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Prologue

She lies on her back unsure of what the delay is. After all, she’s not stupid. She’s guessed what must be next. It’s there in the gleam of his eye and the excited sheen on his forehead as he leans towards her, his hands rearranging the pale cotton around her body. She knows now that there’s no hope. No knight to rescue the damsel in distress. No future in her golden prison of green.

The light morning breeze and weak early sunshine do nothing to warm her skin or assuage her fears. If anything, her fears escalate as she wonders how much more of this glorious day she’ll manage to see. The rock underneath her shoulders and bottom is cold and hard, the musty nightdress unable to protect her tender skin or prevent the panic bubbling up underneath her fragile, pale beauty. It’s there to see in her wide-eyed stare, the black of her pupil etched against the pale grey of her iris and the pulse in her throat dancing to its own frantic beat.

With her arms and legs unbound she knows she could run. There are lots of places to hide and, having visited the Great Orme regularly since childhood, she knows most of them. But it’s not string or tape that bind her to what she suspects will be her final resting place. It’s the words she can’t forget in the dark thicket of her mind. Her throat constricts, her breath now a hollow rasp as his fingers start their inevitable journey across her flesh. If she runs someone else will die.




Chapter 1

Gaby

Wednesday 15 July, 2.10 p.m. St Asaph Police Station

Acting DI Gaby Darin was going to suppress the yawn with the back of her hand but decided not to bother. There was little point in hiding the truth. She was in one of the most exciting careers imaginable. Almost at the top of her game, if you like, with cases being flung at her from all corners as society dug deep and threw the worst kind of humanity in her direction. Yet here she was doing a cop’s version of twiddling her thumbs: flicking through the stack of cold cases they had lurking in the storage room in the bowels of the station.

She hugged her new, grey, pin-striped jacket more firmly across her chest, bemoaning the fact that she hadn’t had the foresight to wear one of her old suits. When the station had been remodelled, no expense had been spared on the glossy new reception and interview rooms. But the same couldn’t be said for the, quite frankly, miserable storage facilities hidden from public view. Oh, there were computers, high-tech systems that could do everything from trapping a perp with only part of a number plate via the ANPR tracking system, to searching international databases using state-of-the-art face-recognition software. But for that to happen records had to be electronic and the crimes she was looking through had all happened well before a desktop meant anything other than a surface to work off.

Pushing back from the table, she stood and stretched, her tight muscles rebelling against the last two hours of enforced inactivity, her eyes raking over the list of three murder victims’ case numbers she’d scribbled down to examine in more detail. The problem was one of motivation. It was easy to be enthusiastic about a current case, a case where she’d built up a sense of rapport with the victim or, in the case of a murder, their relatives. But these … While all of them were serious cases that deserved to be solved, it was likely that there’d be few people left who remembered what had happened or even cared. She wanted something exciting. Something to get her teeth into while she still had the free time to make a difference. With summer well and truly here, who knew what crimes would claim her attention? But while things were quiet, she was determined to make inroads on the ever-growing pile of unsolved cases. For one thing it would keep her boss, Henry Sherlock, out of her hair. He was forever banging on about crime rates and how well the North Wales MIT was performing against the rest of the UK – a solved cold case would garner an additional boost to those rankings.

She returned the files to their relevant boxes and, picking up her notepad, headed for the door.

‘Thank you, Colin,’ she said, tossing the grey-haired archive officer a smile before signing out and walking up the stairs back to her office. She’d have a coffee and while she was drinking it, make a list for and against each of the cases shortlisted. It shouldn’t be too difficult to narrow it down, she thought, her mind running over each one as she entered her office and threw her pad on the desk. But before she could head back into the incident room and pour a drink from the coffee pot, Detective Owen Bates barged through the door, his hands full of newspaper cuttings which he unceremoniously spread across the desk with a flourish.

Folding her arms across her chest, she threw the tall, stocky Welshman a small smile. ‘I take it you’ve decided to add to my list of potential cold cases, Owen?’ Her gaze slid to the top article and the image of a young woman, a girl really, her hair swept back into an untidy ponytail. ‘It had better be more interesting than the poor retired bank manager you were telling me about who pitched himself under that bus last month – poor sod.’

‘There’s no comparison. This one here,’ he said, placing his hand flat against the top article, his customary smile missing, ‘is a real humdinger of a case that, if rumours are to be believed, had old Stewart Tipping running around in circles.’

Gaby frowned, managing to hide her surprise. She’d worked with Owen now for nearly six months and had always found him to be the most mild-mannered of people. Nothing fazed him and, despite the often grizzly nature of their job, he was always the one to break the tension with the most inappropriate of jokes that only other members of the force could truly appreciate. So, there was something about this case that had piqued his interest, was there? Something that had made him gather a file full of tattered newspaper articles. Something that had pulled him so far out of his comfort zone as to remove any trace of humour from his face. Now, for the first time in what seemed like ages, she was interested.

She unfolded her arms, picked up the top newspaper article and started to read, her mouth saying the words out loud.

‘The body of the missing Llandudno teenager has been found on the Great Orme. A spokesperson for the North Wales police department has said that the body has been identified as eighteen-year-old Angelica Brock, who went missing from her home in Llandudno in the early hours of Tuesday morning.’

She paused as she scanned the rest of the article, the words causing her lips to curl and her jaw to tighten. A well-known phrase streaked through her mind: Be careful what you wish for. She’d been bored out of her mind since her return from sick leave, so bored that she’d even pulled out her end-of-month report, something that was never started until the warnings from above became too threatening to ignore – usually halfway through the next month. She’d wanted a case to sink her teeth into but the disappearance of an innocent girl from her bedroom and subsequent discovery of her lifeless body in a well-known picnic spot, wasn’t what she’d envisaged. Scrolling to the top of the page, she noted the date. 1995. Twenty-five years ago, which would have made Gaby only six. Far too young for her to have taken an interest in the news. But for Owen, born and bred in Llandudno, the case obviously meant something more than the facts spread out in front of her in all their messy tabloid glory.

‘Go on then.’

‘Ma’am?’

‘Oh, cut the crap, Owen.’ Her voice was edged with more razors than the average barbershop. ‘You know very well I’m still only acting DI and, when we’re alone it’s Gaby or Gabriella. Even Miss Darin will suffice – but ma’am,’ she added, the slight twang from her Liverpudlian accent hammering the M into submission, ‘is not allowed – ever.’

‘Gaby then,’ he said, his expression still grim.

‘Why this case now after all these years?’ she said, her mind taking a walk through the other cold cases before switching back to Angelica Brock – there was no comparison. ‘And if you reply with the “Why not?” that I can see you’re about to, then you’re a lesser man than I thought.’

‘Because I knew her.’




Chapter 2

Gaby

Wednesday 15 July, 2.25 p.m. St Asaph Police Station

‘You knew her,’ Gaby repeated, plonking herself down in her chair and gesturing for him to do the same, only to stop, her hand tapping the rim of her empty mug. ‘Coffee, please. It’s only fair if you’re going to land this in my lap that you fuel my caffeine addiction first.’

‘I thought that was chocolate, Gabriella?’ he said, casting her a wink before backing out of the room, his hands raised as if to ward off the inevitable snappy reply.

Gaby shook her head, her mind already on the case in front of her, her hands skimming through the articles for the most reliable report. After a morning of dealing with facts, the lurid headlines almost had her wishing she’d passed on the coffee, the smell of Asda’s cheapest dry roast wafting through the door causing her nose to wrinkle and her stomach to flip.

‘There you go. Extra strong, just the way you like it,’ Owen said, making room for both mugs on the desk and pulling up a chair.

‘So, tell me about Angelica Brock then. How did you know her?’ She pushed her mug to one side. ‘You’d have only been about …’

‘Twelve, and I didn’t know her, not well.’

She leant forward, propping her elbows on the desk, her chin balanced in her hands. ‘Explain.’

‘Well, we went to the same school but she was miles out of my league. She made head girl so we all knew of her.’ Gaby watched him blink rapidly, before continuing. ‘She was quiet. Studious even. You know the sort. Heading for a posh degree in some English university to study medicine, but nice with it. Her sister was in my class, not that I had much to do with her then being as she was only a girl,’ he finished, managing a smirk of sorts.

‘Of course you wouldn’t.’ Gaby returned his stare head on, well aware that his blasé attitude was only a ruse. There was more going on under the slight blush trailing a path underneath his cheeks, only partially covered by his beard. She had a pair of older brothers back in Liverpool. She knew what it was like with boys especially when the girls looked like Angelica Brock. Dropping her gaze, she examined the top photo. Angelica had that near white-blonde hair that always ratcheted up male heartbeats. But there was also an innocence about her, an innocence that would have been bound to attract the worst kind of individual. And with that thought, something curled deep inside, dragging Gaby straight to the dark place that resided in the corner of her mind.

All coppers had such a place. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be able to survive even a week in the force. They certainly wouldn’t have a home life and as for even considering having children … They had to compartmentalise the day-to-day horrors they came up against or face drowning in their poison of choice, be that alcohol, drugs or, in Gaby’s case, chocolate.

‘So, what can you add?’ she said, pushing the pile of cuttings in his direction.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Come on, Owen. Give me more. Stewart Tipping is one of the best coppers around. If the case nearly broke him, what’s to say it isn’t going to be a complete dead end or, indeed, break me?’

He didn’t answer at once, the flooring covering her office taking up more of his attention than the wood-effect laminate deserved.

‘I don’t know what else there is. Llandudno changed after that. It grew up if you like and yanked us kids along with it. Almost overnight, we weren’t allowed out at night without being interrogated about where we were going and who with. Yes, Llandudno became a little safer, but it also became a little sadder. With her death, we lost a whole lot more than her, if that makes sense?’ He lifted his head and, if Gaby didn’t know any better, she’d think that his eyes were moist. ‘I don’t know what else to say.’ He spread his hands again before twisting them and reaching for the now empty mugs. ‘I was just a lad. It was only later, when I decided to go into the force that I searched up her case file or should that be files – there’s boxes of them.’ He tilted his head, aiming a smile in her direction. ‘We all know what a stickler Stewart is for recordkeeping. She seemed so sweet and innocent when they found her, that beautiful hair billowing out like a pillow. Her pure white nightdress didn’t help. It looked like she’d dropped off to sleep. I could see then why the press hit on the tagline of The Angel Murder. The force even adopted the moniker in the case title – Operation Angel.’

Operation Angel. Gaby let the phrase roll around her mind, her hands shuffling through the photos. This Angelica Brock wouldn’t be the first pretty schoolgirl to meet a grizzly end and, sadly, she wouldn’t be the last. Wherever beauty lay there was always ugliness lurking in the shadows. So, what made this different and, more importantly, what made her think that this might be a case she could solve? She’d be arrogant in thinking she was even half as good a detective as Stewart Tipping. Before going off sick, he’d had thirty years in the force and a conviction rate that was renowned throughout the North Wales network. If he couldn’t find the clue that would break the case wide open then there probably wasn’t one to be found.

Pulling out her notepad, she scrolled through the list of the other crimes she’d jotted down earlier, before shutting it with a snap. She wanted to sink her teeth into a case that would occupy her mind and distract her thoughts. After the craziness of recent months, the idea of a cold case appealed. If truth be known, not that she’d admit it to anyone, she still suffered from exhaustion following her near-fatal stabbing during the previous case. A nice quiet mystery to work through while she continued to convalesce from her injuries would suit her nicely.

‘Okay, Owen. Let’s do this. Pop down to Colin in Archives and give him the heads up as to what files we’ll need and, on the way back, you can make some fresh coffee. That one tasted as if a mouse had thrown up in it. And after, I’ll treat you to lunch. Your usual sandwich from the canteen do?’




Chapter 3

Gaby

Thursday 16 July, 5 p.m. Old Colwyn

Stewart Tipping had once been a large, imposing figure. But the cancer had ripped through his body, stripping away the covering and leaving only the inner man under the disease-ravished flesh. His body was now skin attached to bone, his face shrunken to almost a death mask and his upright bearing now an old man’s stoop. The changes wrought since Gaby had last seen him had her hiding her feelings behind her habitual bland countenance: Stewart wouldn’t take kindly to even a flicker of compassion. After a brief smile for Sheila, his long-suffering wife, Gaby took the seat offered and got right down to business.

‘I’m sorry it’s been so long but …’

He waved her comment away, the veins standing proud on the back of his hand. ‘While you’re always welcome, I wouldn’t expect you to keep popping in,’ he said, reaching for his mug and cradling the pottery between his fingers. ‘What can I help you with? I do take it that there is something?’

‘How do you know that I haven’t popped around for a chat?’ she fired back, with an answering beam.

‘Well, have you?’

She glanced down at her hands before replying, taking the time to choose her words carefully. She’d spent all day reading up on Operation Angel but examining dry-as-dust witness statements and file notes had done little to bring the case to life. The reason she’d swung past Stewart’s bungalow in Old Colwyn was to get a first-hand feel for the crime, all those little thoughts and nuances that would need a truck-load of notebooks to fill, and she needed to do it in such a way as to not offend the man in front of her. Now she was here it was the sense of guilt that would keep her long past her original motive for visiting.

‘No.’ She raised her head, meeting his gaze square on. ‘The reason I’m here is because of Angelica Brock.’

‘Ah.’

There was a wealth of feeling in that one meaningless syllable. Stewart’s expression remained unchanged but his tightening knuckles told their own story. She’d upset him – the very last thing she wanted but it couldn’t be helped. Owen’s knowledge of the case was coloured by the viewpoint of a twelve-year-old boy. He couldn’t be the impartial partner she needed and everyone else had either retired or moved to other teams round the country. Dropping in on Stewart and Sheila on her way home was meant to be the easy option, But, by the sudden tension in the room, it felt like the wrong decision.

‘My one big failure.’

What could she say that wasn’t going to upset him any more than she was doing? After all, he was only stating the truth. All coppers had their fair share of failures. It was never just one that got away these days. With manpower pressures, they were hard pressed to keep on top of whatever came through the door let alone have the time to invest any energy into unsolved cases. Gaby sighed, thinking back to her own failings over the years. The successes never featured. The families she’d helped. The lives she’d saved. No … She sighed again. She shouldn’t have come but, now she was here, she owed this man complete honesty.

‘I can’t promise to have more success than you had, Stewart. But I’ve been reading over the files with Owen and I think it’s something that deserves our attention.’

He ran his hand over his bald head, his gaze avoiding hers. ‘Of all the cases I’ve ever worked on, it’s the one that baffled the most. We did everything we could. Followed all the angles we could think of. Interviewed half of Llandudno in the process, but nothing. It had more blind ends than Hampton Court Maze. She disappeared from a first-floor bedroom and yet there were no clues. We didn’t know if she had a secret assignation or if she’d been abducted. But if it was the latter, how was it managed without an accomplice or two? But there were no fingerprints left at the scene. No DNA on the body. The post-mortem was inconclusive as to the method of her death. All they could come up with was that her heart had stopped.’ He leant forward in his chair, his hands gripped together. ‘The truth is, all we had was the body of an eighteen-year-old. There were no indications of sexual activity and no evidence of force or bruising. Her blood alcohol level was pretty much zero as was the drugs screen. It’s as if she climbed out of the window and made her way to the Great Orme before curling up and drifting off into a sleep that resulted in her death.’

Gaby took a deep sip of tea, made the way she liked it. She was hoping that he’d give her additional information. All the little extras that on their own didn’t add up to squat but together might just have the makings of a case. But he wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know.

‘What about the boyfriend? He had an alibi, I believe?’ she said, placing her now empty mug back on the table.

‘Yes, and, as the most obvious candidate, one we looked to break. But there was no evidence that he wasn’t exactly what he seemed, completely heartbroken,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Also that scenario would mean that she’d climbed out of the window to meet him without leaving any evidence, which is unlikely at best. There was no other way out of the house.’

‘No other way.’ Gaby frowned, her mind stepping back into the reports she’d read. Obviously, there were still a fair few box files to go through but … ‘What about the front door, or indeed the back?’

‘Not a chance. Their younger daughter, Katherine, suffered from an extreme form of sleepwalking – it’s well documented in one of the files. The house was locked down at night, the keys kept under the mother’s pillow. The only answer is that Angelica unbolted the window from the inside. Therefore, it follows that she must have known her murderer.’ He rested his head against the blue fabric of his chair, his voice whisper soft. ‘Believe me when I say that we examined this from every angle and came up with nothing. If it wasn’t for her wearing that nightdress, we’d have been happy to pass it off as one of those things but …’

Gaby pulled out her notebook and, flicking through the pages, quickly found what she wanted. ‘A long-sleeved, Victorian, pin-tucked nightdress? It did strike me as odd at the time.’

‘Indeed.’ He sent her a long glance before delivering his punchline. ‘Her mother insisted during interview that Angelica only ever wore pyjamas to bed and that she’d never seen the garment before in her life. And …’ He paused, taking a deep swallow. ‘Before you ask, yes, we did do a thorough search. But we quickly realised that the nightdress was handmade. We didn’t have a chance.’

Gaby felt a tension headache start to build. Headaches weren’t her thing, unless they were self-inflicted and, apart from the odd glass of wine with her evening meal, she rarely drank anymore. Since coming out of hospital she hadn’t touched a drop. She blinked down at her pad, trying to work out what else to ask, her mind weaving back through the key points, even as she silently cursed Owen to hell and back for plonking this onto her lap. The problem was that he knew her too well. As soon as she got excited about a case, she wouldn’t let it rest until she’d exhausted every lead. But what would she be able to do when there were no leads? Operation Angel wasn’t so much cold as absolutely polar.

‘So we have an eighteen-year-old girl climbing out of a window to meet person or persons unknown, only to lie down in a ball and die of natural causes in borrowed nightwear. I don’t get it!’

‘Join the club. Like I said, if it wasn’t for the nightwear side of things, we’d have passed it off as death by misadventure.’ He threw his hands up in the air, letting them fall down on his thighs with a dull slap. ‘It’s as if the killer wanted us to know what he’d done.’

Gaby’s eyes narrowed. ‘What – like a serial killer?’

‘Apart from there being no other murders either before or since carried out with anything like the same pattern. Believe me when I say that up until my illness, I continued to carry out a search where cause of death was unclear. There’s been plenty of those but none where the medical examiner couldn’t eventually come up with a reasonable explanation, and none of the women found were wearing someone else’s nightie.’

‘That’s useful, thanks.’

She’d have to leave soon. She could see it in the way Stewart’s shoulders had sunk further into his chest and in the shadows bruising his skin.

‘I’ll pop these into the kitchen and say hi to Sheila before I head off.’ She collected the mugs, her mind still running over the case. ‘I don’t know what Bates is trying to do. There’s no way I can bring anything more to the table apart from modern science but there’s no DNA to throw at it.’

She watched him jerk forward, suddenly wide awake when seconds before she’d thought he was dropping off to sleep.

‘I can’t believe that he wouldn’t have told you.’

‘Told me what?’

‘About Katherine, the sister. It’s his wife, Gaby. It’s Kate.’




Chapter 4

Gaby

Thursday 16 July, 7.15 p.m. St Asaph

‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me, Owen? I felt like a right wally,’ Gaby said, as soon as the door had closed behind Kate’s back.

She’d gone straight from Stewart’s house to Owen’s end-of-terrace situated around the corner from St Asaph’s Town Hall. The neat two-bedroomed property might not have either the sea views or the gardens of her cottage but Kate’s flair for design had turned it into a cosy retreat, perfect to come home to. It was little Pip’s bedtime when she’d arrived, so she’d had to wait until Owen had gone to tuck him up for the night before coming out with the reason for her visit.

‘Sorry about that but I wanted you to make the decision based on the worthiness of the case and not because of Kate,’ he replied, sitting down in the chair opposite and stroking his beard, a clear sign that he was anxious or worried – quite possibly both.

‘The one thing I don’t understand,’ Gaby continued, as if he hadn’t spoken, ‘is why you’ve never said a word. Not a peep in all the time we’ve been working together. For your wife’s sister to be murdered is quite a big thing, or isn’t it that important?’ She watched him open his mouth, only to snap it closed when he caught her look. ‘No, don’t speak. I don’t think I could bear to hear an explanation now. It’s all a bit too late.’

Gaby felt her anger build. As a child she’d had an explosive temper, which she’d learnt to manage. Now the pot was boiling to overflowing, pushing the lid aside and releasing a lava of emotion – she didn’t know why. Owen wasn’t just a colleague. He was a friend and, next to Amy, probably her best friend but that didn’t mean that they lived in each other’s pockets. She rarely saw him if it wasn’t to do with a case and, while she’d met Kate a few times, she couldn’t say she knew her that well. They were entitled to their secrets in the same way she was. So why did she feel as if he’d let her down?

Her attention shifted to the coffee table and the bowl full of assorted pebbles, all topped off with three featured stones emblazoned with the words love, hope and finally trust. The bowl was typical of Kate’s sense of style, the beach theme running throughout the open-plan ground floor with its grey oak laminate flooring. The white walls were plain except for the large black-and-white photos of Pip, carefully displayed in driftwood frames. She frowned, her gaze shifting back to one stone in particular. She remembered Kate telling her the story of the pebbles the first time she’d visited on some work-related matter that had necessitated her dropping off some files. In the same way people collected champagne corks, Owen and Kate collected stones. Every time they went to the beach, they chose one to add to the bowl and, after a relationship that spanned over twenty years, they had many such bowls dotted along the windowsills.

She stood and, reaching for her keys, turned to face him. ‘I’m not sure if I’m the right person to look into Angelica’s disappearance. There needs to be complete trust between colleagues and the way I’m feeling—’

‘It’s not Owen’s fault. It’s mine.’

Gaby twisted her head to the door, colour staining her cheeks. The last thing she wanted was to upset Owen’s wife, not least because she was eight months pregnant. Her eyes dropped to Kate’s belly, straining against the pretty, pink, floral top. Where seconds before there was anger, now there was guilt – lots and lots of gut-curdling guilt.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to …’

‘I’m sure you didn’t,’ Kate said, her tone taking the sting from her words. Turning to Owen, she added, ‘Why not pop the kettle on, love, while Gaby and I have a little chat?’

Owen had jumped to his feet as soon as Kate had appeared. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?’

‘There’s no need. Why don’t you nip up and check on Pip while you’re at it? We’ll be fine.’

As soon as Owen had pulled the door closed behind him, Kate walked to a hard-backed chair close to the fireplace, placing a hand on her lower back before sitting down.

‘I wouldn’t wish my body on anyone currently, including my worst enemy,’ she said, frowning down at her swollen feet that she’d stretched out in front of her.

‘I hope I don’t fall into that category?’

‘As if! If Owen is to be believed, there lies the heart of a pussycat under that front you put up.’

Gaby offered her a cautious smile, well aware that most of the team thought her a tough cookie and long might it continue. Having to suffer fools wasn’t in her repertoire, and one way of ensuring the very best from the team was to keep them guessing as to what she was thinking. Only with Owen and Amy had she felt comfortable in revealing her soft centre – a decision she hoped she wasn’t about to regret.

‘All lies.’ She returned her keys back to the coffee table, her attention now on Kate’s white-blonde hair. She wondered why she hadn’t spotted the similarities between the two women, but then again she’d had no reason to suspect that Owen would have withheld such an important part of his life. ‘I know this must be difficult for you—’

‘Not as difficult as not knowing what happened that night. You don’t have children yet, Gaby. When you do, you’ll suddenly realise how precious they are. Oh, Pip can be the most maddening brat imaginable. He’s mastered the skill of knowing when and how to be at his most annoying. But we wouldn’t harm a hair on his head – he’s part of us. Some piece of magic that’s a reaffirmation of our life together. If something was to happen to him, I don’t know what we’d do.’ She placed her hand flat on her stomach, her jaw hardening. ‘Angelica’s death broke my parents in every way possible. They were never the same. It was as if someone took a shredder to their happiness. My dad couldn’t take it in the end. He walked out leaving my mum to try and hold the fragments together – there isn’t a glue invented that can mend a broken heart. The day Angelica disappeared was the day sadness invaded Mum’s body and mind, leaving no room for any other emotion. She didn’t even shed a tear when my dad died. The only time I ever see her happy is when she’s with Pip, and then it’s only fleeting.’

Gaby leant forward, her elbows resting on her knees. ‘But finding out what happened to your sister won’t change how she feels. In fact, dragging up the past might even make it worse.’

‘Please believe me when I say that nothing could make it worse. We lost a lot more than my sister all those years ago,’ she said, lifting her chin, her expression glacial. ‘Now it’s time to claw some of that back. Most people talk about the need for closure when something like this happens but that’s not what I want. I’m not hoping for an ending here but a beginning – a beginning for Owen, Pip, my mother, the baby and me. My husband has faith in you, Gaby. He says that you’re the very best of detectives. If anyone can help us it’s you.’

The sound of Owen’s heavy tread outside had her dragging her hand across her face and pasting a smile on her lips. ‘He doesn’t like seeing me upset. So, it’s only a few days until Amy and Tim’s party,’ she said, neatly changing the subject. ‘I was amazed when I heard that they were getting engaged so soon.’

Taking her cue, Gaby sat back in her chair and crossed her legs, watching Owen enter with a handful of mugs.

‘I have to say so were we,’ she said, noting Owen’s look of concern. Dropping her gaze, her attention focused again on the bowl of pebbles and that one pebble in particular – any last trace of annoyance disappearing under the heavy weight of remorse. She knew more than most the devastation the loss of a child could bring to a family and for Kate to trust her with trying to find out the truth was something she should have considered. ‘I don’t know how Amy has managed to arrange it all so quickly. I only heard a few days ago that he’d popped the question.’

‘I’m only pleased he did,’ Kate said, patting her bump. ‘Otherwise I probably wouldn’t have been able to attend. At least no one will miss me in the photos – it’s not often you get to see a whale at a party.’ She put her hand up, pushing the heavy weight of her hair away from her forehead. ‘Owen has it easy. All he has to do is pop on a pair of clean jeans and one of his trendier shirts.’

‘Don’t I know it,’ Gaby moaned. ‘Amy’s insisting on me wearing a dress to the dance. There isn’t even time to diet.’

‘There’s a lot worse things than worrying about your weight.’ Kate glanced at her. ‘Have you decided yet whether you’ll reopen the case?’

‘It’s never been closed, Kate. Serious crimes just get shifted down the pile as newer cases get dumped on top. As long as you realise the damage that opening old wounds can cause?’

‘There’s only so much healing that can occur without knowing what happened. All I ask is that you go easy on Mum. She’s lost far more than you can ever imagine.’




Chapter 5

Gaby

Friday 17 July, 9 a.m. St Asaph Police Station

‘Right then, ladies. The enforced holiday’s well and truly over.’

Gaby threw a thick file down on the table, trying to hide a grin at the state of her team. Jax Williams was still knotting his tie while Malachy Devine’s tie hadn’t even got that far. It was draped around his neck, the red and pink stripes complementing the bleary look he was rocking this morning. She scrolled down to his freshly shaved cheeks before turning to Owen, who looked, for once, every day of his thirty-seven years. While he’d brought it upon himself with his eagerness to bring Angelica’s murder to her attention, she could still spare some sympathy for what he must be going through right now. He’d never said anything outright, but Gaby had long suspected that his wife wasn’t happy with the long hours he put in. Reopening her sister’s case would only increase that pressure. Whether she would have acted the same way as Owen had, if their positions had been reversed, was a difficult question and one she wasn’t prepared to dwell on. Being a matter-of-fact sort of person, she always relegated such introspections to the same drawer as crystal balls. But a part of her, quite a large part, knew that she’d never have given up until she’d found out what had happened.

Moving on, she pulled a frown at the empty chair beside him. It was unusual for Marie Morgan to be late for anything and she hadn’t mentioned a word about an appointment yesterday. She was probably held up by something unavoidable. But, even so, Gaby made a mental note to have a chat with her later. It didn’t matter that Gaby was still only acting DI. Her job was important. The most important thing. It was the rest of her life that was falling around her ears, along with her cottage. She grimaced at the thought of the house she’d bought within weeks of joining the North Wales MIT. While the fabric of the building was sound, the Seventies-style décor and antiquated plumbing was something she was learning to live with. She certainly didn’t have the money to do much about it.

She shook her head and the image disappeared, her fingers now reaching for the file. Work was the one part that she was succeeding in. Having staff she could trust in the pressure-filled field of crime fighting was essential to that success. Her colleagues mattered even if it meant she’d probably have to fit in a one-to-one with Marie around the other one hundred things she’d already planned for her day. With a sigh, she opened the cardboard wallet and pulled out the first item – a post-mortem shot. It was the next photo that she couldn’t bear to focus on, the one where Angelica was still alive and about to embark on the rest of her life.

Her words came easily but she still took a moment to send a compassionate smile in Owen’s direction before sharing them.

‘As you’re all aware, the place has been quieter than a morgue since my return, so Bates and I felt that we should liven it up a bit.’

She watched in amusement at the sight of Malachy rolling his eyes in the direction of Jax and paused a moment for some pithy response. But, for once, they both remained silent. Managing the two of them was a little like overseeing a kindergarten. They both had a lot to learn, something made more difficult by their failing to realise how much. Of the two, Malachy was by far the cockier. He pushed the boundaries of their relationship most days and it was only by counting to ten that she managed to rein in her temper. She just hoped that when the time came for him to crawl up the ladder, he’d have an arrogant so-and-so slouching against the bottom rung ready to trip him up.

‘I know having a bit of a breather to catch up on paperwork is great but only up to a point and sitting on my bum isn’t how I want to spend my day.’ She placed a photo on each of their desks. ‘I don’t know whether either of you have heard of Operation Angel but, while we have time on our hands, I’d like us to see what we can turn up.’

Returning to the table, she picked up the next photo along with a single sheet of paper. ‘I’ve put together the main points of the investigation. But, in short, twenty-five years ago, Angelica, aged eighteen, disappeared from her first-floor bedroom, via the window, only later to be found halfway up the Great Orme. We have no method of murder and no motive but she ended up dead all the same. This wasn’t a rape gone wrong. There was no sign of sexual intercourse having taken place and, with her hymen still intact, Miss Brock was a virgin. The crux is the white nightdress she was wearing,’ she added, picking up the post-mortem photo and holding it up. ‘Where did it come from? Not as easy as it looks, lads, because the original team quickly discovered that it’s handmade.’ She glanced across at Jax, her lips twitching. ‘Being the nice boss that I am, I’m going to leave the nightie trek to Marie. Instead I’d like you to go through the files with a fine-toothed comb and see what gives – a nice little desk job for you this time, Jax, instead of all that dog walking in the last investigation.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

She flicked her head towards Malachy. ‘I’d like you to track down the boyfriend, Mal. A Leo Hazeldine. He shouldn’t be that difficult to trace. I hear he had a bulletproof alibi. He’s obviously still going to be in the frame so see what you can do.’ She checked her watch. ‘We’ll meet back here at four to discuss what’s next.’

A noise from the back of the room had her lifting her head. But her smile of welcome froze at the sight of Marie Morgan’s tentative approach.

Marie was one of the most confident women she knew. Tall and with sweeping blonde locks, she’d look equally good walking down a catwalk as she would in an old sack and Gaby wasn’t the only person to ask what had attracted her to a career in law enforcement. But the woman slipping behind her desk wasn’t the Marie Morgan she knew. Instead of hair draping her shoulders, she’d pulled it back into a greasy ponytail, the style emphasising the thin slash of her cheekbones. Gaby was used to seeing her with a light dusting of make-up, nothing heavy but enough to make her eyes seem bluer and her lips brighter. Today she’d left her skin bare, which only accentuated the tiny lines radiating from her lips. The clothes were the same; the suit was one Gaby had seen her wear many times but today it appeared different, crumpled – almost as if she’d slept in it. There was something wrong with Marie – something very wrong – and the plans she’d made for her day suddenly disappeared as a more important concern pushed them down today’s to-do list.

‘Good to see you, Marie. I’ll fill you in on our next case in a moment.’

Turning her back, she deliberately focused on Owen, conscious that all three men had equal looks of concern stamped across their faces, something that shouldn’t have surprised her but did. It also pleased her, not that they’d have noticed from the set of her mouth.

‘The only bit left in our search and find operation, Owen, is the autopsy results. I’ve tracked down the pathologist, a Dr Herbert Tomlinson, but he passed away last year. So, I’d like you to catch up with Dr Mulholland ASAP and ask him to review the case notes.’

Owen’s expression switched from serious to cheeky in an instant. ‘I’m not sure I’m the right person for the job, if you don’t mind me saying … ma’am. I’m sure Dr Mulholland would much prefer to discuss it with you rather than me.’

Gaby should have been expecting that, and her anger flared at the oversight. She’d been waiting for him to mention Rusty Mulholland for days now, ever since the large bunch of flowers that had been left for her on her return to work following her six weeks’ enforced sick leave.

‘I’ll be happy to ram that “ma’am” down your neck, if you’re not careful,’ she said, her hands now entrenched on her hips.

But Owen, who was used to her mercurial moods, simply shrugged his shoulders before strolling to the door with his hands in his pockets as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Pausing, he tilted his head towards Malachy and Jax. ‘Come on, you two, let’s grab a coffee and leave the girlies to their chit-chat.’

Gaby watched them go, well aware that Owen was doing her a favour in emptying the room and yet still livid at the way he’d undermined her with that dig about Dr Mulholland. Okay, so Rusty wasn’t a problem that appeared to be going away anytime soon, the only saving grace being the lack of cases requiring the skills of North Wales’ top forensic pathologist. She’d bump into him one of these days and she still had no idea as to how she was going to play it, her mind skipping across to Amy and her engagement party later. For her to invite him was bad enough but to then proceed to tell her that the only reason that she had was to bang both their heads together was both unwarranted and devious. She hoped that she’d be able to use her recent injury as a good enough excuse for sloping off early.

Settling back in her chair, she rested both elbows on the desk, mindful that Marie was doing a fair job at avoiding her gaze.

‘Sorry I’m late. The traffic was terrible.’

If Marie had told the truth, whatever that might have been, Gaby would have
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