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			Did she really walk out of their marriage?

			Or did he make her disappear?

			She was young and beautiful, married to a famous author. They were celebrating their anniversary at their stunning country estate. So why did Julia Blake walk out of her perfect life, apparently leaving no trace?

			Seren, a junior reporter for the local paper, can’t believe her luck when she lands an exclusive with Julia’s husband. But as Seren spends more time at the couple’s remote mansion, probing ever deeper into the case, dark questions await.

			What was Julia really like, behind closed doors? Was her marriage to this brooding, secretive man as perfect as it seemed? And did she really mean to disappear that night – or was she murdered?
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			Epigraphs

			‘The goal of all art is the human face’

			Paul Cézanne 1839–1906

			Where do they go, the lost souls?

			Are they hidden in plain sight, walking amongst us?

			Or lost forever, no more than a fading memory . . .

		

	
		
			Thirty-Three Hours Missing

			Max Blake is pacing his spacious kitchen, his movements clumsy, his demeanour unpredictable. He looks like he hasn’t slept. He looks like a man desperate to find his missing wife. He looks like he’s lying.

			Detective Sergeant Katie Ingles, Katherine to her mother, Katie to everyone else, removes her coat and runs her hands through her unwashed hair as she stifles a yawn. The baby is keeping her up at night, and although she’s not the one breastfeeding and her parental leave is long over, she feels obliged to be there for her wife, making tea and watching Netflix at three a.m. Today was meant to be her day off, a chance to catch up on some much-needed rest, but despite her exhaustion she’s alert to Max’s every move. She catches DC Chris Green’s eye and they exchange a look, in agreement about the husband, it would seem. Max had waited too long to alert them to his wife’s absence and his story is inconsistent. He’s hiding something. Quite possibly a body. She walks to the patio doors and looks out. There are too many places to keep secrets at Brooke House. It’s huge, filled with long corridors lined with locked doors, not to mention the acres of grounds.

			Twenty-four hours since the call came in, an hour since her DI rang her at home and said he wasn’t upgrading the risk assessment, not yet at least, but he’d decided to bring in CID. It’s a high-profile case, he can’t afford to take any chances. None of them can. The team has an energy to it, conversations passed liked batons, everyone eager to get on with the investigation, although the likelihood is they won’t find Julia Blake alive and well. It’s already been too long. At least the dog handlers are here. She has a good feeling about bringing them in – it will save time if nothing else – but it’s still a near-impossible task. 

			DC Chris Green is making tea and trying to keep the husband calm, but Max is agitated, demanding information and reassurance when they can offer neither. Katie’s colleague could easily flatten Max Blake if he wanted to. Chris is a big guy, a gym addict, he told her on the drive over, but he appears to favour a softer approach. 

			‘You need to sit down, Mr Blake,’ Katie reiterates, dragging herself from the view as the dogs head into the wooded area beyond the long sweep of lawn.

			‘Do you have a husband, detective?’ Max demands, walking towards her. ‘Is he missing?’ His face is too close, his blue eyes fixed on her. Chris steps forward and Max backs off. 

			‘The search for your wife is ongoing,’ Chris tells him, his expression splitting into one of his famous grins, a flash of perfect white teeth beneath the sparkly hazel eyes. ‘OK if we call you Max?’ 

			‘I really don’t care,’ Max replies, pacing again. 

			‘We’re doing all we can,’ Katie tells Max, and he makes a derisory sound in the back of his throat. 

			She resists the urge to do the same. 

			Max Blake, celebrity author and a bit of a wanker if first impressions are anything to go by. What husband goes to bed alone on the night of their tenth wedding anniversary? He didn’t even check on his wife’s whereabouts until the next morning. His account doesn’t stack up; not to her. She takes a mug of tea from Chris and sips the hot brew. The rain has gathered pace, bouncing off the patio furniture and filling the wine glass left on the table. She can still hear the dogs barking, although they’ve disappeared from view. ‘And you’ve no idea where Julia might be, none whatsoever?’ she asks, not bothering to turn round. 

			Max’s reflection walks towards her. ‘Don’t you think I’d have told you if I did?’

			She asks him again to sit down and to her surprise he does, although he can’t keep still, his hands tapping on the scrubbed oak table, his right leg bouncing up and down. He’s wearing jeans, and a blue fitted shirt, leather brogues. Her lip curls at how put-together he is despite his puffy red eyes. 

			‘Can you talk me through the last forty-eight hours?’ she asks, taking the seat closest to the patio doors. ‘As much detail as possible.’ 

			Katie watches the dogs emerge from the trees, their noses to the grass as they’re guided towards the front of the house. Their next stop should be the outbuildings: a pair of holiday lets and a converted barn located down a fork in the gravel drive. Then the garages at the side of the property. She checks her phone. Still no bloody signal. 

			‘What are they doing?’ Max asks, gesturing towards two uniformed officers pacing on the grass. 

			‘Every possibility is being looked into, Mr Blake,’ she tells him. ‘For now, you are our best bet. You need to help us to find Julia.’ 

			‘I just feel so bloody useless.’ Max wipes his face with his hands. ‘I can’t think straight.’

			‘Tell me about Saturday,’ Katie prompts, looking up at Chris. He extracts a notepad from his jacket, then hunches over the kitchen counter, pen in hand. 

			‘How did you and your wife spend your day?’ Katie asks, exchanging a look of exasperation with Chris as Max leans his head into his hands. The author’s slim wedding band glints back at her. ‘It was your anniversary, I believe.’

			Max lifts his head, his eyes bloodshot. ‘As I’ve already said, more than once, Julia was on the phone whenever I saw her, arranging things for our celebration: caterers, wine, flowers.’

			Mobile phone records would usually be their great hope. They haven’t found her handset in the house as yet, so if Julia’s used it since midnight on Saturday it will be their first breakthrough, but as the location of Brooke House is so remote, at least a mile from any signal and the only reliable WiFi disappearing as soon as you step away from the house, the landline records might be their best bet anyway. ‘And your day, Mr Blake? Tell me what you did on Saturday before the party.’

			‘Apart from picking up a present for my wife in town first thing, I was in my study, writing. I have a set routine. I get up early, work until lunchtime, every day of the week, and most weeks of the year.’ He glances up, as if she should react to this. ‘Julia and I usually have a light lunch together, then I do a few more hours before dinner.’

			Katie’s tempted to confess that she’s a big fan of his books. It might create a better rapport, massaging Max’s not inconsiderable ego, but her DI told her to play it safe, the world will be watching and it’s not her style to ingratiate herself, that’s Chris’s domain. ‘Your wife took care of all the arrangements for the anniversary party?’

			‘Yes, Julia is very good at entertaining. Her forte, creative things. Photography in particular.’

			Katie had noticed the black and white prints on the walls as she’d toured Brooke House, mostly arty shots of the rooms and grounds, but there was one of Julia on Max’s desk that particularly caught her eye. ‘Your wife is a professional photographer?’ 

			‘She was studying photography in London when we met, but she left part-way through her course. It was something she wanted to go back to in a more serious way.’

			Talking about happier times is settling Max, and it’s all useful background information, but the large clock on the kitchen wall is ticking vital seconds away. Katie’s limited patience is tested with each lost moment. ‘Your wife is twenty-eight now so she must have been what, seventeen, eighteen, when you first met?’ 

			‘I’m not aware that’s a crime,’ Max replies, meeting her smile with a cold stare across the table. 

			Not a crime to be almost twenty years older than your spouse, Katie concedes, although she does not say so to Max, but notable. ‘Tell me about the rest of your Saturday.’ 

			‘Our dinner guests were due at seven, so I changed then met Julia outside.’ He gestures towards the patio. ‘She looked stunning, as always.’

			‘What was she wearing?’ Katie asks. 

			‘I’d bought her a new dress, long and floaty, low-cut. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I remember thinking that after ten years of marriage our lives couldn’t be more perfect. And she was wearing the necklace, of course.’

			‘Necklace?’ Katie glances at Chris and he flourishes his pen as if he’s about to knock up a sketch. ‘That’s the gift you’d picked up in town?’

			‘Yes, it was a commission, spelling out her name. The dot above the letter I is a one-carat diamond.’

			Katie makes a mental note of the design, imagining it around the missing woman’s throat. It’s unique, could be crucial. 

			‘Who was invited for this special anniversary dinner?’ Katie asks.

			Max looks outside at the patio furniture. Katie too. She counts eight chairs, but they could have brought out more. 

			‘There was Jonny, my publisher, and his partner, Matthew. Theo Smythe, he’s in charge of the Herald.’ Katie nods, the editor of the local newspaper well known to her. ‘And Theo’s wife Nicky. And Fiona and Lawrence Townsend. I’ve known the Smythes and Townsends since I bought this place back in 2001, Jonny even longer. I can write down their contact details for you, but I fail to see what relevance this has to—’

			‘Three couples besides you and your wife?’ Katie asks and Max nods. ‘Anyone else?’

			‘Two of Julia’s friends arrived from London as we were finishing dinner.’

			‘And their names?’ Katie asks.

			‘Ben Fortune is an old friend of my wife, from her college days, and there was a woman with him. I don’t recall her name.’ 

			‘Ten years of marriage and you don’t know the name of one of your wife’s closest friends?’ Katie asks, injecting deliberate reproach into her tone. 

			Chris shoots her a warning look and she frowns back at him. She can be a bit direct at times, she knows that, but it needs asking.

			‘She wasn’t a close friend as far as I know,’ Max snaps back, deep lines creasing his smooth and slightly tanned face. ‘I’d certainly never met her before.’

			‘What time did they arrive?’ Katie asks.

			‘Must have been around eleven. They’d caught the last train from London, then a taxi from the station. I wasn’t expecting them, Julia hadn’t said.’

			Chris looks up from his notes, listening as Katie asks, ‘Why didn’t your wife tell you they were coming?’ 

			‘She knew I wouldn’t want Ben here, making our dinner guests feel uncomfortable, which is exactly what happened.’

			‘You don’t like him?’ Chris asks.

			Max shakes his head. ‘I’ve only met him once, maybe twice before, but no, I don’t like him. He’s normally off his face on something, which hardly helps.’

			‘Drugs?’ Chris asks.

			‘Wouldn’t be surprised. He was definitely drunk. As soon as Julia took them down to the swimming pool everyone else made their excuses and left. It was humiliating.’ 

			Katie gets up from the table and returns to the patio doors. She can’t see the pool, roughly fifty metres away down a steep slope in the grass, but she imagines loud voices would travel up from there, especially if you were seated outside on a pleasant summer’s evening as Saturday night had been. The storm hadn’t broken until the early hours of Sunday morning, the rain still falling over twenty-four hours later. 

			‘Ben has remained a good friend of your wife?’ she asks, turning back. ‘Even though you and he didn’t get on.’

			There’s a pause before Max tells Katie, ‘It’s up to my wife who she sees, don’t you think?’ 

			Chris leans across the table, placing a mug in front of Max and exchanging a knowing look with Katie as he withdraws. 

			‘What did you do after your dinner guests had left?’ she asks. 

			Max explains how he finished his wine on the patio and then, maybe half an hour later, he went down to the pool. 

			‘How much had you had to drink?’ Katie asks.

			‘A glass, two at most,’ Max replies. ‘To be honest I’d usually drink more but I had a headache, concentrating too much on my new book.’ He smiles for the first time, and Katie is inclined to believe him.

			‘So you weren’t drunk? she asks, pressing the point.

			‘No, not at all,’ Max insists and again he seems genuine. 

			‘What happened when you reached the pool?’ she asks. 

			‘I told Julia I was going to bed,’ Max explains. ‘But she wanted to stay up a bit longer. Her friends had only just arrived and I suppose it was reasonable to spend some time with them.’

			Katie nods, distracted as the extra officers she’d requested, four of them in total, follow the same path across the lawns the dog handlers took, one of them spotting her and gesturing towards the front of the house. She checks her phone and frowns, then looks over at Chris who nods, passing her his notebook and the chewed pen before he leaves the room. 

			‘Where’s he going?’ Max asks. ‘Have they found something?’

			Something? 

			Katie closes the notebook on Chris’s sketch and sits down beside Max. ‘So you went to bed alone on your tenth wedding anniversary because your wife chose her friends over you? Friends you hadn’t invited. One you’d never met and the other you didn’t like.’

			‘Yes, I suppose in essence that’s right, but—’ Max looks at the kitchen door as it clicks shut, voices the other side. ‘Can you tell me what’s happening, please?’ He’s polite but his irritation is clear, his jaw set. 

			‘Did you argue with your wife?’ Katie asks, ignoring his question. 

			‘We had words, but that doesn’t mean—’

			‘And you didn’t think it was strange when she didn’t come to bed all night?’ 

			Max opens his mouth to speak but then Chris rushes back in, his face full of barely contained anticipation as he skids to a halt just inside the door and beckons Katie towards him. 

			She grabs her coat from the back of the chair, still damp, and exchanges a few whispered words with Chris, the detective’s large frame then barring Max’s exit as she slips out. 

			She can hear Max calling to her as she walks down the long, dimly lit corridor, but by the time she’s across the rug that covers the wide entrance hall he’s been silenced. The front door is opened for her by a uniformed officer, the stone steps wet and slippy as she quickly descends. Then she’s running, towards the fork in the drive that leads to the outbuildings. 

		

	
		
			Nine Months Later . . . 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			
Don’t You Trust Me?

			The number of hits on the Herald’s carefully curated website is particularly poor this afternoon, the digits on the large screen above our desks flicking from 373 to 375, then back again. It’s mesmeric, addictive if you’re not careful. Held to ransom by a random target we rarely, if ever, meet. Let alone exceed. 

			‘Five hundred is unrealistic,’ Simon remarks, pausing to look up, his quick fingers temporarily suspended above his keyboard. ‘Best to ignore it, Seren.’

			Beneath the disappointing number, today’s stories are listed in descending popularity, Simon’s, about a spilt tanker of milk, the most popular by some way. Mine, a continuing saga of missed refuse collections, is much further down the ‘hit parade’ as our editor lamely refers to it; Theo’s quip amusing him each time. 

			‘Yeah, totally unrealistic,’ I reply, closing my laptop. ‘We could do with a serial killer moving into the area.’

			Simon laughs, remarking that if I’d wanted a regular supply of murders and kidnappings I’ve chosen the wrong paper. It’s another recycled gag, but I smile as I get up, stretching out my back and shoulders and circling my neck to ease out the writer’s stoop I fear I’m developing. There was a time – only last summer in fact, when I joined the Herald as a junior reporter fresh out of university and full of idealistic nonsense – I’d have been shocked by the gallows humour of the news desk. Now I’m the one cracking the bad taste jokes. 

			‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ I tell him, picking up my heavy shoulder bag and shoving my laptop inside.

			‘Fingers crossed for some bad news,’ he says, typing again. ‘Serial killers beware, Seren’s on the case!’

			I rush past our editor’s glass-fronted office, purposefully staring at my phone. Theo will hold me up by at least ten minutes, maybe more, and whilst his advice is always appreciated, I’m ready to call it a night. I’m within touching distance of the double doors when I hear, ‘Seren! Got a minute?’

			I could swear he does it on purpose, counting to ten after he spots me dashing past. I catch our receptionist’s eye as I turn back and Lynda returns to her apparent absorption in last week’s print edition, fanning out copies on her desk. 

			‘Seren!’ Theo booms again.

			Simon hasn’t looked up, but I notice Fran, our deputy editor, has spotted my about-turn, watching as I open Theo’s office door. I swallow a catch in the back of my throat as the smoky air hits me. Our esteemed leader is seated behind his enormous and wildly messy desk, a stubby cigar held between his gritted teeth. ‘Ah, there you are, Seren! Glad I caught you.’

			‘You know you’re not allowed to smoke in the office.’ I point a finger at him and waggle it from side to side. ‘Apart from the fact it’s illegal, Fran will totally lose her shit if she catches you again. She’s not looking happy as it is.’

			The threat of Fran’s disapproval is enough to prompt Theo to remove the cigar, although he doesn’t extinguish it, balancing the fat wodge of tobacco on the edge of an overflowing ashtray nestling amongst the scrunched sheaves of paper in an open drawer beside him. Smoke curls a thin line into the polluted air, a snake uncoiling from its basket as he mutters something about not giving a flying fuck what his deputy editor thinks, he’s in charge around here. 

			‘Looking for something?’ I ask as I take the seat opposite him.

			He’s squinting at the clutter on his desk. His refusal to adopt the paperless system Fran favours is also a cause of much contention. ‘I run a bloody newspaper, woman! Paper is my business.’ Trouble is, it isn’t a ‘paper’ any more, the weekly edition our only physical output since the Herald became a predominantly digital publication, much to Theo’s disgust. ‘I had it right here . . .’ he says, rummaging through the piles of files and printed documents. 

			I retrieve his glasses from beneath a crumpled disposable napkin and hold out the silver-rimmed frames. ‘Try these.’

			He frowns, snatching them out of my hand as he gestures towards the television on the wall, the sound switched off. ‘You been following this?’ he asks, sliding on his specs. ‘Terrible business.’ 

			The five o’clock local news is on, a short segment after the national headlines and before the weather, the rolling banner across the bottom of the screen captioning a familiar photo of a girl wearing the uniform of a nearby comprehensive school. I tell him how I really need to go now but Theo shushes me, turning up the volume to listen to the distraught parents’ appeal for any information about their adopted daughter, thirteen-year-old Emily Plant. I’ve seen the photo many times in the months since I joined the Herald, the details of her disappearance already well known to me. Another tragedy to absorb and compartmentalise as best as I can. If the last seven months have taught me anything it’s that despite all advice to the contrary, sometimes it’s best to look away. I start tapping on my phone, scrolling through social media for anything interesting to write about tomorrow. When I look up a female reporter is talking directly to camera, her red lips moving soundlessly as Theo mutes the programme again. 

			‘Poor bastards,’ he says, grimacing at me. ‘The parents, I mean.’ He roots around in his paperwork again as I fidget. ‘Ah, here it is.’ He holds up a printed sheet of A4. ‘I’ve had an email from Max Blake.’ Theo waits for some indication I know who he means, but I’ve never heard of the guy. ‘Bestselling author,’ he prompts, an upwards inflection in his voice as if he were asking me a question. ‘Local man, philanthropist, writes thrillers. Ring any bells?’

			‘Oh, actually,’ I say, holding up a pointed finger. ‘I think my dad reads his stuff. He’s a big deal, right?’ 

			Theo sighs. ‘God, Seren, you’re so bloody young. Yes, he’s a very big deal.’

			‘Trashy stuff, badly written?’

			‘I quite like his books myself.’ Theo takes off his glasses and rubs at his eyes, producing a squelching sound that turns my stomach. ‘The point is, his wife disappeared nine months ago. I assume you remember that? It was, as you say, a big deal.’ I shrug, and Theo rolls his eyes. ‘I know you’re relatively new to this, Seren, but he’s a big celebrity, and this story was only last May. When did you join us?’

			‘Two months after that.’

			‘And you didn’t have access to the internet in deepest Wales?’

			The tease is an old favourite of his, but he knows I haven’t lived at home full-time for years. Not since I left for university. Although he has no concept why I’ve barely visited since I moved here, keeping my distance from the seaside town in South Wales where I grew up. 

			I skimmed over my personal circumstances at my interview, concerned that the inevitable questions about triggers and overlaps, coupled with my age and lack of experience, might affect my application, although academically I was well qualified for the position of Junior Reporter. In truth my reticence was probably more to do with my obsessive need to keep my backstory private. The only person round here who knows everything is my flatmate, Izzy, and that was forced on me. 

			‘Seren? Are you listening?’ Theo passes across an old copy of the Herald, dated Monday, 29th May last year. It’s a thin volume, the paper printed daily back then. 

			I read aloud Simon’s uninspired headline: ‘Local Author’s Wife Goes Missing’. 

			‘Read it,’ Theo instructs me. ‘All of it!’

			‘“Julia Blake, twenty-eight, was reported missing from their Gloucestershire home by her husband, bestselling author Max Blake, forty-seven, yesterday morning.”’ I look up. ‘Wow, that’s a big age gap!’ 

			Theo directs me back to the rest of the article and I scan it quickly.

			. . . investigation into the circumstances of Mrs Blake’s disappearance from Brooke House late on Saturday night . . . police tape everywhere, and dogs . . . Detective Sergeant Katherine Ingles . . . ‘At this difficult time, we ask that the family’s privacy be respected . . . painstaking work.’ Julia was wearing a long ‘floaty’ dress in bright colours . . . no coat or jacket . . .

			I finish and push the newspaper towards him. ‘And they still haven’t found her, the author’s wife?’

			‘No body and no developments for months,’ Theo replies. ‘Early on they found evidence of foul play in an outbuilding, but I—’

			‘Oooh, what evidence?’ I ask, leaning forward so my elbows rest on the edge of his desk.

			‘Julia’s blood,’ he says. ‘But before you jump to any conclusions, there was nothing to pin it directly to Max, and that’s off the record about the blood.’ Theo taps the side of his nose, protective of his sources, although I know he’s good mates with the DI, a fellow golfer. Personally, I don’t see the point unless you can use the information, but Theo loves the fact he’s ‘in the know’. 

			‘The investigation ground to a halt after a few weeks,’ he tells me as he crushes the lit end of his cigar into the ashtray. ‘The official line was the investigation was ongoing, but I think the police just hit a wall. No new leads, plenty of cul-de-sacs, and a million other demands on their time. Or maybe there’s something I don’t know.’

			‘But he killed her, surely?’ I say. ‘Her blood was found. Seems pretty damning evidence.’

			‘He was arrested, but never charged.’ Theo sighs and points the remote at the television, switching off the silent weather report. ‘OK, full disclosure; Max is sort of an acquaintance of mine. Well, to be honest we go way back.’

			I nod, knowing this means nothing. Theo’s been the editor of the Herald for over a decade and a reporter for almost twenty years before that. He keeps everyone on his radar, mentally logging details he might one day need, an inside track to possible future exclusives. It’s a tragedy his talents are largely wasted in this genteel, relatively crime-free town, especially now the paper is reliant on the whims of the click-bait generation. We haven’t spoken about it much but I know he’s worried about his future, as well as the prospects for his beloved Herald. 

			‘I met Max when his first book came out,’ Theo explains. ‘Must have been, gosh maybe eighteen, nineteen years ago.’ His tired eyes skim the ceiling as he tries to recall the date. ‘Back then he was happy with a review in the Herald. How times change.’ He sighs. ‘We’ve always covered his attendances at any local functions, first as a single man then later with Julia, of course. She was much younger than him, as you spotted. You can imagine the comments when he first introduced her to everyone, she was barely eighteen.’ He shakes his head at the thought of Mrs Max Blake.

			I look at the blank television screen and then back to Theo, wondering where this is going and how long it might take. Theo loves to tell a story and normally I don’t mind, but I’m starving and my feet ache. ‘Sounds like you knew her pretty well.’

			‘No, not really. Max was more our friend. Although my wife did have a soft spot for Julia.’ He stops talking and pulls a corner of his shirt free of his waistband and wipes his glasses. ‘We were sometimes on the same table as the Blakes for charity dinners, and we were at their house the night Julia went missing.’

			‘Shit!’ Now he has my attention. 

			‘Yes, quite.’ Max raises an eyebrow. ‘We were invited for dinner along with two other couples to celebrate the Blakes’ tenth wedding anniversary. It was a bit awkward, to be honest, especially for Jonny, Max’s book editor; they still had to work together, after all.’ 

			‘Why was it so awkward?’

			‘Julia was goading Max, as usual, drinking too much and saying she was bored. Then two of her friends turned up from London. Max didn’t seem to know they were coming. Their celebrations normally went on into the early hours, but Max made it obvious he wanted the rest of us to leave, so we did. Nicky was worried, said she had a bad feeling about it all, but what can you do?’ Theo looks up as if he’s just recalled I’m here. 

			‘I wonder why Max stayed with her, she sounds a right—’ I stop myself before I say any more. The woman is probably dead. 

			‘Look them up, the Blakes, I mean,’ Theo tells me. I nod, but only to keep him happy, my stomach grumbling. ‘There’s loads of coverage,’ he says, oblivious to my waning interest. ‘We ran the story until it was bled dry, which as you can imagine didn’t do much for my friendship with Max.’

			‘No, I don’t suppose it did,’ I reply, glancing at the door. 

			‘Am I keeping you, Seren?’ he asks, regarding me over his glasses.

			‘Sorry, no. You were saying you’d lost touch?’

			‘Yes, but it wasn’t just me. Max has retreated from all public life.’

			‘You think he killed her?’

			‘No, I don’t. He completely adored her.’

			‘And she loved him back?’ I ask, a spark of curiosity flaring as I imagine Max’s tragic and troubled trophy wife.

			Theo shrugs. ‘I can’t imagine Max was easy to live with.’

			‘I should get going,’ I say, standing up. The mint gathering dust in the bottom of my bag is calling to me. 

			‘He’s asked to meet you, Seren,’ Theo announces as I reach the door. ‘First time he’s agreed to speak publicly since Julia went missing.’

			I spin back. ‘Me? I don’t understand.’

			‘I know. It’s unbelievable. Ah, here it is!’ He passes a printed email across his desk. ‘Read it for yourself.’ 

			The message is carefully worded, a little pretentious and verbose, but undeniably articulate. I pause after the first paragraph and sink into the chair again. ‘How would he even know I exist?’ 

			Theo leans over and taps the sheet of paper. ‘No bloody attention span, you millennials. I blame smartphones.’

			I read to the end and look up, still confused. ‘He liked the article I wrote about missing persons? Is that true? That was nothing, a few paragraphs. I barely scratched the surface.’

			‘I’ve asked him much the same thing, although not in so many words, but the truth is, Seren, I don’t want to overly question Max’s choice. He’s outright refused to be interviewed by me, or anyone since Julia vanished, but whatever his motives, he’s changed his mind and feels he can talk. I’m not going to say no, unless . . .’

			‘Unless what?’

			‘Unless you tell me it’s not for you. But we need this story, Seren. You understand that, don’t you?’

			‘I’m going to interview a murderer!’ I reply, sitting up and grinning manically at Theo. 

			‘Um, hang on a minute. Let’s not jump to any conclusions here. Max was devoted to Julia.’ He catches my eye, and apparently my train of thought. ‘And don’t tell me that makes it even more likely he was involved. I know the stats, but I also know Max.’

			I start listing high-profile cases where relatives have made emotional pleas for loved ones they know have come to harm, often at their own hands. Who knows why – maybe to deflect attention, or to appease detectives who suspect them of wrongdoing. It’s a common phenomenon. Love, rage, jealousy; all powerful motivators. 

			‘Yes, that is of course sadly true,’ Theo concedes. ‘And if you’d rather not interview him, I completely understand.’ 

			Something in Theo’s tone sets off alarm bells. I study him more closely, setting aside my excitement to work out what’s going on here that I don’t understand. ‘Don’t you trust me to do this?’

			‘Of course I do,’ he replies, waving away my doubts with a flick of his hand. ‘But if it makes you feel uncomfortable in any way, then so be it.’

			‘I’ve said I’ll do it,’ I reply, still puzzled by Theo’s reticence. He’s probably worried it’s too much responsibility on my young shoulders, or maybe he’s nervous in case he’s misjudged his former friend. Either way, there’s no way I’m refusing. ‘I can’t believe Max asked for me by name,’ I add, keen to move on. 

			‘No, neither can I,’ Theo says. ‘But it was a good piece, Seren. It truly was.’

			I poured my broken heart into the article I wrote for the printed edition, my first proper opinion piece and a subject still so raw I’d wondered why I pushed for the opportunity once it was finally granted to me. The reaction to it had been good, but fleeting. I’d thought all my hard work had been for nothing, my words about the tragic and often unresolved cases of missing persons and the devastating fall-out for those left behind quickly forgotten. Tomorrow’s chip paper, as they say. But now this. Theo picks up the email from Max to quote a line aloud. ‘Seren’s beautiful articulation of the pain of unresolved loss resonated with me.’ He takes off his glasses and sighs. ‘Now, the practicalities. The house is extremely remote. I tried to persuade him out, suggested you meet him for coffee or lunch in town, but he claims he’s far too busy. I can go with you if you’d like, just for the first meeting?’

			‘No, there’s clearly a difficult history between you.’

			‘Max and I aren’t sworn enemies, Seren. He understands that I had a job to do; nothing personal.’

			‘I’ll be fine. It’s not like he’s a serial killer! Not that I’d say no to that, either.’ I stop talking, giddy now with anticipation. ‘He really asked for me? This is amazing.’ 

			I spot Simon walking towards Theo’s office, his brow furrowed as he mouths at me, ‘I thought you’d gone home?’ 

			Theo raises a hand to stop him and Simon turns back at the door. 

			‘I don’t want to upset anyone,’ I say, watching as he walks off. Simon is senior to me, with many years of experience, and Fran, as she often reminds me, is Theo’s second-in-command.

			‘You’re going to have to toughen up, Seren,’ he tells me. ‘This is a cut-throat business. You think Fran or Simon would hesitate if Max asked for them?’

			Theo turns his chair to the shelf behind him and studies the piles of books and magazines, extracting a thick hardback and passing it to me. The book jacket is black and red, a flame licking up from the bottom of the glossy cover. I read the blurb on the back, something about an anti-government plot and the one man who can foil it, despite insurmountable odds. Inside, the middle-aged author looks out from a posed headshot, his gaze caught by something in the middle-distance. He’s trying a bit too hard in his trendy leather jacket and open-collar shirt, but there’s a handsomeness to his smooth-skinned expression, and the blue eyes are startling in their colour and intensity. 

			‘Homework,’ Theo tells me, waving the book away when I try to return it. ‘Read it! And everything else you can before you meet him tomorrow.’

			‘Tomorrow?’

			‘Yes, eleven a.m. sharp! Max suggested after five-thirty, but I said no, you were only available in the day. It’s a bugger of a place to find, even in the light. Fine once you know it, but there’s no house sign or any landmarks to speak of.’ He scribbles the address on a Post-it note and talks me through an indecipherable map he fashions on the reverse side, sticking it on Max’s book. ‘And do your research on his backlist too, Seren. These literary types love to be flattered.’

			I reassure him I can do this, it’s my job after all, but Theo is in full flow, warning me not to be intimidated by Max Blake’s celebrity. ‘Remember you’re there to do your job. Impress him with your professionalism, but it’s a delicate matter, it will take skill and time to draw him out; long as you need. And if you have any concerns at all—’

			‘I’ll be fine.’ I tuck the book under my elbow, the note fluttering to the carpet. ‘Like I said,’ I tell him, bobbing down to retrieve the bright blue slip of paper, ‘it’s my job.’

			‘I mean it, Seren.’ He clears his throat. ‘You have to set the right tone, from the start. Don’t let him—’

			‘Let him what?’ 

			‘No, it’s fine.’ He smiles again. ‘I trust you.’

			His words would be more encouraging if his focus wasn’t directed to the news desk where Fran is chatting to Simon. Theo takes out his heavy silver lighter to balance it between the fingers and thumb of his left hand. The wrinkled skin pouches around his old-fashioned signet ring as he lights the cut end of a fresh cigar, a fizz and hiss as the tobacco crisps and curls. Theo is impossible at times, and not just the cigars. His private education informs both his views and his accent so he can appear pompous and overbearing, but he’s been good to me, taking me under his wing and treating me more like a daughter than a junior. I’m not sure how I’d have coped without his kindness. 

			‘Don’t worry about those two,’ Theo says. ‘I’ll buy Simon a pint and explain to him. He’s a decent chap, bound to see sense once I put him straight. The story comes first, remember, and this is a bloody big deal for the Herald, not just you.’

			‘And Fran?’

			‘She’s not in charge!’ Theo blusters. ‘I am!’

			His outburst sends me to the door, but he stops me again before I leave. ‘No one knows what happened to Julia that night,’ he says, serious now. ‘Go to Brooke House with an open mind, Seren, but take care of yourself, OK?’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
Please Come Home

			It’s a pleasant change to get home in the light, the days finally drawing out after the short and perennially grey months of winter, although it’s still a few weeks’ slog before spring. Finding a parking space outside our apartment improves my mood further. Even my damaged wing mirror, the parcel tape not holding well in the dank February weather, can’t dampen my excitement. The idea of interviewing a celebrity author in his grand country home is electrifying, ideas and questions already fizzing around my brain, but the reality of being in a remote house with a possible wife-killer is also panic-inducing. I try to rationalise the risk. Theo must think it’s safe or he would never send me there alone, and even if Max did kill his wife in a fit of rage or jealousy, he has no reason to harm me. 

			I slam the car door twice before it’s flush with the scratched paintwork then take a deep lungful of air and cross the wide pavement towards our apartment. The Georgian architecture round here is beautiful. Even on a drizzly day like today the tall, honey-coloured houses manage to look regal. They’re mainly converted into apartments, some now repurposed as bars or shops too, but they must have originally been built as substantial family homes, filled with affluence and the scuttle of servitude. I’d assumed I wouldn’t be able to afford the inflated rentals this area commands – exclusive and elegant and within walking distance of town and work, although I always drive – but here I am, living the dream. The letting agent’s warning that the small, top-floor two-bed had a bath, but no shower, and was already occupied by a ‘bubbly girl’, should have alerted me to the compromise I was about to make, but in many ways it’s been the opposite of that . . . with a few caveats. 

			The first time my parents met Izzy was when they brought the last of my belongings from home; the bigger items I hadn’t managed in my tiny car. I’d acclimatised to Iz’s eclectic fashion sense by then, barely noticed it in fact, but she was looking particularly striking that day, her exercise gear clinging to her curves, her hair, electric pink at the time, corkscrewed into tight curls, her calves bare above shiny red Doc Marten boots. Seeing her through the filter of my traditional parents only amplified the impact. I’d immediately sensed my father’s discomfort as he dropped the case he was carrying and extended a hand to introduce himself. Iz, being Iz, pulled him into a bear hug followed by a double-kiss. Mum was treated to the same, but soon we were all laughing, Mum’s hand flying to her mouth as she listened to Iz’s account of her ineptitude at ‘Boxercise’ and her desperate desire to lose ‘at least three stone’. Izzy was, as I recall, eating a chunky Kit-Kat at the time. I was immeasurably grateful for my new friend’s presence, breathing life and laughter into our unlikely gathering. Then she said to Mum, ‘I don’t know how you do it, Mrs Spencer. You know, carry on as normal. The not-knowing must be terrible.’ The room froze, Mum’s mask of happiness falling away. Dad whisked her back down the stairs with rushed goodbyes, Izzy open-mouthed and clearly mortified. 

			‘They don’t like to talk about it,’ I told Iz once the door to the street had slammed shut. It had made us both jump, although it was probably a gust of wind that caught it. 

			I unlock the heavy door now, almost tripping over Izzy’s floral bike as I side-step into the cramped inner hall, the wicker basket digging into me as I squeeze past. The bike has never to my knowledge been moved, Izzy’s qualms about the size of the ‘tiny’ saddle insurmountable, it would seem. The stairs to the second-floor landing are steep and unlit, the bulb inaccessible and therefore perennially waiting to be changed. Despite the near total darkness I always run up the first flight, familiar with the turn at the top past a locked door – Laure, the owner of the bridal shop below and also our landlady, keeps swathes of fabric and unsold stock inside – then up again, thud-thud-thud, until I reach our landing, barely room to turn the key in the door before I stumble inside. 

			The apartment is empty, but despite the promise of a quiet hour or two to get on with some work, a heavy sigh escapes me. It’s not a large space for two people to share which is why I feel it’s essential we keep it tidy. I step across the discarded clothes and wet towels draped and dropped around the sitting room, and suck in a deep breath. Two storeys below our front window, the street is quiet. Too early for the bars to be filling up for the evening and too late for the shops to be open, just the odd pedestrian or car. People going about their lives unaware they’re observed. I drag myself away, collecting up mugs from the coffee table, which leave faded rings behind them. The irony is Izzy spends her days clearing tables at the café on the corner, which probably explains her apathy at home. 

			The kitchenette is even messier, congealed fat in the grill pan and toast crumbs strewn across the counter, as if Izzy has been feeding an imaginary flock of birds in here. Dumping everything in the crowded sink, I run hot water and squeeze washing-up liquid over the dirty dishes. ‘Beans or soup?’ I ask the silence, peering in my almost empty food cupboard. I open a can of Cream of Tomato, a satisfying stream of bright orange liquid filling my mug. Max’s book in my hand, I lean against the bubble-filled sink as the soup turns in slow circles around the microwave. There’s definitely something unsettling about the intensity of Max’s gaze, but it’s a publicity shot. I’ll reserve judgement until I meet him in person. 

			Propping my laptop against my knees, my feet lifted to the table in front of the sofa, I type Julia’s name one-handed. The hot soup burns the tip of my tongue, my taste buds swelling in protest, but I’m soon lost in a rabbit hole of research, tabs open in a line across the top of the screen. Theo was right, there are plenty of photos of the Blakes to look at, one cropping up more than most, taken at a New Year’s Eve ball just a few months before she vanished. Julia is in a long black dress, plunging neckline, blond hair in an effortless up-do. Max is beside her in a dinner suit, both of them smiling at the camera; the perfect couple. Although, if you look closer . . . I click on the image, enlarging it. Julia’s smile is forced, as if she’s displeased to be there, and Max could be her father, despite his attempts at sharp dressing and the subtle highlights in his greying hair. 

			Next I log on to a press cuttings website and search for any news clippings of the Blakes. The media seemed to treat Julia as an appendage to her celebrity spouse before she went missing, notable only for her youth and beauty, if she’s mentioned at all. One article briefly references her fundraising efforts, but the accompanying photo shows Max deploying giant scissors whilst Julia hovers uneasily in the background. 

			The emphasis changes after Julia disappears, an explosion of media interest in Max’s missing wife. The same black-tie photo is overused but cropped down to show only Julia’s plunging outfit and beautifully made-up face; a simple but impressively large single-stone diamond pendant revealed in the detail. Julia’s confident if posed smile seems to highlight her vulnerability this time, although it’s the same image I’d studied before.

			The particulars of the night she vanished are repetitively churned, both in the Herald and national media, although Theo’s insider information about Julia’s blood being found in an outbuilding has never been made public as far as I can tell. That hasn’t stopped the collective finger of blame pointing to Max, sources ‘close to the couple’ recounting tales of epic arguments and a deeply flawed relationship. Then again, there’s always a ‘friend’ willing to dish the dirt when prompted by the prospect of temporary fame or cold hard cash. 

			I consider my tepid soup. I was starving earlier but the thought of Julia’s spattered blood has put me off my supper. I’m still typing up my notes when I hear a familiar and heavy footfall coming up the stairs. 

			Izzy is wearing every primary colour: a red tee-shirt, blue joggers and a yellow beanie hat. She’s sweaty, loud, and impossible to ignore as she flops down on the sofa beside me. My laptop bobs dangerously on my knees, her boobs doing the same beneath her inadequate sports bra. I steady my laptop with one hand and push Iz away with the other as she tries to read what I’ve been writing. ‘Izzy, don’t! You know I hate that.’ 

			‘I need a beer.’ She jumps up, the sofa lifting. ‘Want one?’

			I raise an eyebrow and she laughs, always quick to mock my preference for ‘a nice glass of Merlot’. ‘You’re bloody posh for a Welsh girl!’

			‘Are you still working?’ she asks, heading to the kitchenette. ‘Or dare I hope you’ve finally signed up to that dating app I sent you?’ 

			‘How was Body Pump?’ I ask, looking over the back of the sofa. ‘Any luck tonight?’ 

			She screws up her nose, then bends down to reach into the fridge, her knees clicking loudly. ‘Nah, that instructor is definitely straight.’ Izzy twists the top off a bottle of beer and takes a foamy gulp. ‘She didn’t look my way once, even when I fell on my arse and dropped the F-bomb.’ 

			I laugh, then make a sad face. 

			‘Don’t worry,’ Iz tells me. ‘I’ll win her round.’

			‘I’m sure you will, but what about Dom? Is that all over?’ I ask hopefully. 

			I totally respect Iz’s fluid sexuality but I find it hard to see what it is about Dom that attracts her; beyond his obvious beauty. He’s mean-spirited and he uses her, which makes him rather ugly in my opinion. 

			‘Nah, still seeing him but we keep it casual,’ she replies, descending quickly, beer sloshing down her sweatshirt. 

			I close my laptop and forgive her clumsiness, if not her allegiance to Dom. Her presence is always reassuring, the darkness that can appear from nowhere and threaten to engulf me pushed aside by Izzy’s infectious optimism. She brushes at the damp patch on her top, pulling it away from her chest to peer at the damage, then she downs the rest of the beer in one go, her bright pink lips clamped around the neck of the cold bottle, her throat pulsating, a satisfied grin when she’s done. 

			‘Good?’ I ask, smiling back. 

			‘It’s all you need, isn’t it?’ She raises the emptied bottle in front of us. ‘A beer, friends, family.’ She glances at me, realising her mistake, but she hasn’t offended me. I just wish my life was as simple as hers. 

			Whilst Izzy jumps in the bath, a good decision, I return to my research, trawling the web for more references to the Blakes, but only finding endless links to Max’s thrillers. Theo was right, Max is a big deal, his books translated into every conceivable language. I recognise some of the covers, tucked-away memories of bookstore displays I must have passed when I was shopping with Mum and Dad on a Saturday morning, or maybe when I was older and kicking around town with Evan. Not that my ex-fiancé shared my love of literature, he was more likely to read DIY manuals than fiction. ‘Opposites attract,’ Mum used to say, long after the engagement had ended. She and Dad are carved from the same piece of driftwood, but not everyone is that lucky.

			I sit back and chew my nail, wondering where else I can look for the Blakes, although Izzy’s bath-time attempts at ‘I Will Always Love You’, the Whitney version, are proving distracting. 

			Facebook yields little information – no personal profile for Max other than a faceless author page promoting his books and advertising signings now long passed. Julia has also resisted the lure of social media, but I do find a dedicated page for the college she attended in central London to study photography. Theo gave me the college’s name when I’d emailed him earlier to ask if he had any background information on Julia that might be helpful to me. ‘Be careful,’ he’d told me in his reply. ‘Keep your enquiries discreet.’

			I search through the lists of past students, but can’t spot a Moresley, her maiden name. I decide to post a comment, asking if anyone remembers Julia or might have kept in touch, hoping someone will reply. 

			I’m still scrolling through when Izzy emerges in her giraffe onesie, a towel wrapped around her bright blue hair, Smurf-like fronds clinging to her make-up-free face. 

			‘You should go to bed, Seren. You look tired,’ she says, a cloud of talcum powder dusting my laptop screen as she leans over the back of the sofa. ‘Facebook? Is that what you call work these days?’

			‘Yes, I do, actually. What time is it?’

			‘Almost eleven.’ 

			‘Really? I had no idea it had got so late.’ 

			I stretch my arms above my head and haul myself up whilst Izzy hovers in the manner of one of her customers waiting for a table. Then she fashions a pillow from her damp towel and lies down in the space I’ve vacated, shifting on to her side as she picks up the remote and starts flicking through the channels, her blue hair fanned beneath her like radioactive seaweed. 

			‘You should get some rest too,’ I tell her, scooping up my empty mug and her discarded beer bottle. ‘Are you opening up the café tomorrow?’

			‘Nah. I’m on twelve till four.’ She sighs. ‘I need to look for something new, babe. That place is doing my head in.’ 

			I nod, but she’s been saying the same for months. 

			‘You OK?’ she asks, looking up at me. ‘You seem . . . on edge?’

			‘Thing is,’ I tell her, a thumb jabbed in the top of her beer bottle, my laptop clamped under my elbow, ‘I’ve got a big interview tomorrow, an exclusive.’

			‘That’s so exciting!’ She sits up. ‘Anyone famous?’

			Izzy always imbues my work with a level of excitement and glamour it doesn’t warrant, but for once I can justify some of that expectation. 

			‘Max Blake, he’s an—’

			‘Max Blake, oh my God! Are you joking?’ Izzy thuds towards her bedroom, rummaging around noisily before she emerges with tattered paperback copies of three of Max’s books. ‘I’ve got more, do you think he’d sign them for me?’

			‘I guess I could ask.’ I take the books and Izzy jumps over the arm of the sofa to land heavily on the cushions, an ominous crack sounding somewhere beneath her. She looks up at me, her eyes wide. 

			‘Did you break something?’ I ask, placing the books, mug, bottle and laptop on to the table before crouching down to feel for any damage.

			‘Fuck, Seren,’ Izzy says, tapping me on my back so I look up. ‘He killed his wife, didn’t he?’ 

			‘No one knows that, not really,’ I say, getting up. ‘They’ve never found a body.’

			Izzy stares up at me, a rare moment of stillness. ‘No, I guess not, but even so . . .’

			‘All part of the job,’ I tell her, walking towards my bedroom with as much swagger as I can muster. 

			‘Don’t forget my books,’ she calls after me, holding them up.

			The call comes in the hour before first light, as they often do, although I don’t register the time as I sit up and stare blank-eyed at the screen. The number is withheld, no response at the other end when I whisper a hello. The silence sounds familiar, unrecognisable to anyone but me, nothing more than a held breath. I wait, preserving the connection for as long as possible, listening for clues: the swell of the sea, or the roar of a road, someone calling his name. I close my eyes and try to imagine his face, fading too quickly from my memories, the sharpness of recall smudged by time. I imagine limbs dusted with sand, beads of sweat across a tanned forehead. He’s older, more confident. I keep my voice low and say, ‘I love you, please come home.’ 

			There’s a soft click at the other end and the call ends.

			I turn away from the widening band of light that travels across the carpet then up the bed. Izzy rattles through the door at speed, her arms thrown around my shoulders. She’s telling me it will all be fine. I need some rest, that’s all. Then I’ll feel better. Everything is at its worst in the middle of the night. She smells of sleep and beer and talc and shampoo: fusty and warm beneath her onesie, her chest squashed against mine. I pull away and wipe my eyes. ‘It’s him, Iz. I know it is.’

			She inclines her head and stands up, pausing in the doorway before she leaves. ‘You need to tell the police, Seren. These calls have been going on long enough.’
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