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Chapter One


There was definitely something moving between the trees. He’d been aware of it for a few moments now, a flitting movement he’d catch in the corner of his eye, weaving through the black tree trunks set vertical against the snow. At first he had dismissed it as the result of snow hypnosis from staring too long through the windscreen into the unrelenting downdraught of snowflakes.


Michael Mahon shunted the gearstick back into first as he approached the hill leading into Prehen. He knew almost as soon as he had shifted down that it was the wrong thing to do. He felt the wheels of the milk float begin to spin beneath him, could see the nose of the vehicle drift towards the kerb. He eased back on the accelerator, pumped the brakes in an attempt to halt the inexorable movement sideways but to no avail. He knew the wheels had locked and yet still the float shifted sideways, sliding backwards across the road, coming to rest finally against the far kerb.


Cursing, he shut off the engine and dropped down from the cab onto the road. Just behind him lay the edge of the ancient woodland stretching for several miles from Prehen all the way up to Gobnascale. Light from street lamps reflected off the snow, illuminating further into the woods than normal at this time of night. Black branches of the trees sagged in places under the increased weight of snow.


Shivering involuntarily, Michael turned his attention to the milk float again. He picked up the spade he’d left on the back for just such an emergency. As he was bending to clear the snow from the wheels he became aware once more of a movement in the woods, on the periphery of his vision.


It was cold, yet the goosebumps that sprang up along his arms and down his spine caused him to start. Brandishing the spade in both hands, he turned again to face the woods, dread already settling itself in the pit of his stomach.


A child came into the open at the edge of the trees. Her hair, long and black against the white background of the forest floor, looked soaked through, hanging lank onto her shoulders. Her face was rounded and pale. She wore a pair of pyjamas. On the chest of the jacket something was written. Her feet were bare.


When the girl saw him she stopped, staring at the spade he was holding, then looking at him, challengingly, her gaze never leaving his face, her skin almost blue from the luminescence of the snow. It was only as he stepped closer to her, crouching cautiously, his hand outstretched as one might approach an animal, that she turned and ran back into the trees.









Chapter Two


Lucy Black sensed someone in her room. She felt groggy as she stretched across to the lamp on the bedside locker, her fingers spidering over her service revolver.


‘Are you coming?’ her father’s voice whispered into the darkness.


She swore softly to herself, fumbling with the switch on the lamp, causing it to fall off the bedside cabinet.


‘Get to bed, Daddy,’ she said.


The ceiling light sparked into life, dazzling her. She shifted in the bed, pulling at her nightdress to straighten it around her shoulders.


‘Are you coming?’ the old man repeated. He stood in the bedroom doorway, his hand still resting on the switch. He wore a grey suit over his pyjamas, his good shoes, polished. In his hand he carried a suitcase, empty judging by the ease with which he swung it, its sides thumping against his leg. White dollops of shaving foam flecked one cheek. Along his jaw a thin line of blood trickled from a shaving cut, gathering against a clump of grey stubble he had missed.


‘It’s half-four in the morning, Daddy,’ Lucy said, struggling to get out of bed.


‘He’s coming at nine, they said. We’ll need to get going. Are you not getting dressed?’


‘Who’s coming?’


‘The Pope,’ he said with exasperation. ‘I told you we were going to see him. You’ll make us late.’


‘Let’s get you back to bed,’ Lucy said, moving towards her father, taking his arm.


He snatched it away from her quickly, the movement causing the suitcase to swing violently, connecting with her shin.


‘We’ll be late,’ he hissed, his teeth gritted. ‘Get dressed.’


Lucy stood in front of him, wiped the blear of sleep from her eyes. ‘Where is he? The Pope?’


‘Drogheda,’ her father said. ‘He’s saying Mass in Drogheda.’


‘The Pope was in Drogheda thirty years ago, Da.’


The old man’s jaw clenched, his bird-like chest puffing slightly. ‘You’re always contradicting me. He’s coming today.’


‘It was 1979, Daddy,’ Lucy said, quietly, pleadingly, hoping the plaintive tone to her voice might somehow penetrate his muddled thoughts.


He looked at her, his mouth quivering, the sound of his denture clacking against his remaining teeth as he considered what she had said. He sniffed and she could see his eyes begin to glisten with tears, as if on some level he was aware of his mistake.


‘We’re early yet, Daddy,’ Lucy said, instead. ‘We’ll not need to be leaving until later. Why don’t you grab a few more hours of sleep?’


The man looked at her a little defiantly. ‘Maybe so,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll tell your mother.’


‘Don’t worry; I’ll tell her,’ Lucy said, taking her father’s arm again, gingerly. ‘Let’s get you to bed again.’


She led him back into his bedroom. He’d drawn the curtains and, as she went to close them again, she could make out the mountains on the far side of the Foyle valley, draped in snow. The reflection of the city’s lights on the water meant she could make out the form of the river itself, snaking in the distance, cutting its way through the city of Derry, splitting it in half.


Her father lay on the bed and allowed her to remove his suit. She pulled the duvet over him, leaned and kissed his forehead, the smell of tobacco from his breath returning her affection.


‘Goodnight, Janet,’ he said to her, turning his head on the pillow in such a way that, in the still light of the room, his cheeks seemed sunken, his skin suddenly taut and waxy-looking.


‘Lucy,’ she mouthed into the darkness. ‘I’m Lucy.’


She had settled back into bed, and was on the cusp of sleep, when her mobile rang. She had to rush to answer the phone lest it woke her father.


‘DS Black, Chief Superintendent Travers here.’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


‘I need you out. We think we’ve found Kate McLaughlin. A milkman claims to have seen her in the woodland at Prehen. He’s at the bottom entrance, near the hotel. The snow’s making access to the area difficult and I understand you’re living there. A Response team is on its way.’


‘I’ll be there as quick as I can, Chief Superintendent,’ she said. ‘My dad’s help doesn’t get here till …’


‘Just get a move on!’ Travers snapped.









Chapter Three


It took her fifteen minutes just to leave the house. She’d needed to have all the breakfast stuff set out for her father in case he woke before nine when the help, a middle-aged woman called Sarah King, would arrive. Sarah could let herself in; she had a key and her father was used to her.


The snow was still falling heavily. Lucy was wearing a thick jumper over her shirt and had pulled on a heavy black coat. She’d worn her jeans, a pair of tights beneath to keep her warm. Even so, the cold wind bit at her skin and made her lungs ache when she breathed in.


Her gloves were soaked already from having to brush the snow from her windscreen. Then she’d set off at ten miles an hour, vainly using the bare flat of her hand to rub away the fernlike patterns of ice that formed on the inside of the glass from her own expiration.


The tyres on the car began to lose grip and Lucy felt the vehicle drift across the road. Quickly she remembered to steer into the skid to keep the car on track. She tried not to be distracted by the snow beating silently against the windscreen, nor the ominous presence of the woodland itself, standing black behind the orange fluorescence of the street lamps. It ran the entire length of Prehen, extending far beyond the estate, almost to New Buildings in one direction and Gobnascale in the other. There were a number of entrances to the woods, including one at the far end of the street on which Lucy lived, but Travers’s comment on the proximity of the hotel narrowed down where the child had been seen.


When she reached the bottom entrance, she realized that despite the slowness of her travel she was there before the Response team. An abandoned milk float sat at an angle, its headlamps ablaze, illuminating the edge of the woods. Long dark shadows from the trees stretched away into blackness.


As she got out of the car, a man struggled down from the cab of the milk float and made his way up towards her.


‘There’s someone in there!’ he shouted up to her. ‘I think it’s the McLaughlin girl. I’ve phoned the police.’


‘They’ve arrived,’ Lucy responded, waving the torch she held in her hand. ‘DS Black. Were you the one who saw her?’


The man had reached her by now, his cheeks flushed with the chill.


‘Michael Mahon,’ he said, nodding in response to her question. ‘She went in there.’ He pointed to his right.


‘You didn’t try to stop her?’ Lucy asked, trying not to sound accusatory. Failing.


‘Of course I did,’ he replied. ‘She turned and ran.’


Lucy paused, rephrasing before she spoke again.


‘It was safer not to go in alone after her,’ she said.


He looked at her a moment, as if searching for offence, then nodded.


‘Where’re the rest of you?’ he asked.


‘The rest are on their way. Things are busy tonight, sir.’


Mahon grunted in response, spat on the ground in front of him, ran the tip of his shoe against the snow.


‘I was thinking it was her. You know, the wee girl Kate.’


Lucy nodded. ‘Was it?’


The man grimaced apologetically, shrugged his shoulders. ‘She didn’t stand still for long. I couldn’t tell with the dark.’


‘Understandable, sir,’ Lucy said. ‘We’ll know soon enough.’


She puffed out her cheeks, then began trudging through the snow towards the woodland edge. She knew she should wait for the Response team, but in this weather they could take an hour to arrive. The child would be past helping by then.


‘You’ll never find her in there on your own!’ Mahon shouted from behind her.


‘I’m not on my own, though, am I?’ Lucy replied.


The surface snow scattered the light from her torch as they moved into the trees. Sweeping the beam from side to side, she scanned the forest floor for footprints, for even the slightest indentation on the snow’s crust that might signal the passage of the child the milkman had seen. Even with the falling snow, the air around them seemed unusually chilled and sharp with the scent of decaying leaves.


‘Nothing,’ she said.


‘Uh?’ Mahon stooped slightly to avoid the hanging branches of the trees now surrounding them.


‘You’re sure you saw someone?’ Lucy asked, inadvertently turning the torch on the man as she twisted to look at him.


‘I swear to God,’ he said, his right hand raised slightly in front of his face to shield his eyes. ‘I think she came in here; but the whole bloody place looks the same. I definitely saw someone though. A girl.’


Lucy turned again towards the woods. Looking left and right she saw only lines of tree trunks, the snow settling implacably on the ground around her with a whispered hush. Absurdly, it reminded her of her earlier movement as she pulled her father’s blanket around his shoulders, whispering him to sleep. Further into the woods the trees dis appeared among the deepening gradations of darkness rippling out beyond the light of her torchbeam.


‘It might have been down there a bit,’ Mahon said, stepping away ahead of her, already having to take exaggerated steps to progress through the thickening drift at their feet. ‘She’ll freeze to death in this,’ he commented, almost to himself.


They walked along the edge of the trees, treading carefully so as not to walk over any prints. Six or seven hundred yards south of their starting point Lucy saw for the first time marks in the snow, slim indentations, the hollows already filling. The prints seemed to be circling around trees, the movements of the child’s steps indiscriminate. There was no doubt in her mind that the prints were those of a child.


‘I told you,’ Mahon said, gesturing towards the marks. ‘I knew I saw something.’


Lucy grunted acknowledgement, stamped her feet, the snow crunching beneath her. She followed the trail with her torchbeam, her tongue poking through her teeth in concentration, like a child completing a join-the-dots exercise. The trail twisted back on itself a few times, moved towards the edge of the woodland, where presumably the child had watched the milkman, then moved back again and cut at an angle across to the left.


‘This way,’ Lucy said, moving off now, walking alongside the marks in the snow, and taking care to preserve them in case they had to retrace the child’s movements again.


The tracks rounded a tree whose lower branches, though leafless, were fanned with thin twigs that had served to hold a deadweight of snow. Something seemed to have disturbed it in some way, probably the child in her passing, for much of the snow had fallen, piled like spilt sugar on the ground.


‘Shouldn’t you call her or something?’ Mahon asked as he trudged behind her.


‘It might scare her off,’ Lucy said. ‘The gentle approach might be better.’


The hush of the falling snow was split with the wailing of sirens as in the distance other police cars approached. For a few seconds, Lucy found herself disorientated by the combination of the snow and the elliptical flickering of blue lights through the trees, like strobe lighting. She considered going back to her colleagues, to Travers, who would no doubt be annoyed at her going into the woods alone. On the other hand, a child alone in such conditions took priority over everything else, she reasoned, and she kept moving deeper into the trees.


Her breath was laboured as she strode through the drifts, eventually having to kick out sideways in order to step forwards. She could not catch a breath, yet was grateful for the heat the struggle to move generated.


She heard the silence resume as the sirens were cut off. Her colleagues must have arrived and would be following her own prints into the woods, just as she had tracked the child’s.


She had known these woods once and still remembered them enough to know there were landmarks by which to gauge her whereabouts. She recalled there was a hollow somewhere close by where, rumour had suggested when she was young, an elephant had been buried after dying during a performance by a visiting circus. The hollow had sunken further over the years, making the story seem all the more believable.


But she did not reach that far. Nor was she likely to in the worsening weather. She had been moving for almost five minutes when she heard something above the roaring silence of the falling snow. Moving forwards more slowly, the torch held low to widen the spread of the beam, Lucy found herself holding her breath as she listened. Stertorous gasps seemed to come from upwind. For a moment, Lucy could see little, the torchbeam only serving to highlight the downdraught of snow pounding towards her. Then, gradually, she became aware of a figure sat at the base of a hawthorn tree fifty yards away.


The child sat hunched against the tree trunk, her knees drawn up against her chest, the thin cloth of her pyjama top stretched over her kneecaps. Her hair lay flat against her head, lank strands plastered to the porcelain skin of her face. Her lips were almost blue, her teeth audibly chattering as she attempted to control her breathing. When she realized Lucy had spotted her she shrank back tighter against the tree, clamping her mouth shut.


Lucy lowered the torch a little further, approached the child slowly, her hand outstretched, her body hunched to bring her closer to the child’s level.


‘You’re OK, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. My name’s Lucy – what’s your name?’


The child eyed her warily, her eyes flashing under the dark furrows of her brow. She wrapped her arms around her knees, tightened her grip, as if trying to make herself even smaller.


‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ Lucy repeated. She was aware that Mahon was standing back to her right, didn’t want to look though, in case it drew the child’s attention to him.


‘You must be cold,’ she said. ‘Why not come with me?’


The girl shook her head, her eyes squeezed shut.


Lucy moved closer till she was almost touching the child, could feel the chill of her skin, the crystalline tracks of tears that had frozen on her cheeks.


‘Come with me, sweetheart,’ she said again, holding out her hand, palm open, in front of the child.


‘Take my hand and come with me,’ she repeated.


The child did not move, though involuntary shudders seemed to rack her body, the muscles of her neck taut beneath the skin.


At least she could be reasonably certain that she was not Kate McLaughlin. Kate was sixteen, this girl looked closer to eight or nine.


‘What’s your name?’ Lucy asked again.


The child unclamped her mouth as if to speak but seemed unable to form words.


‘I’m Lucy,’ she said again, inching closer to the girl, moving her hand ever nearer, until finally the tips of her fingers made contact with the girl’s frozen arm.


The child initially reacted sharply to the contact, then seemed to relax. She looked at Lucy, then her eyes rolled backwards and she slumped onto the cushion of snow at her feet. Looking down at her, lying prostrate on the ground, Lucy could see clearly for the first time the image on the girl’s pyjama top: a teddy bear, clasping a large blood-red heart, beneath which was written the name ‘Alice’.


Lucy glanced around her, looking for support. The milkman stood frozen behind the tree where he watched her, open-mouthed. Then she began to shout for Travers.


The flickering of torches between the bare trunks of the trees signalled the arrival of the other officers. Chief Superintendent Travers led a group of uniformed con stables, pounding his way through the snow seemingly with no regard for preserving the child’s prints. When he reached Lucy, he found her crouching in the snow beside a child. Lucy had taken off her coat and wrapped it around the young girl, who was now shuddering convulsively. He shone the torch towards her, not wanting it to glare fully on her face but eager to check her identity.


He scrutinized the features, the dark hair.


‘Has she spoken?’


Lucy shook her head, placed an arm around the girl’s shoulders, felt the dull tremors running through the body.


Travers lifted his radio, clicked through to the station.


‘It’s not her,’ he said with a hint of disappointment. ‘It’s not Kate McLaughlin.’


Lucy, without knowing why, found herself hugging the child even tighter because of this, laid her cheek against the child’s forehead, wrapped her fingers in the heat of her own hands.









Chapter Four


Lucy sat outside the hospital ward where Alice was being examined, listening to the noises of the place, registering their familiarity as she waited for the emergency social worker to arrive. Over the past month since her arrival back in Derry she’d been in and out of this place with her father more often than she cared to remember. He’d fallen getting out of the bath one day and hurt his arm. Then he’d tripped on the stairs. Each incident had required an overnight stay for him and also for Lucy who would keep vigil by his bed.


She tried to shut out the noises, but couldn’t; the clattering of instruments, the squeak of the trolley wheels as beds were pushed to and fro across the ward, the soft squelch of the porters’ shoes, the echo of their distant voices. And above them all, the intermittent screaming of the girl she had found.


When she had woken, she had clung to Lucy as they’d made their way out of the woods to the ambulance. She wouldn’t let anyone else touch her so that, eventually, Lucy had to carry her out through the trees. Only when she had wrapped her arms around Lucy’s neck, could see her face, did she allow some of the other officers to help hold her weight. The touch of her arms against Lucy’s neck had been chilling. She had not spoken, had not held eye contact with anyone.


Because of this, Travers had suggested that Lucy travel in the ambulance with her. Not that she’d minded. The grip of the child was almost feral. As word had filtered through that this was not Kate McLaughlin after all, some of the other officers seemed to lose interest. Travers had said he’d contact McLaughlin’s father. Lucy was to stay with the girl until Social Services took over, then get back to the station; Travers wanted to speak to the CID team working on Kate McLaughlin’s abduction.


In the ambulance, Alice had begun to moan, shifting uneasily beneath the blanket that the crew had draped around her after removing Lucy’s coat. Then as they’d neared the hospital, the moans had changed in pitch to an inarticulate keening. Now though, they had shifted again: the child screeched in agony, each yell bullying the rest of the ward into silence. Several patients from the rooms further along had wandered dazed into the corridor, squinted under the fluorescent glare, looking for the source of such agonized cries.


Finally, sure that something was wrong, Lucy stood up and pushed her way into the room. The child was hunched in the corner, her knees drawn up in much the same way as when Lucy discovered her. A foil blanket had been wrapped around her and she was trying to remove it, apparently not realizing that she could not because she was sitting on the edges.


The paediatrician was giving orders to one of the nurses who was rattling through the items in the drawers of the pharmacological trolley.


‘Why’s she screaming like that?’ Lucy asked.


The doctor, a harried-looking Indian woman, glanced at her, gauging her right to ask such a question.


‘She’s warming up,’ she explained. ‘As her body heats, the blood returns to the extremities again. When she was so cold, her body didn’t feel its pain. She’s feeling delayed pain now.’


‘Is there nothing you can give her?’


The woman nodded towards the nurse who was holding a hypodermic needle aloft, pressing it into a small vial of liquid, and drawing the medicine into the barrel of the syringe. She handed it to the doctor, who nodded to Lucy and the nurse that they should hold the girl still.


Lucy approached Alice from her left-hand side, feeling guilty as the girl stared up at her, her gaze strangely empty, her eyes never quite connecting with her own. She reached around the child’s shoulders, as if to hug her tight. For a moment, Alice seemed to relax, as if trusting the affection of Lucy’s movement. Then she saw the doctor approaching, the needle in her hand, and she began to writhe, her feet flailing, her arms, barely more than skin and bone, jerking against Lucy’s chest. She twisted her head towards Lucy, her eyes wide and bulging.


Lucy wanted to look away, to glance at the floor, but could not. She held her stare now, watching as the eyes widened, then seemed to deaden, the lids, suddenly heavy, began to droop, the wriggling of her limbs settled, and she began to slip onto the floor. Holding her fast around the shoulders, Lucy let the child lean against her.


The doctor brushed her hair back from her face, wiped her brow with the sleeve of her white coat, as if she had been the one engaged in the physical exertion.


‘Lift her onto the bed,’ she said.


Between them Lucy and the nurse managed to man oeuvre the child from the floor onto the bed. Her face twitched even as she slept, her eyes shifting beneath the thin veils of their lids. Her skin was still chilled to the touch, though her mouth had begun to regain some of its colour.


The doctor approached the bed, pulling on a pair of latex gloves. She checked the girl’s head first, combing the hair back against the roots to see if there were scalp injuries. Then she gently followed the lines of her neck, and across her shoulders. She checked her arms and hands next, then feet and legs, before raising the pyjama top and checking her trunk.


‘Good and bad news, I’m afraid,’ the doctor said when she’d finished her examination. ‘The child hasn’t suffered any serious physical injury from being outside in the snow.’


‘And the bad news?’


The doctor peeled off her gloves as she spoke. ‘She’s suffering quite severe hypothermia. We’ll need to keep her in for a few days. Have you found her parents?’


Lucy shook her head. ‘I’d hoped to ask her how to contact them.’


The doctor frowned slightly. ‘The sedative we gave her will last a few hours now. She might not be any use to you until later this morning.’


* * *


A Scene of Crime Officer arrived on the ward about half an hour later. Because of the involvement of a child and the possibility of abuse, Alice was considered a ‘crime scene’ and would be subject to the same investigation with the paediatrician in attendance.


Then the duty social worker blundered into the room, a wheezing corpulent woman who announced herself as Sylvia. She dropped a large handbag on the ground near the door and moved over to look at the girl, angling her head slightly to stare at the child face on.


Finally, a little deflated, she shuffled over to Lucy.


‘I thought it might have been her. You know.’


Lucy nodded her head. ‘It’s not.’


‘How is she?’ Sylvia asked.


‘They’ve sedated her. She was screaming in agony.’


Sylvia nodded her head absent-mindedly. ‘I’ll not be working on this one. Robbie’s starting his rotation at nine. I’m only holding on until he comes.’


‘I see,’ Lucy said. She was about to leave when she realized that she’d no car with her, having come in the ambulance. She’d need to catch a lift back to the station with the Scene of Crime Officer when he had finished.


Sylvia grunted softly to herself, lifted her bag, then went to sit in one of the armchairs near the bed. She took out a tabloid newspaper and settled herself to read.


The SOCO worked quietly on the girl, only occasionally sharing murmured comments with the paediatrician.


‘God love that poor family,’ Sylvia commented. Lucy looked across at the picture of Kate McLaughlin on the cover of the paper.


‘God love this girl’s family too,’ she found herself saying, aware that it sounded a little petulant.


‘But Kate’s still lost. At least this girl’s been found,’ Sylvia explained, rattling the paper as she turned the page.


Lucy watched the young girl shift fitfully through her sedation. She lay alone, no parents or friends, no name, no voice, no dignity even, as the SOCO and doctor began to remove her clothing.


‘She doesn’t seem very found to me,’ Lucy muttered.









Chapter Five


She waited for the SOCO, Tony Clarke, who worked for around twenty minutes with Alice, alongside the doctor. He was a heavyset man, in his mid-thirties, Lucy guessed. When he had finished he seemed more than happy to give Lucy a lift back to the station.


‘I’ve not seen you before,’ he commented as they walked out to the car park. ‘Newbie?’


‘I’ve been here a month,’ she said.


‘Sorry,’ Clarke said, reading something into her comment she had not intended. ‘It’s a big place; you don’t get to know everyone straight away.’


Lucy felt she should say something, but wasn’t sure where to start. ‘How’s the girl?’ she asked instead.


‘No obvious signs of abuse,’ Clarke said. ‘I’ve brought her clothes for examination, but I reckon she was sleepwalking or something. By the time you get to the station her parents will have phoned to report her missing.’


‘I hope so,’ Lucy said.


Suddenly, she felt her legs go from beneath her as she skidded on the compacted ice frozen beneath the most recent fall of snow. She reached out to steady herself, or to break her fall, but Clarke grabbed her before she hit the ground. He held her arm in one hand, his other arm wrapped around her trunk. She straightened up and adjusted her coat, thanking him for catching her.


He linked his arm through hers until they made it to his car, then opened the door for her to get in while she struggled to decide if she should be annoyed with him or not.


They drove down through the Waterside and across the Craigavon Bridge. Glancing upriver, she could make out the outlines of the houses in Prehen, just visible through the haze of falling snow. Cracked sheets of ice were forming around the outer edges of the river. At the far end of the bridge there was a bronze sculpture of two men, hands outstretched towards each other, representatives of the two sides of the town, and the two communities who lived there. Some local wag had dressed the pair with football scarves and hats, though had been careful to ensure the tribal rivalries remained, for one wore the colours of Celtic and the other the blue of Rangers.


After going along the Foyle Embankment they went to Strand Road where the CID suite was located. Various members of the CID team had already gathered in the Incident Room by the time Lucy got there. Travers stood at the head of the room. He had changed since she saw him in the woods for he now wore a navy-blue suit with a fresh white shirt and red tie. He stood in front of a large cork noticeboard, which was covered with maps, information sheets and diagrams, among which was pinned the same picture of Kate McLaughlin that Lucy had seen in the paper. Another female detective sergeant on the team, Tara, acknowledged her arrival with a slight tip of her head. A few others glanced at her quickly, then dismissed her from their attentions.


Travers paused for a moment to allow her time to sit, then continued.


‘We’ve managed to piece together the events of Friday night a little more fully now. We know that Kate was at the cinema with her friends until ten thirty. Her father had arranged to collect her at a friend’s house – Elaine Grant. As best we can tell, Kate received a text message she assumed to be from her father telling her he would collect her from Victoria Market car park which is four hundred yards from the cinema.’ He pointed out the locations on a map on the board.


‘Wouldn’t she know her father’s phone number?’ a Uniform beside Lucy asked.


One of the senior CID team twisted round in his seat to see who had asked the question.


‘Sorry,’ Travers said, raising his hand. ‘I should have mentioned that her father’s phone went missing on Friday afternoon.’


It was a well-organized pick-up, Lucy thought. Well planned and clearly targeted. One difficulty was that there had, as yet, been no ransom demand. The police had been treating it as a missing persons case until one of the papers got wind of it and, realizing the girl’s father was Michael McLaughlin, ran the story as a kidnapping.


McLaughlin was one of Derry’s wealthiest businessmen. During the late eighties he had built a reputation through smart investment, buying huge swathes of property in the depths of the last recession, then selling it when the market recovered. His greatest success story had also been, until now, his costliest. He had bought a run-down market building on the docks, at the corner of which was an old sailors’ bar. He had planned to convert the entire waterfront, years before anyone else considered developing the dilapidated docklands. However, during one of the more sustained periods of violence in the city during the Troubles, the bar had been destroyed in an explosion targeting a passing British Army convoy. McLaughlin’s wife, Carol, had been trapped inside and died in the blast. McLaughlin still owned the prime land, though he had never developed it.


‘In the absence of any ransom demand,’ Travers began, ‘we continue to play down suggestions that this is a kidnapping. Unofficially that continues to be our belief and should inform our investigations. Now might be a good time to start asking around on the streets, especially your more reliable CIs. I’ve requested Police 44 to do a fly-over the town once the snow lessens sufficiently. The City Centre Initiative has provided us with relevant CCTV footage of Kate leaving the cinema. I want a team to work through it. Footage from the car park where she went missing is unuseable, apparently; both the camera and the lamps above the car park were smashed in the hours before the abduction. We’re going to do a reconstruction of Kate’s last movements this evening along Strand Road. I’ll want everyone out to take statements.’


The comment was greeted with a collective groan; the only thing worse than taking statements from well-meaning members of the public was having to do it in such inclement weather.


‘I know,’ Travers said, smiling lightly and raising his hands again in placation. ‘The ACC has agreed overtime for all working the case.’


This, at least, reduced the groaning, even if it didn’t suppress it entirely.


‘Your team leaders have been briefed on what I want each of you to focus on for today; we meet back here at 1600 for an update. DS Black, I’d like to see you in my office.’


One or two of the men, as they passed, feigned anxiety, believing that Lucy would have to explain her lateness at the briefing.


Tara placed her hand on Lucy’s arm as she passed and whispered, ‘Good luck. Don’t let him lock the door.’









Chapter Six


Lucy watched Travers’s lupine gait as he padded up the corridor towards her. His shirtsleeves were rolled up revealing sinewy forearms marked with blue smudges of tattoos from his time in the forces. His face too was thin and taut, his eyes deep set, the thick greying brows shadowing his eyes. He ran his hand through his hair as he approached, shifted the pace of his step.


‘How’s the girl?’


‘Alice. She’s sedated, sir,’ Lucy said, standing at his approach.


‘Come in,’ he said, pushing open his office door, holding it for Lucy so she had to pass by him to get in.


‘Sit down,’ he said, passing her to get to his side of the desk, touching her shoulder gently to guide her to a seat as he did so.


He placed himself opposite her, joined his hands together on the desk, smiled enough to expose his teeth. Her glance took in his frame, the thinness of his arms, the tight musculature. The tattoos were clear now – a blurred blue anchor, a small red rose with a name, indistinct, beneath it.


‘Coffee?’ he asked, gesturing towards a small table to his left on which sat a tray with a flask of coffee and cups and saucers.


‘No, thank you, sir,’ Lucy said.


‘It’s been quite a first month for you,’ Travers began.


‘Yes, sir,’ she replied, her clasped hands resting on her lap.


His eyes looked at her mouth as she spoke, then drifted to her neckline.


‘You’ve found things different here from Lisburn, I dare say.’


Lucy nodded, unsure whether ‘different’ was pejorative.


‘You’d no problem getting a transfer to D District. Anyone shy of work doesn’t want to find themselves here.’


‘I’m not shy of work, sir,’ Lucy said, smiling. ‘I’m ready to muck in.’


‘And how is your father?’


The shift in focus unsettled her slightly. Was he implying that her work had been affected by her father’s illness?


‘He’s not good, sir. I needed to be closer to home for him, sir. It’s why I applied to come here.’


Travers nodded, smiled with understanding.


‘He’s lucky to have you.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘You went in without support this morning, Lucy,’ he said quickly.


Lucy shifted in her seat. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have, sir. But I thought it might be best to find the girl as soon as possible.’


Travers waggled a bony finger at her, the backs of his hands covered with grey hair.


‘Ah now – you thought it was Kate, didn’t you? Maybe you thought it would do you a power of good if you got her yourself. That’s OK,’ he added, holding up his hand to prevent Lucy’s inevitable protestations. ‘I’d have done the same. You’re ambitious. I like that.’


Lucy smiled as if in acknowledgement of the accuracy of his comment.


‘I wish all detective sergeants were as keen to impress.’


‘I wanted to get off to a good start, sir,’ Lucy said, suspecting it was what he wanted to hear.


For some reason, though, the smile faded slightly, the expression became pained in a pantomime of regret.


‘Which makes this move all the more unfortunate,’ Travers said.


Lucy’s smile froze to a rictus. Was he moving her because she went in for Alice alone? ‘What move?’


‘The assistant chief constable has instructed that, as you found Alice and she seems to have connected with you, you should be seconded to the Public Protection Unit for the foreseeable future.’


Lucy attempted to speak several times before she was able to formulate her words. ‘But I want to be in CID.’


‘And I want you here, Lucy. I need bodies like yours on my team.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ Lucy said, while not entirely sure the comment warranted gratitude.


‘It’s a pity, now, but it’s out of my hands. You’d be perfect CID material.’


‘I’d rather be here, sir, if I’m honest. Working with you.’ She almost stumbled on the last words. Did Travers sense this? Realize he was being flattered? If he did, he showed little reaction.


‘Don’t be fretting, now,’ Travers continued. ‘I’ll not let you get too far away. I’ll have a chat with the ACC and tell her just how eager I am to have you stay on my team.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ Lucy said.


‘Besides,’ he added. ‘Tom Fleming runs the Unit there, down at Block 5. He’s a decent spud. I’ll tell him to keep an eye on you for me. Maybe see if he’ll let you throw a hand in with us over here. PPU are involved in the Kate McLaughlin case anyway.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ Lucy said again.


Travers stood, showing that the meeting was concluded. Still he came towards her, shook her hand, held hers in his for a few seconds, the tips of his fingers rubbing back and forth across the skin of her wrist.


‘Don’t you be worrying now,’ he said. ‘I’ll do all I can to have you back here in no time.’









Chapter Seven


Her car still parked at the edge of the woods in Prehen, Lucy had had to get a lift to Maydown station with a Response team who’d got a call out to Strathfoyle.


As a passenger, she had time to look out of the window at the city. It still shocked her how much it had changed since she had left. Then it had seemed on the verge of destroying itself; two banks of the river, two names, two tribes, the schism so great that at one stage, a British prime minister had seriously contemplated running the border down the Foyle, bisecting the city with the Cityside in the Republic and the Waterside in the North.


Now, though, the place seemed to have found its feet. Red brick still abounded, but one by one bridges literal and metaphorical were traversing the river, drawing the two sides closer. The city that had been the birthplace of the Troubles was now being used as an example of accommodation in the quest to solve the issue of Orange parades.


Craning her neck as they crested the Foyle Bridge, she could see the city, sprawling either side of the broad sweep of the river, caught in a still grey light. Then, they turned left at the roundabout at the end of the bridge and out towards Maydown.


* * *


The Maydown station was an expansive compound, built several miles out of town and housing most of the major units, with the exception of a few CID teams who operated out of the smaller stations around Derry City itself. In addition, it acted as a training college for new recruits. Twenty red-brick blocks were placed around the complex, as well as accommodation units.


After the Response team dropped her at the front of the station, she’d had to ask directions to the PPU block. The officer on duty at the gate had pointed across the yard to Block 5, warning her to mind herself on the slippery roads as she went. He smiled at her as she thanked him, rubbing his hands together then placing them behind his back to benefit from a gas heater behind him. He winked at her as she left and she felt sure he would be watching her the whole way across, perhaps half willing her to fall, if only to enliven the boredom of his morning posting.


She began making her way across to Block 5 which was at the back of the compound. Shuffling across the car parks, trying desperately not to slip on the ice and failing, Lucy twice had to wipe loose snow and ice from the backs of her legs and buttocks while the man at the sentry box made increasingly cursory efforts to hide his amusement at each fail.


She finally reached the main door of the unit. Not yet having the access codes, she buzzed and waited. Shortly, through the mirror foil of the door, she could discern the silhouette of a figure ambling towards her. She regarded herself quickly in the foil, pushed back a strand of hair that had fallen loose from her ponytail when she’d lost her balance. Her face was thinner than it used to be perhaps, but she was small so she was able to carry it.
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