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  PROLOGUE




  In the middle of a leafy, quiet hamlet in mid-Wales, known as Ceinws, the small whitewashed cottage stood apart from the rest of the houses. It sat

  on a slight hill and smoke had often billowed from the two chimneys on its black, slated roof – a sign that an inviting fire was burning inside. Behind it lay acres of lush green forest and

  dozens of trees dominated the horizon, their leaves changing colour as the seasons passed.




  Once it had been a perfect snapshot of the idyllic life enjoyed by many in the beautiful Welsh countryside. Its name, Mount Pleasant, had always seemed apt.




  As the house was five miles from the nearest town, it was remote but peaceful. Its last inhabitant had been a Londoner, an enigmatic man who’d fled the city presumably to escape the ghosts

  of a past none of his neighbours knew much about.




  But on this grey November day, as a sharp chill hung in the air, there was nothing inviting or peaceful about the little white cottage.




  For a week it had been barely visible, obscured by the scaffolding that had been built around it, and the trees behind it were bare. The fire had not been lit since images of the cottage had

  been thrust onto the front of newspapers on that awful day two years previously. Now the chimneys were gone. The black, slated roof had been removed, and only the white walls remained.




  The television crews and newspaper photographers had already gathered on the concrete road leading to the cottage when I arrived with my family. We clasped each other’s hands as we took

  our place behind the red barriers. There was a small crowd, some of whom were our friends, others strangers. No one said much, as a handful of workers in high-viz vests buzzed around, making final

  preparations.




  In the front garden there was a yellow crane. As it eventually sprang into life, I could sense my wife’s silent tears. Slowly but surely it chipped away at each of the four white walls.

  One by one they were reduced to rubble.




  Less than two hours later it was no more. The house of hell was gone and another chapter in our agonising story was over.




  It was comforting to know that no one would ever again have to cast their eyes over that terrible spot, where our lives as we knew them had come to the most horrific end. We still didn’t

  know exactly what had happened on that fateful autumn night in 2012. We suspected that perhaps we never would. All we knew was that it would haunt us until our dying day.




  We’d come to watch the demolition because we had to see the cottage razed to the ground, brick by brick, with our own eyes. It was only when we surveyed the debris on the ground that we

  allowed ourselves to hope that the spirit of our beautiful daughter, April, had at long last been set free.
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  A Fighter From the Start




  From the moment she was conceived, our daughter April was desperate to live. My wife Coral and I had been trying for a new baby for some time, so

  when she fell pregnant at the end of the long, hot summer of 2006, we were over the moon.




  Our other children, Jazmin, then eleven, and Harley, then five, were just as thrilled as we were and talked excitedly about the arrival of their younger brother or sister. Coral and I knew

  instinctively that the little life growing inside of her would make our family complete.




  ‘I can’t wait to be a big brother!’ Harley said almost every day, as he planned the games he’d play with his new brother or sister. ‘When will the baby be

  here?’




  Coral and I could only laugh and tell him he had to be patient. Jazmin was more reserved, but we knew she too couldn’t wait for the new arrival.




  Looking back on our lives as they were then, it’s hard to believe how carefree and uncomplicated our existence was.




  Coral and I had first met in 2000, when I was working in my family’s hardware shop in the quiet, unassuming town of Machynlleth, where we’d both settled. A sleepy former market

  dwelling in the shadow of the rolling hills of mid-Wales, it is home to little more than two thousand people. Yet it’s a fiercely close community, protective of its own and filled with people

  willing to go above and beyond for their neighbours. Save the odd Saturday night scrap outside the pub at closing time, crime is virtually unheard of. As we looked forward to April’s arrival,

  it was inconceivable that she could ever come to any harm here.




  Coral had grown up in the North Wales port of Holyhead, two hours’ drive away on the Isle of Anglesey. Born Coral Smith, she was the second of two children and enjoyed a

  strong bond with her brother, Ian, who was three years older than her. However, as her sixteenth birthday approached, she was desperate for a taste of independence and began applying for jobs in

  other parts of Wales. She was intrigued when she noticed a vacancy for a cook in a restaurant in a place called Machynlleth. Reasoning she had nothing to lose, she applied. She was delighted when

  her application was accepted and, in March 1988, she packed her bags and left her family home behind.




  Coral warmed to Machynlleth almost immediately. She made lots of friends and soon she couldn’t imagine leaving. Despite the distance, she remained close to her family, particularly her

  mum, Sue, who visited whenever she could, especially when Jazmin came along a few years later. Likewise, Coral loved her trips back to the picturesque coastal town where she’d grown up. But

  no matter how fond she was of Holyhead, Machynlleth was now her home.




  My journey to the town was somewhat shorter than Coral’s, although I arrived there ten years later. I’d spent my childhood in the coastal town of Tywyn, which was just fourteen miles

  away. I had one younger brother, Philip, known as Fil, and my childhood had been happy. I developed a love of the outdoors as a young child and I was perfectly at home in the beautiful Welsh

  countryside. Save a brief spell in London as a young man, I could never bring myself to leave.




  Like Coral, I’d come to Machynlleth for work when my mum, Lyn, and my stepdad, Dai, had opened a hardware shop and, in 1998, I began to work for them. It was then that my path and

  Coral’s crossed for the first time. She would regularly pop into the shop with Jazmin, then a bright-eyed, sweet toddler, and I fell in love with both of them almost instantly. A feisty,

  vibrant woman unafraid of speaking her mind, Coral hid a warm, kind heart beneath her tough exterior. She had me captivated and, after a few months of stolen chats, I plucked up the courage to ask

  her out for a drink.




  We had our first date at a local pub and, by the end of the evening, we both knew we’d be together forever. We were soon inseparable and, within six weeks, I’d moved into

  Coral’s home near Machynlleth’s iconic town clock. From that moment on I regarded Jazmin as my own.




  Two years later Harley came along. But Coral’s pregnancy had been fraught with difficulties, culminating in her going into premature labour six weeks before her due date. Harley was in the

  breech position and eventually had to be delivered by emergency Caesarean. He was also suffering from jaundice. Thankfully they both pulled through and five days later we were allowed to come

  home.




  Jazmin adored her baby brother and we loved family life, but we knew there was room in our home for another child. Coral had some health problems and underwent surgery on her knee when Harley

  was two, so this prevented us from trying for a baby for a few years, but as we prepared to send Harley to school we both longed to cradle a new-born in our arms again.




  Coral realised only a few weeks into her pregnancy that she was expecting. Having already had two children, she recognised the signs immediately and we were both ecstatic when our happy news was

  confirmed by doctors. But it was soon evident that this pregnancy too was going to be far from plain sailing. Just twenty-four weeks in, Coral began suffering agonising stomach pains. Neither of us

  wanted to acknowledge the awful reality of the situation, but deep down we both knew she was showing signs of labour.




  She was taken to Bronglais General Hospital, seventeen miles away in Aberystwyth, where she was given steroids to stop the labour from progressing.




  The next weeks were incredibly stressful, as Coral’s labour started again three times. Each time we returned to the hospital, where doctors did all they could to delay our baby’s

  arrival. Overcome by fear for the wellbeing of our unborn child, all we could do was hold each other and will her to fight on.




  But the medication given to Coral had terrible side-effects. Soon she was suffering from crippling migraines and was forced to spend entire days in bed with the curtains drawn.




  Eventually, in the twenty-seventh week of the pregnancy, we were told we had no choice but to let things progress naturally and hope for the best. The doctors feared it was too dangerous to keep

  giving Coral steroids, given her reaction to them. We’d already discovered we were having a girl, but our joy was tempered with worry as we willed her to survive.




  ‘Stay strong, little one,’ I whispered to Coral’s baby bump. The emotion in my voice betrayed the fear I felt for the tiny life inside. I tried to put my faith in the doctors

  and remind myself that many babies born this early went on to thrive, but it was hard to remain calm when we hadn’t been expecting our daughter to arrive for many weeks yet.




  A few days later, on 4 April 2007, Coral was in the local bank with Jazmin when a stabbing pain in her stomach told her the time had come for our baby to make her entrance into this world. Ever

  resourceful and calm under pressure, she finished her business and drove herself to hospital, despite Jazmin’s panicked protestations. I hastily arranged childcare for Harley and set out to

  join them.




  By that point we’d become known to the staff at Bronglais and, aware of Coral’s medical history, they were keen to transfer her to a specialist hospital across the English border in

  Liverpool. But, deeply proud of her Welsh heritage, Coral refused.




  ‘I’m having a Welsh baby,’ she told them, in no uncertain terms. ‘And if you try to take me to Liverpool, I’ll handcuff myself to the bed.’




  A few hours later it became apparent that April, just like her brother, was in the breech position and doctors told us they would have to perform an emergency Caesarean.




  Just a few minutes later, we held our breath as our little girl was taken from Coral’s womb. Weighing a tiny 4lb 2oz, she was unable to breathe on her own. I waited for her to let out a

  cry, but she didn’t make a sound as she was placed straight into an incubator.




  She was barely the size of a bag of sugar and her skin was almost see-through, with little blue veins visible all over her body. She had a tiny covering of dark hair on her head and, despite

  everything, I thought she looked beautiful.




  ‘There’s our little girl,’ I said to Coral, my voice breaking with emotion. ‘Our little fighter.’




  We both ached to hold our tiny baby in our arms, but knew we had to leave her in the care of the doctors if we wanted her to survive. It was only as Coral was wheeled into recovery that we

  realised, amidst the chaos of the last few weeks, we hadn’t even chosen a name for our daughter. Early on in Coral’s pregnancy, we decided on the middle name Sue-Lyn, after both our

  mothers, but we hadn’t had time to think of a first name.




  ‘What about something Welsh?’ I suggested. ‘Like Seren, for star?’




  ‘There are too many Serens,’ Coral replied. ‘How about Daisy?’




  But no matter what either of us suggested, nothing seemed to stick. After a few minutes of heated discussion, Jazmin had an idea.




  ‘Why don’t we call her April?’ she said. ‘It is the month of April after all.’




  Coral and I exchanged a look and, without saying a word, we both knew it was a perfect choice.




  ‘Well, if she doesn’t like her name when she’s older, she can blame you, Jazz,’ Coral replied, woozily, with a smile.




  The nurses settled Coral down for the evening and Jazmin and I returned home to Harley. But around 2 a.m., I was woken by a call from Coral.




  ‘They’re taking us to Swansea,’ she sobbed, panicked. ‘They don’t think they have the right equipment for April here.’




  I quickly found a friend to watch the children and jumped in Coral’s car, where I sped back down the windy road to Aberystwyth. I arrived just in time to see Coral and April being taken

  into separate ambulances.




  A doctor explained that April’s problems were so complex she had to be treated at a specialist neonatal unit in Singleton Hospital in Swansea, 90 miles away.




  ‘When will I see them again?’ I asked, dismayed.




  ‘We don’t know,’ the doctor replied. ‘We want to give April the best care we can.’




  All I could do was kiss Coral on the forehead and tell her that I loved her, before I watched the ambulance speed away.




  That was the last I saw of Coral and April for the next two weeks. In my early thirties I’d been diagnosed with a rare, degenerative eye condition called Stargardt’s Disease. My

  sight had deteriorated steadily since then. I was perilously close to losing my driving licence and even the short journey from Machynlleth to Aberystwyth was beginning to test me.




  Being parted from my new-born baby as she fought for her life was awful, but I knew I could never manage the 180-mile round trip to Swansea, so I focused my attention on supporting Harley and

  Jazmin instead. They have always been desperately close to their mum and I knew it was tough for them, being separated from her. Despite my worry, I tried my best to put on a brave face for

  them.




  ‘Your mum and sister will be home soon,’ I told them, forcing a smile.




  We’d also just moved to a new, bigger home on Machynlleth’s close-knit Bryn-y-Gog estate and I wanted to make it as comfortable as possible for Coral and April when they eventually

  arrived home. I had to convince myself that April would soon be well enough to get out of hospital, so unpacking boxes and doing odd jobs gave me a focus in those first terrifying days.




  We’d already decided that April and Harley would share a room for the first few years of April’s life, so I set about making it as homely as I could, painting the walls a neutral

  yellow to stop any arguments when they got older. But the agony of watching your child struggle to live while you can only look on, helpless, is something no parent should have to endure and I

  wished more than anything I could have been by Coral’s side.




  

    

      Coral recalls:




      I didn’t really know what was happening when I was woken by the doctors in the early hours of that Thursday morning. I was incredibly weak from surgery. In fact, the

      pain was so great I couldn’t stand by myself. I was bundled into a separate ambulance from my baby and we travelled the 90 miles to Swansea with the sirens blazing. I begged for

      information about April, but no one could tell me if she was likely to survive.


    


  




  I hadn’t even had the chance to hold April in my arms, but from the moment she’d been taken from my womb I felt an unbelievable rush of love for her, as only a mother can. For almost

  a month, as the doctors desperately tried to delay her birth, I had spent every day not knowing if she would live or die – and it seemed my nightmare was far from over.




  April was taken straight to intensive care, while nurses tried to calm me down and settle me in bed. My body had been through so much, but I couldn’t focus on how exhausted I was. Every

  ounce of energy I had, I spent willing April to pull through.




  Over the next few days, I was reassured that the doctors were doing all they could for her. She looked so tiny, so fragile, in her little incubator, but I got through those dark days by

  reminding myself she was in the best hands. A few days later, I was woken up in the morning to the news she’d suffered a fit overnight, and I was overwhelmed by panic. But doctors had

  prescribed antibiotics and she’d picked up.




  Over the next few days, April continued to fight. Although she’d lost a little weight, her condition had stabilised. I was soon allowed to touch her and feed her and our already

  unbreakable bond strengthened with every day that passed.




  After two weeks, I was told we could take April back to Aberystwyth as she was now breathing comfortably on her own. We were taken to Bronglais by ambulance and shortly afterwards, Paul and the

  children arrived. I’d never been happier or more relieved to see him.




  I was overjoyed when Coral called to tell me she and April were returning to Aberystwyth after two long weeks in Swansea. Although we’d had several long phone calls a

  day, nothing could compare to having our family together again.




  But when I laid eyes on April for the first time since I’d been parted from her when she was just hours old, my first feeling was one of panic. At 3lb 12oz, she was even smaller than

  she’d been when she was born. Although the doctors told us that this was normal, as many babies drop in size after birth, she looked so small she’d fit in the palm of my hand.




  In fact, over the next few days, I was so scared of harming her I shied away from picking her up. Instead I simply stood over my tiny daughter’s incubator and watched her sleep. Tears

  welled in my eyes and I felt a mixture of pride and anxiety. We’d nearly lost her so many times, yet each time she’d clung tightly to life, refusing to let go. She was a born

  fighter.




  A few days later we were thrilled when the doctors agreed to let us take April home. As Harley had also been premature, they were confident we’d be able to look after her without

  assistance. Although I was looking forward to settling into family life, I was also painfully aware of how vulnerable April seemed. She was so small we had to order special tiny nappies for her and

  a few times I caught myself gazing at her in awe, wondering how someone so little could withstand so much.




  I picked Coral and April up at the hospital in Coral’s car, but my failing eyesight meant I had to concentrate hard on the drive home. Still a thousand thoughts were racing through my mind

  and I prayed we’d be able to give April the care she needed. It wasn’t until we were in the confines of our new home that I found the courage to pick up my tiny daughter and give her

  the first of many cuddles we’d share.




  Holding her little body in my arms, my heart swelled with pride. In that moment I was sure that the strength of my love for my beautiful baby girl would be enough to protect her from any harm

  she encountered. I was blissfully unaware of how wrong I was.
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  An Idyllic Childhood




  Almost instantly it was impossible for Coral and me to imagine our little home without April in it. While we’d been a happy family of four

  before she made her grand entrance into the world, we both felt her arrival had completed us. We were the perfect little unit and, far from being jealous of the attention their little sister

  commanded, Jazmin and Harley surprised us with how much they doted on their younger sibling, always keen to hold and cuddle her. She was so tiny we had to bathe her in one of Coral’s mixing

  bowls, but Jazmin and Harley loved lending a hand.




  But April’s first year was not without its problems and we were both fiercely protective of our daughter because of the struggles she’d already faced. Coral was determined to

  breastfeed but her mother’s instinct told her something wasn’t right, as April would regularly drop off to sleep in the middle of a feed. Although she was aware that all children are

  different, this worried Coral. Jazmin and Harley hadn’t been so easily worn out and she couldn’t understand why April always seemed so tired.




  Thankfully April was already being closely monitored and, when we received a visit from the midwife a few weeks later, she arranged for her to be seen by a heart specialist. We then made the two

  and a half hour journey to Alder Hey Children’s Hospital in Liverpool, where April was examined.




  She underwent various tests and scans and doctors soon explained she’d been born with a hole in her heart. Like most parents, Coral and I didn’t have much medical knowledge and were

  naturally terrified to hear that April had a heart condition and may need an operation.




  However, the doctors explained that her condition might not be as serious as we feared, and that there was every chance the problem would correct itself over the next year. Still, April’s

  first year passed in a blur of tests and hospital appointments and her health problems were always foremost in our minds. There was no other treatment that could be prescribed for the problem, so

  we simply had to wait and hope for the best. Any parent who has been in a similar position will testify as to just how frustrating this can be.




  Despite this, April was growing into a bright, beautiful girl and our love for her grew with every day that passed. Blissfully unaware of the battles she faced, she was remarkably contented,

  with huge brown eyes and a smile that could melt the hardest heart.




  She began to meet her milestones and was soon trying to join in our conversations. But, unlike most babies, her first word wasn’t ‘mum’ or ‘dad’ – Jazmin was

  thrilled when, instead, she chose to say her sister’s name first.




  Then, shortly before her first birthday, we were given the good news we were longing for – the hole in her heart had repaired itself naturally, just as the doctors had predicted. The

  thought of our baby going through major heart surgery was unbearable and it was a massive relief to be told it wasn’t necessary for her to have an operation.




  We celebrated with a huge party, complete with balloons, toys and party games. Coral had always made a huge fuss of the children on their birthdays and Christmas, but this time she really went

  all out. Family and friends filled the house and Coral’s mum, Sue, made the long journey down from Holyhead. My mum and stepdad, Dai, had given up their hardware shop a few years previously,

  opting to spend their retirement in the seaside town of New Quay on Cardigan Bay. They now also lived over an hour away by car, but they doted on the children and visited regularly. They

  wouldn’t have missed April’s big day for the world.




  We’d decided to buy April a rocking horse, but throughout the day our guests added more and more presents to her pile, until there were almost enough new toys and clothes to fill an entire

  room. Even now, it’s hard to look at our favourite photograph of April from that day. Sat at the table in front of her Disney cake, with tufts of curly black hair and a huge smile, she is the

  picture of innocence and happiness.




  As her health improved, she really came into her own. She became a real live wire and she’d climb everywhere – we couldn’t take our eyes off her for a second for fear

  she’d fall and hurt herself, as nothing seemed to scare her. As she grew older and more mobile she began to cause even more mischief – with a little help from Harley, who became her

  partner in crime. Our hearts would be in our mouths as we’d find them sliding headfirst down the stairs in sleeping bags!




  Harley and April also shared a love of the wrestling events which occasionally came to our local community centre. When they heard that one was imminent, they’d look forward to it for

  weeks, then spend hours afterwards attempting to copy the wrestlers’ moves. I’d often be doing my daily press-ups in the living room and, before I knew it, one of them would be jumping

  from the couch onto my back in a bid to recreate one of the stunts they’d seen. One day, we’d only taken our eyes off April for a second when she managed to clamber up onto a kitchen

  work surface and knock out half of a baby tooth. This was how she earned the nickname we’d affectionately know her by for the rest of her short life – diafol, which means

  ‘little devil’ in Welsh.




  As much as April could be boisterous, she was also incredibly sweet-natured. By this point, she’d moved from Harley’s room into Jazmin’s, and Jazz would often wake in the

  morning to find her little sister had climbed into her bed for a cuddle, accompanied by several of her favourite teddies. She also doted on our two springer spaniels, Autumn and Storm. She was like

  Coral’s little shadow and copied everything her mum did – it wasn’t unusual to see her following Coral around with her own little duster while she did the housework, or dipping

  her hands in the cake mixture as they baked together.




  She could also spend hours sitting on our back doorstep, singing little songs she’d made up, usually about rainbows and butterflies, a delightful mesh of English and Welsh words. The

  neighbours adored her, particularly our good friends Phil and Eirwen who lived next door. They were thrilled when April learned to climb over the small fence which separated our gardens and boldly

  walked straight into their kitchen. From then on, she’d regularly pop in to see them, armed with a bunch of Eirwen’s favourite flowers, sweet peas. When Eirwen passed away in 2010,

  April felt it keenly. By this point my eyesight had deteriorated so much that I was registered as partially sighted, meaning I was no longer able to work or drive. I’d always led an active,

  full life and valued my independence, so it was a bitter blow. Coral’s numerous health problems meant she too had been unable to take a job for several years and, with three young children to

  support, money became tighter than ever.




  While we didn’t have a fancy house, or expensive foreign holidays, there was so much love and laughter in our home that we never felt like we were missing out. With a young family to

  attend to, our days were far from empty and it was nice to have the time to watch them develop. I quickly found pleasure in the simplest of things and putting April to bed soon became my favourite

  part of the day. My failing eyes meant I struggled to read her bedtime stories from traditional children’s books, so I made up my own. April would squeal with delight as I told her that

  magical creatures visited her every night while she slept. I insisted that her freckles were kisses from fairies and, if she found a knot in her hair, it was because pixies had been dancing on her

  head. When she’d finally drift off to sleep, surrounded by teddies, I’d kiss her tenderly on the head and creep back downstairs, so as not to wake her. I treasured our goodnights so

  much that I dreaded the day she’d become too old to be tucked in by her dad. As I watched my little girl fall into a peaceful sleep, night after night, I had no idea that day would never

  come.




  Sometimes we’d scrape together enough money to take the children on a weekend away, and our trips to the South Wales coast remain some of our favourite memories. Coral and I will also

  always remember taking April to Drayton Manor theme park in the Midlands when she was a toddler. She was too young to go on any of the rides, but she managed to win a massive dolphin teddy, which

  was bigger than her. She was so pleased with her prize that Dolphin, as he was simply named, took pride of place in her bed for the rest of her short life.




  Shortly after April turned three, we began to notice that she was a little clumsy, often tripping over her little feet. It seemed to affect her more when she was tired, but we were concerned

  nonetheless, and took her to our GP. After an initial consultation, she was examined by several doctors and a physiotherapist. A diagnosis of mild cerebral palsy was eventually confirmed. We were

  told this was fairly common in children who have been born prematurely.




  April was such a sociable, happy little girl that Coral and I immediately vowed to do everything to ensure her diagnosis wouldn’t hold her back. I’d take her for regular walks up our

  favourite hill, Penrach, which sits on the north side of Machynlleth. When she couldn’t walk any further I’d pop her on my shoulders and take her to the top. Penrach is a fairly small

  hill – most of the larger summits would have been too punishing for her, even with my help, but we could still see the whole town stretched out below us as we sat on our favourite white rocks

  eating oranges and bananas, while I taught her the names of all of the different plants and animals. Bringing up children in such idyllic countryside was a joy and, afterwards, I’d help her

  pick flowers for Coral before she’d beg me to let her run down a steep grassy verge near the bottom of the hill, as she’d seen Harley do many times.




  ‘Can I try it, Dad?’ she’d say. ‘Please? I’ll be really careful.’




  I’d always chuckle and tell her I’d allow her to try it when she was older, knowing her little legs couldn’t yet support her. April was determined that she’d one day be

  strong enough to chase her brother down the hill. The cruel reality, of course, is that she’d never get the chance to try.




  Although she could walk for short distances, she suffered from agonising pains on the left side of her body if she pushed herself too far, meaning we still had to use her buggy when she got

  tired. Sometimes this attracted the odd disapproving glance or snide comment from an ignorant stranger who didn’t realise she had a medical condition but, thankfully, April was too young to

  take any notice. She rarely complained, but at times the pain was so great the thought of climbing the stairs was too much for her, and she’d sit on the bottom step and sob. However, Harley

  and Jazmin were always on hand to carry their sister to her room.




  Despite her problems, April craved the independence her little friends on the estate enjoyed. That’s why I couldn’t resist buying her a small pink bike when I spied it at a local

  market shortly after she was diagnosed. It was a simple gift, but you’d have thought I’d handed her the world. I spent hours teaching her how to ride it on the grass outside our house.

  Her cerebral palsy meant it took her a while to get to grips with it but, after many hours of coaching, she eventually managed to ride it without stabilisers. Soon she pleaded with me to be allowed

  to cycle to the end of the street. I was apprehensive, and followed closely behind the whole way in case she fell, but I was filled with pride when she managed to get to the last house without any

  problems.




  From then on, you’d rarely see April without her bike. As she couldn’t walk far, it gave her a huge sense of freedom, even though she never ventured further than a few hundred yards

  from the back door. She was thrilled when we bought her a bigger model for her fifth birthday. It too, like most of April’s possessions, was pink, which had always been her favourite colour.

  But her old bike came with such fond memories that neither Coral nor I could face giving it away and it remains with us to this day.




  When April was four, she was fitted for a special Lycra suit designed for cerebral palsy sufferers, which doctors hoped would help improve her muscle tone and posture. She was one of the first

  children in the area to try this treatment, and in a way she was a bit of a guinea pig. When she was being measured for the suit by the manufacturer, she giggled incessantly, telling us that the

  tape measure was ‘tickly’. The manufacturer told us it was a welcome relief, as most children cried the whole way through the process. Of course, we had the suit made in pink and, heavy

  as it was, she never seemed too upset about having to wear it. We soon noticed a difference, as her balance improved and she became less clumsy.




  When it came time for April to start school, Coral and I decided to enrol her in a Welsh-speaking class. Coral has always been extremely patriotic and had already taught April

  some Welsh words, which frequently made their way into the songs she improvised in the back garden. Her health problems meant we were a bit nervous about how she’d cope with the long school

  day, but the minute she stepped into her reception class, our fears melted away. April adored school, and when we picked her up at the end of the day she couldn’t wait to show us the pictures

  she’d painted or teach me the new Welsh words she’d learned.




  It was around this time that Coral and I made the rather spontaneous decision to get married. Neither of us had ever doubted the other’s commitment, but we’d simply never found the

  time or the money for a wedding. We got engaged quietly at the beginning of 2012. There was no grand proposal, or sparkling engagement ring – we just mutually decided that the time was right.

  We booked the local registry office for 13 March that year. We thought this was fitting, as it was the twelfth anniversary of our first date. We spent all of our meagre savings on wedding rings and

  decided that our only guests would be the children. We didn’t tell them what we were planning until the morning of the wedding and April shrieked with joy when she was told she’d have

  another chance to wear the bridesmaid’s dress she’d worn at my brother Fil’s wedding, two years previously.




  The ceremony itself was basic – our witnesses were two members of staff we’d just met in the corridor – but we couldn’t have been happier. I’d borrowed some money

  from my mum so we could have a family meal in the pub afterwards, telling her I was taking Coral out as an anniversary treat. When I phoned her later that evening to tell her we’d got married

  it took me almost half an hour to persuade her I was telling the truth!




  As I put April to bed that evening, she seemed more contented than she’d ever been.




  ‘I’m so glad we’re a family now, Dad,’ she said. Surrounded by her teddies, her arms around Dolphin, she was struggling to keep her big brown eyes open.




  ‘We’ve always been a family, sweetheart,’ I laughed.




  ‘No, but now we all have the same name,’ she replied. ‘Mum is a Jones, too. We’re a proper family.’




  





  3




  1 October 2012




  Monday 1 October 2012 began as an unremarkable day. As usual I awoke before anyone else in the house to attend to Autumn and Storm. I let them out

  about 6.45 a.m. and the weather was overcast with a slight drizzle. I made myself some coffee and soon it was time to wake April and Harley up for school.




  I always got April up shortly before 8 a.m. As usual, she was sleeping peacefully surrounded by her teddies. I gently coaxed her awake and, after a few seconds, she opened her eyes and greeted

  me with a huge smile and a cuddle.




  ‘Morning, honey,’ I said. I then took her through to Coral, so she could get her ready for the day ahead. We’d told April that if she wore her special cerebral palsy suit to

  school, she could take it off when she went out to play in the evenings and she happily accepted this compromise.




  While Coral got April washed and dressed and applied the cream used to treat her eczema, it was my job to prepare the breakfast. I made them both a bowl of Ready Brek, with a glass of juice for

  April and a coffee for Coral. Coral can’t abide strong coffee and likes hers to be made in a very specific way – only a quarter of a teaspoon of coffee powder, with three sugars and

  lots of milk. This meant April liked to steal her mum’s cup in the morning and this day was no different. After gulping down half of the sugary coffee, she ate a few mouthfuls of her

  mum’s Ready Brek, too.




  ‘Make sure you leave some for Mum, April,’ I said. She simply turned round and gave me a massive cheeky smile, looking like the cat who’d got the cream.




  I always did the school run in the morning to allow Coral to get things in order for the day ahead. The school, Ysgol Gynradd Machynlleth, is just a five-minute walk from Bryn-y-Gog and Harley

  was now old enough to walk with his friends, but April was still too young to make the journey herself. Most days she liked to race me to the gate at the bottom of the garden and that morning was

  no different. Of course, I deliberately slowed down and she squealed with delight when she beat me.




  ‘I win again, Dad!’ she laughed.




  When I returned home, I took the dogs on a walk up Penrach. Autumn has always been my favourite season and, feeling the light rain on my face as I climbed the hill, I noticed that the leaves had

  begun to turn a lovely, deep-red colour. I didn’t have much time to spare, as Coral and I had planned to spend the day shopping in Aberystwyth, but I was already looking forward to my next

  long walk up the hill with April.




  Although it was only the beginning of October, we’d started buying a few Christmas presents for the children in a bid to spread the cost a little. Every parent knows how expensive the

  festive season can be, especially if you have more than one child to buy for. We’d already bought April some clothes and a selection of her favourite Hello Kitty toys, so we’d decided

  that today we’d look for a television for Harley. We thought this would be a nice surprise for him, as it would mean he could play his Xbox games in his room. Coral drove to Aberystwyth and

  we spent a few hours mulling over which model to buy, eventually deciding on one from Currys.




  By the time we’d paid for the television and bundled it into the car, we hadn’t left ourselves much time to get back to Machynlleth for school finishing at 3.20 p.m., so I quickly

  rang Phil next door and asked if he’d be on standby to fetch April if we weren’t back on time.




  Fortunately we pulled up outside our house just before the bell sounded and Coral and I headed straight to collect April. As I took her to school in the morning, Coral usually picked her up in

  the afternoons, but for some reason I decided to accompany my wife that day and I was immediately glad I had. April was so eager to learn and when she told us about what she’d been taught her

  enthusiasm was infectious. We both loved hearing all about her day.




  Looking back, it’s hard to find solace in anything that happened on that awful day, but now it seems unthinkable for neither of us to have been there to greet her as she bounded out of the

  school gates for the final time. April loved Phil and she wouldn’t have been fazed to find him waiting for her, but it gives Coral and me the smallest crumb of comfort that we made it back in

  the nick of time to pick her up ourselves.




  At the end of the school day, April’s legs were often tired, meaning even the five-minute walk back to our house would test her. On that fateful Monday afternoon I popped her on my

  shoulders as I often did and carried her home, unaware it would be the last time I’d do so.




  ‘Your hair needs brushing, Dad,’ she giggled, running her hands through it, as we walked past the school buses and said goodbye to the teachers. ‘It’s all messy.

  I’ll do it for you tonight.’




  ‘Thanks, sweetheart,’ I laughed. I hadn’t had a haircut in a little while and I was aware it was becoming a little overgrown.




  ‘I’m going to put it in a ponytail!’ she announced. April loved sitting on the couch, brushing my hair. It was just one of the seemingly mundane tasks which could occupy her

  for hours as she chattered away, although sometimes she’d mischievously hit me on the head with the hairbrush to make sure I was paying attention.




  Sadly April didn’t have much time to do my hair that evening, as we had to get back to the school for her parents’ evening. Coral and I dropped her at a friend’s while we went

  off to meet her teacher, Mrs Williams.




  Mrs Williams was a kind, experienced teacher who had been at the local school for many years. She was loved by all of the children, including April, but on the short walk back to school Coral

  and I could never have predicted how many people would get to hear about our meeting with her in the coming days. However, as parents, we were privately very proud of the glowing school report

  April received.




  Mrs Williams told us that April had settled in very well since moving up from the reception class. Although she could at times be a bit shy when outside the comfort of our happy home

  environment, she had lots of little friends and, as the weeks went on, she was becoming more confident about raising her hand to answer questions in class. She also said her Welsh was coming on a

  treat and she was picking up all the new words she was being taught, which naturally made Coral incredibly proud. April loved art lessons and was never happier than when drawing or making

  something. Before we left, we were shown some of April’s work and we weren’t surprised to find she’d painted various pictures of butterflies, which had always been her favourite

  creatures.




  We then returned home and Coral collected April for her swimming lesson. She asked if our friend’s daughter could come to the leisure centre with her and Coral agreed. The terrible events

  which unfolded later that day mean the identity of this little girl is now protected by law, but for the purposes of the story, we’ll call her Amy. Amy was two years older than April but they

  loved playing on their bikes together on the large patch of grass near the front of our house. As she skipped along the road by April’s side, this unassuming seven-year-old didn’t have

  a care in the world. In just a few hours, her innocence would be cruelly snatched from her, as she became a key witness in one of the most horrific murder trials our nation has ever witnessed.




  By now, Jazmin was seventeen and had left school to study media at college in Aberystwyth. Coral, April and Amy met her as her bus came back into Machynlleth and they headed to the pool

  together. While they were there, I did some of the household chores and prepared April’s favourite dinner, spaghetti hoops on toast.




  It was only April’s second ever swimming lesson and she was still unable to swim without armbands, but she loved splashing around in the water. When the girls came home, Amy stayed for

  dinner and they watched the Disney film Tangled. April had seen the film once before, but that didn’t put her off watching it again. Like lots of young children, when she found a

  film she liked she’d watch it over and over until she could recite the dialogue off by heart. Her favourite film was the musical Mamma Mia!, which she once watched four times in one

  day!




  I was amazed when April polished off the entire plate of spaghetti hoops. Although she loved to steal the occasional bite of her mum’s breakfast, her eyes had always been bigger than her

  stomach and in reality she had a pretty tiny appetite. Getting her to finish her dinner was always a chore and I remember wondering if we’d finally made a breakthrough.




  When evening came round, there was an autumn chill in the air but the drizzle had lifted. Soon April and Amy had grown tired of the television and were itching for fresh air.




  ‘Can we please go outside and play?’ April asked.




  ‘Yes, but make sure you stick together,’ I said.




  April and Amy were only outside for a few minutes when they met up with another girl – we’ll call her Louise. Louise was in April’s class and lived a few hundred yards away.

  For the next quarter of an hour, the three girls played happily on their bikes together as Coral and I enjoyed a chat with Val, one of our neighbours who had popped round for a visit.




  I can say with complete honesty that neither Coral nor I ever had any concerns about April playing outside. We’d check on her regularly, she always respected her carefully set curfews and

  she knew she wasn’t allowed to stray from the boundaries of Bryn-y-Gog. The estate is small – nothing more than a few rows of terraced houses – and, in some ways, is like a big

  family, where everyone sticks together and looks out for each other. Neighbours are always dropping by for a cup of tea and people are genuinely interested in each other’s lives.




  One of the reasons our life here was so idyllic was because it felt so safe. We’d never been attracted to city living as it always seemed too busy and dangerous, especially for young

  children who deserve the freedom to play with their friends without fear. For decades, scores of children have safely played on Bryn-y-Gog’s streets, running around and chasing each other on

  bikes, never far from their parents’ sight. There are no main roads and all of the young people are known to their neighbours. Jazmin, Harley and April were always told not to speak to

  strangers but we naively assumed no one in this tight-knit community could ever do them any wrong. Indeed, before that dreadful October evening, we thought the worst thing that could happen to any

  of our children here in the heart of the beautiful Welsh countryside was a grazed knee or a punctured bike tyre.




  April was never far from the back door and it wasn’t long before she and her friends had returned. By now it was just before 7 p.m., and although it wasn’t dark the sun had begun to

  set. The girls tried to bring their bikes through the house and I immediately stopped them.




  ‘You know the rules, April,’ I said, firmly. ‘Bikes outside, not in the house.’




  She took her bike back outside and went into the kitchen to speak to Coral, where she asked if she could play for a little longer.




  ‘Please, Mum,’ she said. ‘We’ll take Louise home and then we’ll be right back.’




  At the time, allowing April an extra quarter of an hour to play outside seemed so insignificant we barely gave it a second thought. It’s a decision parents all over the country no doubt

  make every night, rarely with any lasting consequences, and Coral figured April deserved a treat because her school report had been so glowing.




  ‘Fifteen minutes,’ Coral said firmly. ‘But only because you’ve been so good at school.’




  She tenderly zipped up April’s purple padded coat before our precious daughter skipped out of the door with her friends and grabbed her beloved bike. She was so happy and full of life that

  even now it’s hard to believe it was the last time we’d see her smiling face.




  If only we’d known that in allowing her this small, rare privilege, we had just made the worst decision of our lives.




  Unaware of the horror that was about to unfold, we sipped tea and chatted to Val. Around 7.15 p.m., Coral sent Harley to fetch his little sister.




  ‘It’s getting cold,’ she told him. ‘Go and bring April in before it gets dark.’




  It’s hard to recall exactly how the next ten minutes played out, but one thing we both remember is that we heard Harley before we saw him. His screams were so piercing,

  so hysterical, that it sounded like he was being tortured. We knew something was terribly wrong and ran to the door to see him racing towards us, gripping the handlebars of April’s beloved

  bike.




  A huge knot of dread formed in my stomach as it quickly dawned on me there was no sign of April.




  ‘April’s gone!’ Harley wailed, sinking to his knees, in what seemed like slow motion. By now, he was almost hyperventilating. ‘Someone’s taken her!’




  In the months following April’s disappearance, many people have asked us if we immediately realised the seriousness of the situation. It’s true that children can overreact and,

  statistically, it was highly unlikely that April had been abducted. But from the second I heard Harley’s chilling cries I instinctively knew his screams were justified. One look at Coral,

  whose face had instantly turned ashen, told me she felt the same.




  ‘Oh, God!’ Coral cried, eyeing the bike Harley had brought home. ‘Someone’s got her! Paul, she’d never leave her bike!’




  April’s new pink bike was, indeed, her pride and joy. She never went out to play without it and we both knew her well enough to appreciate that she’d never abandon it on the

  street.




  Neither of us can remember much about what was said in the seconds that followed, but between sobs Harley managed to tell us that he’d gone to find April when he discovered Amy standing

  alone and confused on the corner of the street. April’s bike was propped up against a garage door across from Louise’s house. Amy explained to Harley that April had just got into what

  Amy thought was a grey car. She told Harley there was a man inside and he’d driven off.




  There was no time to waste; we had to phone the police.




  

    

      Coral recalls:




      My hands were shaking as I grabbed the phone. A thousand thoughts should have been racing through my mind but all I could think was that time was not on our side. There are

      few things more powerful than a mother’s instinct and mine told me April was in very real danger.




      I could barely breathe as I dialled the number and the operator answered. I knew it was vital to give the police as much information as I could as soon as possible, but every second on the

      phone was a second spent not looking for April.




      ‘Police emergency?’ the voice on the other end said.




      I could barely get the words out but somehow I managed to speak.




      ‘Bryn-y-Gog,’ I choked. ‘Please, my daughter’s been kidnapped from Bryn-y-Gog.’




      ‘Hang on a second,’ said the operator. ‘Tell me again, what did you say, your dog has been kidnapped?’




      I felt like I might burst with frustration, but I knew I had to keep calm for April’s sake. The signal wasn’t the best and I had to make sure the operator understood everything I

      said. I was vaguely aware of the fact I kept repeating our address over and over, almost as if this would spur someone into action.




      ‘My daughter was out playing with a friend and she’s been kidnapped,’ I replied. By this point, I was almost hyperventilating.




      ‘You’ve been kidnapped?’ said the operator.




      ‘No!’ I wailed. ‘My daughter! She’s five years old.’ I was conscious that I was on the verge of hysteria and I didn’t know how much longer I could bear to

      stay on the line.




      ‘Right, bear with me,’ the operator said. ‘It’s not a very good signal. Are you able to stay still for a moment?’




      But in that second, I knew I couldn’t stay rooted to the spot any longer. Every minute was precious and there was only one thing I could focus on: finding April. The operator was doing

      her job as best she could, but at that point it almost seemed irrelevant how long it took the police to arrive. April was my baby. If I couldn’t find her, who could?




      ‘No, I’ve got to go!’ I cried, and turned to Val. ‘Hang on, can you speak to them please?’




      I almost threw the phone in my friend’s direction as I sprinted to the door. Paul was pacing up and down the living room and Val was trying her best to keep calm for both of us –

      although the look in her eyes betrayed the fact she shared our worst fears.
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