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And here I am, waiting at the check-in at Birmingham International airport, two cases next to me, ready for my transatlantic flight to New York-Newark airport. From there I'll fly to Cleveland. 

I'm so happy because I'm finally going to see my kids, Patrick and Siobhan: three weeks of fun with them. My suitcases are loaded with pressies. I've planned a trip to Disney World in Florida too. No, I just can't believe it: three whole weeks. Three whole weeks with my kids who've got cute American accents. My ex-wife's only agreed because I've been giving her extra child-care payments recently. She's off with Billy Bob to Myrtle Beach in South Carolina.

I haven't seen them for two years and it's been that same amount since I last stepped on American soil. I suppose it's going to be nice, especially to pop into my old police station from my Cleveland days and see some of the old faces.

As it happens, Barry's already in America. He's in Boston to see his brother who left Ireland thirty years ago and he hasn't seen him in all that time. He told me the seven grand he earned off our case made him realise he's only got one brother and the dough gave him the chance to see him. I'm happy for the bloke.

It's been a few months since the case with that Clare bird. She's behind bars now – along with Goldman and Carson – awaiting sentence. I hope they never get out of the crate.

The flight's going to take about seven hours, I think, then it'll be another ninety minutes to Cleveland. From the airport, I'll pick up a hire car and head straight to the hotel in the centre of the city. After that I'm going to see my kids, whoopee.

In front of me I can see a bloke who looks like Paul Young, the singer from the 1980s, or at least I think it's him. I want to go over and ask him for his autograph but I don't because I'm not a hundred percent sure it really is him.

After I've checked in my luggage I go to the bar for a few pints. The Guinness here's a bit bland and not as good as the stuff in Barry's gaff but I drink it even though the barman didn't let it settle the three minutes.

I suppose they'll be happy to see me. I hope they'll be happy to see me anyway. I don't think they like Billy Bob. And who can blame them? Anybody who hunts road kill snake and deer and sticks them on the barbecue and has an allergy to soap and deodorant and thinks all Catholics should be vapourised doesn't deserve any respect in my book. And you could ask me: What father would leave their kids with a woman whose boyfriend talks like Sheriff Roscoe P. Coltrane and dresses like Meatloaf? Well, let me tell you something – I've had some sleepless nights thinking about that, but my guess is if my ex-wife is even half the mother she keeps on telling me she is on the phone then my kids are in good hands.

On the plane, I grab a seat by the window, which is always good because you get to see the plane take off and land and the wing shake about in mid-air. Sitting next to me is this big, fat American woman who from the off is trying to spark up a conversation with me. She keeps asking me about Stratford and that she loved it and it had always been her dream to go to Shakespeare's birthplace. I tell her quite coldly that now she's done it she probably doesn't need to go on about it so much and leave people to get on with their lives or when they're on a plane trying to get a bit of kip. She looks at me equally coldly and starts talking to the poor bloke next to her on the aisle seat who looks like a PR consultant or journalist or just a general hipster because he's got his laptop and he looks extremely intelligent in his glasses, the kind Woody Allen wears. And I suppose that's what he's trying to do, get noticed as a Woody Allen acolyte as he's well aware people will respect him a lot more for it.

During the flight, they start to show a film on the little screens at the back of every seat, though I only get the first part of Django because I fall asleep. A bit later on this tasty air stewardess taps me on the shoulder and wakes me up and tells me would I like a cheese and tomato or a tuna sandwich. I take tuna with a cup of coffee. As I'm eating my sandwich the Roseanne lookalike keeps looking at me strangely and making me feel paranoid. I turn to her and ask her what's the matter but she doesn't say a word.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




We get into Newark after experiencing turbulence going over Canada. I check the time on my mobile and it's just after one in the afternoon. My connecting flight to Cleveland's in ninety minutes, so that gives me some time to grab a burger and a couple of pissy American lagers in the airport bar.

After two bottles of Millers and an Angus steak burger, I get to the gate for my flight to Cleveland. In the queue are a lot of black people and Hispanics. Cleveland's becoming more and more racially diverse every year and it's becoming a bit like spot the white man. White flight's the reason. I don't suppose that makes Billy Bob very happy. When the Ku Klux Klan is your church you can only head into depression because of it.
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I get to Cleveland International airport at around fivish. I pick up my luggage and then text my ex, saying I've arrived and go straight to the car rental place to collect my car. I've got a brand new 2013 black Toyota Corolla. It's nice, maybe not on the same level as the Mercedes I had on the eventful final night with Clare Jameson, but good enough. 

I drive to my hotel which is a fair way from where my kids are now living with my ex in Bay Village. I'll be staying at the Holiday Inn Express on Euclid Avenue for a few days till we drive to Florida.  And that's always something I've never been able to understand – Bay Village is an expensive area just west of Cleveland and my wife works as a school secretary which has never paid very well. And I just know it can't be Billy Bob who's supporting them - not unless he's a drug dealer or he's on the rob or something. Soon enough I'm going to find out anyway.

When we were first married we lived in the Tremont area of the city, but for safety reasons, the Cleveland Police department advised us to move further away to the outskirts after I was assigned as a police officer to work the Clarke-Fulton part of the city (which is right next door to Tremont). From there we moved to the Mayfield Heights neighbourhood, which is predominantly white.

The room I've got is pretty nice for a three star. I could've afforded a bit more but I know this trip with my kids to Disney World is going to cost a bomb, so I better not spend too much.

I'm lying on my bed and staring up at the ceiling, like I always do, looking at my mobile the whole time because I want my ex to tell me when I can go to her place.
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An hour later there's still no text from her so I send her another: WHERE ARE YOU? IVE ALREADY ARRIVED. WAITING FOR YOUR MESSAGE.

Five minutes pass and still nothing. I send her yet another one: IM WAITING IN THE HOTEL – WHAT SHOULD I DO? HOW ARE THE KIDS?

Because I'm bored, I send Barry a text message: IM IN CLEVELAND MATE. HOW ARE YOU? HOW'S BOSTON? DRINK A FEW AMERICAN GUINNESSES FOR ME;-)

He replies swiftly with this: ALL RIGHT KIDDO? JUST BEEN FOR A FEW GARGLES WITH TIMO (MY BROTHER) OFF FOR DINNER TONIGHT TO SOME CHOWDER PLACE. GOOD LUCK AND KEEP SAFE.

Well, everything seems sorted on Barry's side.

This is taking the piss: I've been waiting two hours and not a sign from my ex. I've called her more than twenty times and sent her that many texts too. It's time to act.

I get off the bed and leave the hotel room, go downstairs and get in the car. The car's got sat-nav, so even though I know how to get to Bay Village, I don't know exactly where the street is. I switch on the sat-nav and enter the street name: it pops up and away I go.
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I get to my ex's place. This is a nice house, much nicer than any of the two gaffs we had in Cleveland. A surge of jealously rushes through my body at the thought of how unlucky I've been in my life.

Bay Village is a middle-class neighborhood and a world away from most of the dives in the downtown area, and I can only say I'm happy that my kids are growing up in such a place.

I knock on the door and hold my breath, waiting in sweet anticipation for Patrick or Siobhan to open up and give their old man a big hug and kiss. I do this a couple of times till I start to get worried. I phone up my ex once more and there's no answer yet again. I send her another text with a few unkind words in it, but I don't care because she knows I'm coming and should be ready for me.

I go back to the car and wait. I turn on the radio and switch from one station to the next for something decent - which is a problem: Americans aren't really into what people in England like and there's nothing like The Smiths or The Verve or Talk Talk if that's your kind of thing. Americans are into your anthem-sounding stadium rock like Bon Jovi and The Dave Matthews Band, and though the latter's all right, it does get a bit tiring 24/7. It's the same deal with the American DJs – disc jockeys over here. For me, they go on too much and are over-excitable and really 'in your face'. I know, Les Ross can be like that as well, but at least he's funny. These Yanks just aren't though, that's the problem. Humour to them means slapstick bollocks like Jim Carrey and Jonny Knoxville who can't compete with some of the British or Irish comedians. But as you know, I got used to it living here for as long as I did – I had to.

Some DJ's going on about crime in Cleveland and about the world -famous kidnappings in May by Ariel Ortega as if he knows something about it, and if I wasn't so preoccupied with thinking about where my kids are, I'd just call the cunt right up and tell him that if he wants to see it first hand he should spend a few hours patrolling the Clarke-Fulton part of the city to get a taste of it. Just as I'm getting into what he's talking about, my mobile goes off: It's my ex. I pick it up like it's a fifty-pound note on the pavement.

THE EX (in a panicky voice): Nappy... I'm... I'm at the police station-

ME: What?

THE EX: I'm at the police station. The kids have been kidnapped.

ME: What are you talking about, Chrissy?

THE EX: Billy Bob's taken them.

ME: What do you mean 'he's taken them?'

THE EX: He's taken them – it must've been during the night-

ME: Where are you? Which station?

THE EX: Your old one.

ME: I'll be there right away.

No, this isn't real, this isn't happening, it can't be. I fail to believe it is. I fail to understand it. Shaking, I drive off to my old police station in downtown Cleveland. All the time, black clouds of the worst case scenario swirl around in my head.
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“Is Christine Kalberg here?” I say, bursting through the front doors like John Wayne looking for a gunfight. I don't recognise the officer on the desk. He looks young, fresh meat.

“Who are you, sir?” he asks me.

“She's my ex-wife. Our kids have been kidnapped... Is Nate Colesworth around?” I say.

“Colesworth?”

“Yeah?”

“He's out on patrol.”

My ex-wife comes out. She's wearing a bright green dress that's nearly up to her arse. She looks like a bitch. I'm happy I'm not married to the woman anymore.

“Nappy,” she begins, rushing up to me, “our kids. You have to do something!”

“What's going on, Chrissy?” I say with anger and frustration and bitterness in my voice.

“The motherfucker's taken them... I knew I couldn't trust him-”

“What's this about Billy Bob?”

“I knew he'd do it... I just knew it.”

“Where is he?! Where are my kids?!”

I came back to America to see my children, and now look what's happening to me.

“I think he's taken them out of state.”

I'm looking at my ex with my hands in my face, trying to come to terms with what's actually happening.

“This is a joke, right?” I say, hoping it is.

“No... I'm sorry,” she says.

I just want to punch the bitch in the face.

“What did the police say?”

“They told me to report it to the Bay Village police. It's not their jurisdiction.”

'It's not their jurisdiction?'. That doesn't mean shit. I know, I used to work here.”

“Is Captain Mahoney around?” I say, turning to the officer on the desk.

“Why do you want to see the Captain?” he asks me moodily and with a great deal of suspicion.

It's only then I have to explain who I am and that I used to work at the place and that Mahoney's my old boss.
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A few minutes later Mahoney comes down the stairs.

“Clancy!” he says with some surprise, “what's this... come for your old job back?”

I don't smile at him. I don't even reach out my hand to his for a handshake:

“You have to help us... My kids have gone... He's taken them-”

“What? What are you talking about?” Captain Mahoney says. I give Mahoney the gist of the low down I got off my ex. Mahoney turns to my wife: “Is this true, Mrs Clancy?”

“I'm Kalsberg. We're divorced,” she says. Mahoney apologises. “Yeah, but it's true... he was acting all strange for a month or so, ever since I told him Nappy was coming to visit the kids.”

“Why do you think he was acting strange?” Mahoney asks.

“Jealousy, I guess – he didn't want to see me talking to Nappy... ex-husband and all that.”

Jealousy, huh, she loves herself.

“Where do you think he's taking them?” Mahoney says.

“I haven't a clue,” my ex-wife says.

“Where's he from?”

“Alabama.”

“Which town?”

“Huntsville or somewhere close by.”

“Does he have friends in Cleveland or in the state?”

“He's a member of a biker gang.”

“Is he a Hell's Angel?” Mahoney asks.

“Yeah.”

Just what I don't need. My ex's kept that secret from me. So who am I exactly dealing with?

“You didn't tell me anything about Billy Bob being a biker, Chrissy,” I say to my ex, angry.

“It wasn't your business.”

“Well I think it's my business now – my kids are missing, you stupid bitch.”

“Calm it, Nappy,” Mahoney says, grabbing my hand, trying to calm me down. “The thing is we can't do anything – I'll make a call to the Bay Village police for a 207, but you're gonna have to get down there and put in a report yourself.”

We leave the police station in a rush and make our way to the Bay Village police department in quick time, me in my hire care and my ex in hers.

As I'm walking in there, I know it'll come to nothing – the service is understaffed and underfunded and other than put out to other departments within the state that there's been a kidnapping, there's not a lot they can do to help us.
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We come out of the station two hours later, my ex in tears and me frustrated. It's like this: if Billy Bob's taken them across state lines, then the Feds will become involved. I don't know if that's a good or a bad thing. 
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