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				About the Book

				For the young woman kidnapped on her way home from the pub, the nightmare is about to begin . . .

				Weeks after Caitlin Kinnear goes missing, the police are unable to break her case. Worse they are not even certain harm has come to her. But determined to pursue all leads, DI Damen Brook and his team begin to trawl through the murky world of cheap migrant labour. Convinced that the answers lie hidden within its depths, Brook soon begins to realise Caitlin is in terrible danger.

				When the body of another young girl turns up it becomes clear that Caitlin’s abduction might not be an isolated incident and the race is on to save her. But with time running out, can Brook put the pieces together and find Caitlin before it’s too late?
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				One

				20 March

				Caitlin downed the shot, slammed the glass on the counter and followed it with an urgent sip of ice-cold Guinness to dissipate the heat burning a path to an empty stomach. She revelled in the unfamiliar buzz of alcohol and grinned across at her disapproving friend.

				‘What?’ she shouted above the pulse of the band thrashing out their unsubtle rhythm from the stage. ‘Another one over here, Jack.’ She waggled a hand at the barman to flag up her empty glass.

				After a brief hesitation to assess her condition, the barman swept up the glass for a refill and pointed at the name tag on the breast of his shirt. ‘I’ll serve you if you can read this.’

				Caitlin peered myopically at the badge. ‘Jake.’ The barman nodded and moved over to the optics.

				‘Going at it a bit hard, aren’t you, Kitty?’ hissed Laurie.

				‘Celebratin’,’ slurred Caitlin in return.

				‘It’s something you celebrate, is it?’

				‘I’m Oirish,’ giggled Caitlin. ‘I missed the craic on St Patrick’s so I’m making up for it.’

				‘You know what I mean.’

				Caitlin sighed. ‘Laurie, it’s Friday night, I’m having a drink. Tomorrow I’m away home to Belfast. That means I don’t have to endure another lecture for three weeks, and that includes yours.’

				‘You don’t wanna talk about it,’ nodded Laurie. ‘I get that. But you don’t fool me.’

				‘Meaning?’

				‘Meaning I know what it cost you,’ replied Laurie, her eyes burning into her friend’s. ‘So if you want to talk about it, I’m here.’

				Caitlin looked at the floor to find the words, then, wishing she hadn’t, managed to relocate Laurie’s face in the murk of the bar. ‘Look, it’s in the past. I’m grand now . . .’

				‘But you—’

				‘No more lectures, okay.’ Caitlin smiled. ‘I’m a free agent again – happy days.’ She took another long draught of Guinness.

				Laurie relented with her own smile. ‘Okay. And as a bonus, I suppose you found out what a shit Rollo is.’

				‘Don’t think there was ever much doubt about that, was there?’ Caitlin hiccuped and threw a hand to her mouth, feeling the first peep of vomit at the back of her throat.

				‘You okay, Kitty?’

				‘Never better,’ mumbled Caitlin, trying to persuade herself. No, she wasn’t okay. She hadn’t had a serious drink in weeks and now the alcohol was biting back hard. The room was beginning to sway and her head felt like it was bobbing around on a stick.

				Suddenly, instead of enveloping her in a hubbub of dark contentment, the pub began to crowd in on Caitlin and details began to grate – the music, the crush of bodies, the sudden heat in her chest and the dots of sweat appearing on her forehead. She splashed her pint glass on to the bar and pushed through bodies for the exit. ‘Toilet,’ she garbled over her shoulder.

				A moment later she slithered out into the cold Derby night as the first rush of vomit heaved its way out of her mouth and on to trampled snow on the pavement. She groaned with self-loathing and propped her hands on her knees to wait for more. After a second expulsion, she was finally able to stand upright and wipe her watering eyes, feeling better now the poison was out of her system. She took a few deep breaths, enjoying the bite of winter after the dank perspiration of the pub. About her, snow was falling in fists, throwing its gentle veil over the city’s customary bustle.

				Recovered, she pushed at the black and white door of the Flowerpot, but hesitated at the wall of bodies in front of her, all nodding to the rudimentary music crashing over them from the stage. After a moment’s hesitation, she pulled out her phone and thumbed out a message to Laurie.

				I’m done. Heading off. Coming?

				Caitlin walked briskly along King Street, feeling the cold leave her bones as her strong young legs bounced her along, crunching through the snow. At Five Lamps, she turned on to Kedleston Road, heading towards the university and, half a mile beyond that, the small down-at-heel bungalow she rented with Laurie. Although it was a Friday night, the hum of the city was numbed by the curtain of snow falling across her vision. Only the occasional crescendo of cars tearing past on the A38 ahead and the buzz of approaching and receding street lights broke the silence. The harsh weather had deterred all but the hardiest travellers.

				Her phone vibrated. Where R U?

				On Ked. Halfway home.

				U OK?

				Caitlin stopped on the bridge over the A38, tapped out a smiley face. She leaned on the rail to get her breath. A passing white van slowed as it approached the bridge, and she turned disinterestedly towards it. Having worked out which road to take, the van driver sped past her, spraying slush on to her shins.

				‘Asshole,’ she shouted after it.

				She let out a quick laugh and returned her gaze to the four lanes below, feeling a glow of anticipation. People going places. It raised her spirits. She felt tranquil for the first time in weeks. She’d be on the train to Liverpool tomorrow, then the boat to Belfast to see her sister, Mairead. Travel was good. It soothed her, gave her time to think, time to stare out of the window or down at the timeless water to mull over her life.

				She stood upright. Well, her life was going just fine again, and now she wanted to get on with it. Another text from Laurie. Tommo’s here, getting a cab to his. Sure U R OK?

				Caitlin sent a final reassuring message – Never better – and continued on her way, tramping through the snow, which squeaked underfoot, enjoying the solitude and the pale light of the leaden sky. She glanced to the university buildings looming large up the hill on her right, and at the shadows of Markeaton Park on her left.

				She’d walked a further hundred yards down the road when she became aware of a sudden movement and rustling of leaves in the bushes to her left.

				Something crashing around the park in this weather? Must be a stray.

				She cocked an ear for subsequent noise, but heard nothing. No barking, no panting. ‘Here, boy,’ she called. No reaction. A second later she resumed her journey but almost immediately came to a halt, her head snapping round at the low voice calling from the blackness of the park.

				‘Kit-ty!’

				Frozen in shock, she stared towards the dark holly bush from where the voice had seemed to emanate. Was that a human shape crouched in the foliage? Snow fell in her eyes and she blinked furiously to keep her vision clear. She stared on, aware only of the falling snow, her beating heart, and the vapour exhaled from her mouth.

				The darkness in the bush didn’t move. If it was a human shadow, it was incredibly still. Embarrassment invaded her features and she turned to move away.

				‘Guinness and vodka,’ she muttered, falling into step once more. ‘Lethal combo.’

				‘Kit-ty!’ The voice again, muffled yet urgent, demanding attention.

				Caitlin swivelled, all her senses supercharged. Her heart pounded in her chest and she flushed with heat in spite of the sub-zero temperatures. ‘Who’s there?’

				‘Here, Kitty, Kitty, Kitty.’

				A tingle ran down Caitlin’s spine and she picked up her pace again. Don’t run! Don’t panic! Walk quickly but calmly. She’d learned that in her women’s self-defence group. Self-control was everything. Fear was an aphrodisiac to some of the perverts out there.

				‘Don’t turn round,’ she told herself as she walked briskly without breaking into a run. ‘Someone’s lost their cat, is all.’ But when she heard the crashing of undergrowth behind her, she broke into a trot.

				‘Kit-ty!’ The voice was louder now, panting, on the move. She turned to look but, seeing nothing, kept moving.

				‘Whoever the fuck this is, it’s not funny,’ she barked over her shoulder, without slowing.

				‘Kit-ty!’

				Caitlin slithered to a halt and turned. Who would know my nickname, if not a friend? She gazed intently behind her, raising a hand against the flakes blurring her vision.

				‘Rollo? Is that you?’ No reply. No movement and nothing to be seen. She was about to retrace her steps when, through the white curtain, she saw a burly figure appear some twenty feet away, standing perfectly still, breath steaming in the air, looming large. ‘If that’s you, Rollo, then say something, you stupid fecker. You’ve got a bloody nerve after what—’

				‘Kit-ty!’ cried the voice, growling now, using her name like an accusation, the voice mournful but with an edge of hate.

				Caitlin wanted to run but was transfixed, staring through the blinding flurries for a clue to her tormentor’s identity. The snow confined her, cut her off from all but the distant lights of houses, the occupants safe and warm. She looked about for the comfort of other pedestrians, a car even, but there was no one to answer an appeal.

				‘Jesus, this is so not funny. I mean it!’

				‘Kitty.’ The voice was harsh and rasping, exuding aggression, confidence. ‘Here, puss-puss. Come to Daddy.’

				Finally Caitlin turned from the voice and broke into a sprint, keeping her eyes firmly on the path ahead but all the time listening for noise of pursuit behind her.

				‘Here, Kitty, Kitty, Kitty!’

				Again she slithered to a halt. The voice was in front of her now. The same voice? No, different. A higher pitch. Someone younger? A boy? Hard to be sure. What she couldn’t mistake was the malevolence, the mocking tone, taunting her. She hesitated before deciding to cross the road and make a run for it to the university. As she retreated, she saw another form emerge from the shadows ahead of her, and, letting out an involuntary whimper, she pivoted to run in the opposite direction.

				In the split second of consciousness remaining to her, Caitlin registered the large form with which she collided, as well as the crackle of electricity. There followed a searing pain that jolted through her body, robbing her muscles of function, and she collapsed to the ground with a crunch.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				16 April

				Detective Sergeant John Noble walked back through the light rain to his car and drove the short distance from the campus to Derby Constabulary Headquarters at St Mary’s Wharf. After parking his car, he lingered a while in the darkness, pulling out his cigarettes. He produced his notebook to peruse the few facts he’d gleaned from Caitlin Kinnear’s ex-boyfriend, a second-year undergraduate, recalling the scorn with which he’d been treated.

				With a pen he wrote Cocky slimeball next to the name Roland Davison. He would have liked to write something more abusive, but DI Brook might see his notes, and Noble imagined his response. Swearing is a symptom of a mind that’s not under control, John, he’d say, before adding, and control is what they pay us for.

				‘I bet your self-control would’ve taken a pasting, dealing with that . . .’ Noble halted in mid-sentence and lit up. If there was ever a time he’d needed Brook to cut a witness down to size, today was it. A few puffs later, equilibrium returned and Noble threw away his butt to head for the smoked-glass entrance, feeling calmer after his tobacco hit.

				‘Do the paperwork and pass it on to the Northern Irish police. The PSNI can handle their own missing persons.’

				He pushed through into the light and warmth. Seeing DI Frank Ford enjoying a joke with Sergeant Hendrickson at the reception desk brought him up short as they both turned towards him, their grins downgraded into mocking smiles. After a tough day, Noble needed to think, and hankered after the comfort of his office. But he knew from experience that Brook, the socially awkward outsider, scuttled away from these encounters, and Noble was determined not to feel uncomfortable in his own house.

				‘John,’ said Ford, hailing him like a long-lost friend.

				‘Sir,’ replied Noble, lingering to see if either of Brook’s most voluble critics had anything to impart besides abuse.

				‘How’s life without the organ-grinder?’ grinned Ford, glancing at Hendrickson to register the desk sergeant’s approval.

				Noble smiled mechanically. ‘Are you calling me a monkey, sir?’

				‘More of a gopher, I’d say,’ said Ford. Hendrickson laughed at this.

				‘Here to serve,’ retorted Noble cheerily. Deciding this was sufficient banter, he angled his frame towards the stairs.

				‘Seriously, though,’ said Ford quickly, ‘when are you going to stop letting that oddball hold back your career?’

				‘Sir?’ enquired Noble.

				‘Got passed over for DI last time, didn’t you?’

				‘In favour of someone else on DI Brook’s team,’ retorted Noble, his polite smile dimming at each of Ford’s barbs. ‘Sir.’

				Ford’s eyes narrowed, the implication not lost on him. ‘Where is he? On the sick again?’

				Noble stared at Ford and Hendrickson, their grins churning his stomach. Ford was referring to Brook’s mental breakdown while serving in the Met over twenty years ago. ‘Holiday,’ he managed to wrench out, though the smile was no more. ‘Back on Monday.’

				‘I didn’t think Brook did holidays.’

				‘He takes a week at Easter to walk around the Peaks, blow the winter cobwebs off.’

				‘Does he?’ nodded Ford, composing his next witticism. ‘Yeah, I’ve always thought Brook was a bit of a walker.’ He winked at Hendrickson, who laughed again.

				‘Yeah,’ said Noble, heading for the stairs. ‘He reckons it helps him think.’ He held the door, considering his two smirking colleagues. ‘Seems to work, judging by the number of cold cases he cleared last year.’

				He let the door swing behind him and bolted up the stairs. He didn’t need to see Ford’s face to relish the sudden anger that would have distorted his features. Nor had he needed to add, Most of them yours!

				Still grinning, Noble booted up his computer to check his inbox and flicked on the kettle. Sipping hot coffee, he read an email about an impending court case that had been moved forward to Monday morning. He was required to give evidence and made a note of the time in his phone diary. That was next week up in smoke.

				On the positive side, he was pleased to see a couple of prompt responses to his enquiry about Caitlin Kinnear. One, from a DS in the PSNI, carried Caitlin’s name in the subject line. The other, from a friend in Merseyside CID, referred simply to Missing Irish girl. Noble read carefully through both emails before pulling his notebook towards him and flipping to a new page to write down a checklist for the morning.

				
						Photo from uni admin

						Follow up with PSNI

						Midland Mainline CCTV and ticketing

						Local taxis

						Friends, tutors, etc.

						Bar staff at Flowerpot

						Border control (if any)

				

				After a few more notes, he flipped back to the previous page, located Roland Davison’s name and wrote Check alibi, triple-underlining it before draining his coffee. He blinked wearily at the monitor, his gaze held. Something nagged at him. ‘Missing Irish girl,’ he mumbled, as though trying to work out its meaning. Repeating the phrase, he loaded the PNC database and typed it into the search engine, adding Derby to the tagline.

				‘Jane,’ said Noble, pushing open the door to DI Gadd’s office.

				A slim woman the same age as Noble looked up from her monitor. Smiling at first, she adopted an air of perplexity. ‘Sorry, who do you want?’

				Noble sighed. ‘Detective Inspector Gadd.’

				‘Inspector Gadd?’ She grinned at him. ‘Oh, that’s me.’

				Noble laughed. ‘Not over the novelty yet?’

				‘Not even close. What can I do you for?’

				‘Bernadette Murphy. Disappeared three years ago. Staying at her aunt’s place in Darley Abbey. You picked it up.’

				‘Remind me.’

				‘Irish girl from Dublin. Staying with Mr and Mrs Finnegan on Bank View Road.’

				‘Got it,’ said Gadd, nodding. ‘What about it?’

				‘I picked up another missing Irish girl,’ explained Noble, feeling silly voicing it.

				‘Caitlin Kinnear,’ said Gadd. ‘I saw it in the paper. Bit tenuous.’

				‘I know,’ conceded Noble. ‘Humour me.’

				‘As far as I can remember, it was a routine enquiry from the Garda after Bernadette failed to return to Dublin at the end of August. She left her aunt’s taking all her stuff with her.’

				‘That would be early July three years ago.’

				‘If you say so. She was on holiday, travelling around, so natural enough. The aunt thought she might have gone to London. I did a risk assessment and a twenty-eight-day review, but as far as I could tell, it was out-of-area and the Garda owned it. End of story. Still missing as far as I know. If there ever was a trail, which I doubt, it was stone cold by the time I came on board.’

				‘So not worth me going round to interview the aunt.’

				‘To Bank View, no,’ said Gadd. ‘By the time I got involved, the aunt and uncle had separated and she’d already moved out.’

				‘Oh? Know why?’

				‘If you’re thinking they broke up because Bernadette and the uncle were having it off, forget it,’ said Gadd. ‘He was on an oil rig in the North Sea.’

				Noble shrugged. ‘Just a thought.’

				‘Though there was something in the aunt’s manner that sent the wrong signal when I interviewed her.’

				‘What?’

				‘I’m not sure, but I suspect she and her niece might have had a falling-out, probably why Bernadette left. The aunt didn’t want to elaborate and I had no reason to go hard at it. Never heard another thing.’

				‘Maybe the aunt killed her and buried her in the back garden.’

				‘Not with her physique,’ said Gadd. ‘Or her stone-flagged garden. I can look up the file and email the aunt’s new address if you want to waste your time.’

				‘I’d appreciate it. Inspector.’

				Gadd grinned again. ‘Call me Jane.’

				Two days later, Noble knew his testimony backwards. He closed the file for the impending court case and tossed it on to his desk. A mess of other papers was displaced by the file, some to the floor, and Noble picked them up. One was an enlarged photograph of Caitlin Kinnear, posing for her student union card. She had a nice face, short blond hair, green eyes. Full of the promise of a youth that was a distant memory to Noble, only just the wrong side of thirty.

				For something to do, he pinned the portrait on to the corkboard and stared at it, then glanced at the file on his desk and pulled out his mobile. He began to dial Brook’s number, but stopped, realising the late hour; with Caitlin’s trail cold for nearly a month, he wasn’t even sure it was worth it. He thumbed out a text. In court Monday. Need a favour. Speak tomorrow?

				‘Prepare to get laughed at,’ said Noble. He logged off and pulled on his jacket. A second later, the theme from The Rockford Files blasted out from his phone.

				‘What’s up, John?’ said Brook.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				20 April

				Detective Inspector Damen Brook placed the tray on the freshly wiped plastic table, gazing about the bright food hall of Derby University, its various outlets barely open for business at ten in the morning. The hall was heavily populated, though most of the students were using it as a common area, sitting around without purpose, not drinking or eating, not even talking that much. Some nodded to unknown music feeding through headphones; others stared hypnotically at iPhones, thumbs scrolling furiously at the tablet for conversational titbits.

				‘You’re that detective who looked for those missing students,’ said Brook’s nervous companion, sitting across from him.

				Brook returned his attention to the first-year undergraduate, five years younger than his daughter. Laurie Teague was wide-eyed, with mid-length brown hair, slim and petite. Brook pushed her paper cup, half filled with froth, across the table, slid on to the opposite bench and took a sip of his watery tea.

				‘That’s right.’

				‘Is that why you get to look for Caitlin?’ she said. ‘You’re some kind of expert.’

				‘On missing students?’ replied Brook. ‘No. I’m just a detective . . .’

				‘Laurie,’ said the girl, staring through an external glass wall towards a covered courtyard beyond. Her fingers fiddled with a cigarette, but unable to light up, she caressed it in her fingers.

				‘Laurie,’ repeated Brook, his smile awkward. Noble usually prompted him with the names he habitually forgot.

				‘What happened to DS Noble?’

				‘He’s busy.’

				‘I see.’

				‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ said Brook. ‘He had to go to court and didn’t want you thinking he wasn’t taking it seriously, so he asked me to speak to you.’

				‘You’re his boss.’

				‘Yes.’

				She nodded. ‘Thought you’d found a body when I saw your ID.’

				‘Don’t worry, we haven’t.’

				‘I realise that, or there’d be a junior officer along to do the hand-holding when I go all girlie. At least that’s how it works on the telly. And it’s always a sow.’ Brook raised an eyebrow and Laurie lowered her head, her apology to her sex unspoken. ‘What’s happened to Caitlin, Inspector?’

				‘There’s no proof anything’s happened to your friend.’

				‘Something has,’ insisted Laurie. ‘She’s dead in a ditch somewhere.’

				Brook considered her. She was nervous, affecting a worldliness she didn’t possess. ‘If so, her body would’ve been discovered by now. After all, it’s been nearly a month.’

				‘And I only reported her missing last week. I explained that to Sergeant Noble. We’re just back from Easter recess.’

				‘Which lasts two weeks,’ said Brook. ‘According to DS Noble, you haven’t seen Caitlin since the week before the holiday. March twentieth.’

				‘We had a reading week,’ explained Laurie. ‘That’s when we read books for our courses.’

				There was a slight emphasis on read books, and for some reason Brook had to stifle his indignation. As a policeman on a university campus, he should’ve known to expect such jibes, but this morning he was unprepared. ‘I know what a reading week is,’ he said quietly. ‘You said Caitlin was going home to Belfast.’

				‘She has a sister in Belfast – Mairead. She took the train to Liverpool the next morning and then the ferry.’

				‘Saturday the twenty-first,’ said Brook, darting an eye at Noble’s notebook.

				‘Yes.’

				‘For which she bought an advance train ticket.’

				‘It’s cheaper,’ said Laurie.

				‘But she never arrived at her sister’s house,’ said Brook, watching her reaction carefully.

				‘So Sergeant Noble said.’

				‘But you weren’t aware of that.’

				‘No.’

				‘Mairead didn’t call you.’

				‘Why would she call me?’

				‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Brook, his tone betraying the opposite. ‘To ask why Caitlin hadn’t arrived, maybe.’

				Laurie looked coldly back. ‘I don’t think Mairead even knows I exist. I’ve never spoken to her.’

				‘What about Caitlin’s other friends?’

				‘I’m her best friend,’ said Laurie. ‘If she gave Mairead any number to call it would have been mine. But she didn’t.’

				‘That strikes me as odd,’ said Brook. ‘Sergeant Noble thought so too.’

				Laurie stared enviously at two students lighting up in the courtyard. ‘Caitlin kept things separate, in compartments, so she could handle them more easily. That’s the way she was. It’s a Catholic thing apparently.’

				As a lapsed Catholic, Brook’s interest stirred. He knew the impulse. A different face for home. ‘So she never got in touch during the holidays.’

				‘Never. If she was in Derby she’d text. If she wasn’t . . .’ She shrugged the rest.

				‘Not even a text from the train. Or to say she’d arrived safely in Belfast.’

				‘Not a text, not a call, not an email,’ insisted Laurie. ‘It wasn’t Kitty’s way.’

				‘Odd.’ Remembering his own reluctance to use his mobile phone unless he had to, Brook added, ‘For someone of your generation, I mean.’

				‘No argument here,’ said Laurie. ‘I’ve known Kitty since September and at first it drove me mad. I’d text her over Christmas or half term and never get a reply, even at New Year. She said that when she was at home, she needed all her powers of concentration to slot back in; that if she divided her mind thinking about her life in Derby, she lost focus.’

				‘On what?’

				‘On behaving the way that was expected of her.’

				‘Her family were very traditional.’

				‘So she said,’ said Laurie.

				‘And Caitlin didn’t want them to think she’d changed.’

				‘If her parents got an inkling of how she lived in Derby, it might have caused problems, so when she went home she was . . .’

				‘Playing a role.’

				Laurie pointed a finger at him to confirm.

				‘And in that way any binge drinking or casual sex couldn’t become an issue,’ probed Brook.

				‘Don’t judge people like that.’

				‘I’m not,’ said Brook. ‘It’s common for people who relocate from their home town to behave differently. The past is another country . . .’

				‘. . . they do things differently there,’ said Laurie. ‘Yeah, I know.’

				Brook smiled. Poetry-lovers were thin on the ground amongst his limited circle of acquaintances, most of them coppers. ‘So for instance, I’m willing to bet she never once went to church in Derby, but in spite of her pathological opposition to organised religion went willingly with her family in Ireland, am I right?’

				‘Actually, you are.’

				‘And,’ continued Brook, ‘leaving home gave her the freedom she craved, the chance to live the life she wanted.’

				‘You sound like you know her,’ said Laurie.

				Brook took a sip of tea. ‘She started losing her accent as well, didn’t she?’

				‘As a matter of fact, yes,’ said Laurie, impressed. ‘It came back when she drank, though.’

				‘The return of the unconscious self,’ said Brook. ‘What else did she say about her family?’

				‘Nothing. She never mentioned them except to tell me Mairead’s name. That was all the detail she ever gave me. Except that her parents didn’t want her coming to university in England so Caitlin had to lie to them. She would have felt stifled living at home so she turned down an offer from Belfast but told her parents she’d been refused a place.’

				‘So when exactly did you expect to hear from her?’

				‘When she arrived back in England she usually sent a text. She should have been in touch the Sunday before summer term started. That’s when she was due back.’

				‘April twelfth?’

				Laurie nodded. ‘When she hadn’t turned up by Monday, I began to worry, started texting and ringing her, but her phone was dead. It still is.’

				‘We know,’ confirmed Brook.

				‘See, that’s suspicious, isn’t it?’

				Brook didn’t argue. ‘So the last time you saw her was the night before she was supposed to leave.’

				‘We were in the pub – the Flowerpot. There was a gig by a local band we wanted to see.’

				‘And you were there for a couple of hours,’ said Brook, reading from Noble’s notes, ‘before Caitlin left.’

				‘She’d been going at it pretty hard. She’d been off the booze for a spell and I think she was feeling it. She headed off to the toilet with a hand over her mouth like she was going to spew. The next thing I know, she texts me to say she’s walking home.’ Laurie’s lip began to wobble. ‘I haven’t seen her since.’

				Brook hurtled into the next question. Dealing with the tearful was not the strongest part of his repertoire. ‘What’s she studying?’ he asked, careful to use the present tense.

				‘International relations. She wanted . . . wants to travel.’

				‘Anywhere in particular?’ said Brook.

				‘Everywhere,’ answered Laurie. ‘She loved new places.’ She smiled at a memory.

				‘What?’

				‘I say she liked new places, but oddly, the thing she always loved most was the journey. We took the train to Nice last October and she enjoyed the travelling more than actually being there. She liked being on the move. She was funny like that.’

				‘It’s the symptom of a sheltered home life,’ suggested Brook, this time wearing his experience on his sleeve. ‘You feel a constant urge to break away.’

				‘I suppose.’ There was a lull in the conversation. ‘Where is she, Inspector?’

				Brook was sombre. ‘We don’t know. DS Noble has been working with the PSNI in Belfast.’

				‘What did they say?’

				‘That Sergeant Noble’s call was the first they’d heard about it,’ said Brook. ‘You were the only person to report her missing. Mairead didn’t contact anyone when Caitlin failed to show up. Not even Caitlin. They checked her phone records. She didn’t text or ring to ask Caitlin where she was.’

				Laurie was thoughtful. ‘I didn’t know that. That is weird.’

				‘And, at first glance, quite suspicious,’ said Brook.

				‘So her family are suspects, then?’

				‘They were looked at, yes,’ said Brook, not wishing to exaggerate the quality of enquiries over which he had no control. ‘Especially Mairead.’

				Something in Brook’s voice alerted Laurie. ‘But now she’s in the clear.’

				‘If you can confirm why her sister might not take Caitlin’s no-show seriously, yes.’

				Laurie looked at Brook and nodded. ‘Sometimes Caitlin was . . . unreliable. Is that what Mairead said?’

				Brook confirmed it with a blink of the eyes. ‘In what way?’

				Laurie hesitated. ‘She had . . . whims, sudden passions that she had to act on.’ Brook prompted her with a raised eyebrow. ‘She could go off for days and I wouldn’t see her. If she met a man, she’d . . . well, you know.’

				‘No, I don’t.’ Brook finished his weak tea with a grimace. ‘Tell me.’

				‘Well . . . she’d drop everything, put her life on hold for as long as the passion burned. It didn’t need to be a man. If she found a new band she liked, she’d head off the same day to see a gig, even if they were on tour, not caring if she missed lectures or seminars. They could be playing anywhere in the country but she’d just hop on a train without so much as packing a bag. That was Caitlin.’ She closed her eyes to self-admonish. ‘Is Caitlin.’

				‘And how do you know that isn’t the case this time?’

				‘I don’t,’ admitted Laurie. ‘Not for sure. I should have told the sergeant this, shouldn’t I?’

				‘It might’ve helped,’ said Brook, closing the notebook with a snap.

				‘I’m sorry. But I know something’s happened to her and I didn’t want him dismissing her as some flaky student. Her phone is still dead. It’s been a month without so much as a text.’

				‘You said she may have met a man.’

				‘I don’t believe it,’ insisted Laurie. ‘She wouldn’t. Not now.’

				The force of Laurie’s rebuttal puzzled Brook. ‘What does that mean?’

				Laurie hesitated. ‘Caitlin’s off men at the moment.’ She tried to avoid Brook’s searching gaze, then took a deep breath, casting around for a form of words before fixing him with a glare. ‘This has to stay between us.’

				‘As far as I’m able to make that promise,’ said Brook, beginning to lose patience. ‘What happened? Boyfriend trouble?’

				Laurie hesitated. ‘Caitlin had a . . . termination.’

				‘She was pregnant?’ exclaimed Brook. A few heads turned at the raised voice.

				‘No, I just said. She had a surgical abortion. A couple of weeks earlier and she could’ve taken a pill, but she missed it. We were at the Flowerpot celebrating . . .’ Laurie pulled up at her choice of words. ‘I don’t mean it like that. It was more like relief that it was sorted. Kitty was putting on a brave face, but I know she struggled with what she’d done because of her background.’

				‘And the pregnancy was why she hadn’t been drinking,’ said Brook.

				‘Yes.’

				‘More facts we haven’t been given,’ said Brook, opening Noble’s notebook to write. He was beginning to feel annoyed. Worse, he was being forced to make his own notes.

				‘It didn’t seem relevant at the time.’

				‘Everything’s relevant,’ said Brook, squinting at a page. ‘She had an ex-boyfriend. Roland Davison. The father?’ Laurie nodded. ‘As far as you know.’

				‘Kitty was no skank,’ protested Laurie.

				‘You were the one who mentioned her passions,’ said Brook calmly.

				‘That didn’t mean she slept around.’

				‘So you say.’ Brook was stern now, assuming the position – push hard to get the best information. ‘According to your previous statement, she broke up with Mr Davison nearly two weeks before she disappeared.’

				‘Sounds about right.’

				‘Is that because he was opposed to the termination?’

				‘The opposite,’ said Laurie. ‘He was all in favour. She broke up with him because he refused to get involved.’

				‘Get involved?’ asked Brook. ‘How? Did she want money?’

				‘No, nothing like that. Kitty took responsibility. That’s what she was like. She didn’t want a thing from Rollo except a little help and moral support, like go with her to the clinic and hold her hand, that sort of thing. But Rollo wouldn’t man up. He didn’t want to know. You know what men are like,’ she added with a waspish glare.

				‘Vaguely,’ replied Brook. ‘Why didn’t you mention the termination to DS Noble? A seismic experience like that in a young girl’s life, a Catholic girl, at that. It’s what we call a stressor – an event that forces people to deviate from routine behaviour. Like now.’

				‘It wasn’t my place to tell you,’ mumbled Laurie. ‘She’s entitled to privacy. Besides, I thought Rollo would mention it.’

				‘Well he didn’t.’ Brook looked at the bracketed note Noble had made next to Davison’s name. Cocky slimeball.

				‘I don’t see what it has to do with anything.’

				Brook stared at her. ‘You can’t be that naive. A traumatic event like an abortion, the stress of the decision, of the procedure . . .’ He sought a delicate path to the inference. ‘It could have triggered depression, which can lead—’

				‘You think she killed herself? No, Kitty would never do that. It’s against her religion.’

				‘So is aborting a foetus,’ pointed out Brook.

				‘But she was upbeat in the pub, having a good time.’

				‘Perhaps masking the emotional turmoil below,’ suggested Brook. ‘I’m sorry to put these possibilities to you, but such things do happen. You may not know this, but in a crowded country like England, it’s more difficult than you’d think to disappear, and when people do, more often than not it’s because they want to escape the life they’re living, either geographically or biologically.’ He paused to let his words sink in. ‘And depression is the most common trigger.’

				Laurie stared into her cup. ‘So you think Kitty threw herself off the ferry or something.’ Brook said nothing; she narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Then why aren’t the police in Northern Ireland dealing with it?’

				‘They are,’ said Brook. ‘But they’ve drawn a blank. If she’d jumped overboard from a daytime ferry, there’d be witnesses, maybe even CCTV from the boat. And a month later there would have been a body.’

				‘She could’ve thrown herself off the train just as easily,’ said Laurie.

				‘You’ll be pleased to know she didn’t do that either.’

				‘Well what, then?’

				‘It’s beginning to look like Caitlin never left Derby,’ said Brook softly. ‘Not on the advance ticket she booked, at least. It wasn’t used.’

				Laurie’s face drained of blood. ‘She never left?’

				Brook shrugged. ‘Unknown. But we do know she wasn’t picked up on any CCTV in the town centre or at Derby station on the day of travel. DS Noble checked. None of her friends gave her a lift to the station and no cab company took her.’

				‘Couldn’t she have walked?’

				‘It’s possible,’ said Brook. ‘But it’s nearly three miles and it was thick with snow that day.’

				‘She’s very fit.’

				‘You told Sergeant Noble she had luggage.’

				‘Sure, but she liked to travel light,’ said Laurie, suddenly encouraged. ‘She’d packed her rucksack the day before and it wasn’t in her room when I got home on Saturday morning.’ She looked hard at Brook. ‘So she must have set off at least.’

				Brook nodded thoughtfully. ‘That seems to be indicated, but it doesn’t change the fact that there’s no record of her taking the train. If we assume the CCTV cameras at the station were having an off day, it’s just possible she lost her pre-paid ticket to Liverpool and was forced to buy a replacement on the day. With cash. It’s the only way she could have taken the train without her journey being recorded.’

				‘That would have cost a fortune,’ said Laurie.

				‘Nearly a hundred pounds,’ agreed Brook.

				‘She wouldn’t pay that. She would’ve used her railcard,’ suggested Laurie.

				‘But that purchase would have been logged,’ said Brook.

				‘She has a credit card . . .’ began Laurie, stopping as soon as she realised the implication.

				‘We’re going to need more details on that. Any spending with her plastic, especially after her departure date, would be significant. With that in mind, we’d like permission to do a more thorough search of your home, look through Caitlin’s room and speak to neighbours. We’ve got some of her financial details from the university, but old credit card and mobile phone statements would be useful.’ Seeing her hesitate, he added, ‘Of course, if we find anything incidental to the inquiry, it will be disregarded – within reason.’

				‘Incidental?’

				‘Small quantities of recreational drugs, for instance,’ explained Brook wearily.

				Laurie seemed confused for a moment. ‘Search away, we don’t do drugs.’ She shook her head. ‘This is crazy. People can’t just disappear into thin air like this.’

				‘Thousands of people do exactly that every year,’ said Brook. ‘They drop everything and walk out of their lives, never to be seen again. Nobody knows why, because there’s no sure way of knowing what’s going on inside somebody’s head. On the positive side, most of these disappearances are voluntary.’

				‘You’re certain she wasn’t on the train?’ said Laurie. ‘When I go to Nottingham, I often don’t get my ticket punched.’

				‘That can happen on shorter journeys, Laurie. But there’s no record of her getting on the ferry either, or arriving in Belfast. And Mersey police can find no sightings or film of her in Birkenhead station or at either ferry terminal on the day of travel. That’s fairly compelling.’

				Laurie hung her head. ‘She’s dead, isn’t she?’

				‘We don’t know that,’ said Brook sincerely. ‘And there’s just as likely to be a reasonable explanation. She likes to travel, you said. Maybe she got a better offer, met the man of her dreams and left with him.’

				‘If she did, she didn’t tell me about it.’

				‘What about that last night at the pub. Did either of you speak to anyone else?’

				‘Only the barman.’ Laurie raised her eyes to remember. ‘Jack.’

				‘Jake,’ corrected Brook, reading Noble’s notes.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Four

				Jake Tanner hung his jacket in the staff cloakroom and jogged up the back stairs into the half-finished upper lounge of Bar Polski. The stairs came out beside the plush new bar with its floor-to-ceiling mirrors and backlit optics. His fellow barman, Ashley, a wiry young man barely out of his teens, was already at work, unpacking boxes of glasses in the evening gloom.

				The fitters had gone for the day and the two men were alone to do their work. Every conceivable glass for every possible drink had been ordered, and all had to be stacked carefully beneath the opulent curve of the bar, ready for the grand opening.

				Jake opened a box of shot glasses and began to unload them.

				‘You’re late,’ said Ashley. ‘Better get a shift on.’

				Jake halted, dead-eyed. ‘Is the boss around?’

				‘Mr Ostrowsky? Not yet.’

				‘Then no harm done,’ said Jake.

				‘You’ve only been here a week. You don’t know what he’s like.’

				‘I can handle him,’ said Jake.

				‘Don’t say you wasn’t warned,’ replied Ashley. ‘Hey, where’s your brother? Don’t he come with you no more?’

				‘Nick?’ Jake’s lips tightened. ‘No, that’s not gonna work. What about Ostrowsky’s brother? The electrician.’

				‘You mean Max?’

				‘Max,’ said Jake, rolling the name around his mouth as though he’d eaten something bitter. ‘That’s the guy. You seen him?’ He looked up for Ashley’s reply, but it didn’t arrive. He followed Ashley’s hungry eyes to the cleaner who was unravelling the flex on a vacuum cleaner at the far end of the darkened room.

				‘Hello, beautiful,’ called Ashley. Jake gave the pretty young Polish girl the once over. She had a fine figure and a lovely face, with big brown eyes. Feeling a pang of desire, he took satisfaction from her ignoring Ashley. ‘Hey, beautiful,’ persisted Ashley at higher volume.

				When the girl looked up, Jake noticed something sad about the eyes, though her mouth was set hard, affecting toughness.

				‘That’s not my name,’ she barked in her halting English.

				‘Cassie, then,’ said Ashley, grinning at her, expecting her to be flattered that he knew.

				Her mournful eyes belied her flinty expression. ‘Kassia,’ she corrected dismissively, and ignited the vacuum to end the conversation.

				Jake watched Ashley watching Kassia.

				A few seconds later, the girl glanced contemptuously back towards the younger man with the goofy look on his face, then towards Jake, brief and hostile, before returning her attention to her work.

				As the sound of the vacuum dipped around the corner, Ashley winked at Jake. ‘Nice, eh?’

				Jake aped the girl’s look of contempt. ‘In your dreams.’

				‘Speak of the devil,’ mumbled Ashley with a swivel of the eyes.

				Jake followed his glance to the staff door as it swung closed.

				Max Ostrowsky was a scruffy, well-built man in his late thirties, who habitually wore dusty overalls and a five-day beard. He ignored the two barmen and headed around the alcove towards Kassia as she emerged with the Hoover. He leered at her and mouthed something in her direction, appearing also to grab his crotch for good measure.

				‘What a charmer,’ said Ashley.

				Kassia glanced malevolently back at Max. Under the noise of the vacuum cleaner, she mimed a return insult and continued her work. Max turned towards the bar with a big grin on his face. On seeing Jake, the grin disappeared and he slowed, dropping his elbows on to the bar.

				‘Vodka,’ he spat out, unable to meet Jake’s glare.

				You want vodka? Jake’s face hardened and he plucked a sealed bottle from an opened box and advanced on Max holding it upside down by the neck. I’ll give you vodka.

				As he raised the bottle to shoulder height, the door swung open again and a sharp-suited businessman appeared. He was a little older and slimmer than Max, but the facial similarity was unmistakable.

				Seeing the raised bottle in Jake’s hand, Ashley stepped across him, placing two shot glasses on the bar with one hand and snatching the upturned vodka bottle from Jake with the other. He gave Jake a veiled WTF glare and, after screwing off the cap, poured out two full measures.

				‘Leave the bottle,’ snapped the well-scrubbed businessman, downing his drink in one and refilling his glass. He began to talk to his younger brother in Polish above the noise of the vacuum.

				Jake backed away resentfully to continue unloading glasses. He looked up to see Kassia staring curiously at him until Max turned to face her, a lascivious grin deforming his face as he blew her a kiss. As she absorbed herself in the hoovering again, Max said something to his elder brother. The suited businessman glanced briefly at Kassia, then distastefully back at his brother. He downed his drink and strode away towards the stairs, beckoning Max to follow.

				Brook finished his text to Noble in the darkened corridor as a tall young man with jet-black curly hair extracted a key from his pocket and prepared to unlock a door. ‘Mr Davison?’

				The dark-eyed student turned to look quizzically at Brook, who held his warrant card towards him for inspection. The young man rested one bare foot on top of the other, ignoring Brook’s ID. ‘What do you want?’

				‘Are you Roland Davison? I’m told this is his room.’

				‘Rollo?’ said the young man, now deigning to inspect Brook’s warrant card. Scratching himself through his torn T-shirt, he came to a decision. ‘He’s my roomie. You just missed him.’ His voice was polished and measured, with that confidence derived from a life in which promise lay ahead, not behind.

				‘Do you know where he is?’

				‘Law lecture. He’ll be out in a couple of hours if you want to wait.’

				‘Very kind of you.’ Brook found his way barred.

				‘No, I mean here,’ smirked the young man. ‘Obviously I can’t let you into the apartment. Not without a warrant.’ He looked Brook up and down – the ill-fitting suit, the exhausted gait – his expression barely concealing the contempt he reserved for shoddily dressed public servants. ‘Is this about his ex?’

				‘He’s going to be a lawyer, is he?’ In turn Brook made no effort to disguise the force’s de rigueur disdain for members of that profession.

				‘A barrister, actually,’ sniffed the young man, hitting his stride.

				‘A barrister?’ retorted Brook. ‘Tough racket.’

				‘Racket?’ The student’s lip curled.

				Brook’s one-note laugh contained an apology of sorts. ‘Figure of speech.’

				‘Can I give Rollo a message?’ said the young man, his boredom reaching critical mass.

				‘Please. Can you ask him if he knows what effect a conviction for obstruction would have on his ability to practise at the Bar?’ Brook smiled with that excessive politeness designed to annoy and unnerve. ‘Mr Davison.’

				The effect was immediate and the young man’s eyes sought the floor. His mouth instantly desiccated, he licked his lips. ‘I . . . er, what did you want to speak to him about? I mean . . . Rollo, I mean . . .’

				Brook took pity on his unprepared opponent. ‘We shouldn’t talk out here.’

				Brook took a hearty sip of the tea his now attentive host had been only too pleased to provide. He looked around the apartment, the shelves lined ceiling to floor with books, apart from one eye-level shelf of compact discs with handwritten labels down the spine. He spotted an expensive-looking video camera on a tripod.

				‘Film-maker, eh?’ he mused. He pulled out a case to examine one of the discs. The title on the label read La Donna e immobile. Brook stared at it, puzzled by the misspelt song title from Rigoletto.

				‘Don’t touch that!’ snapped Davison, taking the case from him. He softened his tone to explain, ‘They’re in order.’ He replaced the disc and moved the camera before inviting Brook to sit. ‘You wanted to ask about the last time I saw Caitlin.’

				‘Can you remember when it was?’

				‘Not the exact date, no,’ replied Davison. ‘We broke up over a week before she went into the clinic.’ His iPhone beeped on his lap and his thumb jerked across the keypad. He grinned at a message.

				‘Why did you break up?’

				‘It was bound to happen sooner or later,’ he said as he texted. ‘When the silly cow told me she had one in the oven, that was it.’

				Brook nodded as though he sympathised. He contemplated the young man studying his phone, wondering how much mental torture to inflict, before realising he was unable to dredge up the moral anger required. Roland Davison had all the hallmarks of a self-centred narcissist with an acute sense of entitlement, and as such was indistinguishable from thousands of other young people. Brook found it hard to summon the energy to rattle his cage.

				Davison looked up, misreading Brook’s expression. ‘Don’t judge me. I never pretended I loved her.’

				‘That’s all right, then,’ said Brook.

				‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of humour,’ retorted Davison.

				‘And the most fun.’

				‘Look, Inspector, the pregnancy was Caitlin’s fault. These days a guy has a right to expect precautions to be taken. And if the bitch ain’t doing it, she needs to say so or take the consequences.’

				‘Bitch?’

				‘Figure of speech,’ leered Davison, pleased to have extracted retribution so quickly.

				‘Not when I was at school it wasn’t,’ retorted Brook, suddenly convinced that Davison hadn’t abducted or killed Caitlin Kinnear. He clearly didn’t care enough about her to summon up the necessary passion for such an enterprise. ‘Was she depressed about her condition?’

				‘More pissed off than depressed.’

				‘There’s a difference?’

				‘Sure. She’d got herself in a jam and she had a problem to solve. It pissed her off. But she didn’t mope about it.’

				‘And you approved of her solution?’

				‘Hell, yeah,’ scoffed Davison.

				‘So the termination was her decision.’

				‘Once she’d factored in her options,’ said Davison, grinning.

				‘Her options being to terminate or to raise the child on her own.’

				‘Bang on. I wasn’t about to play happy families with a dumb Irish bitch and her bastard, no matter how good she was in the sack.’

				Brook held on to a neutral expression – Davison and his ilk took delight in causing offence to older generations. ‘And did she seem at all conflicted about her decision?’ Davison prepared to object, so Brook qualified. ‘In the small amount of time you had to assess her mood.’

				‘You’re asking me if she was capable of killing herself, aren’t you?’

				‘Was she?’

				‘God, no,’ said Davison, at least taking the trouble to think about it. ‘Kitty wasn’t the type. Always the optimist.’

				‘So she never discussed suicide on an intellectual level, or revealed any unnatural fascination with famous people who had taken their own lives, say?’

				Davison shook his head as though he’d been asked about a bus timetable.

				‘Did she know anyone who’d committed suicide?’ continued Brook. ‘Here at the university, I mean.’

				‘I don’t think so. Look, there are always suicides on campus around Easter, though they like to keep that quiet for obvious reasons. It’s the start of the exam season. Some people can’t handle the pressure.’

				‘The majority of FE suicides are overseas students,’ said Brook. ‘Like Caitlin.’

				‘Yeah, I heard that,’ said Davison. ‘They’re paying more so their fear of failure is greater. And they’re a long way from home. I get that. But Jesus, Belfast hardly counts as foreign. And Caitlin’s a pretty tough cookie.’

				‘Do you know if she’d ever self-harmed?’

				Davison’s iPhone buzzed and he looked down at the screen and smiled again.

				Brook sighed before jerking out a hand and plucking away the black tablet.

				‘Hey,’ protested the student, glaring at Brook and plotting a lunge towards his beloved phone. ‘You can’t do that.’

				‘I just did.’

				‘I know my rights.’

				‘Glad to hear it.’

				‘I’m ringing my father,’ snorted Davison. ‘Do you have any idea who he is?’

				‘I know you’ll be fishing your phone out of the toilet to ring him if you don’t listen to my questions,’ said Brook calmly. ‘Your ex-girlfriend is missing and your indifference is making me suspicious.’

				Davison fell into brooding silence, lips pursed, glaring at his phone in Brook’s hand. A moment later, a dip of the eyes agreed to terms and conditions. ‘What was the question again?’

				‘Did Caitlin ever . . .’

				‘Self-harm, right,’ said Davison. ‘I wouldn’t know about that.’

				‘You didn’t notice any cutting scars on her arms?’

				‘No.’ With a lascivious grin he added, ‘But when we got down and dirty, I guess that’s the sort of thing that would be hard to miss, so I guess not.’

				‘What about enemies?’

				‘Enemies?’ laughed Davison. ‘No chance. Caitlin was an open-hearted country girl. She liked a drink and a good time. She got along with everyone.’

				‘No students who took a dislike to her?’

				‘Asked and answered.’

				‘Nobody come to mind who behaved inappropriately towards her?’

				‘Define inappropriate.’

				‘Any male students being excessively attentive, perhaps using over-sexualised language in front of her, that sort of thing.’

				‘Only me.’

				‘What about other ex-boyfriends on campus?’

				‘Nope.’ Davison pondered for a second. ‘She had a serious boyfriend back in Belfast, but she gave him the heave-ho before she left the bogs.’

				‘Do you have a name?’

				‘Paddy Something?’ He caught the current of Brook’s scepticism. ‘Seriously. But she only mentioned him the one time, and only because I asked. She was living a different life in Derby so she cut him loose.’

				‘What about her tutors and lecturers? Any hint of sexual harassment?’

				‘She never mentioned it to me if there was.’

				‘What about her grades?’

				‘What about them?’

				‘They’re not spectacular. Did she ever complain that someone was marking her down?’

				‘No. And Kitty’s grades are fine. She was happy enough. She wasn’t that bright and she certainly didn’t work too hard. She was overachieving, you ask me.’

				‘Was?’

				The young man shrugged. ‘She’s in the past. My past, at least. Are we done?’

				Are we done? Brook ignored the temptation to make his next question Are you American? ‘What do you think happened to her?’

				Davison shrugged. ‘She may have been nabbed by some random sex-starved pervert. Ever thought it might be that simple?’

				‘Then he’s the most careful sex-starved pervert in criminal history,’ answered Brook. Davison actually laughed at this. ‘What about travel? Could she have simply upped sticks and left?’

				‘That would be more likely. She loved travel and new places. You should check the airports and ferry ports.’

				‘Good idea,’ said Brook. He held up a hand to forestall another protest. ‘Lowest form of humour – I heard you the first time. Anywhere she might go in Britain if she wanted to get away?’

				Davison narrowed his eyes. ‘Are you saying she hasn’t left the country?’

				‘I’m not saying anything. I’m asking you a question.’

				‘I guess her top destination would be London.’ Brook prompted him with a raised eyebrow. ‘Bright lights, big city. Streets paved with gold and all that.’

				‘Alone?’

				‘Kitty’s self-reliant, and if she wanted to go somewhere badly enough, she’d drop everything and go. I assume that could apply to some man she met, but I have no idea who that might be.’

				‘She sounds very trusting,’ said Brook.

				‘There’s no side to her,’ said Davison. ‘She takes people as she finds them, but she can handle herself. Depend on it.’

				‘How did she handle herself with you?’ Davison emitted a short laugh. ‘Something you want to share?’

				The young man sighed. ‘We broke up. Was Caitlin happy I dumped her? No. But she was too level-headed to let it worry her for more than a second. She was never clingy or jealous, because she knew how uncool that was. She took the rough with the smooth and didn’t hold grudges. And there were no regrets on either side when we split.’

				‘Final question – can you confirm where you were on the night of March twentieth?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Five

				Brook sipped team from his flask as he looked out across the lights of Derby’s dark horizon. Light rain dotted the windows.

				Noble closed the door of the office and flopped down on his chair, hands stretched behind his head. ‘That’s one day I’ll never get back. I don’t know why we bother nicking burglars. They never get locked up.’ He sighed, opting to jettison the rest of the well-worn conversation, flicked on the kettle and stole a quick glance at Caitlin’s photograph. ‘What about you?’

				‘I spoke to Laurie,’ answered Brook. ‘The boyfriend too.’

				‘And did Davison push your buttons?’ Brook gave him a fleeting glance but didn’t answer. ‘I knew it,’ grinned Noble. ‘Did you like him for it?’

				‘There is no it, John. And no, I didn’t like him for it. Roland Davison doesn’t care about anyone but himself. Not enough to commit murder.’

				‘But someone that arrogant . . .’

				‘Luckily for him, arrogance isn’t a crime.’ A second later, Brook added, ‘Lucky for me too, I guess.’

				‘Ooh, self-analysis,’ teased Noble. ‘I’m trembling. Course you know where he gets his arrogance from.’

				‘Should I?’

				‘His father is Councillor Davison – upstanding member of the Police Liaison Committee.’

				‘So that’s who Roland was threatening to unleash on me,’ said Brook.

				‘I assumed you knew him.’

				‘I’ve met him . . .’ Brook smiled suddenly, taking Noble’s meaning, ‘but he’s never sat on any of my disciplinary panels. He owned that derelict building on Whitaker Road where young Joshua Stapleton was murdered. Remember?’

				Noble lapsed into silence, his mind’s eye staring at the pathetic corpse of a boy, barely a teenager, humiliated and killed before life had begun, enduring pain he’d never known and suffering he didn’t deserve. ‘I remember,’ he mumbled, the memory lowering his voice. He roused himself to change the subject. ‘Well, sad to say, you’re right. Davison’s alibi checked out. March twentieth he was drinking with half a dozen friends and went back to student halls on Agard Street with a Miss Polly Cooke. Together all night. She confirmed it.’

				‘You sound disappointed,’ said Brook.

				‘I am. He treated me like something he’d wiped off his shoe.’

				‘That I’m used to,’ said Brook. ‘What depressed me more was his total indifference towards someone with whom he’d recently had a relationship – someone who may be in trouble, even dead.’

				‘So he got to you too.’

				Brook turned back to stare at the night. ‘People get to me, John. Especially the young. They seem to think it weakens them if they care for anyone but themselves. What about Laurie Teague’s alibi?’

				‘Cast in bronze,’ said Noble, surprised. ‘She stayed at the pub until her boyfriend arrived, then took a cab to his place. Barman, boyfriend and cabbie confirm. You didn’t really . . .’

				‘No,’ said Brook. ‘But now we don’t need to take it on trust, do we?’

				There was silence for a moment, natural on Brook’s part but not so comfortable for Noble.

				‘So what’s next?’ said Noble. ‘We can scale up and put a team together, canvass the entire campus . . .’

				‘It’s been a month,’ said Brook. ‘You know what comes next.’

				Noble was solemn. ‘We pass it along because there’s no mileage in it.’

				‘Afraid so.’

				‘There’d be mileage in it if she was from Derby and her family were sobbing on East Midlands Today every night.’

				‘That’s unfair, John.’

				‘Is it?’ Noble lowered his eyes. ‘Have you spoken to the Chief Super?’

				‘I don’t need to. I know what he’d say.’

				‘Since when did Charlton’s opinions carry any weight with you?’

				‘When they agree with mine,’ replied Brook. He sighed and shook his flask. Empty. ‘John, Caitlin’s not local and the trail’s cold. All we can do is hope she’s gone walkabout and move on.’

				‘And you a detective who closes fifty-year-old homicides.’

				‘If she’d been murdered, I’d be all over it,’ argued Brook. ‘But Caitlin’s young, unattached and likes to travel – she could be anywhere.’

				‘People who travel leave a trail,’ argued Noble. ‘You taught me that. And your text said she’d had an abortion. She could have been depressed, suicidal even.’

				‘Then at least she’s making her own choices,’ said Brook.

				‘Now who’s being unfair?’

				Brook nodded in acceptance of Noble’s rebuke. ‘You’re right.’

				Noble was suddenly quiet, and Brook knew what was coming. ‘What about the Deity killer?’

				‘What about him?’

				Noble sought the words. ‘Do you think he’s come back? That he’s started again with Caitlin.’

				‘That case is closed,’ said Brook. ‘Officially. Deity is dead.’

				‘You didn’t think he was dead at the time,’ said Noble.

				‘Everyone else did.’

				‘Even so, we should check . . .’

				‘I did check,’ said Brook. ‘Before you got back. The Deity website is gone for good. There’s no connection, John.’

				‘But Caitlin’s a student who disappeared without trace,’ insisted Noble. ‘Same as the others.’

				‘It’s not the same,’ said Brook. ‘Caitlin left no message, no clue. The Deity students left artefacts to show they were leaving of their own volition.’ He raised a digit. ‘And they left as a group.’

				Noble was encouraged, and seized his opportunity. ‘Aha, well, Caitlin’s not alone. I’ve been on to Interpol.’

				‘Interpol?’ A smile pulled at the corner of Brook’s mouth. ‘Being a bit melodramatic, aren’t we?’

				‘Maybe, but I remembered something – a case three years ago. Another Irish girl who went missing. So I checked with Interpol and found the names of five young women reported missing over the last three years by parents in Poland, Italy and Ireland.’

				‘Students?’

				‘A couple of them,’ retorted Noble defensively.

				‘At Derby University?’

				‘One was.’ Noble cast around his desk for the paperwork. ‘Daniela Cassetti from Perugia. She flew to East Midlands in August two years ago to enrol at the university but disappeared after two terms. Easter, this time last year! She was supposed to fly home for the holiday but never arrived and didn’t show up for the summer term. Exactly the same as Caitlin!’ He reached for a second sheet of paper. ‘And there was another Irish girl, a student teacher from Dublin visiting family in Derby. Bernadette Murphy. Also three young Polish girls vanished, all thought to have been in the area . . .’

				‘Thought to have been,’ repeated Brook. Noble was quiet. ‘The Derby area?’

				‘East Midlands,’ answered Noble, not looking up to catch Brook’s sceptical eye. He rustled for another piece of paper on his desk. ‘Adrianna Bakula—’

				‘John, slow down,’ said Brook ‘Not only are those women not local, they’re foreign nationals. They could be travelling anywhere in the UK, even assuming they’re still here.’

				‘But the similarities . . .’

				‘Such as?’

				‘They’re all young, single women from overseas. Like Caitlin.’

				Brook finally trapped Noble’s wandering eye. ‘You do know there must be hundreds of thousands of young people wandering the globe at any one time, experiencing life. And they’re all effectively missing until they walk through their parents’ front doors again.’

				‘Maybe,’ said Noble softly.

				‘Definitely,’ said Brook. ‘It’s part of growing up and leaving the nest. Young people go out into the world, get a taste of freedom and forget they even have parents, never mind communicate with them. It’s called freedom. I was the same. I saw my parents as jailers, and when I finally left, getting in touch with them was as alien as . . .’

				‘As paying attention to Interpol bulletins?’ suggested Noble.

				‘Exactly,’ retorted Brook, unwilling to be embarrassed. ‘I’ve had all this with my own daughter. Throw a divorce into the mix, and unless you make a supreme effort to contact your kid, you might easily not speak to them for years. It’s a wonder more parents don’t report their children missing.’

				‘How is Terri?’ asked Noble.

				‘She’s fine,’ said Brook, holding out his hands to make the point. ‘I assume.’

				‘So that’s it, then?’

				‘I’m sorry, John. With no evidence of a crime, we pass Caitlin’s file over to the Missing Persons Bureau. They can work this nationally . . .’

				‘While they look for thousands of other runaways and mis-pers.’

				‘We’ve nothing to work with,’ insisted Brook. ‘No suspicious spending on her cards. No phone calls, no sightings. I’d suggest she spontaneously combusted, but that’s supposed to leave a residue.’

				‘Then why do I get the impression you know there’s something wrong here?’

				Now it was Brook’s turn to avoid eye contact. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

				‘Yes, you do. What is it? Gut instinct?’

				Brook looked up, an expression of derision on his face. ‘We’re not astrologers, John. We don’t read tea leaves. We work on evidence.’

				‘Agreed,’ said Noble. ‘And we don’t have any, so what is it?’

				Brook hesitated. ‘You said you searched her room.’

				‘Apart from her rucksack being gone, everything was in order,’ replied Noble.

				‘That there. That’s what worries me,’ said Brook. ‘It’s too tidy. Students are messy – messy in their relationships, messy in their personal lives. The unplanned pregnancy tells me Caitlin was no different. If she left of her own volition, she couldn’t have removed herself from the face of the earth more thoroughly. That’s either a fluke or takes careful planning.’

				‘And Caitlin’s not that careful.’

				Brook rubbed his tired eyes. ‘It was just an impression. On the other hand, she did carefully compartmentalise her lives in Derby and Belfast, so maybe that tells us something.’

				‘So are we passing this on or not?’ said Noble.

				Brook sighed. ‘We don’t have a choice. Without leads, sightings or any sign of foul play, the only thing left to do is put her picture on the drinks cartons and wait.’

				‘You forgot to mention crossing our fingers,’ said Noble, trudging to the door, a hand reaching for his cigarettes. No answer from Brook. ‘We keep a copy of the file in case we get a chance to revisit, okay?’

				‘Absolutely.’

				Brook drove home after midnight along the dark, empty roads, uncoupling his mind from the challenges of the day. He loved the night drive out of Derby along the A52 to Ashbourne and then on to his cottage in Hartington. It was a half-hour when he was forced to concentrate on the undemanding task of manoeuvring his aged car through the dark countryside of the Peak District.

				Spring had arrived and the promise of a few months walking around the hills after and sometimes before work was a great comfort to Brook. The prospect soothed his overworked brain, and made sleep possible at the end of the journey, if only for a couple of hours before insomnia took over and he rose in the small hours for his first tea of the day.

				Thirty minutes later, he dropped his laptop case on the kitchen table and opened the fridge almost as a reflex. For a detective who prided himself on evidence and logic, it was an odd thing to do, as the shelves were just as bare as they had been that same morning when he had reached in for the last pint of milk.

				He made a mug of tea and sat at the table, fumbling for his antiquated mobile phone. He hovered over his daughter’s number – one of only two on speed-dial – before thinking better of it. A phone call from a parent was bad news at any time, but after midnight it might induce panic. Instead he thumbed out a text – Not heard from you. How are you? – being scrupulous to punctuate and avoid text shorthand.

				A minute later, the briefest reply. I’m good. Brook frowned. A moment later, another message. Got U. No, I’m not a Yank. LOL. Wassup? Another victim remind you of me? Don’t deny it.

				Brook smiled as he tapped the keys. Am I so predictable? Actually victim not dead, just missing, and reminds me of me as a student.

				Who is he?

				He’s a she.

				V metrosexual ;)

				Brook was unsure of her meaning. Any chance of a visit?

				Rain check on the visit. I’m in Italy.

				‘Italy?’ said Brook frowning. ‘I rest my case, John.’ He tapped out, Well thanks for letting me know. Not enamoured of the nagging tone, he deleted it, instead texted Ciao x, drank his tea and trudged upstairs to bed.
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‘Crime writing at its best’

Run, hide, pray.
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