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About the Book

Kesterly-on-Sea is full of secrets.

Some are darker than others; many are shameful. One is even deadly.

Andee is an ex-detective whose marriage is breaking up. So when a young female student disappears without trace, she throws herself into the search.

Meanwhile, the town’s beloved Rowzee Cayne has just discovered that she is terminally ill, and doesn’t want to burden her family and friends with the news.

Andee and Rowzee don’t know it yet, but their journeys are going to help them uncover a secret. One that is going to affect them more than they could ever imagine.
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One of the most thrilling parts of having a secret – especially the sort Jessica Leonard had been savouring these last two months – was the way it made her feel so powerful and excited. Added to that was the way everyone seemed to sense something different about her, but couldn’t quite decide what it was.

Her friend Sadie had asked outright. ‘What is it with you?’ she’d cried, her laughter edged with notes of puzzlement and envy. ‘Are you in love, or something? You look like you are.’

Jessica regarded herself in the mirror, feline navy eyes sparkling with a tease, soft, creamy cheeks flushed with knowing. ‘Is this how someone in love looks?’ she countered, mussing up her wavy dark hair and twisting her beautiful singer’s mouth into an awkward grimace.

‘No, it can’t be love, or you’d have told me,’ Sadie decided.

Since she’d only known Jessica for a year Sadie wasn’t yet aware of how secretive her flatmate in halls could be, or how loyal (loyal was not to be forgotten, for it was one of Jess’s major qualities). And Jessica wasn’t surprised that Sadie was putting the new Jess down to love, it was the conclusion anyone would jump to. She knew she would.

Electrified by the air of mystery she was creating, she blew Sadie a kiss and went back to rehearsing for a gig that night. She’d played at this particular ambassador’s home before, but apparently tonight she was going to receive an even more fantastic sum for her services than usual. She guessed the event must be for more people, or perhaps they wanted her to do more sets. She’d find out when she got there. She had the kind of voice, throaty, sultry, mesmerising, that had made her one of the most sought-after young singers on this exclusive circuit, and the many contacts she was making were opening up the kind of doors she’d hardly even known existed.

One of these days she might share her secret with Sadie, but she was in no hurry. It would feel odd, she realised, to confide in someone other than her twin brother, Matt, who’d been her best friend and sharer of everything throughout their nineteen years. Not much had changed, in spite of them having been at different universities this past year. They were in touch every day, regularly went to concerts and exhibitions together, or parties, or sporting events (they shared a love of rugby with their father); they spent all holidays at home with their parents (Dad was definitely easier than Mum, especially these days), and whenever they could they performed together. Matt sang too, but usually he left the vocals to Jess and provided accompaniment on keyboard or guitar. Their parents – Dad mainly, but Mum could do it too – were constantly creating backing tracks for when she performed alone, making them easy to set up so she wouldn’t have to rely on anyone to attend gigs with her. Her repertoire was growing all the time, and the number of hits she was getting on YouTube was phenomenal.

Right now, on this glorious sunny day in late June, Jess was making her way from the halls of residence in Marylebone across West London to Paddington station. Her tall, slender frame was weighed down by a monster backpack, a bag full of laundry, and a tatty old computer case containing vital laptop, both old and new tablets (latter still needed programming, Matt would do it), her precious music player and various chargers. Once on the train it shouldn’t take much more than three hours to get to the quaintly old-fashioned seaside town that she and her family now called home. They’d moved there a year ago when her dad had lost his job (been robbed of his job, more like) and her mum – well, who knew what to say about her mum? One day she was her normal upbeat self working with Dad (she never sat for him now the way she used to), and the next she could be floundering about in the depths of despair. It wasn’t that her mum didn’t like their new home and the people they were getting to know, it was simply that it had never been a part of her plan to leave the north, and she couldn’t seem to get her head around the fact that it had happened. As far as she was concerned they should never have had to pack up the lovely house where they’d lived since Jess and Matt were born, and start new lives in a place they didn’t even know. Worse than leaving, though, was the fact that there hadn’t been anyone around to wave them off the day they’d departed, and if any of the neighbours had watched them drive away Jess had been unaware of it because she’d kept her head down until they were out of the street, and she was fairly certain the rest of her family had done the same.

Not that they’d had anything to feel ashamed of, it was just that everyone thought they did, and so that was how they’d behaved.

Stupid really. She bitterly regretted it now, but the time had long gone for them to be able to look anyone in the eye and challenge them; life had moved on, so must they.

Fortunately Jess and Matt had already sat their A levels and been accepted into their universities of choice by the time everything had imploded up north. However, the hurried move south, apart from what it had done to their parents (Dad was doing a better job of hiding it, but it had definitely badly affected him too), had completely changed the plans they’d made for a gap year. Instead of the fabulous world tour they’d had all worked out with a couple of mates, they’d decided they must stay close to their parents. Not so close as to keep them at home like a couple of nursemaids, but within easy striking distance if, for any reason, they were needed. So they’d taken up their places at uni a year earlier than planned.

As much as she loved her parents and would always be there for them, Jessica couldn’t help feeling relieved that she was at University College London – in other words, a good two hundred miles away. Matt, on the other hand, was at Exeter and so felt that he had to go visit most weekends. Not that anyone expected it, her parents weren’t like that, it was just how he felt and Jessica was in no doubt that she would too if she were less than fifty miles away. She knew it wasn’t easy on her brother; they talked about it for hours on the phone, although he handled it much better than she knew she would. He was a different sort of character to her, totally laid back, always able to shrug stuff off, never making a big deal out of issues – not even all the crap that had happened to their dad had seemed to faze him much.

Of all the people in the world that Jessica loved most, her dad was top of the list. (Apart from Matt, but he didn’t count, when it stood to reason he was up there just by being her twin.) At various times in her life her mother had held the honoured top spot, but these days it was always her dad. This was why she’d made a firm promise to herself that while she was at home for the summer she was going to spend as much time with him as possible, sitting for him if he was in the mood to paint, going to galleries, which he loved, and generally making him remember just how very special he was. Not that he was moping around feeling sorry for himself. On the contrary, he actually seemed to be enjoying his new job, which was a big change to the old one, although still artistic in its way, for he was following in his father’s footsteps working as a furniture and picture restorer in a swanky antique shop in the middle of town. He’d made lots of new friends who Jessica and Matt had got to know during the last Christmas and Easter breaks, which wasn’t surprising given how friendly he was. It was just a shame her mum preferred to keep herself to herself.

What had happened to drive them south was a secret so full of dark and negative stuff that Jessica just didn’t need it in her life, especially now when she had so much to feel optimistic and excited about.

Starting as her mobile rang, she paused a favourite Sam Smith track playing through her earphones and clicked on. ‘Hey, you!’ she cried. ‘What’s up?’

‘Everything’s cool,’ Matt told her in his usual laconic way. ‘Just wondering what time to expect you.’

‘You’re already home?’

‘Got here last night.’

‘So how are they?’

‘OK, I guess. Dad’s looking forward to seeing you.’

Even though she knew it, it still pleased her. ‘How about Mum?’

‘Sure, she is too, she just forgot to say it. Dad’s getting everything ready for our gig at the Mermaid tomorrow night, so we can go over there in the morning to check it out. Apparently the tickets have already sold out.’

‘Wow!’ Jessica exclaimed. ‘It’ll be all those groupies who keep following you around.’

‘Yeah, right,’ he said drily. ‘I’ve added a couple of special requests to the songlist, but we can go over them when you get here. Are you up for an Italian tonight, Dad wants to know.’

‘Deffo. Count me in. Will we go to the one on the promenade, what’s it called again?’

‘There are a few now, but Luigi’s is still the fave. Mum’s coming too.’

‘Great.’ That really was good news, for all too often it was just the three of them, and hard work as their mum could be at times it never felt right without her. ‘I should be there in plenty of time . . . Oh, someone’s trying to get through and my battery’s nearly out, so I’ll call you back from the train.’

‘Jess!’ Sadie cried excitedly. ‘Get ready for the most amazing news. We’ve only got the flat in Vauxhall for next year. The four-bed one?’

Jessica immediately joined in Sadie’s shrieks of delight, oblivious to amused glances from passers-by.

‘I just had a call to say our offer’s been accepted,’ Sadie ran on, ‘but we have to start paying the rent right away. Are you OK with that?’

Feeling a glorious charge of adrenalin lifting her skywards, Jessica declared, ‘No problem.’ They were going to pay rent for two months without actually living in the place, and it was no problem. Life was so cool.

Caught up in a great surge of affection for Sadie, Jessica let the line drop and her earphones once again filled with the sound of Sam Smith singing ‘Lay Me Down’. More elation flooded her. She knew every word of the song, could feel every sentiment as though the music and lyrics were a part of her.

She loved Sam Smith.

She was about to descend into the depths of Goodge Street tube station when her mobile rang again. Seeing it was a voicemail, she held back to call it up, and when she heard the message her heart tripped to a fluttery halt.

She pressed to replay and listened with her head down, realising that if she did what was being requested she’d miss the train, but it didn’t matter, she could always get a later one, or go in the morning if things worked out that way. She didn’t want to miss the meal with her parents, but this was somewhere she had to go, and with no one around to try and stop her she wasn’t going to fight it.

Twenty minutes later, after changing on to the Central Line at Tottenham Court Road and taking it through to Notting Hill Gate, she was walking through a part of London that she’d only come to know in the last couple of months. Until then she’d always considered South Kensington or Knightsbridge, or a few other areas around the West End, to be gobsmackingly amazing. Then she’d come to Holland Park and her mind had been totally blown.

As she turned from the main road, with her phone switched off to conserve what was left of the battery, the leafy residential streets became quiet, were practically deserted. After a couple of turns taking her deeper into the heart of the area, she entered a narrow, sun-baked alleyway that acted as a service divider between the backs of grand stucco villas on one side and elegant town houses on the other. Here there were only automated garages providing secure and spacious accommodation for rich people’s luxury vehicles. The door Jessica approached, about halfway along on the right, had a digital keypad beside it, but even before she could press in the code the door started to rise.

By the time it was fully open and she could see who, and what, was inside, she was clasping her hands to her face.

‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,’ she murmured, unable to believe her eyes. A flicker of fear flashed through her like summer lightning. This wasn’t what she’d expected. Was it going a step too far? Even if it was, how could she not take it?



Two Years Later




Chapter One

Andee Lawrence was staring through her reflection in the window, across the busy promenade below and over to the foamy waves lapping the seashore. The sun was dazzling, dancing in bright, sharp sparks across the blue-black waters of the bay, glittering on the grassy headlands that jutted far out to sea, burning the exposed flesh of its many worshippers below.

It was the beginning of summer: tourists were already piling into Kesterly-on-Sea, filling up caravan parks, campsites, hotels, B & Bs and holiday lets. Over on the beach they were taking hasty advantage of this rare sunny spell, setting up deckchairs and windbreaks, claiming their spot on the crowded sands while kids built sandcastles with moats, or splashed about in the muddy waves, kicked balls, tossed Frisbees and queued to ride the weary-looking donkeys.

From today this was going to be her view, the scene she would look out at each time she gazed or glanced from this window. It would change with the seasons, of course, but this small, seafront apartment with its neat Juliet balconies, open-plan kitchen-diner and allocated parking space, was her new home.

Her new home.

‘So this is it then?’ a voice said snappily behind her.

Flinching at her husband’s tone, she forced herself to turn around.

Their eyes met, and it was all she could do to stop herself going to him to try to soothe away some of the hurt.

It wouldn’t help. It would only complicate matters further, since pity, guilt, regret were the last things he wanted, or needed.

He wasn’t a weak man, he wouldn’t fall apart without her, although looking at him now, he was so tense, so pale, that it was as though his frustration might break right through his sun-weathered skin.

Perhaps she was wrong about how able he was to cope.

‘You look beautiful,’ he told her, unexpectedly, though the words came out roughly, resentfully.

She might not feel it, or even think much about it, but she was beautiful, in a forty-something, understated way. She had arresting aqua-green eyes, high cheekbones, and a wide, generous smile that was beguiling and infectious. Her hair, dark and full, was clasped in a bundle of curls at the nape of her neck; her slender body was partly disguised by baggy cotton capris and an old T-shirt top.

She rocked slightly on her bare feet, having kicked off her shoes at the door, a habit she’d been in all her life, thanks to her mother.

Martin, her husband, had done the same. His leather flip-flops and her thong sandals were bundled together at the end of the hall, overlapping one another, casually entwined, comfortable with each other, the way they, she and Martin, used to be. No doubt their shoes were expecting to leave together.

How strange she’d sound if she told him to take her shoes with him, if she said that they probably wanted to go so they could stay with his.

He’d be more convinced than ever that she was losing her mind, the excuse he was giving himself, and anyone who cared to listen, for her decision to leave him.

‘You’re losing it, Andee, you’re not thinking straight,’ he kept telling her. ‘We need to sit down and discuss this, sort out what’s really going on.’

He knew exactly what was going on and she truly didn’t want to spell it out again. Once had been hard enough, repeating it wouldn’t make it easier.

‘I’m sorry, sorrier than you’ll ever know,’ she’d said when she’d finally plucked up the courage to tell him, ‘but I don’t want to be married to you any more.’

His shock, when he’d first heard it, had frozen him for a moment before he’d stumbled into uneasy laughter. She was joking, of course.

She wasn’t and he could see it.

‘Why?’ he’d asked, genuinely bemused. His ruggedly handsome face had seemed so much younger all of a sudden, reminding her of how he looked in photographs his mother had of him as a child. He was lost, vulnerable, needing someone to show him the way. ‘I thought we – you – were happy,’ he said.

He could certainly be forgiven for thinking that, since she’d taken care to hide how she was really feeling, not wanting to hurt him, or their children, or the rest of their family. How she really felt was that she still loved him, and probably always would, but she was no longer in love with him.

She realised now that she hadn’t been even when she’d agreed to marry him, three years ago, which was an awful irony – was that the right word, maybe mistake would be better – when they’d been together for over two decades by then and had felt no need to be married before. Actually it wasn’t a full two decades, because he’d left her for a while. After seventeen and a half years of living under the same roof and bringing up their children together he’d suddenly announced one day that he’d had enough. He didn’t want to be a house husband and stay-at-home dad any longer while she went about playing detective – that was how he’d put it – at all hours of the day and night. Apparently she was to ignore the fact that he’d managed to build a very successful Internet security business during the hours the kids were at school, and evenings when she was there to take care of them. For whatever reason he’d suddenly decided he needed to break loose of the home and travel the world, alone.

She harboured no resentment towards him for the desertion now; however, at the time, with her police career on an upward trajectory, and two young teenagers to cope with, she’d been devastated, furious, even murderous. She’d hated him, had sworn she’d never take him back, while all the time she’d longed for him to come.

He had, eventually, putting his aberration, as he’d called it, down to a midlife crisis that he was finally, happily, over. Wasn’t that great? Actually, in a way it was, because life had moved on quite a bit during his two-year absence and punishing him was no longer a priority for her. They’d grown in ways neither of them would have been able to if they’d stayed together – he’d sold his Internet business and made a fortune, while she’d left the Metropolitan police to take up a promotion to Detective Sergeant with the Dean Valley force. What really mattered, she’d decided then, was the history they shared, the love that was still there, albeit altered, and most of all the children, Luke and Alayna, who were desperate for their parents to get back together.

‘I never stopped loving you,’ he’d told her on his return. ‘You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved, that I’ve ever even slept with, apart from Brigitte, and all that did was make me realise just how wrong my life was without you.’

Brigitte. He’d found someone else during the time they were apart, but she could hardly hold that against him when, eventually, she had too.

Maybe, if his beloved father hadn’t just died (which in truth was what had brought him back from his travels), she’d have found a way to suggest that they just be friends. However, they’d all been deeply affected by Dougie’s death, and at times like that it was normal, even necessary, for families to pull together. So, she’d asked him if he’d be prepared to stay in Kesterly-on-Sea, where she and the children had settled while he was away exploring the world.

He’d had it all worked out. He was definitely staying. His mother, like hers, lived in Kesterly, his father’s property business was headquartered in the town and it was his intention, and his father’s wish, that he should take it over. While she, if she was serious about giving up the police force, could do whatever she pleased. Work with him, study for a new career, she might even want to be a stay-at-home mum for a while.

The options were endless when money wasn’t a problem, and the heady sums he’d made from the sale of his business, plus what he’d just inherited, had meant that the world truly was their oyster.

So she’d done what everyone wanted and married him while knowing, even as they were taking their vows, that she was making a mistake. It might be right for their mothers, the children, and presumably for him, it just wasn’t right for her.

It had taken three years for her to decide she must stop living a lie. In spite of how many hearts it would break, she had to be true to herself, even if it was hurting her too.

‘Are you in love with him?’ he asked now, but not for the first time.

She looked away. ‘I’ve already told you,’ she answered, ‘he has nothing to do with this.’

It was true; her reason for leaving had nothing to do with Graeme Ogilvie, the man she’d had a brief relationship with during the time she and Martin were apart. She wished now that she’d never mentioned him, and knew she wouldn’t have, had Martin not kept on and on insisting she must have met someone.

Looking at Martin now was hard. His face was pinched, his dark eyes wide and hostile; fighting rejection never made a person attractive at a time when they most needed to be. ‘Is he in love with you?’ he demanded sourly.

With a flash of irritation, she said, ‘How many times do I have to tell you it isn’t about him?’

‘Why don’t you just answer the question? Is he in love with you?’

‘Of course not. I’ve had next to no contact with him since we broke up three years ago . . .’

‘But you’re in touch with him now?’

She didn’t argue, there was no point when he wasn’t listening.

She wanted him to go, to leave her alone with her conscience so she could start deciding how best to handle it, and her children – and the rest of her life.

‘If you leave, Mum, I’ll never, ever speak to you again,’ eighteen-year-old Alayna had ranted furiously down the phone when she’d found out about the break-up, thanks to her father calling her at uni to deliver the happy news.

Andee had wanted to wait until Alayna and her older brother were back for the summer before telling them, but it was too late for that now.

‘Mum, you can’t be serious,’ Luke had protested when he’d rung from Exeter, where he was in his third year of Sport and Exercise Science. ‘You need to think about this, because it sounds to me like you’re doing what Dad did all those years ago, having a middle-aged meltdown.’

‘I’m not in crisis,’ she’d told him, although maybe quietly, underneath it all, she was. ‘I just need to be on my own for a while. I’m renting a flat in Kesterly, so I’ll see you every day when you’re home, if you want to, but I know how busy you always are.’

‘Every day could be overdoing it,’ he agreed, ‘but I just don’t get why you have to hurt Dad like this. I know what he did when he left was terrible, but I thought you were over it. I mean you married him, didn’t you?’

‘I did, and I’m completely over what happened. This is something different. Something I have to do for me.’

She’d never told the children about Graeme Ogilvie, it had been too new a relationship at the time for her to share it with them, but as soon as she’d admitted it to Martin he’d clearly decided their children needed to know too.

In truth, she’d only run into Graeme a few times during the three years since she’d broken up with him. On the first two they’d been at the same function in town, and though they’d spoken, naturally, neither of them had referred to their past relationship. They hadn’t mentioned it on the third occasion either, which was just last week when she’d gone to his antique shop, not to see him, but someone who worked there.

That was a whole other story, and perhaps one of the stranger ways in which fate had chosen to play its hand, at least for her and Graeme in throwing them together again. For Blake Leonard, the person she’d gone to see . . . God only knew what fate was trying to do to him.

Fixing her eyes on Martin now, she said, ‘I don’t want you to tell the children any more about Graeme. I only told you I went to his shop because I wanted to be honest with you, but the reason for my visit had nothing to do with him.’

‘Oh, just shopping for a few antiques, were you? Something you do all the time.’

Ignoring the sarcasm, she said, ‘You’re making this far more difficult than it needs to be.’

‘Please excuse me for minding about you leaving me. Does he know? Have you told him you’ve rented your own place?’

‘Of course not. It’s nothing to do with him and for all I know he’s met somebody else by now, so he wouldn’t even be interested in where I’m living.’ It wouldn’t surprise her at all if Graeme had someone else. He was a good-looking man with a wickedly dry sense of humour, a love of the arts, most things Italian and – this would interest other women far more than it did her – he was pretty well off. A real catch, was how most would describe him.

Martin was that, too.

He started to speak, cleared his throat and ran a hand over his unshaven chin. ‘So when do I next get to see you?’ he asked gruffly.

She didn’t know what to say to that. Anything would be wrong.

‘You don’t have to answer now,’ he said, reaching for his keys. ‘Call me when you’ve decided to stop behaving like a bitch.’

As the front door closed behind him, she turned back to the window and watched as he emerged into the street below and crossed to the van he’d hired to help move her in.

She was touched that he’d helped her, how could she not be when he was acting against his own interests?

He was kind; she’d always known that about him, it was a large part of why she cared for him so much – of why she loved him. She just didn’t want to carry on pretending there was more in her heart than friendship. Perversely, she didn’t want to lose him either, though she had to accept that she might, at least for a while.

As he pulled out into the slow-moving traffic she wondered where he would go after dropping the van and picking up his car. To his mother’s, or to hers? Either would offer him a sympathetic ear, although, to be fair, both mothers had been understanding and patient with her too, which couldn’t have been easy when they treasured how close they were as a family. So close that until today Andee and Martin had been living at her mother’s in a craggy little hamlet up on the northern headland known as Bourne Hollow.

They should have moved into a place of their own long ago; perhaps this was another indication of how uncommitted she had felt to their future, that she had never been able to find the right house.

Martin was due to move over to his own mother’s in the leafy suburb of Westleigh sometime in the next few days, where the children would join him for alternate weeks throughout the summer. They still had their own rooms in both grandmothers’ homes, and no matter where life took them once they’d finished uni, Andee couldn’t imagine that ever changing.

There was an extra bedroom here in the flat, and Andee was hoping that they might at the very least crash with her after a late night out in town.

Alayna was clearly still furious with her. She wasn’t returning texts, or calling back after Andee left messages.

Andee would deal with that when the time came. For now she had a lot of unpacking to do, emails to send and a call to make to Helen Hall, the lawyer who’d asked her to try and help Blake Leonard, whose teenage daughter had disappeared without trace two years ago.

Andee remembered the case well, it had been all over the news at the time; that kind of story always resonated deeply with her.

When she’d first received Helen’s call asking her to help, her immediate reaction had been to refuse. Trying to find missing children – and to her nineteen still qualified as a child – was one of the main reasons she’d ended up leaving the force. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to help these families, she longed to do so, knowing only too well what they were going through, but the emotional strain on her had become too great. She was no longer the right person to judge how best to handle panicked, shocked, terrified and even in some cases guilty parents, when she could never put her own parents out of her mind, and how it had been for them when her sister, Penny, aged fourteen, had disappeared from their lives.

If Penny had eventually come home Andee would almost certainly have put it all behind her by now. She might not even have joined the police force in the first place. As it was, no body, no trace of her at all, had ever been found. They’d received a letter though, sent around two weeks after she’d vanished, and the words were seared so deeply and painfully into Andee’s heart that she knew she’d never forget them.

Dear Mum and Dad, I probably ought to say sorry for leaving the way I have, but maybe you already don’t mind very much that I’m not around any more, so instead I’ll say sorry for always being such a disappointment to you. I know Dad wanted a son when I was born, so I guess I’ve been a let-down to him from the start, and I don’t blame him for always loving Andee the most because she’s much nicer-looking than I am and likes sports, the same as him, and is really clever so it stands to reason that he’d be really proud of her. I know I shouldn’t say this, but sometimes I hate her for being so much better than I am at everything. No one ever seems to notice me when she’s in the room. It’s like I become invisible and I know she wishes I would go away. So that’s what I’m going to do.

I don’t know what else to say, except sorry again. I expect you’ll all be much happier without me. Please tell Andee she can have whatever she likes of mine, although I don’t expect she’ll want anything at all.

Your daughter, Penny

To this day they still didn’t know whether Penny had committed suicide after sending the note, or if she’d gone off somewhere to make a new life. At fourteen it had seemed unlikely she’d make a new life, how would she, unless there had been someone to help her? No evidence had ever come to light of her being involved with someone who might have enticed her away. And surely, after seeing the news and realising how much they were all suffering, she’d have come back. With their father being a chief superintendent with the Met every imaginable effort had been poured into finding his daughter, and it hadn’t stopped there because Andee herself had revisited the case several times over the years, but there was never anything new to be uncovered.

Almost as heartbreaking as losing Penny was their father dying without ever knowing what had happened to her.

It was like that for some families, Andee knew that better than most, not only because hers was one of them, but because of how many others she had watched suffering, while she, unable to give them the answers, or even the body, they needed, had felt every part of their helplessness and pain.

She hoped to God that Blake Leonard’s family wasn’t going to end up amongst those she’d been unable to help. No one, but no one, deserved to go through such interminable hell. However, two years was a long time in a missing person case, and going by the police files she’d so far been given access to, the search appeared to have been thorough and extensive. So she had to concede that the chances of finding Jessica really weren’t good. Not that she was prepared to rule it out, miracles did happen, as the news occasionally showed, and who was to say that one wasn’t waiting to happen here?


Chapter Two

‘Daddy, you are totally amazing. I had no idea you could do that.’

Blake Leonard’s hazel eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘You’d be surprised at what I can do, young lady,’ he teased, as she checked that the drawing really was exactly the same no matter which way up she turned it.

‘Because you’re magic,’ she cried, and laughing delightedly she threw her skinny arms around him.

‘Ask him if he can magic you off to your dance class,’ Jenny called out from the kitchen.

Jessica’s eight-year-old eyes grew round. ‘Shall we fly there, Dad?’ she whispered.

‘Good idea,’ he whispered back. ‘I’ll go and get my wings.’

The joy, the comfort of the unexpected memory abruptly vanished as Blake’s attention was snatched back to the present, where he was kneeling in front of a planter carefully tugging dead blooms from a fuchsia.

‘So have you heard any more from the detective woman?’ Matt asked, coming to stand at the back door of their terraced home on the edge of Kesterly old town. He was a tall young man with a lot of dark stubble hiding the delicate set of his jaw, long, spiked lashes around his deep navy eyes and an attitude that could switch from belligerent to vulnerable to frightened in the blink of an eye.

Before answering Blake glanced through the open French doors to the dining room where the whitewashed walls were cluttered with some of the many paintings he’d done over the years, and the table was strewn with a number of books he was consulting for his work at Ogilvie’s. Remembering that his wife had gone to stay with her parents, he felt a jolt of sadness, though it left him free to speak – it was rarely a good idea to talk about Jessica, or anything concerning her, in front of Jenny.

‘She’s an ex-detective,’ he reminded Matt, ‘and I’m seeing her tomorrow.’ His once lively, handsome face, always claimed by Jenny to be too cheerful for an artist, had become creased and dulled by the blows life had dealt him, most particularly the disappearance of his daughter.

Matt sank his gangly frame into one of the canvas chairs in front of a rusting wrought-iron table. ‘Is she coming here?’ he enquired.

Blake wondered if Matt wanted to meet Andee Lawrence. Since the police had scaled back their search for Jessica they’d felt abandoned and helpless, frustrated to a point of madness, but then a friend of Matt’s had said they should try talking to his mother who was Helen Hall, one of the town’s more prominent lawyers. So Blake had called, and Helen Hall had put him on to ex-Detective Sergeant Andee Lawrence. ‘I asked her to come to the shop again,’ he told Matt. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to invite Andee to their home, he simply didn’t want any of the neighbours recognising her and asking questions. They’d been subjected to enough attention at the time Jessica had vanished.

‘So did she say if she’d found anything new yet?’ Matt asked.

Blake shook his head, his heart aching with the torment they shared, the anguish and confusion that never went away. ‘She’s had no time, and anyway I don’t think she would on the phone.’

It was so much easier to cope on the good days, and they happened from time to time. On the bad days it was so awful he felt like ending it all rather than carry on with the not knowing, the self-loathing and blame he heaped upon himself for what he’d done to his family. If he hadn’t been forced to bring them here, Jessica and Matt would have taken their gap year and probably been thousands of miles from London on that fateful day. Jessica would never have known the person or persons who’d taken her, would even now be hanging out with her family here, or off somewhere with friends, maybe rehearsing for a gig, or writing new material with Matt.

Although the initial shock and disbelief, the sheer horror of her disappearance had eased some time ago, almost anything could make it feel present and terrible again. The crazy, unacceptable truth of it would creep up on him, catching him unawares, and he’d feel the panic, the debilitating helplessness and dread building all over again.

Thanks to counselling he could control it better now, but his imagination remained the very worst of his enemies. At any given moment it would conjure the sound of her screaming, shouting for him – Daddy! Daddy! – begging him to find her.

The media attention had dried up now, but in the early months it had been intense – and even welcome, for there was always the chance it would help to find her. The questions had gone on and on, creating ever more speculation and gossip. There had even been a time when they’d suspected him, though of what exactly he’d never discovered.

Matt had gone for counselling too, and they’d both clung to every word of advice they were offered, had tried every coping technique, breathing exercise, and support system that was in place for people like them. They’d prayed, meditated, run for miles, eaten recommended foods, written things down, spoken about them, and even drawn them.

Blake had wished with all his heart that Jenny would join them, but she’d always been nervous of strangers, and had started withdrawing from the world even before Jessica’s disappearance. The way they’d left the north, what had happened to force their departure, had already been too much for her. Once she’d started to realise that they might not get their daughter back, it was as though the woman he loved, his muse, his passion his life partner, had disappeared too.

Jessica wasn’t dead. He couldn’t, wouldn’t allow himself to think that, and no one had recommended that he should. If he did it would mean he’d have to give up searching for her, and he could never do that either. Nor could Matt, who looked, and felt, as though he’d lost a part of himself, which of course, as her twin, he had. What devastation this had wrought on his young life. He would never get over it.

Watching his son now, gaunt, good-looking, helpless, aimless, a shadow of who he should have been at twenty-one, Blake laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. He felt the bones, the frailty. He was too thin. They both were.

Matt stared straight ahead as he said, ‘I still keep hearing her, inside my head. It’s so real I think she’s there, or somewhere close by, I just have to work out where.’

Knowing exactly what he meant, Blake said, ‘Maybe Andee Lawrence will be able to find something the police missed.’

‘I forgot to tell you,’ Matt responded. ‘She’s Luke Farnham’s mum. You know, he was in the same halls as me during our first year at uni.’

‘I remember him. Have you seen him lately?’

Matt simply shrugged.

It was unlikely that he had, since Matt had dropped out of uni after Jessica’s disappearance and though he had friends around the area, most of them had flown the nest by now, or were managing to hold down jobs.

One of these days Blake would have to get on Matt’s case about finding a job too, or going back to his studies, but he could tell that the thought of going forward without Jessica was one his son still couldn’t tolerate. It was as though he too had stopped on that fateful day. He was too locked into their closeness, their bond as twins, to be able to carry on with his life the way he’d planned. It would feel like the worst kind of betrayal when she couldn’t do the same.

‘He needs a girlfriend,’ Jessica laughed, poking Matt in the ribs. ‘That’s what he needs. Someone gorgeous and sexy and who’s ready to . . .’

‘Yes, OK, we get the picture,’ Blake interrupted, with a wink at his son.

‘He shouldn’t still be a virgin at his age. He’s seventeen, for God’s sake.’

‘Who says he’s a virgin?’ Blake countered.

‘And since when did I stop being in the room?’ Matt protested.

Jessica’s eyes were round. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve done it and never fessed up,’ she cried. ‘We made a pact, as soon as one of us did it . . .’

‘I’m not saying I have,’ Matt jumped in quickly. ‘It’s Dad. He’s off in fantasy land again.’

‘Well you were upstairs for a very long time with Amie Rice the other night,’ Blake reminded him. ‘And we all know she’s just waiting for you to make the first move.’

Jessica laughed at Matt’s blush and Blake crushed them both in a hug.

He could feel that hug in his arms now, bruising and absent, as he watched Matt walk back into the house. ‘Are we going for a run later?’ he called after him.

Without turning round Matt said, ‘Sure, if you want to.’

‘We should give Mum a call first.’

Helping himself to a drink from the fridge, Matt said, ‘You mean to speak to Nan? Mum hardly ever comes to the phone.’

‘She’ll speak to you.’

‘If she won’t speak to you, I don’t want to speak to her.’

Blake didn’t pursue it. He understood Matt’s frustration with his mother; it was something else they shared, though it was rare for Blake to express it in front of Matt.

It was its own kind of torture to think of what this was doing to Jenny, especially when she’d always been so fragile, so unsure of herself – except when she was with Blake and the children. He was her strength, her everything, she’d always claim, and she was his angel. Their family had meant everything to her, but now with Jessica missing, and the scars of what had happened in the north still raw, she could no longer cope. She’d gone to her parents unable to watch her husband and son’s pain and know she could do nothing about it.

‘I know I’ve asked you this before,’ Matt said, coming back to the door, ‘but do you think what happened with that scumbag Tyler Bennett . . . Do you reckon it could have something to do with . . .’

‘No, I don’t,’ Blake interrupted gently. ‘It doesn’t make any sense to think it. He’s in Manchester and Jess was in London when she disappeared – and we know the police have spoken to everyone up there. They don’t know any more than we do.’

As Matt turned away Blake’s mobile started to ring.

Seeing it was his boss he answered cheerfully. Graeme and his family had been a tremendous support to him and his family over the past two years, to a point that Blake really didn’t know how he’d have got through it without them.

For a while they discussed the nineteenth-century gilt sofa that Blake had recently restored after Graeme had acquired it at auction in Italy. It had now been bought and the new owner was hoping it could be delivered to her home in Dorset the next day.

‘With Dave being off on holiday this week,’ Graeme said, referring to their regular driver, ‘I was about to ask if you’d mind driving it down there, but I’ve just remembered, Andee’s coming to see you?’

‘At four,’ Blake confirmed. ‘I can easily get there and back before she arrives.’

‘OK, if you’re sure. I’d come with you to help carry it if one of my sisters was free to mind the shop, but apparently neither of them is tomorrow, and as of right now nor are my nieces. If that changes, I’ll let you know.’

‘Don’t worry, I expect Matt’s free. I’ll get him to give me a hand. Are you sure you don’t mind me meeting Andee at the shop? I can . . .’

‘Of course I don’t mind. You must do whatever works for you. What time shall I expect you in the morning?’

‘Around eight?’

‘Perfect. And you haven’t forgotten you’re invited for drinks at my sister’s on Friday? She called earlier wanting to be sure you can make it.’

‘Of course I can. I’m sorry I haven’t got back to her yet. Thank you.’

After ringing off, Blake finished tidying the fuchsia and went inside to read through the notes he’d already made for his meeting with Andee. He was trying desperately not to invest too much faith in her, he didn’t want to pressure her that way – nor did he want to face the wrenching disappointment when she ended up agreeing with the police that it was a mystery that might never be solved.


Chapter Three

Rowena Cayne, middle name Zelda thanks to her father’s passion for the Fitzgeralds, was affectionately known to her close friends and family as Rowzee. When she went about town she was more often greeted as Mrs C, and always fondly, since she’d been one of the most popular teachers at Kesterly High School for the past forty years. English and drama had been her subjects until she’d retired at the end of last term, so there weren’t many children from the last few generations who hadn’t studied or performed various comedies, tragedies, romances and even the occasional bloodcurdling horror on her stage, or in her lively classroom. And every single one of them – according to Rowzee’s sister Pamela – had adored her. (Pamela rarely uttered this with pride or affection, in fact it was usually something closer to resentment, but that was Pamela for you and Rowzee knew better than to take offence.)

Pamela, being two years younger than Rowzee and quite unlike her in most ways, was generally annoyed with the world, including her daughters, now aged thirty-one and twenty-nine, for seeming to love their aunt even more than their own mother. While Rowzee and the girls vehemently insisted that wasn’t true, Rowzee’s late husband, Victor, had always insisted it was, though never in front of Pamela. He hadn’t been a cruel man, though he’d confessed quietly to Rowzee on more than one occasion that her younger sister could easily drive him to violence.

Sadly Pamela had managed to achieve this with her own husband, for on the day he’d ended up leaving her for good he’d tried throttling her, and if Pamela and Rowzee’s much younger brother Graeme hadn’t heard the commotion and rushed to the rescue there was a fair chance Pamela’s husband would have been behind bars now, and Pamela herself would no longer have been with them.

Happily for Rowzee, Pamela had survived. Understanding her sister in a way most didn’t, Rowzee knew that behind the fierce façade and constant complaints there was a truly sensitive soul struggling to best her demons. Graeme also loved Pamela, and believed in her goodness, although he wasn’t always as tolerant of her as Rowzee was, for he was firmly convinced that a piece of his mind did the younger of his two sisters – no matter that she was almost old enough to be his mother – some good from time to time.

Victor had been firmly of that opinion too. He’d tell Pamela, quite bluntly, that if she didn’t have anything pleasant to say she should just shut up. This meant there had been many occasions when Pamela had flounced off in one of her famous huffs, only to return a day or two later, carrying on as though nothing untoward had happened at all.

What would Victor think, Rowzee often wondered, if he knew that not long after he died – two years ago of a sudden heart attack, and Rowzee still missed him terribly – Pamela had decided to move into the Coach House that had been Rowzee and Victor’s home for over thirty years? Actually, Rowzee knew what he’d think, but since it was a little too savoury for her to dwell on, she generally sailed on past it, reminding herself that at least living under the same roof prevented her and Pamela from feeling lonely.

‘You’d never be that! Everyone always wants to come here,’ her niece, Katie, had protested when Rowzee had explained why she was allowing Katie’s bossy mother to take up residence in the treasured retreat. Although it wasn’t really much of a retreat, since it was only a few miles from town on the edge of the Burlingford Estate, and part of a staggered little hamlet of other smaller cottages. However, it was where Victor had written all fifteen of his successful children’s adventure books, and he’d always insisted on peace and quiet while he was working.

The place had changed a good deal over the years, and was now, thanks to Victor’s interest in interior design, much lighter and brighter than when young Charles, the most recent owner of the Burlingford Estate, had offered to let them buy it. Its last transformation had been completed only months before Victor died, when they’d opened the place up to create a much more modern and hospitable interior while careful to keep all the original features. So now the rambling old stone property, with its smart thatched roof and quaint front porch, boasted a big open-plan kitchen-cum-dining-cum-sitting room that occupied most of the back of the house, with a black glossy Aga, limed oak beams, and lovely fancy French doors opening on to a large covered terrace. The masterful inglenook fireplace was as grand as ever, though a little sprucer now, and Victor’s study, at the front of the house, remained snug and sheltered from the sun during the morning, which was when he’d done most of his work. Upstairs Rowzee had a simply splendid en suite bedroom complete with dressing room, cosy reading corner and window seat where she could sit and watch the sun go down over the estuary. Across the landing Pamela had turned the largest guest room into her own private space, and had, with Rowzee’s permission, knocked through to the spacious bathroom next door. The other rooms, for when they had visitors, were at the end of a further galleried landing that overlooked the hallway below on one side, and the back garden on the other.

It was in this garden that Rowzee was standing now, her floaty dark curls, threaded with silvery strands, lifting gently in the breeze as she waited on the phone. She might be sixty-five and retired, but inside she felt closer to thirty-five, and although her honeyed complexion was softly lined these days, and
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