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Chapter 1

––––––––

[image: ]


Emily Carter cycled home from school on her pink bicycle, the satchel on her back heavy with her school books, black headphones covering her ears. She hummed along with Britney Spears playing on her Walkman. It was Friday December 17. The thought of Christmas made her fingers tingle. And on January 17 she’d have her twelfth birthday!

Christmas this year was going to be special. Her parents had promised her a new phone with a camera, and she knew her mother would buy her a book — and there was always a surprise. The bicycle was last year’s surprise, although she had guessed what it was because her daddy hadn’t bothered to adjust the brakes on her old bike when they began to squeak and groan. She had a couple of special gifts for her parents this year, a filofax for her mother, a photo album for her daddy. She smiled at the thought of how surprised and happy they’d be.

She passed by a house with an enormous German Shepherd. His head reached up to Emily’s chest. He barked at her most days from behind a closed gate, but today the gate was open, and the dog ran out, snarling and baring his teeth at her. 

Emily put her brakes on and got off the bike. She propped the bike against a railing and held out a hand to the dog. “Good boy,” she said firmly. “Don’t be nasty, be nice.” 

The dog looked confused for a moment. Then he stopped barking and lay down on the pavement. Emily walked over to him, and he rolled onto his back. She scratched his tummy. “Good dog. Now go on home.”

The dog got to his feet. Loping back toward his home, he met his owner emerging from the garden, a look of alarm on his face.

“I’m really sorry,” said the dog owner. “Are you okay? He didn’t attack you, did he? The gate should have been closed. I always keep it locked.”

Smiling at him, Emily got back onto her bike and resumed her journey.

As she entered the lane that led to her road, a flurry of tiny snowflakes danced around her like butterflies. She made a silent wish that it would snow properly this year and she would have her first ever white Christmas. That would make it perfect!

The lane was creepy narrow, with high white walls on each side. To get through it, she filled her mind with images of wizards on flying broomsticks. 

As she drew close to the end of the lane, a white van reversed into it, blocking her way. She put her brakes on. A tall man got out of the van and opened the doors at the back. Emily was still trying to work out what on earth he could be doing when he turned and looked straight at her. 

The blank expression on his face told Emily that she was in danger. She tried to turn her bicycle in the narrow lane, but before she had it turned halfway the man walked right up to her, grabbed her by the upper arms and lifted her into the air. The bike fell with a clatter. She was still wearing her satchel, but he threw her over his shoulder as if she was no heavier than a towel. She kicked her legs. She tried to scream, but she seemed to have no breath. Her glasses fell off. She knew what was happening to her; she could see everything like a movie viewed from above, as if it was happening to someone else. All she could think of was the look of shocked disbelief that would appear on her friend Aimee’s face when she told her. The whole thing was so strange she could barely believe it herself! 

And the next moment the man put her down on the ground and plastered sticky tape around her head, through her hair at the back and across her mouth. Now she couldn’t scream even if she wanted to. He tied her wrists together behind her back with more sticky tape, picked her up again, threw her inside the van and closed the door.

The van started. Emily tried to free her arms, but it was impossible. She tried to sit up but the weight of her satchel held her down like a tortoise stuck on its shell. Thoughts whirled around in her head. Her phone was in her satchel. But I can’t reach it. Her pink bicycle was lying abandoned in the lane. Daddy will know I’m in trouble when he sees the bike. If someone doesn’t steal it first. Aimee will ring soon. Maybe. She’ll know there’s something wrong if I don’t pick up. No, she won’t. No she won’t. Aimee will leave a stupid message like she always does.

Chapter 2

––––––––
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15 Hours Earlier

Detective Inspector Ben Jordan was more than half convinced that he had stumbled on a new form of free-form jazz. He was already half cut when his fellow drinkers persuaded him to play, and after an hour and a half pounding on the piano and knocking back shorts at The Bleeding Horse pub, his fingers flew over the keyboard, coaxing the tune into areas never previously explored.

He’d been around the melody a dozen times when it suddenly lost its charm. He stopped playing mid-bar. No one seemed to notice. The place was black, rocking with the roar of a hundred conversations punctuated by raucous laughter. 

He’d long since lost his audience. He wasn’t surprised. With a wry grin and his foot on the loud pedal he played the first few notes of Roll out the Barrel. The noise level dropped. Someone cheered. Someone else began to sing. Ben slammed the lid of the piano shut and got to his feet, shakily.

“How about a break for a cigarette, Ben?”

The voice was that of Ben’s closest friend, Packie, his soft Donegal accent no match for the cacophony of the pub.

In the garden out the back where the smokers congregated, it was bitterly cold and both men immediately began to sober up.

Packie lit two cigarettes and handed one to Ben. “What was that you were playing at the end there?”

“Free-form, abstract jazz.”

“Well, it was certainly different, I’ll give you that,” said Packie. “D’you want to talk about it?”

“What? Talk about what?”

Packie took a long pull on his cigarette. “Why you fell off the wagon less than four weeks after leaving rehab. Why you can’t stay sober.”

Ben gave him the eye. The last thing he needed was a second conscience. His own was doing a powerful job, guilt firmly lodged like a lump of coal just below his ribcage. 

Packie was blunt as a copper’s pencil, but there was no harm in him. His question wasn’t so easy to answer, though. Ben had no firm idea what drove him to drink. All he’d got from four weeks of deep therapy in rehab was that it was probably the result of a traumatic childhood.

He replied, “The shrinks said I should blame my father for walking out when I was three.”

Packie said, “I reckon you needed one more serious drinking session to prove to yourself that you have it under control.”

That made perfect sense. “I couldn’t have put it better meself.”

“It’s like when we surrendered our weapons. We kept a few back just to prove that we were in charge of our own destiny.” The word came out as dastiny.

“The Provos kept some weapons back?”

“We did, surely. I thought everyone knew that.”

––––––––
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Packie dropped Ben off at the front door of his new house in Sandymount. He was fiddling about trying to get the key in the lock when Kate opened the door.

“You’re drunk!” she exploded. “Where have you been? What’ve you been doing? You’re impossible. Obviously, your stay in rehab was a total waste of money. God, Ben, you’re a mess. Have you seen yourself in a mirror?”

He swatted her words away with his hands, closed the door behind him and used it to prop himself up. “It’s not what it looks like. I was just... I needed...” What had Packie said? What Packie said made perfect sense. He tried again. “You know the way the IRA kept some of their guns back after the ceasefire?”

“What are you talking about, Ben? You’re a hopeless drunk. And we both know why. It’s that job of yours. As long as you’re with the Guards, you’ll never be able to control your drinking.”

Ben shook his head. “No, Kate. It’s the Provos.”

Without another word she turned and ran up the stairs. That was when Ben knew he was in real trouble.

Chapter 3

––––––––
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The van stopped. The man switched off the engine and opened the back doors again. He lifted Emily out and carried her into a house. It was cold, and she shivered. He lowered her onto her feet, and she ran up the stairs. The man laughed and followed her. Emily stumbled from room to room looking for a way to escape, but all she found was rooms with no furniture and bare floorboards. Grinning, he cornered her in one of the rooms. As he approached his stomach wobbled from side to side. It was disgusting. 

Then the man grabbed Emily’s arm and slapped her across the face. She was stunned. It wasn’t a hard slap but she hadn’t been slapped, not even by her mother, since she was seven. 

The man removed the tape from her wrists. Then he ripped the sticky tape from her face and hair at the back.

“Ow, that hurt,” said Emily. Then, “Why are you doing this to me? What do you want?”

The man pulled Emily’s satchel and coat off and laid them on the ground. He put a manacle around her left wrist and locked it with a padlock. The manacle was tight on her wrist. It was attached to a short chain. The chain was attached to an iron hoop set into the wall.

“What is the matter with you?” she said. “Don’t you know who my mother is?” It occurred to her that maybe he knew exactly who her mother was. Maybe she had been captured because her mother was rich and famous. 

Still the man said nothing. He had heavy boots, a crooked nose and a bald patch on the top of his head. His clothes smelled of tobacco smoke and sweat. His fingers looked like beef sausages stained brown from smoking.

He pulled a camera from his coat and took several pictures of her. It flashed each time. It caught her unawares the first time, almost blinding her, but she stuck out her tongue and ruined the last few pictures.

Her phone rang; ‘Oops, I did it again’ her Britney Spears ring-tone echoed around the room. Trust Aimee to ring at the wrong time! Without a word, the man put his hand inside the satchel and removed her phone. He didn’t answer it. Instead, he dropped in on the floorboards and smashed it under his heel. Again and again, his big boot crashed down on it until there was nothing left but bits of metal and broken plastic. Emily nearly cried.

He collected up the pieces of the phone and left. As his heavy footsteps receded down the stairs she called after him in a half whisper, “My daddy will kill you when he catches you.” It was unlikely that he’d heard her, but she felt better that she’d said it. She knew it was the truth.

The front door slammed, rattling the windows. The van started up and drove away. After that there was silence. She looked out the window. She could see trees and patches of blue sky between the clouds. Straining her ears she just caught the clatter of a distant train.

She wondered if the man would have found her phone and smashed it if it hadn’t rung just when it did. She decided he would have searched for it anyway. The thought that she might have been left with a working phone was more than she could bear. 

Then Emily noticed the plastic potty. Apart from the iron hoop in the wall and the chain, it was the only other thing in the room. Maybe there had been a baby in the house at some time and the potty had been left behind. Then she realised it was meant for her to use. Her nose wrinkled in disgust. She was far too old for a potty. She would never use that thing. But she knew she would have to if the man left her chained for any length of time.

Chapter 4

––––––––
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Jordan and Packie were back in The Bleeding Horse drinking coffee when the call came. 

“This is Superintendent Lassiter. Where the hell are you?” Lassiter, from the Dublin Metropolitan Region, was an old sparring partner from Jordan’s time in the Organised Crime Unit. 

“I’m on a half day,” Jordan replied. 

“All leave has been cancelled. How quickly can you get here?”

“Ten minutes,” said Jordan.

“Make it five. Use your siren.” Lassiter disconnected.

Jordan was intrigued. Something had put a serious dent in Lassiter’s fender, serious enough that he was looking for help outside his own command. “I’m needed back at base.” he said to Packie, draining his coffee.

Packie said, “What’s the panic, Ben? Can’t the Guards function for a single day without you?” He was unaware of the irony. Jordan’s letter of resignation had been sitting on Deputy Commissioner Rory O’Malley’s desk for four days.

Jordan made it to Harcourt Square in less than five minutes, abandoned his car in the compound, and ran inside. He took the lift to the DMR on the third floor. When the lift doors opened he found Superintendent Lassiter waiting for him.

“Jordan, good. Are you fit?”

“Fit as I’ll ever be,” said Jordan. 

“We have a missing child.” Instantly, Jordan’s jaw stiffened. “I want you to take the lead.”

Jordan couldn’t believe his ears. Since the St Patrick’s Day murders, he had been sidelined to the Organisation Development Unit, the backwater to end all backwaters. Now he was being assigned to lead an active investigation? His surprise must have shown on his face, as Lassiter offered an explanation: “One of the Deputy Commissioners put your name forward.” 

That had to be Rory O’Malley. He was the only high-ranking garda officer who knew what really happened in the St Patrick’s Day case.

“When was the child taken?”

“Three o’clock.” Jordan checked his watch. It was 4.00 pm. The pitch of Lassiter’s voice moved up a semitone. “This is likely to be the biggest missing person search the country has ever seen. We needed an hour to get geared up. Talk to Ulick O’Shea.” And Lassiter walked away. 

Let me have men about me that are fat, thought Jordan. Yon Lassiter has a lean and hungry look.

––––––––
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O’Shea pointed to a seat in front of his desk. “How much do you know?”

Jordan said, “Assume I know nothing.”

A bulky individual in his late forties, DI Ulick O’Shea was a good copper with a number of notable collars to his name, but Jordan had never been able to take him seriously. Commonly known as ‘Ulick the Ape’, black and wiry clumps of hair lay like caterpillars on the backs of his fingers, and he had eyebrows to match. It was known from sightings in the showers that he was covered in the stuff, back and front, head to toe. 

“The missing girl is Stella Carter’s daughter, Emily.”

Jordan made the connection right away. Stella Carter: the young, high-profile and much-admired CEO of ‘The Sweat Box’ chain of fitness centres and with interests in pubs, hotels and overseas properties.

O’Shea handed Jordan a photograph of Emily Carter dressed in her school uniform, wearing a disarming smile and wire-rimmed glasses. The family resemblance was uncanny. She wore a brace on her teeth, but she had her mother’s sultry, brown eyes.

“How old is she?” said Jordan.

“She’s eleven.”

“Sweet Jesus! Do we have any leads?”

“Not so far,” said O’Shea. “We have a couple of men at the school, and another team combing the area, doing house-to-house. Emily was taken on her way home from school in a narrow laneway that connects Acacia Avenue with the Enniskerry Road, in Stepaside, where the family lives. The end of the lane is less than 200 yards from her front gate — and within an ass’s roar of the garda station, I might add.”

Jordan said, “The father’s not Irish. Am I right?”

“Shane Quigley. He’s an American.”

“You’re sure she was abducted?”

“There can’t be much doubt about it,” said O’Shea. “Her bicycle was found in the laneway — and her glasses. No sign of her schoolbag.”

“Has there been a ransom demand?”

“No, not yet. There’s a man at the house monitoring the phone.”

“The family has no security?” said Jordan.

“Nope.” 

Chapter 5

––––––––
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The buzz of voices in the Incident Room died as Jordan and O’Shea walked in. Superintendent Lassiter was there ahead of them. 

Lassiter addressed the team. “You all know Detective Inspector Ben Jordan, ex-OCU, now with the ODU.” This produced a few smiles and some chuckles. “DI Jordan has been drafted in to head up this investigation. As Officer-In-Charge you will all report to him. He will report to me. Are there any questions?”

For ‘drafted’ read ‘parachuted’. 

One garda raised a hand and asked, “Has Detective Inspector O’Shea been removed from the case, sir?”

Lassiter replied, “As I’ve said, DI Jordan is in charge. Senior management has expressed the view that Ben Jordan’s extensive experience with the Organised Crime Unit will be of benefit to the investigation.” Not a view shared by Lassiter, obviously. “DI O’Shea will no longer be directly involved, but may be called on if and when.”

If and when I fail, thought Jordan.

“Over to you, Ben,” said Lassiter, and he and O’Shea left the room.

Jordan ran his eyes over the team. There were seven guards and a sergeant called Dan Payne, all known to him, every one of them giving him the beady eye treatment.

Jordan took a deep breath and said, “I can see from the amused look on your faces you all think this is a big joke, some kind of game of office politics. Well, it’s not. You know why we’re here. We have to find and rescue an eleven-year-old schoolgirl. Nothing could be more serious. And we are up against the clock. I don’t need to remind you that time is critical in kidnap cases. If we don’t find Emily in the first 24 hours, chances are we won’t find her alive. Emily’s relying on us. She has no one else fighting her corner.” He paused to let his words sink in. “I promise you we will find her, but only if each one of us does his or her job speedily and efficiently.” He addressed his next remarks to the sergeant. “As the senior man here, Dan, I’d like you to co-ordinate and collate the book of evidence.”

Payne nodded curtly. Jordan wrote his mobile phone number on the whiteboard, and the sergeant did the same.

Jordan spoke to Payne. “I’ll see if I can arrange a TV appeal for the nine o’clock news. After that, we will need a team to man the phones.”

“How many lines?” said Payne.

“Six, at least. Who’ve we got on the phone at the house?”

“David Irwin. He has the technical know-how and he’s trained as a hostage negotiator.”

“Good.” Jordan had heard favourable reports about Garda Irwin. “I’ll need the address.”

Payne wrote it down and handed it to Jordan.

“The super said a nationwide search was in progress.”

“It is,” said Payne. “Every division in every region is involved. But...”

“But what?”

Payne shrugged. “You know yourself, Ben, it’s a hopeless task. Most of the teams are concentrating on stopping and searching vehicles. The rest are searching houses, farms and so on. But there’s over a million and a half households in the country, half a million in the Dublin area alone, and the total manpower we have out there amounts to about 5,000 men.” 

“Right, I’m heading out to Stepaside,” said Jordan. “Keep me posted the minute you have anything.”

Chapter 6

––––––––
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Stella Carter took a double dose of codeine and retired to her room. She was suffering from a headache that hit her from the moment she realised that Emily had been taken — a blinding, pulsing headache that interfered with her mental processes. Her usual ordered and decisive mind vacillated between action and inaction, running through the gamut of emotions from crippling fear to anger and back again to utter despair.

For the umpteenth time she tried Emily’s phone and left a tearful message on her voicemail. “Emily, darling, we’re searching for you. Ring as soon as you can.”

She turned out the light, lay down on her bed and closed her eyes. The codeine began to kick in.

She awoke with a start and was immediately swamped with a new emotion. Guilt. It had been no more than a few minutes, but how could she sleep while Emily was in danger? The front doorbell had woken her. Emily! No, Emily wouldn’t ring the doorbell, but maybe someone with news. She swung her legs off the bed, tidied her face and hair, and hurried down the stairs. Garda Irwin sat by the house phone. Stella had been aware of the garda’s good looks, his bulk, but to her now he was not so much a man as a man in uniform, a comforting presence. He represented the considerable garda effort that was searching for her daughter, the tip of a giant garda iceberg.

There was a new officer in the room, a tall man with a shock of dark hair. He introduced himself as Detective Inspector Ben Jordan and said, “I am officer-in-charge of the investigation, Ms Carter.”

“Do you have any news?”

“Nothing yet. Our officers are combing the country. Be assured, we will find Emily.”

“You think so? You really think you’ll find her?”

“I’m certain of it.”

Stella went into the kitchen. Inspector Jordan followed her. 

While she put a kettle on to boil, Jordan said, “Is Mr Quigley here? Could I speak with him?”

Stella shook her head. “I don’t know where he is.” As usual, when she most needed him, Shane wasn’t there. He was out somewhere playing cops and robbers like some overgrown boy scout. He was so full of himself. Just this once, why couldn’t he play the role of father of the missing girl and be there to comfort Stella?

Jordan said, “Tell me about Emily.”

“What d’you need to know?”

“Her interests, her friends. What’s she like?”

“Emily is a bright, happy, clever girl. She loves to read. She has lots of friends at school. She’s good at languages and sports. Next year she’ll be starting secondary school...” Stella stumbled to a halt.

“Go on. What else does she like?” the inspector said, quietly.

“She’s learning to play the piano, and she’s good with animals. She’d love a pony, and she’s crazy about dogs. She’s the apple of her daddy’s eye, and she adores him, of course.”

“How would she respond in a crisis?”

“I don’t know. I know she has a strong will. She’s not someone to take orders or do anything she... anything she...”

“Take your time,” said Jordan.

“Even as a toddler it was impossible to make her do anything she didn’t want to.”  Stella clenched her teeth. “She has a stubborn streak from her father and an independent mind that I suppose she got from me.”

“Tell me about your businesses,” Jordan said, handing Stella a mug of tea. “Any major financial concerns, any vengeful business rivals?”

“Money’s always tight,” said Stella, “but we manage, and as for vengeful rivals, I don’t know what you mean.”

“Is there anyone that might feel cheated or resentful or jealous of your success?”

Stella shook her head again. “No, I can’t think of anyone. You think someone like that might have taken Emily?”

“What about disgruntled employees? Anyone you’ve had to fire?”

She gave this some thought. “Hiring and firing comes with the territory, Inspector. I could name three in the last ten years.”

“Perhaps you could let me have their names,” said Jordan.

Jordan asked Stella to consider making an appeal for information on the television. Her immediate reaction was shocked rejection, but when the inspector explained the advantages of such an appeal and the successful outcomes they’d had in the past, she agreed to go ahead with it and retired to her room to write a short script.

––––––––
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Jordan rang the office of the Garda Commissioner. The Commissioner’s staffer promised to contact RTE, the national TV broadcaster, to make the necessary arrangements. She also agreed to ask the Commissioner if he would participate in the appeal himself.

Jordan reached for the phone in his pocket to give Sergeant Payne the names of the three disgruntled ex-employees. The phone went off in his hand.

It was the sergeant, and he had news. Several of the neighbours in Stepaside had spotted an unfamiliar, unmarked white van in the village in the past week to 10 days. The van had been seen cruising around the area and parked in unusual places for extended periods.

“Do we have a registartion number?”

“No, sir, sorry.”

“What size of van are we’re talking about?” said Jordan.

“The smallest kind. The size of a car, like those postal vans.”

“Okay, talk to the Domestic Violence and Sexual Abuse Unit,” said Jordan. “I should be back there in about twenty minutes. Tell them to put together a list of likely suspects.”

Chapter 7

––––––––
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Detective Inspector Liam Flood of the Domestic Violence and Sexual Abuse Investigation Unit was expecting Jordan when he walked into his office on the fourth floor.

Flood pointed to a seat in front of his desk. “I got your message, Inspector.”

“Call me Ben.” Jordan liked the look of Flood right away. He was fair-skinned with thick sandy hair and a smattering of freckles that ran across the bridge of his nose. He was incredibly young for an inspector, an impression accentuated by the freckles, but his serious expression and lined brow showed maturity, and there was sharpness in his eye. 

All graduates emerging from the Garda Training College could be relied on to recite the Training Manual cover to cover, and they knew how to snap their heels and say ‘sir’ every few seconds, but few were well equipped for life in the real world. Flood looked as though he might be.

Flood handed Jordan a manila folder. Jordan flipped it open and ran his eyes over the names. He knew none of them.

“Have you met the parents?” Flood asked.

“I met Stella Carter, but Emily’s father wasn’t there. What do we know about him?”

“That’s Shane Quigley. He’s an American citizen, an ex-NFL star.” The reply came from a young female garda as she walked into the office carrying a mug of coffee. 

Flood said, “This is Garda Mary Walescu.” 

Jordan took the coffee from Walescu. Another handsome, fresh face wearing a frown. Her hair, black as jet, was tied in a bun and she had big, dark eyes to match. She was in her late twenties, about ten years older than Jordan’s daughter, Lucy. 

“You’re not Irish?” said Jordan. He tried the coffee, but it was too hot to drink.

“I’m from Romania,” said Walescu.

Flood was saying, “Emily was issued with a US passport in the past couple of months. We’ll need sight of that passport.” 

Jordan raised an eyebrow and Walescu explained. “The majority of child abductions in Ireland are by parents, and where one of the parents is a non-national, the children are often taken away overseas.”

Flood added, “Admittedly that’s a long shot in this case, but we’ll need to check it out.” 

Jordan said, “How come Emily isn’t called Emily Quigley?”

Garda Walescu laughed. “If you knew Stella Carter you wouldn’t ask that question.”

“You’ve met her?”

“No, no. But she is in all the women’s magazines. She tells how to set up a business, how to raise children — and how married women should keep their own family names. She is a tough lady.”
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