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EIGHT

The search continued all afternoon and evening. They spread out from the house and looked in the garage, the garden shed and the loft space. There was no sign of anything to do with Brendan in any of Stuart’s belongings or papers. About nine o’clock they sat in the living room with cans of beer. On the coffee table was a blue file with letters spilling out of it.

‘It hasn’t been a complete waste of time,’ Joshua said, sighing. ‘I’ve found out that my uncle has major credit card debt.’

‘How much?’ Skeggsie said.

‘The file’s a mess but there are two accounts maxed out. Looks like almost eight thousand pounds. Most of it on online gambling. The bulk of it in the last four weeks.’

‘Oh.’

‘So on top of being heartbroken he also has no money.’

If only Joshua had visited his uncle, Rose thought, but did not say. A short weekend visit halfway through the term would have alerted Joshua that something was up. Maybe he would have found out that Susie was married and been able to say something to his uncle, to make him think. Or possibly he might have found some of the credit card bills and realised that something was wrong. Instead his uncle, free of anyone’s disapproval, seemed to have nosedived, getting more deeply involved with Susie and sucked into debt.

But Joshua had been completely preoccupied with the search for their parents and had hardly ever mentioned his uncle and Rose had never thought to ask. Now he was going over and over it, coming back time and again to Greg Tyler’s assertion that Stuart had called out the name Bren. Events were repeating themselves. His search for their parents was pushing Stuart aside again.

Rose was tired and still bruised by his sharp words that afternoon. She took a gulp of beer and decided she didn’t feel like drinking any more. She said she’d have an early night and Joshua ummed and continued his conversation with Skeggsie.

The next morning as she opened the curtains in her room she saw the SUV again. It was there, parked further along on the other side of the street and the woman was sitting in the driver’s seat. She couldn’t see the dog but she guessed it was probably in the car.

Why was it there?

Was she being paranoid?

Joshua was downstairs. She could hear the radio and she could smell food cooking so she went into his room.

It was the first time she had been in there and she was surprised at how bare it was. It was as if he’d taken absolutely everything to London with him. There were no pictures on the wall, no ornaments, awards, photographs or memorabilia. How different it was to his London flat, which was full to bursting with posters, books, CDs, DVDs, magazines. It was as if he’d decided he wasn’t coming back. She wondered, for a moment, if his uncle had seen it like that. If he had walked into the bare room and realised that Joshua, who had grown up with him, hadn’t just gone to university. He’d gone for good.

Joshua’s bag was in the corner still packed. The zip gaped and clothes spilled out as if he had rummaged round for any old thing to wear. Over the back of Joshua’s bedside chair was the bomber jacket he’d bought for his uncle as a Christmas present. His laptop, phone, wallet and some papers were all strewn on the floor by his bed.

On the back of the door hung Joshua’s new coat. Rose listened hard in case he was about to come upstairs. There was no sound so she thrust her hand into the pocket of the coat and pulled out the small notebook he’d been using to write down car registration numbers. She opened it and saw page after page of numbers written crookedly, some in pencil, some in pen. Each page had a date at the top. She sat down on the very edge of Joshua’s bed and looked down the list. She started with the most recent, the day before yesterday when they’d been travelling up from London. GT50 DNT was what she was searching for.

Three-quarters of the way down she found it.

GT50 DNT.

She was right. The silver SUV was there when they stopped at the services. Surely that just was too much of a coincidence. She tore a piece of paper from the pad and wrote the number on it, shoving it into her pocket.

She looked down at the floor wondering what to do next. Joshua’s things were by her feet, as if they’d just been thrown there. She picked all of it up, some papers falling away. She dropped everything on the duvet while she retrieved the papers from the floor. When she placed those alongside the wallet she saw that it had fallen open. On one half of it was a photograph. She was startled to see her own face.

Joshua carried a photo of her in his wallet.

She picked it up and saw that the photo was in one of the plastic pouches used for credit cards. She turned it over and there was Joshua’s handwriting. Rosie, Camden Market. She remembered during their shopping trip earlier in the week Joshua had taken pictures with his phone. He must have cropped whatever shot it was to get this tiny image of her. And she wasn’t even smiling. Her face had a quizzical look and her fringe was too long, dipping into her eyes. She was wearing the blue earrings so it must have been taken after he’d bought them for her.

She was surprised.

No, she was touched that he carried her picture with him.

Placing the wallet on the bedside table she remembered about the silver SUV. What was she going to do with the information? If she told Joshua it would only add to his worries. Skeggsie was due round soon. She’d wait until he was on his own and tell him. She replaced the notebook in Joshua’s coat pocket.

Downstairs she went straight for the kettle. Joshua was sitting at the kitchen table reading things from his phone.

‘You know what?’ he said.

‘What?’ she said brightly, determined to start the day on a positive note.

She got some bread out and put a slice into the toaster.

‘I’ve got this theory. I think Stu was in touch with Dad. Maybe the whole five years or maybe just part of it. Maybe once Dad was somewhere safe he contacted Stu telling him to keep the truth from me and Stu did that.’

Rose had her back to Joshua. She wanted to tell him to stop, to slow down, to forget the theories and just deal with his uncle’s accident.

‘I think that maybe Stu had some way of getting in touch with Dad; a number to ring, a PO box to write to. Maybe he realised he was getting in a financial mess and asked him to meet him on Cullercoats Cliff. That’s why he parked round the corner because he knew that any meeting with Dad had to be completely secret.’

‘Why did he ask Greg Tyler to meet him there if he was meeting Brendan?’

‘He was meeting Dad earlier, maybe eight thirty, and then he arranged for Greg to come later.’

‘But would he do that if seeing Brendan was such a secret?’

‘Rose, this is supposition. I’m just playing with ideas here. There’s no need to squash it before I’ve even got it all out.’

‘Sorry.’

‘So he meets Dad and asks him for money and that’s why they row. Or something.’

‘And then?’

‘And then Dad goes off.’

‘And Greg Tyler? You think they met? You think he was telling the truth?’

‘Maybe. No. I’m not sure.’

‘If Stu wanted money, why not contact Brendan? Money can be moved by phone.’

‘Ah,’ Joshua smiled, on surer footing now. ‘There’s no way that Dad’s going to transfer money from one bank account to another. There’s a trail there that could lead back to him.’

‘That’s if Stuart was calling out Bren and not Ben, or Den, or Len.’

‘Like I said it’s just a theory.’

Joshua closed his eyes. He looked irritated.

‘Don’t talk to me about this,’ Rose said sharply, ‘if you don’t want me to have an open and honest conversation with you. I’m not some kid you have to get annoyed at.’

‘This isn’t about you, Rose.’

‘I know. I haven’t talked about me. I’m trying to respond to what you said!’

Rose left her toast on the plate and walked out of the room. She felt incensed. It wasn’t about her. She hadn’t meant it that way! She walked up and down the hall for a few moments until she calmed down. Then she turned to go back to the kitchen but suddenly couldn’t face sitting with Joshua, going round and round in circles. She actually had something important to tell him. She needed to let him know about the SUV but that would probably bring about some other barbed comments. Why didn’t you tell me before? Or Why are you bringing that up when there are other more important things to worry about?

She picked up the door keys from the hall table and went outside. She looked up the street. The SUV was still there. She walked a few steps along the pavement and stood in full view staring at the driver. The woman stared back. The car was too far away to see her face but she sensed that the woman was concentrating on her. Then she saw the dog’s face on the passenger side. Rose crossed her arms and stood very still. A couple of women passing by had to get round her and said, ‘ ’Scuse me, pet.’ The woman’s arm reached across to the dog. Then seconds later Rose heard the engine start and the indicator clicked. The car moved out and went down the street, gathering speed gradually. The driver’s profile never flinched as the car passed her. When it was gone Rose felt herself relax suddenly.

She turned and saw Skeggsie coming towards her.

She put her hand in her back pocket and pulled out the piece of paper with the registration number on it.

‘What you doing out here?’ Skeggsie said.

‘It’s a long story. Could you ask your dad to find out about this registration number?’

She held out the piece of paper.

‘How come?’ he said, taking it.

‘It’s a silver SUV, like the one that Josh and I had dealings with in Stiffkey. It must have been parked in the services where we stopped on the way up. The first stop. And it’s been parked in the street for short periods ever since. I think it might be following us. I didn’t want to tell Josh in case I’m wrong or it winds him up more.’

‘I’ll see what I can do. There’s a couple of programmes I’ve got for ferreting information out. If I can’t then I’ll ask Dad.’

‘I don’t think you should mention it to Josh yet. He’s not in a good place.’

‘I know.’

‘Do you think that Brendan was here talking to Stuart on the night of the accident?’

Skeggsie blew between his teeth.

‘Maybe. We know Brendan’s alive, right?’

‘And my mum.’

‘ ’Course. We know they’re both alive. Why would Brendan not be in some sort of contact with Stuart? He is his brother and he’s looking after his son.’

‘But would Stuart keep it from Josh?’

‘If Brendan asked him to. If the reason he disappeared is important enough. Yes, I think he would.’

Joshua appeared at the door. He looked at both of them sternly.

‘When you two have finished with the small talk maybe we can get on? I’ve got to go to the hospital at eleven and then see Joe Warner!’

Rose met Skeggsie’s eyes and exhaled slowly. She followed him up the path and into the house.





EIGHTEEN

On Boxing Day Rose and Joshua were called to the station to give statements to the police. They were there for most of the morning. They returned to the house and took Poppy for a walk. In the afternoon Joshua slept on the sofa, his feet hanging off the end. Rose put the single duvet from her bed over him and then went into the kitchen and called Anna to tell her what had happened. Her grandmother was shocked and asked if Rose wanted her to come up to Newcastle. Rose gently declined the offer. Her grandmother sounded bewildered at the news and after ending the call Rose wondered what she must have thought about her granddaughter. After coming home from boarding school six months before there seemed to have been a string of violent deaths associated with her. Anna was unsettled by these events; her safe world, her music, her friends, her charity work, her house in Belsize Park, was not so solid now. Rose seemed to attract death. It left her feeling responsible in some way, as if her very presence made something bad happen.

Now there were deaths that came from the past. The Butterfly Murder. Judy Greaves, a ten-year-old girl, murdered and left in a room full of mounted butterflies. These things hung in Rose’s thoughts like heavy black clouds.

In the afternoon Joshua went to the hospital. He asked her if she minded if he went alone. They’d missed their visit on Christmas Day. Joshua wanted to talk through what had happened to Skeggsie with his uncle. When the front door shut after him she was mildly relieved. The thought of seeing Stuart Johnson after everything that had happened was making her a little nervous. His confession about the murder of Simon Lister was on her mind and she wondered if she would ever be able to act normally towards him; as if he was just some nice uncle of Joshua’s that she had never met, not this man she’d been thinking about and talking about for days.

When Joshua got back he told her how his uncle was and how shocked he’d been about the news of Skeggsie’s death. She asked a few other questions but Joshua seemed tired and dispirited. The energy with which he had started the day had disappeared. Later in the evening he put the bottle of whisky by his side and poured it into his glass from time to time. Rose watched him with apprehension.

‘Tomorrow we make a start,’ Joshua said, his words slurred.

He went to bed before her. She let Poppy out into the garden and then went up to bed herself. She hesitated as she passed his door. On Christmas Day they’d slept together for hours but the previous night they’d each gone to their own rooms. It was as if it hadn’t happened. She reached out to the handle of his door.

Why not go in?

Why not get in beside him? Hold him close?

She walked on, though, into the box room and her single bed.

She slept soundly and felt fuzzy-headed and dry-mouthed when she woke up the next morning. Joshua, it appeared, had been up for ages. The half bottle of whisky had had little effect on him. He’d showered and changed his clothes and told her that he was getting going. He was busy and looked organised and she felt a little distanced from him as though the closeness of the previous two days was not needed now that they were getting going.

‘We’ll clear the house up. I have to sort out my uncle’s room for when he comes home?’

‘Did the hospital say when?’

‘A couple of days.

‘And Rosie, I’ve decided, when Stu comes home I’m not going to mention the Butterfly Murder. I’m going to put all the stuff away and it’ll be as if we never found it.’

‘Can you do that?’

‘For the time being. We need to completely focus on Skeggsie. And even after that I still have to get my head around what it all means in relation to Dad and Kathy. But I can’t do that now. We can’t do it now. So I don’t want to let Stu know that I know anything.’

She shrugged in agreement.

‘Bob Skeggs is coming round later so we can find out what’s
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