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Chapter 1

Hannah

Saturday 22 August, 10.55 p.m. Ruthin

‘I thought we’d try this next.’ Milly placed the glasses carefully on the table before flopping down on the seat opposite. ‘Blue Bottle Gin as recommended by the barman, no less.’

‘I’m not sure I’d notice the difference, not after all that wine,’ Hannah said, lifting up the glass and running her hand over the little blackberry etched onto the surface.

‘It’s award-winning apparently,’ Milly went on. ‘Good gin is like good coffee – one of life’s essentials, and if we can’t treat ourselves, it’s unlikely anyone else will.’ She raised her glass in a brief toast and took a long sip. ‘Bloody divine, as is the barman by the way.’

‘Ha. You can keep him. Not my type.’

‘You do surprise me. So, what is your type? Certainly not Ian or you’d be married by now.’ Milly stopped, a sudden gleam in her eye. ‘I know, let’s play Truth or Dare.’

‘I don’t really think—’

‘No need to think, hon. I’ll go first.’

‘Oh, come on, Milly. Really! I haven’t played in years.’

‘And what about it? Now’s the time to reacquaint yourself. Far better than I-spy or twiddling your thumbs checking out Bruce the barman,’ Milly said, making a point of glancing in his direction. ‘I have first dibs, by the way, as you’re already taken.’

‘You’re incorrigible! Although he is quite cute, apart from the man bun, which I don’t get on any level.’

‘Hah. I never thought you’d be so fussy. I’ll go first.’

‘But I never agreed to …’ Hannah glanced at her phone and the text that had pinged through.

A boring night in with a curry and my best boy. You enjoy, my love. See you soon xx

Milly settled her glass down on the table with a little bang, presumably to regain Hannah’s attention.

‘So, truth or dare?’

‘Hold on a mo. I just need to reply to this,’ she said, her fingers tapping away on the screen.

Hannah hated games of any sort apart from possibly Snakes and Ladders and, after the bottle of wine they’d managed with their meal, she was well on the way to being plastered. But with Milly staring at her with an eager expression pinned to her glossy lips, she felt she had little choice. She remembered back to the last time she’d played. A similar set-up but then there’d been more people around the table – four nurses intent on a good time. The dares had been increasingly obscene so …

‘Truth then, if we must,’ she said finally, dropping her phone back onto the table, her expression as resigned as her tone.

‘We must! Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle. So, how many times has he tried to set a date for the wedding?’

Hannah laughed, settling back in her chair. ‘To be truthful, I have no idea. Must be fifty by now.’

‘Aren’t you the lucky one … And when are you going to put him out of his misery?’

Never! Marrying Ian was never going to happen, despite accepting his ring in a moment of weakness. But that was something she wasn’t prepared to tell Milly.

‘That’s two questions. My turn,’ she said, suddenly remembering the rules of the game with a little sigh of relief. ‘Truth or dare?’

‘Oh, truth then.’

‘Would you take Liam back if he asked?’

‘Not on your nelly, even if hell froze over and the moon turned to cheese, and before you ask why, I’ll tell you. He had his chance. One measly chance to stay faithful. If he did it once who’s to say he wouldn’t do it again.’ She sat back, her glass aloft and her smile back. ‘My go. Truth or dare?’

Hannah didn’t know Milly all that well but she knew she didn’t trust her when it came to pranks. At work she was always the one with the loudest laugh and the wildest of ideas. She probably had something in mind that would be mega embarrassing or completely gross.

‘Truth then.’

‘I don’t think you trust me, Hannah,’ Milly said with a chuckle. ‘Okay. Truth it is. Mm, what will it be?’ She propped her chin on her fingertip, pretending to think. ‘Oh, I know. Someone asked me this a while ago. I found it really tricky but you’ll probably do better. What’s the one thing you could change about your life up to now if you could, and why?’

Hannah froze, the colour leaching from her cheeks. Her attention shifted from Milly to her glass, which she picked up and held between both hands like a lifeline.

To choose one thing over the many. Milly couldn’t possibly realise that she’d given Hannah the hardest question of all. Hannah viewed her life like a house of cards but one where someone had removed the foundations, leaving chaos behind. She didn’t like to dwell on the past. It was a very unhappy place but if she could come up with the catalyst that had changed the course of everything, it would have to be before meeting Ian. Even before Hunter’s birth. Way before that.

‘The plane crash that killed both my parents and my brother.’




Chapter 2

Gaby

Sunday 23 August, 12.30 p.m. Betws-y-Coed

‘I have to admit to being pleasantly surprised. When you mentioned going away for a spa weekend instead of having a hen party, the only part of me that was happy was my liver. Although, I’m not so sure that DCI Sherlock is going to be that impressed with my fingernails,’ Gaby said, inspecting her bright pink polish with a frown.

Newly appointed to the post of detective inspector, Gabriella Darin – Gaby to her friends – didn’t have the money or inclination to take more than a passing interest in her appearance. Heading up the Major Incident Team over at St Asaph, she also didn’t have enough hours in the day to manage her workload, which meant that her beauty regime consisted of five minutes to slap on a dollop of the face cream that lived on the bathroom shelf before grabbing her keys and bag and heading out the door. She’d never had a facial, and nail varnish was something that she bought with the best of intentions only to throw it away months later when the shiny liquid had morphed into a nebulous gloop in the bottom of the bottle. She’d been far more alarmed at the prospect of someone messing around with her feet than she was at the thought of a room full of criminals and had to remind herself at every juncture that she was only here because Amy had made her.

Amy Potter, small and slight with a mass of mousy-coloured hair, was family liaison officer, or FLO, back at the station. They’d been through much more than most friends and were closer than sisters because of it.

‘He probably won’t even notice and if he does, send him in my direction. Inviting the DCI to my wedding was a stroke of genius, don’t you think? It’s not as if he can give us a hard time for managing to squirrel the weekend off together when within days he’s going to be quaffing my champagne.’ Amy stared up at the overcast sky with a frown. ‘I hope the weather stays nice for the wedding.’

‘And if it’s pouring from the heavens, it won’t make a blind bit of difference to anyone’s enjoyment, except perhaps your mother-in-law’s and the photographer.’

Gaby strolled along the side of the river, her hands tucked into the pockets of her favourite blue gilet – a bright contrast to her black T-shirt and long black shorts – her handbag crossed over her shoulder. While she’d heard of Betws-y-Coed, it was the first time she’d actually visited. There was a quaintness about the place that meant she’d be visiting again, preferably in the company of a certain red-haired Irishman.

However, as with most things in her life, timing was everything, and with Amy’s wedding on the horizon, she had no idea when she’d get the chance to sneak away for a couple of days of serious eating negated by the serious walking she planned.

She stifled a laugh at where her thoughts were taking her, her gaze drawn to a field of sheep grazing on the lush grass and to the little wooden gate beyond, which guarded a narrow path trailing off into the distance. The DCI owed her a bundle of time off in lieu, which she hadn’t bothered to do anything about apart from diligently record it in the black diary that lived in reception. Now she had a mind to cash it in and book a mini break before the weather turned. It might be just the thing to shift her relationship with Rusty Mulholland, the resident pathologist, onto a more formal footing instead of the odd date whenever work and babysitters allowed.

‘Did I tell you that my bouquet is to be a surprise? Tim asked me for …’

Gaby nodded, adding a broad smile as she took in Amy’s bright complexion and sparkling eyes. A very different Amy to the one she’d had to drag out of bed and forcibly push in the direction of the shower. It had taken a great deal of persuasion and numerous mugs of coffee to convince her friend that the hangover from hell would be far more manageable after something to eat. Gaby wouldn’t have been averse to longer in bed either but the thought of a proper breakfast, instead of the bowl of porridge she normally opted for, had her dismissing sleep, at least for now. There was time enough for a mid-afternoon snooze later, under the large pear tree in the back garden of her tiny cottage.

‘Has he given you any more hints as to where you’re spending your honeymoon?’

‘No. It’s so annoying. The only clue he’s allowed is that I won’t need my driving licence as it doesn’t have cars.’

‘Ooh. Sounds exciting. No. It sounds like paradise.’

‘That’s all very well but I have no idea what to take.’ Amy lifted her hands up to her hair and tightened her scrunchie. ‘Makes for impossible packing.’

‘Not really. He’d have told you if it was somewhere cold so one or two jumpers and a mac in case the rain hits but apart from that, beachwear should be fine.’

Amy grabbed her arm, pulling her to a halt, her face a picture of irritation. ‘You know, don’t you? The rat has told you and not me.’

‘Well, he might have asked what my thoughts were but …’ Gaby backed off a step, pulling her hand out of Amy’s grasp. ‘It’s no good trying to squeeze it out of me because I’m not even sure if he’s gone with the idea or chosen something completely different.’

‘But—’

‘No buts, Amy.’ She held up her hands, palms facing outwards. ‘You’ll have a lovely time wherever you are and whatever the weather. Now, no more questions. After all this walking, what do you say to a light lunch before we have to make tracks? The hotel is busy but they said they’d make room.’

‘I knew I was right to book Paintings. Expensive but worth it.’

‘You could say the same about us.’ Gaby turned on her heel without waiting for an answer about lunch. ‘I wonder if Marie and Diane have even surfaced yet?’ she said, her thoughts turning to the other two women on the MIT who they’d left propping up the bar well past midnight.

‘From the way they were putting the world to rights last night, I very much doubt it,’ Amy said, resuming her usual good spirits. ‘It was great to see Marie letting her hair down for once.’

‘Yes. I can’t help feeling that she’s moving on with her life despite – and not because of – the actions of her ex-husband.’

The sound of Gaby’s ringtone had her withdrawing her mobile from her pocket and glancing at the screen. She’d been hoping that it was Rusty checking up on her, but that wasn’t what she got.

‘Darin speaking.’

‘I thought you were meant to be off?’ Amy hissed.

‘I’m never off,’ she replied out of the corner of her mouth. ‘Yes, sorry about that, Jax. It’s not a great signal. What’s up?’

Gaby closed her eyes to the beauty of the riverbank and her ears to the noise from the stream as she concentrated on Jax’s words. With a discipline born out of experience, she switched back into the role of lead detective of the North Wales Major Incident Team with barely a glimmer of effort and, with the switch, any lingering trace of happiness deserted her along with the colour in her cheeks and any plans for the afternoon.

She finally finished the call but instead of returning her phone to her pocket, she turned to Amy, managing a smile of sorts. It wouldn’t win any prizes but then Gaby had never felt less like smiling.

‘Sorry about that—’

But if Gaby was a consummate professional then Amy Potter matched her step for step. Without so much as a change of expression, she increased her stride to a near run, the only thing stopping her from changing to a sprint the tree roots waiting to trip them both up.

‘I’ll phone Diane and Marie to let them know we’re going back early and that I’ll sort out the bill. Can you throw my stuff into my bag? Don’t forget my make-up in the bathroom and my charger is still plugged into the wall.’

‘Amy, you really don’t have to—’

‘Stop arguing. Are you in need of a FLO or not?’

‘More than you know! Come on, I’ll tell you all about it on the way back. Jax has rounded up Mal. We’ll leave Diane and Marie to enjoy what’s left of their hangovers in peace.’




Chapter 3

Gaby

Sunday 23 August, 1.15 p.m. Conwy

Gaby rarely had the time to visit the selection of small villages and towns that spanned across Wales in an interweaving ribbon. She worked long hours and, when she was at home, she had a list of DIY projects that she needed to carry out on her cottage. She’d heard of Conwy, the walled market town overlooked by an impressive medieval castle. She’d even had a person go missing from one of the marina properties, but that was about as far as it went.

Following the satnav in addition to Amy’s frantic handwaving signals, she drove along Rose Hill Street and towards the perimeter of the town wall up ahead, Betws-y-Coed a world away. And yet Conwy was no less beautiful, just different.

‘Once you’re through the arch, take a sharp left. Mount Pleasant should be up ahead. Jax says he’ll wait outside so that we don’t miss it.’

‘He’s probably still cursing at having his sleep interrupted,’ Gaby replied, flipping on the indicator. ‘As well as being on call, he’s also working tonight. I had promised that he could take some of his time owing if it was quiet. Mal is perfectly capable of holding the fort for a few hours.’

Amy twisted in her seat, her mouth slightly open. ‘I never thought I’d see the day when you’d have anything complimentary to say about Malachy Devine. I thought you couldn’t stand the man?’

‘You should know me better than that, and anyway I’m not in the game of pigeonholing colleagues as to whether I like them or not.’ Gaby stiffened, altering her past with a metaphorical brush laden with regret. She’d learnt the hard way never to make snap judgements about people because invariably she’d been proved wrong. Her past was littered with her failings in that regard. While Malachy wasn’t her favourite person, she was extra careful not to show her opinion one way or the other. She knew that a black officer could easily face bias during the performance of his day-to-day duties. She couldn’t change the world but at least she could do her best to ensure that her small slice of the planet was managed in a fair and equitable manner.

‘I have to give him credit where it’s due. Over the last couple of cases he’s proved that he more than deserves his place on the team.’ She spotted Jax up ahead and started to slow her speed. ‘You must remember that the postgrad, fast-track route Mal chose to become a detective means that he’s missed out on all those invaluable and, to my mind, essential years pounding the beat.’ She pulled up behind the CSI van and killed the engine. ‘Come on, let’s get this over and done with. With a bit of luck, we’ll both be home in time for the six o’clock news.’

Gaby climbed out of the car and slammed the door shut, her mind ensconced in the task ahead. There were procedures to follow, strict guidelines that had been drilled into her from her early days on the force. She wouldn’t even dream of entering the property until she’d divested herself of her gilet and climbed into the white paper bodysuit and accompanying blue overshoes. Latex-free gloves came next before she pulled the drawstring toggle on her hood, ensuring that all her hair was bundled underneath.

She quickly scrawled her name, date and the time on the clipboard handed to her by the uniformed officer guarding the door, then held it out to Amy. ‘Right, Jax. Tell me what’s happening.’

‘The CSIs are on standby, waiting for you to give them the heads up, ma’am. I’ve also got Dr Mulholland on the way. He should be here shortly; he needs to sort out childcare first. Mal is with the victim’s partner.’ He paused, tilting his head towards Amy. ‘He’s going to be very pleased to see you. She’s in b-b-bits,’ he stuttered.

‘Only to be expected. Okay, let’s see the body then. There’s no point in hanging around waiting for Rusty. He’ll appear when he appears and it’s not fair to ruin the CSIs’ weekend. Which investigators have we got on duty?’

‘Clive, but you’ll be pleased to hear that he’s called in Jason, ma’am. Jase is not happy about it, let me tell you. He had plans to go fishing.’

‘Tough. Lead CSIs such as Jason, along with OICs, don’t get the chance of a home life until they’ve cleared their desk for the day.’

‘The same could be said for DCs,’ Jax mumbled under his breath.

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing. This way, ma’am.’ He held open the door, gesturing for her to go on ahead.

Gaby had heard what he’d said all too clearly but wasn’t in the mood to tackle him on what was, after all, a minor transgression. Letting slip what he thought on occasion wasn’t a bad thing unless it became a habit. For Gaby to manage the team she had to have an insight into what was going on inside their heads and the odd rebellious comment was far more useful than the hour-long catch-ups she had with each of them on a monthly basis.

The hall was minute with only room for a small table and little else. It led straight into the lounge, rectangular in shape with a small settee suite arranged around a fake fireplace, and a staircase that took up the whole of one wall. The room was also empty so they didn’t linger. Instead Gaby followed Jax into the small kitchen, which was made to feel smaller by the two officers standing guard over the woman hunched over the table. Her head was buried in the security of her folded arms. Mal stood helplessly by her side.

Gaby had worked with Amy for long enough now to let her know her thoughts with only a flick of her head. But, in this instance, Amy didn’t need any prompting to shrug off any visible trace of her banging headache and replace it with the veneer of composed officer on duty. Gaby watched a moment as she slid into the seat beside the woman, her tone calm and gentle, her body language open and expressive. Amy couldn’t work miracles. She couldn’t breathe life into cold lungs and quiet hearts. She couldn’t revive the unrousable just as she couldn’t rewrite the past. Her skills were deeper. Darker. Indefinable but no less important. Amy would stay holding the woman’s metaphorical hand for as long as she felt it necessary. Tim and the wedding would be all but forgotten as she acted substitute mother, sibling and friend until help appeared from another source.

‘Ma’am?’

‘Coming.’ Gaby turned away and followed Jax through a plain white door, almost invisible against the stark white of the kitchen walls and cabinets.

This was the part of the investigation that she both loved and hated in equal measure, adrenalin causing her blood vessels to fill and her pulse to quicken. The thought of the unknown lying up ahead. Both the start and the end of something. A life coming to an abrupt halt as the cogs of the police machine shifted into action. There was nothing she could do to prevent the loss of life but as to the rest? Only time and determination would tell.

The garage was the same as countless others she’d visited over the years. The bare brick walls surrounded by shelves with an assortment of boxes filled with the usual detritus that at some point would find its way into landfill. In many cases the need to house a car seemed an unnecessary luxury but not here.

The Toyota filled the space, leaving only a narrow path along either side and little else. Gaby wasn’t a car aficionado by any means. If her vehicle had petrol in the tank and started when she pressed the ignition she was happy, but she’d be a fool not to recognise quality when she saw it. The orange sports model was obviously someone’s pride and joy. Whose was yet to be clarified.

She strolled around to the front of the car to stare in through the windscreen at the man resting back against the driving seat. It almost looked as if he’d dropped off to sleep, all apart from the characteristic cherry-red mottling that caused her stomach to contract and her lips to purse. This wasn’t the first time she’d come across the distinctive skin tone but that didn’t make it any easier. Death was a nasty business but never more so than when it was self-inflicted. Accidental deaths from carbon monoxide poisoning were a rarity but sadly the same couldn’t be said for suicides.

‘Tell me again what happened,’ she said, side stepping around a pile of vomit.

‘Hannah Thomas returned home at around eleven o’clock, after a night spent at that new spa hotel in Ruthin, to find both her fiancé and son missing. She’d arranged to be back by eleven at the latest because the fiancé was due to play a match. As you can see, she found the fiancé but there’s no trace of the boy. A lad of five. He’s her son, but not her partner’s.’

‘You’d have thought the child would be in the car too, wouldn’t you?’ she said, bending down to peer in through the passenger window.

Jax shrugged. ‘Unless the plan was to abduct him. I’ve set up a search and called in Marie and Diane to coordinate.’

They’re going to love you for that. But all she said was, ‘Okay, carry on. The CSIs are probably champing at the bit to get started. What else?’

‘There’s not a lot more to add. She opened the car to feel for a pulse while she waited for the emergency services to arrive. He was stone cold so death must have occurred quite a while ago.’

‘When did she last see him?’

‘About 5 p.m. yesterday.’ Jax paused a moment, his stutter reappearing. ‘T-t-the thing is, Thomas appears to be far more concerned about the whereabouts of her son than she is the death of her fiancé. Apparently, the boy suffers from diabetes but it seems more than that …’

‘Okay, noted but let’s hold back from theorising until we know more about what happened.’ Gaby looked up, straight into the distinctive green eyes of Jason Moore standing in the doorway, no glimmer of a smile on his lips. ‘Sorry about the fishing, Jase, I would promise to make it up to you but …’ She shrugged her shoulders.

‘Never mind. I’ve decided to give up on a personal life until you retire; that is, if they’re ever able to drag you away after they’ve handed you your clock.’

‘Ha, very funny, not.’ She waved him ahead. ‘Over to you and the team. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.’

She headed for the door, only to pause at his uncustomary silence.

Jason, for all his faults and snarky sense of humour, was polite to the core of his rangy frame. He would never not reply despite being peeved at his lost weekend. It wasn’t in his nature. She swivelled on her heel but not before she caught his sharp intake of breath.

‘What is it?’

‘You do know who this is, don’t you? He’s one of ours.’




Chapter 4

Gaby

Sunday 23 August, 1.55 p.m. Conwy

‘One of ours? I don’t get you?’

‘Unless I’m very much mistaken it’s that new copper. You know, the one who ended up crashing into the monument a couple of months ago?’

‘You can’t mean Ian Strong? But he’s only a kid?’ Gaby said, glancing back at the windscreen and the man beyond.

‘What’s that got to do with the price of fish? He’s old enough.’ Jason moved to the far side of the car to make room for the rest of the team.

Gaby lifted her hand to her hair only to drop it to her side, forgetting for a moment that she was covered in head-to-toe paper suiting. Instead she switched on her mobile and sent Owen Bates, her second in command, a quick text. He was the very last person she would choose to call in on a day off but a dead man was one thing; a dead copper, while equally horrific, opened up a completely different can of worms.

‘Okay, do what you can. Remember there’s a missing kid too so that has to be our priority. Anything, however small or insignificant, give me a buzz.’

Gaby walked into the kitchen only to step back at the sight of Rusty hurrying into the room, the hood from his over-suit dangling around his neck, his red hair in need of a good cut. Not that she felt she could tell him. Their relationship, for want of a better word, was too new to absorb the possible fallout from personal comments. Her mind swung back briefly to thoughts of that mini break in Betws-y-Coed that would probably now never happen.

‘Sorry, babysitter problems.’

‘Not an issue, Doctor,’ she said, her voice pitched to professional. ‘I know you like to be first on the scene but I’ve set Jason to work already. There’s a missing child involved and, as you know …’

‘Time is of the essence,’ he ended, placing his medical bag between his legs so that he could fix his hood in place. ‘That’s fine by me. So, what do we know?’

‘Not a lot.’ She lowered her voice to barely a whisper, her head angled towards where Amy and Hannah were sitting. ‘He was found by his partner a little after eleven. She’d been away for the night. I’ll let Jason fill you in on the rest,’ she continued. ‘As soon as you have anything—’

‘I know!’

Gaby ignored the tone, waving him towards the door with a brush of her hand. She had far too much on her mind to pull him up on his snarky response.

The kitchen had emptied leaving the two women sitting around the beech table, the soft sound of Hannah’s voice the only thing to disturb the suddenly deathly quiet room.

‘If only I hadn’t gone away for the night.’

‘There’s no way you could have known …’ Amy said, meeting Gaby’s eyes over the top of the woman’s downcast head.

‘Ma’am, this is Miss Hannah Thomas – Ian Strong’s partner and the missing boy’s mother,’ she said, handing her a scrap of paper with a name and address written in a shaky hand.

Hannah was dressed in jeans and a blue shirt dotted with tiny yellow flowers. Her eyes were puffy and, from what Gaby could see, red-rimmed and haunted.

Gaby dipped her head in acknowledgement before withdrawing backwards out of the room, unprepared to disturb the status quo quite yet. She’d need to talk to her, of course she would, but it could wait until at the very least the tears showed signs of abating. Amy knew the score. They’d been in similar positions many times. Hannah had found the body and phoned the police. A search was underway for her son. The rest could wait for a bit. Amy would provide tea and tissues until Hannah was in a fit state to answer questions – there were plenty of jobs Gaby could be getting on with in the meantime. There was the boy to find for a start but, with a team already organised and out searching, she also needed to contact the DCI.

She grimaced, starting to scroll through the list of contacts on her mobile. Her previous boss had warned her that DCI Henry Sherlock’s weekends were sacrosanct. It had to be a dire emergency for Gaby to pluck up the courage to contact him.

‘I’m sorry to have to interrupt your Sunday, sir.’

‘This had better be good, Darin.’

‘Yes. Well. I’ve just been called to a case in Conwy and it seems as if the victim is Ian Strong, one of the recent police intakes. In addition, there’s a child missing. His partner’s son.’

There was a long pause where presumably DCI Henry Sherlock was marshalling his thoughts.

‘And what do you expect me to do about it?’

Gaby raised her eyebrows at that. There was more than one answer on her lips but there was no way she’d have the nerve to voice any of them.

‘I thought it was best to alert you in case CS Murdock got to hear of it. There’s obviously going to be a lot of media interest with this one, sir.’

A new pause fell into the conversation, this one far longer than the last.

‘Right. I’ll handle Murdock. Message me the salient points as soon as you have them,’ he said, ending the call.

She squeezed the phone case, the imitation leather digging into her skin. For someone who had trouble with authority, playing the game was always more difficult when she never knew which set of rules to follow. Sherlock had been adamant that she kept him abreast of any serious concerns but obviously that didn’t extend to interrupting his Sunday afternoon on the golf course.

Gaby cast her eye over the torn sheet of paper that Amy had given her and, after a quick word with Jason as to where she was going, headed back to her car. As much as Gaby hated having to call Sherlock on his day off, she dreaded her next task far more. Informing Ian Strong’s parents of their son’s death. As the lead in the investigation it was something she could easily palm off onto the boys in blue. It was also what most detectives in her position would have done. It would only take seconds to arrange and that would leave her to the whole host of jobs that she had lined up for the next few hours – top of the list being interviewing Hannah. But Gaby wasn’t like other detectives. Despite soaring up the promotional ladder at a rate that landed criticism along with a great dollop of jealousy at her door, she’d never shirked a duty in her life.

She’d provide the Strongs with all the courtesy and kindness due to them, even if it was time she could ill afford. Gaby glanced at her watch as she set up the satnav. With a bit of luck, she’d be back in an hour or so for that interview.




Chapter 5

Gaby

Sunday 23 August, 3.55 p.m. St Asaph

Gaby was standing in reception ostensibly chatting with Clancy, the desk sergeant, when Amy escorted Hannah into the station, which gave her ample opportunity to study the young woman.

Hannah was in her mid-to-late twenties and of average height and build. Neither too tall nor too short, too fat nor too thin. Her shoulder-length, mid-brown hair was of the type most women of Gaby’s acquaintance would have chosen to highlight. Interestingly, her face was also nondescript. Her skin was clear but hosted an insipid pair of blue eyes, and a nose and mouth a smidgeon too large for any accepted image of beauty. All in all, unremarkable.

Faces interested Gaby, which was probably in direct relation to a recent resurgence in her devotion to the science of criminal profiling. It was a rare criminal who could be typecast into the mould of deviant by the face they presented to the world. Most murderers and rapists looked normal. They were also primarily male, Gaby remembered. To a ratio of ten to one, if the recent UK figures on suspect rates for male versus female perpetrators of murder were to be believed. Perhaps it was the very fact of Hannah’s inconspicuousness that made her face more interesting to Gaby? If she passed her in the street, the woman would fade into the background. If she was standing in a line-up, the chance was that someone so unmemorable might just get away with murder …

The last two hours had taken their toll on Hannah’s looks. Her shoulder-length hair was dragged back into a rubber band and, despite enjoying the luxury of an evening at one of Ruthin’s top hotels, she looked pale, drawn, anxious and fatigued. Nothing could stop the feelings of sympathy that washed over Gaby but that in no way deterred her from the task ahead. She had one role and that was to get to the truth of what had happened on Saturday night. While she might be empathetic to Hannah having lost her partner, she couldn’t rule out that Hannah was hiding the truth. Gaby’s gut instinct told her that the emotions oozing from Hannah were genuine but it wouldn’t be the first time that her gut had let her down. Her thoughts flickered to St David’s and the biggest mistake of her career to date: the disappearance of Alys Grant.

Gaby held out her hand, her bland expression and firm grip showing no indication of where her mind was dragging her.

‘I’m sorry for having to call you into the station but there are a few things we need to sort out. I’m sure you’ll agree on the importance of finding out what happened, as quickly as possible.’

She directed her along the corridor into interview room four and waited for Amy and Hannah to take a seat before pressing the switch on the built-in microphone and reciting the usual introduction, which the station typists demanded in full.

‘You’re not under caution but if you’d like free legal advice that can be arranged?’

‘No. I haven’t done anything wrong. I just want this over so I can get back to looking for my son.’

‘We’ll arrange for that as soon as we’ve finished here. We shouldn’t be too long. Firstly I’d like a recap of what happened on Saturday if I may?’

Hannah started to speak, her voice low and husky, her hands forming knots as she twisted her fingers. ‘Ian was on earlies so he left at about half six so he could start his shift for seven, but you’ll probably know that already. I got up after and tidied the kitchen, put the washing machine on, that sort of thing.’ She looked up. ‘Do you want me to tell you everything that I did or …?’

‘You’re doing just fine, Hannah – I can call you Hannah?’ Gaby waited for the slight nod before continuing. ‘Tell us as much or as little detail as you want. We’ll interrupt if we have any questions.’

Hannah returned to her study of her fingers. ‘I hung the washing out, which would have been about ten-ish. Then Hunter wanted to go for a walk down the hill.’ She lifted her head. ‘He loves the boats. I made some sandwiches from what was left over in the fridge and we wandered down past the castle to the quay. He’s not meant to have too many sweet things but I did let him have an ice cream after his lunch. It’s hard trying to be a good mum and manage his diabetes but I’m only pleased that I gave in for once.’ She swallowed a couple of times, her gaze returning to her hands.

‘Did you want to stop for a moment?’ Amy asked, pushing a box of tissues in her direction.

Hannah sniffed, the sound loud in the suddenly quiet room. Then, instead of replying, she shook her head, plucking a tissue from the box and pressing it under her eyes.

‘We didn’t do much. It was too hot for that, just mooched around the boats and said hello to a couple of the fishermen to see what their catch was like. Fed the crusts of bread to the seagulls even though we probably shouldn’t have. That sort of thing. Afterwards we made our way back up the hill. It would have been about half two, three o’clock – something like that. Ian had just arrived back.’

‘Did you notice anything strange?’

‘Not really. Ian was tired but then he found the job stressful. He went upstairs for a nap and, with Hunter ensconced in front of the television, I joined him. As you already know I had plans to go away for the night and I hadn’t gotten around to getting ready. He was resting on the bed with his eyes closed so I took the opportunity to have a quick shower, get dressed and pack a few things. I’d decided to take my motorbike and there’s not that much room under the seat.’

‘And was it common practice for you to go away for the night?’

‘Never. Milly, one of the girls at work, has just split up with her boyfriend but she’d already booked a night away and the hotel was being snooty about giving her a refund. She asked me whether I’d like to join her.’

‘Okay. Let’s shift things forward. Tell me about your overnight stay.’

‘It was at Y Mwyar Duon in Ruthin. That big hotel on the riverbank,’ she said, reaching for the glass of water that Amy had poured for her. ‘Milly was waiting for me when I arrived. We went up to our room to get changed into the robes provided and spent a couple of hours relaxing in the spa, had a manicure, that sort of thing. After, we dressed for dinner and spent the rest of the evening in the bar …’ She paused, suddenly hesitant.

‘And?’

‘And …’ Hannah shook her head. ‘We returned to the room and attacked the mini bar. After that … next I knew we woke up.’

‘Okay. So, you don’t remember getting into bed or …?’

‘Not really. I woke up in my PJs, my face glued to the pillow, regretting every last mouthful of gin.’

‘I think we’ve all been there,’ Gaby said, making a note. ‘And what is it you do?’

‘I’m a nurse at Daffodils old people’s home, only part-time because of Hunter. It’s the first time I’d spent a night away from him because of his diabetes, which makes it all the more important that he’s found quickly.’

‘Okay.’ The tip of Gaby’s pencil pressed hard into the paper, making a deep hole, which she covered up with a squiggle. Looking for a missing child was always a priority but the desperation in Hannah’s voice had just ramped up the importance of the search. ‘Can you tell us a little bit more about his diabetes?’

‘There’s not a huge amount to say. Hunter is …’ She hesitated again, massaging the skin on her left wrist, which had the faint trace of an old scar breaking through. ‘Hunter failed to thrive when he was born. It took the paediatricians quite a time to work out that he is a Type 1 diabetic. His pancreas fails to produce any insulin whatsoever. But apart from that he’s a normal little boy. Full of mischief,’ she said, her knuckles shining white through her work-reddened skin.

‘He has a pump?’ Amy said, her voice whisper-soft.

‘Yes. A little device on his tummy that I’m not to remove unless it’s being changed. And we never do. It’s a godsend me being a nurse.’ She paused again. ‘Ian isn’t … wasn’t good around anything medical. He hated being alone with Hunter. Oh, he was fine when I was there. Wonderful. The best substitute dad a parent could wish for considering he’s only known Hunter for about a year. But a trip to the supermarket was about the sum total of the time I’ve spent away from my son since Ian came on the scene.’ She glanced up before turning her attention back to her fingers. ‘Not that I minded ever. It brought Hunter and me closer if anything. Last night was a bit of a test if I’m honest and the longest they’d ever been alone together. Ian kept harping on about marriage. I wanted to see if he even knew what parenting Hunter for more than an hour really meant.’

‘Okay. Let’s talk about this morning then. I know this is difficult but if you can take it from when you arrived back at the house.’

Hannah closed her eyes briefly, her voice low and soft. ‘I dropped my bag in the hall and went looking for them both. The house was quiet – unusually so. There’s always noise in our house, whether it’s the TV or Hunter, so I knew immediately that I was alone. I couldn’t work out where Ian would have taken him. He knew I was coming home around that time. I’d even texted him to remind him. I called out a few times, lots going through my mind as to what might have happened.’

‘What sort of things?’ Gaby said, sitting back in her chair and watching the play of emotions on Hannah’s face.

‘Nothing that any parent doesn’t think of on occasion. Hunter’s diabetes. An intruder. Even Ian and Hunter playing a trick. I half expected them to jump out from the cupboard under the stairs shouting boo. It wouldn’t have been the first time.’

‘Okay. I know this is difficult, but we do need to go through what happened in the garage. If you need a short break I perfectly understand.’

‘No. Let’s get it over with,’ Hannah said, after a second, her voice monotonous as she revisited the scene in the quiet of the room. ‘I decided to get the car and search for them. The garage looked the same as ever. The usual boxes of Christmas decorations on the shelves. A few tools scattered about. Ian’s pride and joy of a car. There was nothing different. Nothing to alert me that …’ She took a breath, repeating her words. ‘The garage looked the same. It even smelt the same or at least I think it did. No, that’s not right.’ She frowned. ‘There was a smell like … like fumes. I thought it odd at the time then forgot all about it. When I glanced through the windscreen, Ian’s head was lolling back against the headrest. I knew straightaway he was dead.’

Gaby opened her mouth only to close it at Hannah’s next
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