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Also by Anna Smith

The Dead Won’t Sleep


For my mother, who gave so much, and climbed a mountain every day.


‘I have found the paradox, that if you love until it hurts, there can be no more hurt, only more love.’

Mother Teresa of Calcutta


PROLOGUE

Costa del Sol, July 1998

In the blink of an eye she was gone. It was easy. The kid was just sitting there on the beach, picking up handfuls of sand and letting it run through her fingers. She was like a little fairy, smiling up at him with one eye closed against the harsh glare of the midday sun. She didn’t even make a sound when he scooped her up. It was only when he walked swiftly, carrying her to his car on the little sidestreet, that she shouted loud for her mummy, but he was too quick. He bundled her into the boot and sped out of the street. Minutes were all it took. As he cut onto the dual carriageway, he turned up the radio to drown out her muffled cries. He lit a cigarette and wiped the sweat from his forehead. Job done. That’s how it all began. As quick as that.

In the bedroom of the beachside villa, Jenny was coming so hard she nearly passed out. But somewhere in her euphoria she heard the cry. Call it a mother’s instinct, something primal that needs no explaining that your entire world has come tumbling down.

‘Christ! It’s Amy!’ She heaved Jamie off her and leapt out of the bed, throwing on a robe over her naked body. Heading to the door, she tripped over clothes and flip flops, discarded earlier in the heat of forbidden passion.

‘What the fu—?’ Jamie rolled over. Then he sat up, asking ‘What’s the matter?’

But Jenny was gone. All he could hear were her shouts: ‘Amy! Amy!’

‘Oh, fuck!’ He jumped up and pulled on his shorts and T-shirt. ‘Oh fuck, no!’ he muttered, hurrying into the kitchen, from where he saw through the open patio door Jenny running up and down the beach, calling.

‘Amy! Amy! Amy!’

She put her hand to her mouth and almost buckled to her knees as Jamie ran towards her. He held her.

‘Oh, Jamie! She’s gone. She’s gone, Jamie, Amy’s gone. She was sleeping. She must have got out. Where is she? Where is she, Jamie? What if she’s gone into the sea?’

‘Sssh, Jen. She’ll be here,’ Jamie said, attempting to comfort her. But his stomach dropped as his eyes darted across the stretch of deserted beach. Nothing. A windsurfer was just a speck on the horizon.

‘She can’t be far, she’ll have wandered off. You wait here and I’ll run round the back and see if she’s walked somewhere.’

He let go of Jenny and ran into the sidestreet, desolate and chilly in the shade. A shiver ran through him. He looked around at the empty street, silent but for the roar of speeding traffic above on the nearby dual carriageway. He shivered again and swallowed to stop himself being sick.

‘Jesus,’ he murmured.

Right there and then, Jamie knew his life, everyone’s lives, had changed forever. This was his best friend’s little girl, and he’d just been shagging his best friend’s wife. Shit! Maybe he would wake up in a second. He ran back to the house, dizzy with panic. Jenny’s face crumpled in sobs when she saw him return alone. They looked at each other.

‘Oh, Jamie!’ She collapsed in his arms, clinging to him. ‘What have we done? Jesus, what have we done! Call the police. We have to. Phone Martin. I need to get Martin … Oh, God, Martin!’

Jamie reached into his pocket for his mobile phone. He took a deep breath. Whatever he said, both of them said, in the next ten minutes would come back to haunt them if they didn’t get it right. Twelve years as a criminal lawyer defending liars had taught him that. He took Jenny by the shoulders and spoke calmly.

‘Jenny. Listen. We’ll find her. I promise.’ His mouth was tight. ‘Go and put some clothes on. I’ll call the police. I’ll phone Martin. He’ll be on his way back by now. We have to get our story right. We have to.’

He shook her shoulders gently. He hoped he was getting through to her. Guilt was for another day.

Two people witnessed this drama as it unfolded, but nobody could see them. They were high up on the balcony of a villa cut out of the craggy coastline, from where they could look down at the shimmering heat and the soothing surf washing onto the shore.

The older man groaned as he spilled himself into the mouth of the teenage boy, who looked up with smiling eyes as he swallowed.

He ruffled the young Moroccan’s thick wavy locks. ‘Taha. You are the sweetest boy,’ he said. Taha stood up, his naked brown body glistening in the sunlight. Then they heard the screaming.

‘What the hell’s that?’ The older man sat forward in his chair, pulling a white bathrobe over his nakedness.

‘A woman screaming, sir,’ the boy said, pointing down. ‘Look. Is from the place we saw the small girl on the beach.’

The man stood up and strained to look, careful not to get so close that anyone passing could spot him. Discretion was everything.

‘Hmmn. Certainly seems to be some kind of panic on.’ He was always a master of understatement.

Taha continued to watch as the older man went indoors and returned fully dressed, buckling the belt in his khaki linen trousers.

‘Maybe is the girl, sir.’ The boy turned around and looked him up and down. ‘You know? The man? Remember when we were on the balcony at first? He took her?’ The boy looked out to the beach. ‘Maybe she stolen.’

The older man’s eyes narrowed.

‘Time to go now, Taha.’ He ran his hand across the boy’s bony shoulder. ‘You have a vivid imagination, dear boy.’ He smiled, looked at his watch. ‘Come on, get dressed. Time I got back. I have a late lunch engagement.’ He handed the boy a one-hundred-euro note. ‘You know the drill, Taha. Let yourself out.’

‘Thank you, sir. Thank you.’ The boy took the money and bowed, almost like a servant. ‘I see you again? Maybe next week, sir?’

The older man smiled like a benign headmaster to his favourite pupil, then turned and left.

Taha went back to the edge of the balcony and watched the couple standing on the beach. He could see the woman was crying. Then he heard a police siren. He went back into the villa, pulled on his shorts and vest and shoved the money in his pocket. He would be rich tonight, even after he had given his Russian pimp boss his cut.

As he was about to leave, he saw something on the floor. It looked like a credit card, but when he picked it up he saw it was some kind of pass, with a photograph of the man who had just paid him a hundred euros to rent him for two hours of sex. Taha tried to read the card. He couldn’t understand what Rt. Hon. meant, and the name was different, but he recognised the picture of the man he knew as ‘Thomas’.

He shrugged, stuffed the card into his pocket, then left.


CHAPTER 1

Rosie stretched out on the lounger, relishing the late afternoon sunshine. It felt luxurious after the coldness of the pool. Fifty straight lengths she was up to. She congratulated herself. By the time she got back to Glasgow in ten days, she would be as fit as a butcher’s dog. Get yourself fit physically, she’d told herself as she’d packed for Spain, and the head will follow. But it hadn’t really, not yet.

The first week had been the worst, her mind still rushing around the deadlines that ruled her life even though there weren’t any here. She created them herself: a time to eat, a deadline to swim, to walk, to read, even to drink. Deadlines made it easier, that was for sure. No time to think of all the crap. Having this much time on her hands had frightened the hell out of Rosie during the first few days, but now she was at least getting there. Opening the boxes inside her head. Tidying them. Putting them away again.

The mobile on the table rang and she picked it up. She could see it was McGuire’s private number at the Post.

‘Gilmour! Howsit going?’

‘Try to picture the scene, McGuire.’ Rosie smiled, glad of the distraction. ‘From where I’m sunning myself on the roof terrace of my villa, I can see little fishing boats in the harbour, where hard-working fishermen with calloused hands have just sailed in with something for my dinner tonight. Need I go on? Still pissing down in Glasgow?’

‘And how,’ McGuire replied, ‘but stop gloating about the weather. Have you seen the news today?’

‘No, Mick. I have not seen the news today. You told me not to watch the news. Remember?’

‘Yeah, I know I did, Rosie.’ McGuire’s tone changed a little. ‘But listen sweetheart. There’s a big story going on down in the Costa del Sol, few miles from Marbella. Missing Scots kid. Little girl of three and a half has vanished from the beach.’

‘God almighty! Really?’ She knew what was coming next. ‘What’s happened?’

‘We know fuck all at the moment. The Spanish cops never tell anybody anything. It only happened yesterday and we didn’t get word about it until last night. Late. But this could run and run.’

Rosie wondered why he wasn’t sending one of his best news reporters down to Spain. She wasn’t a hack any more, after all. Since all the trouble six months ago when she nearly got killed in Glasgow, she’d taken the assistant editor’s job in charge of investigations. She didn’t have to get her hands dirty these days.

‘Why me, Mick? I’m off the road.’

Pause. She could imagine McGuire putting his feet up on the desk and pushing back on his chair.

‘Well, Rosie, missing kid? It’s too big to send anybody but you. I can’t afford to be on the sidelines, leaving some youngster to work with the pack of journos, churning out the same old shite. I want you to do it, Rosie … Can you get yourself down there? I’ll make it up to you … Another time …’

Rosie knew it wasn’t really a question. ‘Yeah. Sure you will.’ She stood up and walked across the terrace. ‘What’s the sketch? Do we know anything at all?’

‘Only that it’s three couples on holiday with their families. All friends. The kid vanished from the beach in broad daylight. The villa is in quite a secluded area. They’re not poor, these people. One of them owns some vineyard in France, and the kid’s dad’s a property dealer in Glasgow. Mother’s some kind of insurance broker.’

‘Where were they when the kid went missing?’

‘Don’t know yet, Rosie.’ McGuire sounded like he didn’t want to talk all day. ‘That’s why I want you down there pronto, sweetheart. Think the mum just turned her back for a minute and the kid was on the beach. One minute she was there, then she wasn’t.’

‘Jesus, that’s awful. Is there no intelligence on it? What’s the thinking?

Rosie was already running through the possibilities in her mind. She’d covered plenty of missing kids in her time. Some came home. Most didn’t.

‘Christ, who knows?’ McGuire said. ‘Plenty of sickos out there. Paedos, serial killers, gypsies stealing kids. All sorts of shit.’

‘Right. OK, Mick.’ Rosie was already walking towards her bedroom. ‘Get Marion to call me. She’ll have to get me a hotel in Marbella. And I’ll need money. Who you sending pic-wise?’

‘Matt,’ McGuire said. ‘He’s on a plane this afternoon. He’ll call you when he arrives. I’ll get Marion to phone you shortly.’

‘OK.’ Rosie felt that little punch of adrenalin that had been missing. ‘I’m on it.’

‘Great,’ McGuire said. ‘I’ll sleep tonight. Thanks, Rosie, talk tomorrow. Good luck.’ The phone clicked.

Rosie shook her head. Good luck? Jesus! At the end of the day, McGuire was hoping for good luck not so much for the kid as the story. Some things never change.

She dragged her suitcase from below the bed, opened the wardrobe, and looked at her watch. From where she was on the Costa de la Luz, it would take three hours minimum to drive to Marbella but she should be there for dinner. She felt really alive for the first time in six months.

On the motorway, Rosie kept to the outside lane for a while until she got used to the speed of the road. She hated driving on the right, and even on a motorway she freaked out a little when cars came thundering past her on the inside. Having a car for her month-long holiday in Spain was not something she would normally have done, but the villa, the whole trip, had been arranged by the Post, so she’d decided she might as well give it a go. She’d enjoyed the challenge of driving for the first few days because it had given her something to focus on. Something to get stressed about. And in truth, once she got the hang of it, she loved the freedom of being able to flit in and out of little villages dotted along the west coast that she would otherwise not have seen.

These last days had been the best Rosie had felt in a long time. After the beating in February by the hoodlums who wanted to stop her story, she had been ordered off work when she got out of hospital. But by the start of the third week, she was going stir crazy in her flat. She’d insisted on coming back to work to get stuck into her new job as assistant editor. It had felt really odd at first, not getting out on the streets for the big investigations, but Rosie had been enjoying the newness of it. She hadn’t realised until now that she’d actually missed being on the road so much, and she hadn’t even reached the scene yet! She smiled to herself, wondering when she would ever learn.

McGuire had told her to take a month at the company’s expense as a thank-you for the work she’d done in bringing down that bastard police chief Gavin Fox and exposing the sex scandal at the children’s home. And she’d decided that getting completely off the treadmill for a month would do her a world of good. The truth was that she’d been fighting off panic attacks in the aftermath of the beating, so the holiday had been partly under doctor’s orders. Game on.

In three weeks she’d blitzed all the tourist haunts around Jerez, including the obligatory sherry tour which had left her with an almighty hangover she was convinced might actually be terminal. Rosie had read so many paper-backs she was having trouble working out what was real life and what was fiction. With so little to do, it was only a matter of time before she fell into the wrong hands – literally. And so the clichés came rolling in faster than the Atlantic breakers on the beach at Rota – the little gem of a town where she was living in some splendour in a villa overlooking the ocean.

In one local restaurant she’d got a lot of attention from the owner, a handsome Spaniard with a story to tell and a twinkle in his eye. She felt a little embarrassed even now that she’d allowed him to charm his way right into her bed. The single brooding woman all alone, and the handsome Spanish man who was allegedly different from the usual Lothario. Jesus. Such a cliche. He’d be using his B-movie script on some other bird next month.

Brits were few and far between in Rota. But the US Naval base at the edge of the town ensured there was plenty of beef to look at on the beach for a woman with far too much energy. Her next distraction was in the solid shape of a US Marine Major with a crewcut, whom she’d met in a cafe one lazy afternoon. Rosie never could resist a man in uniform, and she knew what was on the cards even before they made a lunch date for the following day. After lunch, he’d taken her to a secluded beach nearby, where they played out the rest of the afternoon not unlike the classic scene in From Here to Eternity. The recollection still brought a smile.

These interludes had lifted the ennui and the loneliness which, even in the beautiful surroundings, had sometimes pulled Rosie down. And what the heck, the sex had been particularly good, and she’d resolved to take it up as a proper hobby when she got back home. At least while she was preoccupied with uncomplicated sex, she could put the misery of TJ out of her mind.

She flipped on the stereo and pushed in a CD. The sweeping soundtrack from the movie Out of Africa filled the car. Soothing. Perfect for the time of day, with the sun lower in the sky and twinkling on the sea. Sure beat the hell out of the East End of Glasgow on a wet Monday.

As always in her quieter moments, no matter how hard she tried to forget, Rosie’s thoughts drifted back to TJ. She couldn’t believe he had never once got in touch with her after he left for New York. She’d tormented herself with all sorts of thoughts of what happened that morning when she couldn’t keep her date with him because she was in hospital. In truth, she didn’t even know if she’d have kept it anyway. The night when the killer came to her house, she’d been planning to take the whole evening to make up her mind. In the end, she didn’t get a chance. And from then on she was tortured with ‘what if’ agony, that TJ may have been standing waiting for her at the airport. But his words that day when he’d told her he was going and had given her the airline ticket, still rang in her ears.

‘If you come, fine. If not, don’t call me. I hate goodbyes.’

Even though she’d waited by her phone for days after he left, she knew deep down he wouldn’t call. She’d tried to contact him, believing that once he knew what had happened to her, TJ would be so shocked and caring, he’d get in touch. Maybe he would even come back. But he never answered his phone. He had simply left her behind. That was the hardest thing to take. It was her own fault, she’d told herself, as she threw herself into the new job. She’d let her guard down, and that was her mistake. She’d opened up to TJ more than to anyone else in her whole life, and he walked away. Never again.

That was nearly six months ago, and still the tears welled up in her eyes when she thought of it. It wasn’t just the man/woman thing, the romance. It was the whole damn friendship. The baring of her soul, those deeply buried scars from her childhood that he’d brought to the surface. How could he do that then just disappear? She imagined TJ living in New York; wondered if there was another woman, and if he was sharing the same laughs and arguments with her that they used to have. Christ, this was driving her nuts. She was glad when her mobile rang.

‘Hey, Rosie.’

She recognised Marion, the editor’s secretary.

‘Marion. How you doing?’

‘Well, it’s pissin’ down in July, and I forgot to take my washing in before I went to work this morning. It’s Friday afternoon and my date for the night just called off. You could say, life is not smiling on me.’

Rosie chuckled. ‘Ah, that’s men for you, Marion. Play hard to get next time he calls.’ She promised herself she would do that if TJ ever phoned. But she knew she wouldn’t.

‘I’m too old to play hard to get,’ Marion said. ‘Somebody asks me out, I’m standing with my hat and coat on in case they change their mind! Anyway, enough of my nonsense. Listen, Rosie. I booked you at the Puente Romano in Marbella. Unfortunately, it’s a five-star hotel, but I’m sure you’ll cope. And I’m about to wire some dosh into your account. Same number as last time alright?’

‘Yeah,’ Rosie said. ‘That’s brilliant. How much money?’

‘Five hundred quid. The editor says don’t spend it all at once. It’ll do for starters. Matt’s got his own money.’

‘Don’t worry, Marion. I’ll try to lay off the lobster and champagne. And I’ll bring you back a Spanish donkey.’

‘Yeah. Do that, Rosie. And make sure it’s a two-legged one.’


CHAPTER 2

Besmir had been watching them for days, the whole crowd of them. Eating, drinking, laughing. The men always seemed to be making jokes with each other and guffawing, and the women would shake their heads and smile the way older people did when children were being silly. He didn’t like any of them. They were puffed up like peacocks, full of their own importance.

One time, in a cafe at lunchtime, when he was at a table too far and too insignificant for them to notice him, he saw one of the men give the young waiter a dressing down. He couldn’t understand what the boy was being berated for, but the others sniggered when he walked away, his head bowed, close to tears. Besmir wanted to go up and grab the waiter and tell him to go back to the table and punch the shit out of the guy. That’s what he would have done. Fighting was all Besmir knew. In Albania, you either fought or you were a victim and you got trampled on. The more he watched them, the more he disliked them, and that was good. Because soon they would have a lot more to worry them than whether a waiter served them well.

He had planned to take the girl in the night, when the family were sleeping in their villa on the beach. They were so stupid they slept with the patio door unlocked. He had even been in there while they were fast asleep and he’d looked at the little girl in her bed. She was beautiful. In the end, they’d made it easy for him. She was just out there, on the beach by herself when he walked past for the second time, doing a recce. From a distance earlier, he’d seen the husband of the woman going out wearing shorts and running shoes. He’d run in the opposite direction from where Besmir was, but he’d slipped into the shadows in the sidestreet just in case.

It was only a few minutes later that he saw the other man come by and talk to the woman on the patio. The little girl was nowhere to be seen. Besmir watched as the man and woman disappeared into the house together. He was surprised when he saw the kid come tottering out by herself and sit on the sand. His heart missed a beat. He would do it now. If he was quick, it could be done and over in a minute. He could have her delivered in two hours and get his money. He waited a few minutes in case the mother came out. And when she didn’t, he moved.

Now the crying had stopped, and Besmir hoped the girl had fallen asleep. He hated it when children cried like that. It reminded him of the incessant crying in the orphanage, day and night, children constantly crying. The pictures in his head were sometimes blurred these days. He’d made them that way, but he could remember the crying more clearly than anything. He remembered his own crying and saw himself looking through the bars of the cot, the other miserable children rocking back and forth and wailing. But there was no point. Nobody came. Besmir had no recollection of when he stopped crying, but one day he just did. And he had never cried again. Not once.

He pulled the car off the road and up a quiet, twisting lane. He got out, lit a cigarette and checked to make sure there was nobody around. He went to the boot and clicked it open. She lay curled up and asleep, clutching an oily rag among the tools and debris. Her face was deathly pale and her dark brown curls looked even darker against her white skin. For a second he thought she may have suffocated, and he reached out to touch her arm to feel if there was a pulse. But as he did, she stirred. He closed the boot in case the light would wake her up and start her crying again. He got back into the car and drove on. He called Elira from his mobile to tell her he would be in Algeciras in an hour.

The traffic began to back up as he got closer to Algeciras, and Besmir had to slow down until the line of cars was nearly bumper to bumper. He wondered what had caused the hold-up and rolled his window down to stick his head out. Shit. The cops seemed to be stopping people. He looked at his watch. He had been on the road for nearly two hours. The cops would have been alerted by now and would be looking for the missing kid. But maybe they wouldn’t be this far down yet. The traffic slowed even more. It could be a roadblock. He began to sweat. He didn’t have any papers if he got stopped. Leka had promised him a fake passport and identity card if he did just one more job. Leka always pushed the end game further and further away. He said he would give him three thousand euros for the job. With that kind of money Besmir could be free to go anywhere he wanted. Or he could stay, and become a bigger part of the organisation.

They were everywhere now, the Albanians. From Italy to Spain to London. They were huge and powerful, providing people to order for gangmasters and whorehouses all over Europe. Some people were sold privately as individuals to whoever paid the highest price. There were no restrictions on age or gender. The only rule was that you never crossed the Albanians or the Russians. Ever. Anyone who made that mistake never lived to see the sunset. Especially if they crossed Leka.

Besmir inched closer to the roadblock, and he could see the cop put his hand up to stop the car four in front of him. His heart began to pound. The car was stifling, so the boot would be boiling. All he needed now was for the kid to wake up and start screaming. The fat cop waddled along the line of cars, his pistol in his holster. Besmir made sure he didn’t make eye contact when the cop stopped at his car. Besmir looked up with the bored expression of someone caught in a traffic jam. The cop turned around and walked back down the line. He waved the cars on. Besmir gripped the steering wheel hard to stop his hands shaking.

The port of Algeciras was heaving with activity in the late afternoon, a mix of tourist ferries and freight boats going to and from Morocco. Besmir weaved his car in and out of the traffic, past the docks and up through the tight warren of back streets. The air was heavy with smells from the exotic mix of restaurants and street stalls. Fried garlic and Moroccan spices mingled with the searing heat and traffic fumes. Cars honked above the din and drivers cut each other up, swerving to avoid pedestrians shouting abuse.

Besmir wanted to get to the house quickly as the girl must surely be awake by now with this noise. He turned into a one-way cobbled street and raced up, knowing he could cut across the alley half way. It was cooler now as he drove towards the block, where he could see Elira standing on the balcony looking down at him. She lifted her chin a little to acknowledge him, then she disappeared inside. He pulled his car to the side of the road and ran upstairs.

‘We must get her out quickly,’ Besmir said as Elira opened the door to him. ‘We can’t wait till it’s dark, or leave her there any longer.’

Elira drew on her cigarette and puffed the smoke out of her fat cheeks. A puppy came bounding out of the small kitchen and slipped comically on the stone floor rushing to greet the visitor.

Elira smiled, her face softening. ‘Look. The girl will have a little friend. It will help to stop her crying.’

Besmir picked up the puppy and it immediately started licking his face and nuzzling him. He pulled the puppy away and put it back on the floor.

‘I’ll get the girl.’ He headed for the door.

‘Leka is on his way,’ Elira said.

‘Good.’ Besmir went out and down the narrow stone staircase to the car.

He looked around the street before he opened the boot. All was quiet, so he clicked it open. The girl’s eyes were wide and blinking. A shaft of setting sunlight streaming between the buildings lit up her face, making her eyes the brightest blue he’d ever seen. It looked at odds with the dark hair and pale face. For a second, he thought the girl was going to smile, but she just stared at him, bewildered. He reached in and picked her up. He held her close to him in case she would start to scream. She felt soft and warm. Like the puppy. He went quickly upstairs. Elira opened the door. As soon as the kid saw her, her lip quivered. The sob started somewhere in her chest like a choking, muffled breath, then exploded in an agonising wail. Besmir handed her to Elira who tried to shush her, but the girl was inconsolable.

‘Ah, ssssh … shhhh baby … Sssh.’ Elira sat down on the sofa and rocked her against her heavy bosom.

But the girl sobbed, huge tears running down her face. Besmir looked away. Then the puppy clambered up beside them.

‘Look. Look,’ Besmir said. ‘Look at your little friend.’ He held the puppy close to the girl and she stopped crying instantly.

She looked at the puppy, then at Elira and Besmir, and she started to bubble again, but it was more of a sniffle. The puppy kept licking her face, and she stopped.

Besmir and Elira glanced at each other when they heard footsteps on the stairs, followed by one loud knock at the door and then the voice they knew. Besmir walked across the room and slid the heavy bolt across and opened the door. Leka stepped in.

‘Besmir.’ He stood for a second and they looked at each other.

Leka’s mouth curled a little, but his eyes were cold. He nodded and looked beyond Besmir to the girl on Elira’s lap and back to Besmir. Now he did smile.

‘You did good, my friend.’

Besmir said nothing. You didn’t make idle chat with Leka. You did what was required and you left. But he knew better than to ask for his money. Leka looked at him, as though reading his thoughts. He touched Besmir’s arm.

‘All in good time, Besmir.’ He walked over to Elira and bent to kiss her on the cheek and run his hand gently over her face.

‘You have a pretty baby there, Elira, yes?’ He surveyed the little girl who was so preoccupied with the puppy she didn’t even look at him. He took hold of her face and gently turned it towards him. Leka made a soft whistling sound with his lips.

‘The eyes, Elira. Look at the eyes. Beautiful. I think her price just went up.’

He walked across to the window and opened one of the shutters a little. The dismal room suddenly looked less glum.

‘Besmir?’ He didn’t turn around. ‘There is a change of plan my friend.’

Besmir’s stomach tightened. Leka turned to face him.

‘I want you to deliver the girl to Morocco. To Tangiers.’

Besmir opened his mouth to speak. Leka put his hand up as though to stop him.

‘Don’t worry, it will be safe. I have it all planned. I just don’t trust anyone else to do it.’ He waved his hand in the direction of the girl. ‘Look how successful you have been here. You showed that you have good instincts by taking the girl the way you did. How could I trust anyone else to finish the job?’

‘But Leka,’ Besmir hoped his voice didn’t sound desperate. ‘You promised. We agreed. My job was only to get her.’

He folded his arms and stood tall. But Leka was taller, and he looked down at him.

Leka nodded. ‘I know. I know, Besmir.’ His steely eyes fixed him. ‘But this is new business. Totally new. We have never done this before. Nobody has. And I want to do it well. The people in Morocco have plans for this one. They never expected us to pull it off, but we have. And I want to prove to them that we can do anything. We are in charge here.’ He sighed. ‘You must. Then you can have what you need.’ He put his hands in his pockets. ‘But to be honest, it would be my wish for you to remain working for us. You are strong and fearless. So are lots of my men. But you, Besmir, you are not stupid. You are different.’

He turned back to the window.

‘Go now and come back tomorrow at four. Everything will be arranged for you.’

Besmir looked at Elira who looked back blankly. He felt the colour rise in his cheeks. He knew he had no choice.

‘OK, Leka,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow.’


CHAPTER 3

The Rt. Hon. Michael Carter-Smith MP turned back the cuffs of his immaculate white linen shirt and pulled the gold Rolex watch over his suntanned wrist. He walked closer to the mirror to examine his face, smooth and tanned after twelve days in the sun. His bronzed complexion made his eyes an even deeper blue, striking as they already were, fringed with thick black lashes. The newspapers and magazines who were fascinated by him always said he looked a decade younger than his fifty-one years, and he knew it. And, as they often added in veiled reference to his homosexuality, the Home Secretary wasn’t just a pretty face.

No. Carter-Smith was the acceptable face of New Labour. The face that had helped get them elected because it was he who was instrumental in them winning over the Middle Englanders whose traditions were steeped in Toryism, but who had become disillusioned after Thatcher’s reign. If someone like Carter-Smith, the privileged son of a wealthy banker, with credentials that were true-blue Tory, could put himself at the centre of New Labour, then perhaps they’d give the Party a chance. And they did.

His appointment to the Home Office after they won the General Election was not unexpected: it had been leaked to the newspapers before it was announced. Carter-Smith made sure of that. Nobody did underhand tactics better than he. The campaign trail was littered with the political dead he’d backstabbed as he climbed his way to the top. When he came out of the closet and was outspoken about his homosexuality a year before the General Election, his kudos actually went up. He had made sure the story emerged in such as way that even the buttoned-up old cloth caps in the Labour ranks would admire him.

You could send Carter-Smith anywhere. He could charm the wives at the working men’s club in his constituency just as much as the ladies who lunched at the Dorchester. Men loved to hate him, but they accepted him, and everyone admired him. The gay community, of course, had much to thank him for, and they all did – with their votes.

No red-top tabloids had ever turned Michael Carter-Smith over. Even those who hated New Labour wouldn’t dare, because he was the very soul of discretion in his private life. He had to be. The Home Secretary’s little sexual peccadillo was his penchant for fresh young teenage boys. He loved the danger almost as much as the thrill and responsive enthusiasm of their tight young bodies. He never made mistakes. The word arrogant was invented for him …

He looked at the time. In precisely one hour he’d be on board the yacht of his multi-billionaire Russian businessman friend. If the tabloids got a sniff of that, they’d be all over him. He left his bedroom and headed down the marbled hallway to the living-room where his oldest chum, Oliver Woolard, was waiting for him.

‘Ah, Michael.’ Oliver handed him a drink. ‘Shaken, just enough to excite it, but not stirred,’ he said. ‘Just the way you like it.’

Carter-Smith grinned. He knew Oliver could never resist a dig. They had been at boarding school together and nobody knew more of his secrets than Oliver Woolard did. But Carter-Smith knew plenty of his too, and he watched, amused, at Oliver fawning over his beautiful wife, Connie, as though she was the only woman who had ever lived. But before the night was out, no matter how beguiling his wife was – and she truly was – he would be lapping up the variety of young women served on a plate for him by their Russian host.

Michael knocked back half his martini and put the glass down on the table. He looked at his watch.

‘Come on, Oliver. Car will be waiting.’

Oliver gave Connie a lingering kiss on the lips and held her lush dark mane of hair before letting it tumble onto her bare shoulders. He squeezed her bottom, encased in a tight electric-blue satin dress.

‘I might be terribly late, darling. Don’t wait up.’ He kissed her hand.

All dressed up, nowhere to go … ? Michael kissed Connie on the cheek as they left, wondering if she felt sufficiently warmed up now for the young fitness instructor who would steal into the villa by the time their car was arriving at the harbour in Estepona.

Michael had only been staying with the Woolards for a few days when he noticed the attention Connie was getting from the young man, her personal trainer from the hotel beach club nearby. In fact, he’d even heard them one afternoon when he returned to the villa while Oliver was out on business. He didn’t blame her. He assumed Oliver knew about Connie’s little distractions while her husband was empire-building across the world. If he did, he had never spoken about it, but then ‘all’s fair in love and war’ was Oliver’s motto.

The days Michael had spent with his friends in their sumptuous villa in the hills high above Marbella had been idyllic, filled with leisurely lunches, and lavish dinners in nearby restaurants where the Woolards were adored. It had become an annual jaunt for the Home Secretary: an opportunity not only to catch up with his old friend, but also to get away from London and do exactly what he wanted – as long as he managed to give his private protection officers the slip. And when he felt the urge, he had only to make a phone call to a contact on the Costa and something would be discreetly arranged, to his particular taste and at an address not too far away …

As they got into the car, they both looked up to where Connie was blowing them a kiss from the terrace. In the back seat, Michael glanced up again and thought she looked slightly forlorn. Oliver’s mind, though, was already miles away, focusing on his next business.

When the Daimler dropped them on the harbour, close to the yacht, the two men were greeted by an elegantly dressed but stern-faced East European man in his thirties, who raised his eyebrows enquiringly as though waiting for them to introduce themselves.

‘Would you be good enough to tell Mr Daletsky that Michael Carter-Smith is here, please?’ He smiled engagingly.

The man said nothing, but beckoned them to follow him. As they did so, Michael noticed the bulge of a gun on the back of their escort’s finely tailored suit. They walked up the gangplank onto the yacht. Moored discreetly at the far end of the harbour and as big as a cruise liner, it was a splendid, gleaming vision in the setting sun. Here, multi-million-pound floating palaces took pride of place, far enough away from the people who merely thought they were rich with their half-a-million-pound yachts. There was so much money here in the port it was mesmerising; and most of it was dirty. But none of that bothered Carter-Smith.

On the open deck, wearing cream flannels and a black shirt, and surrounded by sycophants, stood Viktor Daletsky, oil baron, electronics magnate and exporter. He also had other credentials on his formidable CV, if you believed the tabloids. And a small, deep scar on his cheekbone told of a way of life far removed from the one he was living now. But nobody knew enough, or had enough proof, to write about it.

As Michael and Oliver walked onto the deck, Daletsky excused himself and made his way towards them.

‘Michael.’ His Russian voice was deep and rich. He stretched out his hand. ‘So glad you could come. How are you my friend?’ he said, flicking a glance at Oliver.

‘I’m very well, Viktor, very well indeed. How are you?’ He turned his body towards Oliver. ‘This is Oliver Woolard, of Woolard Institutions, who we’ve spoken about a few times … ?’

Daletsky raised his eyebrows and shook Oliver’s hand vigorously.

‘Oliver. I am very pleased to meet you. Very pleased. I hope we can have some time to talk tonight.’

He ushered them towards a podium where a waiter was opening a bottle of Krug. Three stunning, very young, Eastern European women stood by. Oliver’s eyes lit up.

‘Some champagne,’ Daletsky said, handing Michael a champagne flute so fine he could have shaved with it. Then one to Oliver.

‘We must drink to new friends.’ He raised his glass. ‘To new possibilities.’ He made eye contact with Oliver.

‘To new possibilities,’ Oliver said, as one of the young girls sidled a little closer to him.

Daletsky took a mouthful of his champagne then put down his glass. He looked across the deck and nodded to a tall man in a black suit who had just arrived.

‘Excuse me, for the moment, gentlemen.’ He crossed to greet the newcomer, who stood silently surveying his surroundings.

Daletsky lowered his voice, but Carter-Smith heard him address the man as Leka.


CHAPTER 4

As usual, the splendour of the five-star hotel was lost on Rosie. By the time she arrived at the Puente Romano in the heart of Marbella, her head was already buzzing, thinking how she could take the story forward so she’d have a good line for Monday’s paper.

Since the kid went missing yesterday, a formidable pack of big hitters from UK newspapers and television would be there already. They would be all over this story, pushing for exclusives, while theories and motives on the kidnapping were aired and dissected over hearty dinners by journalists on bloated expense accounts. They were always bloated when they went out of town on a job – especially on a foreign. Most hacks saw expenses as a kind of fine for taking you away from your own bed, your family, and what the rest of the world call a life, and replacing it with the frenetic round-the-clock graft of an assignment abroad.

The bottom line for Rosie was this: if she was abroad on a story, someone was dead – usually, a lot of people were dead. That kind of shit got to you after a while. So what if she ate some decent lobster washed down with a glass or two of vintage wine. It was by way of compensation for making her the dysfunctional human being that all frontline journalists eventually became.

At the hotel reception, she checked in and had a quick shufti round the main bar to see if there were any other hacks around. If there were, she didn’t recognise them. Rosie didn’t like working with the press pack when there was a big story on the go. There was the one advantage that you never missed anything, but it also meant you had to share, and she didn’t like sharing – in case she managed to dig up something by herself. She’d once said she was a lucky reporter when, as a youngster, she’d had a great run of exclusives against the odds. But a wily old news editor told her you made your own luck in this game. Always keep two steps ahead of the pack and you wouldn’t miss out, he’d said. It was good advice.

In her beachfront room, she threw open the doors leading to the private terrace and took in the view of the tantalising deep-blue sea. The room was luxurious and massive, with a bed that would take at least five people – all of it perfect if you were here for a few days pampering. Rosie plugged in her laptop and connected to the hotel’s internet.

Two emails. One from Marion confirming the cash, and the other from McGuire with forwarded copy from the newsdesk. McGuire’s message was curt: ‘This is all we have so far. Hope you can do better. x’

The copy was more detailed. There were three couples on this holiday, each with a villa about a ten-minute walk from the others. The men had all gone to university together and had been friends for fifteen years. The missing kid was called Amy Lennon, only daughter of Jenny and Martin. The dad, a property dealer, was boss of Lennon Properties, a Glasgow family estate agents with interests in Scotland and abroad. He took over from his father, Martin senior, who had died six months ago. That didn’t ring any bells with Rosie. The mum was an insurance broker. Amy would be four at the end of August. The story was that the little girl had been sound asleep in her bedroom at the beach-side villa the couple were renting on Mijas Costa. The mother was having a shower while her husband was out on his four-mile morning jog. When she came out of the shower, Amy was gone. As she read those particular words, Rosie winced, imagining the mother’s horror when she discovered her child was gone. She read on.

The next name was one she did recognise – Jamie O’Hara. A well-known Glasgow criminal lawyer, he’d made his name getting crooks off the hook for everything from murder to drugs to extortion. O’Hara was a big shot who relished the limelight, and though he was not yet forty he’d already made pots of money defending the kind of arseholes Rosie would gladly have strung up. She knew him, but not well, and she didn’t particularly like him. Apart from anything else, he was far too handsome for his own good. His wife, Alison, was a chemist. O’Hara’s story was that he was out for a walk and had decided to drop in to say hello to the Lennons, but as he approached the villa he was met with Jenny running out of the house screaming that Amy was gone. He immediately called the police, and Martin.

The other couple were the Reillys, John and Margaret. For the past five years they’d been living in France, where she taught English and he was trying to build up a small vineyard so he could export his own wine. They had been at the market together in Fuengirola when Amy went missing and knew nothing until they received a telephone call from Alison O’Hara.

The email went on to say that the Guarda Civil had launched an immediate full-scale hunt with helicopters and tracker dogs, and had at least a hundred officers scanning the beaches and nearby vacant villas and apartments. They’d said it was early days and they were confident they would find Amy. But at the bottom of the story, as it was describing the exact location, Rosie’s heart sank. The villa from where Amy vanished was only a minute’s drive from the main dual carriageway that goes from Malaga right along the coast and joins the motorway to Algeciras and Tarifa – the ports to Morocco. Within two hours of her being snatched, the child could be anywhere. She could have been taken to Portugal, or north towards France and the Netherlands. But if her kidnapper had gone to Morocco, that was a different story. She could simply vanish without trace.

Rosie sat down with a glass of ice-cold mineral water. She looked at her watch. The kid had now been missing more than a day and a half. She sighed. Soon they’d probably find a body. She hoped it would be soon, for the sake of the parents. Her mobile rang.

‘Buenos tardes, Rosie. Voulez vous coucher avec moi?’ It was Matt, full of the usual shit.

‘That’s Spanish and French both, you twat.’ Rosie was glad to hear from him. ‘Where are you?’

‘I’m in the bar, darlin’, and I’m starvin’. I just got here half an hour ago. Had a quick shower and change.’

‘I’m only just here,’ Rosie said. ‘Tell you what, Matt, I’m going to jump in the shower, then I’ll meet you downstairs for a drink, and we’ll have dinner.’ She was taking off her clothes as she spoke. ‘I’m going to put a quick call in to the cops, see if I can get anyone who speaks English. And find out if there’s any press stuff going on tonight or what. We don’t need it tonight, but I want to see what’s what for tomorrow. See if they’re going to put the parents up.’

‘Yeah,’ Matt said. ‘There were a couple of relatives of the other couples back in Scotland talking on the telly. But nothing much getting said. They’re all in a mess.’

‘Can imagine.’ Rosie was naked now. ‘See you downstairs in fifteen, Matt.’ She hung up.

Rosie made a call to the Guarda Civil in Marbella, and in her fractured Spanish asked if there was anyone dealing with press inquiries. She was put through to a man whose English was better than her Spanish. No. There would be no press conference with the family. They were still staying at the villa. There would be a press conference early tomorrow afternoon where the Guarda Civil would talk of their search.
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