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    Money Can Kill




    Fourth in the DCI Phelps series based


    in Cardiff Bay




    Wonny Lea





    A school trip to the National History Museum of Wales at St Fagans ends early with the disappearance of a child.




    Is he just playing hide and seek – or is it the work of a criminal? Perhaps a kidnapper with designs on the boy’s mother and her recently-acquired millions?




    DCI Martin Phelps and his team are back together just in time to take on the case – one that starts off as a possible kidnapping but soon descends into something even more sinister …




    As the investigation exposes the complexities of family relationships, another long-standing mystery is solved – all while Martin and his colleagues anxiously await the results of a major police review that may result in them losing their jobs …


  




  




  

     Chapter One


    School Trip




    It was twenty-five minutes past nine and the teachers on the second of three coaches did a final head count of the children and the adults accompanying them.




    ‘We’re still missing two,’ shouted Claire Masters as she looked through the list on her clipboard.




    ‘’Course you are,’ called back Angela Roberts, one of the parents. ‘No sign of Jason and his mother yet, is there? She’ll be arriving in her taxi and will expect the bus to be waiting even if she’s ten minutes late.’




    Miss Masters refrained from making any comment but she could see that Mrs Roberts was right, as Jason Barnes and his mother Christine, better known as Tina, were the names not yet crossed off her list. The general conversation that ensued in the bus ranged from mildly abusive to positively vitriolic as most of the adults and even children as young as six had something to say about the people behind the missing names.




    ‘I bet it’s quite a struggle having to decide which of their designer labels to thrill us all with today,’ suggested a grossly overweight woman who occupied the best part of two seats, overlapping into the aisle and squashing her young son’s head against the window. She had nothing more to say on the subject and turned her attention towards the boy, who was taking too long to open a large pack of bacon sandwiches.




    Claire squeezed past their seat and the smell of bacon caught her attention. ‘Mrs Hall, as you know, we have been asked not to eat on the coach. It’ll only take us about half an hour to get to our destination and there are plenty of picnic areas there.’




    Mrs Hall couldn’t reply, as her mouth was now stuffed full of what would be the first of many bacon butties, and shrugged her shoulders as Miss Masters moved towards the front of the coach. She sat down next to her colleague and voiced her frustration. ‘We’ve brought black bags for the rubbish and vomit bags for those who are sick from travel or over-indulgence, but we’ve been told that if any of the coaches are left in a mess today this will be yet another travel company that blacklists our school.’




    Holly Road Primary was a typical inner-city school, with five hundred pupils aged between four and eleven and from every conceivable ethnic and religious background. Claire Masters had only been teaching at Holly Road since September and was already thinking back fondly to the small school with just two hundred pupils in Llantrisant, where she had taught until the end of the last school year. She had left because she was ambitious and knew that in order to be eligible for some of the more prestigious teaching posts in Wales she would have to be able to demonstrate experience in a variety of educational settings. She would have to be able to show that she understood the meaning of diversity and was capable of developing strategies that would enable every child to get the best from the system.




    According to the latest thinking, a big part of educating the children holistically was to get them and their families away from the school environment and introduce them to opportunities for learning within the local community. Today’s excursion was the first of four arranged for this school year and Claire prayed that they would be less challenging than the accounts of last year’s outings, related by her colleagues in the staff room. These ranged from the usual teasing and spats between the kids to very public verbal abuse and even full-blown fights amongst some of the parents. A trip to a local working farm had resulted in the death of two chickens and a seven-year-old girl being tied to the wheels of a tractor.




    The school changed its policy after that visit and now each child had to be accompanied by a named responsible adult, but looking around the bus Claire doubted the efficacy of that arrangement. One of the so-called responsible adults was already on her third bacon sandwich and a young dad appeared to be singing songs more suitable for a rugby trip – and the coach hadn’t even left the school!




    Today’s excursion was to take Years Two and Three to the Museum of Welsh Life in St Fagans, and in particular to get the children to look at the tools used by farmers throughout the ages. The youngsters had been looking at how their food got to the table and the majority had been quite amazed to discover that it had not all just come from the shelves of the local supermarket.




    Claire was offering a silent prayer that all the equipment would be nailed down when the taxi that had been anticipated pulled up alongside the coach and Jason and his mother got on board.




    There was an uncanny silence as they made their way down the central aisle looking for a double seat, and although no one looked Christine Barnes – Tina – in the eyes, most of the adults took in every detail of her appearance. Bling was the order of the day for a number of the women and some of the men on the coach, but everyone knew that Tina’s bling was the real thing. She had no concept of the idea that ‘less is more’, and although she wore designer jeans and a leather jacket, nothing was coordinated, and the overall effect, topped by her black and blue streaked hair, was tarty.




    Pushing Jason into the only remaining pair of seats Tina recalled how different it had been on the school trips last year, when she had been one of the girls and would have been seen laughing and joking with everyone on the bus. Her clothes and chunky jewellery would have come from the market and Jason’s clothes would, at best, have been some cheap copies handed down from her neighbour’s son.




    It had been just after the Easter holidays when Tina had come up trumps on the Euro lottery, winning tens of millions of pounds and having only Jason to share it with.




    She initially gave generous hand-outs to friends, but instead of showing some gratitude they had just become greedy and wanted more. Some of those friends were on the coach today, but she had been crossed off their Christmas-card lists and they were now the leaders when it came to slagging her off. Part of her wished that she could wind the clock back; wished she had never won the money; wished she was still part of their world.




    It didn’t help that Jason was showing off his new black Kickers boots to a boy whose trainers were falling apart and the boy’s mother was openly voicing her opinion of people who thought they were better than anyone else. There is a general misconception that money will solve problems whereas in reality it can bring more than it takes away. In Tina’s case it had taken her out of her social comfort zone and left her completely isolated. Although she had tried to adapt to her fortune, she simply didn’t have the ability to do so. She was thirty years old and for most of her life she had been a hard worker, often holding down a full-time job and then doing part-time bar work in the evenings. Tina was not bright, and had left school with no qualifications; she had still been living at home with her father when had become pregnant at twenty-three. Her father hadn’t worked in years and had been more than happy to live off Tina’s money, and when he found out his daughter was pregnant he tried to persuade her to have an abortion.




    It was one of the few times in her life when Tina did exactly what she wanted to do, and from the moment that Jason was born he became the very centre of her existence. She left home and for the first six and a half years of her son’s life she struggled, with the help of state benefits, to make ends meet. They had been housed in a two-bedroomed maisonette in Llanedeyrn, surrounded by families in similar situations, and for the most part they were very happy there.




    When Jason started school Tina had taken on several jobs as a cleaner, and when she looked back now it was with a longing to be still in that little house and not rattling around in the five-bedroomed property she had been persuaded to buy.




    The coaches had left the school and were driving in convoy along Eastern Avenue and just as the ten o’clock news announced the death of Dame Joan Sutherland, the driver slammed on his breaks and swerved to avoid going into the back of the coach in front. There was uproar as women screamed, men swore, one little boy was propelled down the centre of the bus, and two girls were sick.




    The driver spoke into his microphone. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said. ‘I had no choice as some idiot in front of our coaches suddenly changed lanes. Still, it’ll teach some of you to wear your seat belts and let me remind you that County Coaches will not be responsible for any injuries if you don’t follow the rules.’




    Miss Masters felt she had no alternative than to break the rules as she got up and returned Tomos, the human cannonball, to his seat and belatedly handed out sick-bags and generous amounts of wipes. The atmosphere was already getting heavy as the smell of vomit mingled with what was now a variety of sandwich fillings and definitely cheese and onion crisps.




    Claire returned to her seat and on the way heard the hiss of a can opening and got a definite smell of cider. She would have preferred not to have witnessed the occurrence but having done so she couldn’t ignore it. ‘Mr Ponting,’ she said. ‘You don’t need me to tell you that the school does not allow alcohol on school trips.’




    ‘Sorry Miss, but I wasn’t thinking of giving it to the kids. Not much I can do about it now, so I’ll just down it quickly.’ The words were spoken by a skinny man in his twenties with a sculpted hair style that was copied by his two young sons. One the boys spoke in defence of his father.




    ‘Don’t have a go at my dad, Miss. He doesn’t like fruit and so he’s got to drink cider to get his five-a-day. It’s only apple juice, don’t you know?’




    Claire made no comment as she watched father and son make a high five in recognition of their perceived victory over the teacher. When she re-joined her colleague, Mrs Locke, they mentally left the school trip and spent a few minutes discussing the recent death of Dame Joan Sutherland.




    ‘I’m not an opera buff but I have to agree with Luciano Pavarotti when he said her voice was like heaven. It sends shivers down my spine,’ said Emma Locke. ‘What a wonderful gift. It puts what I have to offer in a very poor light.’




    ‘Oh, that’s rubbish,’ insisted Claire. ‘I think that anyone who works with the mix of kids we get at Holly Road year after year deserves a medal.’




    Their next words were drowned out as the driver turned up the volume of the radio controls and some of the responsible adults joined in the chorus of ‘Love Me Do’ and a medley of hits from The Fab Four. So, accompanied by The Beatles, and with the majority of the people on coach number two murdering ‘Eleanor Rigby’, the last ten minutes of the journey passed without incident. Soon the coach turned the corner and stopped alongside a number of other similar vehicles.




    The National History Museum of Wales was among the best of Europe’s open air museums and allowed visitors to have life-size experiences of what life was like in Wales in the days before wide-screen televisions, iPads, and fast-food. For the past ten years entry to the museum had been free of charge and consequently it was an obvious venue for schools and large family outings.




    Although there was a plan in relation to the perceived educational output of today’s visit, the teachers knew that many of the carefully prepared handouts given to each child would not even be read. Individual groups had already decided how they were going to spend their time at St Fagans and a few would not be going further than the children’s play area.




    Claire used the driver’s microphone to ensure that everyone knew the arrangements for the day and encouraged the use of the worksheets. She reminded the children that the blacksmith was going to give them a special demonstration at eleven o’clock and told them to make sure they didn’t miss out.




    ‘The most important time for you all to remember is two thirty. That is when we leave here and we must be on time because the coaches will be needed for the normal school runs after we get back. Anyone who is not on the bus by two thirty will be left behind and will have to make their own arrangements for getting home.’




    Claire looked at some of the glazed-over expressions and had serious doubts about how much of what she was saying was being absorbed, and so she concluded. ‘Have a great day. There are six members of the teaching staff here today so if there are any problems one of us should be able to help.’




    Several people had already left the coach before she had even finished speaking and the ones that hung on to her every word were the ones that didn’t really need to listen. They were the adults whose children had already proudly written their names on the front of the booklets, and had pens and pencils poised to make sure that there would be a tick in every box before they returned to the coach. Claire recognised gratefully that they were the majority and they took up less than ten per cent of her time. She sometimes felt a bit guilty that she couldn’t give them more because the demands of the thankless few were overwhelming, but her job was to ensure that as many horses drank water as she could persuade.




    Jason and his mother were the last to leave the coach and Claire noticed that they stood apart from the various groups, and the first thing Tina did was to light up a cigarette. She was a very heavy smoker, as the nicotine stains between the index and middle fingers of her right hand indicated, and she was one of the few people left who refused to smoke filter-tipped cigarettes. She had previously rolled her own but since she no longer needed to worry about the cost she had a constant supply of Pall Mall soft packs.




    The driver had looked down the aisle of the coach and huffed and puffed, before telling Claire that it would be in the best interest of Holly Road School for her to have a quick clean up before he took the bus back to the company depot. It only took five minutes for Claire to half-fill a black bag with empty packages and a few cans and to clean up the sick patches, getting the driver’s nod of approval.




    As she stepped off the coach she noticed that two of her teacher colleagues had been doing a similar clean-up in the other two coaches. She joined them with her black bag and the three of them looked for a large rubbish bin.




    The plan was for the six teachers to have a cup of coffee and then wander around in pairs, giving advice and assistance as required and rounding the pupils up for the two planned sessions. One was the blacksmith’s demonstration and the other was a short talk on the tools used by farmers during the past couple of centuries.




    Claire told her colleagues that she would join them at the coffee shop and made her way to the toilets to wash her hands free of the smell of stale vomit.




    Jason was kicking around the wrapping from an ice-cream cone just outside the ladies’ toilets and he saw her coming towards him.




    ‘It wasn’t me, Miss, I didn’t chuck the paper on the floor, it was there already.’




    ‘Hello, Jason,’ said Claire. ‘I wasn’t going to suggest that you had caused the litter but if you want to be a really big boy you could pick it up and put it in the bin.’




    ‘Somebody else chucked it down so somebody else should pick it up. My mother says we aren’t servants to nobody, Miss.’




    Claire bent down, picked up the cardboard cone. and placed it in one of the many rubbish bins , hoping that her example would register. She looked back at Jason. ‘What are you doing here on your own anyway?’




    ‘I’m not on my own, Miss, my mother needed a pee so I’m just waiting for her to come out of the toilet – here she is.’




    As Jason spoke his mother appeared and chastised her son for making a nuisance of himself before yanking his arm and dragging him in the direction of the children’s play area. Claire stared after them, wondering why she was feeling sorry for someone who had more money than she was ever likely to see in her lifetime, but she did feel very sorry for Christine Barnes.




    Joining her colleagues for coffee she was not surprised to learn that Emma Locke had already entertained the group with the happenings from their coach, and she sat and listened to the stories from the other two coaches. The avoidance of a traffic accident had caused a nose bleed in the first coach and Peggy Lloyd told them that one of the dads was going to sue the coach company for the trauma his six-year-old princess had endured.




    ‘I’ll change coaches with anyone,’ said the youngest teacher, Kerri Powell. ‘Mandy Perkins’ mother has brought her two youngest girls with her and they have screamed non-stop, but that’s the least of my worries. Mandy’s mother, who is very pregnant, is looking decidedly uncomfortable and I don’t fancy playing the midwife on the return journey.’




    This caused a great deal of laughter but no one volunteered to change coaches; all the plea did was to make the group of teachers realise that today was likely to be a long day and a round of assorted cakes was needed to gird up the loins.




    Dragging Jason behind her, Tina walked up the path towards the children’s park but decided against going into the area when she saw some of the women standing around and staring in her direction. Jason let out a howl as he was spun around and left in no doubt that he would not be swinging from the climbing frame any time soon.




    ‘I want to go to the park,’ he shouted. ‘I want to play with my friends, I don’t want to see the animals, I want to play with my friends.’




    ‘Shut up, Jason, just shut up. You can play with your friends in school. I’m not going to the park and that’s that. Just stop shouting before I give you something to shout about.’




    Tina was tall and thin to the point of looking gaunt and for every one of her strides Jason was forced to take five or six running steps and he pleaded to her to slow down.




    ‘You’re going too bloody fast,’ he told his mother.




    ‘Don’t you dare say bloody unless you want a smack across the face,’ replied Tina. ‘It’s a good job Miss Masters didn’t hear you swearing or you would really be for the high jump.’




    Tina suddenly stopped and gave Jason a big hug. ‘Look, Jase,’ she said. ‘It’s just you and me since we won the lottery, or at least until I find you a new dad. That lot back there are just jealous and it’s for the best that we don’t bother with them.’




    Jason looked horrified. ‘But I don’t want a new dad. Have I even got a dad? I didn’t know I had one. Have I got a dad?’




    Realising she had opened a can of worms Tina ignored her young son as she didn’t really want to be reminded of Jason’s biological father. As far as she knew he was totally unaware that Jason existed. She had registered her son’s birth using her own surname and told the registrar that she could give no information about his father. The registrar had assumed that this meant there were so many possibilities that Tina couldn’t decide who to name, but the reality was very different.




    Tina was not, and never had been, promiscuous. She knew exactly who had fathered Jason, and she still caught sight of him from time to time. There had been one occasion in the school yard when he had spoken to Jason and for a moment Tina had imagined that the light of recognition had flashed across his face, but it was unlikely he even remembered their brief sexual encounter.




    Jason had not stopped firing his questions. ‘Why haven’t I got a real dad? I want a dad like my friends. Molly-Anne has got two dads. One of them lives with her mother and one of them lives with another girl’s mother. They all go to the cinema together, I know ’cos Molly-Anne told me.’




    ‘What are you going on about?’ asked Tina.




    ‘She did tell me, I’m not telling fibs, she did tell me.’ Jason suddenly changed tactics and told his mother that he was starving and wanted to go to McDonalds.




    ‘Don’t be stupid, Jason, there is no such thing as McDonalds here, and anyway we’ve brought sandwiches.’




    ‘I don’t like sandwiches. I want a burger and fries, not sandwiches.’ Jason sulked and plonked himself down on the path.




    ‘Get up,’ his mother shouted but he refused to budge and she walked on, thinking that he would soon get bored with sitting on his own and catch up with her. ‘If you sit there too long the pig-man will come and get you – and good riddance is what I would say.’ She called the words back over her shoulder. After a few minutes she stopped walking and waited to hear his footsteps running towards her but a few other children passed with their families and no sign of Jason.




    The families that were walking past were not from her son’s school and were all speaking Welsh so she did not feel able to ask them if they had passed Jason. She made her way back to the spot where he had been sitting but he was not there. She wasn’t worried as hide and seek was one of his favourite games and she began looking behind trees and over the walls of the circular dry-stone pigsty. ‘Jason,’ she shouted. ‘Jason, that’s enough now. I give in, I can’t find you, so you’ve won and if you like we can get some ice-cream.’




    Usually the very mention of ice-cream would see Jason running towards her but still nothing and now there were children from Jason’s school walking towards her so she confronted them.




    ‘Have you seen Jason? He was sitting on the path and must have decided to play hide and seek but he’s too good for me and I can’t find him.’




    ‘Mam, am I allowed to talk to Jason’s mam?’ asked the son of one of the women Tina had at one time considered to be her friend.




    ‘Best not or she’ll only think you’re after her money, like she thought your mother was.’ Smirking at another woman who was walking alongside her, Pam Woodland answered her son’s question, but now Tina was getting worried and so she ignored the intended insult.




    ‘Look, Pam,’ she said. ‘Forget about me and just answer the question. Have you seen Jason? He was sitting in this exact spot but now he’s nowhere to be seen and I’m getting concerned.’




    ‘Your concerns are no concerns of mine. I’ve got three boys to look after and I’ve managed not to lose one of them,’ retorted Pam. ‘We passed two of the teachers near the red farmhouse so I suggest you ask them.’




    Claire and Emma Locke were listening to the history of the Kennixton farmhouse, and how the owners had lived in the red-painted house and farmed the land in the Gower over the centuries. Like all the other historic buildings it had been relocated to the museum and was a terrific example of a particular way of life. Their interesting history lesson was interrupted as Tina ducked her head to enter the low doorway.




    ‘Have you seen Jason?’ she asked breathlessly. ‘I can’t find him anywhere.’




    A missing child was top of the list of incidents that must not happen on a school trip and only topped by the loss of more than one child, but it was never a permanent loss. Usually the child or children were being naughty and one of the other children could be persuaded to reveal their whereabouts. Nevertheless it was always a worrying time for the parents and teachers alike and Claire responded to the situation, treating the matter as serious from the outset.




    ‘OK, try to stay calm,’ she suggested. ‘I doubt he’s gone far; he’s probably gone to look for one of his friends. Mrs Locke, will you find the other four teachers and check if they’ve seen him, and I’ll go back with Jason’s mother to where she last saw Jason. We’re due to see the blacksmith in fifteen minutes, so I guess lots of the school will be on their way there and Jason’s possibly tagging along.




    ‘I also suggest you speak to the staff of the museum as this is probably not a rare occurrence and they may be able to suggest special hiding places that are used by children.’




    Even as Claire made the suggestion she was remembering what she had learned about St Fagans prior to the trip and especially the bit about it being set in a hundred acres of parkland. The boy could be anywhere, but she reined in her imagination, as she remembered that there were a hundred and sixty-two adults and children from Holly Road walking around, so someone would have seen him.




    His mother had lit up another Pall Mall, and her cheeks caved in as she sucked heavily on the cigarette as if her life depended upon it. As they returned to the spot where Tina had last seen her son they passed several of his classmates. The majority had come from the playground and were en route to watch the blacksmith bending some seriously hot iron, and no one had seen Jason.




    ‘He hasn’t come in this direction,’ said one of the dads. ‘I think young Carla here has a soft spot for him and she would have spotted him, wouldn’t you sweetheart?’ He grinned down at his daughter and she dealt him a swift kick on the shins accompanied by a load of cheek, but this seemed to amuse him all the more.




    Claire shook her head and wondered what her own father’s reaction would have been if, when at the age of six, she had kicked him and suggested that he was sick in the head. She was hardly in her dotage but she did believe that society as a whole had changed dramatically since her childhood.




    The two women walked around the area from where Jason had gone missing and, with renewed vigour, looked around every hedge, fence, tree, and wall. There was no sign of the boy and Claire was starting to get really worried. She was puzzled by the fact that there was a definite pathway along which Jason would have had to go, either forwards towards his mother or back in the direction of his classmates. It appeared that he hadn’t gone in either direction, so he must still be hiding somewhere – there was no other explanation.




    Both women made a beeline for the pigsty. There were no pigs in the enclosure, just an area enclosed by stone walls, with a gate that allowed access to a small area that was paved in stone and had a stone feeding trough. Claire had no idea if pigs were ever kept there, but today it all looked clean and there was nowhere here for anyone to hide. However there was the sty itself. There was a small opening into the actual circular sty, but it was dark inside and the area looked undisturbed. Although it was just possible that a small boy could have crawled inside, Tina said that Jason was terrified of the dark and didn’t like being stuck in small spaces, so there was no way he would hide in there.




    A number of others had now joined in the search for Jason and one of the dads jumped over the wall of the pigsty, and getting down on his hands and knees stuck his head into the low square opening at the bottom of the bee-hive shaped stone building.




    ‘It’s black as hell in there,’ he said ‘I can’t actually see a bloody thing, we would need a torch to be sure, but I can’t see a kid staying in there and I can’t hear a sound either.’




    No one had a torch but Tina handed him her cigarette lighter and he knelt back down to get a better look. After just a few seconds he confirmed that there was no one inside, and he scrambled back over the wall.




    At that moment they were joined by Mrs Locke and two of the museum staff, who were closely followed by the other four teachers. Claire smiled at the museum staff who introduced themselves as Andy Marsh and Clive Kane, and she asked if they had any ideas on how they should go about finding Jason.




    Clive said that he was the head grounds-man and knew every nook and cranny, and he tried to reassure Jason’s mother. ‘At least once a week we get a call to look for a missing child but it usually takes no more than ten minutes of our time, so don’t worry, we will soon find your son. Show me exactly where you left him and I’ll tell you all the possible places he could have made for from that point.’




    Tina gave the man a half-hearted smile and lit another cigarette. ‘He was exactly here,’ she pointed to the spot. ‘He was miffed because he didn’t want the sandwiches I brought, he was insisting on a McDonald’s happy meal, and so I just left him to sulk.’ Recalling her last words to Jason she started to cry and smudged her blue-black mascara across her cheeks. ‘I told him the pig-man would come to get him … but I didn’t mean it … I was only teasing.’




    Claire offered her a tissue from the seemingly endless supply that was available to primary school teachers, but Tina was now sobbing pitifully and thinking that the situation was getting out of hand. Clive Kane took control.




    ‘OK, let’s get the “find Jason” show on the road, and I suggest we look in groups, with each group headed by a teacher or one of the museum staff, so that will give us seven groups and we can each head off in a different direction. I want Miss Masters to stay here with Jason’s mother and I bet by the time we all get back Jason will be here with them.’ He gave each group an idea of the direction he wanted them to take and suggested that they just walk and look for ten minutes and then retrace their steps so that he could re-assess the situation.




    He turned to Tina. ‘Apart from Andy and me everyone knows what Jason looks like and will spot him a mile off, but if you describe him we will also know who to look out for.’




    ‘I can do better than that,’ sobbed Tina. ‘I took a picture of him on my phone this morning. We were standing in the drive waiting for the taxi to take us to the coach, and I made him stand next to the pool for me to take a photo.’




    Clive was surprised when he looked at the image on Tina’s phone not to find the kid’s paddling pool he had expected, but a beautifully designed patio area surrounding a state-of-the-art swimming pool.




    He focused on the boy standing awkwardly at the side of the pool and used the phone’s touch technology to enlarge the image of the boy and showed it to his colleague. ‘Is he still wearing these clothes?’ he asked Tina.




    She nodded and Clive took a fresh look at her. Because he had thought she looked a bit common, he had assumed that her clothes and jewellery were imitation but now he could see that his first impressions had been wrong. Although she completely lacked any style, there was no doubt that her designer labels and gold chains were the genuine article. He recalled the setting in which the child’s photograph had been taken and some uncomfortable thoughts registered in his mind.




    There appeared to be some serious money attached to this woman and so maybe her son’s disappearance was more sinister than a childhood prank. Maybe he had been snatched.




    Clive told himself to get a grip. This was Cardiff, not London or New York, and when kids went missing in St Fagans they were always found safe and well. Jason would be no different … would he?


  




  




  

    Chapter Two


    Hide and seek?




    DCI Martin Phelps stared up at the Victorian design of bunches of grapes and bold flowers etched into the ceiling of his office in Goleudy. It was good to be back. The past couple of months had taken him to some very dark places and caused him at times to doubt the very foundations of his profession, but the outcome had been worth the trauma.




    He had only been working outside his substantive role for three weeks, but it felt much longer than that and he was keen to get back to normal. Matt Pryor, his detective sergeant, had been acting as a DI in Martin’s absence and just lately he had wondered how Matt would feel about reverting back to being a DS.




    Rather than just let it happen Martin decided that a bit of social time together would ease the transition, and he knew that Matt was desperate to know the details of the Vincent Bowen case that Martin had been charged with re-investigating.




    Sacrificing a weekend at the cottage alone with his girlfriend Shelley was not something he had really wanted to do, but now it was not only weekends that Shelley spent at the cottage. She was spending more time with Martin in Llantwit Major than she was at the home she shared with her father, thanks to her dad’s new-found courage.




    For years Shelley’s father had been an insulin-dependent diabetic, but in spite of masses of encouragement from Shelley and the community nurses he had never been able to give his own insulin injections. It had always been Shelley’s responsibility to check his early morning blood sugar levels and adjust his insulin requirements according to the results. She had never minded doing this for her dad, as there had only been the two of them since Shelley’s mother had died of a malignant brain tumour almost twenty years ago. Her father Pete had been mother and father to Shelley, enlisting the help of his sister Fran for the ‘girlie bits’ of his daughter’s growing up. Shelley had only been a young teenager when her father’s diabetes became really unstable and needed to be kept under control by rigorous blood sugar tests, careful control of food intake, and appropriate adjustments to his insulin levels.




    Over the years the community nurses had been brilliant and were always available to give Shelley some time off but she knew that her father preferred her to give him his injections.




    Pete had watched his daughter grow into a beautiful young woman who looked so much like her mother, and who had also inherited her mother’s gentle but determined nature. She did well at school, got a 2:1 at Cardiff University, and then stayed on to get an MSc in Occupational Health. Throughout her university days she had lived at home, working every weekend and a couple of evenings a week to ensure a more comfortable financial state for herself and her father.




    In spite of his precarious health, Pete had held down a middle-management position as a finance officer in the NHS and had then taken early retirement with a reasonable pension. His position now was one where he could stand alone financially but he could barely remember a time without his daughter and didn’t really want to. Although Shelley hadn’t been short of boyfriends there had never been anyone special until she had taken the job as head of training and development at the South Wales Police Headquarters, Goleudy, based in Cardiff Bay.




    The redbrick Victorian building had been purposely adapted to bring together all the elements needed for twenty-first-century police work. Until she had started working there she, like most members of the public, just thought it was a large police station, but had been amazed to discover just how many different facets of police work it facilitated.




    She had expected to see cells and interview rooms but not things like the state-of-the-art laboratories, post-mortem rooms, identification suites, specialist IT facilities, and above all she had been impressed by the way the various departments worked together.




    Her own domain was based on the second floor and comprised of one very large seminar room, several smaller discussion rooms, a couple of offices, and a good-sized cloakroom area. Since Shelley had been appointed the training programme had expanded and news of her own particular expertise in all matters relating to health and safety in occupational settings had spread to the rest of Wales and beyond. A participant on one of Shelley’s courses had commented in his written feedback that he wouldn’t have believed that it was possible to get so excited about H&S law and suggested that the course-leader’s enthusiasm should come with a government health warning.




    Although Shelley used IT effectively she neither knew nor wanted to know about the technical side of it and was delighted when she was introduced to Charlie Walsh, who headed up the IT department that was based on the same floor as Training. The two women soon became good friends and when Charlie had changed her surname to Griffiths, Shelley had been at the wedding.




    It had only been her second week of working there when she was introduced to DCI Martin Phelps and her whole world had changed.




    Her father claimed to remember the day when his daughter came home from work wearing the look of a woman in love, and had been surprised not to be visited by the object of her affection for over a year! It wasn’t that Martin hadn’t noticed Shelley, but they had met at a point in his life when he was not looking for a special relationship and certainly not with someone who worked in the same place that he did.




    Consequently they were afforded the time to become good friends before moving on, for Martin to realise that Shelley was the love of his life, and for her father to decide that administering his own injections was a small price to pay for his daughter’s happiness.




    Martin knew that he had reached a crossroads in his life and that his career and his personal circumstances were in the process of a big shake-up. Just over a month ago Chief Superintendent Colin Atkinson had been transferred to Cardiff from the Greater Manchester Police, and was proving to be a no-nonsense man and someone whom Martin could both work with and respect.




    The two men had met at the conclusion of a case where a serial killer had been caught by Martin’s team virtually at the point of stabbing to death what would have been his fourth victim. The identity of the killer had been a shock for the public, but even more so for the police force, as the murderer was a former DCI, Norman Austin, someone with whom Martin had worked.




    Each of Austin’s killings had been heralded by a bizarre poem giving clues to the identity of his victim. From the beginning it had been obvious that Martin was one of the killer’s intended victims, but absolutely no one had suspected his old boss. As soon as the killer’s identity had been realised it had unleashed a flood of memories from Sergeant John Evans and others, regarding cases that the former DCI Austin had managed.




    In particular Evans had remembered his concerns regarding the conviction of Vincent Bowen for the murder of young prostitutes in Cardiff. The cruel ritualistic killing of these women had happened over a period of time, with the first one being six months before another three separated by just a few weeks.




    The murders had caused a public and political storm and DCI Austin had been under enormous pressure to bring an end to what the press called ‘the terror of the ladies of the night’.




    At the time Martin had only recently been appointed as a detective sergeant, and although he had been partly involved with the investigations surrounding the second and third killings, he now realised that he had been deliberately left out of the fourth murder and its subsequent investigation that had led to the arrest of Vincent Bowen.




    All four murdered prostitutes were considered to have been killed by the same man, but only three had been proven to be the work of Bowen. It had been one of those euphoric moments when, with the arrest of the serial killer, the whole country had applauded the efforts of DCI Austin and his team. The discovery of a knife stained with the third victim’s blood in the suspect’s home provided the copper-bottom evidence of guilt and Vincent Bowen was convicted of the murders.




    Just twenty-three years old at the time, Bowen was known to have moderately serious mental health problems but had never been considered to be of risk to himself or others. His psychiatric workers were lambasted in the press for not recognising his evil potential but his main caseworker had always held her belief that Bowen was not capable of carrying out these killings and had joined his mother’s campaign for her son’s release.




    Sgt Evans had always considered that the finding of the knife in Vincent Bowen’s flat was loaded with doubt as he had been part of an original search of the property when no knife had been discovered. He had voiced his concerns at the time, but the then recently appointed Superintendent Bryant was basking in the glory of his new team solving such a high-profile case and agreed with DCI Austin’s convenient view that Evans was as blind as a bat.




    The recent murders, and the revelation that Norman Austin was the killer, had given Sgt Evans new-found courage to take his previous concerns above the head of Superintendent Bryant. This time the concerns he revealed to Chief Superintendent Colin Atkinson were taken seriously, and were part of the reason that DCI Phelps had spent the past three weeks looking at the circumstances surrounding the conviction of Vincent Bowen.




    Colin Atkinson had appointed Martin to head up the new enquiry and had raised the issue of a possibly unsafe conviction, due to police corruption, with the chief constable and Home-Office officials. Consequently the manpower and facilities needed for a thorough review were thrown in Martin’s direction, and an area of the sacred top floor of Goleudy turned into a major investigation unit.




    Teams worked around the clock checking and re-checking every detail of the case and finding a number of anomalies. Witness statements were re-examined and members of the original investigation team, some still members of the force, were interviewed.




    One of the first people that Martin had spoken to was Vincent Bowen’s mother. His initial contact had been a telephone call and he had followed it up with a meeting at Mrs Bowen’s home, where he had not been surprised to see Emily Wiseman waiting with her.




    In fact it had been Emily who had let him in after he had spoken into the intercom system that linked the main entrance of the building in Fairwater to the individual flats. As soon as she had realised who he was, Emily had released the locking mechanism, something buzzed loudly, and the door literally burst open.




    ‘Third floor, flat number nine,’ she told him as he stepped inside and the heavy external door snapped back into place behind him.




    The building was built in the mid-seventies and was fit for purpose but not a pretty structure. The front faced the main road, separated by just a footpath, and the area to both sides and at the back was concreted over and used for parking. In spite of the uninspiring appearance it looked well cared for, with a number of strategically placed litter bins actually being used for the correct purpose, and the area had recently been swept clean. It looked neat and tidy but without soul.




    Martin had the same feeling about the inside of the building as he looked at a number of bikes and pushchairs chained to a central bar just inside the door. Everything was well ordered and the place had a vague smell of pine-scented disinfectant. The lift looked as if it was in good working order but Martin decided to take the stairs. On the first floor was a good-sized square landing and four doors numbered 1-4. Here was the first sign that individual tenants were making an effort to put some personal stamp on their surroundings. Different coloured doors had been decorated with a variety of bells, handles, and door-knockers and outside two of the flats were tubs of plants that looked to be thriving.




    It was a similar picture on the second floor and when Martin reached his destination Emily was waiting for him.




    ‘I wondered why I hadn’t heard the lift,’ she remarked. ‘Not many people use the stairs – come through, Cora is anxious to meet you.’




    Outside Cora’s front door Martin caught sight of a six-foot-high rubber plant with shining leaves standing in a gleaming copper container, and Emily saw that he had noticed it.




    ‘It’s an amazing specimen, isn’t it? Vincent bought that for his mother for her birthday about six weeks before he was arrested for the murder of those women. It didn’t look like that then – it was just a small plant in a plastic pot, but in the absence of her son Cora has cared for his last gift to her. She calls it her “plant of hope” but from what I can see the more it grows and flourishes the more her hope diminishes. My own hope now is that you’re not going to give her any more cause for despair.’




    Martin followed Emily down a short passage into a light and airy lounge where Cora Bowen sat in an armchair that was positioned so that its occupier could look out over the nearby tree-tops. She didn’t get up but turned her head as Martin approached her and made his usual official introductions. She shook his hand with a faint smile and confirmed that Emily had previously been her son Vincent’s primary caseworker.




    ‘I don’t know how I would have got through the years of Vincent’s incarceration without Emily,’ said Cora. ‘Apart from me she has been the only one who has always believed in his innocence and has never faltered in her support.’




    ‘That’s not difficult when you know that what you believe in is the truth,’ responded Emily. ‘Have you met Vincent?’ she asked Martin. ‘He got into a whole heap of trouble when he was in school, and sniffing solvents over quite a long period led to changes in his behaviour, and indeed his whole personality. There were issues at the time that led to him being referred to the community mental health teams and that’s how I first met him.’




    She looked at Cora as she continued. ‘Despite his problems Vincent never showed any tendency towards violence, and even when he had left home to share a flat with a friend he still spent a lot of his time back here with his mother.’




    Martin accepted the offer of a coffee and Emily left Cora to talk to the DCI in more depth about the time of Vincent’s arrest.




    ‘It happened when I was beginning to see some signs of the return of the Vincent that he had been as a young boy. He had always been fun loving, always up for a laugh, and too adventurous for his own good. Look at that photograph over there, Chief Inspector, it was taken when Vincent was eleven and was in the days when he woke up every morning with a smile on his face, and was so much alive I could barely keep up with him.




    ‘I haven’t seen my son smile in years, and the man that I visit once a week has had every ounce of life sucked out of him. I have never doubted his innocence but a few years ago even I tried to persuade him to confess to the killings and express profound contrition. The only reason I suggested it was so that there would be a chance of his release sometime in the future. It would appear that the first step towards that has to come from Vincent owning up to the crimes and demonstrating how sorry he is for his actions.’




    Cora stood up and looked through the window, and then with eyes brimming with tears she turned back towards Martin. ‘The thought of even his own mother apparently believing he was guilty of such horrendous acts of depravity were too much for Vincent to bear, and he attempted to kill himself. He had no weapons or pills at his disposal and so he simply kept banging his head against his cell door until he lost consciousness.’




    Emily put three mugs down on a central glass-topped coffee table and put her arm around Cora’s shoulder. ‘I don’t think Vincent really intended to kill himself, and like Cora I have never believed he could be guilty of killing those women.’




    Emily looked directly at Martin as she handed him his coffee. ‘Like everyone else we’ve been following the events surrounding the recent murders in the area, and we were shocked more than everyone else to find that the killer turned out to be Norman Austin. He was the DCI leading the investigation into the murder of those women, but then of course you will know that.




    ‘What you may not know is the number of times in the early years following Vincent’s conviction that we tried to get him to take a fresh look at the evidence, and we even asked his superior officer, Superintendent Bryant. Our case was not helped by the fact that there were no further killings and the police and the public were convinced that the killer had been caught and justly punished.’




    ‘Cora rang me this morning after getting your call and we are both anxious to know why you are here, and Cora had even suggested that maybe Austin killed those prostitutes and framed her son.’




    Martin took a mouthful of coffee and the three of them settled down for what Martin suspected was going to be a long session. Cora’s last comments had rung alarm bells with Martin but mainly because they mirrored some of his own thoughts. Once he would never have come close to suspecting his former DCI of slitting the throats of those prostitutes, but the past few weeks had shown Austin to be a psychopath with an incredibly unbalanced mind; unbalanced but clever. Who knew what would come out of the re-investigation of this case?




    For the moment Martin was more concerned with investigating the evidence that had led to Vincent’s arrest, and although he still had material to check and witnesses to interview it was becoming more and more obvious that Vincent’s conviction was unsafe.




    He didn’t want to raise the hopes of Vincent’s mother and her devout friend too much but he did explain to them that certain things had come to light following the arrest of Norman Austin and that a number of his old cases were being re-examined.




    ‘I have been specifically charged with undertaking a comprehensive review into the murders of the prostitutes. We realise that a miscarriage of justice may have occurred and want it remedied as quickly as possible, and that is why an unprecedented level of manpower and support services have been put at my disposal.’




    Although Martin had specifically warned Cora about not getting her hopes raised too high the level of excitement in the room was palpable. When Martin had entered her home he had seen a worn-out woman who looked to be in her mid-sixties and whose eyes were almost bereft of life. Now, looking at her, he realised that she was probably ten years younger than he had first thought and it was the new light in her eyes that had caused the transformation.




    ‘Please try and contain your expectations,’ he begged. ‘My only purpose here today is to tell you that the case is to be re-opened and not to give you any indication that my findings will be any different to those of the original investigation.’




    ‘That’s all we have ever wanted,’ responded Emily. ‘We both believe in Vincent and we both believe that your investigation will get to the truth; we can’t ask for any more. What will happen now?’




    Before he left Martin explained that his next job was to review all the witness statements and examine all the evidence that had been documented. He added that the team expected to be able to make a decision within days.




    ‘If we conclude that Vincent’s conviction appears to be unsafe we will apply to the courts to have it overturned. There is interest in this case at the highest level: hence the speed at which it is being moved.’




    ‘If you find the conviction unsafe and the courts agree, what will happen then?’ asked Cora barely able to contemplate the answer.




    ‘Vincent will be released and your fight for compensation regarding his wrongful arrest and years of imprisonment will begin,’ Martin told them. ‘I have arranged a session with your son tomorrow morning and it’s possible that even as soon as that I may be able to give him some news.’




    As he left Martin handed a card with his direct phone number to Cora with a special plea that she keep things to herself for the moment and in particular avoid any contact with the press.




    Thinking back now Martin remembered how, when he had left those two women and driven his Alfa Romeo back to Goleudy, none of them could have envisaged what the next three weeks would bring.




    He had visited Vincent in Cardiff Prison the morning after meeting his mother and had been introduced to a man in his early thirties with dark hair that emphasised the pallor of his gaunt face. He could have been good-looking, but he was far too thin and had a totally blank expression. Martin introduced himself and received no indication of whether or not Vincent even knew he was there.




    It took just half an hour for Martin to tell Vincent what he had previously told his mother, but the news did not appear to have the same effect. Throughout the meeting Vincent remained motionless and didn’t say a word, but he’d managed a simple nod of the head when at the end Martin asked him if he had understood what had been said.




    On the way out Martin had spoken to one of the prison officers who told him that Vincent rarely spoke and was such a gentle person that she and her fellow officers often quizzed over how he could have committed such appalling murders.




    By the end of that week Martin and his seconded team had shown numerous reasons why Vincent’s conviction was unsafe and in fact left no doubt that he was totally innocent of all the charges that had been made against him. The court supported the findings and Vincent was released amidst a fever of media activity.




    Hours after his release and in line with the arrangements organised by Martin the reunion of Vincent with his mother took place miles away from the glare of the media. The only other person who knew that they were staying at a cottage in Dorset was Emily and she joined them after a couple of days.




    The press, as expected, had camped outside Cora’s flat in Fairwater for almost a week following Vincent’s release but had to be content with the sightings of Vincent leaving the prison, as after that he had seemingly disappeared.




    Martin guessed that what lay ahead of Vincent and his mother would be years of struggle as they attempted to return to some sort of normality. He was pleased to think that they had the support of Emily Wiseman and he knew that in the fullness of time there would be a mega payout to Vincent, ostensibly to compensate for his wrongful arrest and years of imprisonment.




    No amount of money would ever be able to give him back his young years, and if Vincent had been a damaged man at the time of his arrest it was likely that the harm had deepened during his time inside. It could only be hoped that the love and devotion his mother had shown would continue and would bring her son to a better place.




    Martin felt really good about Vincent’s release, but of course it had begged the question as to who was the real killer of those prostitutes. Although his brief had been to concentrate on the conviction of Vincent Bowen, it had been agreed that the team should take things further and their efforts took them to Bristol.




    It had been a year or so after the murders in Cardiff when a fifty-year-old man had been arrested for the slaughter of two sex workers on a large housing estate fairly near Bristol city centre. Although these women had been killed by having their throats cut, in the same way as the prostitutes in Cardiff, there had been no reason to link the crimes.




    After all, the perpetrator of the Cardiff killings was behind bars and this was just another man who, in his own mind, had a reason for ‘cleaning up the streets’. What had led Martin to Bristol was the fact that the review team had brought to his attention: that all the women killed in Cardiff had links with Bristol. He had learned from the local vice squad that it was not uncommon for sex workers from Cardiff to work for a period in Bristol and vice versa.




    None of this had come to light at the time of the killings in Cardiff and as soon as Vincent had been arrested the then DCI Austin had quickly closed down any other possible leads. The second week in the re-opened enquiry had taken Martin and some of the team to Bristol’s Cambridge Road prison.
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