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About the Book


When the bodies of missing schoolgirls start turning up, former DCI Kate Burrows is dragged out of retirement.


A new Grantley serial killer is in town and DCI Annie Carr turns to Kate for help.


She welcomes the distraction from her home life with former gangster, Patrick Kelly, whose long lost son has appeared out of the blue, bringing trouble with him.


It soon becomes clear the killer is on their doorstep and as the body count grows, Kate and Annie face a race against the clock.


But they have no real leads . . . and there’s more to these murders than meets the eye. Can Kate take the killer down before another schoolgirl dies?
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2015


It was hot.


A real August day when the sun felt relentless and the air was filled with the screaming of seagulls. The landfill site in Essex was busier than ever, with the endless stream of trucks queuing up to unload their cargo. The noise of the gulls amid the constant sounds of earthmovers and lorries was so loud the ground workers had to shout to be heard above it.


But it was the stench that was the workers’ main gripe. The combination of rotting vegetation, the wasted food mixed in with household chemicals and the carcasses of dead animals was even more potent in the burning heat. It never ceased to amaze the ground-force workers what people threw out without a backward glance. Dogs, cats, puppies – even the occasional exotic pet, such as a snake, and once a three-foot iguana – had been found dumped in with the household waste. One of the old-timers remembered finding a newborn baby years before, its tiny foot poking out of a Tesco carrier bag. Oh, there were plenty of gruesome tales to tell in the pubs they frequented. Rubbish had a strange fascination for the people who dealt with it. They might be nicknamed ‘shit shifters’, among other things, but they shared a camaraderie that was well worth the ridicule.


On the plus side, many had found expensive objects over the years too; it was astounding what people inadvertently threw away. Jewellery, bundled-up money and wallets along with designer handbags and expensive electrical items – iPads, iPods, phones – the list was endless. The less scrupulous of the men would quietly pocket their finds while others took them straight to the offices in case people were looking for them.


Today was a Tuesday, a particularly busy day for them as the rubbish accumulated over two weeks in thousands of households was unloaded to be crushed and buried. Among the mass of waste, the rats were as brave as gladiators and the men had long learned to ignore them. Like the gulls they were an inescapable part of the job. Big bastards and all, some of them. Alongside them were often scavengers of the human variety – Eastern Europeans who scoured the place looking for anything of value. They were chased away regularly, but were soon inevitably back looking for stuff to sell or reuse. It was heartbreaking but the men knew they had to scare them off, especially the children – this was no place for kids. It was often a losing battle, as they continued finding them there bright and early, raking over other people’s cast-offs day after day.


Micky Cartwright was one of the oldest men there; he’d been shit shovelling, as he told anyone who would listen, since he left school at fifteen, and he loved it. He had a large skull which still sported a full head of snow-white hair and, as he rolled himself a cigarette this particular morning, he sighed in exasperation. Unlike many of his workforce, Micky was a staunch Britain First supporter, which did not sit well with a lot of the other workers. Especially the men from ethnic backgrounds. There had been more than one complaint about his language and some of his remarks throughout the years. Today, the heat was getting to everyone and tempers were high. He’d thought it best to step out for a bit.


As Micky looked over the site he saw in the distance a figure climbing over the heaped rubbish and wondered how this fucker had managed to get past the others.


Walking back into the Portakabin they used to make tea, he picked up his binoculars – a wonderful find from many years before – and, stepping outside once more into the brilliant sunshine, he looked over to see who this was who’d managed to get in.


As Micky adjusted the binoculars, he wondered if he was actually seeing what he thought he saw. He was so shocked, he continued to watch the shape for a minute or two before running into the site office shouting, ‘Fuck me, lads, you’ve got to see this!’


Putting down their mugs of tea and coffee, the men followed him outside. There was always something going on amid the bustle of a landfill site; it was one of the perks of the job. Micky handed his binoculars to a man called Jeremy Fewster who was the undisputed ganger in charge of the men and their differing duties, depending on his idea of their capabilities. Shovelling shit wasn’t exactly on a par with rocket science but it was a lot more complicated than people on the outside realised.


Jeremy looked at the figure in the distance for a few minutes. Like Micky he didn’t know what to make of it. It was so surreal. All the men on break were now trying to see what had captured so much attention but the sun was glaring down and it was difficult to make out anything from this distance. Jeremy started to give them a rundown on what he could see, as gradually even the men in the earthmovers stopped what they were doing to gawp at the strange sight.


A lone woman of indeterminate age dressed in a patterned sleeveless sundress and a large sunhat, her eyes hidden behind huge sunglasses and wearing a ludicrous pair of bright yellow wellington boots, was gradually making her way to the centre of the tip. She was holding what appeared to be a box or container tightly to her chest as she struggled to get to her destination. Jeremy watched, fascinated, as he could almost feel the power of her determination to do whatever it was she was there for.


When she finally stopped, she stood for a few moments looking around her at the endless sea of rubbish, wiping the sweat from her brow in a very feminine gesture, with the tips of the fingers of her free hand. He knew how difficult it was to walk through rubbish; it wasn’t as easy as you’d think. He watched her steadying herself before she took the lid off the container and started to scatter what looked like ashes all over the refuse around her. He could just make out the satisfied smile on her face as she did it.


‘Well, lads, she’s obviously scattering her old man’s ashes. All I can say is, he had to be some kind of cunt to get this treatment!’


The men were laughing, some not as heartily as others, as guilt and the thought of something like that happening to them was hammered home. But it was definitely another crazy story for the shit shifters to reminisce about as the years rolled on.








For I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sins of the parents to the third and fourth generations of those who hate me


Exodus 20:5–6










Chapter One
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‘See, this is when you are glad to have a pool here. For about five weeks a fucking year it earns its upkeep!’


Patrick Kelly’s voice was jovial but Kate knew that it galled him that their beautiful pool didn’t get much use in Grantley. Still, they had a stunning villa in Spain if they needed the sun and they had also purchased a condo in Florida, as Patrick liked the golf courses out there. Florida was also where George Markham had died – the man who had murdered Patrick’s daughter, Mandy – and she knew that he liked being close to where that evil bastard had met his end. It gave him a small sense of satisfaction. They had a very luxurious lifestyle and Kate enjoyed it more than she thought she should. She couldn’t shake the feeling that it was too opulent, but it was part of Patrick’s make-up. He needed to feel that people could see and admire his success and, in a way, she understood that.


After all these years together, she knew she was lucky to have him; they were growing old together these days, but they were happy. He still had it in him to give women the ‘glad eye’, as he called it, but his roaming days were over. At least she hoped so. She knew he still had his fingers in a lot of dirty-looking pies – Patrick Kelly was never going to be able to go completely straight – but she was retired from the force now, and she had decided that ‘what couldn’t be cured had to be endured’. One of her mum’s old sayings; even now Kate still missed her.


Beverley Collins, their housekeeper, walked out to them where they were sitting on their terrace, smiling as usual. She was a confirmed spinster in her forties with a soft Cork accent and a face that Patrick once said was what his mother would have called ‘unfortunate’. Meaning that she wasn’t exactly a raving beauty, but she was wonderful at her job and that was all that mattered. Also, she had an endearing personality and wasn’t even remotely intrusive. She loved her little independent flat on their property and fitted in with their set-up perfectly.


‘There’s a gentleman here to see you, Pat – won’t give me his name.’


Patrick stood up, scowling. As he dragged on a robe, Kate followed suit. She hoped this wasn’t trouble coming to their door. But after years with Patrick Kelly, Kate suspected that there’d likely be more to this than met the eye. Patrick still loved what he called ‘a bit of skulduggery’.


Unfortunately, that sometimes came back to haunt him.




Chapter Two
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Karen Jones was a small woman with big teeth. Her long dark hair was her best feature as she was well aware. As she cut through the alley that would eventually take her out to the high street, she heard a noise. It was low, guttural, and just the sound of it frightened her. She stopped and listened again. It was quiet now but the noise had ruffled her. She could hear the cars and the bustle of the shopping area, but here in this little alley she suddenly felt a tingling of dread.


She knew she had definitely heard something and, against her will, she started to retrace her steps. At the end of the alley, near where her council flat was, she turned left into the small woods. They were dark even in this sunny weather and, gritting her teeth, she walked carefully, keeping as near to the stone wall as she could. She was taking shallow breaths; she felt as if she had a tight band around her chest preventing her from getting enough air.


The trees were rustling in the breeze, and the sound made her feel even more uneasy, but she carried on slowly, stealthily. Then she looked in the undergrowth and saw a naked leg. That’s when she started screaming.


Her shrieks soon brought her a small crowd and, as one person phoned the police and ambulance services, she was ashamed to see others taking photos with their phones of the naked girl lying there covered in blood.


Taking off her light summer jacket, Karen covered the girl as best she could till the emergency services arrived.




Chapter Three
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Patrick walked into his spacious hallway and saw a man standing there. He was in his late thirties, and he had a powerful air about him, dressed in a well-cut suit and expensive shirt. He was taller than Patrick by a few inches, and he had dark hair and blue eyes. He was what Patrick would describe as ‘well set up’.


In his robe and bare feet Patrick felt at a disadvantage somehow, and that came across in his voice as he barked out, ‘And you are?’


Kate watched silently as the younger man held his hand out in a gesture of friendliness, a small smile on his handsome face.


Patrick ignored the hand of friendship and stood there silently, his eyebrows raised. He opened his arms and said with quiet intensity, ‘Well?’


The man dropped his hand and, shrugging slightly, he said, ‘Do you remember Ruby O’Loughlin?’


Patrick was perplexed at the younger man’s calm tone of voice. He clearly wasn’t in the least intimidated by Patrick and he found that disconcerting, as he did the question.


Kate said gently, ‘Shall we go out to the patio and I’ll get us some tea?’ She had a feeling that the man wasn’t here to cause outright trouble exactly – but she had a sneaky suspicion he was going to cause a lot of consternation.


‘Thank you. That would be lovely.’


The man smiled widely at Kate, and she felt an uneasiness rushing over her. He was smooth all right, she would give him that.


Unable to do anything else, Patrick had no option but to walk back through his opulent home and out on to the patio area. They all sat down on the terrace, and Beverley went off to make the tea.


‘Look, Mr Kelly, I asked you something. Do you remember Ruby O’Loughlin?’


Patrick was bewildered by the younger man’s question. Of course he remembered her – every bloke on his council estate would. ‘I do. A crowd of us grew up together.’


The young man took a deep breath and said quietly, ‘She died last month. Liver cancer.’


‘Well, I’m sorry to hear that, son, of course. But I’m fucked if I know why you are telling me about it.’ Patrick was genuinely baffled.


‘I’m her son, Joseph. And before she died she told me that you were my father.’


The shocked silence was broken by Beverley’s soft Irish brogue as she said hurriedly, ‘I’ll just put the tray here and be off out of it.’




Chapter Four
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DCI Annie Carr looked down at the seriously injured girl and wondered at the terrible things people were capable of.


The doctor, a tall Indian man with soft doe eyes and a clipped British accent, was listing the girl’s injuries. ‘Trauma to the brain, serious head injuries. Broken ribs. Numerous burns, all over her. Genital mutilation. She is all but dead.’


Annie nodded; she had guessed as much. The girl had been pronounced brain dead a few hours earlier. The parents just needed to decide on giving her organs for donation before the machines were switched off.


The rape kit had been brought in earlier, and the swabs and other evidence sent off. Annie would make sure it got back to her ASAP.


They knew who the girl was; her parents had reported her missing two nights earlier. She was fourteen, and it looked like she had been tortured, raped and left for dead. Kylie Barlow wasn’t going anywhere now, that much was for certain, and what was really worrying Annie was that she had a nasty feeling this wasn’t going to be a one-off.


Whoever had done this to the child had planned it meticulously. They were evidently dealing with a dangerous predator, but she would know more after the autopsy. She ran a hand through her short greying hair and sighed heavily.


She hoped to God that she was wrong.




Chapter Five
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‘I beg your pardon? Is this some kind of fucking shakedown?’


Joseph O’Loughlin just looked at him calmly, and that seemed to inflame Patrick even more.


‘Do I look like I’ve got “cunt” tattooed on my forehead, you cheeky little fucker!’ Patrick was visibly getting more and more angry.


Kate grabbed his hand and squeezed it, saying, ‘Let’s calm down, shall we?’


Looking at the man sitting opposite her, she had to admit that he did look a lot like Patrick – and that was making her wonder if there was some credence to this man’s claim.


‘Fucking calm down! He earholes his way into my house – my gaff – and tells me he’s my long-lost son, and you expect me to just swallow it? No way.’


Joseph sighed and said reasonably, ‘Mum said you wouldn’t be too thrilled. And to be frank I’m just here because I was intrigued.’


‘Intrigued, my arse!’


Patrick was staring at the younger man and Kate knew he had to be seeing a younger, fitter version of himself. Because she was.


‘Easy enough to find out.’ Kate’s voice was low, and both the men looked at her as she poured the tea from a silver Georgian teapot. ‘DNA test.’


‘If that’s what you want, I have no problem with it.’ Joseph produced an envelope and pulled out some pictures, which he placed on the table. ‘My mum, God bless her, she was a good old girl.’


Kate saw one was a photo of an attractive woman. On her lap sat two children; both had dark hair and blue eyes like their father. But it was the little girl that Patrick was staring at – it could have been his Mandy at the same age. The same crooked smile and innocent eyes, only his Mandy had been blonder.


‘That’s my son, Joey Junior, and Amanda, my daughter. Bit older now, of course, but I always loved that photo of my mum with them. She doted on them.’


Amanda, Mandy. Patrick felt as if his head was going to explode. He picked up the picture with a shaking hand, and Kate could feel the waves of emotion coming off him.


‘That could be my daughter, Mandy.’ Even all these years later he still couldn’t talk about her without becoming emotional.


It wasn’t just her dying, but the way she died at the hands of the Grantley Ripper. Kate had been the detective in charge of the case and it was how they had met and eventually come together.


Joseph O’Loughlin sipped his tea; he didn’t exactly know how to respond, so he said kindly, ‘She’s seven now, and my boy’s twelve.’


Despite himself Patrick had to ask, ‘What do you do? What’re you into?’


Joseph puffed up as he said proudly, ‘I’m a barrister. I deal with corporate stuff.’


There was a stunned silence for a few moments and then Pat laughed suddenly, saying, ‘Thank fuck for that! That was all I needed – a son who’s a criminal prosecutor.’


The tension broke and they laughed. Then they all became quiet once more, the incongruity of the situation making them realise that there was some serious shit to be considered with this revelation.


‘Why didn’t she ever tell me?’


Joseph shrugged. ‘You know what she was like, self-contained to the last. I also know she could be a bit of a girl when the fancy took her.’


The last remark was said with defiance, and Patrick admired the man’s loyalty to his mother.


‘I wanted for nothing, and she put me through school and university by taking on any jobs she could. She was a wonderful woman – a good laugh – but, Christ, could she be determined! I think I inherited her work ethic, you know? Then, when she knew the end was coming, she told me who my father was. I asked her if she was sure and she said yes. She also said you had been married to a lovely woman called Renée and she could not have upset your home life at the time as it would have been unfair. Said your wife was a nice person who she knew slightly. So, here I am.’


Patrick was aware that Kate’s eyes were boring into the back of his head and he didn’t have the guts to look at her. Instead he was remembering a certain summer when his wife was first ill, and how he had been struggling to cope when Ruby had walked back into his life. It had only lasted a few weeks and he had been glad when he had ended it. The guilt had eaten away at him. That was why the name Ruby had not hit home at first. It had all been so long ago and he had wanted to forget it had ever happened. Now it seemed he had left her with more than a few hundred quid and a promise to keep in touch.


‘Fucking hell.’


Joseph shrugged again. ‘I don’t want anything from you, Mr Kelly. Like I said, I was just intrigued.’


Patrick stared down at the photograph once more; she had aged well, had Ruby. But then she had always taken care of her appearance. She had liked a bit of the other and all, there was no denying that. But it was the children that drew him in here. They could be his flesh and blood, could be his actual family.


It was as if he was being given a second chance somehow. It was too much to take in. Patrick looked into Joseph O’Loughlin’s eyes and wondered if he could really be his son – and what the consequences of such a thing would be on life as he knew it.




Chapter Six
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Dana Barlow and her husband, Eric, stared down at the table. Both were in terrible shock, and Annie Carr could understand that. But she needed to talk to them straightaway.


‘Have you any idea where she could have gone?’


Dana, a small woman with high cheekbones and long dark hair, shook her head vehemently. ‘Like I said before, she just went to school as usual.’


Annie knew that the girl had never reached the school, but that didn’t mean the perpetrator had picked her up that morning. If Kylie was prone to taking days off to be with friends, that could eliminate a lot of possibilities from their enquiries. Give them a starting point, other than ‘stranger danger’, a term Annie loathed. It was rarer than finding a diamond growing on a Labrador. Most children were taken by people they knew and trusted, someone the child had no reason to fear. Like with most rapes, it was rarely an opportunist responsible. It was someone close – either family or family friends.


‘Did Kylie ever play truant?’


They both shook their heads in absolute agreement. ‘No, our Kylie is such a good girl – she’s no trouble. Was no trouble . . .’


Annie heard the pain in their voices; she hated seeing people reduced to this – reduced to talking in the past tense about a loved one. Especially when it was a child.


‘Was there anyone she talked about lately, someone new in her life? Maybe a friend, or even someone she might have come into contact with through you?’


Eric Barlow looked up at her then, as if the enormity of the situation was finally dawning on him. ‘What are you trying to say exactly?’


Annie met his eye as she said seriously, ‘I know this is hard for you both, but you must be honest with me. Have any new people come into your orbit recently? Was Kylie having trouble with anyone, or did she seem worried? I know this is hard, but I really do have to ask these questions.’


Dana Barlow shook her head in anguish. ‘If we knew anything, don’t you think we would tell you?’ She started to cry again.


As Dana’s husband comforted her, Annie sighed heavily and left the room as quietly as she had entered it.


Like most people they had no real idea what their child got up to when she was not with them. That, unfortunately, was real life.




Chapter Seven
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DC Margaret Dole was busy looking through Kylie Barlow’s online accounts. The girl was just fourteen but, judging by her selfie profile shot and the photographs she posted online at regular intervals, she could easily pass for eighteen or older. But that wasn’t unusual these days. Girls had so much access to everything, from cheap clothes to online make-up tutorials, that they were far more sophisticated than anyone really gave them credit for. Parents who weren’t computer literate couldn’t police what their kids were doing. But, from what she had accessed so far, Kylie was the typical teenager, trying to be older than she was, desperate to be accepted by her peer group and obsessed with Justin Bieber and the Kardashians.


Boys were also a big priority, as was hanging out with her school friends. All in all, though, there was nothing untoward that Margaret could find. She had even looked through every deleted post and Kylie’s Instagram and her Snapchat. To all intents and purposes Kylie was your average fourteen-year-old girl. Bit stupid, hated school and anything to do with homework, and she liked pictures of cute pugs and cats. In many ways she was as normal as they came.


Annie Carr listened begrudgingly as Margaret Dole updated her on the girl’s online presence. There wasn’t a great deal of love lost between the two of them. Margaret was still a bit of a loner among the team, with a natural ability to rub people up the wrong way. She’d been identified early on in her career as a ‘computer whizz-kid’ and both Kate and Annie had put her to good use over the years. The trouble was Margaret knew she was good – and she didn’t trouble to hide it.


‘Usual. Nothing. No red flags. Sorry.’


Annie had expected as much. ‘I’ll go and talk to her friends. While I do that, you can have a poke around on their Facebook accounts, see if there was anything interesting happening. Then I’m making my way over to see Megan McFee. Did you pull up the CCTV?’


Margaret nodded. ‘Got a team going through it now. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.’


Annie nodded briskly, her glance swept around the busy office, and she wondered at the change in the place. More than ever, they were becoming reliant on the tech-savvy Margaret Doles of the world rather than old-fashioned policing and she wasn’t sure how much she liked it. Grantley Police Station was still a dump but it was gradually catching up with the rest of the world.


Maybe not before time.




Chapter Eight
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Joseph O’Loughlin had left, but he had let Patrick keep the photograph. Kate watched as he stared at it and she knew he was seeing his Mandy all over again. They were due to fly to Florida in a few days and she had a feeling that was now going to be put on hold. She wasn’t too bothered about that – she was more concerned about the appearance of this young man, and his ready-made family. He seemed genuine enough. It was actually the knowledge that Patrick had done the dirty on the Sainted Renée that truly bothered her. She had really thought she knew him, and that little piece of information had thrown her off-kilter. Why something that happened over thirty years before – and before she’d even met him – was troubling her so much, she didn’t know.


She walked to the wine fridge, took out a bottle of Sancerre and, pouring them each a glass, she sat back at the kitchen table with him. He sipped his drink gratefully as she said, ‘Well, that was certainly a turn-up for the books.’


Patrick ran a hand over his face and, laughing softly, he said genuinely, ‘You can fucking say that again. I can’t believe it. Old Ruby, eh? I would never have believed she could keep her trap shut like that. Just shows you, don’t it? You never really know anyone. Ruby could talk for England – in fact, if talking was an Olympic sport, Ruby could have taken the gold. She definitely had an eye for the lads too.’


Kate looked at him sharply. ‘She seems to have a done a good job with Joseph.’


Patrick smiled his agreement.


‘I’ll sort the DNA for you, get it done at the police lab. I’m still owed a few favours.’


Patrick nodded in acquiescence. ‘Best keep it as quiet as possible till we know the score.’


He was still staring at the picture and Kate felt a prick of jealousy that the dead Ruby could have given this man something she never could. It was unreasonable and it was petty, but she couldn’t help herself.


Patrick seemed to sense her discomfort and, grabbing her hand, he squeezed it tightly. ‘If this is true, Kate, it’s like a second chance for me, darling. These are my grandchildren, my flesh and blood.’


Kate nodded and tried to look pleased for him. But she couldn’t help hoping that Ruby had a type, and that type was big, dark-haired, blue-eyed men. She had been a policewoman long enough to know the score with women like Ruby; once the child arrived, they waited to see who it looked like the most.


Well, she would arrange the DNA test tout suite. Then she would see what happened from there.




Chapter Nine
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Megan McFee was thinner than ever. She was still a killer dresser, but her age was taking its toll and her fight with bulimia had left her teeth discoloured from years of vomiting up bile. Even with her problem, the former forensic pathologist was still the district coroner and her word was law. She was the best – everyone knew that.


‘No rape. She was not penetrated. Cut down there but still technically a virgin. This is a new one. The sexual motive isn’t clear. Of course maybe they couldn’t get it up – or they satisfied themselves with the old Barclays Banking. But there’s no signs of sexual penetration. This was all about pain and fear, I’m afraid. Torture. Used a blowtorch on her – she must have been in fucking agony, God love her. Do you know the worst of it for me, Annie? That a fourteen-year-old girl must have been praying for death, because it would have been a relief, I can tell you that much. Cause of death was six blows to the head. I’ve detected rust in the wounds and, judging by the weapon marks, I think a crowbar made these. She was brain dead. He used pliers on her as well. Toenails gone on one foot, and some of her fingernails. I’m still examining her, so I will let you know what else I can find. Bottom line is you are looking for a sadist. Whoever did this enjoyed it.’ She rubbed her eyes sleepily and, stifling a yawn, she said sadly, ‘She was bound with masking tape, which was not at the scene and, for some reason, this was added after wire restraints that were also missing from where she was found. This kind of torture needs privacy.’


Annie nodded as she took in the horror of what Megan was telling her. The girl looked more like a child on the mortuary slab than she ever had in real life. Washed clean of cosmetics, and with her long hair limp and untouched by straighteners, she looked pathetic. So tiny and vulnerable.


Annie dragged her eyes away from the corpse and, looking at Megan, she shook her head. ‘I have a feeling this is just the beginning.’


Megan laughed bitterly. ‘Oh, I think we can guarantee that, love. Whoever did this enjoyed it far too much to stop here. Unless this was some kind of revenge. But what could a child her age do to provoke this kind of hatred?’


Annie shook her head again.


‘I took some dirt and other samples which I’ve sent off for analysis. Might give us an idea of where she was – we can hope anyway.’


Annie left then and, once in her car, she lit a cigarette. Taking a long drag on it, she closed her eyes tightly; she had been reminded of her last big case, the one that had made her credible. It had been a serial killer, and she prayed that this was not going to be another like that. But her gut was telling her that whoever they were looking for was just getting warmed up.


She smoked her cigarette down to the butt before disposing of it. Putting her car into gear, she drove away slowly.




Chapter Ten


[image: image]


Beverley Collins came into the kitchen and put the TV on, saying to Kate, ‘Dear Lord, would you hear what’s happened.’


Kate and Patrick looked at the TV. It was on Sky News, and they both listened in morbid fascination as the newscaster filled them in on the gruesome details of a child murder in Grantley.


‘The poor unfortunate! There must be a madman on the loose.’


‘Turn it down, Bev.’


Picking up her mobile, Kate nearly rang Annie Carr, before placing the phone carefully back on the kitchen table. This wasn’t her call any more, and she had to realise that. She had retired, and that was that.


Patrick looked at her for a moment before saying gently, ‘Once a Filth, eh?’


Kate smiled at him wryly. ‘Those poor parents, what must they be going through?’ Then, realising what she had said, she got up and, putting her arms around Patrick’s neck, she hugged him close.


He grabbed her hands and kissed them gently, saying, ‘I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy, darling.’


They stayed holding each other for a long while.




Chapter Eleven
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Grantley Comprehensive was a large school with over a thousand pupils. It had been built in the sixties and was basically just a series of concrete blocks; it reminded Annie of pictures you used to see of prison camps in Eastern Europe. As she walked into the main building she was assailed by the smell of schools. Teenage sweat, musty footwear and disinfectant. School was breaking up in a few weeks for the summer holidays and she could already feel the excitement of both pupils and teachers alike.


The head teacher, Mr Yalding, and Kylie Barlow’s head of year, Miss Betterway, were waiting for her patiently in the main offices. She could sense their shock and horror and knew that it was only going to get worse for them, not better. These cases were always the same; it was the violence and the newspapers’ and television’s love of reporting it that stopped people from moving on, or at least forgetting about it for even a short while. The shock often hit people in many different ways. That was the thing about violent crime – the shockwaves should not be underestimated.


Miss Betterway was very pretty, in a prim and proper sort of way, and she smiled tentatively as they settled down with cups of tea.


Mr Yalding, an older man who looked like something from a Roald Dahl book, said uneasily, ‘We are all still in absolute shock.’


Annie nodded and, turning to her colleague DC Ali Karim, she said gently, ‘If you would kindly take the notes.’


He nodded calmly, all business as usual. Annie Carr liked him; he was a solid bloke to have on your team – dedicated, good company and an expert on gin.


‘Why don’t you start, Miss Betterway, by telling me a little about Kylie? Her friends and her life at school?’


The younger woman tucked a stray curl behind her ear as she said quietly, ‘I don’t know what to tell you. Kylie was a typical teenage girl. She was popular and her main friends were Andrea Connor and Destiny Wallace. You never saw one without the other two.’ She smiled sadly. ‘She might not have been the brightest of students but she was well within the mainstream. She was well liked by the other kids in the year. I suppose she could be a bit naughty at times, but then they are all capable of that, as you well know.’


The headmaster nodded his agreement, saying loudly, ‘I have never once had to reprimand her, she wasn’t that kind of girl. Like Miss Betterway says, she was just normal.’


‘So, no fights with other girls, or feuds . . .’


Miss Betterway shrugged. ‘They are teenagers, they argue, but nothing that warrants—’


‘I understand that, but we have to look at every angle. Have any of the staff here mentioned anyone suspicious around or near the school?’


‘We have CCTV and you are in possession of the tapes up and until just after the last time we saw Kylie. But no one had red-flagged anyone or anything. We do keep a lookout but, as you know better than me, it’s almost impossible to pin these children down.’


‘I want to see the names, addresses and phone numbers of everyone who works in this place and, if possible, their work records. Has anyone come to work here recently?’


Mr Yalding frowned. ‘We have a new PE teacher who started this term, Duncan Watts, but he came highly recommended. I will get you all the relevant information requested. But I must stress we do vigorous background checks on everyone who works here.’


Annie smiled. ‘I’m sure you do.’


Trouble was, she knew from experience that a lot of offenders never got within a cat’s whisker of the registry. Too clever by half, because they had to be.




Chapter Twelve
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Patrick was eating dinner on the terrace with Kate when Annie arrived at the house. He greeted her amiably and poured her a glass of white wine.


‘That smells delicious!’


Kate knew that with the murder case Annie was probably living on coffee and cigarettes, so she said quietly, ‘Pull up a chair, Annie, there’s plenty. I’ll go get Bev to make you up a plate.’


Annie sat down gratefully and smiled at Patrick. She’d grown to like him more and more over the years, though she could get flustered in his company at times. There was something about the way he looked at her – as if he was weighing her up – that made her nervous.


Patrick returned her smile and carried on eating his food. Then, when Kate came back, he nodded at her and waited while she laid the plate and cutlery in front of her friend.


Annie’s mouth was watering and she felt bad because she knew that she shouldn’t even want to eat, but she’d had nothing all day, and it had been a long one.


‘Get that down you. I bet you haven’t had time to have a pee, let alone eat.’


Annie nodded and tucked into the food, trying not to wolf it down.


‘So I assume you are here about the girl from Grantley Comp?’


Annie stopped eating and said seriously, ‘What else? I think we’re at the beginning of a nightmare. The news cameras are already setting up outside the police station and school. I don’t think the Chief Super is keen to say too much till we have something concrete to go on. This wasn’t random. Strange thing is, she wasn’t raped. Mutilated but no penetration. Tortured beyond belief—’


Patrick got up from the table and, picking up his plate, he said loudly, ‘I’ll leave you girls to talk shop, I’ll eat in the kitchen.’


Annie was mortified. ‘I am so sorry, Pat.’


He left the terrace, saying brightly, ‘Bit too much information, as the kids say these days!’


Kate laid her hand gently on her friend’s arm. ‘Don’t worry about it, I know what it’s like. You forget the normal social niceties when you are involved with something like this. It eats you from the inside out.’


Annie was near to tears and she hastily blinked them away.


Kate’s heart went out to her, so, smiling gently, she said, ‘Take a deep slug of that wine and start from the beginning.’




Chapter Thirteen
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While Annie was filling Kate in on the day’s events, Patrick continued eating alone in his large kitchen, glad to be away from that conversation. He thought of Mandy, how she looked when she was dying, and he didn’t envy that poor girl’s family having to deal with such a violent death. He took the picture of Joseph’s kids out of his back pocket and stared at their faces for long moments. He had never wanted anything more than to be told these kids were his flesh and blood. It must be the Irish in him, that need for blood relatives. Land and relatives, that was the Irish way; he supposed it was because they had lost so much of both over the years, the Irish needed to feel they were making up for all the lost time.


After his initial wariness, he had liked Joseph O’Loughlin a lot. In fact, he had seen himself in him. If he was telling the truth – or more to the point, if Ruby was telling the truth – he had a family once more. Patrick felt a prickle of excitement at the thought, and he did his best to suppress it. He knew that he had to find out the truth definitively – that until the test was done it was all pure speculation – but he had not felt this alive in years.


He stared down at the photo again and looked into the eyes of Ruby O’Loughlin. She looked happy, contented. He remembered how ashamed he had been of his affair with her and yet it could now be one of the best things that had ever happened to him. Life was strange all right – strange and fickle. They had created a child, and he was sorry in a way that he had never known the boy existed. But what could he do? Ruby, bless her, had not wanted to rock his world. Yet she had brought up his son, and he had never even given her a thought over the years. If anything, he had made himself forget her. He had disappeared from her life quicker than a bad fart. Oh, life was a bastard, always throwing things at you when you least expected or indeed deserved them.


His eyes strayed to the little girl, and he felt a rush of love. Even her name, Amanda, had to be some kind of proof that this was meant to be, surely? He was so desperate for it to be true – he wanted to shout it from the rooftops.


He picked up his mobile and phoned Danny Foster. Danny still did the day-to-day for him, and they had become close friends over the years. He decided he would have a drink with him and see what he had to say about the news. Danny shared Patrick’s mindset, and he would be honest with him.


As he made the arrangements to meet in an hour, he wondered what Kate’s reaction would be if this should turn out to be true. He loved her enough to make sure she would not be hurt by any of it. With Kate’s daughter, Lizzy, and grandkids settled in New Zealand, and happy enough with their life there, Kate barely saw her own family once a year, if that. She could share these children with him – he had it all worked out. Now he found himself praying for it to be true. This was something he needed more than he had ever realised.


Oh, to have a family again. To have his own flesh and blood beside him. The idea was heady stuff.




Chapter Fourteen
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Kate asked Annie, ‘What do Kylie’s friends have to say about her?’


Annie shrugged. ‘Nothing untoward, usual schoolgirl crushes, she seems very well liked and popular. Looks much older than her age, but then so many of them do these days.’


She picked up her handbag and brought out the file that had all the relevant details. Even in this day of emails and smartphones Annie liked everything written down and in front of her eyes. It was one of the things Kate had taught her many years before.


Kate stared at the picture that had been all over the news. A beautiful young girl in school uniform, with long dark hair and a cute rosebud mouth. Then she looked at the photographs from the crime scene and had to stifle a low moan. The battered and abused body was very different to the smiling, heavily made-up girl in the previous photo. You could still see the terror on her face, and Kate swallowed down the bile that was building up in her throat. She took a deep gulp of her Montrachet and placed the photos face down on the table. Beverley came out and cleared away in her usual discreet fashion, and Kate was reminded of how lucky she was to have her.


‘I made this copy for you, Kate. I hope you don’t mind, but I would really value your input.’


Kate nodded slowly. She had already guessed that much; she wondered if it was Annie or the Chief Super who wanted her really, but she was too diplomatic to ask. She read through the various statements and Annie watched her as she sipped her wine. She thought the world of Kate, and they had become good friends over the years.


‘Did she have a boyfriend?’


Annie shook her head. ‘Not as far as we know. But her whole life was lived on social media so we would have picked up something. Margaret Dole has been through everything, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, you name it. There’s nothing untoward. Margaret’s had a look on her friends’ accounts too and there’s nothing there either. Nothing more than what you would expect.’


Kate was nodding as she said, ‘That’s what I find so strange. Whoever did this had access to her – and time. She had to have known them, I think. We both know that is the usual scenario. But we can’t rule out that it was a lone man, or men, looking for someone to abduct. Fucking melon scratcher, all right. I know this is a long shot, but what did her bedroom tell you?’
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