm, her finely boned fingers remarkably strong for someone so little.

‘I’m ten, all right?’

No, it’s not all right. It’s far from all right. Ten!

He glowered down at the top of her fair head, struggling not to grab her by the hand and march her to the nearest police station. But he wouldn’t do that, not yet. The reason he’d left home was now mangled into a giant tangled mess that he couldn’t unravel. His beef wasn’t only with his mother, it was with the world in general. A world that had robbed him of his father and turned his mother into a parody of her former self. But he wouldn’t have considered leaving at ten, no matter what the issues were within his family. He’d learnt a lot in those first few days huddled in a doorway along Mostyn Street, too scared to close his eyes for even a second. Primarily he’d learnt that for some children a life on the streets, while a tragedy, was the safer option.

The outline of his keyring in his pocket was a sharp reminder that home was only ten minutes away. His mother didn’t know he’d taken the spare key that lived under the third plant pot to the left of the back door and he didn’t want her to find out. It was his safety net but one he’d never planned on using. But this was an emergency. He couldn’t desert the girl, and putting her in the hands of the police might mean returning her to the very situation she was trying to escape from. No. It seemed like he’d have to resign himself to her company until she trusted him enough to confide in him.

Kneeling down on his haunches, he said, ‘If you’re going to throw your lot in with me you have to promise to do exactly what I say and not ask any questions. In return, I promise to mind you in the same way I would one of my kid brothers.’

‘Do we have to spit on it?’ She flexed her palm and moved it to her mouth.

Ronan laughed, the first genuine laugh to get past his wall of grief since he’d lost his dad. Instead of replying, he took her hand, her cold fingers curling around his. He had no idea if he was making the right decision but one thing was certain: the loneliness that gripped him from the second he opened his eyes to the moment sleep grabbed him at night seemed suddenly to be a thing of the past.

‘Come on, we have a lot to do before it gets dark.’

   


Chapter 4

Gaby

Monday 3 August, 7.50 a.m. Colwyn Bay

Will you be able to find her?

Gaby dreaded this question more than all of the others put together because she didn’t know how to answer. She could quote statistics at Ms Fry but that wouldn’t help. They all knew that the first hour was the most precious of the lot. If Ellie wasn’t found in that hour – and she hadn’t been – the likelihood of her being found alive shrunk from the realms of most likely to hopefully. But the woman in front of her wouldn’t be of a mind to accept such lame words and, if their positions were reversed, Gaby wouldn’t accept them either.

Instead of replying straight away, she picked up one of the mugs of coffee Jax had produced and, shifting to sit on the sofa beside her, offered it, handle facing outwards.

‘Have your drink.’ She watched Anita raise the mug and take a tentative sip only to place it on the coffee table and push it away.

‘You still haven’t answered my question?’

And I’m not going to because I can’t. If I tell you the truth you’ll never forgive me.

‘I think you probably know that it’s not a question I can answer right now but please believe me when I tell you that we are going to do everything possible to find her.’ She lifted her head at the sound of the front door opening and just managed to suppress a sigh of relief at the sight of Amy Potter, the FLO.

Gaby leant forward and picked up the mug again, placing it in Ms Fry’s loose hands. ‘Have another sip of your drink. I’d like to ask your permission to search Ellie’s bedroom if I may? And while I’m having a scout around, my DS, Amy Potter, will stay with you and fill you in on the steps we’re taking.’ She tilted her head at Jax to follow her and once back in the hall turned to him.

‘Right, any news?’

‘Not a peep, ma’am,’ he said, phone in his hand. ‘Malachy has contacted Dafydd Griffiths, the country park warden, who’s rounding up a search party for both Ormes, while Marie is heading up the sea and beach one. I’ve also taken the liberty of contacting the coastguard. The lifeboat crew has been assembled and are about to launch. They mentioned contacting Caernarfon Search and Rescue in case you want to mobilise the helicopter?’

‘Good idea. What else?’

‘Well, I thought I’d set about interviewing the neighbours, if that’s okay?’ he added. ‘It’s unlikely that they’ll have seen anything but we might get lucky.’

‘Don’t forget CCTV, Jax. There can’t be that many ten-year-olds roaming the streets in the middle of the night for her to have gone unnoticed.’ She matched his serious look with one of her own, their minds working in tandem. ‘Okay, you crack on. I’m heading back to the station after I’ve finished here. If she doesn’t turn up soon, the DCI is going to have to cough up additional coppers to help with the search.’

She watched him turn on his heel and head out the open front door and around to the next house, not that he had to walk far. The houses were terraced, each with an excuse of a front and back garden and little else. It was places like this that often turned up the most interesting facts. The residents, living in such close proximity, often knew more about their neighbours than was healthy. If they knew anything, DC Jax Williams would hopefully weed it out.

Ellie’s bedroom was a box of a room with little space to fit anything alongside the small divan and matching wardrobe. There wasn’t even room for a chair or a desk but that hadn’t stopped her from filling nearly every available space with books. There were shelves piled high, the sight of which struck dread in Gaby as each one would have to be flicked through to see if they held any secrets between their pages. But that wasn’t her job, she reminded herself, pulling her mobile from her pocket and placing a quick call to Jason, the senior CSI back at the station. Anita wouldn’t thank her for having her home invaded by a team of strangers but if there was one clue here that would lead them to discover the child’s whereabouts then they had to find it, and sooner rather than later.

Phone back in her pocket, Gaby turned her attention to the bed, not that she could see much of the plain pink duvet cover, piled high as it was with so many cuddly toys to the extent that there was barely room for a child to sit let alone lie down. Pulling on the pair of disposable gloves that she always carried in her pocket, she opened the wardrobe. Mainly jeans, tops and leotards. The shoes tucked in the bottom were the usual black lace-ups she’d anticipated, along with two pairs of ballet shoes and a pair of wellies. All in all, apart from the books and teddies, there wasn’t much but everything was clean and tidy, obviously cared for by a loving hand.

Bending down, Gaby peered under the bed. It was amazing what people hid in the most obvious of places but in this case there was only a shoebox stuffed with what were presumably Ellie’s precious belongings. A broken silver bracelet with a dangling star. A pile of shells and another of stones. A feather. A photo of an elderly couple, probably grandparents. She removed the picture before returning the lid to the box and pushing it back out of sight with the tip of her shoe.

Ms Fry was sitting where she’d left her, Amy by her side. Gaby retook her seat, keeping her voice soft as she held out the photo.

‘I have a couple more questions, if I may. Firstly this couple. I take it they’re known to Ellie?’

‘My parents.’

‘And are they close? Would they be people she’d run to?’

‘Hardly.’ She pressed a tissue to her face, mopping up the tears. ‘My parents are both dead, Detective. It’s only Ellie and me. No one else.’

‘Okay.’ Gaby laid the picture on the table with a steady hand though she felt far from steady. She’d had a premonition when she’d taken the call earlier that this wasn’t going to be a straightforward case. Finding Ellie holed up around at her gran’s after a row with her mum was a scenario that wasn’t going to be played out. Ellie had run away for reasons unknown and currently there were no clues as to her whereabouts.

‘And the other thing?’

‘Pardon?’ Gaby looked up from where she’d been studying the photo, meeting Ms Fry’s red-rimmed stare head on.

‘You said there were two things?’

‘Ah, yes. Of course,’ she said after a moment, managing a smile of sorts. ‘You said in your initial phone call that your daughter had run away as opposed to gone missing. How did you make that distinction? It’s not always an obvious one to—’

‘Because she planned it. She must have, to know what to take.’

‘And what did she take?’

‘I’ve just been telling her everything that’s missing,’ she said, jerking her head in Amy’s direction. ‘A rucksack for starters and—’

Amy patted Ms Fry on the shoulder. ‘It’s okay, Anita. I’ll take it from here. Ms Fry did a quick recce of what was missing while she waited for the police to arrive, ma’am. Really it was to prove to herself that something untoward hadn’t happened. So, apart from a pink rucksack, one that Ellie normally uses as a school bag, there’s a sleeping bag. A few clothes but not much. There’s also a torch and a few tins of food. She’s also taken her birthday money; it was in a tin in her room.’

Gaby’s look of concern mirrored that of her friend. Ellie Fry had taken all the things necessary to start a new life, except the most important. The common sense needed to realise how vulnerable a ten-year-old was out on the streets by herself.

   


Chapter 5

Ronan

Monday 3 August, 7.50 a.m. Church Walk, Llandudno

It didn’t take long for Ronan to make his way to the large, detached property situated on a small clos off Church Walk. But he didn’t rush. He didn’t rush at anything these days. Much to the annoyance of the girl by his side, he slowed his pace to that of a laborious walk and waited, every so often telling her to shush and be patient.

There was a reason for Ronan’s caution, not that he was going to tell her. The less she knew about him the better as far as he was concerned. If he was being totally honest, he’d have left her to her own devices had she not been quite so young or innocent. But now that he was lumbered, he had to make sure that he protected himself. He knew his mum, after all he’d had the pleasure of living with her for eighteen years, and the one thing she wasn’t was stupid. Like him, she had a fierce intelligence and used every one of her brain cells to analyse each and every situation prior to making a decision as to how best to act. He was well aware that she’d do everything possible to make him return and that there was a good chance she’d succeed.

This was the primary reason he’d decided to avoid the family home, suppressing a laugh at the thought, a laugh without even a glimmer of humour. They were
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