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Prologue

Without Tim, Alex would be dead. Every time that thought entered her head she loved him a little bit more. Right now, the urge to see him was greater than it had ever been. Apart from business trips, this was the first time they had been separated since they married. Seven days felt like a year. She should never have agreed to the holiday without him. Seeing Kat had been worth the sacrifice, but now Alex wanted her life back.

She looked up, a tinkling sound grabbing her attention. Long faces with straggly beards stared at her. There was nothing sinister about them and yet she felt tense. Fortunately, goats slept at night. Their cowbells hadn’t kept her awake. Shame the same couldn’t be said for her sister. Kat had whined continually, complaining that the villa’s owner should have warned them that they would get no peace. She cared less than Alex that farming was important to the economy and culture of Majorca and its people.

She cared less than Alex, full stop.

Looking left along the driveway to the dusty road, Alex focused on their redundant hire car, eyes straying beyond the garden gate to the southern face of the Serra de Tramuntana dominating the near distance. In the foothills beneath, white villas baked in the searing heat. Alex longed to look inside. Not that she had the means to purchase one just now. Her money was tied up in Tim’s business and her own expanding public relations company.

More than once this week Kat had pointed out that being married to an ambitious entrepreneur had its downside. She viewed Tim as a reckless risk-taker. As far as Alex was concerned, her opinions were immaterial, although it pained her to think that two of the three people she loved most in the world had never really hit it off. Last night, as she floated the possibility of owning a holiday home within striking distance of the UK, Kat reminded her that there was no cash for second homes when the first was re-mortgaged to the hilt. Alex got that. She did. All the same, she bridled at the dig. Apart from Daniel, her ten-year-old, Tim was her world. He had plans her sister was unaware of – ones that Alex was OK with if it made him happy.

She owed him.

Lifting her wine glass, she savoured an aged Rioja, a blend of grapes local to the area, rich, earthy and well rounded. Alex eyed the vines all around her, long branches and thick leaves flourishing in the warm climate. Tim would appreciate the simple lifestyle here, the relaxed pace, the opportunity to read and swim and feel hot earth beneath bare feet. But, as it had for Alex, the novelty of living the island dream would soon wear off.

They’d be bored in a few days.

‘Welcome to Casa Pegueña.’ Kat was reading the visitors’ book over Alex’s shoulder. ‘You’re not going to write War and Peace, are you, Ali? Check-in closes in four hours. There’s time for one last dip and a shower before we head off. C’mon, get your kit off.’

‘No, you go ahead. I’m done.’

Sulking, Kat sat down, stripping the shirt from a deeply tanned body. Alex felt pale by comparison. While she’d enjoyed her break, much of the week the heat had been oppressive. Most days she’d taken refuge in the shade of the terrace. She’d not ventured up the Puig de Maria to the monastery to take in its amazing views, walked the kilometre to the Roman town of Polença or driven to the port. Other than trips to the supermarket, she’d not gone out – not even to the beach. And whilst the idea of a place here held a certain appeal, she’d be glad to get home to Northumberland where it was green and cool, she thought, but didn’t say.

A breeze picked up. It swept across the parched land, rustling surrounding vegetation, kissing her face. Though the rippling pool water was enticing, she didn’t move, except to remove her sunglasses, the better to see her sister.

There was mischief in Kat’s eyes.

‘What?’ Alex said.

‘I was just wondering what state your place will be in when you get home.’ Kat’s point was that, unlike Alex, she had a tidy bijou flat to return to in upmarket Marylebone. No kids. Never wanted any. No clutter. Probably no soul. Alex hadn’t yet seen the property. She would, as soon as she got the opportunity. Her life had been crazy of late.

‘It’ll be spotless,’ she said.

‘Yes, I forgot you had a maid.’

‘Justine’s not a maid.’

‘You sacked the last one, as I recall.’

‘That’s not strictly true.’

‘That’s right,’ Kat teased. ‘You let her go. Either way, Maria ended up on the dole.’

Alex went quiet. When Daniel was born, she’d returned to work within weeks of giving birth. With a husband and two businesses to support there was no other choice. Maria was her saviour. During Alex’s second pregnancy things were different, financially and in every other way. She was happy, hopelessly in love with the new man in her life – in a totally different place. After ten years of loyal service, she’d dispensed with Maria with no inkling that she’d live to regret it. The plan was to take a year off to spend time with her newborn – a decision her husband supported wholeheartedly. Little did they know that there would be no baby to stay home for . . .

Tim had been heartbroken when told that it was too dangerous to try again. Her biological clock had beaten them, a diagnosis he accepted without apportioning blame or making a fuss. Unable to live with the guilt of losing their child, his first, Alex had returned to work at the earliest opportunity. By then Maria had found another family to care for and Alex accepted Justine in her place.

As dark memories faded, Alex ached to be home. Although she’d hidden it from Kat, she had been planning her return journey from the moment she left the UK. Not a second had gone by without thinking of her family. She’d been parted from Tim for too long. They had undoubtedly lost their way as a couple but things were set to improve when she got home. This break had given them time to get their shit together. Thinking of him stirred her physically.

Soon . . . she’d be home within hours.

Poised to write in the visitors’ book, she picked up her pen and put it down again, unable to describe her top tips of exciting places to visit, favourite restaurants or points of interest – and there were many on this beautiful Balearic island. She was losing the will to make any comment on their stay.

‘Coming in?’ Kat was poolside now.

Alex made a lame excuse that she didn’t want wet washing in her suitcase. Begging her to change her mind, Kat stepped in at the shallow end one final time, bare legs shimmering as she splashed them with water. When Alex wouldn’t be persuaded to join her, she disappeared beneath the surface, emerging at the other end a few seconds later, hauling her body out in one athletic motion.

Alex turned more pages, looking for inspiration, not wanting to sound dull for having done so little during her stay. People from far afield had paid homage to the villa, naming nearby towns and coastal locations worth a look, amazing drives and lunch venues:

 

Perfect for two; ticked all our boxes; you can’t leave without exploring the beach at Formentor – divine! Reading last week’s message about ants makes me smile. They returned!

 

Alex’s heart almost stopped beating as words crawled across the page like an army on the move. She tried to still them but they kept coming, growing larger by the second. A feeling of dread crept over her, soaking through her skin until it filled her. Kat was lying on a sunbed, eyes closed, unaware of the unfolding drama. Tim was over a thousand miles away. Alex palmed her brow, unable to think, utterly helpless. As panic attacks go, this one was sizeable and sudden. She would never recover from it.





 

1

Tim Parker waited for action. It didn’t come. For the umpteenth time since he’d arrived at the police station he checked his watch: 11.30 p.m. It had been hours and still there was no news. The door to the interview room stood ajar. Two detectives loitered outside talking in dull tones: a confident male, mid-thirties, short-cropped hair; a female about the same age: a little on the petite side for a copper, brunette, sharp eyes, a grave expression on her face. They appeared to be having words.

The station was noisy – on the outside as well as in – the scream of sirens a constant reminder of the danger out there. There was no let-up of foot traffic toing and froing past the open door, a succession of uniforms and civilian personnel. The squawk of radios was getting on his nerves. There was laughter but also agitation. Tim didn’t need to see it. He could feel it through the walls. The stress was unbearable. How could people work in a place that never slept?

A scrawny lad with earphones hanging around his neck was being escorted along the corridor by the arm, moaning about the length of time it had taken for police to deal with his complaint. Tim knew the feeling. He’d been there since nine thirty, just after dark. He was beginning to think that he should have driven to meet Alex at the airport before reporting Dan’s disappearance to the police. With a mind full of possibilities too painful to contemplate, he’d bottled it, unable to face her.

Where the hell was Dan?

Guilt tormented Tim. The fact that he couldn’t get out of a meeting to pick his stepson up himself was not an excuse his wife would accept. Dan was her precious boy. No matter how successful she was in business, her son always came first. He was the thing she was most proud of. Tim could hear her now: It’s a question of priority. You promised to keep him safe.

And she was right . . .

A lump formed in his throat. Alex never wanted to go to Majorca. He’d encouraged her to. After the sad loss of their child she needed a break and so did he. He couldn’t get away from work. If he were brutally honest, he’d not tried that hard. And when her sister had twisted her arm to accompany her to the Balearics, it solved a problem, even if potentially it might cause another.

The trip was an impulse buy. Paid for with a hefty divorce settlement. If Tim knew anything about Kat, anything about money – and he did on both counts – that pot of gold would be gone within the year. Still, he couldn’t fault his sister-in-law on a point of generosity. She and Alex hadn’t taken a vacation together since they were students at universities three hundred miles apart, Alex in Edinburgh, Kat at Cambridge. And they had gone through some rough times since.

Tim’s hopes rose as the female detective in the corridor grabbed the door handle. Instead of pushing the door open, she pulled it to. Whispers diminished and footsteps moved away. Tim’s head went down. Traumatised by nightmare thoughts, he shut his eyes, trying to calm himself. This was no bad dream.

It was all too real.

More chatter outside involving the red-faced sergeant he’d seen at the front desk. He was ambling past with a colleague, his casual attitude spurring Tim into action. Impatient for information, he shot out of his seat, hell-bent on speaking to police, whether they were ready to listen or not. As he raced into the corridor, the man with three stripes on his epaulettes turned to face him.

‘Can I help you, sir?’ His colleague walked on without him.

‘I wish you would,’ Tim said. ‘You know why I’m here and it’s been hours. Please, what’s happening?’

‘Take a seat in the interview room and try not to worry. I realise this is difficult for you but, as I suggested earlier, Daniel probably took a detour on his way home. He’ll turn up soon enough, suitably repentant with his tail between his legs.’

‘You don’t know that—’

‘It happens every week, sir. Believe me, it’s common with lads his age.’

‘And we just wait? Is that the best you can do?’

The sergeant bristled.

Tim tried not to sound pissed off. ‘With respect, officer, I’d love that to be true, but as I explained when I reported Dan missing, he’s not the type. His mother and I drilled it into him: never talk to strangers, never accept a lift. He’s a sensible, sensitive kid. There’s no way he’d have gone off without telling anyone. Besides, “probably” isn’t good enough.’

‘You need to be patient—’

‘No! You need to start listening.’

‘I am and I have. I’ve—’

‘Please, Sergeant, I’m not challenging you or trying to put your back up, but you have to listen to me. Daniel is genuinely missing. I need to speak to someone in authority now. Unless you’d like me to ring the Chief Constable. I have his mobile number.’ It was a veiled threat but Tim was getting desperate.

A face off in the corridor.

‘Is there a problem here?’ A female voice.

Tim swung round to find a woman in plain clothes. She was checking him out, taking in his gold cufflinks and the silk handkerchief flopping out of his breast pocket. She was also the one bending the ear of the detective outside a moment ago and had obviously overheard the escalating row.

‘I’m DS Oliver, sir. Is everything OK?’

‘Tim . . . Parker. Please, I need your help.’

As soon as he gave his name, she seemed to know who he was.

She eyeballed her colleague. ‘I’ll take it from here, John.’

The man in uniform moved away.

 

DS Oliver had been attentive and much more sympathetic than her colleague. After a brief conversation, in which she’d pointed out that she’d read the missing persons report, she’d asked Tim to wait while she spoke to her boss. She hadn’t been gone long and had promised to update him. Tim sat down, relieved that someone was finally taking positive action. The interview room was muggy. Wiping a film of sweat from his brow, the reality of his situation hit him hard. The newspapers were full of appalling crimes against children, including murder. Child abuse was rife, a large proportion of it carried out by adults they knew: carers, parents, priests and counsellors were in the firing line, if not high on the list of suspects.

Right now, Tim could see their point.

Looking up at CCTV in the corner of the room, he wondered if he were under surveillance, if DS Oliver was watching him . . . judging him. Those you looked to for protection could turn on you in an instant. He was feeling the heat and it had nothing to do with temperature.

How much longer?

Another check on the time: eleven forty-five.

Tim imagined a plane touching down at Newcastle airport. So vivid was the image, he could almost hear the screech of brakes, the scream of the engines as the aircraft raced along the tarmac before leaving the runway and pulling up on its stand. It would signal instant and profound relief for one passenger. He should’ve been collecting Alex about now. Worse than that: he should’ve been doing it with Dan. It wasn’t a school night and his mother had decided he could stay up late and meet her at the terminal.

A text alert pierced the silence of the interview room. Fumbling his mobile from his pocket, expecting, praying for his au pair to put a contrite Dan on the phone, his hopes died as Alex’s name appeared on screen:

 

I’m down . . . See you when I clear baggage control.

A x

 

Tim lost it. Alex was home and he wasn’t there to pick her up. She travelled all over with her job but hated flying. He pictured the stress leaving her face as she walked toward passport control, phone in hand, dying to get through security, grab her luggage and head out to be reunited with her son. His absence would trigger a panic attack.

Christ!

Tim was hyperventilating, unable to get his ragged breathing under control. His wife was a formidable woman but, after all she’d gone through recently, could she, would she, cope with this? How could he look her in the eye and tell her he’d lost Dan and didn’t have a clue where to start looking?

Pressing the home button on his iPhone got rid of the text. The background image on the screen made him weep. The cute, embarrassed smile of a shy ten-year-old who hated having his picture taken. It was one of very few photographs in existence, taken by his mother before Dan could turn away. Tim thought about phoning Alex but he couldn’t do that. She’d know instantly that something was up. He imagined her reaction when she finally heard the news, worst-case scenarios worming their way into her head.

His eyes found the door.

Was that the reason for the delay? Were detectives waiting until his wife arrived so they could tell her what an irresponsible arsehole he was, that he should never have been allowed to fly solo and wasn’t up to the job? Or maybe that she ought not to have abandoned her child to someone who clearly had no parenting skills.

Self-hatred consumed him.

He took out his mobile, his forefinger hovering over the speed-dial options. He had to be the one to tell Alex. No, he couldn’t do it. He just couldn’t. He didn’t want to be the one to break the news. He slipped the phone back in his breast pocket. For the first time in his life, he cowered in the face of adversity. He was good at communication, even when there were unpalatable truths to convey. This was different . . .

This was personal.

Rigid with fear, he sat down and waited, the last few hours rewinding again and again like a nightmare loop inside his head. Panic was a strange thing. The realisation that there was something terribly wrong, something sinister, began like a punch to the gut, making him retch. His ability to think straight seemed to stutter and slow, like a toy running out of battery. Alex had left Dan in his care. He was her child. The only one she’d ever have. It would kill her to learn that he was missing.
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Detective Inspector David Stone had been in the job less than a month, having transferred from the Metropolitan Police and returned to his roots in Northumberland. The last thing he needed right now was a bolshie detective sergeant on his case. In London kids went missing every second of every day. Unless they were very young or there were extenuating circumstances, finding them was a uniform task, not one for the CID. And yet his new Northumbria sidekick, Detective Sergeant Frances (call me Frankie) Oliver, was like a coiled spring, itching to involve them in a misper case.

For ten minutes, they had been quietly arguing the toss; even so, she had yet to explain herself properly. David liked her a lot. She’d shown no resentment when he blew in from the south as a replacement DI. His predecessor – an old soldier who’d retired with a bad back and good pension – was a hard act to follow. Everyone said so and David was on orders from HQ to prove his worth. That he could confidently do to his superiors. Not so to the live wire he was presently facing across the corridor.

‘It’s a feeling I have,’ she said.

‘I need more than that, Frankie.’

‘I have no more, beyond the fact that he’s a child and it’s getting on for midnight.’ Her eyes were pleading with him to change his mind. ‘Boss, I’m asking you to forget protocol and take the lead.’ She’d not called him boss for days. David had asked her to drop the formality of rank. And she wasn’t finished yet. ‘Look, I know what’s in the manual,’ she said. ‘I’m asking you to show some common sense.’

‘Then give me the rationale.’

‘I can’t.’ Frankie spread her hands in a gesture of frustration. ‘Write it up as gut feeling. Intuition. Sixth sense. Anybloodything you like. Just do something.’ She thumbed towards the occupancy indicators above the doors of the interview suite. Only one was lit. ‘Exactly what is your problem, David? We’re hardly run off our feet, are we?’

‘That’s beside the point. We’re not talking about a four-year-old. If we were, you could have air support and every other kind of resource. The lad is ten. He’s probably pushing the boundaries, dicking his parents around, in a strop because his mother didn’t take him on holiday. You know what kids are like—’

‘Yes. Do you?’

It was a direct challenge to his authority. She knew fine well he had no children. Puzzled by her tenacity, David frowned. Frankie held his gaze defiantly. A flicker of distress in her eyes made him hesitate before knocking back her request a second time. He wondered what was driving her point of view.

Time to clear the air.

‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ he asked.

‘No.’ Clearly there was.

‘You’d never win at poker.’

His comment didn’t raise a smile. It had angered her more than it should and she didn’t give a damn that he knew it. David hadn’t yet sussed her out. Her file said she was single, no children, a third-generation copper with a great track record and personality to match. Having been deployed in many departments, she’d found her niche as a DS in the CID where she’d worked for the past two years. She was diligent, confident in her abilities, but underneath the surface he detected a hidden vulnerability.

This woman had a story to tell.

‘Suck it up or persuade me, Frankie. My office. You have five minutes.’

 

Frankie flung herself down in the chair, trying not to show her frustration. Stone had a valid point, but she had the bit between her teeth and wasn’t letting go. New into the department, she could understand his position; on the other hand, Daniel Scott was out there in the dark. She wouldn’t rest until he was found. She couldn’t explain herself. Why should she?

For a moment there was a deadlock.

Frankie allowed the silence to stretch out between them. Stone was nothing like her former boss and mentor, DI Drake. If only he was. She could twist him around her little finger. They had known each other since she was a little girl. He’d joined the force in the same intake as her father and was under instruction not to argue with DCI Frank Oliver’s pride and joy. Drake had been ready for retirement for a couple of years. The man facing her now was different. He was ambitious and couldn’t afford to put a foot wrong in the first few weeks of his tenure.

So here they sat, staring each other down.

From the second they had been introduced they had hit it off. There was an instant spark, something intangible that drew her to him. And she wasn’t the only one intrigued. The station grapevine was on fire. There was some suggestion that he’d left London in a hurry. With no details available, speculation was rife. Whatever it was, it must have been catastrophic if he’d taken a demotion to run from it.

It can’t have been a kid, or he’d be eating out of her hand.

Stone relaxed into his swivel chair, deep penetrating eyes glued to hers. He didn’t need telling that it was their duty to safeguard the child, but things were not that simple. Frankie had to make a case for treating Daniel’s disappearance as a serious crime and she couldn’t. Not yet, anyway. There were very clear guidelines in situations like these. On a hiding to nothing, she climbed down, prepared to beg if necessary.

‘David, trust me on this.’

‘Believe me, I’m trying.’

‘I’ve spoken to the stepfather, Timothy Parker. He claims Daniel isn’t a kid who’d run away. He’s not a street kid. He’s cared for 24/7, mollycoddled in a way that makes him inherently vulnerable. He even has a nanny. What he doesn’t have is the means to communicate. Parker doesn’t approve of kids having mobile phones. The guy is past himself. I think we should treat this as high profile, log it on HOLMES and run it as a major incident.’

‘On what grounds?’

‘I’ve given you grounds.’

‘With respect, you’ve given me sod-all.’

Much as she might like to, Frankie couldn’t argue with his logic. Stone was right, but she wasn’t listening. ‘I’ve done some checking on Parker. The man is minted, something he failed to mention when questioned. For all we know, Daniel could’ve been abducted—’

‘There’s been no demand—’

‘Yet.’ She held up a hand by way of apology. ‘David, this isn’t the Met! We care about our bairns up here. They’re not all little bastards who need a good hiding. Wherever he is, and for whatever reason he went AWOL, Daniel is exposed to harm. If that’s not good enough reason to look for him, I don’t know what is. Please reconsider. He needs our help.’

Stone’s eyes were warm. ‘Run it by me one more time.’

 

Frankie bit the inside of her cheek, considering the angles, working out what to say, feeling under tremendous pressure to perform. This was far from a done deal. The fact that Daniel’s future came down to her ability to convince her boss that he was in imminent danger scared her.

She took a deep breath. ‘Parker claims the boy’s nanny, Justine Segal, should’ve picked him up from footy training because he was tied up – an important business meeting.’

‘And was he?’

Frankie nodded. ‘When the meeting was over he allegedly checked his phone. There was a voice message from Justine berating him for having picked Daniel up without letting her know. He hadn’t, or so he says. Confused, he drove straight home. By the time he got there, Justine had calmed down. She apologised, said she’d missed his message that he’d collect the child himself, then freaked out when she realised the boy wasn’t with him.’

Stone was beginning to give a little.

Not enough.

A pause in the conversation didn’t last. Frankie had to keep up the momentum. ‘Parker claims he sent no message. At first, he thought it was a wind-up, that Daniel was hiding somewhere in the house, that he and Justine were playing a practical joke. That wasn’t the case. So, if neither of them collected Daniel, who did?’

The question hung in the air unanswered.

Stone stroked the stubble on his chin, eyes fixed on Frankie. ‘What kind of message was it? Email, text . . . ?’

‘DM.’

‘Who communicates through Twitter?’

‘Dunno. Personally, I’d rather eat worms.’

‘Did you check his mobile?’

Frankie gave a nod. ‘The DM wasn’t there. The discrepancy bothered me, so I got Justine to send a screenshot of her phone. Twitter streams don’t lie. It’s there all right, in black and white. David, trust me, there’s something suspicious going on here.’

‘We’ll revisit this. When is the mother due in?’

Frankie checked her watch. ‘Now.’

‘Did you speak to the call-taker?’

‘There wasn’t one. The informant is Parker. We didn’t go to him. He came to us.’

‘Who was the last person to see Daniel?’

‘His football coach, Roger McCall. He witnessed the boy wave at a car and walk towards it after training, a vehicle he wasn’t sure he’d seen before.’

‘Any form?’

‘No. But how could he not question that? Dan was under his supervision. It was his responsibility to hand him back in one piece, not let him wander off alone. Listen, if I’m wrong about this you can slap my hands later. I’ll take full responsibility. You can transfer me. Send me blue forms. Do what the hell you like, but we need to act now. The longer we leave it, the more difficult it will be to pick up the scent.’ Frankie waited, Stone’s hesitation irritating her all over again. The formality was back. ‘Boss, clearly one of them is lying—’

‘Who did you say Daniel’s mother went on holiday with?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘You don’t know?’

‘Yes, I know! I just didn’t say. She went with her sister, Kathryn something or other. Posh double-barrelled name. She lives down south somewhere. What does it matter? The important thing is, the boy needs our protection and he needs it now.’

‘Back off, I’m thinking.’

Frankie eyeballed him across the room. ‘Are you going to do something, or sit there until we have a corpse on our hands?’ It was the sucker punch she felt guilty using, but one she hoped would force a reaction from her new boss. No copper wanted the death of a child on their conscience.

Stone picked up the internal phone, hit a couple of keys and waited for an answer. ‘Brian, we have an interest in the missing boy. Run everything you have past Frankie until I say otherwise. And while you’re at it, raise an action to search the kid’s home. Yes . . . now!’

Stone hung up and got to his feet, gesturing for Frankie to do likewise. She couldn’t speak as he opened the door to let her out of his office. Her smile was the nearest he’d get to a thank you. She’d never be able to tell him why it meant so much.
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Alex Parker eyed the female passport controller expectantly, urging her to get a move on. It seemed she’d picked the wrong security queue yet again. Despite having been out of her seat the moment the aircraft’s forward door was open, one of the first to set foot on UK soil, she was going nowhere fast. The parallel line of weary travellers was moving much quicker, a young male controller letting people through with hardly a glance. Hers wasn’t dawdling exactly but the woman checking ID was under supervision – new to the job, Alex assumed – examining every traveller, the man standing behind her watching her every move.

Alex shuffled closer to the happy family in front of her. Their wide-eyed kids were in a state of high excitement, desperate to get into the baggage hall where their parents would collect luggage, lift them on to a trolley and wheel them through customs into the arms of doting grandparents waiting in the international arrivals hall.

Alex was almost as impatient and, it had to be said, a little annoyed that Tim had ignored the text she’d sent as she ascended the steps and crossed the tarmac into the warmth of the terminal building. He was probably running late, panicking as time ticked towards her ETA. Alex smiled, pictured him screeching to a halt in the short-term car park, jogging into the concourse with a plausible excuse for being late – as always.

 

From his position behind the controller, Stone looked on as passengers from the Palma flight passed through passport control. Leaving the line of passengers, one woman moved to the point of entry desk, holding her passport up for perusal. Instead of a nod and friendly welcome home, the controller took the document, carefully scrutinised it before passing it over her scanner, showing no emotion as she did so. Stone seized on the monitor, checking identity: this was Alex Parker. Of all the women in the queue, he was hoping that she wasn’t the one he’d come to see.

Taking the passport from the controller, he studied it, then stepped from the booth, clearing his throat as he spoke to her. ‘Ms Parker?’

‘Yes.’

‘Could you come with me please?’

‘May I ask why?’ The woman flushed, conscious of heads turned in her direction.

Stone witnessed the sniggers, finger-pointing and hushed whispers from fellow travellers, everyone wondering why she’d been stopped, making up a reason to suit the retelling later: You’ll never guess what happened as we arrived at the airport . . .

‘Am I under arrest?’ Alex asked. ‘Because, if I am—’

‘You’re not.’ Stone’s voice was measured, his attitude polite.

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

The silence seemed to last for ever. Her brain would be processing a list of scenarios, none of them palatable. Like most people, she’d probably been frisked on outward journeys but never prevented from re-entering the country of her birth. It was embarrassing for anyone to assume the position, though sadly, it was commonplace nowadays in the counterterrorism fight.

Alex Parker didn’t move.

It was clear that she had no intention of going anywhere without an explanation for the gross embarrassment his intervention was causing. This close to her, Stone was finding it hard to concentrate. He needed to calm down.

‘Has something happened?’ Her words came out like a terrified whisper.

‘We need to go somewhere more private, ma’am.’ He swept a hand out, inviting her to follow him along the corridor.

She was rooted to the spot. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be awkward. I have a right to know why I’m being waylaid. My husband and son are waiting for me landside. I’m tired. I’ve been in transit for hours. At least identify yourself.’

‘I’m Detective Inspector David Stone.’

‘Now you’re really worrying me.’

So, she now knew he was a copper, not airport security. He was there for a specific reason and she was it. He’d checked in with the station before he left the car. There had been no sign of her son.

‘What are you?’ she asked. ‘Special Branch?’

It was a stupid question. Stone would hardly tell her if he was. He didn’t answer, merely repeated his request politely, suggesting that she step aside to allow others through.

She did as he asked. ‘Inspector, you’re making a big mistake—’

‘They all say that,’ some smart arse said.

The lad standing beside him laughed.

Alex shot the two morons a look.

‘Keep moving,’ Stone told them.

Onlookers were being marched through security even quicker now, rubbernecking as they reached the front of the queue. Alex Parker was desperate to follow.

 

Frankie had given Stone a head start. The Traffic car had followed fifteen minutes later, taking no more than ten minutes to get her and Daniel’s stepfather to the airport. She was out of the vehicle before its wheels had properly come to a stop. She walked round the car, holding the rear door open for Tim Parker, ushering him into the terminal with a sense of urgency and up the escalator to the first floor. By now, Stone would have broken the news, informed Alex Parker of her son’s disappearance. They had agreed to rendezvous in an area where they wouldn’t be disturbed.

A member of airport security was guarding a door marked Border Force. Frankie asked Parker to hang back a moment, greeting the guard with a handshake. She glanced over her shoulder to ensure that her charge hadn’t crept forward. Daniel’s stepfather was straining to hear what was being said.

Let him.

There were questions that remained unanswered. If he was involved in the boy’s disappearance, in any way, Frankie would cut him no slack. She turned to face the guard. ‘How was the boy’s mother when Stone met her?’

‘Unhappy about being intercepted,’ he said. ‘Demanding an explanation—’

‘And who can blame her? The last thing you want when you fly in at this time of night is a hairy-arsed polis preventing you from going home to your bed.’ It had been several hours since Alex Parker had returned her hire car to Palma airport. Frankie had established that before they left the station. ‘Hold your position. We don’t want any interruptions. When we leave, stand down.’

The guard nodded his understanding.

When Frankie entered the room, Stone was on his feet, Alex Parker sitting down, head in hands, elbows on knees. She looked up, seizing on her husband’s arrival in the room, oblivious to anyone accompanying him. She sprang to her feet, practically flung herself into his arms and then stepped away.

‘Tim! What the hell’s going on?’

Oh fuck, Frankie thought. Stone hadn’t told her.

And then before she could speak, Alex’s attention flew past everyone to the door. She staggered backwards as if she’d been struck, her voice reduced to a whisper. ‘Where’s Daniel?’
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Aided by a blue flashing light, designed to get them home as quickly as possible, the unmarked police car left the airport northbound. As the countryside flashed by, Tim Parker couldn’t help but notice that he was under surveillance. From time to time, DS Oliver’s eyes met his through the rear-view mirror. While he didn’t know her well enough to make a judgement, he could swear there had been a shift in her attitude towards him. Initially sympathetic to his plight, she now appeared to be viewing him with suspicion.

Tim understood that – Dan had been in his care.

Alex was rigid on the seat next to him, eyes front, refusing to hold his hand. They hadn’t spoken since they left the interview room. As always, she was keeping up appearances, trying to give the impression that she was coping when she was barely hanging on. It’s what she did when she was sad, angry or troubled. Tim suspected she was all three.

He exhaled, heart pounding in his chest. He’d seen Alex like this twice before. She’d kept her emotions in check, fury building like steam in a pressure-cooker seeking release, finally exploding with devastating consequences. It wasn’t pretty either time.

Tim put a hand on hers. She pulled away. He was desperate to embrace her, tell her how sorry he was and beg forgiveness, to comfort her while they waited for an update, but there was no news to share, nor any clue as to what might have prompted Dan’s disappearance. It would be cruel to give her false hope of a satisfactory resolution. If the worst came to the worst . . . Tim couldn’t think about that now. Neither could he ignore it. Their precarious relationship would surely collapse. It would be the end of everything.

Close the door on your way out, pal.

His wife hadn’t meant what she’d said at the airport. She was only sounding off, venting her anger. She couldn’t bear to think of Daniel out there in the cold, let alone consider how he got there or what may have befallen him. Her negative reaction was nothing less than Tim deserved. She was projecting her rage on to the one closest to her, a common reaction when faced with such a horrendous state of affairs. Professionally or privately, attack had always been her best form of defence – she’d hardly blame herself, would she?

Tim threw a glance in her direction. On the surface, she was more composed than when DS Oliver broke the news. The pretence was killing him. Beneath that hard exterior, his wife was in bits, as he was. So why didn’t she let it out like any normal woman? Why did she make him feel so fucking inferior? Tim needed a fix – and so did she by the look of her. When they got home, he’d call Jeremy Owen, a GP he played golf with, and ask him to come over. It was against the rules to administer drugs randomly but Tim didn’t give a shit. After losing their baby, Alex had fallen ill and needed medication to calm her down. Benzodiazepines had helped her then. Maybe they would now.

DS Oliver’s eyes were on him again.

Thankfully she couldn’t read his mind. It was bad enough that Daniel had gone missing on his watch. Any negativity toward his wife would heap even more suspicion on him, something he didn’t need right now. Stone and Oliver were smart, which meant Tim had to be careful or they’d notice he was a user and the cuffs would be out. He’d been around coppers long enough to know how their minds worked.

The tone of an incoming text message filled the car.

Alex went for her bag, checked her mobile’s display. Whatever it was, it didn’t move her. Her gaze returned to a front windscreen streaked with rain, the road slick and shiny in the vehicle’s headlights. Tim eyed the phone held loosely in her hand, wondering who would text at this late hour. He didn’t bother to enquire. It was probably Kat. The woman never slept.

If the message wasn’t from or about Dan, it was of no consequence.

Tim looked out the side window, the weight of the world on his shoulders. If anything had happened to Dan, his marriage would be over. His life would be over. Alex had practically bankrolled his business and he was in no position to pay her off. He stood to lose everything. They passed through Scots Gap from where they would turn off for the home his wife had inherited from her parents. When the car pulled up at the electronic gated entrance, there were several police vehicles on the driveway, one with a blue light flashing. She lost it then, shrugging off his attempt to comfort her as she emerged from the car.

 

Frankie Oliver was in awe of the eighteenth-century, three-storey Grade II listed Georgian country house. Surrounded by extensive grounds, it boasted a swimming pool, three-car garage and stable block. She pulled up sharply as she walked through the front door. The interior of the house was equally magnificent, designed to impress visitors, imaginatively renovated and incredibly special. The wow factor didn’t come close to describing it. The spacious entrance hallway was festooned with balloons of all shapes and sizes. Strung across the width of the room, a homemade Welcome Home Mummy sign seemed to poke fun at everyone. Frankie wanted to rip it down but the damage was done.

Alex was tormented; the au pair, Justine Segal, even worse.

Stone cut her off at the pass. She’d be questioned in due course, though not in the hearing of her employers. Parker gave Justine a nod, an unspoken message that they would chat later.

What was that about?

Frankie watched them carefully. Justine was a vital witness, as distressed as Daniel’s mother by the presence of the search team. The use of a cadaver dog seemed to rile Tim Parker. He froze as the animal was brought in and went to work, voicing his objections firmly.

‘You’re wasting your time,’ he said. ‘Dan’s not here.’

‘It’s basic procedure,’ Stone said. ‘There’s no need to be alarmed.’

‘How can I not be alarmed? For fuck’s sake, I’ve searched the house already. I was frantic. It’s the first thing I did.’

The DI didn’t answer.

Frankie did it for him. ‘Then it shouldn’t take long to confirm your findings. We did ask your permission—’

‘Yeah, for a fucking search team!’

‘Which includes the use of the Dog Section. Yours is a big house, sir. The sooner they get started the better.’ She nodded that the handler should continue. He headed for the open well staircase, his dog’s paws tapping across the polished oak flooring as they moved towards it. Frankie turned back to face Tim Parker. ‘We appreciate how distressing this is for both of you, but we’re going to need your help and cooperation.’

‘Leave Alex out of this,’ Tim Parker said. ‘Can’t you people see that my wife is exhausted? I won’t allow it—’

‘I’m sure Alex can answer for herself, sir.’ The contempt on Frankie’s face matched that of Parker’s wife.

Stone intervened, inviting everyone to move into the drawing room and sit down.

Frankie had overstepped the mark and knew it. She glanced at her boss. His attention was elsewhere. She held her bottle, eyes drifting to Tim Parker. ‘As Daniel’s mother, Alex may have information to give that you’re not aware of, sir. DI Stone is right, it’s basic procedure. We’re going to need a comprehensive list of Daniel’s friends and teammates before we leave.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Parker climbed down.

Frankie could tell he wasn’t feeling the love and didn’t want to put her back up. Since that first encounter at the station, whatever he said made him sound inept.

What’s more, he knew it.

Alex was welling up, trying hard not show it. Every mention of Dan’s name produced the same reaction. She may not be hysterical but she was fragile. Angry too; she looked as though, if her husband so much as laid a hand on her, she’d break. Frankie couldn’t imagine what she was going through. Whatever her husband’s feelings for his stepson, Alex had given birth to Daniel – it stood to reason that mother and son shared a bond that Parker could never hope to achieve.

 

Asking Alex to provide a contact list was pointless. Tim went to his study to do it himself. While there, he called Jeremy, expecting a knockback. Instead, he got sympathy. One less battle to fight, or so he thought. When he returned to the living room, Alex had other ideas. Oliver was keeping a close eye on her. His wife was exactly where he’d left her with her coat on. She was clutching a stiff drink.

‘You don’t need that.’ He pointed at the tumbler in her hand.

Alex looked like she might throw it at him.

‘You’re right,’ she said softly. ‘What I need is my son.’

‘They’ll find him, Alex.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I called Jeremy.’

‘What for?’

‘He’s a GP—’

‘I know what he is! That’s not what I asked.’

‘He’ll give you something to calm you down.’

She raised her glass. ‘I don’t need his drugs.’

‘Too late, I’ve made arrangements—’

‘Well, you’d better unmake them.’

‘I’m trying to help.’

‘I won’t take them. They make me feel like a zombie.’

‘It’s a temporary measure, like last time—’

‘Don’t you dare bring that up!’ Alex gave him hard eyes. ‘Maybe it’s you who needs help.’ Her expression was clear: How you can live with yourself?

‘I don’t know what to say—’

‘There’s nothing you can say. You promised to keep Daniel safe . . . you failed . . .’ She let the sentence trail off.

 

Under Frankie’s watchful gaze Tim wandered away, pulling his mobile from his pocket. ‘Jeremy, it’s me. Sorry for the inconvenience. There’s no need for you to call. Yes, yes, she’s fine . . . well, no she’s not, but she won’t take any medication. No, please don’t. Yes, I’ll call her GP in the morning if she changes her mind. Thank you . . . yes, I’m sure he’ll turn up.’

‘Are the police with you?’

Tim closed his study door. ‘“With you” might be stretching it. They’re making the right noises. I wonder if they’re actively looking for Dan outside of our home. They kept me hanging around for hours at the station. Before we left to pick up Alex, they asked my permission to search the house.’

‘What? That’s insane.’

‘They made it clear that they would drag a magistrate out of bed to obtain a warrant if I didn’t give it.’

‘No way!’ He paused. ‘It’s probably routine. Surely they can’t . . .’ He rephrased: ‘Can’t they leave it till morning?’

‘Apparently not,’ Tim said. ‘The search team were here when we arrived home. I overheard the officer in charge give an order to search every inch of the house, including cellar and loft. This is serious shit, Jeremy. I appear to be under suspicion.’
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‘What the hell happened back there?’ Frankie whispered under her breath, one eye on the grief-stricken parents, the other on Stone – dependable, honest . . . floundering. The DI wiped his face with his hand, acting as if she hadn’t spoken. She wasn’t having that. ‘Talk to me, David. You froze – you know you did – and I want to know why.’

Stone looked away, eyes on Alex Parker: classy, composed, difficult to read. Frankie’s father would call her posh. He’d probably question her relatively calm reaction to the news of her son’s disappearance. Frankie didn’t see it that way. She was a strong female personality. Every individual’s response to crisis or tragedy was different, much of it reflected in their upbringing. Besides, the full impact of Daniel’s disappearance hadn’t yet hit home.

It would . . . in time.

Stone couldn’t take his eyes off the woman.

Frankie’s stomach took a dive as a thought forced its way into her head, such a terrible idea, she didn’t want to give it houseroom. The more she studied her boss, the stronger the notion became. She wanted, needed, to understand why he hadn’t told Daniel’s mother that her son was missing, why he’d left that task to her.

‘Fuck! Tell me you don’t know her.’

‘What do you take me for?’ It was neither admission nor denial.

Stone had shown no hesitation. That was good . . . wasn’t it? Frankie took a deep breath, trying to ignore the unfathomable sadness in his eyes. She had no clue what had brought it on – only that it was there.

‘What then?’ she said. ‘David, be straight with me. You owe me an explanation—’

‘I owe you nothing.’ He loosened his tie. ‘Don’t you have work to do?’

His attention strayed again.

Frankie followed his gaze across the impressive drawing room, so stylish it took her breath away. The dream space contained alcove shelving, media units, contemporary art and exquisite wallpaper designs, expertly put together with relaxation in mind. Sumptuous furniture was complemented by rugs and cushions, subtle lighting. The flat-screen TV was the biggest she’d ever come across outside of a public cinema.

Stone was seeing none of it.

His focus was Alex Parker, uncommunicative despite her husband’s efforts to engage her in conversation. It occurred to Frankie that the woman had very little tan considering she’d spent the last week in Majorca. Her hair was chestnut brown, tied in double French braids; eyes like pools of icy water. She looked dreadful – justifiable, given Daniel’s disappearance – though not enough to hide her beauty. She was a little older than Stone but not so you’d notice. They both looked like they could do with a stiff drink.

Frankie began to panic. Did Stone and Alex Parker have history that her husband wasn’t aware of? Was that why the DI had been reluctant to investigate Daniel’s disappearance? As far as Frankie was aware, he’d not seen the job when it came in. Conceivably he might have checked the force-wide incident log without her knowledge and recognised the name and address. No, what was she thinking? That scenario didn’t make any sense. If that had been the case, he’d have said so when she was trying to persuade him to run with the enquiry. He’d hardly rock up there as if nothing had happened and hope to get away with it. Unless he was so besotted with Alex that he saw himself as a hero, riding to the rescue. Except that didn’t work either. Instead of leaving it to Frankie, he’d have delivered the bad news himself – and tried to comfort the woman, surely? – then removed himself from the investigation.

Not knowing what to believe, she turned away.

The search team coordinator gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head as he approached. He’d lucked out. Nothing had been found. Frankie looked at Stone. After the debacle inside the airport terminal, he’d thrown her the keys and walked Alex to the police car without a word, leaving Frankie to act as escort to the husband. Somehow, her boss had managed to compose himself on the journey, enough to offer words of reassurance to the couple. The scenarios Frankie had imagined were so bizarre that she began to doubt herself. Maybe she’d seen something that wasn’t there. Or perhaps Stone was testing her, giving her a chance to prove herself? They’d yet to move beyond that first stage, getting to know one another, falling in step. She’d once been paired with a detective who, whenever there was bad news to deliver, insisted she take the lead. At no other time was she handed the privilege. Was that what this was about? She could do the shit jobs and Stone could take the credit . . .

Think again, mister.

Frankie had never seen herself as the harbinger of doom and was disillusioned to think that he might expect that of her. She’d do her bit, of course – on equal terms. From the outset, he’d insisted that they would be partners despite the variance in rank. That’s the way it had always been with her. The way it would continue to be, else she’d ship out.

Seeing her suspicion, Stone dropped his gaze.

He looked at his mobile, an avoidance tactic, leaving her to wrestle with his lack of action at the airport and since. All coppers had their own way of operating – Frankie had been in the job long enough to have spotted idiosyncrasies in colleagues – still, this was off the scale. Stone hadn’t merely taken his foot off the pedal, he’d slammed their relationship into reverse, allowing her to take over their first case of any note since he’d arrived in the north. A professional partnership was all well and good but, as the senior rank, it was his responsibility to show the way.

Frankie sighed.

Challenging him while they were on duty hadn’t been very diplomatic. Stone would hardly open up – let alone confess all under someone else’s roof – but there was something wrong, Frankie was sure of it. Over the years, she’d learned to trust her instincts. She’d get it out of him eventually. Until then she’d take up the slack.

She let it go . . .

For now.
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Alex was supposed to go for a lie-down. She was exhausted after all the travelling. The claustrophobia of being thirty thousand feet in the air in a tin tube, followed by her detention at the airport, had been replaced by a new fear. Tim had offered to call Kat. Alex wouldn’t let him. Her sister would be on the next train north and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Her inability to organise her life had triggered the current situation.

Alex couldn’t bear to see her . . .

Not now . . .

Maybe never.

She’d had a belly full of her selfishness. She couldn’t listen to her whining a moment longer: Please, I need you . . . I’ve already booked it. I know I should’ve asked first. I thought you’d be thrilled. Come with me, Ali . . . It’ll be good for you, good for both of us. What can possibly happen in a week?

Alex slipped into Daniel’s room, her eyes straying to the blackened wall of glass on the gable end, floor-to-ceiling windows designed to bring the countryside into her son’s room. Having grown up in a city suburb, getting him close to nature was something she was keen on. Her reflection in the glass shocked her to the core. A wizened creature twice her age stared back at her, shoulders hunched, face a ghostly white. She threw a switch, turning the intelligent glass wall opaque, wiping out the wretched image. Muffled whispers reached her through the open door.

She wanted everyone to leave now.

Daniel’s room was cold without him in it. Alex imagined him sitting at his desk doing homework or lying on his bed playing some game she didn’t and never would understand. Her eyes travelled from surface to surface, evoking memories of shopping trips to buy the items on display: a complete first edition set of Harry Potter; an acoustic guitar, his new Premier League football; her father’s county cricket bat; a set of Beats headphones – an extravagant tenth-birthday present from Tim. The gift had caused a rift between them. Since Tim had come into her life, he’d tried too hard to impress her son. He should know better. No item, however trendy, could buy a way into Daniel’s heart. The lad was wary of men for good reason. His biological father was no role model and Daniel’s affections weren’t for sale.

A thought arrived, unbidden. Communication was a two-way street. Hers with Daniel had been deficient of late. After losing her second child, she’d paid him less attention than he deserved, far less than she would under normal circumstances and she intended to put that right. Her gaze landed on his Storm Trooper clock on the bedside table: 01:32. As the seconds ate their way into the night, DS Oliver wandered in.

‘Can I get you anything, Alex?’

‘That’s kind, but no.’

Frankie made no move to leave. ‘Can I ask if you’ve noticed any unusual behaviour from Daniel recently?’

‘He’d been spending a lot of time in his room.’

‘Why do you think that was?’

‘I put it down to studiousness. At private school, he gets a lot of homework. He’s always head down at his desk. If he was really engrossed, I assumed he was studying, closed the door and left him to it.’ Alex was searching Frankie’s face. ‘I can see you’re not so sure.’

‘It’s important to know if Daniel has been talking to anyone new.’

‘If he has, it must’ve been on the Internet. There’s no phone in his room and he doesn’t own a mobile.’

‘Yes, I know. Does he have an iPad?’

Nodding, Alex sat down. She opened the deep bottom drawer of her son’s bedside cabinet where he kept the device, shoving a neat stack of papers out of the way, removing his calculator and the book he was currently reading: Boy X by Dan Smith. Daniel had enjoyed the author’s recent visit to his school and thought it was cool that they shared a name as well as a love of reading and writing.

She looked up. ‘It’s not here.’

Impatience took over. Like a woman possessed, she hauled the drawer from its runners and tipped it upside down. Large items and small spilled out on to his duvet cover, but not the device she was looking for. She got down on the floor to look under the bed.

Nothing.

A suggestion. ‘Maybe Tim has it.’

Through the bedroom door, Alex could see him pacing.

He walked towards her, a sad look on his face.

‘How could you allow this to happen?’ she said, thoughts of the iPad overtaken by the more serious issue of her son’s disappearance. ‘How? You begged me to go! You said you’d look after him. Don’t look at me like that. One minute I’m leaving the aircraft, dying to hold him in my arms, the next . . .’ An animal-like wail escaped from deep inside her body. ‘The next, DS Oliver is telling me he’s missing.’

‘They’re doing all they can to find him—’

Alex rounded on her. ‘Not enough!’

‘His description has been circulated,’ Frankie said. ‘Officers force-wide are on alert.’

Alex glared at her. ‘With the greatest of respect, those are just words! I want action: a nationwide campaign if necessary, a TV appeal – whatever it takes to get my son back. What good are you doing here?’

Tim was visibly distressed by her outburst. ‘This is no time to fall out with anyone, Alex. We need to be strong for Daniel’s sake. The police are doing all they can.’

Her husband was right.

Alex took a deep breath, trying to calm down and be reasonable. She held out a hand to her husband. ‘I’m sorry, Tim. It was cruel to blame you. You weren’t the one who swanned off for a week’s R & R in Majorca. This is my fault, not yours. No one forced me to go.’ She turned to face DS Oliver, apologising for any embarrassment her comments might have caused.

Frankie left them then.
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Stone knew he’d have to face Alex Parker – sooner rather than later – although the thought of it filled him with dread. She’d broken down at the airport and then composed herself, only letting her emotions go in the privacy of Daniel’s room, according to Frankie. He could see Alex through the bedroom door, weeping gently, hugging her son’s stripy pyjama top. The material looked soft and warm. It would carry a bodily scent she’d recognise blindfolded. She appeared to be looking straight at him but her husband was in the foreground talking on the phone. He was the focus of her attention.

Those eyes.

Stone simply couldn’t cope with those eyes. They were the exact same as—

‘No joy.’ Frankie’s voice pulled him from his reverie. Her appearance at his side was a welcome distraction. He’d asked her to wake Daniel’s football coach and quiz him about the vehicle the boy was seen getting into. Roger McCall was the last known person to have seen him as he left the football pitch. ‘McCall is no petrol head. He can’t remember the make or model, only that the car was old and not very well cared for. He only saw it from a distance. He gave me a list of other kids he thinks were there.’

‘Thinks?’

‘Kids turn up or they don’t, apparently. He said they arrive in dribs and drabs. He hasn’t got time to write their names down. I’m betting the parents don’t know that. If I have my way, he’ll not be a coach for long. I called the office. Brian Tilley’s on nights. He’ll follow up with other mums and dads to see if anyone else saw the vehicle. It was dark grey, McCall reckons, which is not a lot of use to us—’

‘He didn’t get a registration number?’

‘Not even a partial. He has to be the worst eyewitness I’ve ever come across.’

‘How many in the vehicle?’

‘He said two initially, then qualified that with “maybe”.’ Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘Training takes place on Ponteland High School pitch, so there may be CCTV. McCall claims the car drove off in a southwesterly direction towards the fell road. Not that it helps – it could’ve been going anywhere. I told him to stay put. We’ll need a statement from him in the morning. Ditto Justine Segal, the au pair, unless you want her now. She’s not gone to bed yet.’

‘No, we should get off. I need to speak to the mother first.’

‘You want me to?’ Frankie obviously had misgivings.

Stone cleared his throat. ‘No, I can do it.’

He glanced at Alex through the gap in the door. She was curled up in the foetal position on the edge of Daniel’s bed, the boy’s nightclothes clutched tightly to her chest. She wasn’t sleeping. Her eyes were open, staring into space. A casual observer might think she was dead.

‘David?’ Frankie’s stare was intense. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’

He nodded, appreciating her concern. In the short time he’d known her, she’d shown herself to be compassionate. An officer who cared for colleagues and the community she served, victims her top priority. Policing was in her blood, passed down through the generations. Frankie Oliver was the real deal. She was also done waiting for a response.

‘David, let me help.’

‘You can’t.’ He walked away.

 

At the bedroom door, Stone lifted his right hand, tapping gently so as not to startle Alex. Her eyes moved but not her head. It was as if the strength had been sapped out of her. He knew the feeling. Seeing her lying there made his heart bleed, a pain so acute he was ready to turn around and take Frankie up on her generous offer.

Daniel’s mother sat up as he moved across the threshold.

He approached her slowly, hoping she might not notice that he was wavering. It wouldn’t do to show his emotions when hers were so raw. A child’s disappearance crushed the life out of anyone. He couldn’t imagine what she was thinking right now. The effect it was having on both parents was so profound they could hardly bear to look at one another, let alone talk.

Cases of child abduction – if that’s what this turned out to be – were paramount. Many officers had kids of their own. Stone drew comfort from the fact that his small team would be utilising every method at their disposal to find Daniel. The flip side of that thought was depressing. The DI was painfully aware of the discrepancy that existed between family expectations and what he could realistically deliver in terms of manpower. Government cuts had left uniformed personnel stretched to the limit force-wide, every shift depleted, particularly in rural areas. There were fewer detectives now than there used to be. Had it not been for Frankie’s insistence that they should act, coupled with a remarkably quiet night for the CID, they would not be involved.

Selfishly, he wished the missing boy were someone else’s problem.

Alex was staring at him, a look of terror on her face.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to intrude.’

‘You have news?’ Her words were almost inaudible.

Stone shook his head. He’d frightened her and felt guilty for it. ‘It’s early yet.’ His legs felt like lead. He gestured at the only chair in the room. ‘May I? I need to talk to you.’

Alex gave a nod.

It was a mistake to sit so close. Stone hadn’t figured the effect it would have on him. His heart almost stopped as their eyes met. Memories were dragging him back in time, towards a deep, dark pit. The more he resisted, the more he dug his heels in, the greater the pull towards the edge. His eyes found the floor, the blue carpet morphing into pools of icy water, a metaphor for the eyes he was trying so hard to ignore. He was in trouble and hadn’t the courage to face her.

He must . . .

He couldn’t fail a second time.

Somehow, he managed to free himself from his fit of terror and concentrate on what he had to do. A smile of encouragement didn’t quite make his lips. ‘I thought I’d check to see if you’d like some company – someone other than your husband and housekeeper, I mean. I can arrange for a Family Liaison Officer if it would be of benefit.’

Alex appeared relieved that he didn’t have bad news to share but couldn’t keep the disdain from her face. He didn’t blame her. His offer of an FLO sounded hollow and unimpressive.

‘That’s very kind,’ Alex said. ‘If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to be on my own.’

‘In that case, DS Oliver and I will head off. We’ll be in touch the minute we have something to report. I’ll brief you in the morning.’ He trotted out the party line, hating himself for doing it. ‘My officers will be working round the clock to find Daniel.’

Another meaningless statement was lost on her. What Alex Parker required was action, someone to take charge and save her boy, an investigator with the nous to hunt down the person or persons who’d taken him away. Stone wanted to tell her that he was that detective. That with Frankie’s help he’d find those responsible and make them pay, but he couldn’t make that promise on such a doubtful outcome. He’d made life and death decisions before, pledged to make the pain go away, given assurances he hadn’t delivered.

I won’t let that happen, I swear.

A wave of nausea slammed into him like a wrecking ball, demolishing what little confidence he had left. He turned his head away, making out he was interested in the artwork on Daniel’s wall, telling the boy’s mother how talented he was. Stone couldn’t allow her to see his distress. She might misconstrue it. Eventually, the feeling subsided, enough for him to face her.

‘You should try and get some rest,’ he said.

‘How can I? I have a million questions and not one answer.’

‘I have many too. They can wait.’

As he made a move to stand, Alex grabbed his wrist, preventing him from leaving. Her icy hand sent a shiver right through him. The dark pit was back. One minute Stone was standing on the edge, staring into the abyss, the next he was hurtling, down and down, on his way to certain death. His desperate cries went unanswered. There was no help, for him or her.
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‘Boss, we should get going.’ Frankie had gone to Stone’s rescue in the nick of time. She’d seen Alex’s attempt to keep him in the room. That touch, however momentary, was inappropriate between the parent of a missing child and an SIO. Fortunately, Tim Parker’s back was turned or he might have been the one charging into the room to find out what was going on.

Whatever it was, Frankie wanted no part in it.

Alex spoke before Stone could. ‘I don’t want to delay you, but I have many questions.’ She was looking directly at Frankie. ‘DI Stone seems to think they’ll wait till tomorrow. I’m not so sure.’

‘It is very late,’ Frankie said. ‘We really should get going.’

‘May I trade you one question before you do?’

‘Of course. You can ask us anything.’

Two pairs of eyes were fixed on Frankie. She was finding it hard to concentrate with no inkling of what Alex had a mind to ask. The detective sergeant was suddenly on her guard: what the hell had she interrupted?

‘You first,’ Alex said.

Frankie chanced her arm, asking a question she wouldn’t dare ask her boss. His fault. If he wouldn’t share, perhaps Daniel’s mother would . . .

Lie detector primed and ready.

‘Mr Parker told me that you’ve been married before and that he’s not Daniel’s real dad.’ Frankie felt the heat of Stone’s glare and ploughed on regardless. ‘I was wondering, has there been much contact between your son and his biological father since you split up?’

‘As little as I can get away with.’

‘You don’t approve?’

‘That’s two questions and I’m rather tired.’

Frankie detected a change in attitude. To be fair, Alex Parker did look exhausted, though she was more together now than she had been when Frankie entered the room. Her tears had dried up. The transformation was amazing. No longer was she the wretched parent who couldn’t cope. She wanted answers and wasn’t about to air her dirty linen in public to get them. She’d have to explain that relationship eventually, though.

Nevertheless, her response had put Frankie on the back foot. ‘I’m only trying to establish if Daniel might have run away and if his father is a local man.’

‘My ex is from the area but no longer has a house here. Last I heard, he was living in the London borough of Camden. He moves around with alarming regularity.’ Frankie glanced at Stone. No concern visible, though his face was set in a scowl. If Alex noticed the exchange she didn’t show it. She was still talking . . . ‘I hardly think it likely that my son had the motivation or means to get to London all by himself.’

‘Children can be very resourceful,’ Frankie said. ‘You said yourself that he was an able young man. Such a trip would require a certain amount of planning. I assume he had access to pocket money. Perhaps he’d been saving up without your knowledge and bought a ticket online—’

‘He has money but his relationship with his father is, at best, distant.’

‘You wouldn’t happen to have an address?’ Frankie took in her nod as well as her irritation. Clearly there was no love lost between the divorcees. So where did that leave Daniel? Frankie felt sorry for kids like him. Playing piggy-in-the-middle was never easy. They almost always wanted what they didn’t have, even if it wasn’t good for them. However bad the relationship between Alex and her ex, the guy was Daniel’s father. Frankie nudged her again: ‘In case he’s moved, your ex-husband’s full name and date of birth would help us locate him.’

Another glance at Stone.

No reaction.

‘His name is Robb Scott. Date of birth: 10 November 1977.’

Frankie had never been so relieved. Daniel wasn’t Stone’s kid. Even so, she suspected that he knew Alex Parker. Why else react to her in the way he had? She refocused on the boy’s mother.

‘Can I ask what Mr Scott does for a living?’

‘You presume too much, DS Oliver.’ Alex added: ‘My ex is a pig, a drunk who finds and feeds off women of means, bleeds them dry, then mistreats them horribly. They eventually get wise to him and, in my case, buy him off. Divorce hands him the opportunity to move on to the next meal ticket.’

An email pinged into Frankie’s inbox, the sound catching them all by surprise. Alex looked at her expectantly. The email was from Parker’s business partner in response to one Frankie had sent him before they left the station. He’d just come from a charity dinner and was apologising for the delayed reply. The content was illuminating, to say the least.

Alex stared at Frankie, a question in her eyes.

‘Nothing,’ Frankie lied and faked contrition. ‘I apologise. It was personal.’

Alex dropped her head, searching through her son’s paraphernalia for pen and paper on which to write a note. With her back turned, it gave Frankie the opportunity to convey a message to her boss that she was bluffing about the email. It was case-related.

Stone gave a nod in return: message received and understood.

Having found what she was after, Alex scribbled down Rob Scott’s name, date of birth and last-known address, handing it to Frankie. ‘My son’s training ended at seven o’clock,’ she said. ‘I’d like to know how long my husband waited to raise the alarm.’

Frankie stalled. ‘Wouldn’t you rather ask him?’

‘I’m asking you.’

Sidestepping questions never worked with the upper class. The exact time was etched on the inside of Frankie’s brain. Such details were pivotal to any enquiry. Facts and good detective work solved cases, not approximations and guesswork. Rough calculations simply wouldn’t do. Following evidence was always key but therein lay the rub; police and witnesses were fallible; when human error crept in – as it invariably did – lives were lost, offenders went free.

Stone had noticed Frankie’s hesitation.

She dropped her head, avoiding his eyes.

So, they were both hiding stuff, running from a dark past. In her case, an event that had shaped her future, an incident that happened long before she threw on a uniform. She’d tried hard to keep her secret locked away, representing as it did an ever-present threat that returned to haunt her time and again. If she was reading him right, it was the same for Stone. When he blew in from the south he’d led her to believe that they would work well together, suggesting that a tight and loyal unit was on the cards. It was quite a speech.

Some partnership they turned out to be.

Alex was staring at Frankie. ‘How long, DS Oliver?’

‘Two hours.’ It was probably wise not to be too specific until there was more information on the table. Now Stone had spoken to the family, he’d want a full debrief at the station. If pushed, Frankie would give an exact time. Daniel’s mother had a right to know.

‘That’s a bloody long time,’ she said.

‘I expect he waited a while. That’s what most parents do, faced with a missing child.’

Frankie had her doubts about Tim Parker. Maybe he was a different kind of predatory male to Alex’s first husband. It was a well-documented fact: paedophiles often sought out unattached mothers for the sole purpose of getting close to children. With no proof of that, Frankie found herself defending him. Innocent until proven guilty had always been her watchword. ‘It was light until about twenty past nine,’ she said.

‘DS Oliver. No offence, but I’m not “most parents” and my son isn’t “most children”.’

‘I didn’t mean—’

‘I know.’ Alex cut her off. ‘But he’s a little boy! I beg you to view him as an individual. Trust me, I know him better than anyone. Look, I admit, I’m over-protective when it comes to Daniel but I assure you it’s for all the right reasons and, paradoxically, that makes him more, not less, exposed to harm. On his own, he’ll be utterly lost. More than anyone, my husband knows this. He should’ve reported him missing immediately, not waited until it was almost dark. I was stupid enough to believe that he’d look after him. I will never forgive him if anything has happened to my child.’

‘I know how difficult this is for you—’

‘How could you possibly?’

‘I’m only saying that in his position you might have done the same—’

‘If I’d been here, you mean?’ Alex snapped.

Frankie felt wounded by the comment. She’d never upset anyone in Alex’s position or apportion blame. On the contrary, she’d do anything, anything, to make them feel that it wasn’t their fault, giving assurances that she’d try her utmost to find the son or daughter and bring them home. Before she had the chance to convey that sentiment, Stone jumped to her defence.

About time . . .

‘That’s not what DS Oliver meant. No one blames you, Alex. Please don’t think that. Of course you look out for your son – you’re his mother. My colleague is merely suggesting that, faced with the same situation, there’s probably nothing you’d have done differently. You’d have waited a while, called his friends – all of which Tim did before he arrived at the station.’

Alex looked unconvinced.

Lifting a Lego figure from among the odds and ends on the bed, she turned it over and over in her fingers before wrapping it in the palm of her hand. She glanced at Frankie, tormented by her son’s absence. ‘Wolverine is Daniel’s favourite superhero. He takes this to bed with him every night.’ Unable to hold on to her emotions any longer, she finally let go.

Her sobs were hard to take.

When Stone glanced up, Frankie looked away, wearing the woman’s grief as if it were her own. Tim Parker was standing outside the door, an eyewitness to the distressing scene, in no rush to comfort his wife.

Realising he was being watched, he turned away.

Frankie laid a hand gently on Alex’s shoulder. ‘We’ll do everything in our power to find him,’ she said.

Alex wiped her nose with the back of her hand. ‘I know you will. I’m just so worried.’ Her focus was Daniel’s bed.

Frankie followed her gaze. ‘Have you mislaid something?’

‘I don’t understand why his iPad’s not here.’

‘The search team have it,’ Stone said. ‘Sorry, I should’ve mentioned it. Technical Support will examine the device. They’ll check your son’s browser history and other data to get a handle on his interests and to locate who, if anyone, he’s been talking to, in and outside of your immediate family. He may have friends you’re not aware of. Kids meet all sorts online.’

‘You mean offenders, don’t you?’

‘We’re not going to lie to you,’ the DI said. ‘Much as we like to think we have safeguards in place, the criminal fraternity find their way around them. These devices are never one hundred per cent secure. Please, try not to worry. Our technicians are the very best there is. I assure you, if there’s a clue to Daniel’s whereabouts on the iPad, they’ll find it.’

The woman fell silent.

Frankie received the message Stone wasn’t sharing with the boy’s mother. Statistically, when a child – boy or girl – was abducted or abused, the perpetrator was someone close to home: father, grandfather, uncle, brother – stepfather. Occasionally, that person turned out to be female, though it was far less likely. Outside of that family dynamic and the police were in trouble. A random abduction was enough to scare the most hard-nosed cop.

Frankie had studied cyber-crime. She’d made it her life’s work warning friends not to upload photographs of their children on to the Internet. Technology was a wonderful tool but it was also dangerous, providing sex offenders and murderers with the means to access the bedrooms of children, an opportunity to groom them without even leaving home.

The thought made her flesh crawl.

‘Daniel may not have a phone but he doesn’t need one . . . ’ Frankie thought it best to be upfront from the outset, but sensitively, so as not to spook the child’s mother. She explained: ‘An Apple ID and/or email address will allow him to use iMessage, Facetime or join a social media platform.’

‘At his age?’

‘As hard as it is to swallow, children lie,’ Frankie said. ‘Even the good ones. Do you happen to know if Daniel has an account anywhere?’

‘I shouldn’t think so.’

‘Were parental controls set on the device?’

Alex gave a shrug. ‘I have no idea. You’ll have to talk to Tim. He bought the damned thing. I’m sure he has that covered. As ridiculous as it sounds, given Daniel’s absence, his stepfather is very protective—’ She didn’t finish. Her head went down, then she looked up, a horrified expression on her face. Slowly she opened her left hand to reveal a scrunched up note she’d been hanging on to for almost half an hour. ‘I found this in his drawer.’

Frankie took the slip of paper from her. It was damp from sweat and tears. The ink had bled but she could make out the words, a name: Charlie Dawson. A shiver ran down her spine, anxiety levels rising. ‘Who is Charlie Dawson?’

‘I’ve no idea. That’s what’s so worrying.’

‘This is Daniel’s handwriting?’

‘Yes, I’d know it anywhere.’

‘You’re one hundred per cent certain?’

A nod. ‘For years, I’ve watched the way he forms his letters, carefully and neatly. Words matter to him almost as much as they do to me.’ She pointed at a framed certificate on his wall attesting to the neatness of the boy’s handwriting as a six-year-old, the first of many he’d picked up.

Frankie wanted to believe that Charlie was a school chum – even though Daniel had never mentioned the name to his mother, but it was odd. She took a deep breath, telling herself that there was nothing sinister in the note.

‘Try not to panic,’ Frankie said. ‘Maybe Charlie is a boy at Daniel’s school.’

‘He isn’t – at least, not one I’ve heard of.’

‘Unless Charlie isn’t a boy . . . your son is growing up.’

Alex almost smiled, but Frankie could see that the alternative scenario was in her head and hated herself for planting it there. She ran both hands through her hair. Maybe Alex didn’t know her son as well as she thought she did. Or was Frankie so paranoid, so hard-bitten by years of investigating crime, she couldn’t see an innocent explanation for the scribbled note? Alex, Tim and Justine all said that Daniel was a trustworthy kid who was bright enough to know that online identities were unsafe and not something to be relied upon.

Then again, all mothers liked to think they knew their sons. That they were innocent and good. That they took notice of their parents. Frankie knew different. Like any kid of his age, Daniel would have secrets. She’d been led to believe that he was also patient, endowed with good sense beyond his years. She prayed he had the nous to get himself home.

Alex was welling up, as if the worst-case scenario had suddenly occurred to her. Paralysed by fear, her eyes locked on to Stone and then Oliver. What passed between the two women was a moment of menacing clarity Frankie would never forget.
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It was a clear night, the stars bright against an inky black sky. Frankie was awed by the lack of light pollution as they left the Parkers’ house. No matter how many times she saw the Milky Way in all its glory, she never tired of it. It was an amazing sight, four hundred billion stars, a show like no other. At home in the fishing village of Amble, she would stare at it through her grandfather’s telescope for hours.

She followed Stone to the car.

He didn’t say a word as he blipped the doors open and got in. Pulling his seat belt across his chest, he started the engine and took off at speed. The search team had left the gate open for ease of exit. Just as well. It looked like he wanted a clean getaway. Frankie was itching to ask him what was wrong but it was late; the small hours wasn’t the most appropriate time for a deep and meaningful.

Whatever it was would have to wait.

As they hurtled south towards Newcastle, he kept his eyes on the road and his mouth shut. Frankie followed suit, wishing he’d lighten up. He’d been in the south way too long and had lost a lot of the humour Geordies were famous for. Not that there was much to laugh about at present. Her previous professional partner was a joker, an open book. Her new DI was different. He was deep, a charismatic loner, a detective whose name didn’t fit his character. Stone was no hard man. He was thoughtful, intelligent, doing his best in a job that chipped away at his spirit every day.

‘I can hear you thinking,’ he said.

Frankie wondered if it was an invitation to start a conversation she’d already decided to put off till morning. Discounting that thought, she kept her mind on the job rather than pry into his personal life, believing that she’d be on a hiding to nothing if she brought the subject up.

‘That’s some house,’ she said. ‘Might have to revise my description of Parker as minted. It’s probably an understatement. The art alone must be worth a fortune. Alex is no fool, is she?’

‘She had a point to make and she made it.’ It was a curt reply.

‘Any ideas on why it took Parker so long to report Daniel missing?’

‘None. Didn’t you ask him?’

‘Not yet – I will.’

‘While you’re at it, raise an action on the DM he claims he didn’t send. He’s got some explaining to do.’

‘At home or at the station?’

Stone took a moment.

‘Home,’ he said. ‘We might get a complaint if we drag him in. As soon as the media realise who the boy’s parents are, they’ll be camping outside the gates taking pictures, trying to get the low-down on the investigation. The first thing they’ll want to know is why neither stepfather nor au pair thought to dial 999 within the hour.’

‘Too right. If he’d been my kid . . .’ Frankie let the sentence trail off.

‘Two hours isn’t that long.’

‘It’s long enough for a scumbag to bundle a child into a car and do off with him. You’d have thought a man of Parker’s intellect would have the sense to know that.’

‘He’s not a copper, Frankie. We know stuff he’s not aware of. Stuff we’d rather not know, if we’re being honest—’

‘C’mon! He must read the papers, switch on the news. There are photos of missing kids posted online every day by the public and the police. In the last fortnight, there have been three attempted child abductions in the south, prompting warnings to be vigilant. You think they haven’t made Twitter?’

‘You’re very clued up—’

‘That’s what I’m paid for,’ Frankie said. ‘If Parker is a fan of social media, and he clearly is, it beggars belief that he missed these warnings, or that they didn’t make him stop and think when Daniel went missing. Any sensible person over the age of eighteen would have called the law.’

‘He doesn’t strike me as the type to panic,’ Stone said.

‘He doesn’t strike me as the type to tell the truth either,’ Frankie bit back. ‘And tomorrow we’ll find him out. I’ve not warmed to him, have you? The guy’s a creep. No wonder Alex shrugged off his attempts to help her. Did you hear him? “I won’t allow it!” What century does he think this is?’

‘Your opinion of him doesn’t make him guilty.’

‘Yeah, yeah. What was it he said right before we left?’ She quoted Parker: ‘“My wife is subject to panic attacks. I know what’s best for her.” I nearly stuck my fingers down my throat. I don’t like him, David.’

‘You don’t say.’ He smiled.

‘Just telling it like it is.’

‘I’m not saying he’s not a suspect.’

‘Good.’ Frankie huffed. ‘Have you seen my detection rate?’

He glanced sideways, a half-smile this time. ‘Like father like daughter, eh?’

‘Aye, and don’t you forget it.’ She was pulling his leg. There had been a Detective Frank Oliver in Northumbria force for over half a century, starting with her granddad who signed up in 1966. He and her father were formidable detectives, the latter regarded as the most successful of his generation. No one could touch him when it came to investigating murder.

Frankie tipped her head at Stone. ‘You’d really get on with my old man.’

‘If I’m lucky, I might even get a word in edgeways.’

She laughed. ‘Whatever you do, don’t go inviting him to the station. Any excuse and he’ll be there in a shot, taking over, poking his nose in where it doesn’t belong, quizzing you about our caseload, about me. I love him dearly but we’ll never get rid of him. Gateshead CID practically had to prise him out the door on his last day. I’m sure I heard him scream.’

Stone chuckled. ‘Must be hard, living in his shadow.’

‘Think again. Frank Oliver the third intends to outrank him one day, him and my granddad. They like to think they taught me all I know about policing. To be fair, they did . . . including Rule 1.’

‘Rule 1?’

Frankie narrowed her eyes. ‘Learn how to handle your supervision. I did, so you’d better be on your guard.’

Stone changed down as they rounded a bend, then floored the accelerator, throwing her back in her seat. Having spent years in a Met firearms team he was supremely confident behind the wheel, better than anyone she’d come across in fifteen years of service. They might not be in an armed response vehicle but she could get used to such an exhilarating ride.

He dipped his headlights. The oncoming car did likewise.

As it shot past, she said: ‘You actually remind me of him.’

‘Thanks a lot! What is he, sixty?’

‘Fifty-five.’ Frankie saw an inroad and took it. ‘You’re cast from the same mould. There’s a dark side to his character too.’ When he didn’t respond, she kept digging. ‘He has the tendency to shut down when troubled. Ring any bells?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘You never quite know what he’s thinking. That’s how he got so many offenders to cough during his career. His facial expression alone scared the shit out of them.’

‘Tell me about your email.’

‘Is that a euphemism for lay off?’

‘The email, Frankie, or keep it buttoned.’

Stone was a totally different guy to the one she’d encountered at the Parkers’ house: relaxed, unruffled, in charge. The transformation was astonishing. Gone was the sad look on his face, the lack of communication. Hell, he was practically ready to take a joke. Except Frankie wasn’t laughing. Whatever had happened to him in London sat on his shoulder like a heavy weight, a closely guarded secret he was unwilling to share. She hoped to God it didn’t involve Alex Parker and couldn’t help thinking that Daniel’s mother might be the reason he’d returned to his old stamping ground. Frankie could think of no other explanation for his weird behaviour earlier. She’d made her play and decided not to push it.

‘Not talking to me now?’ he asked.

She glanced at him. ‘Sorry, I drifted off.’

‘You were about to tell me about the mystery email. Who was it from?’

‘James Curtis: Parker’s business partner. Remember Parker’s excuse for not picking Daniel up?’

‘Important meeting, you said.’

‘Well, there’s a discrepancy between their accounts of what happened afterwards that needs further investigation. Curtis claims the meeting ended shortly before six thirty. Parker told me he checked his phone the minute business was concluded and found Justine’s voicemail. He couldn’t have done. She didn’t leave the message until ten past seven.’

‘No wonder you were so cagey with Alex.’

‘Yeah, well either Parker is lying or Curtis is. For the record, Ponteland High School is less than a twenty-minute drive from their workplace.’

‘Which means Parker could’ve picked the boy up himself—’

‘Maybe he did.’

‘Maybe he didn’t.’ Stone was playing devil’s advocate. ‘If Parker had time to pick Daniel up, then logically so did Curtis. It would be interesting to know how long the two have been in business together. How close Curtis is to the family. Presumably he knows the boy personally. You work with a lad’s father long enough, you get wind of their routine. Stands to reason he might have knowledge of Daniel’s movements, collection times, that kind of thing.’

‘Clever. For a moment, I thought you meant Charlie Dawson.’

‘He’s another possibility. Then there’s Daniel’s biological father and his football coach.’ Stone had a point: suspects were piling up.

Frankie went quiet, sifting the possibilities. Timothy Parker could have been mistaken when they spoke at the station – not unusual for someone under so much duress. Equally, he could have deliberately misled her and made a false statement. The jury was out on that one. Or maybe Curtis had. They both had the means and opportunity to collect Daniel. With Dawson, Rob Scott and Roger McCall also in the mix, the detectives were spoilt for choice. Her priority was finding Daniel before it was too late.
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Stone slept badly, every missing kid he’d ever come across, dead or alive, invading his dreams, a procession of lost souls and unfulfilled potential filing slowly past, girls and boys, the unlucky ones cut down in the prime of their lives. The image faded, only to be replaced by the names of bereaved parents scrolling through his head like movie credits. His eyelids flickered, distorting the image. He tried to open them, to climb out of the distressing nightmare, but she was in his head again, standing right in front of him, icy pools for eyes, pleading with him not to let her go. She looked SO much like Alex Parker.

Stone gasped, a sharp intake of breath waking him suddenly.

For a moment, he was disorientated. Gone were his possessions, his music and artwork, the street view he was so familiar with. In its place, a dilapidated, seventeenth-century cottage in need of a full refit, his late grandmother’s home he couldn’t bear to sell. Drenched in sweat, he swung his legs over the edge of the sofa and headed to what he’d named the torture chamber, an ancient shower that hung over a rusting bath. Pipes banged as he turned on the tap. He could piss quicker and the water was cold. He was in and out in minutes, clean but shivering uncontrollably and covered in goosebumps. The north-facing property was never warm even in the height of summer. The sooner he could get to the car, the sooner he’d defrost.

 

A shaft of light crossed the room as Stone opened the door to the incident room allocated to their case. Frankie had beaten him in. She was standing in silhouette, the sun streaming in through the open window behind her, a million dust mites dancing around her head. As she walked towards him, ready for a tough day ahead, the names that had invaded David’s sleep rolled in front of his eyes. Not one had he been able to forget. Nor did he want to. Their identities acted as a reminder never to stop looking – never to give up without a fight.

He must find Daniel.

‘Blimey!’ Frankie grimaced. ‘You look rough.’

‘I’m not the only one.’ It was out of his mouth before he had time to stop it.

‘I was asleep for less than four hours – who were you expecting, Madonna? What’s up with you anyway? You been listening to Jimmy Nail on the way in?’

Stone laughed.

Since he’d arrived on Tyneside, she’d been ribbing him relentlessly about his nostalgic ramblings of growing up in Northumberland as a kid, mocking him about his homesickness, the reason he’d given for his sudden departure from the Met. He was beginning to wish he’d used a different excuse. He could never, would never share the real one.

‘Don’t suppose—’

‘No.’ She’d anticipated the question. ‘There’s no news. Day shift are all out knocking on doors. Civvies are manning the phones, working through that list Parker gave us. I just got off the blower. The caretaker at the Royal Grammar School gave me a number for the head teacher, Teresa Bowlby. Charlie Dawson is not a name she’s familiar with, but that means nowt. She’s recently home from a sabbatical, not yet up to speed.’

‘She’ll check it out?’

‘And so will we . . . I need a coffee hit.’ Through a gaping yawn, Frankie held up an imaginary cup and waggled it in the air in lieu of speech to see if he also wanted a brew. ‘I can’t manage a short macchiato or any fancy shite you’ve been used to in the south. It’s cheap instant coffee or builders’ tea, if you’d prefer.’ She lifted her hand, fending off a response. ‘I know, we really should up our game, but this is Middle Engine Lane, not Drury Lane.’

Stone grinned.

Middle Engine Lane was the home of Northern Command Headquarters. It was close to Wallsend – a former shipbuilding and mining town on the River Tyne – so named for its location on the eastern end of Hadrian’s Wall, once occupied by a different kind of force: a garrison of soldiers housed at Segedunum Roman fort.

‘Builders’ tea is fine,’ he said.

Frankie walked away singing ‘Big River’, a cheeky glance over her shoulder to make sure he was smiling. He was. His life was better with her in it than it had been without. His brother even said so. Over a beer, Luke had joked about her piss-taking, how she seemed to bring out the best in David, commenting that he’d never known him so happy. Stone had been on the verge of telling him that he was the reason for that, not her; that being home and in touch meant more to him than anything. He’d held back at the last moment. Luke never could take a compliment.

Stone sat down and made a list of actions he wanted to discuss with Frankie before they met with the parents again, wondering if the couple had managed any sleep. He was betting they hadn’t. For someone with a missing child, a few minutes without news must be torturous – never mind a few hours.

Despite Frankie’s opinion of Tim Parker, Stone didn’t want to read too much into the fact that he hadn’t reported Daniel missing right away. As a rule, the public tried not to waste police time. Few parents liked to be seen jumping the gun or being made to look foolish when their offspring arrived home none the worse for wear, having forgotten the time, got involved in some activity or, God forbid, got lost. David was more interested in exploring the relationship between the boy and his stepfather, and that would necessitate talking to Alex and Justine first. The au pair was a good bet. She was due into the station in less than an hour. He was hoping she’d have insight to share.

Frankie arrived, two steaming mugs in her hand. She set one down on his desk and pulled up a chair. ‘How d’you want to play it this morning?’

‘I’ll take Justine Segal. You tackle the football coach.’

‘Makes sense, given that I’ve already had the pleasure.’ She rolled her eyes. Another yawn. ‘Or not, depending on your point of view.’ Frankie checked her watch. It was eight o’clock. ‘That doesn’t give us long.’

David cradled his cup, wondering how long it would take her to tackle him about going AWOL last night, figuratively speaking. He felt guilty for having dumped her with the delicate stuff. Telling a mother that her son was missing was a hell of a responsibility. She’d handled it with sensitivity and compassion. He wanted to share that thought, except it would lead to a conversation he wasn’t ready to have.
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Stone spotted Justine Segal’s clapped-out green Renault Clio enter the station car park below his office window. He checked his watch. She was ten minutes early. He observed her from above as she got out and sauntered toward the entrance. Seconds later, the phone rang, the front desk announcing her arrival. He gave Frankie the heads-up and left the office, heading for reception.

On his way to the ground floor, the DI considered taking Justine out for a chat – somewhere less formal than the station. Witnesses often went into defence mode at the first sight of an interview room. He decided against that for two reasons: he didn’t want her thinking he had the time to take a stroll with Daniel Scott missing and experience had taught him that difficult questions were best handled at home or within a professional setting, especially in cases where there was every likelihood of people getting upset.

Fortunately, the interview suite was quiet.

‘Please have a seat.’ He closed the door behind him.

The room was warm. Justine took off her navy linen jacket and sat down. The DI loosened his tie, pulled out a chair and sat down opposite his interviewee. Close up, the au pair looked pale and drained. He was relieved that she hadn’t witnessed his lack of composure the previous evening. At least with her he could pretend he was on top of his game, even though he was far from it. It was high time he got a grip and did his job.

Justine fiddled with a small silver cross hanging round her neck, eyes scanning the basic, windowless room. She was not as confident as she first appeared to David through the window. Her posture was tense – stiff upper body – hands fidgety, subconsciously projecting her anxiety across the room.

Maybe that walk would have been the better option after all.

‘Thanks for coming in,’ Stone said. ‘I won’t keep you long.’

‘Thank you.’ Justine was visibly relieved to hear it. ‘Alex needs me. In fact, I’m not sure why I’m here. I’ve told your colleague all I know about Daniel’s disappearance. I have nothing more to add.’

Yup . . . defensive. He could see her point of view, though. She was miles from home, caught up in a family drama and feeling partly responsible. Nevertheless, her upset seemed genuine.

‘All the same, I’d like to go over it again.’ He explained why it was important to get the details right. ‘I need some background from you.’ Justine nodded her consent and he carried on, taking notes as he went. ‘I understand you’ve not worked for the Parkers for very long.’

‘Six months. Tim took me on when Alex came out of hospital. She lost a child, right after Christmas. It was stillborn, a little girl. Horrendous experience for everyone. They’ve been through so much. Daniel’s disappearance . . .’ She paused, taking a deep breath, struggling to get her words out. ‘It will kill them, Inspector. Tell me what I can do to help.’

‘I believe there was some disagreement over who was supposed to collect Daniel from football training? Mr Parker was under the impression that you were doing it.’

‘So was I. He said he’d be tied up, but when I got to the school Daniel had already left. I called Tim. He didn’t pick up. I left a message and then drove straight home. Daniel wanted to put balloons up for his mother’s homecoming and I wanted to get it finished.’

The image of that welcome home sign popped into Stone’s head. He wasn’t ashamed to say that he was as affected by it as anyone else. It seemed to mock him as he entered the house. ‘I listened to the voicemail you sent Tim, Justine. You sounded very angry—’

‘I’d had a wasted journey. Wouldn’t you be?’

‘I’m not so sure I’d have been so vociferous about it with a relatively new employer.’

‘I was worried.’

‘Even so, having met Mr Parker, I’d say you were chancing your arm, speaking to him that way.’ If Stone had been asked to describe Justine, he’d have said she was anguished. She dropped her head, prompting a further question: ‘Was it only the misunderstanding over who was collecting Daniel that made you angry, or was there something else you’d like to tell me about?’

Lifting her head, the au pair took in a deep breath. ‘You are very perceptive, Inspector. Normally, I try to get to training ten or fifteen minutes early. I like to watch Daniel on the field. We have this thing we do. A challenge. If he scores a goal while I’m watching, I take him to the cinema and pay for popcorn. If he doesn’t, he pays. Last night, I was running late. I knew he’d be disappointed that I’d let him down. We both love the movies.’

‘Sounds like a lot of fun.’ Stone said. ‘Has he ever paid up?’

‘Not yet.’ It came out like a sob.

The DI tried to regain her attention with another question. ‘Do you normally act as taxi driver when Daniel needs a lift?’

‘Of course, if he has football or golf and his parents aren’t available – that’s my job. They’re busy professionals, often away from home. Plus, I love spending time with him. Is it relevant?’

‘Only in as much as you might have seen the vehicle we are now trying to trace,’ Stone explained. ‘Did you speak to Daniel’s football coach when you got there?’ His witness drifted off someplace else. He gave her a gentle nudge. ‘Justine?’

‘Sorry. What did you say?’

‘Mr McCall? Did you speak with him at the training ground?’

‘Yes. It was Roger who told me that Daniel had gone. I assumed Tim had picked him up.’

‘How come you were late?’

‘Traffic was bad – an accident that took a while to clear. I arrived at the school at five past seven.’

‘I see.’ The lack of punctuality explained her distress when he’d seen her at the house surrounded by the search team. She was undoubtedly shaken, unable to settle, avoiding eye contact with Tim and Alex – a guilty look witnessed by Frankie too. Stone didn’t dwell on it . . . but he would if he had to. ‘What would Daniel normally do if you were late?’

‘I’m never late!’ She bridled. ‘And it’s normally a few minutes after seven when they leave.’

‘Would Daniel wait if you weren’t there?’

‘Yes, he’d been told he must stay with Roger.’

‘And Mr Parker doesn’t know you were delayed?’

Justine shook her head, guilt eating her up. ‘It was cowardly of me, but I couldn’t bear to tell him it was my fault. Inspector, you must find Daniel. I can’t live with myself, knowing that I might have prevented his disappearance.’

The DI tried to placate her. ‘You weren’t to know there would be an accident.’

‘That’s what I keep telling myself, but it hasn’t helped. And it won’t until you find Daniel and return him to us.’ Stone felt sorry for her – she clearly cared for the boy. A tear appeared on the bottom lid of her right eye, a sparkly balloon, like a miniature of the ones that were hanging in the Parkers’ hallway the night before. It clung on to Justine’s lashes for a moment before the weight took it over the edge. It dribbled down her cheek and she wiped it away, her bottom lip quivering as she tried to regain composure. ‘Will you tell Alex?’

‘Not unless she asks me directly. Though if I were you, I’d mention it. If the search goes on for any length of time, it’s very likely that she’ll broach the subject. And then, whatever the consequences for you, I’ll have no choice but to level with her.’

A pair of brown eyes were begging him not to.

Stone imagined her panicking over her lateness, the relief she must have felt when McCall told her that Daniel had already been collected and was on his way home, her anger that his stepfather had caused her unnecessary distress. To some extent, those mixed emotions explained her attitude to her employer on the phone. Letting off steam was human nature after a shock, however minor, but this situation was serious.

He wanted more from Justine Segal.

‘What exactly did Roger McCall tell you?’

‘That Daniel had already left.’

‘Nothing more specific?’

‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

‘Did you ask him if he’d seen your employer pick up his stepson?’ Clearly, she hadn’t. Stone made her sweat for a beat. ‘You assumed it?’

‘It didn’t occur to me—’

‘Really?’ He eyeballed her. ‘It surprises me that you made that assumption. Did it not strike you that something more sinister might have happened?’ He could have added the words ‘to a child left in your care’. He didn’t. ‘If I were you, my imagination might have gone into overdrive. Other scenarios may have crossed my mind, however fleetingly.’

‘You’re a policeman—’

‘And you are a registered au pair.’

Justine began to weep at the implication that she’d failed in her responsibility.

Stone didn’t let her tears waylay him. His job was to find the truth. The timing of the offence and who said what to whom was crucial. Get that wrong and it would throw everything else out of kilter. ‘Even if I weren’t a policeman, the very least I might do is ask other parents to corroborate Roger McCall’s account. Did you do that?’

‘I couldn’t. They had all left by the time I arrived.’

‘All of them?’ The DI paused, wondering if her five-minute delay was nearer ten, or even fifteen. ‘There were no stragglers getting changed? No kids collecting footballs, helping the coach out? Children do that, don’t they, put the kit out and collect it afterwards?’ It’s what his brother’s kid used to do.

‘There are no changing facilities available in the evening,’ Justine explained.

‘Isn’t the school site also an FA facility?’

‘Yes, but it’s something to do with insurance, health and safety, I think. The school board – is that what you call it? – won’t allow it. The premises aren’t covered for every child who wants to play football, so they leave the pitch dirty and get washed at home. It’s always been that way, ever since I came to work here.’

It was time to push her a little further. ‘Justine, timing is vital when we’re dealing with missing persons. Is there any possibility that it was later than you thought when you arrived at the playing field?’

‘No, my eyes were peeled to my watch the whole time I was driving. I told you why I was late.’

‘And presumably worried—’

‘Daniel is my responsibility. Look, I did panic, if it makes you feel any better. I checked my phone immediately and noticed the message from Tim saying he’d collect Daniel. That’s why I was angry with him. He can be a little selfish sometimes. No, not selfish, inconsiderate. Not on purpose. He’s a busy man.’ She wrung her hands and changed the subject. ‘Your colleague asked me to send a screenshot of the message. May I ask why?’

‘It was important to have a record of it.’

‘Is that all?’ Justine waited. ‘You’re not the only one who is intuitive, Inspector.’

Stone watched her carefully as he delivered a blow he knew would knock her sideways. ‘Mr Parker claims he never sent that message.’

‘He did!’ She was adamant.

‘Yes, I know. And I’m sure we’ll get to the bottom of it when we see him later this morning. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like it if you were not at the house when we do this.’

Justine nodded her consent. ‘I have some errands to run for Alex.’

‘Perfect. We should be done by around midday so, if you could delay your return, I’d be grateful. And please . . . do not speak to either of your employers until after we’ve had the opportunity to interview them.’

‘I understand.’

Stone’s phone signalled an incoming text.

‘Excuse me a second.’ He took the device from his pocket. The message from the PolSA team leader was short and to the point: School grounds searched: negative result. Pocketing the phone, he carried on with the interview. ‘Did you know Alex or Tim before you went to work for them?’

‘No.’

‘How did you get the job, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘Through a specialist recruitment agency,’ she explained. ‘I was living and working in London when my host family moved to Saudi. It wasn’t a place I wanted to go, nor does it suit my lifestyle, so we parted company.’

Stone made a note to check her references. ‘I assume you stand to lose your job if this gets out—’

‘I’ll never work with children again if Mr Parker is blaming me for Daniel’s disappearance.’

‘I’m sure that’s not the case. You couldn’t invent that DM, could you?’

‘So why is he saying he didn’t send it?’

It was a question Stone didn’t have an answer to. He wanted her off the subject. ‘What are the Parkers like as a couple?’

‘They’re lovely.’

‘Is that the loyal answer or the truthful one?’

She thought for a moment. ‘They’ve had a lot of sadness in their lives lately.’

Stone wondered how far that sadness extended, if the marriage was sound, if behind closed doors in their palatial home the couple were not as happy as they appeared to those looking in – more importantly, if the state of relationship had anything to do with Daniel’s plight. ‘Are they good to you, the Parkers?’

‘Very. I live in their annex. I get an OK wage and a little time off. Not much, but I’m learning about your culture and Daniel is learning about mine. His mother is keen that he’s fluent in languages. On her instructions, we speak only in French. His parents treat me like a member of the family and that’s why I feel so guilty now. You must find him.’

‘What’s he like?’

‘Daniel? He’s a wonderful, thoughtful child. Never any bother. Any suggestion that he took a detour on the way home is nonsense. If he got into a car, he knew the person who was driving. Please, you must believe me. I spend a lot of time with him. I refuse to believe that he wandered off or ran away. He’s never done it before. He wouldn’t worry us like that. It’s not in his nature. Besides, he was desperate to see his mother. Excited to be staying up late to welcome her home.’

Stone noted the ‘us’, and wondered if Daniel was closer to Justine than to his parents. A lot of kids were like that. There was a time when his brother’s son would do anything to spend time with him rather than his father. Luke was persona non grata, Uncle David a hero in Ben’s eyes; they did everything together, a thought that needled him years later. The lad was now eighteen; as he grew up, he changed – and not for the better. Uncle and nephew were now estranged.

His loss.

Mind back on the investigation, Stone pressed on, reassuring Justine that his team were doing everything possible to find Daniel. ‘Can we go back to your aborted attempt to pick him up? I’d like to show you something.’ The DI pushed an A4 sheet of paper across the table. ‘Can you indicate on this map where exactly you parked your Renault?’

She looked slightly bewildered.

‘I saw you drive in,’ Stone explained. ‘There are several exits from the school grounds.’ He pointed them out to her. ‘The same can be said for parking places: a school car park here, a lay-by here, and grass verges where cars pull in to wait for pupils leaving school.’ The sketch had been supplied by one of the uniforms who’d been out to the scene.

Justine pointed at a location near the school gates. ‘I park here if I can.’

‘Is that where you parked last night?’

She nodded. ‘By the time I arrived, there was plenty of room.’

‘Thank you. To eliminate parents from our enquiries, I’ll be asking everyone collecting children to pinpoint their position. Daniel was last seen walking towards a car we’ve not yet traced.’

‘Yes, Alex told me. What kind of car?’

‘Our witness wasn’t specific.’

‘Then you must ask him again.’

‘I didn’t say it was a man.’

Justine shrugged. ‘I assumed—’ She stopped short, realising she’d made one too many assumptions already.

Stone let it go. ‘Justine, did you call Mr Parker right away?’

‘As soon as I saw his message. As you heard, I was angry.’

‘And feeling a little guilty?’

‘Yes.’

‘What time did you make the call?’

She held out her phone.

The DI took it from her, confirming Frankie’s account that the au pair called Parker at seven ten. If, as Curtis suggested, his meeting ended before six thirty – and Parker didn’t arrive home until seven thirty-five – even taking account of a twenty-minute ride home, it begged the question: where had he been?
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They left Wallsend at ten, heading north-west on the A19. Traffic was heavy as they passed through the industrial heartland of North Tyneside, the landscape improving once they turned on to the Berwick Hill Road. In the village of Ponteland they took a right on to the A696 where it was prettier still.

Stone glanced at Frankie. ‘How did it go with McCall?’

‘I told you, he’s a waste of space.’

‘No further forward?’

‘He hasn’t a clue of make or model of the car. I questioned him on where exactly he last saw Daniel. He said there’s a metal gate at the western edge of the football field. After training, the lad climbed over it to exit the field. The vehicle was waiting on the other side.’

‘That’s interesting.’

‘Because?’

‘Justine parks her car on the north side, close to the school entrance. She insists that she always parks there, even if there’s no space in the lay-by. She bumps it up on the kerb. If Daniel went the other way, it would suggest he’d made specific arrangements.’ He didn’t wait for a response. ‘Did McCall say anything else?’

Frankie shook her head. ‘He’s not the attentive type: wasn’t able to give a description of the driver; couldn’t decide whether there was a passenger in the front seat; has no idea if the car belonged to another parent. He’s certain that Daniel got in the rear though. Whoever picked him up had several options. Local officers took McCall to the scene at daybreak to pinpoint exactly where he saw the car. They described it as a gateway into the field.’

They exchanged a worried look, David voicing his concern that choosing an unauthorised parking spot might have been a deliberate attempt to avoid official entrances and exits – and more importantly the scope of CCTV – a thought not lost on Frankie.

‘McCall reckons he’s a coach, not a babysitter. He said he can’t watch all the kids in his team. As far as he’s concerned, training ends and they take off. She quoted McCall in a derisory tone: “It’s the parents’ responsibility to be there when I blow the final whistle. So what if Daniel nipped over the fence? How was I to know that it wasn’t his old man picking him up—”’

‘His old man? Did you ask—’

‘If he meant Daniel’s biological father? Yes—’

‘And did he?’

‘No, “old man” was a figure of speech. The only father McCall is aware of is Timothy Parker. McCall claims Daniel got in and the vehicle moved off. That’s all he knows.’

‘Without delay?’

‘Yes. Door slams shut. They’re gone. End of.’

‘Which way was the car facing?’

‘South.’

‘Anything on CCTV yet?’

‘No, I had a word before we left.’

David went quiet. It was hard to second-guess the choices an offender makes: an unpremeditated pick up was one thing, a planned abduction entirely another matter – options of where to park were largely determined by escape routes. Then there was the victim: was Daniel a random choice, a carefully selected child or had he met someone on the Internet? If the kid went willingly it would suggest familiarity, in keeping with the vast majority of abduction cases. The name Charlie Dawson gnawed at Stone. All parents would be quizzed on the matter and Daniel’s iPad was being examined as a matter of urgency to see if the name cropped up. There were many unanswered questions but it was possible to draw conclusions that he may have known the person he took off with after football – Justine Segal had said as much.

‘We should check out the school again.’ They had stopped by briefly in the early hours of the morning in poor visibility. ‘We need to see it in the light of day,’ Stone said. ‘And I want every parent who parked within the vicinity of that school spoken to by close of play. Hone in on specifics: Did they see Daniel? Did they see the car McCall described or any vehicle they hadn’t seen before? I know we’ve kind of ruled him out, but I’d like to know if anyone has misgivings about McCall. Remind them of the need to be discreet. I know you’d strip him of his licence for not escorting every player off the pitch, but realistically that’s never going to happen and this is the guy’s livelihood we’re on about. Quick as you can. Oh, and see if there have been reports of suspicious vehicles or individuals on the force-wide incident log within the last twelve months.’

‘You think there’s been some grooming going on?’

‘Just covering the bases. Action it, Frankie.’

She was already on the phone.

 

Stone listened as she relayed the actions to personnel at their base. She swivelled in her seat to face him, placing her phone on the dash, her face set in a scowl. ‘We’ve had confirmation that there’s no Charlie Dawson at Daniel’s school, parent or child, male or female. I was hoping there would be.’

The implication was clear.

‘Any hits on the PNC?’

‘Loads: Charlotte Dawson, Charlie Dawson, Charles Dawson.’

‘Any child abusers among them?’

Frankie shook her head.

‘Anybody at all worth checking?’

‘Not at this stage. I’ve got a couple of people working on it.’ Frankie glanced out the window. She didn’t want to speculate on who might have taken Daniel and what they might have done to him. Quickly, she changed the subject. ‘How was Justine Segal when you spoke to her?’

‘In a bit of a state.’

‘Figures. She’s close to Daniel, according to the lad’s parents.’

‘That’s not what I meant,’ Stone said. ‘Turns out she arrived five minutes late to pick the boy up, an accident that blocked the road. I know these things happen. I find it odd that someone of her calibre and experience wouldn’t factor in enough time to meet her ETA.’

‘Her calibre?’

‘She’s registered with a top-notch recruitment agency in London. I gave them a bell earlier. Justine was with her previous family for seven years. Never put a foot wrong. They had nothing but good things to say about her. She’s screened and vetted by the International Au Pair Association, very well thought of. And yet she took McCall’s word on trust last night, albeit briefly.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She never questioned the identity of who drove him away,’ Stone said. ‘Shocking, isn’t it? Allegedly, it was only when she checked her phone and discovered the DM from Parker that she knew for sure, or thought she did.’

‘Bet she was relieved.’

‘Yeah, but not for long . . .’ Stone gathered his thoughts for a moment. ‘If Daniel was gone when Justine arrived but McCall was still there, it puts him in the clear. Unless his story is a complete fabrication and the boy was in the boot of his own car . . .’

‘He wasn’t.’

Stone narrowed his eyes. ‘And you know this how?’

‘I was going to talk to you about that.’ Frankie pressed her lips together, feigning contrition. ‘You’re not going to like it when I tell you.’

‘What have you done?’

‘I already searched his car.’

‘When . . . and on whose authority?’

‘It’s called taking the initiative, David.’

He stared at her. ‘When, Frankie?’

‘When you were contemplating whether to take the case; when I had a spare half hour; when it seemed like a shame not to. Is three whens enough or shall I keep going?’ Frankie had to think on her feet. Her explanation hadn’t cut it with her boss. ‘I heard Control on the radio reporting a misper. What was I supposed to do? I was in the area. It would have been a dereliction of duty not to give it a whirl. McCall runs more than one training session. He takes the ten- to thirteen-year-olds early in the evening, has an hour off, then coaches the senior team from eight till ten. He was about to leave when I got there.’

‘And how did you get into the boot of his car?’ Stone fixed on her guilty face. ‘Scratch that. I don’t think I want to know.’

‘David, don’t be like that. I asked him nicely . . . like my dad told me to.’ She didn’t stop for breath. ‘And before you ask, I took a friendly CSI bod along, so we’ve got samples if we need them. It’s OK, I didn’t spend any money.’ She made a crazy face. ‘In my book, that deserves at least two Brownie points. I wasn’t waiting around until he torched the car to get rid of evidence, if there was any, was I?’

‘Does this friendly CSI have a name?’

‘He does . . .’ She put one finger on her chin, thinking. ‘I swear my head’s a sieve lately. I’m sure it’ll come to me.’

Stone laughed. ‘You’re a piece of work.’

They had reached the picturesque village of Belsay.

Stone changed down, indicating his intention to turn right. As they passed Bolam Lake, shards of sunshine streamed through the trees edging the water, the view taking their minds off the dodgy road surface. As the car negotiated a hairpin bend, Frankie shifted in her seat to face him, a thought crossing her mind. ‘An RTA is a convenient excuse to be late. Did you check out Justine’s claim?’

Stone nodded. ‘It’s legit. Control received a 999 call just after six thirty – around the same time she left the house. Some idiot ran off the road while texting. Ended up in a ditch with two broken arms. He was well over the limit, driving whilst disqualified with no insurance. He’s now on bail facing another ban.’

‘What’s she like – Justine?’

‘Pleasant enough.’

‘Ouch.’ Frankie raised an eyebrow. ‘You have doubts about her?’

‘No! I felt sorry for her. She’s nice.’

‘You really know how to flatter a girl . . .’ Frankie laughed. ‘Who the hell wants to be nice?’

‘You know what I mean. If you ask me, she has more to give. She didn’t admit that she was late in picking Daniel up until I pushed her. That’s understandable in her position, I suppose. I don’t know, I got the impression she was holding back. Time will tell if she has something else to hide.’

‘Like the fact that she’s screwing her employer?’

‘Oh, c’mon!’ Stone said. ‘That’s a cliché if ever I heard one. She’s only been working for Parker for a few months.’

Frankie put a hand on her chest, acting as if she were about to faint. ‘David, I’m crushed that you’d even suggest that I stereotype people. If you’d had eyes for anyone but Alex last night you might’ve noticed an exchange between Tim and his au pair when we first walked into the house. It was fleeting – not destined for my eyes or his wife’s – but it was there, as plain as day.’

Stone glanced at her. ‘You don’t miss a trick, do you?’

Frankie laughed. ‘My extra-marital sensor is as good as any.’

He appreciated her intuition as much as her honesty. Turning right on to the Otterburn–Elsdon road, he drove on through open countryside. A few miles further, yon side of the village of Scots Gap, he pulled into the Parkers’ driveway and took in the house in all its glory. In the cold light of day, it was simply stunning – and that was only the stable block.
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Alex looked out from Daniel’s window over the lush green countryside at the rear of her property. It was a world away from the bleached Majorcan landscape she’d shared with Kat less than twenty-four hours ago. Their holiday seemed a distant memory now: the sun, the pool, the wine, long conversations. Alex had no inkling of impending doom or that her life would change in an instant – from bliss to horror in a few short hours. Ordinarily, the sight of her slice of Northumberland – a tapestry of woodland, forestry and agricultural land – would lift her spirits, but not today. Today, the remote location did nothing of the kind. The stillness and lack of movement merely accentuated her isolation from the rest of the world. Not only had her life changed – she had changed.

A ring on the doorbell startled her.

Letting go of her hand, Tim shot out of the room as if he were on fire. He knew Justine wasn’t there to answer the door. Alex checked her watch, wondering what was keeping her. She’d asked her to stop at the chemist on her way home to pick up some paracetamol and expected her before now. Laying Daniel’s clean pyjamas on his pillow, she placed Wolverine on top of them and smoothed them flat before following her husband from the room. He was letting Stone and Oliver through the front door as she entered the hallway. A morose shake of the head from the detective sergeant. Without greeting them, Alex turned away, leaving the detectives to Tim. If they had no news, she was in no rush to speak to them.

 

In the kitchen, Alex threw a switch on the kettle. It had been boiled twice already, if only to give her something to do as she awaited the arrival of the police. She laid her hands flat on the bench, using it as a prop, and threw up in the sink, then washed and dried her face. She made a pot of coffee and was filling a milk jug when Tim arrived by her side, fussing over her as he had done all morning, making sure she was OK, which of course she wasn’t.

‘Don’t fuss,’ she said. ‘I’ll be there in a minute. Take care of our guests.’

‘They’re hardly guests.’ His tone was disparaging.

‘Visitors then. Don’t split hairs, Tim. They’re here to help.’

‘Yeah, well they’re not, are they? I may as well go out and find Dan myself for all the use they are.’

She gave him hard eyes. ‘Why don’t you then?’

 

Frankie was closer to the door than Stone. She could hear the couple talking, muffled voices through the kitchen door. They sounded like they were arguing. She hated this part of her job, witnessing potential victims of crime turn against one another, that gradual deterioration in relationships that seemed to come at times of stress. Often as not, there was an element of blame involved, neither party willing to accept responsibility for a missing child.

 

Alex turned, leaning against the counter, observing her husband. They had talked long into the night, interspersed with periods of melancholy, until they were so exhausted they had fallen into bed. Alex had lain awake, his strong arms around her, conscious of him slipping away, his breathing slowing into a steady rhythm, and then his grip relaxed and he was gone. How could he sleep?

‘Why didn’t you return my text last night?’ she asked.

‘What?’ The question had thrown him.

‘You heard me. What was so important that you didn’t answer?’

‘Alex, the police are here.’ He spread his hands in a gesture of incredulity. ‘Does it matter?’

‘It matters to me.’ She stared at him, hating him for what he’d done. ‘I was excited to be home, looking forward to seeing you and Daniel. Have you any idea how much I missed you guys? I was counting the seconds until we could all be together, the three of us, especially you and me. I wanted to go back to the way we were before . . .’ Alex bit down so hard, her jaw almost locked. She simply couldn’t say the name of the child she’d lost: Beth.

A dark shadow crossed Tim’s face. He drew her towards him and gave her a hug. Her body was limp against his chest, the strength sapped out of it. There were no tears from either of them. ‘Sweetheart, I would do anything, anything, to put this right.’ He stroked her hair. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

She pulled away. ‘Haven’t you done enough!’

‘Alex, this is not my fault—’

‘Whose fault is it then?’

‘I’m sorry. Please . . . don’t shut me out.’

‘I can’t . . .’ She fended off an attempt to draw her close. ‘Don’t touch me!’

‘We’ll talk later. We can’t do this now. The detectives are waiting.’

‘Let them.’ Alex stepped away. ‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘I couldn’t text you. The policewoman had my phone.’

 

Frankie picked up the lie instantly. ‘Did you hear that?’

Stone was frowning, shaking his head.

‘He just told her that he couldn’t text her last night because I had his phone. That’s a blatant lie. When I checked his phone, I handed it right back. At no time was it out of his possession. That’s twice we know of that he’s misled people. Wily bastard, isn’t he? If he’s lying about that, what else is he lying about? More to the point, why is he?’ Frankie put a finger to her lips, her head on one side, straining to hear the rest of what was being said. There was a pause in the conversation. Frankie whispered, ‘She’s not happy.’

 

Alex entered the room first, Tim following behind with a tray of coffee. He invited the detectives to move through to the adjoining room. They all sat down around a dining room table that seated twelve, five chairs on either side, a carver at each end.

‘How are you holding up?’ Stone’s focus was Daniel’s mother.

She threw a question back at him. ‘Has there been any progress?’

‘House-to-house enquiries are being carried out in and around the location where Daniel was last seen. Ponteland High has also been searched. As you know, the football pitches are located at the western end of a split site shared with the Middle School. I had a chat with Justine this morning and Roger McCall has also been re-interviewed.’

He nodded to Frankie, her cue to take over.

‘Early this morning, McCall was escorted to the scene. He’s given a clear indication of the position of the car that Daniel was seen climbing into after training. Voluntarily,’ she added. ‘At this stage, we have no evidence to suggest that he was taken against his will.’

‘That’s a relief,’ Parker said.

‘Is it?’ Alex snapped her head around to face her husband. ‘I’ll be relieved when he walks through that door and not before.’

‘Me too, but—’

‘But what, Tim?’

‘Alex, calm down! He got in willingly . . . I mean, it sounded like he wasn’t being manhandled. That’s all I meant by it.’ Realising that he was putting himself in the firing line, Parker met Stone’s gaze across the table, a plea for help almost, an attempt to fend off a further attack and put his wife’s mind at rest. ‘That’s good news, isn’t it, DI Stone?’

‘For Christ’s sake!’ Alex said. ‘Listen to yourself! Did he have to go into that vehicle kicking and screaming to satisfy you, Tim? Does that somehow let you off the hook? My boy is out there and you think that’s OK?’

Parker was wounded. ‘Our boy,’ he reminded her.

She didn’t respond.

There was an awkward moment while husband and wife regarded one another, a moment too of remorse and reconciliation. Frankie wondered what had gone on during the night, whether they had played the blame game. What had been said; more importantly, what had been left unsaid. Would that she had been a fly on the wall.

Stone filled the silence, his focus on Alex. ‘We’ve managed to locate your ex-husband locally. He’s in Heaton.’ The area he was referring to was a residential suburb two miles north of Newcastle, around twenty miles from Scots Gap. Handy for a quick knock on the door when Rob Scott was least expecting it.

Alex looked surprised. ‘That’s news to me. As I said, I’ve had no recent contact with him.’

‘We intend to visit the school,’ Stone said. ‘Then he’ll be our next stop. Mr Scott has no idea we’re about to pay him a visit. It would help to know what kind of reception we might get.’

‘That rather depends on how drunk he is.’

‘You don’t believe we’ll find Daniel there, do you?’ The question had come from Frankie.

‘Not a hope in hell,’ Alex said. ‘He wasn’t interested in our son when we were living together. There’s no chance that he’ll be interested now.’

‘Even if Daniel wished it?’ Frankie asked.

Alex shot her a disparaging look. ‘Even then.’

‘Still, we need to check it out.’

‘Absolutely,’ Tim said.

Another dark face-off between husband and wife.

‘DS Oliver has a point,’ Stone said. ‘We must consider all the angles, including the possibility that Daniel somehow managed to get in touch with his biological father or vice versa. You said last night that he had a weekly allowance, that he was a saver rather than a spender, unlike your ex. You seemed to suggest that money is important to Mr Scott. That he uses people to get his hands on it. Maybe he saw an opportunity and took it.’

Alex considered his words carefully. ‘I hear what you say, but since Daniel was old enough to count, I’ve instilled in him the need to be careful where money is concerned. He chooses wisely when he wants something. I can’t believe he’d search for his father, let alone actively seek him out after the appalling abuse he doled out when we were with him.’

‘But you concede that it might have worked the other way?’ Stone said.

‘Absolutely. Rob would stop at nothing to get his hands on my cash, however indirectly. He doesn’t like me these days, Detective Inspector. Not since I slapped a restraining order on him before we went to court to determine custody. He likes the police even less, so watch yourselves.’

‘He has no visiting rights?’

‘Not on your life!’

‘Then maybe he nurtured a secret relationship with Daniel—’

‘I don’t think so. A child would cramp his style with the ladies. You’ll know what I mean when you meet him. Mind you, wait a few years and that might change, particularly if our son makes something of himself, especially if he manages to accrue any funds; then Rob will come crawling out from whichever stone he’s hiding under with a sob story that would make an adult weep. If there’s one thing he’s good at, it’s manipulation. He’ll play the son-needs-a-father card, no question. If that doesn’t work, he’ll try common or garden emotional blackmail, so maybe your theory has some credence. By all means, check him out.’

Stone moved on.

There was a huge discrepancy between key witnesses, not to mention a message on Justine’s phone that Parker denied sending. That fact was uppermost in David’s mind and he couldn’t wait to get started.
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Frankie kept quiet as Stone explained to Alex that a formal interview with her current husband was required before tackling her ex and that such an interview could take place at the family home or at the station. In either case, it would have to be conducted in isolation, by which he meant not in her presence. Nodding her understanding, Alex pushed her chair away from the table, an apprehensive glance at her husband before leaving the room.

As the door closed quietly behind her, Tim Parker poured more coffee, draining the pot, suggesting he replenish it in case they needed more.

‘We’re good, thanks.’ Stone was having none of his delaying tactics. Parker was understandably nervous and that’s right where the DI wanted him. Placing his mobile on the table between them, the voice-memo facility switched on, he began the interview: ‘Mr Parker, I’d like to take this chronologically if I may.’

Way to go, David!

Frankie was itching to see how far Stone intended to push a witness who was fast becoming her number one suspect, although she was prepared to hold that thought for a moment longer. She wasn’t the only one in the room who’d noticed the formality creeping in. Daniel’s stepfather was no longer ‘Tim’ but plain old Mr Parker, whose nod was a signal that Stone should carry on. And continue he did, with equanimity.

‘I understand you had a meeting with your business partner, James Curtis, at your place of work yesterday, in the early evening.’

‘Correct,’ Parker said.

‘And that’s why you couldn’t pick Daniel up?’

‘Indeed.’

‘You told DS Oliver that after the meeting you immediately checked your phone and found a voicemail from Justine. Could you give me the gist of what was said?’ Stone pointed at his phone. ‘For the record.’

‘Yes, of course.’ A film of sweat had begun to form on Parker’s forehead and upper lip. He was a man under pressure, continually tapping his right foot on the floor, unaware that his body language was under scrutiny as he recalled the conversation. ‘Justine was very upset that I’d collected Daniel from training. This threw me, as I’d done nothing of the kind. I panicked, naturally, and drove straight home, by which time she’d climbed down. Unfortunately, her good mood didn’t last. As soon as she realised I didn’t have Daniel with me, she freaked out again. You know what the French are like.’

‘No.’ Frankie saw red. ‘Why don’t you tell—’

Stone cut her off before she could let Parker have it with both barrels. ‘I found Miss Segal very pleasant,’ he said. ‘She’s deeply traumatised by Daniel’s disappearance. I think she can be forgiven for being a little cross, don’t you?’

Parker ignored him, switching his focus to Frankie. ‘As I said last night, I thought Daniel and Justine were playing games. He’s a practical joker at times – and often involves her in his escapades – but I soon realised that it was not so on this occasion. In retrospect, I should’ve known better. Daniel wouldn’t be that cruel.’

‘What time did your business meeting end?’ Frankie studied him closely. Having found him out, she was dying to hear which way he’d jump.

The entrepreneur dropped his head, then raised it, eyebrows knitting together as if he was trying to recall the exact time. He was in no rush to supply an answer. ‘Around seven, I think it was.’

‘Are you sure it wasn’t earlier?’ Stone asked.

He shrugged. ‘It could have been a few minutes either way, I suppose.’

Frankie caught Stone’s nod – it was almost imperceptible – a sign that she should hit Parker with the unpalatable truth. He was keen to push on with other lines of enquiry.

‘I’ve been reliably informed that your meeting ended at around six thirty,’ she said.

Parker raised an eyebrow, a casual gesture. ‘Perhaps I’m mistaken. I thought it was later.’

He was cool. She’d give him that. ‘The thing is, it couldn’t have been – if, as you say, you checked your mobile immediately after the meeting ended. Justine didn’t call you until well after McCall had blown the final whistle on Daniel’s training session at seven o’clock. It was ten past when she left the voicemail, a fact verified by her phone and yours.’

‘Then clearly I was mistaken.’

‘This morning, officers checked the CCTV at your business premises. It shows you leaving the boardroom at six thirty-three p.m. You drove away two minutes later, so you couldn’t have been at the office when you received Justine’s voicemail, could you? Where were you, Mr Parker?’

‘I told you, I drove straight home.’

‘With your mobile switched off?’ Stone asked.

‘My mobile is never off. Like you, I’m a busy man.’

Frankie got in quick. ‘Too busy to answer Justine’s call, it seems.’ Or your wife’s later on in the evening, Frankie was thinking but didn’t say.

‘The device was on silent mode during the meeting, as I’m guessing yours are now. Interruptions are tiresome in any transaction, don’t you find? Clearly, I hadn’t switched it back on when Justine’s call came in.’

Stone challenged him. ‘But she claims that you arrived home at around seven thirty-five. If you drove away from your place of work at six thirty-five it stands to reason that you stopped on the way. DS Oliver timed that journey on the way here. It takes precisely twenty-two minutes. That leaves around forty minutes unaccounted for. I’ll ask again: where were you?’

Parker said nothing.

Frankie wanted to punch the air. She hadn’t timed their journey and guessed that Stone had googled the information before they left the station. It was a good ploy, one that put Parker on the back foot. His chest rose and fell, a deep intake of breath he couldn’t hide. Between them, they had got to him.

‘Let’s return to Justine for a moment,’ Stone continued. ‘You said she’d calmed down by the time you got home. What did you mean by that?’

‘What I actually said was climbed down.’ He pointed at the mobile on the table. ‘Check your recording.’ He was being pedantic, putting the DI in his place. It was a stalling tactic while he tried to second-guess what was coming next.

Frankie was surprised by his superior attitude, the way he spoke to Stone as if he were some thick Geordie boy who wouldn’t know his arse from his elbow.

The DI wasn’t playing his silly games.

‘Answer the question,’ he said.

‘Justine told me that she’d found my DM.’

‘What DM was this?’ Frankie asked.

‘I have no idea. I never sent one.’

‘And yet we have a screenshot of it,’ Stone said.

Frankie was urging him to go for the jugular. Her boss kept his cool. They had very different styles. Parker might now be a man under immense pressure, but he was apparently well connected. Not a pillar of society exactly, but respected among the business community, on the board of more than one charity, a member of the Round Table and so on. On the face of it, he wasn’t making much sense. In fact, he was looking downright guilty. As the step-parent of a missing child, Parker needed careful handling. If Parker was innocent of any wrongdoing, it would look bad for the police if they placed him under arrest.

‘I never sent a message, I swear it.’ He pointed at Frankie. ‘She examined my phone. Ask her.’

‘She has a name and a rank,’ Stone said calmly.

‘And she doesn’t believe a word you’re saying,’ Frankie added.

Stone cut her off. ‘Let’s move on . . .’ His focus was back on Parker. ‘You spent a week with your stepson while his mother was in Majorca. How did you get on?’

‘Very well.’

‘Were there any disagreements between the two of you that might be relevant to his disappearance? Stepchildren can be difficult sometimes.’

‘No. And, for the record, Daniel isn’t at all difficult. We may not be blood relatives but he and I enjoy a close relationship, as good as any father and son.’

‘In that case, why did it take you two hours to report him missing?’ Frankie asked.

Parker hesitated, clearly tired of all the questioning. ‘It was important to establish that he was missing. I made a few calls. I spoke to McCall. These things take time, as I’m sure you’re aware. Then I drove down to Wallsend. That’s twenty-five miles from here. Unlike you, I don’t have a flashing blue light. It took me three quarters of an hour to get there. These days police stations are not conveniently placed for easy access, are they? It took me ten minutes to work out which bloody station would deal with a case of this nature, a few more to find the one that covers my area. Can you imagine how frustrating that is, given the circumstances?’

Neither detective could argue with that. The public were up in arms about the level of cover, particularly so in rural areas where you’d be hard pressed to spot a uniform and, when you did, they were never on foot. It was a bone of contention among the rank and file.

‘You could’ve phoned,’ Frankie said.

Parker was beginning to lose his rag. ‘I didn’t want the Control Room. I wanted to speak to a human. Someone who would understand the urgency of finding Daniel before his mother arrived in the UK. I was frantic. How do you think I felt?’ He was so slick. He had an answer for everything.

A shadow crossed the room.

Parker looked toward the window.

Alex was in the garden, head down as she walked.

Her husband turned his attention to the detectives, his face set like granite. ‘If there are no more questions, I need to be with my wife.’

‘No, sir,’ Frankie said. ‘Forgive my bluntness, but you need to start telling the truth. You lied about what time you left the office yesterday. You lied about driving straight home and where you were when you accessed Justine’s message. You lied to Alex about why you didn’t answer her text when she landed at Newcastle airport last night. I heard you myself. You are very close to being arrested, so start talking.’

Parker glowered at her.

She held his gaze. ‘You want me to get the cuffs out? I’m quite happy to. A child is missing. Your wife’s only child. For God’s sake, man, you’re not being honest and it’s making you look bad.’

What Frankie didn’t say was that Parker was fast becoming a prime suspect in his stepson’s disappearance. There was no need. He’d worked that out all by himself.
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‘You’re mental.’ Frankie slammed the car door. Pulling her seat belt across her left shoulder, she glared at Stone as she clicked it into place. ‘David, you’re making a big mistake. He’s not being straight with us. We both know that. If it were up to me, he’d have been in the back of this car and so would I. Jesus! Last night you were off your game. Today you’ve really lost the plot. We had Parker on the rails and you decide to walk away? What the hell were you thinking?’

Stone started the car. ‘I’m thinking I’m going to have to rein you in.’

‘Don’t you dare make out that I’m being overzealous—’

‘Aren’t you?

‘No! Far from it. I’m following the evidence. I thought we both were.’

Stone turned left towards Scots Gap, then took a right towards Bolam, keen to get to the crime scene at Ponteland in one piece. As the car sped along the undulating, winding country lane, Frankie continued her rant. He’d never seen her so enraged. A few miles on and there was no let-up.

‘Look,’ he said eventually, ‘just because you don’t like Parker, doesn’t make him guilty. I don’t doubt that he has some explaining to do, but we’re not ready to make a move on him yet. A lot of that in there was bravado! You said he was upset at the station. Anyone who cared to look would see he still is. He’s under pressure—’

‘So would you be if you’d killed your kid.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘And, with respect, neither do you.’

‘It was my call to make, Frankie.’

‘Well it was the wrong one.’ She went quiet.

Stone’s relief didn’t last.

‘Oh, I get it,’ she said. ‘He’s a big cheese, so we must lay off, is that it? What is he, a hand-shaker and therefore untouchable?’

‘You know me better than that.’

‘What are you worried about then? That he might make a complaint or sue for damage to his precious reputation? Let him! Daniel’s safety is what’s important here, not some egomaniac here-today-gone-tomorrow fucking entrepreneur who thinks he’s God’s gift. He’s a good-looking nowt with a chip on his shoulder the size of the Baltic Flour Mill.’

‘Did it occur to you that he might be innocent, that he’s deflecting his anger on to us because he can’t cope with the responsibility for what’s happened? If your stepson was missing, what state would you be in?’

‘We’re not talking about me – and he wouldn’t have gone missing because I wouldn’t have been late.’

‘He wasn’t late, Justine was. Frankie, stop! You’re going overboard here. You must bear in mind that this is a borderline case, only being handled by us at your insistence. It would be different if a kid had been lifted from a pram.’

‘You said that already.’

‘And I’ll say it again until you start listening. It’s great that you have an inbuilt early warning system in the case of missing children – I love that, I do – but there are other considerations here.’

‘Such as?’

‘What will it do to Alex Parker if we cart her husband off in handcuffs?’

‘She’d be better off without him.’

‘I agree with you. I’m only making the point that she’s been through enough already. And don’t question me. I’ve made my play and you’ll have to live with it.’

‘What is wrong with you, David? He went AWOL for almost an hour and he’s unable or unwilling to explain why. Without an intense sit down, shut the door cognitive interview, we’ll never get at the truth. We need him in the station, sweating like a bastard, with a damn sight more to lose than his reputation. We need to establish exactly where he went or we’re not going to be able to pin him down.’

‘Are you finished?’

‘Not even close.’

‘People tell lies for all sorts of reasons, Frank. You’ve been in the job long enough to know that. Show some finesse, why don’t you? You said earlier that you thought he was having an affair with the au pair.’

‘I’d put money on it. I saw the looks between them.’

‘OK, then maybe he broke it off with her while Alex was in Majorca. She was royally pissed off on that call. Maybe her beef with him was more than the fact that he’d sent her on a wild goose chase. If she’d been dumped, she could’ve been giving him a hard time over it. Maybe he stopped on the way home for a beer, rather than face going home for an ear-bashing. I could do with a drink myself.’

Frankie pulled a face at his sarky remark. ‘OK, give me one good reason why he would send her a DM, then delete it from his phone and lie about it – because that’s exactly what he’s done, in my opinion. Assuming my opinion counts for anything.’

‘Of course it does! If you’re right about them, maybe he was getting rid of incriminating evidence of an affair before his wife got home, deleting all Justine’s messages from his phone, rather than a particular DM, unaware that it would come back and haunt him.’ Stone glanced at her. ‘Surely that makes sense, even to you.’

Frankie looked away – and he knew he’d finally managed to persuade her.
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Tim Parker was ill at ease. DI Stone he could cope with. DS Oliver was a different animal altogether: wild, wilful, unafraid to say her piece, the kind of police officer you should never cross. Shame. If he were being honest, she was also his type: petite, brunette, able to hold an intelligent conversation, locking on to her target as he would in a business meeting, keen to get the upper hand. She wasn’t exactly hot, but she had obvious potential, nothing a trip to a spa and a good hairdresser couldn’t fix. Had they met in any other circumstance they might have hit it off. He’d like to think he’d have impressed her too, except the enigmatic cop had her sights on him for other reasons. Well, she wasn’t the only one with a grouse . . .

Or a game plan . . .

Tim had done his homework. He’d scanned the Internet and found various documents dealing with the police’s response to missing persons, management protocols for the recording of information, a continuum of risk from zero to high, the latter requiring immediate deployment. Daniel – while not in the lowest category by any means – wouldn’t fall into the bracket of the most vulnerable. Stone would undoubtedly have carried out an initial risk assessment and appeared to be taking his stepson’s abduction seriously, offering family support, but how hard was he really looking? As for that bitch Oliver: her radar was way off if it was pointing at him. Of the two, it was her Tim was most wary of. If she’d had her way, he’d be in the cells right now. The difficulty he faced was how to influence the investigation when he was caught in the middle of it.

It was time to use his contacts.

He’d no sooner taken his mobile from his pocket to do that when the sound of a key turning the lock caught his attention. Justine was letting herself in. He’d been waiting for her, keen to quiz her about her police interview. It was obvious that she’d been crying. As their eyes met across the hallway, her expression took his breath away: pure, unadulterated hatred was the only way to describe it. Tim swore under his breath. The last thing he wanted was another fight, another scene. He was about to go to her when Alex arrived from Daniel’s room. She’d heard the front door closing and had come to investigate.

‘Thank God!’ she said. ‘Justine, where have you been?’

‘At the police station.’ A flash of guilt crossed the au pair’s face.

Tim was immediately on his guard.

‘I was worried about you,’ Alex said. ‘The detectives have been and gone already, though why they had to drag you to the station makes no sense to me. They could have interviewed you here.’

‘They had their reasons,’ Justine said.

Tim steeled himself for the bombshell that would follow. It didn’t come. Alex hadn’t picked up on Justine’s comment. All she seemed interested in was her painkillers. Tim relaxed as their au pair searched her bag and handed over a small package.

‘I’ll make you a drink,’ she said to Alex.

The two women moved into the kitchen, Tim following to keep an eye on Justine and gauge her mood. Her eyes flitted nervously between her two employers as she brought a glass of water to the island in the centre of the room where Alex had parked herself on a high stool. Justine was clearly unhappy, on the edge of something. Tim had an idea what it was and that it spelled trouble.

Alex had noticed too, and was gearing up to interrogate her. ‘Justine, what’s wrong?’

‘Ask your husband.’

Alex almost choked on the tablet she’d swallowed, confused by the sudden formality. Justine had been on first-name terms with the family from day one. She was avoiding eye contact. Tim was suddenly fascinated with the garden. ‘For God’s sake! Will one of you please tell me what’s going on?’

Justine glanced at Tim. ‘Are you going to tell her, or will I?’

Alex shifted her attention to her husband. ‘Tell me what?’

Tim’s mouth dried up. His world was about to change in ways he could only imagine. Knowing what was coming was like watching a car crash about to happen and being powerless to stop it. As a rule, he’d have had a plan B, but for once in his life he hadn’t a clue how to handle the situation. Things had moved so fast since last night. There had been no time to formulate a proper response. Oliver was right. Didn’t matter how he put it, whatever he said would make him look guilty.

‘The reason I didn’t pick Daniel up was because Tim sent me a message to say that he’d do it,’ Justine said. ‘He denied this to police, even though I have proof of it on my phone. They questioned me about it this morning. It was awful, Alex. I felt like a criminal.’

Tim lost his bottle as his wife glared at him and then focused her attention on the au pair. ‘Justine, I don’t understand. Why on earth would Tim send a message and then deny sending it when it could so easily be proved that he had?’

‘I don’t know.’ Justine looked like she was about to cry. ‘All I care about, the only thing I care about is your son and that you know it wasn’t my fault that he went missing. I love Daniel. I’d never do anything to harm him. Alex, please . . . tell me you believe me—’

‘I do!’ Alex turned on her husband. ‘Tim?’

Alex and Justine were waiting for an explanation.

Tim had none to give. He’d already gone through it with Oliver – and nothing bad had come of it – but he wasn’t looking forward to round two with his wife and their au pair. This was so unfair. He was every bit as driven to find Daniel as the police – more so. ‘I didn’t send the message, Alex.’

Justine flew into a rage, yelling like a woman possessed. There was no way he was shifting the blame for Daniel’s disappearance. She’d get a lawyer if she had to. Her reputation was at stake. The slightest hint of any impropriety and she’d be out on her ear, her CV worthless, her career prospects rendered null and void. ‘Alex, I’d give all that up to find Daniel—’

‘And you think I wouldn’t?’ Tim’s voice was harder than before. ‘I’m as clueless as the police seem to be – I. Did. Not. Send. That. Message. I swear to you.’

Justine’s expression screamed: Liar! She accessed her phone in seconds and showed Alex the DM to prove her point.

Alex kept her cool in a way that scared her husband. ‘It’s right here, Tim. I’m calling DI Stone—’

‘No, Alex. I told him the same thing, I promise you.’

‘Tell me now or I make the call.’

‘This is crazy. You can’t be serious!’

She looked right through him, then pulled out her phone.

‘OK, OK, I wasn’t entirely honest with Stone . . . I deleted the message.’ White noise filled his head as Alex and Justine tried to make sense of what he’d said. Their faces wore the same expression, a mixture of horror and doubt, a million questions on their lips. He knew it made no sense and was already regretting his decision to come clean.
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In Ponteland, Stone turned right into Callerton Lane. A little further on, on the left-hand side, the car passed a sign: Ponteland Middle School and Ponteland United. A green strip underneath proclaimed: Premier League and The FA Facilities Fund. Behind it, there was an advertising board for a children’s nursery: Henry’s Hut.

Stone parked up and got out.

Frankie followed, trying to forget their row in the car. She didn’t have time to dwell on that or the fact that Parker had dodged an arrest, despite her best efforts. She stood for a while, the warm sun on her back, surveying the windows of the houses opposite. They had a good view of the front entrance but, at Stone’s insistence, house-to-house enquiries were being conducted further down the road.

‘It’s as well we came in daylight,’ Frankie said, pointing across the road. ‘Whoever picked Daniel up is too savvy to have done it in full view of that lot. The FA facility behind us caters for juniors up to nine years old. Did I mention that McCall’s training is nowt to do with them?’ She didn’t wait for a reply. ‘His son used to go to the school. He got involved in extracurricular activities, like a lot of parents do, and never gave up. Despite what Parker may think of him, and my assessment that McCall is a terrible witness, his work is voluntary and the kids love him, Daniel included. Training for the older kids takes place on yon side of the school.’ She thumbed over her shoulder. ‘That way.’

Stone was nodding. ‘Let’s walk.’

They set off in a westerly direction, passing a second entrance to Ponteland Community High School and Ponteland County Middle School, their school badges proudly displayed alongside their names. A white van pulled up on the grass verge before a set of traffic lights. The sight of it made Frankie shudder. Her heart began to thud as she fought to keep calm. She turned her head to the side so that Stone wouldn’t notice her reaction.

Breathe, breathe.

Recovering quickly was a skill Frankie had developed over time, learned behaviour that came with a little help from the force psychologist. She forced herself to focus. Mind on the job, she couldn’t help thinking that whoever had taken Daniel had first completed a recce of the street. Traffic lights were a potential hazard to an abductor. A clean getaway was essential. If the lights were against them; STOP and they might get caught, GO and they would certainly draw attention to themselves.

No brainer.

The offender they were after was taking no chances.

Realising that Stone had uttered a total of two words since leaving the car, Frankie made polite conversation. ‘I didn’t know that was a specialist language centre, did you?’ She flicked her eyes to white lettering on a brick building to their left.

‘No.’ Uninterested, Stone kept walking.

Frankie practically had to run to catch up with him. ‘Three words. I suppose that’s progress.’

He glanced at her. ‘Excuse me?’

‘I said you’re up to three, boss. If we’re really lucky we’ll squeeze four before we make it to the roundabout.’

Stone ignored her sarcasm, his eyes inspecting the ground beneath their feet. On the side of the footpath, there was very little grass. The surface was churned up in places, deeply rutted with tyre tracks, evidence that parents had used the verge to park and collect their kids from school.

‘This is where Justine usually parks,’ he said. ‘She told me this morning.’

They stopped walking.

On their side of the road was a thick hedge. On the other, a row of bungalows. On the west side of the school buildings were playing fields: rugby posts clearly visible over the top of the hedge, football pitches further away. They continued down the road, Stone making the odd observation.

Frankie assumed he was in a huff, hadn’t yet forgiven her for her tirade in the car.

A toddler on a bike rode beside his jogging mother, his little legs pumping away, his face beaming as he tried to keep up. The occupants of a panda car waved to Stone and Oliver as the vehicle passed by, part of the house-to-house team on their way to knock on more doors. At the roundabout, the detectives turned left, ignoring the sign for Darras Hall, a smart housing estate, for want of a better phrase, catering for those with salaries she could only dream of.

Seconds later they arrived at a six-bar metal gate.

Frankie checked her phone. ‘This is the gateway where McCall saw the car.’ She turned her phone to show David. It wasn’t a proper pull-in, just a bit of tarmac leading to the playing fields beyond, the gate providing a barrier between them and the road.

Stone glanced at the image on display, comparing it with what he could see with the naked eye. There was space for only one car, unlike the proper lay-by up ahead that could take three or four, or even five vehicles at a push, a thought that was fast dawning on Frankie.

‘It was planned, David. This is not some random stop. Do you agree?’

‘Yeah, but unless he or she parked right in front of the metal gate, the car wouldn’t be seen through the hedge.’

‘I guess it did then. Partially obscured, McCall said.’

Frankie’s eyes flew over the hedge in question. Across the playing fields, in the distance, she could see the airport control tower. She turned her back on the open countryside, commenting that the gateway wasn’t overlooked. The houses across the road were hidden behind an equally verdant hedge. A glimpse from an upstairs window was the best they could possibly hope for.

As far as exit routes were concerned, the possibilities were many. That didn’t bode well for Daniel: straight up and a car would reach the A69 within minutes for an escape route west; down the A696, past the airport, a stone’s throw to the A1 north and south; the Throckley Fell road or through Ponteland and out the other side. If Frankie was depressed when she arrived, she was more so now. Daniel could have been taken anywhere.
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The ringing tone seemed to go on and on. Alex imagined her sister in a yoga position, as she’d been for much of the week, blaspheming at the intrusion, only this time it was the phone and not the Spanish goats she’d be complaining about. In the car on the way from the airport last night, Alex had ignored her text and two calls this morning. She couldn’t hold off indefinitely.

‘Kathryn Tailford Irwin.’ She sounded out of breath.

Alex held back.

Yesterday they had shared a glass of wine on the terrace at Casa Pegueña, clinking glasses and toasting the future, putting the past behind them, neither having had much to celebrate going into 2016. They had made a pact not to dwell on the past, to concentrate instead on all that was good in their lives. Right now, Alex couldn’t think of a single thing that fit the bill. There was, it had to be said, a lot they would both rather forget.

‘Speak now or the phone goes down,’ Kat said. ‘Whoever you are, you should know that I’m not into long-distance heavy breathing.’

‘It’s me, Kat.’

‘About time! I treat you to sun and sangria and this is how you repay me? Alex, hang on. I’m just in from a run and left the door open in the rush to answer the phone.’ The receiver went down on a hard surface. There was a short pause, then she was back. ‘It’s bloody glorious out there. The tan is glowing. Hope it’s the same at your end of the country. How’s everyone?’ A pause. ‘Alex? Are you there?’

Alex was there, poised to break the news. Kat was the last person she wanted to talk to but it had to be done. ‘It’s Daniel,’ she said.

There was a tremor in Kat’s voice. ‘What’s happened?’

Alex didn’t answer.

‘Is he OK?’

‘He’s missing . . .’

‘Since when?’

Alex waited a couple of beats for the information to sink in. ‘A detective waylaid me at the airport when I stepped off the plane. Someone picked Daniel up from training last night before Justine could get there. Tim was frantic. He spoke to Daniel’s coach and rang everyone he could think of: Dan’s mates, the parents of kids he plays footy with, even the hospitals. There were no admissions and no one’s seen him since he walked off the pitch around seven o’clock.’

‘Oh fuck! I’ll be on the next train—’

‘No, Kat. Stay put. You can’t—’

‘The hell I can’t! I’m coming up. No arguments.’

‘I don’t want you here.’

There: it was out.

Alex hadn’t meant to reject her quite so vociferously, even though she’d anticipated her sister’s offer to drop everything and head north to take charge, but what she’d said in reply was the plain, honest truth. Kat’s presence would add stress to an impossible situation, not take it away. Alex had her hands full as it was. She didn’t want Kat’s help, much less her sympathy.

She’d gone quiet.

As a kid, she could sulk for England.

Alex apologised immediately for the hurtful way her words had come out. ‘I know you mean well, but you’ll be in the way if you come. The police are all over us.’

‘You won’t even know I’m there, I promise.’

‘No.’ Alex heard frenetic tapping on a keyboard.

Kat’s voice hit her ear again. ‘The three-thirty train gets in at quarter to seven.’

Alex raised her eyes to a ceiling hand-painted with the Orion’s Belt constellation. She and Daniel shared a love of astronomy. He’d lie on his back for hours looking at it. She rubbed at her temples, trying to think of a good excuse to put her sister off.

‘No need to pick me up,’ Kat said. ‘I’ll get a cab. I should be there by half past seven, latest.’

‘It’s not happening, didn’t you hear me? I meant what I said—’

‘I know what you said but I want to help. Alex, don’t shut me out.’ She was almost begging. ‘We’ve spent far too long apart in the last decade.’

‘And whose fault was that? You hardly know Daniel.’

A long, painful silence.

‘Don’t do this,’ Kat said. ‘Please . . . let me help.’

‘You’ve done enough already—’

‘The holiday was nothing.’ Kat paused for breath. ‘Oh, I get it. Tim’s against me landing on you, is that it? He’s not my favourite person and I’m not his, but we’re family. We need to stick together now. We can put aside our differences. I’ll hold my tongue around him, I swear. I’ll go out and look for Daniel myself if necessary. All that’s important is getting him home.’

‘It’s not Tim, it’s me.’

‘What?’

‘I want to be alone. Surely you of all people understand that.’ Kat would remember all the times when Alex reached out to her and was knocked back. Rejection was painful. It was high time she understood that. Alex stalled: ‘I can’t cope with you right now – or anyone. The place was crawling with police last night. They were here until the early hours. They searched the house with sniffer dogs and questioned Justine this morning – Tim too.’

‘Of course they did! They’ll interview everyone who’s seen Daniel in the past few days. You can’t read anything into that. They adore him.’

‘I know . . . but something’s not right, Kat.’ Alex glanced at the bedroom door, dropping her voice a touch. ‘DI Stone, the guy in charge of the investigation is very supportive, but his DS is wary of Tim, I can feel it and . . . to say Tim’s not himself would be a gross understatement.’

‘When has he ever been?’ Kat knew she’d said the wrong thing and took it back. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that.’

‘Yes, you did. And that’s why it wouldn’t be a good idea for you to stay with us.’

‘Then I’ll book into a hotel.’

‘Drop it, will you!’ Alex was almost yelling.

‘Look, you said yourself, Tim’s frantic. It’s hardly surprising, is it? The police will soon realise he wouldn’t harm Dan. The idea is ridiculous.’

‘Yeah, but he’s acting weird.’ Alex dropped her voice a touch. ‘It’s not the drugs this time, Kat. It’s . . . I don’t know what it is, but I get the feeling he’s hiding something. Before the police left, I overheard the female detective threatening to arrest him if he didn’t tell the truth.’

‘About what?’

‘I don’t know. They asked me to leave the room while they questioned him.’

‘They actually said that?’

‘Or words to that effect. Stone is the SIO. He’s switched on, I trust him. I had no choice but to comply with his request. Clearly he had his reasons for not wanting me there. Make what you will of that.’

‘Is Tim in custody?’

‘No, he’s at home—’

‘There you go then. You must have misheard. Or picked up the wrong end of the stick.’

‘I don’t think so.’

The door to Daniel’s bedroom opened and Tim walked in. He looked exhausted and Alex could see he’d been drinking – or worse. ‘Here you are,’ he said. ‘I’ve been looking all over for you.’

‘Just give me a minute,’ Alex said.

He didn’t move. ‘Who’s on the phone?’

‘Kat. She has a right to know what’s going on.’

He rolled his eyes and turned to go. As he retreated, Alex told Kat everything: all about the mix-up over who was doing what; the fact that Tim had waited two hours to file a report; about the DM that Justine had received from him; and his confession that he’d deleted the message from his phone before walking into the police station.

Kat was astonished. ‘Why on earth would he do that?’

‘He panicked, or so he said.’

‘Doesn’t sound like him.’

‘He begged me to believe him.’

‘And do you?’

‘Yes, no . . . I’m not sure.’

‘Unless he intended deleting the message from Justine’s phone too, it makes no sense. I mean, why would he lie about sending her a message in the first place?’

Alex cut her dead. ‘That’s what is so peculiar. He admits deleting it, but is adamant that it didn’t come from him. Kat, maybe you were right about the two of them. I know I wrote it off when we were in Majorca, but now I’m not so sure . . .’ Tim was back. ‘Call you later, I’ve got to go.’
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Alex Parker’s first husband, Rob Scott, only lived nine miles away in a decent street in Heaton, a two-bedroom mid-terraced house with no garden to speak of and a small rear yard. The house needed a lick of paint. The front door bore signs of a recent break-in, the wood freshly splintered where a jemmy had been used to prise it open. The windows hadn’t been cleaned for years but flickering light from a TV screen was visible from the street.

Stone rang the bell and got no answer. He rang again and heard yelling from within but still no one came to answer the door. The sound of breaking glass was ominous, putting both detectives on alert.

‘Where’s the Kevlar when you need it?’ Frankie said.

Stone wasn’t laughing. ‘We better get in there before they kill each other.’

Frankie pushed the bell harder, keeping her thumb on it. No joy. ‘I’m not sure if it actually works, David. I hope that’s not Daniel he’s yelling at.’

‘Really? I was thinking the opposite.’

She knew what he meant.

Despite Alex Parker’s insistence to the contrary, they were half-hoping they would find Daniel safe and well inside, none the worse for a night spent with the man Alex had dubbed ‘a pathetic excuse for mankind’. Being taken from his family by a belligerent biological father with a score to settle – whether the boy had gone willingly or not – was markedly preferable to being abducted by a stranger.

Frankie’s guts were churning.

Stone looked on as she used her fist to hammer on the door three times. The din from within ceased. At the bay window, an indistinct figure looked out from behind greying net curtains, then moved away. Moments later, the door was yanked open by a man mountain, rough-looking, with a shaved head and dark eyes. He’d been drinking and was wearing a T-shirt with the words We’re All Screwed written across it.

‘If you’re selling Jesus, I’m not fucking interested.’ He began to retreat.

‘Mr Scott?’ Frankie stuck her foot over the threshold, the sole of her shoe upturned against the weather strip, preventing closure. On the way there, they’d decided that Frankie should take the lead. Female officers were often used to interview combative men, lowering the temperature, lessening the possibility of an aggressive face-off between two alpha males. Even drunks would think twice about squaring up to a female cop, especially one half their size.

‘Who’s asking?’ Scott opened the door a little wider.

‘We are.’ Frankie held up ID.

Despite the bad shape Rob Scott was undoubtedly in – unwashed, unshaven and reeking of beer – Frankie could see how attractive he might once have been to Alex Parker: powerful physique, chiselled features, strong jawline. Now on his uppers, with bleary eyes hardly able to focus, this giant of a man had let himself go.

‘I’m DS Oliver. This is my colleague, DI Stone. Can we come in?’

‘No. Piss off.’

She tried again. ‘We’d like to talk to you about Daniel.’

‘Daniel who?’

‘Your son, Mr Scott.’

‘You’re ’aving a laugh, darling—’

‘No, I’m deadly serious.’

Scott made a show of checking the street. ‘What is this, Candid-fucking-Camera? What’s the little shit done? Run away from his cow of a mother, has he? I’m impressed. Didn’t think the wimp had it in him.’

Frankie pointed inside. ‘Can we talk?’

‘I’m busy.’

‘Too busy for your son?’ She got no reaction. ‘That’s unfortunate. Perhaps you’d prefer to accompany us to the station. Say the word and that can be arranged. We’ll have a squad car here in minutes. Your call . . .’ She waited. The stand-off didn’t last. ‘Thought not . . . Now let us in.’

‘What do you want?’

‘To search your property.’

‘Certainly, if you have a warrant.’

‘We can get one.’

‘When you do, let me know—’

‘C’mon, Rob. Where’s your community spirit? Don’t let the lack of paperwork stop you from inviting us in. I can smell dope from out here. But lucky for you I’m not interested in your recreational habits. No need to panic. You can even get wasted while DI Stone and I have a quick look around.’

‘Makes you think I’ve got him?’

‘You were unhappy with the court’s decision and made some threats after the custody hearing. It’s a matter of record.’

‘I’ll tell you what it’s a matter of. That cow blocked access to my son!’

‘That must be very difficult for you. If Daniel is here, you’re in violation of a court order.’

‘I told you, he’s not.’

‘And once we’ve established that, we’ll be on our way.’ Frankie gave her word on that. ‘Now, are you going to let us in or do I call the Drug Squad?’

Scott stepped aside, mumbling under his breath as Stone and Oliver entered a house that was better kept on the inside than it was on the out. And that was saying something. The reason for that was sitting on the sofa in the living room, Scott’s waiflike girlfriend. Alex had warned them that he used women as slaves almost. In his mind, shagging and tidying up was all they were good for. Frankie was hopping mad. Had this moron run out of women of means and graduated to vulnerable girls half his age?

Stone bent down beside her. ‘You OK, pet?’

‘Eh?’ The girl’s pupils were dilated.

‘How old are you?’

‘Eighteen.’ She went back to her rollie.

The DI clearly didn’t believe her. While he couldn’t prove that the girl was underage, if Frankie was any judge, he’d alert social services at the earliest opportunity. He stood up, a sour look transferring his anger to the homeowner. ‘I’ll check upstairs,’ he said. ‘If that’s OK with you, Mr Scott?’

‘Knock yourself out and don’t make a mess,’ Scott yelled after him. The irony.

‘Nice place,’ Frankie said, an attempt to divert his attention into the living room and away from Stone, who would be looking for signs that the girl lived there as well as for Daniel. Scott’s home wasn’t the festering shitpit they were expecting. If it wasn’t the drugs, the way he treated women and the age of his current squeeze, she’d have no squabble with the tenant. ‘Have you seen or heard from Daniel recently?’

‘Not since Alex pissed off, no.’

‘You’ve not sneaked off to watch him play football?’

‘She lets him get dirty? Class! Hear that, Trace? My lad plays footy.’

Tracy looked up, spaced out from another joint. ‘That’s nice.’

‘Nice? I’m one proud motherfucker me.’

Frankie wasn’t finished. ‘Do you have a vehicle, Mr Scott?’

‘Yeah, five . . .’ He mimicked Alex Parker: ‘Check the garaaage.’

Tracy snorted.

Scott laughed like a hyena.

Frankie wasn’t amused. She knew he didn’t have a car – not one registered to the address, anyway; Stone had already checked – but Tracy might. There was a banger parked right outside, though it was red, not grey. Maybe the girl was telling the truth and she really was eighteen.

The couple continued to knock back alcohol, chain-smoking cannabis, neither giving a toss that police were on the premises. After half an hour of searching, nothing of interest had been found; a bit of booze, more drugs, but no sign of Daniel or proof that he’d ever been there. As Stone gave the signal to leave, Scott began to let his mouth go, threatening to swing for Tim Parker if the boy wasn’t found soon. Suddenly he was playing the loving parent.

The DI had a quiet word, advising him that if anything should happen to Parker he’d return to lock him up. ‘It’s inadvisable to make threats to kill in front of two police witnesses.’

‘Says who?’

‘Step away,’ Stone said.

‘Or what?’

‘Calm down! We’re doing all we can to find your boy . . .’

During the altercation, which David was handling without help, Tracy had fallen asleep. Frankie took her photograph in case she was a runaway from her parents or local authority care. Technically, without her permission, it was against the rules. Frankie would worry about that later. It might help ID her or even save her life.

She was about to put the phone back in her pocket when it rang in her hand: Andrea.

Frankie was instantly on her guard. Andrea knew she was on duty and the nature of the case she was dealing with. She wouldn’t call unless it was important. Frankie moved into the hallway to take the call, leaving the door open in case Rob Scott kicked off again.

‘Andrea, what’s up?’

‘Can you talk?’

In the living room, Scott was still trying it on with Stone, refusing to sit down. Demanding answers. Effing and blinding, playing the big man.

‘I can,’ Frankie said, ‘but that might change.’

‘I can hear the commotion. You in trouble?’

‘No, but if I go offline send the cavalry. I’m at 125 King John Terrace, Heaton.’

‘Are you with Stone?’

Frankie leaned against the wall, one eye on the two men in the next room. ‘Affirmative. Why?’

‘There was an RTA on the A19 (A189/Annitsford junction) involving his brother, Luke. It happened an hour ago. Luke asked me to get a message to David, which I thought might be better coming from you. The thing is . . .’ Andrea paused. ‘He didn’t make it, Frank.’

‘Fuck!’

Frankie turned away from the set-to between Scott and her boss. For a second, Andrea’s voice was drowned out by Frankie’s thoughts, all the spiteful things she’d said to David earlier crowding in on her. She wanted to take them all back, to be on the very best of terms with him when she broke the news, but what was said could never be unsaid. As senior accident investigator in Traffic, Andrea was right to call. Frankie caught snippets here and there: ‘. . . paramedics worked on him at the scene . . . it took us a while to trace his son, Ben . . . the lad freaked out and won’t ID the body.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘Cramlington.’ Andrea meant the Northumbria Specialist Emergency Care Hospital.

‘OK, leave it with me.’

‘Sorry to lay this on you. If there was any other way—’

‘I know.’ Frankie thanked her and hung up.

In the next room, oblivious to the unfolding drama, Stone seemed to have got the better of Scott, who was now slumped in a chair, a beer in one hand, another spliff in his mouth, a chimney of smoke clouding above his head. All Frankie knew about Luke Stone was that he was a little older than David and that he had a son the DI was once close to. How close they were now she didn’t know. She was about to find out.
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It was baking outside, a blast of heat hitting the detectives as they climbed into their vehicle. Conscious of Rob Scott and Tracy peering at them through the grubby net curtains, Frankie let Stone drive away. She couldn’t tell him with an audience gawping at them. He turned right on to Heaton Road and then indicated left and made the turn into Jesmond Vale Lane, skirting Armstrong Park. Feeling a heavy pressure in her chest, for once in her life, Frankie had no words.

‘You’re very quiet,’ Stone said.

‘Can you stop here a minute, David.’

‘What? You call me worse than a pickpocket and now you want ice cream?’ He grinned at her, his kindness making her feel even worse than she did already. Up ahead there was an ice cream van, a crocodile of children lined up beside it waiting for their Saturday treat. ‘Kidding!’ he said. ‘What flavour? My shout. I could do with one myself. It’s like a sauna in here. You want monkey’s blood, sprinkles or both?’

Frankie felt physically sick.

She shifted in her seat to face him. ‘I don’t want any.’

‘You sure? We’re here now, I’m having one.’

‘No wait . . . there’s been an accident.’

The smile slid off his face, the colour draining from him. Instinctively he knew she didn’t mean any accident. This one was serious. Worse than that: it was personal. His voice broke as he asked: ‘Who?’

‘Luke.’

Frankie knew what it was like, going about your business normally – in his case handling Rob Scott – then receiving such unexpected and devastating news. Her boss was crumbling already, broken by what was to come and terrified to know more.

Wiping his face with his hand, he took a deep breath. ‘How bad?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m so sorry. He was in collision with a lorry. Traffic investigators managed to locate his son. David, they need an ID. Ben doesn’t want to do it.’

‘Where did they take Luke?’

‘Cramlington Hospital . . . Let me drive you.’

Stone dropped his head, his knuckles turning white on the steering wheel as he clung on to it, fighting to hold on to his emotions. The sound of children’s laughter filled the car, their smiley faces as they walked by a bizarre contradiction to the mood inside the vehicle. Frankie rested a hand on David’s back. He hadn’t said a word and she didn’t know what to say to him. She had given the death message before but never to a colleague. And not to one she cared as much about.

He sat up suddenly, turned the engine over and pulled out into the traffic. Once clear of the ice cream van, he put his indicator on, head-checked the road, pulling hard on the wheel. U-turn complete, he put his foot down. Unlike the journey from Scots Gap to Ponteland, there was no discussion or analysis as they sped down the Coast Road. He’d talk when he was ready.

 

David appreciated her support and her silence. She’d never know what it had meant to him to come home after years of living in London, catching up with Luke, walking down Memory Lane over a pint in the pub, laughing over their antics as kids growing up in Northumberland. As an expat for the last fifteen years, he’d made biennial pilgrimages to Tyneside, his trips starting with a walk across the Millennium Bridge, stopping in the middle to catch his breath, a sight that made his heart swell. And when he finally made the break, his homecoming was everything he’d dreamed it would be.

He drove on autopilot, his thoughts all over the place as he tried not to imagine his brother’s body in the morgue. Luke had lost his wife to cancer a few years ago. He and Ben had never recovered from it. Instead of bringing them closer, Ruth’s death had pushed them apart. Ben had gone astray and Luke had struggled as a single parent. Now he too was gone.

 

They had reached the hospital. Stone parked his vehicle as close to the entrance as he could, slapped a POLICE sign on the dash, keen to get inside and find his nephew. As he reached for the door, Frankie put a hand on his forearm.

‘I’m coming too,’ she said.

‘Don’t feel you have to, Frank. I’ll be fine.’

‘Just till you locate Ben . . . I could sit with him while you make the ID. Please, I’d like to help.’

He nodded in lieu of thanks.

If she’d said anything on the journey, anything at all, he’d have summoned a panda to take her back to base. She hadn’t. Experience had taught her that it would take a while for him to get his head around the overwhelming news and begin the grieving process. She was so quiet in the car, he’d almost forgotten she was there. In a strange way, for reasons he didn’t entirely understand, he wanted her along. He wouldn’t shut her out. With Luke gone, David’s police family were on the bench to take over, Frankie first in the queue to fill that gap.

 

They found Ben alone in a quiet room reserved for bereaved relatives. He stood up as they entered and burst into tears. David put his arms around him. They embraced each other for a moment and then the DI stepped away. The lad was in shock, naturally. Physically, he was in bad shape. He looked like he’d slept in his clothes. His ashen face reminded Frankie of Scott’s undernourished girlfriend. And, like Tracy, Ben reeked of booze and cannabis. Frankie had seen homeless, neglected youths in better condition.

This would not please Stone.

‘This is Frankie,’ he said. ‘Wait here with her, will you?’

Frankie sat down as he left the room and gave Ben her condolences.

 

There were signs of a minor injury to Luke’s head, but otherwise he looked for all the world as if he were sleeping. David took his right hand, squeezing it gently. It was cold to the touch. The last time they had met, that same hand had punched his arm, a conciliatory gesture. A little over five weeks ago, on 11 May, Stone’s beloved Newcastle United were relegated to the Football League Championship as Luke’s team Sunderland won 3–0 against Everton.

David lost it then, weeping for a future he and Luke would never share, wishing he’d come home more often to visit. With a bit of effort, he could have. Regretting his decision to leave in the first place would not bring Luke back. In the privacy of the morgue, Stone let go of everything: their plans to spend more time together, their memories, their brotherhood . . . thank Christ his parents were dead already. The shock of losing their firstborn would’ve killed them for sure.

David confirmed the ID and walked down the corridor wondering why his brother came to be on that fateful stretch of road so far from home. Luke had moved to Wearside to work shortly after Stone had left for the Met. He pulled out his phone and rang Control. They would have been the first to receive the call.

 

Half an hour later, he pulled up outside Ben’s digs, a traditional Tyneside flat in poor condition, probably bought by a greedy landlord for the sole purpose of renting out to the city’s student population. Money for old rope was the cliché that sprung to Frankie’s mind as the DI got out of the car and took Ben inside. When he emerged a few minutes later he appeared more angry than sad. He didn’t say why as he got in and started the engine and Frankie didn’t pry. She guessed it was the state of Ben that troubled him . . .

Maybe the condition of his home was worse.

‘I’m going to need time off,’ Stone said. ‘Just a few days, until I get my shit together. You saw Ben, he’s next to useless, so it’s down to me to make the funeral arrangements.’

Frankie was nodding. ‘No problem. I’ll cover for you.’

‘Thanks. If you find you can’t manage on your own, use Mitchell.’ He was referring to Ray Mitchell, a DC destined for promotion: capable, reliable, if a little green.

‘You want to go for a drink? You could probably do with one.’

‘Maybe later. I have stuff to do.’

‘Stuff? Can I do it?’

‘No. I’ll drop you at base so you can pick up your car. I need to clear time off with the Super anyway.’

‘That I can do for you.’

‘You sure?’

Frankie gave a half-smile. ‘The least I can do. If Windy thinks you’re swinging the lead, I’ll send him the accident report. That’ll shut him up.’ Windy was the nickname for their guv’nor – Superintendent Gale – a third-rate, self-important, useless piece of shit she had no time for. ‘You’re entitled to seven days of compassionate leave.’

‘Seven?’ Stone gave her questioning look. ‘You sure?’

‘Rule 2 in the Frank Oliver Handbook of Dos and Don’ts: Know your rights. Rule 3: Keep in with your Fed rep.’ She grinned. ‘Take your due, David. You’ve had an awful shock.’

‘I won’t need that long.’

‘Book yourself the whole week in case you do.’

At Northern Command HQ they parted company. Frankie watched him drive away, a mixture of emotions competing for space in her heart and in her head: sorrow for Stone, joy for her – an opportunity to prove her worth at last. Many a detective had made their name stepping in at times like these. Taking charge of a major incident had always been on her wish list. She had never figured it would come this soon. The truth was, she didn’t want it, not like this. A life was too high a price to pay.
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With Stone incommunicado, Oliver cleared his leave with their guv’nor and checked in with her team. Still no progress on Charlie Dawson, whose name she could only visualise in Daniel’s tidy handwriting. She’d no sooner got up to speed and told Control and DC Mitchell that she’d be fielding all calls in the Daniel Scott case, when his mother rang in unexpectedly, her anxiety reaching the detective sergeant down the line. She wanted to talk in person, but not at home. Frankie was intrigued, keen to facilitate a conversation that Alex Parker was so desperate to have.

They agreed to rendezvous at The Blacksmiths Coffee Shop in Belsay village, seven miles south-east of Scots Gap. The café closed at five. Frankie reckoned, with a bit of luck, she could make it with a little time to spare. It was like the Third World War had broken out on the way there, a convoy of army vehicles heading in the opposite direction, presumably from the Otterburn firing range, an MoD training facility a few miles further north, a vast wilderness, almost two hundred and fifty square kilometres in size.

Despite it being the weekend, Frankie expected customer numbers might have died down by the time she reached the café. She was wrong. The place was heaving, the only available table a few yards from a counter crammed with home cooking that made her stomach rumble and her mouth water. Suspended from a beamed ceiling, blackboards listed all manner of food to tempt her, every item guaranteed to stem the strongest hunger pangs.

Frankie ordered a tuna sandwich to go and a pot of tea for two, asking the waitress not to bring the brew until her guest arrived and to leave her sandwich on the counter for her to collect on the way out.

She took a seat facing the door, concerned that she was meeting Alex in such a public arena with sensitive matters to discuss that might be overheard. For a moment, she considered taking a table outside in the garden, but the sound of cutlery being placed in the dishwasher out back and the general hum of conversation suggested that she was worrying unnecessarily. Customers were deep into their own business, taking little notice of anyone around them.

It had been years since Frankie had been inside the old forge. The main area hadn’t changed much. An extension had been added to the rear of the property, doubling the size of the place overall. A black Lexus LS saloon pulled up outside the front door. Alex was either talking to herself or on the hands-free. By the time she came inside, the waitress had taken her cue from Frankie, arriving with the tea.

‘Thanks for meeting me.’ Alex took off her coat and sat down, glancing over her shoulder and then at the detective sergeant. ‘Is DI Stone not coming?’

‘No, I apologise, he’s been called away and can’t join us.’

Frankie couldn’t fail to notice how appalled Daniel’s mother was by her reply. As a rule, she wouldn’t disclose a single thing about a colleague’s personal circumstances; but it seemed appropriate to let her know that he hadn’t simply dropped the investigation in favour of something deemed more pressing. ‘Sudden death,’ she explained. Then, realising how that might sound to a woman whose son was missing, clarified her statement in case Alex read into it something that wasn’t there. ‘Close family member. Rest assured, the work goes on. Daniel is the only thing on our minds. I will, of course, be taking my lead from my boss.’

‘Thank you, I appreciate it. Please pass on my condolences.’

‘I will.’ Frankie picked up the teapot and began to pour.

Alex didn’t hang back. ‘I overheard you threatening my husband this morning.’

Frankie stopped what she was doing and looked up.

Alex raised a placatory hand. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not accusing you of improper conduct, Detective. Let me put it another way. You were suggesting that he was being less than truthful. I wasn’t listening at the keyhole, I promise you. I happened to be walking by when you raised your voice. Look, whatever you know, or even suspect, however bad it is, I want you to share it with me. Daniel is my son, not Tim’s.’

‘I understand,’ Frankie said. ‘And I’ll be straight with you. Had it not been for my DI, I might have – would have – locked your husband up. The truth is, he was being deliberately evasive. He failed to give clear answers to straightforward points we raised with him, not least of which was the DM he denies sending to your au pair telling her he’d pick Daniel up.’

Alex’s mobile rang as she was on the brink of disclosure. She checked the screen and ignored the call. ‘My sister, Kat. She’s been calling constantly. I’ll call her later.’ She seemed irritated by the interruption.

Frankie knew the feeling. ‘Alex, if you have information I should know about, no matter how insignificant you think it might be, you must tell me. We can’t operate with our hands tied.’

‘That’s easy for you to say.’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘I love my husband.’

‘I’m sure you do . . . but if you know something. . .’ She let it hang there.

Alex was wary of sharing whatever was on her mind. ‘With respect, you’re not the one who’ll be accused of betrayal if I tell you what is bothering me.’

‘No, I’m not.’ Frankie locked eyes with her. ‘If you want honesty you have to be prepared to give it in return. I can see how this might hand you a dilemma – it’s never easy being a whistle-blower, especially when the person you’re informing happens to be your partner.’

Alex wasn’t about to be rushed.

‘Trust me,’ Frankie said. ‘Anything you say—’

‘Will be used in evidence,’ Alex interrupted quietly.

‘If it comes to that, yes.’ Frankie held her gaze. ‘I won’t lie to you. You’ve asked for openness and that’s exactly what you’ll get from me. What I was going to say was, anything you say will be investigated in the strictest confidence. I will only act on it if it has a bearing on the case or will hamper my efforts to find your son. If I’m to make any progress, we’re going to have to trust each other.’

Alex wavered for a moment, then leaned in, dropping her voice. ‘When Justine arrived from the police station she was very upset with Tim. Completely understandable, given Daniel’s disappearance and her responsibility for him – the two are very close. She told me about the DM and I then threatened my husband that I would contact your DI unless he came clean.’

Frankie was on tenterhooks. Of all the things Alex might’ve said next, what she came out with left the DS dumbstruck.

‘Tim deleted the DM before reporting Daniel missing,’ she said.

Before Frankie had time to respond, a waitress appeared at the next table with a birthday cake, a Victoria sponge, a single lit candle at its centre. The women sitting there began singing Happy Birthday. Other customers, including four skinny octogenarian cyclists dressed in fluorescent Lycra, followed suit. It was a bizarre intrusion both women could’ve done without.

Frankie asked, ‘What explanation did he give for deleting the message?’

‘He didn’t. Well, that’s not strictly true. Aware of my imminent arrival from Majorca, he claims he was overwhelmed, in a panic, having lost Daniel. Don’t be fooled by the signals he gives out. He likes to think he’s good under pressure. He’s not. Never has been. He’s been under a tremendous amount of stress since we lost our baby.’

‘That must’ve been tough for both of you.’

‘Worse for Tim. He wants to be a father, more than anything.’ Alex sighed. ‘He’s really not thinking straight. He begged me not to tell you about deleting the message. I tried explaining that it was ridiculous not to, that you’d find out soon enough, but he wouldn’t listen. That’s why I asked to meet you here.’

‘You did right to tell me.’

‘I know, or I wouldn’t have come. You might wonder why I seem to be pointing my finger at him. I’m not. The idea that he could have harmed Daniel is ridiculous. He adores him.’

‘Maybe he sent the message, then forgot he was supposed to pick Daniel up. If that was the case, Justine’s subsequent voicemail would act as a stark reminder. I imagine it would throw most people into a spin. But why lie to cover it up?’ Frankie didn’t add that if it had been her, she might have contacted McCall to ask him to hold on to the lad. Tim Parker hadn’t done that. She’d already checked.
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