
    
      
        


    


FALLING SUNS

A Psychological Thriller

––––––––

J.A. Corrigan

A psychological thriller for fans of Belinda Bauer, Mark Edwards, Clare Mackintosh – a dark and brooding tale about the horrors that can lurk within a family.

Ex-DI Rachel Dune’s small son is missing. Then his body is discovered. Her cousin Michael is found guilty of his murder and incarcerated in a secure psychiatric unit.

Four years later, now divorced and back in the police force, Rachel discovers that Michael is being released to a less secure step-down unit, with his freedom a likely eventuality. Unable to cope with this, she decides upon revenge, assuming a new identity to hunt him down and kill him. However, as she closes in on her target, her friend Jonathan, a journalist, uncovers some unnerving information about her mother and others in her family and begins to suspect that Rachel’s perception of the truth might not be as accurate as she thinks – that she might be about to murder the wrong man...

To Steve and Rhiannon, my little clan

There is no pain so great as the memory of joy in present grief.

Aeschylus


CHAPTER ONE

––––––––

March 11th 2000

Sutton Coldfield, UK

From the kitchen window I watched blond hair and a sliver of petrol-blue fabric move inside the garden studio. ‘Joe,’ I whispered.

The distinctive colour shifted again and I strained to see the Doctor Who motif embroidered on both of its ends. 

But it wasn’t Joe; it was Liam wearing our son’s scarf.

‘Big seller with the young’uns,’ the shop assistant had said as she placed it in a bag. I knew Joe would use the scarf only occasionally, to please me. He hated things wrapped around his neck. It had become a joke between the three of us that Liam took to wearing the Doctor’s scarf, ‘waiting for Joe to get over his phobia’. I’d purchased it on a whim, and only because the colour perfectly matched the jumper I’d bought Joe three months before. For his seventh birthday.

The same jumper my son wore the last day I saw him.  

And then the deluge of emptiness swallowed me again. Was Joe scared? Was he lonely? Missing his mum? And the other question, clawing its way to the surface, despite all my efforts to keep it buried: was he still alive? For long seconds paralysis settled and only noise from the landline brought me back. The caller was persistent, and, stirring myself, I picked up. 

‘Rachel?’

I recognised the voice and relaxed. ‘Hello, Charlotte.’

‘How are you, lovely? And Liam?’

‘We’re not good.’

‘I know – is he there?’

‘In the den ... studio. Avoiding me.’ 

Charlotte cleared her throat. ‘Have you heard anything?’

‘Some news. We’ll know later today, hopefully. I’ll call you when we find out.’

‘You two need to carry on talking. I know what you’re like, known you long enough. You have to open up. You can’t hold it all in.’ She paused. ‘Are you sure it’s not you avoiding Liam?’

I remained silent. I was avoiding him as much as I could. 

‘Is there something else?’ she probed, anxiety in her voice.

‘Christ, what else could there be?’  

‘Sorry. Nothing else.’

‘It’s OK.’ I circled the kitchen three times with the phone lodged between my chin and neck, ending up back next to the sink and gazing into the garden. ‘He thinks we’ll find Joe.’

‘You will find Joe.’

‘I know the scenario. It was my job, remember?’

‘Look, I’ll come over tomorrow. Sort you both out.’ Her laugh was brittle.

‘Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.’

Charlotte didn’t answer immediately. And I knew, or I thought I knew, what she was thinking. You are so not fine. I would tell her about Liam when I saw her. I had to tell someone. 

‘Get out of the house, if only for a few hours,’ she said finally.

Looking through the window, I watched him closing the door of the den. ‘I’ve got to go, Liam’s on his way up the garden.’ 

‘Good. Talk to each other.’

I watched Liam’s careful movements as he negotiated the slippery decking. We hadn’t spoken properly for weeks, since long before Joe had gone missing: only argued. Rather than come inside he began sweeping the wooden floor of the patio. Staring past him I watched the Judas tree sway in the wind, its buds ready to open. 

Liam went about his task vigorously. It was the way he was dealing with this. Keeping busy. 

Many times in my former job I saw how people reacted so differently in tragic situations. Liam’s grief manifested itself in putting rubbish out for the refuse collectors, opening blinds to welcome another horrendous morning, sweeping the decking. In a few terrible days we’d managed a complete role reversal. To deal with Joe’s disappearance, my husband became tormented with the details of a domestic life in which previously he’d been utterly uninterested. My suspicions about him seeing another woman had become inconsequential. 

Waiting for Liam to come inside I sat down and pretended to read a magazine, rubbing the inflamed skin on my hand. It always bothered me more when agitated. Old scald scars were the worst; the GP had said long ago. Today mine were scarlet, and painful. 

My eyes drifted away towards the fridge, and, like every other family’s fridge in the western world, it was covered in a child’s paintings. Joe’s paintings. The last one he’d brought home took centre stage. It was a bright red and orange sunset. Or, I should say, ‘sunsets’.  Three suns of differing sizes were painted cleverly, seeping into Joe’s horizon. Liam had said it was a mini masterpiece, proud that his son was showing the same artistic leanings as himself. Joe’s teacher had given him three house points for the ‘unusual’ picture. I’d given Joe a big cuddle and a promise to visit the nearest theme park. I bought the tickets the same day. My eyes settled on the calendar hooked onto the right side of the same fridge. Today was supposed to be our day at the theme park, and the disbelief at what was happening pooled around me like uncontained mercury. 

Would I ever go to a theme park again? Would we add more paintings to the fridge? I searched for hope, for understanding, for an answer. 

Last night my old boss, Tom Gillespie, who was leading Joe’s case, had attempted to skew the statistics. As if giving a different slant on a list of numbers could give me hope. He’d tried hard to say something positive, as he would have done easily with any other victim’s mother, but I wasn’t convinced, and neither was he. I saw it in his eyes. 

‘Are you staying home today?’ Liam’s voice was tight and weary. 

I hadn’t heard him come through the patio door. His honey-coloured hair was uncharacteristically unkempt and tufts jutted out from the top his head. His deep blue eyes seemed sunken and the skin taut over high, triangular cheekbones. He’d been nowhere the past week, only to see Tom. I knew he hadn’t seen her, whoever she was. Now, I didn’t care about her and I suspected Liam didn’t either. 

‘I guess so,’ I said, noticing the stubble that was growing into a beard. It had taken six days to transform him. He wasn’t wearing Joe’s scarf, and had probably left it in the den. ‘Still reporters camped out at the bottom of the street. Tom managed to move them from the front of the house.’

‘I know. That’s good,’ Liam said.

‘I wish they’d piss off.’

He stood behind me and rubbed what felt like tangled metal wires in my shoulder muscles. ‘They’re just doing a job.’

I pushed his hand away. ‘I know.’ Turning my head, I looked up at him. ‘How’s the new painting going?’

‘It’s not.’

‘You shouldn’t be working.’ I said it automatically; Liam would work and paint through a nuclear holocaust. 

‘We have to talk,’ Liam said. 

‘About Joe?’ I watched the face of a man I’d loved since my twentieth birthday and forgot, for a moment, the other woman inside our marriage. 

‘Of course about Joe. We’ll find our son. You have to believe it.’ 

He pulled me towards him and I resisted. 

‘I know that’s what you want to believe. But we have to face the truth,’ I said. 

He let go of me. ‘You deal with it your way, and I have to deal with it in mine.’

‘Liam ...’ We did have to talk, and not about Joe.

He was already heading towards the patio door. I wanted to tell him I still loved him, but could not. It would help him. But not me. 

‘I love you,’ he said.

Liam returned to his den. 

As I spooned coffee into the filter machine, my breathing became shallow and too quick. I listened to the grumbling of my empty stomach. How could I be hungry? My son was God knows where and my body told me it needed food. I pushed my fist into the flesh beneath my protruding ribs, pressing hard until it hurt. I stood doing nothing for long minutes, not wanting to feel the sickening hunger. I wanted to feel nothing. 

I picked up the jug of freshly brewed coffee and threw it onto the floor. Liquid and shards of glass covered the kitchen and, as a strong smell of Arabica diffused through the room, I finally felt some sort of relief. But it was short-lived. I sank onto the cold tiles, into the pool of coffee, and watched as Joe’s picture fell downwards, like a leaf floating from an autumn tree. I wanted to catch it, save it, save Joe, but I could do nothing. 

Only watch the falling suns.


CHAPTER TWO

––––––––

I’d finally moved from the floor, cleaned up and carefully attached the picture back from where it had fallen. I’d even managed to sleep for a couple of hours on the sofa. 

My eyes moved towards the calendar, noticing the 5 p.m. slot I’d ringed in red to remind me of Jonathan’s visit.  

Liam had gone out, but must have checked on me before leaving: he’d placed a blanket over my legs, knowing they got cold when I slept, no matter what the temperature was. It wasn’t something he would normally think of doing, although Joe would, and had done often, when I nodded off while watching CBeebies with him. 

A pain that was never far away crept back into my body masquerading as hunger. It was hunger. Hunger for my son. I got up, and hoped movement would stop the grotesque pain. My stomach continued to rumble. I went into the kitchen and pulled out a packet of Doritos from the cupboard. I never ate them; they were Joe’s weekend treat. I put them back. For when he came home. 

The jovial-sounding doorbell chimed and my heart wavered. I ran to the lounge and looked through the window, dreading the sight of Tom Gillespie with a female officer. Tom alone was safe. It meant I could still hope for Joe’s case to be different, for him to be alive somewhere. 

It wasn’t Tom with a female PC, or Tom alone. It was Jonathan. I glanced at the clock; it was later than I’d thought. Exactly five. Always on time. Always reliable. He was one of the journalists covering our story, but I trusted him. He’d shown his loyalty and integrity on many occasions, including with the ‘Asian Bride’ story: a case that seemed a lifetime ago. My feelings for Jonathan went further than merely professional, and I found myself wanting to talk to him in a way I knew I couldn’t talk to Liam.

Liam: how long could we remain living under the same roof? Unable to speak to each other; unable to look each other in the eye. Our unspoken dialogue found its roots in the unspeakable future I saw but Liam denied.  

I ran fingers through my greasy ponytail and answered the door.

‘Hello, Rachel.’ I watched Jonathan scrutinising my hair, my face. His concern travelled much deeper than that of a colleague. ‘Is it OK for today? I can leave, come back tomorrow – if that suits you better?’  

His look of disquiet made the hunger worse. He was a natural optimist, and any sign of his muted pessimism would send me hurtling to the place I was trying to avoid. I continued looking at his features, attempting to read them. Did I see pity? Worse than pessimism was pity.

‘No, it’s fine. I’ve just woken up.’

He nodded. ‘Sleep’s good.’ 

‘Come in.’ I stepped away from the door, but not before peering down the street. 

‘They won’t bother you,’ he said.

‘I know. It’s too fucking sad, isn’t it? Even for hardened journos.’

‘Thanks for agreeing to see me.’ He touched the hotness on my scarred hand.

‘You’re my friend.’ 

‘Shall we go and sit down?’ he said, raising one thick eyebrow, a gesture I’d come to know as his preamble to journalistic questioning.

‘Let’s go in the garden. Leave your coat on. It’s chilly.’ 

I observed as he buttoned up his insubstantial jacket then pulled at its hem to straighten it up. A coat totally unsuitable for the temperature, but it was ‘designer’. 

‘Coat looks good.’ I nearly smiled.

He half-grinned.

‘Coffee?’ I asked. ‘I only have instant though: I dropped the cafetière.’

‘Be good.’ 

We picked up the drinks and made our way outside through the kitchen. I gave Jonathan my mug and mopped up the film of last night’s rain from two chairs. 

Jonathan looked towards the bottom of the garden. ‘Is Liam here?’

‘No, he’s gone out.’ I moved closer and took one of the mugs from him. ‘How’s Michelle?’ 

He put his mug down and pulled his jacket tighter around his body, raking a hand through thick, wavy black hair. ‘She’s OK. Our relationship’s not that great, but that’s another story.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine. Marriages have ups and they have downs.’ 

He touched my arm, his eyes expressive, kind and enquiring. ‘Do you want to talk?’ 

‘About Joe?’ 

‘I’ve come to see you as a friend.’

‘I know you have.’

‘You look terrible.’

‘I know that, too.’

‘Are you and Liam OK?’

‘No, not really.’

‘Does Gillespie have any real leads?’

‘No, not really.’ For a moment I allowed something to give. ‘What am I going to do?’  

What was I going to do? I couldn’t live without Joe, couldn’t function without him. I wanted to smell my son. I wanted to put my nose in his hair and smell his cleanness, the toffee popcorn.

‘They’ll find Joe,’ Jonathan said quietly. ‘I know they will. Not all cases end badly.’ He looked at me hard. ‘Not all yours ended the way you were anticipating. What’s happened to positive Rachel, the woman who doesn’t give up? You shouldn’t be here, alone. What about your family ... your mum, your dad?’

I laughed at that one. My mother, my dad had told me –as gently as he could – wasn’t coping very well. She wasn’t coping very well walled up in her pristinely clean semi-detached house. 

I could see her. Hair coiffured and backcombed into a high bun. Lipstick perfectly pencilled onto thinning lips. One of her regulation plain white blouses buttoned high towards her ageing neck, getting ready to go to church. Not worrying about me, or indeed her grandson, but about how all this would affect her standing in a community that she shunned as not being good enough for her. 

My mother, even now, resented what I’d chosen to do as a career, and she was ashamed that an ex-police officer could be stupid enough to ‘lose’ her child. She was disconnected from the reality of life, and this detachment had always been left unchecked by my father’s emotional weakness.

Joe’s disappearance was an inconvenience for my mother. She blamed me. And it was the only time in my entire life that I admitted she was right.  

I thought back to a conversation I’d had with my dad, just before Joe’s disappearance. It had been after I’d left Joe with my parents for the day, which, in itself, was an unusual occurrence. I’d never leave Joe alone with my mother, and so it had to be a weekend when Dad wasn’t working. I’d left Joe on a Saturday. When I’d picked him up, later that evening, Dad had mumbled something about a visitor who’d upset my mother. I was only vaguely interested in who the visitor had been, and cross that my dad was still worried about how the world, and people in the world, might upset Margaret. He’d tried to tell me more, and I’d cut him short. 

But it was always like that in conversations about my mother with Dad. Things half said; things never said. Secrets hiding in every corner of our house. The three of us talking but not really talking; all of us pretending we were a normal family. But we weren’t a normal family; I knew that when I visited my friends. I knew there was something wrong. 

‘You know how I feel about my mother,’ I said finally.

Jonathan nodded. ‘And your dad?’

‘He’s looking after her. That’s the way it’s always been.’ 

‘Being alone isn’t good.’ His eyes wandered towards the end of the garden. ‘You’re acting... ’ 

‘Out of character? I have no character now. Whoever I was has gone, and she’ll only return if Joe does.’

‘When Joe returns. It’s not over until...’

Again, I searched his face looking for optimism, but despite what he was saying, it was hard to find. ‘Until what? Until they find Joe’s body?’ 

Satisfaction at seeing another’s discomfort soothed my guilty soul for a few seconds. It was my fault for arguing with Liam in front of Joe; my fault for wanting to go back to work. My fault that Joe had run away. 

‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’ he said.

I picked up my coffee and sipped, burning my tongue. Pain from the blister that was already forming inside my mouth gave me comfort. Perhaps if I felt pain, Joe would be safe. ‘How do you know so much?’

‘I don’t, I’m guessing. I’ve spoken with some of the PCs who are involved with Joe’s case. They’re surprised.’

‘Surprised?’

‘That you’ve been ... “meek”.’

‘For Christ’s sake. I stopped being a detective seven years ago. Joe is my son. Tom and his team are doing all they can.’

Jonathan leaned towards me. ‘I know, but your reaction to the investigation is out of character.’

I pulled my knees towards my chin and held them tight, resting my heels on the edge of the seat. My wedding ring glinted in the last strand of sun. ‘I want to tell you something. I have to tell someone.’ He moved his chair nearer. ‘This is off the record, right?’ 

‘You know.’

‘The day Joe went missing he was at his friend’s house. Melanie, Ben’s mother, we take ... took it in turns on Wednesdays, you know, reciprocal.’

‘But I know all this, Rachel.’

‘Stay with me, please. Mel picks Ben and Joe up from school and takes them to hers for tea. Joe walks home alone afterwards – gives him independence, you know? I was always so worried that because of the job I’d done, I’d be too protective with Joe – a boy. He’s ... was ... sensitive. Liam’s sensitive. I wanted Joe to be independent ... stronger.’

‘Stop using the past tense.’ 

My shoulders slumped forwards, and I nodded forlornly. 

‘That Wednesday, I had a meeting with Tom Gillespie, to talk about me going back to work. I forgot to remind Liam I’d be back late. He didn’t know I was meeting Tom. He would’ve been angry: perhaps that’s why I forgot to remind him. I’d told him the day before though, that I’d be late, but he’s got a terrible memory when he’s painting, working. Liam’s car was here; Joe would have thought Liam was home.’

‘He would have thought that.’

‘As you know, that day Joe didn’t walk home alone. Melanie walked with him. Chloe, her youngest, had swallowed one of Ben’s toy soldiers, well, the soldier’s hat actually.’ I smiled sadly at the detail. ‘Chloe was OK, but Melanie wanted to take her to the doctor – just to make sure. She walked with the boys and Chloe, dropping Joe on the way. I’m guessing that when Joe found no one was home, he didn’t tell Melanie: he wouldn’t have wanted to trudge to the doctors with her. Besides, Melanie would’ve been distracted; she was distracted. She told the police ... Tom ... that she hurried on to the surgery as soon as Joe reached the door. She didn’t actually see him go in. She feels so bad about it.’ 

I glanced at him, carrying on, ‘Joe knows where Liam keeps the key to his den, underneath an old plant pot.’ My eyes wandered to the bottom of the garden. ‘You know what boys are like with “dens”. And Joe loved ... loves his dad’s.’ I rotated my wedding ring around my finger, making the skin a furious red, matching the vermilion colour of the scar that was now on fire. ‘Joe was upset when I dropped him at school that morning. I should have come home on time. I should have remembered to remind Liam. I’m so stupid.’

‘Nothing’s been said about Joe being upset; that’s one of the reasons why his disappearance is such a mystery. Gillespie’s assuming Joe went off for a walk, waiting for his mum and dad to come home. Joe would have known you wouldn’t be long in arriving, he’s a sensible boy.’ Jonathan touched my knee lightly. ‘Why do you think Joe was upset?’ He asked the question quietly; the journalist in him knowing instinctively that important information was coming.

‘Liam and I have been arguing a lot. About a lot of things. He didn’t want me to go back to the force in the same capacity, he wanted me to carry on staying at home, be a proper mum. He couldn’t understand why I wanted to go back to work. You know what Liam’s like, obstinate when he thinks he’s right. 

‘I do know what Liam’s like.’

When we’d worked together in the past, I’d made a point of not talking too much about Liam to Jonathan, but he’d never liked the sound of my husband, and after meeting him, liked him even less. I knew Jonathan’s feelings for me went deeper than they should. And my feelings for him were ones I had always buried. I was married. I had a child.  

‘There’s something I need to get out, tell someone,’ I said.

He moved closer. ‘Go on.’

‘I think Liam’s having an affair.’

‘Christ, Rachel...’

‘I think that’s where he was the day he should have been here.’ I faltered, ‘But he didn’t know he had to be here for when Joe returned ... because I forgot to tell him.’

‘This is not your fault. Liam forgot.’

‘I should have been here. He categorically denies having an affair, even though it’s obvious he is. But as well as arguing about that, we were also having words about me going back to work. Joe had been listening to us at each other’s throats for weeks. And that morning’s argument was particularly intense. When Joe came home that day I think he was still upset.’

‘Do you have any evidence that Liam’s playing away?’ Jonathan wavered. ‘And who with?’

‘No hard evidence. But I’m certain that’s where he was that day. With her. And no, I don’t know who it is.’

‘You know how these cases work. The more the police know about the emotional background of the missing child, the better.’ He smiled dimly. ‘And you might have the wrong idea regarding Liam?’

‘It doesn’t matter now.’ For the thousandth time I ran through the events of the day Joe disappeared. ‘I got home soon after Liam had returned from the walk he said he’d been for. He said he was struggling with the painting he was working on, needed air. He’d thought Joe was still with Melanie. Melanie had popped into ours on her way back from the doctors. And that was when I stepped through the front door. When my life fell apart. Melanie told us Joe had come home, that she thought Liam was in the house. I’d thought then that Liam would be angry with me for not reminding him to stay home, but he wasn’t, he seemed distracted. Of course he was distracted. Our son had disappeared. Off the face of the earth.’  

‘You’ve said nothing to Gillespie about Liam?’ Jonathan’s brow was tight.

‘No. My head was all over the place. All I could think about was Joe: where he was, and how guilty I felt for both Liam and I. What appalling parents we are ... were.’ I looked towards the Judas tree. ‘I thought we’d find Joe. I thought Tom would find him, Jonathan.’ I rubbed my stomach, remembering Joe had once lain there. 

His brow puckered. ‘Do you think Joe went to the den after Melanie dropped him off?’

‘Liam said no. The key hadn’t been used. He always knows. But Tom’s gone through all this. He just doesn’t know about the arguing, me suspecting Liam’s having an affair.’

‘It’s irrelevant whether Liam’s having an affair or not; what’s important is that Gillespie and his team know that Joe was in a fragile state of mind.’ 

The hunger that had been gathering inside my body while telling Jonathan the facts was now unprecedented – like a thousand knives stabbing. I felt the roaring of grief and guilt, a real sound inside my head. I felt my breathing becoming faster; I choked for air, and, bending forwards, I thought that maybe in the garden, near to the Judas tree, in front of Jonathan, I would die.

Jonathan moved towards me, gently guiding my head downwards to my knees and, slowly, my breathing calmed. 

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I needed to talk it through.’

‘I wish you’d told me before – but now – we have to move forwards. Promise me you and Liam will tell Gillespie?’

I nodded. For the first time in six days a tiny fragment of direction settled within me. ‘Have you interviewed any of my family yet?’

‘I saw your mum and dad a couple of days ago.’ He smiled. ‘I think I can see why you don’t get on with your mother. Our conversation was short. Surprised she let me in the house.’ He pulled at his jacket. ‘Your dad could hardly speak.’

‘He loved Joe.’

‘He loves Joe.’ 

‘Yes,’ I said, watching him. 

If Jonathan thought there was a chance for Joe; if Liam thought there was chance for Joe, then why couldn’t I have this thought? Were both men deluding themselves, and me? I searched his face looking for signs of an untruth, and saw none. He believed what he said. And I tried to believe him. 

‘I visited Sam and Bridget, too.’ 

‘How were they?’

‘Upset, distressed.’ He looked at me. ‘I asked about their son, Michael. I remember you mentioning him. Lives up north now, Chester? Bridget says she hasn’t seen him for more than two years.’

‘She wasn’t the best mother, difficult for her, I’d imagine.’ I did remember telling Jonathan about Michael Hemmings. I’d probably told him more than anyone about my cousin and my childhood, including Liam. Jonathan had always been someone I could confide in and trust. Someone I felt comfortable with. 

‘Yes, from what you said, he was an oddball,’ he said.

‘I like Sam and Bridget, though. I paused. ‘But Michael ...’

Snatches of memory – me coming home from school and Michael Hemmings getting ready to leave. Mad Michael, I’d called him. His visits always happened when Dad was away, or so it seemed to me, and when I was out the house. I didn’t like him, never had. I tried to tell Dad about the visits, but that was another of those half-spoken conversations, going nowhere.

Jonathan and I spent another half hour recounting the facts that we knew about the case, both deciding that something had to happen soon. He was back to being a journalist and, briefly, I became the person I had once been: a police officer. As we talked about leads, the media and investigative techniques for a few moments, I stopped feeling the savage hunger that had begun the day Joe disappeared. 

Jonathan made to leave, and a sense of something grabbed at me. It was the look of concern that covered his features, a look that travelled beyond friendship and professional camaraderie.

I watched him walk to the other end of the street, towards the alley that led to open fields, and I knew he would soon go back to being a reporter, getting a feel for the scene. 

Police were still combing the expanse of land. 

Although I’d told Jonathan everything about what had happened the day Joe went missing, I hadn’t told him what Tom had told Liam and I the previous night. I didn’t want to jinx any news, any developments.

Tom and his officers had found numerous cigarette butts in the nearby fields. It was a known place for men to meet up and, sometimes, women too. I’d heard this when I attended the neighbourhood meetings. They were petitioning for lighting and patrols along the land that had been attracting ‘unwanted, indecent behaviour’. The more recent butts had been taken away for analysis and the DNA was being matched up against offenders in the area. 

Suddenly I realised where Liam had gone; the prescribed drugs were taking their toll on my reasoning. Liam and I had arranged to go to the station to see Tom, who’d said the results from the DNA tests would be available later in the day. Liam had gone early.

Re-scraping my hair into a ponytail, I called the PC who’d been assigned to me, asking him if he would take me to the station to see Tom Gillespie. 

I was there in half an hour.


CHAPTER THREE

It had been a long while since I’d sat in Tom Gillespie’s office. The last time I’d seen him, on the day Joe went missing, we’d met informally in the pub to talk about me returning to work. In the years since giving up my job, after having Joe, we nearly always met in this pub, near to the police station, or sometimes at his home where Rosie Gillespie cooked Liam, Joe and I the most amazing Sunday roasts.

Liam was sitting on the corner of Tom’s desk. Tom sat behind, perched on the edge of his chair. Liam had combed his hair but looked tired and agonised. 

I walked towards Liam and he held his arms out like a blue-eyed bear. It was the first proper embrace we’d shared for weeks. 

‘You should have called me,’ I said.

‘I wanted you to sleep,’ Liam replied.

‘How are you?’ Tom said.

‘Crap,’ I said.

‘I’m sorry, Rachel, but I haven’t got the results back from the lab yet. They’re still working on it. I think that we’ll find something, though,’ Tom said.

‘Something I don’t know about?’

‘Yes – only came to light this afternoon.’ Tom threw a look towards Liam.

‘You can tell me, you know, I am Joe’s mother.’

‘Calm down,’ Tom said, ‘I am going to tell you. Sit down.’ He chewed his thumbnail. Rosie was always telling him off about it. Liam and I used to laugh at her scolding. ‘Someone’s come forwards.’

‘Who?’

‘The day Joe disappeared, Rachel, was he upset? We’ve spoken to Melanie on three occasions and she said Joe was fine when she dropped him at home.’

‘We’ve been arguing a lot recently,’ Liam said, looking at me. ‘Joe heard. He could have been upset.’ Liam’s eyes dropped downwards towards the carpet. 

I looked at Tom pleadingly. ‘Liam and I are ... were having a few problems. Tell me what you know about Joe. Please.’

‘The man who’s come forwards, he’s a regular “punter” on the field near your house. There most weekends, trawling for sex. He didn’t come forwards before, for obvious reasons. But, in fairness, he’s been out of the country since this all broke – got back yesterday. He’s a businessman.’ Tom allowed himself a skinny smile. ‘He had a positive sighting of Joe. Described what he was wearing, everything. Petrol blue jumper, jeans, black trainers. He said the boy was upset. The man, Gareth Summers, isn’t normally on the field, or, should I say, in the bushes, on a weekday. But that Wednesday he’d arranged to meet a “newie” in the area. He met the “newie” and they did have sex.’

‘Did Summers speak to Joe? See anyone with Joe?’ 

‘Yes, as weird as it seems, Summers, our only witness, asked Joe if he was all right. Apparently, so Summers tells us, Joe wasn’t crying then, but it was obvious that he had been. Summers told Joe to go home ... Joe didn’t, and carried on across the field; it would have been getting dark at that time of day. Summers began to follow Joe, to encourage him to go home, but then he saw someone in the distance, and Joe run towards that someone. Joe seemed OK to go with the someone.’ Tom paused. ‘Summers later said the someone was the same man he’d had sex with earlier in the evening.’

‘Do we know the name of the man Summers had sex with?’

Tom nodded. Liam was watching me closely. 

‘The guy told Summers, after the sex, that he lives up north. Chester.’

And then my heart plunged downwards.

‘Michael Hemmings?’ I said quietly.

Tom nodded.

‘Have you sent anyone up there?’ The strange hunger returned. Tom knew about my cousin, Michael Hemmings, and his criminal record. 

‘Yes, I have.’ Tom put his arm around my shoulder. ‘He’s not at his flat in Chester, hasn’t been seen for over two weeks.’

I tasted sick in the back of my mouth, and felt contractions inside my stomach. I rushed over to where Tom kept his wastepaper bin and emptied the small amount of food that was in my gut into it; and then felt Liam’s hand on my back.

An hour later, and still cocooned inside Tom’s office, the results for the DNA analysis came through. 

The evidence was conclusive, placing Hemmings on the field where Joe was last seen.  

I didn’t sleep that night. Distorted images travelled in infinite circles inside my head. Mostly, the images were of Michael Hemmings: mosaic, kaleidoscopic-flash depictions of him in our house, always about to leave, when I got home from school.

Sweat saturated my side of the bed. I’d put a T-shirt on to sleep in; it had been freezing in the night. The drop in temperature mirrored the feeling inside my body. Nothing mattered anymore. Only Joe. 

When I got up and made my way to the bathroom I saw a razor blade sitting awkwardly on the sink. It would be so easy. I thought about taking the pills that were nestled in the bathroom cabinet, knowing that swallowing the whole packet would stop my breathing. Yet the part of me who was Rachel, the mother, Rachel, the police officer, realised that suicide wasn’t an option. Not yet. 

Standing in the cold bathroom, I knew. I felt it. A visceral knowledge to which only a mother has access. 

It was the first time I’d smelt toffee popcorn since my son had gone. And I knew Joe was dead. 

As I opened the cabinet, a silent scream came from my lips; I emptied several of the pills into the palm of my hand, hoping they would quieten the deadened howl that would not leave me.

––––––––

The day after: 7.30 a.m.

I saw the tall form of Tom Gillespie passing my kitchen window. A female PC followed closely behind. I heard the quiet knock on the door, and like the falling suns from the fridge my heart fell in my chest as if it was escaping my body. My throat constricted and, for too long, I didn’t take a breath. 

‘Rachel...’

Liam’s haggard face hovered centimetres from mine. Tom’s haunted countenance wasn’t far away. 

‘I don’t want to know,’ I said. Although I already knew.

‘I’ll call the doctor. She needs something to calm her down.’ I heard the policewoman whisper.

I closed my eyes. They thought I couldn’t cope with the news, and I could not. Only the thought of a far-off retribution stopped me from trying to join my son and take care of him at his last destination. Be with him through the end. 

Tom Gillespie told me about my beautiful Joe, how he died. I didn’t want to hear, but I had to know. And I listened.

––––––––

13th March 2000

What could I have done to change Joe’s destiny? My eyes were closed, but that did nothing to shut off the voices that rattled ceaselessly inside my head. What if Liam and I had told Tom immediately about our violent arguments and their effects on our son? This was my driving thought, but then other variables came to mind – like the very real and disturbed history of my cousin, Michael Hemmings. I’d done everything possible to ensure Joe had little contact with him. 

When Michael Hemmings moved away to Chester, I’d been relieved. The only time I’d set eyes on him since then was more than three years ago, on a visit to see my uncle Sam and aunt Bridget. If I’d known Hemmings would be there I’d have stayed away. In the end Joe and I stayed less than an hour. 

My mind made its way down the narrow and convoluted lanes of memory, trying to work out if anything had happened that I might have missed during that visit. Nothing came to mind. Hemmings had practically ignored Joe. 

I heard the shower start upstairs and then heavy footsteps as Liam moved around the bathroom. I don’t think he had slept either, but I wasn’t sure as I’d given up pretending to sleep and made my prison on the sofa. 

Tom was picking us up at eight-thirty. I looked at Joe’s suns. He should be sitting here with me, discussing his favourite ride. Gently, I took the painting down and began rolling it up.

‘That’s quick.’

I hadn’t heard Liam. His deep voice held a new edge.

‘For now, Liam. I have to.’ 

He nodded and pulled the towel tighter across his hips.

‘You don’t have to come. Why don’t you let me go ... alone?’ He moved closer and took the rolled-up painting from hands that would not stop shaking. ‘It would be better.’

‘I have to go.’

He stared at me. ‘I know.’

So, instead of sitting at the kitchen table and talking to Joe about our trip to the theme park, at nine-fifteen, surrounded by too many policemen, I stood outside the room that held Joe. 

I still didn’t believe it. The body lying inside couldn’t be Joe’s. But I was lying to myself. I knew, and this knowledge took away my breath, seemed to take away my senses. I didn’t feel the coolness of the wind, I didn’t smell the antiseptic aroma that lurked outside the building; I didn’t register the pitying expressions of those around me. I took my hand from my pocket and wasn’t surprised at the blood on my palm, smearing onto the lining of my coat. My nails were pressing so hard into numb skin.

How many times in the faraway past had I stood in this same spot with a distraught and desolate parent? Dreading their reactions, watching their faces as they entered the disinfectant-smelling room to identify the body of their loved one, sometimes a child; the reality hit so hard they would freeze, unable to utter a word. I was the officer who accompanied those relatives and my empathy, I’d thought, was real and strong. I’d told myself that I understood their pain; the corkscrew of grief as it burrowed deep beneath their skin, unasked for and unwanted. 

I realised now that I had not. And if I had, the job I’d once done would have been impossible.

As Liam and I waited for the mortuary assistant to pull away the plastic, I realised how worthless the empathy I’d tried to show had been. The assistant revealed Joe’s face. His skin was pale and white like Pentelic marble. As I looked at my son, Joe, my angel, my beautiful boy, I acknowledged of all those past parents: I had understood nothing. 

What had they done to make Joe look so peaceful?  

Then again, I didn’t know what the rest of Joe’s body looked like. 

As I kissed my dead son my own torment was raw, yet outside the morgue I could feel the grief of all those other parents. It multiplied and overtook me. I felt my insides contracting, as if my gut were desiccating. 

I was engulfed in grief, inhabiting my own personal purgatory.


CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––

The trial began at the beginning of December. There was no question that Michael Hemmings would be put away. 

After locating Joe’s body, the police had received a call from Hemmings. Tom and his team found Michael, in a pool of blood, in the squat he’d been staying in since returning to Sutton Coldfield. He had a mobile next to him. Hemmings had made a half-hearted cut to his right femoral artery. Later, in hospital, he’d admitted to Joe’s murder.

He wanted to be found, didn’t want to die; I knew that, but the defending barrister managed to twist the facts and walk all over Tom. I’d never seen my old boss get truly angry, but he did the day Hemmings’ barrister questioned him. 

Afterwards, Tom’s chewed thumb bled and I saw that his heart was breaking in sympathy with my own. I knew, as did Tom, that Hemmings’ attempted suicide was all part of a plan: to be diagnosed with a psychiatric disorder. His barrister was aiming for ‘diminished responsibility’, and a diagnosis that the disorder was treatable, hoping for a conviction of manslaughter. And, if Michael Hemmings was deemed treatable, he would be admitted into a secure psychiatric hospital. 

That was my worst-case scenario. And Hemmings’ best. The prosecution fought hard on a charge of premeditated murder, to see him sent to a Category-A prison, arguing that Hemmings had known exactly what he was doing when he abducted and then killed my son with a frenzied knife wound across Joe’s throat. 

I thought of the scarf and Joe’s terror of having things wrapped around his neck, and tried to stop myself from crying in front of Hemmings. I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. Although I did cry, silently, inside.

I’d always known what sort of person my cousin was. What I hadn’t known was that two years previously he’d been admitted to a mental health ward in Chester. It came out in court that a leading psychiatrist in Chester had recommended that Michael Hemmings be detained for longer for further assessment. However, this psychiatrist was taken ill, his recommendation lost or ignored, and Michael Hemmings was allowed to leave.

The judge adjourned the court soon after this revelation, at the request of Hemmings’ barrister. Later our barrister would argue that when Hemmings’ mental state was questioned two years previously he had fought against being sectioned, so it was curious to find him now embracing detention within a psychiatric institution. Our barrister argued that the defendant was entirely aware of the advantage of being sent to a psychiatric institution now that he was on trial for murder. 

Hemmings’ barrister argued against us effectively and, to her credit, she was good.  

We were into day ten of the trial. Liam and I were sitting in the small room we’d managed to find, away from the prying eyes of the public, surrounded by much of the cleaning stuff for the courtroom. A stale smell of cigarettes hung in the air. We’d been in there a few times and I felt oddly safe inside its dirty walls. It seemed like a place that shouldn’t exist within the court building. That was why I liked it. We perched on the two available chairs and drank watery coffee; the silence between us like white noise. That’s how it had been for months, in between the arguments. 

‘I have to go to the Ladies,’ I said.

Liam nodded, sipped his coffee, put the Styrofoam cup on the grubby floor, and then placed his head between his knees.

‘Won’t be long,’ I said. He didn’t reply.

My uncle, Sam Hemmings, was sitting on the bench outside the courtroom, in exactly the same position in which I’d left Liam. I hovered and he looked up. I wasn’t sure if his face registered surprise or relief that I had stopped in front of him. We hadn’t spoken since the beginning of the trial. 

‘Hi Sam,’ I said.

‘Hullo, Rachel.’ He straightened up on the uncomfortable-looking bench. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault ... what your son is.’

‘It is though, isn’t it? Mine and Bridget’s.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ I repeated.

‘She won’t come.’

I bent forwards; I could hardly hear him. 

‘Bridget, she won’t come to court, says it’s too much for her.’ He wiped a droplet of sweat from his temple. ‘Too much...’

I wanted to reach out to him, but I couldn’t. There was nothing left inside. I went to touch his shoulder but stopped short. Sam held out an arthritic hand that had kneaded too much dough in the bakery he owned. Automatically, I flinched. 

He looked up at me. ‘So sorry.’

Any reply lodged resolutely in my throat and I made my way to the Ladies.

—

As I returned, the court usher called us back in. Liam had emerged from our room and was talking to Sam. Holding back for a few seconds, I leaned against the wall. What were my thoughts about Sam and Bridget? They’d abandoned their son long ago: Bridget, because he was too much hard work, Sam, because he was so bitterly disappointed in him. They had given up trying to make a difference and I doubted that either of them knew very much about him.  

Sam had been sitting in the public gallery most days, while Bridget’s only appearance at the court was in the witness box where she gave her version of events in the weeks prior to Joe’s disappearance, as had Sam. Neither had any idea that their son had left Chester and was staying in a squat in Sutton Coldfield. They had not laid eyes on him for eighteen months. The old detective in me thought Bridget didn’t tell the complete truth under oath. 

Now, I watched Sam with Liam and I tried to feel something for my uncle. I really did try, but could not. My compassion had been sucked away. I was quietly disappearing into my own world. 

Then I saw my dad. He was doing one day on, one day off, and avoided sitting anywhere near Sam. They were brothers, but I didn’t think their relationship would ever recover. My mother had stayed at home, which was, at least, something I could be pleased about.

Most of the time in the courtroom I felt as if I wasn’t really there. Occasionally, when it was quiet, in between witnesses, or sometimes when the gruff-faced judge allowed the jury to contemplate a new piece of evidence, a new fact, I smelt toffee popcorn. There was a small mezzanine gallery at the back of the courtroom that remained empty for the entire trial. Liam told me it was because it was having work done, had been deemed unsafe. I would look up towards it and see a haze of petrol blue. I had to take off my reading glasses to peer up into the gallery. I couldn’t see Joe’s face, and wondered why I could smell the popcorn when he was so far away. 

Liam had noticed me looking upwards. 

‘Can’t you see him?’ I’d asked. 

‘Who?’ he replied.  

‘Joe. He’s watching.’ 

Liam had rubbed my leg awkwardly, and looked up, and as soon as he did Joe disappeared, if he’d ever been there. Apprehensively, Liam looked at our barrister.

I didn’t mention seeing Joe again. As the emptiness of our lives swelled through me I was moving away from Liam. 

—

We all returned to the courtroom. I glanced at Hemmings, who stood tall and erect. The last time I’d seen him at Bridget and Sam’s a few years before he’d worn a wig, but today he did not. 

Often Hemmings looked bemused, acting towards the judge as though he wasn’t all there. But I could see the rationality behind his features, and saw it more when he looked downwards towards me, which he was doing now. 

Determined not to shy away from his stare, I stared back. I placed my hand on Liam’s knee as if already saying goodbye, and shifted my chair backwards a little so I could slump forwards. Finally taking my eyes away from those of Michael Hemmings, I thought about Joe and Christmas, in happier times, and a long time before I’d ever smelt someone else’s sweat on my husband’s underwear.

—

Liam had decided to buy two-year-old Joe a swing. Not a plastic primary-coloured one, but a proper timber-framed construction, complete with tyre, bucket seat, and a slide attached at the side. The company supplying it had delivered late, not giving Liam enough time to put it up on Christmas Eve. So we placed all the timber, the tyre and the bucket seat in a big, neat pile. We commandeered thick blue ribbon from our friendly car dealer (apparently they used it when people bought their partner a car as a present) and painstakingly wrapped the skeleton of the swing in the azure-blue braid. Liam attached blue string to a picture of the finished product and placed it under the Christmas tree. The string wound through the house, under the patio door in the kitchen, down the garden, ending spectacularly at Santa’s present. Liam was drunk as he pulled the string down the garden. I sprinkled glitter. I’d been wobbly too, but ensured Rudolph’s footprints were obvious on the hard December grass. Liam promised to construct it all on Boxing Day. We always stayed home Boxing Day. Remnants of memory from another day after Christmas long ago had made me superstitious.

—

The worst part of the trial, for me, was my time in the witness box. I could feel Hemmings’ eyes all over me, and although I tried avoiding his stare, sometimes it was impossible. Liam handled it better; or seemed to. He managed to distance himself. And making that day worse was the evidence that came later in the afternoon – the photos of Joe’s body. I was spared having to look but I watched the reactions of the jury as they were shown them. 

Our barrister placed one image, carefully and deliberately, in front of each juror; their faces, all twelve of them, told me everything. But the barrister’s gamble didn’t pay off. Yes, the jury were sickened, as was the judge, but it reinforced (to all but me) that Hemmings did have a psychiatric disorder. Of course, it wasn’t only the photos; there was more evidence that pointed towards Hemmings’ madness: the testimonies from old girlfriends and boyfriends, including Gareth Summers, the man from the field. 

On the final day of the trial, in the second week of January 2001, before Hemmings could sabotage the first glance, I studied him. There should have been some courtroom etiquette disallowing him from wearing his wig in court. Fraudulent blond locks cascaded down his back. They looked quite real, but the hair was as fake as his insanity. I glanced across at the defending QC. She was about my age and, I’d heard, had four children and a househusband. She was one of the most successful defence barristers in the country. I wondered how she could live with herself.

Only minutes before the judge began his closing speech, my mother shuffled quietly into the courtroom with Dad, who was probably thinking he was doing the right thing. The usher sat them as near to Liam and I as was possible. I smelt the waft of lavender as Margaret sat down and I glanced at her quickly. The white blouse was buttoned high. She hung on to Dad’s arm as if she were an invalid, which she wasn’t. 

Hemmings was gazing at my mother; it was the first time during the trial that he lost his nonchalant look. He never took his eyes away from her, even when the judge began his low baritone monologue. I thought of a black and purple room, of Michael and my mother. 

The judge read out quotes from psychiatric reports, details of when Tom and his team had found Joe’s body, and details of Hemmings’ confession. 

The defence had not disputed the factual evidence. The substantial evidence against Hemmings came from the prosecution psychiatrists, who argued there was no proof of a mental disorder severe enough to reduce the defendant’s responsibility for his actions. The defence argued that there was. 

The judge talked about what Hemmings had done to my son’s body; the only thankful thing was that he had done it after Joe had died. As the judge spoke clearly, but now with emotion, every one of the jurors nodded their head in sadness and in relief that their own children were safe at home. 

I felt myself subside; I heard a moan from afar and realised it came from my mouth. Liam’s hand was clamped on my knee; I felt its sweatiness through the thick wool of my tights. I thought my eyes were open yet I saw nothing, only ebony blackness. The courtroom and everyone in it disappeared. I flailed around as if in a deep ocean where there is no up, no down, just a void of empty, meaningless, cold black space. Into the chasm walked Joe. I reached out towards him. He was inside the courtroom; he wasn’t dead. This had all been a terrible misunderstanding. I inhaled his toffee popcorn aroma; I held him.

When I opened my eyes I stared at oak panelling. Liam and Sean, our barrister from the Crown Prosecution Service, , were leaning over me.

‘She’s passed out, m’lord,’ I heard the barrister say.

‘Take an hour for Mrs Dune to recover, we will reconvene at three and complete the summing up of this case.’

It only took the jury a morning to come to a decision.

The judge addressed the foreman of the jury, ‘Are you agreed upon your verdict?’

‘Yes, Your Honour.’

Clerk: ‘Do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty of murder?’ 

The foreman’s reply seemed to take forever. Liam squeezed my hand. Our barrister fidgeted in his chair.

Foreman: ‘Not guilty.’

I felt a feral yelp inside my throat but no noise came. Liam let go of my hand that burned like fire.

Clerk: ‘Do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty of manslaughter on the grounds of diminished responsibility?’

Foreman: ‘Guilty.’

Judge: ‘My thanks to all the jury members. This has been a difficult case.’ He addressed the defence team. ‘A hospital order is made under Section 37 of the Mental Health Act 1983, together with an order under Section 41, restricting Michael Hemmings’ discharge without limit of time to a maximum security hospital.’
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