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Prologue

The woman hunched over the workbench straightens with a groan. How long has she been working? She’s so tired, she can’t even remember. She looks at the pile of finished boxes, then at the far bigger pile awaiting assembly, and feels a wave of despair.

Christmas is half a year away, but she’ll need to fulfil her orders months before then. She has to. It’s her last throw of the dice; the culmination of years of scraping by, building her reputation, garnering positive reviews. First at the kitchen table, then at a second-hand dining table in the garage, and now in the cheapest rental unit, on the dodgiest industrial estate in Middlesbury.

If she can prove herself this Christmas, they can finally move forward; the banks will start listening again, and they can put all this behind them and start living like a family once more. Her eyes flick towards the picture above the bench: four crudely drawn stick figures representing the centre of her universe.

She’s exhausted; all she wants to do is go home and sleep. But it’s too early. She has to hit her daily target. Miss it tonight and she’ll have even more to do tomorrow.

She wistfully remembers her university days: all-nighters fuelled by endless cups of coffee made with three spoonfuls of harsh, supermarket-brand instant coffee. Foul-tasting, even with milk and sugar, but effective.

Those days are long gone. Caffeine no longer does the job.

Opening a drawer, she pulls out a small tin marked “paperclips” and unscrews the lid. She has to be careful; she needs enough to get her through the next two hours, but not enough to stop her sleeping when she finally makes it home.

Just the one line, she decides; although she makes it a generous one.

The knocking on the door makes her jump.

Who the hell is that, this time of night? She hastily wipes her nose, screws the lid back on the tin and drops it back in the drawer.

More knocking.

During the day, she works with the door propped open to let in more light, but not at night, when the occupants of the other units have gone home.

Crossing the workspace, she peers through the narrow window next to the door.

She recognises a familiar outline.

‘What are you doing here?’ she starts to ask as she turns the handle.

The words die in her throat …
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Chapter 1

‘Louisa Greenland, thirty-one years old, missing since Tuesday night.’

Detective Chief Inspector Warren Jones projected a headshot of a dark-haired woman with pale, lightly freckled skin, onto the briefing room screen. ‘Her husband, Ben, reported her missing yesterday afternoon, when the nursery for their youngest child contacted him at work to say she had been sick and needed to go home. Louisa is the primary contact, but her phone was switched off. He picked up his daughter and took her home and could find no sign of his wife. He went around to the industrial unit she rented for her cosmetics business and found it locked. None of the tenants from neighbouring units recalled seeing her that day.’

The question was immediate and predictably from Detective Sergeant David Hutchinson, who always got his hand up first. A transplant from Newcastle, “Hutch” specialised in organising door-to-door canvassing; he’d worked at Middlesbury for longer than anyone cared to remember.

‘Why didn’t he notice she was missing first thing?’

‘Apparently, Louisa has been working very late for the past few months, and her husband is a light sleeper, so she is staying in the spare bedroom. He gets up with the kids and does the school and nursery run; Louisa works from home during the day and picks them up. For the past few months, she’s then left her husband in charge for the evening and walked to her unit and worked until the early hours.’ Warren gave a tight smile. ‘We’ll be looking into the state of their marriage as a matter of course.’

‘Why has it come our way?’ asked DS Mags Richardson. ‘She’s been gone, what? Thirty-six hours? Surely it’s still a missing person inquiry.’

‘An overabundance of caution perhaps, but there are enough inconsistencies for them to bring us in,’ said Warren. The Missing Persons Unit’s careful approach was understandable. The previous year the team, based at Hertfordshire Constabulary’s headquarters in Welwyn Garden City, had failed to escalate the disappearance of a vulnerable victim. Several months had passed before her body was found, during which time her killer had been free to murder again. The subsequent inquiry into those failings, and another poorly handled disappearance, had been brutal, almost claiming the scalp of Camilla Wong, the inspector in charge.

‘At first glance, Louisa’s a prime candidate for somebody who’s decided to take off for a while. She’s had mental health episodes previously, including post-partum depression, and has been under significant pressure for the last year. Her husband claims their marriage is fine, but their sleeping arrangements suggest that might not be entirely true. Her unit was locked, its alarm set, and her bag wasn’t there. A search of the premises revealed a quantity of cocaine; she has struggled with addiction issues in the past.

‘All that being said, she is regarded as potentially vulnerable. We have been called in because of some worrying indications.’

He ticked the reasons off on his fingers. ‘First, she is a devoted mother and normally leaves her phone switched on. According to the network, it was turned off shortly after midnight on the Tuesday and hasn’t connected since. Its last location was her unit.

‘Second, her laptop was still sitting on her workbench. She always takes that home.’

He uncurled another finger. ‘Third, she had a number of important phone calls scheduled for yesterday afternoon. She runs an online business called “P@mper by Louisa”, selling handpicked cosmetics. Earlier this year, she secured a contract to supply the Holistics Spa and Gym chain with Christmas beauty hampers for their gift shops. If it all went well, she hoped to expand her business further. She was said to be very excited about it.

‘Finally, there is evidence to suggest that she left abruptly. She is extremely organised, bordering on the obsessive, and working to a tight schedule. She set herself a target of thirty completed hampers each night, the number needed to fill a shipping crate. The latest crate was only half filled, but she had already prepared everything necessary to complete the remaining hampers. Her husband is adamant she is the sort of person who won’t leave a job half done.’

Looking around the room at his colleagues’ faces, Warren could see his own unease mirrored. Missing Persons had been right to contact CID; something didn’t smell right.

* * *

Ben Greenland opened his front door before the doorbell finished sounding.

‘Have you found her?’ he asked immediately.

‘No, I’m sorry, Mr Greenland, we have no news yet. My name is Detective Sergeant Karen Hardwick with Middlesbury CID. May I come in?’

‘CID?’ Greenland swallowed. ‘Don’t you investigate murders? Does that mean you think …’

Behind him, PC Kevin Lederer, a family liaison officer who Hardwick had worked with before, laid a hand on the man’s shoulder, gently leading him back indoors; his voice was soothing. ‘Not necessarily, Ben. CID are detectives. They’re the best placed to assist Missing Persons with the search.’ Hardwick noted he avoided using the word “investigation”. An “investigation” was scary; it implied something had happened that needed investigating. On the other hand, a search was positive; it meant that they were hoping to find her.

The familiar sound of a Disney movie drifted in from the living room; the couple’s two daughters, Pippa aged three and Molly aged five. Ben’s mother was currently entertaining her grandchildren. The door to the living room opened, and a dark-haired woman about the same age as Greenland came out.

‘Ben? Is everything OK? Have they found Louisa?’

‘And you are …?’ asked Hardwick.

‘Caitlin. Caitlin O’Shaughnessy, I’m a friend of Louisa and Ben’s.’ She spoke with a soft, Irish accent. ‘I just came around to see if he and the girls were OK.’

‘There are no updates, I’m afraid,’ said Hardwick. ‘Would it be possible to speak to you?’

‘I was just leaving,’ she said. ‘But I can give you my details.’

Hardwick noted them down. O’Shaughnessy turned to Greenland and gave him a hug. ‘Call me as soon as you hear anything,’ she whispered, before shouting goodbye into the living room and leaving.

Hardwick took a chair at the kitchen table opposite Greenland, accepting his offer of a coffee. ‘I know you’ve been through this already, but I’d like to hear it first-hand from you,’ said Hardwick. ‘Tell me about Tuesday.’

Greenland nodded tightly. Hardwick could see the impatience on his face, but he forced himself to speak. ‘It was a normal day. I left for work at my usual time, just after eight a.m. I dropped the kids off at nursery and school on the way. Louisa was still asleep.’

‘In the spare room?’ interjected Hardwick.

‘Yes, she’s been working until the early hours. She sleeps in there so she can get a lie-in and not disturb me when she comes in.’

‘And where does she work?’

‘The Forest End Industrial Estate. She rents a lock-up to run her online cosmetics business.’ Middlesbury had a number of industrial estates within the town’s boundaries. Forest End was one of the less salubrious.

‘Did she visit there during the day?’

‘I don’t know. Some days she does; other times she works from home. She prefers to do paperwork at the kitchen table, so she can run the washing machine and prepare dinner. The unit’s only a short distance from here, so it’s no big deal for her to pop down there for a couple of hours to pack some hampers. Either way, she picked up the kids at their normal time and brought them home. I arrived home at around half-five.’

‘And how did she seem to you?’

He shrugged. ‘Normal.’

‘She didn’t mention any worries?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What about the last few weeks? Anything unusual?’

He puffed his lips out. ‘Look, the last few months have been hard work. P@mper has only really been ticking over for the past couple of years. She sells her gift hampers online – eBay, Etsy, Not On The High Street, Amazon – the usual places. She was getting great ratings, but sales were stubbornly low. She started off working out of the garage on her own, but eventually needed more space, so she hired the industrial unit. She was keeping up with the workload, but only breaking even. Then in January, she landed the Holistics contract and things went crazy. She’s hoping to take on a couple of people to help her over the summer.’

‘How does she get there?’

‘She walks. It takes about fifteen minutes.’

‘Even late at night?’ asked Hardwick, keeping her voice neutral.

Greenland shifted in his seat. ‘She doesn’t drive. Sometimes she calls a taxi … normally she texts to tell me she’s on her way home, but Tuesday night she didn’t.’

‘What time does she usually come home?’ she asked.

‘About two a.m. It depends.’

Hardwick smiled encouragingly. ‘Depends on what?’

‘On what she needed to do that evening. She tries to do thirty hampers most nights to fulfil the Holistics contract, but before she assembles them she needs to prepare everything. She makes her own scented candles and bath bombs, and each hamper has a handwritten insert. Plus, she’s still building hand-selected hampers for her online clients. They take a lot more time and effort than the identical ones for Holistics, but they are the customers who built her reputation, and she needs to look after them.’

‘Going back to Tuesday, walk me through what happened after you dropped the kids off.’

‘Just a typical day. I worked until five, then drove home. Louisa was already in.’ He looked up at the ceiling briefly. ‘She’d made a cottage pie. The girls were in the living room watching a film. I tidied the kitchen, whilst Louisa went and spent some time with the girls. Then we ate and I loaded the dishwasher as Louisa bathed the kids. She then left to go to work. That’s the last I saw of her or spoke to her.’ His eyes filled with tears.

Hardwick gave him a moment to compose himself. ‘What time was that?’

‘About seven. Look, I’ve already told everyone this.’

‘I know, but sometimes people remember new details and I always prefer to hear it first-hand,’ Hardwick reassured him. ‘Please carry on.’

‘I put the girls to bed. I read to Pippa until she fell asleep, then Molly and I did a bit of reading practice, before she went to sleep also.’

‘Do the girls sleep in the same room?’

‘Yes. Maybe when they’re older, and we can afford to move house …’

‘Did they get up in the night?’

‘Not that I recall; they’re both pretty good.’

Hardwick made a note to look into having a specialist interview the two young children. She’d also have someone speak to their teachers and other carers; it was amazing what kids overheard sometimes. ‘What did you do then?’ she continued.

‘Nothing much. I pottered about in the kitchen, sorted some laundry and set the timer on the washing machine. Then watched a bit of TV, until it was time for bed.’

‘What did you watch?’ asked Hardwick, casually.

‘The footie on Sky. West Brom v Villa in the Championship play-off.’

‘What time did you go to bed?’

‘About half-ten. I watched the ten o’clock news, read for a bit and I guess I was asleep by elevenish?’

Hardwick made a note in her pocketbook. ‘And did you sleep through until the morning?’

‘Yes. The alarm goes off at quarter to seven. I got up, made the girls breakfast and did the school run, then went to work.’

‘And you are sure your wife wasn’t home?’

‘I have no idea. I don’t disturb her; I let her lie in.’

‘Did you try to call Louisa during the day?’

‘No, we were snowed under at work. I planned to give her a ring at lunchtime, but Pippa’s nursery called about midday and said she had a temperature and had been sick. That’s when I checked my mobile and saw Louisa hadn’t texted when she finished work like she usually does. So I picked Pip up then drove home. The house was empty, so I called Lou’s mobile and it went straight to voicemail. Pip was a bit sleepy, but she was OK, so I drove around to Lou’s unit, but it was all locked up and the garage next door said they hadn’t seen her. That’s when I called the police.’

‘Do you know if she came home at all?’

‘I don’t think so. The dishwasher was still full, and the washing machine needed emptying. She usually leaves her cereal bowl to soak in the sink, but it wasn’t there, and the only coffee cup was mine from breakfast. She also makes a point of making the girls’ packed lunches when she gets in. Crazy, I know, that time of night, but she likes to put a little note in there. Their lunchboxes were still empty that morning … she’s never forgotten before.’ His lip started to tremble. ‘Something must have happened to her Tuesday night.’

Hardwick gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘I realise this must be difficult, for you, but what was your wife’s state of mind? How was she feeling in the days before she went missing?’

He wrung his hands together. ‘She was stressed, and she was very tired, but she was also excited, you know? She’s worked so hard over the past couple of years and finally, it was going to pay off. The contract with Holistics was a really big deal. They said that if her hampers sold well over Christmas, they would consider stocking them permanently and even using some of her products in their spa therapies. Then she could consider renting somewhere a bit nicer, perhaps even opening her own shop.’ He rubbed his face. ‘Longer term, I was going to cut back at work and help her run the business.’ He gave a bleak smile. ‘Everything was going really well.’

Hardwick chose her words carefully. ‘We know Louisa had some mental health challenges in the past. Do you know if she had been struggling at all recently? Perhaps found things a bit overwhelming?’

He shook his head vigorously. ‘She had some difficulties a few years ago, but the last bout of depression was postnatal, after Pip was born. She had a few dark months, but her GP was brilliant. Since then, she hasn’t needed any medication and, like I said, she was excited about the future.’ His voice became more earnest. ‘Lou has never been afraid of hard work. Back at university, she was the queen of the all-nighter. She loves a challenge. That’s why I can’t see her walking away now, leaving things unfinished.’ He gestured towards the living room. ‘And she would never leave me and the girls. Never.’

Hardwick met his gaze. ‘Ben, my colleagues have searched Louisa’s unit and we found a quantity of what appears to be cocaine. Was Louisa using drugs?’

Greenland’s shoulders slumped. ‘Shit,’ he said quietly. ‘I thought we’d dealt with that.’

‘I need you to be honest with me, Ben,’ said Hardwick. ‘We’re very worried about Louisa. We are aware she had some problems in the past.’

He sighed. ‘No, you’re right.’ He swallowed. ‘Back at university, we liked to party; Louisa especially. She’s always been all or nothing. That was fine at uni, but when we left and started working, it nearly cost her her job. She sought help and stopped the cocaine and the drinking. As far as I know, she’s been clean since then.’

‘So no drugs at all?’

He bit his lip. ‘We occasionally have a little weed now and again, just to unwind after a hard week, but nothing stronger. I still have the odd pint with my mates, but we never have booze in the house.’

‘Do you know where she got the cocaine?’

‘No, idea,’ he said quickly.

‘Where do you get the cannabis?’

‘Just a mate,’ he mumbled.

Hardwick waited, but he looked down at the table and remained mute.

‘If Louisa did decide to leave for a while, perhaps to clear her head for a few days, do you know where she might go? Any places that are special to her, or friends she might stay with?’

‘No, just the ones I told the constable from the Missing Persons Unit about. And I had another look at the wardrobe and bathroom. None of her clothes are missing, her overnight bag is still there, and her toiletries are all in the cupboard. Her contraceptive pills are in her bedside drawer; she’d never leave without those.’

A sudden squeal came from the lounge, followed by a muffled adult voice admonishing somebody to “play nicely”.

‘I’m sorry, Sergeant, I have to go and deal with that.’

‘Of course.’ Hardwick handed over her card. ‘If you think of anything at all, please let me know, or speak to PC Lederer.’ She gave him a smile. ‘I promise you, we will do everything in our power to find Louisa.’

Hardwick saw herself out, whilst Greenland and Lederer headed to the next room to put an end to whatever drama was unfolding between his daughters. Sitting in her car, she called the station. DI Tony Sutton answered.

‘I’ve just spoken to Ben Greenland. He’s lying.’




Chapter 2

‘Why do you think he’s lying?’ asked Warren. He was perched on the table opposite Tony Sutton and Karen Hardwick’s workspaces.

‘He says that Tuesday night he watched Villa playing West Brom on Sky, followed by the ten o’clock news before going to bed.’

‘Nice one, Karen,’ said DS Richardson, approvingly.

‘Good spot,’ echoed Sutton.

They all waited expectantly, Sutton not even bothering to hide his smirk.

Warren gave a sigh. ‘OK, I’ll bite. Why is that significant?’

‘The game kicked off at eight, but it was a draw, so they went into extra time,’ said Hardwick, ‘and when that wasn’t enough, they had a penalty shootout.’

‘That’s when the teams take it in turns to kick the ball at the goal, until one of them misses,’ supplied DS Pymm helpfully, from behind her trio of extra-large computer screens.

‘Thank you, Rachel, even I know how a penalty shootout works,’ said Warren. His lack of interest or knowledge of football was a frequent source of amusement for his colleagues. ‘So, what you’re saying is, the game will have ended after the ten o’clock news?’

‘Yes,’ said Hardwick. ‘Robbie watched the match and it went on well past ten. He doesn’t support either team, but you couldn’t have pried him off the sofa with a crowbar.’

‘It was the play-offs,’ confirmed Richardson. ‘No way would he turn over and watch the news instead of seeing how the match ended.’

‘Could he have been mistaken?’ asked Warren. ‘I agree that by the sounds of it, the match was pretty memorable, but he could be getting his days confused.’

‘Possible,’ said Hardwick, ‘but he remembered who was playing. And there are other things bothering me. Like the whole thing about the text messages she sends when she leaves the unit.’

‘That’s been worrying me also,’ interjected Pymm. ‘I’ve gone through her phone records, and she sent one to her husband each night at about two a.m., give or take a half-hour. Without access to her phone or his handset, I can’t tell what the messages say, but they are never replied to.’

‘His wife is leaving work in the early hours of the morning, and he claims to have been asleep,’ said Hardwick. ‘His alarm goes off before seven, so I can’t imagine he’s lying awake each night until he receives that message.’

‘He says he’s a light sleeper; perhaps he just wakes up, reads it and then goes back to sleep?’ said Sutton.

‘That doesn’t sound normal to me, Boss,’ said Richardson. ‘There’s no way my husband would go to sleep if he knew I was walking home by myself that time of night, especially in the area around the Forest End Industrial Estate. Something’s not right with that marriage.’

‘He said she sometimes catches a taxi,’ said Hardwick.

‘I have no record of her calling any local cab firms,’ said Pymm. ‘If she was getting a lift, then she did it via an app. That should be on her bank statement.’

‘I agree, this doesn’t add up,’ said Warren. ‘If she was planning to leave him, then she’ll have needed money. I think we have enough to justify a warrant for both of their banking and phone records.’

He looked around at his team. ‘Missing Persons have got the ball rolling, but something feels wrong here. I spoke earlier to DSI Roehampton and she agrees. Without second-guessing Missing Persons, who will continue to treat her as missing, potentially vulnerable, we will be running in parallel, treating it as a suspected murder. Better to stand down if she turns up unharmed, than find we’ve missed opportunities to investigate if it does turn into something more serious.’

He turned to Hutchinson. ‘Hutch, I want you to organise door-to-door along their street and the most obvious routes to and from the industrial estate. See if anyone has any gossip about their marriage, if they saw her that night, or can confirm she usually walked that way. Check if anyone has CCTV.’

He addressed Richardson. ‘Mags, get the Video Analysis Unit ready for incoming. Until we know otherwise it’s a live investigation, potentially with a life in danger, so front of the queue, please. Also pull in ANPR and traffic cams from the area surrounding their house and the industrial estate. If she was taken against her will, then there will probably have been a vehicle involved.

‘Karen, I want you to coordinate interviews with friends and family. I also want you to work with Hutch to interview the owners of the neighbouring units. Secure any CCTV and get a feel for how well they knew her and her husband. If anything makes the interviewer’s nose twitch, I want it called in immediately. For all we know, she could be tied up inside one of the other units.’ He turned to Sutton. ‘Tony, be ready to deal with any applications for search warrants. They might be time-critical.’

He returned to Pymm. ‘Rachel, run any names, phone numbers and licence plates through the computer and see if anything interesting pops out. Bring in additional indexers from Welwyn if necessary. We need everything loaded onto HOLMES as quickly as possible.’

Pymm was the team’s “officer in the case”, working with a team of civilian indexers and exhibit officers. She was in charge of keeping HOLMES2, the case management database used in major inquiries, up to date. She was also a specialist in data analysis and took charge of scrutinising electronic evidence, as well as querying the Police National Computer for any recorded incidents relevant to persons involved in the case.

‘Anyone know what time Moray is due in?’ asked Warren.

‘Any time now,’ said Hardwick.

‘Tony, bring Moray up to speed and then work with Missing Persons on the victimology. Whilst you’re at it, speak to Kevin Lederer. He’s been supporting Ben Greenland for the past twenty-four hours. See what he thinks.’ He paused. ‘Janice, what can I help you with?’

‘I have Andy Harrison on the line,’ said Janice, Warren’s unofficial PA. ‘He thinks you might be interested in what they’ve found at her unit.’

Warren smiled. ‘I swear he’s psychic – I was just about to ask for an update on the forensics.’

* * *

DSI Ashley Roehampton was at a conference down at the force’s headquarters in Welwyn Garden City, so Warren decided to go and see what had caught the attention of Forensics for himself. It was rare for an officer of Warren’s rank to visit crime scenes, and practically unheard of for them to conduct interviews, but Middlesbury CID was unique. The merger of Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire Constabularies’ Major Crime Units had occurred under Warren’s predecessor, but DCI Sheehy had fought to maintain Middlesbury’s CID unit as a separate entity, operating as a “first response unit” dealing with Middlesbury and the villages in the northernmost part of Hertfordshire. That role had continued under the stewardship of Detective Superintendent John Grayson, but his retirement a little over a year ago had shone a spotlight on the department’s status again.

So far, his replacement, DSI Roehampton, had largely continued Grayson’s policy of allowing Warren free rein to conduct investigations as he saw fit, but she occasionally raised an eyebrow when Warren or Tony Sutton took the lead in interviewing suspects or witnesses. The unit had maintained its enviable success rate, but the ongoing budget cuts meant senior officers were again questioning Middlesbury’s existence as an independent unit. It remained to be seen how hard Roehampton would fight their corner, especially if she was as ambitious as some believed.

The lock-up rented by Louisa Greenland was one of half a dozen in a row and was flanked by a double unit operating as a garage and body-repair shop, and a small business fixing garden equipment. Unlike her neighbours, she hadn’t bothered to install a sign above the metal roller doors, which he noted were bolted to the concrete apron.

‘The side door has a five-lever mortice lock, and a heavy-duty padlock fitted to the outside,’ Crime Scene Manager Andy Harrison was explaining as Warren wrestled his way into a Tyvek scene suit. ‘Her husband claims both the lock and the padlock were secured when he came around yesterday and there’s no sign of forced entry.’

‘Does that work?’ asked Warren, pointing to the security camera angled at the door.

‘Apparently so. Mrs Greenland had it fitted herself, along with an alarm. That was also set when her husband arrived. The husband can’t remember the password to the digital video recorder, so the company is sending someone out. We’re also trying to access the footage on the cloud server where it’s backed up.’

Warren was surprised. ‘The unit has internet?’

‘Yes, along with electricity and running water. There’s even a basic toilet.’

The two men entered the unit. It was little more than a concrete box, but Louisa Greenland had done her best to make it more homely, with the walls covered in children’s paintings. Citrus mingled with lavender and the heavy smell of soap and a half-dozen other scents; Warren’s eyes started to water. A folding table had a kettle, mini-fridge and the makings for tea and coffee. On the right side of the unit was an open door.

‘A bathroom with a sink,’ supplied Harrison.

Between the door and the front of the unit were dozens of sealed packing crates. A white-suited technician had already opened several.

‘Completed hampers,’ said Harrison. ‘The current Mrs Harrison loves this sort of stuff; the bathroom’s uninhabitable for twenty-four hours after her Sunday night relaxation session.’

As usual, Warren wasn’t entirely sure if the rotund Yorkshireman was being serious or not.

On the opposite side of the unit were other opened boxes and piles of wicker baskets, stacked inside one another. The boxes were different shapes and sizes with a variety of shipping labels.

‘Those contain the raw materials she uses to make her toiletries and build the hampers; we’re doing an inventory.’ He gestured toward the far wall. ‘And I guess this is where she assembled everything.’

A sturdy work bench about four metres long had been erected. The wall behind was covered in photographs of Louisa and the two girls; Ben must have been behind the camera. At one end were a couple of wicker hampers, filled with packing material. Nestled within them were what appeared to be candles and an array of coloured soaps. A flat rectangle wrapped in gold foil had a dark label, pronouncing it to be vegan, ethically sourced, eighty-five per cent chocolate. Very nice, Warren was sure, but as far as he was concerned, you couldn’t beat a nice bar of Dairy Milk.

At the opposite end of the bench sat a closed laptop and a colour printer.

‘It’s pretty dingy in here, but those seem like overkill,’ said Harrison, pointing to a pair of free-standing lights, similar to the ones found in a photography studio.

Standing in the centre of the room, Warren did a slow rotation. The unit was more or less what he would expect for a small, one-woman business operating online.

‘What was it you found, Andy?’ he asked.

Harrison produced a small torch and shone it on the doorframe. A yellow scene marker, a little over a metre from the ground, pointed to a tiny red dot.

‘Blood?’ asked Warren.

‘According to the peroxide test, yes. And a quick squirt of luminol has found a few more spots on the floor, which were cleaned up.’

Warren felt the familiar tightening in his gut. It wasn’t entirely unexpected, but like everyone, he’d been hoping Louisa Greenland had just decided she needed a few days on her own and would turn up unharmed when she’d cleared her head.

‘Don’t read too much into it,’ cautioned Harrison. ‘The spots are tiny. Even if they are hers, they could be from weeks ago; she could have had a papercut or, given the Colombian marching powder we found, a nosebleed.’

‘What else?’ asked Warren.

Even behind the man’s mask, Warren could see his features become more grave. He picked up a see-through plastic evidence bag. ‘We found this blowing around on the floor.’

Warren squinted at the tiny fragment of paper. He’d forgotten his reading glasses again.

‘Looks like confetti. Maybe it’s packing material? Or from a hamper for a hen party?’

‘Look closer,’ instructed Harrison.

It took Warren a moment to focus on the tiny writing on the paper.

‘Shit,’ he breathed. ‘Is that an AFID tag?’

‘Yes,’ said Harrison. ‘Somebody fired a Taser in here.’




Chapter 3

‘On the fence,’ was PC Kevin Lederer’s summary of how he felt after a day with Louisa Greenland’s husband. ‘On the one hand, he’s saying all the right things; he appears to be genuinely worried and upset about her disappearance, whilst maintaining a brave face for the kids. On the other hand, I agree something isn’t right about their marriage. I get the separate rooms bit; if she’s working until silly o’clock every night, then I can see why she might camp out there.’

‘But?’ prompted Warren. He could hear the hesitancy in Lederer’s voice over the conference call.

‘I don’t think he’s telling us the truth about what happened Tuesday night. I’m pretty certain he didn’t watch the football, for starters. I saw the match myself and tried to chat about it and he struggled to discuss it in detail.’

‘And it wasn’t the sort of match you’d forget,’ said Warren, ignoring Tony Sutton’s grin.

‘I’m surprised you watched it,’ said Lederer. ‘I thought folks from Coventry went out of their way to avoid watching the Villa?’

‘Well, you know,’ mumbled Warren, before clearing his throat. ‘Anyway, what else?’

‘I’ve not seen anything overtly suspicious,’ said Lederer. ‘No freshly scrubbed surfaces or empty bottles of cleaning materials in the bins, but I’m sure he made a phone call yesterday evening on a second mobile.’

‘What makes you think that?’ asked Warren.

‘I was sitting in the kitchen when he went upstairs to run a bath for the girls. I could hear they were in the bedroom from the thumps on the floor; they keep jumping off the bed and usually get a bollocking, but he just left them to it. Eventually, I decided to check everything was OK and found the bathroom door locked and the kids running riot. I could make out his voice over the running water. When I asked if everything was all right, it suddenly stopped.’

‘Could he have been talking to himself?’ asked Warren.

Lederer was completely unabashed. ‘I can’t be sure, but I stood outside for about a minute, and it sounded like the ebb and flow of a conversation, although I couldn’t make out any words and only heard his side.’

‘Why do you think he was using a second mobile?’ asked Sutton.

‘Because when I went back down to the kitchen, his usual phone was plugged into the charger.’

* * *

‘How’s the shoulder?’ Warren asked Moray Ruskin as the team assembled for their afternoon briefing.

‘It’s getting there. The physio reckons I can double my swimming and carry on increasing the weights. She’ll see me again next month.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Warren, pushing down the feeling of guilt he experienced every time he was reminded of the cataclysmic events the previous year. Mistakes had been made, and deep down in the part of his psyche he admitted to only in the privacy of the therapist’s office, he couldn’t help blaming himself.

It was cruelly ironic. In the months before that day, he’d finally started to move on from the death of Gary Hastings. The lingering PTSD he’d suffered since that horrific night had started to recede, and he’d even been able to play with Oliver Hardwick, Karen’s young boy – born after his father was killed – without feeling a sense of shame.

And now it was as if he’d gone back in time; the issues he’d fought so hard to overcome were back with a vengeance. At least the nightmares had stopped since moving out of the house.

Calling the meeting to order, he handed over to Tony Sutton.

‘Missing Persons have done a great job helping with the victimology and we’ve uncovered a lot of new information. Louisa was born and raised in Nottingham and has an older sister, Stephanie, who she was very close to growing up. They were actually born just under twelve months apart, and so ended up in the same school year; they are physically similar enough that those who didn’t know them assumed they were non-identical twins. In fact they were sometimes referred to as “the twins”, even by those who knew otherwise.

‘This closeness continued through their university years. They both attended the University of Middle England here in Middlesbury from 2005 and shared halls of residence and, later, digs. Louisa did Marketing and Business, whilst Stephanie did Law. It was here Louisa met her future husband, Ben, who is from Middlesbury. All three of them graduated in 2008. Louisa and Ben stayed in Middlesbury, whilst Stephanie moved to London to finish qualifying and start working as a solicitor.’

‘What does her sister say?’ asked Hutchinson.

‘MPU interviewed her within a few hours of Louisa being reported missing. She hadn’t spoken to Louisa for a couple of weeks and hasn’t been up to Middlesbury for a month. She said her sister’s business was taking off and she was working long hours. As far as she is aware, the relationship with her husband is sound.’

‘Given what we now know, arrange for her to be re-interviewed,’ ordered Warren. ‘What about parents?’

‘Both still live in the Nottingham area. They went through a nasty divorce when the girls were teenagers. Again, neither parent had any concerns, other than a bit of parental worry about her overworking. Her mother has been on holiday in Australia; she’ll be arriving back sometime in the next twenty-four hours. We’ll interview her properly then. Her dad is coming in tomorrow for another interview.’

‘Make sure to ask about their thoughts on Ben,’ said Warren. ‘She’s been missing nearly two days now; hopefully they’ll be worried enough not to hold back any nagging doubts they were initially reluctant to share with the MPU.’

‘The relationship with her sister doesn’t sit quite right with me,’ said Hardwick. ‘They were in the same school year and survived their parents splitting up, and then instead of taking the opportunity to go their separate ways at university, ended up living together. That’s a very close sibling bond. Yet Stephanie claims not to have spoken to her for a fortnight. They may not have been real twins, but I’m wondering if something changed recently?’

‘I’d also ask her about Ben,’ said Hutchinson. ‘We’ve got follow-up interviews scheduled with her closest friends and some of the couple’s mutual acquaintances. There’s a lot of overlap, since they met at university. I’m thinking that we probe deeper; get any niggling worries out in the open.’

‘I agree,’ said Warren. ‘Be considerate, but our priority is finding Louisa, or failing that, working out what has happened to her and who is responsible. We can worry about hurt feelings later. What about Ben’s mother? She’s been with him since he reported Louisa missing. What has she got to say about her daughter-in-law?’

‘I just spoke to Kevin Lederer,’ said Ruskin. ‘He managed to grab a quick chat with her after Ben went for a lie-down. She was quite candid about Louisa’s mental health issues and was worried she was stretching herself too thin. She says she thinks she’s taken herself off for a few days, although Karen’s visit has spooked her a bit.’

It wasn’t surprising; up until now, the investigation had been coordinated by the Missing Persons Unit. Part of their job was calming worried loved ones, reassuring them that most people who disappeared returned of their own volition within a few days. The involvement of CID would feel like a sudden and ominous escalation.

‘Did she comment on the couple’s marriage?’ asked Hutchinson.

Ruskin shook his head. ‘Not really. She claimed that as far as she knew, everything was fine. But Kevin isn’t convinced. He gets the impression Ben is a bit of a golden boy; he’s not sure she’d be willing to speak out of turn.

‘However, a search of the PNC has turned up a couple of interesting things. Firstly, Louisa has a conviction for drink-driving. She wrapped her car around a lamppost back in 2015. Nobody was hurt, but their oldest, Molly, was in the car seat at the time. She was handed a ban and nearly given a suspended sentence, but agreed to take part in a drink-drive rehabilitation course and undergo counselling. The ban has expired, but she never took up the option to retake her driving test.’

‘That would explain why she is walking to her unit late at night,’ said Hardwick. ‘But why didn’t she retake her test? It would make things a lot easier. We should ask her husband directly. He admitted she’d had a problem with alcohol in the past, along with other substances, why didn’t he mention the driving ban?’

‘We’ll do
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Epilogue

Tony Sutton pushed his hands into the pockets of the sombre black jacket his wife had dubbed his “funeral coat”. It had been a lovely sunny day, but now the burial was over, the sun had retreated once more and a cool breeze had picked up, rustling the dozens of bouquets of flowers piled on the grave; his own, simple arrangement was barely visible.

It would be a few weeks before a permanent headstone was ready. Until then a wooden cross marked the spot; just name, date of birth and date of death. They were far too close together.

Such a tragic waste.

A shadow fell across the grave, interrupting his musing.

‘The coach leaves for the wake in five minutes,’ said Warren.

The two officers had been invited, alongside George Rutherford, to attend Sinead McCaffrey’s final interment. Sinead’s family had insisted Ben and Curtis also attend the ceremony. The two men had stood so awkwardly at the back of the church that Warren wondered if that had been Sinead’s mother’s intention all along – to kill with kindness.

Any chance of forgiveness for Stephanie Hellard from the family was a long way off, if ever. ‘That evil woman hugged me just last year at Sinead’s memorial,’ her mother had said, a cold anger in her eyes.

Sinead’s brother, now older than his big sister had ever been, had spat on the floor at Hellard’s name. ‘You should have let the bitch bleed to death, DCI Jones.’

Warren couldn’t really respond to that, so had simply repeated his condolences. In his dreams, he could feel Stephanie’s pulse, his hands slick with her blood as he applied pressure to the slice across her throat. She’d fought him every step of the way, and it had taken the combined force of both his and Ben’s weight to stop her bleeding out before the paramedics made it into the room. When he’d jerked awake the previous night, the smell of petrol had lingered in his nostrils.

Despite the personal nature of the invitation, Warren and Sutton were conscious that they were representing Hertfordshire Constabulary. The previous day, he and Sutton had met with Assistant Chief Constable Mohammed Naseem and counsel from the Crown Prosecution Service, ostensibly to ensure both men were clear on what they could share with Sinead’s loved ones without prejudicing Hellard’s trial.

In reality of course, Naseem had wanted to hear the most intimate details of the case direct from Warren and Sutton’s mouths. As soon as the prosecutor left, Naseem had produced the familiar leather-bound book he recorded notes in for his retirement memoirs. Warren was used to this by now; Sutton had been somewhat nonplussed.

‘How long ago do you think Stephanie started planning to kill her sister?’ Naseem had asked.

‘Difficult to say,’ said Warren. ‘We know Curtis let slip that Ben and Caitlin were an item again back in September of last year. But from what Stephanie said when she was confronted, she had already made the decision to damn the consequences and try to get Ben for herself after he said he loved her back at Sinead’s tenth anniversary memorial. She won’t say if she was planning to kill Louisa that far back.’

Hellard had followed her own legal advice, and after being pronounced fit to be questioned, had given only no-comment interviews.

‘According to the doctors, and Ben’s recollection, she probably became pregnant around the end of February. She had her girly night with Caitlin, when she stole her red hoodie, the weekend after this year’s reunion in April. She won’t say if she knew or suspected she was pregnant then. She only bought the pregnancy testing kits recently, so who knows if that was the catalyst to kill Louisa then? My gut feeling is she was already planning to kill Louisa and blame everything on Caitlin well before then.’ He shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t even be surprised if she stopped taking her contraceptive pill on purpose.’

That was yet another tragedy. Tests had shown the baby was apparently unscathed, but what would happen to it, Warren had no idea. The child would be the offspring of a murderer, fathered by the man whose wife she had killed. They would have two half-sisters – the daughters of one of their mother’s victims. Warren couldn’t imagine how the child would deal with that once they were old enough to be told the truth, or how Molly and Pippa would feel towards their unexpected sibling.

Sutton joined in. ‘It’s all speculation, of course, but the favourite theory in the office is that by advising Ben to no comment, then suddenly producing evidence that cleared him and pointed the finger towards Caitlin, she was setting herself up as the hero. She’d successfully got rid of her rivals, saved him from prison, and was carrying his child. In her mind, he would be forever grateful, realise they were meant to be together, and they would live happily ever after.’

‘But she didn’t know what a shifty bugger Ben Greenland had been,’ said Naseem.

‘Exactly,’ said Sutton. ‘I don’t think she realised what a can of worms she was opening – she probably had no idea how much evidence there was that Caitlin and Ben were together that night. Ben admits he had told Caitlin to keep quiet about their affair, even if she thought it would exonerate him. He placed all his trust in Stephanie to solve his problems.’

‘For her part, Stephanie thought she was being clever, getting that easily manipulated junior solicitor to insist he no comment,’ said Warren. ‘But all it did was make us more suspicious. If he’d told us what he was up to the night Louisa was killed, we might have ruled him and Caitlin out sooner and continued chasing our tails trying to prove his brother and Russell Myrie were responsible.’

‘Have you worked out how she managed to make those purchases and hire a car in Caitlin’s name?’ asked Naseem.

‘We found a duplicate driving licence and a set of Caitlin’s keys hidden in Stephanie’s flat, along with a new credit card in Caitlin’s name,’ said Sutton. ‘She’d also managed to pick up the exact same handbag that Caitlin used. The licence and credit card were applied for shortly after Stephanie spent the weekend with Caitlin, when we believe she stole the red hoodie. We suspect she got a set of keys cut when Caitlin was still passed out from whatever she spiked her drink with. According to her employer, she took annual leave around the time the DVLA and the bank posted the licence and card to Caitlin’s address. Caitlin used to go to the gym or leisure centre every morning, so Stephanie could easily have intercepted the post using her copy of the keys.’

‘Clever bugger,’ muttered Naseem. ‘What about the CCTV at her sister’s lock-up? How did she disable that?’

‘The day she met with Louisa for coffee, we have footage from a locksmith of her getting some keys cut,’ said Warren. ‘She did it about thirty minutes after Louisa bought them sandwiches, cake and coffee. We’re guessing she pinched the keys out of Louisa’s handbag when she went to the bathroom, then made some sort of excuse, like needing to pay for more parking. The cloud storage company have recovered some footage from six p.m. that same day that looks a lot like Stephanie disguised as Caitlin letting herself into the unit just before the feed was cut. The alarm code was the same as the Greenlands’ house alarm, which Stephanie had known for years.’

Naseem shook his head again. ‘She really put some thought into this. She’ll not be able to play the diminished responsibility card at trial – too much premeditation. At least Sinead McCaffrey’s family can finally lay the poor girl to rest.

‘Eleven years … You know, I have a daughter almost the same age as she was back then … You send them off to university knowing it’ll be a big adventure.’ His mouth twisted into a grimace. ‘And you know they’ll probably get up to things that you’d rather they didn’t share with you. But you pray every night that if they do get into trouble, they’ll come to you first.’

‘I know exactly what you mean, Sir,’ said Sutton. His son was now studying for a PhD in history.

Warren could only agree with their sentiment. It would be many years before he and Susan would be faced with that, should Niall decide to go to university. He just hoped they raised a young man who had the strength to stand up for what was right and call out the sort of toxic behaviour that the Ben Greenlands of this world were too cowardly to challenge.

‘How’s the arm?’ asked Sutton, jerking Warren back to the present.

‘A little sore,’ admitted Warren. ‘I should have kept the sling on as a deterrent.’ Handshakes at these sorts of events always seemed to be accompanied with a slap on the arm.

The two men approached the coach; a group of older men stood in a group, having one last cigarette before the journey to the community centre. The snick of their lighters made Warren flinch.

The cheap plastic one held by Hellard in the petrol-soaked bedroom had somehow failed to ignite. Before she had been able to try again, a vicious stomp from Ben Greenland’s right boot had broken both the lighter and three of her fingers.

Sutton gave his friend’s shoulder a squeeze and sought to distract him. ‘Are we still on for the weekend?’

‘Yeah, there’s no way Susan and I will get those bookcases up, especially with this arm; they’re solid oak and taller than both of us.’

‘Don’t worry, that’s why I’m bringing Moray. And Mags has lent me her hammer drill to fix them to the wall, for when Niall starts climbing. We’ll get that house of yours liveable before you know it. Now let’s get on the coach. I’m dying for a pint of proper Irish Guinness.’
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