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For Mark
With my sincere gratitude for your amazing advice, patience and inspiration.





PROLOGUE
You smile too much. Do you know that? It’s annoying.
You laugh out loud, you wave to people in the street. Sometimes you even sing as you walk. I see your bouncy stride, your long hair flying in the breeze, your wide smile, as if you haven’t a care in the world.
You surround yourself with friends – in and out of your house all the time. I’ve seen them, coming and going, shouting, ‘See you soon!’ as your front door closes behind them.
Is that what it’s like to be happy? To be you?
I don’t want to be you. I am better than you.
But you do have something that I want.
And I’m going to take it from you.
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Sunday
I look around the table at my family and wish that these precious hours of laughter, teasing and gentle bickering could be trapped in some kind of time warp so that I can come back and visit them in the future. I know life won’t be like this for ever – Millie will grow up and perhaps go off to university, and Ash’s brother and sister might move to the other side of the world or have their own families before long.
I feel a moment of loss, a sense of foreboding. I don’t want anything to change.
‘Who wants more spuds?’ I ask, pushing the unsettling thoughts from my mind.
‘No thanks, Mummy,’ Millie says. She doesn’t seem to have inherited my desire to devour every roast potato in sight, and at seven years old, she’s a skinny little thing.
‘You sure, Millie?’
She nods.
I look down the table at my partner, Ash, and he smiles but shakes his head. I can’t help noticing the tinge of sadness in his gentle brown eyes, and I wish I could do something to wipe it away.
‘Sami?’
Ash’s brother looks up from his phone, which is resting next to him on the table. He grunts and I presume that means yes.
‘Do you think while we’re at the table you could put your phone away?’ I ask, not for the first time.
Sami and Nousha are Ash’s much younger siblings – collectively referred to by us as ‘the kids’. Ash has spent his life – or at least since he was in his teens – taking care of them both, and even though Sami is now thirty and Nousha twenty-six they still have a tendency to behave like teenagers. I love them, though, and enjoy their company.
‘Jo’s right,’ Ash says. ‘We’re delighted that you’ve joined us for Sunday lunch, but it’s not much of a pleasure if you don’t participate in the conversation. If Nousha can abide by our one and only rule, so can you.’
Sami gives his brother a disdainful glance, but leans forward to give me a fake smile.
‘I’d love some more of your potatoes, Jo. Thank you. They are quite delicious.’
We all know he’s taking the piss, but that’s Sami. When Ash’s mother left home, deserting her children – including Nousha, who was little more than a baby – their father buried himself in his work and ignored his children. They’ve suffered as a result. Both of them lack discipline, and now Sami floats from job to job, lives in squats or friends’ flats, and turns up here whenever he wants a good meal.
Nousha has tried a little harder and has a job. Ash pays for her small apartment because she says she doesn’t earn enough to pay for that and for the clothes she needs. My Ash is a bit of a soft touch.
Sami’s phone beeps, and his eyes instantly go to it. I can see Ash is about to lose it, so I decide to pre-empt an argument.
I push my chair back and march round the table. Grabbing Sami’s phone from the side of his plate I stomp across to the dresser, open the bread bin, shove his phone inside and close it.
Millie giggles, and Ash tries not to smile as I wink at him.
‘I can’t believe you just did that,’ Sami says, but even he is grinning at my audacity.
‘Our house, our rules. Feel free to leave the table, collect your phone and go into the sitting room at any time.’
Sami knows that will be the end of his Sunday lunch, and there’s rhubarb pie to follow. I may not be housewife of the year, but I’m a good cook.
I turn to Nousha. ‘What have you been up to this week, Noush? Tell us something exciting.’
We all nod enthusiastically as she talks about the club she went to with her friends, and I think back to when I was her age, wondering if I treated life in such a carefree way. I don’t think so. I had no big brother to bail me out, and only an uninterested mother who was more intent on bagging her next husband than worrying about her daughter’s errant ways. She is already up to husband number four, and I’m getting no sense at all that she’s ready to quit.
At Nousha’s age I was totally convinced that I was going to be the next Meryl Streep, although, as I hadn’t gone much beyond a few walk-on parts in the odd soap and a few roles in an amateur repertory company, I’m not quite sure what I based my conviction on. But I had to take care of myself and rarely had the money to go clubbing.
Her story is interrupted by Ash’s phone, which is sitting on the dresser next to – but not inside – the bread bin.
‘Excuse me,’ he says, standing up from the table.
Sami’s mouth drops open and he stares at me. ‘How come he’s allowed to use his phone, and I’m not?’
‘What’s your brother’s job, Sam?’ I pause for a nanosecond and raise my eyebrows. ‘Ah yes! I can see you’ve remembered. He’s a paediatric surgeon with patients – children and babies – recovering from operations he’s performed. He’s not exactly in a position to tell the hospital not to bother him while he’s eating his lunch, is he?’
Sami’s not bad really. Ash says he’s rebelling against their father, although it’s about time he realised that the man himself – thousands of miles away in Abu Dhabi – has no idea how his younger son is behaving and has even less interest, so it’s a bit of a waste of effort.
Ash stares at the screen, a worried frown on his face. ‘Sorry, everyone. I do need to take this.’
I cast him a concerned glance as he walks out of the room and closes the door softly behind him. I hope there isn’t a problem with one of his patients.
Before I can give it another thought, my own phone pings. A text message.
Sami gives me a look, wondering if I’m going to get up from the table to read it, but he has nothing to worry about. I’m certain I know who it’s from and what it says, and I feel a shiver of premonition.
Perhaps my perfect Sundays are going to be over sooner than I thought.
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Monday
I wake feeling groggy after a restless night. I usually fall immediately into a dreamless sleep, but each time I started to drift off, the text that arrived during lunch flashed before my eyes.
CALL ME!
That’s all it said, but it was enough.
I ignored it.
I snuggle down for a few extra minutes, pushing all thoughts of those two words and the subtle threat they hold to the back of my mind, focusing instead on what the week ahead might bring. I will probably put on a pound rather than lose the six I’m planning to, but maybe this is the week when I’ll get my big break – a star role in a big TV drama. Despite thinking the same thing every Monday for about fifteen years, I am still optimistic.
I love Monday mornings. The start of a new week fills me with renewed optimism, but today my customary happiness is dampened as I realise I am not going to be able to ignore the text for much longer.
Before I get a chance to think of a suitable response, Millie comes skipping into the room fully dressed in her school uniform. She looks adorable and so smart. Her spindly little legs stick out below her skirt, and I remind myself to buy her a new one soon. She’s nearly grown out of this one.
Ash is long gone. He has a full list today – several operations – and I wonder how he does it. I know sometimes he finds the pressure almost overwhelming, but his patients love him. So do the nurses, as I’ve noticed when we’ve been to any of the hospital gatherings that he occasionally agrees we should attend.
I’m not surprised they like him. He’s enigmatic and doesn’t smile for no reason. He’s quite measured in his ways and would never want to cause anyone a moment’s distress, but it’s hard to tell what he’s thinking, and I bet they find that intriguing. Plus, I can’t deny that with his dark colouring and lovely brown eyes, he’s a bit special. But he’s mine, and he’s staying that way, so they can think what they like.
‘Mummy, are you getting up?’
I shake myself out of my daydreams. ‘Sorry, Millie, I’ll just hop in the shower. I’ll be down in a minute.’
I do find it hard to get out of bed. I enjoy lying there, planning my day, thinking about little treats for Millie and what to cook for our supper. Millie, on the other hand, wakes up and leaps out of bed every morning, eager to start her day. I force myself to throw back the duvet and head to the bathroom, pushing all thoughts of the text message from my mind.
    
Still only partly dry with my hair dripping cold water down my back, I hurry back to the bedroom and quickly rummage around to find something not too crumpled to wear, bearing in mind I’m meeting my friend Tessa for coffee after the school run. She’s a bit older than me – close to fifty, although she doesn’t look it – and she’s the kind of woman who manages to make a pair of jeans and an oversized jumper look stylish. She often wears a hat, and with a huge scarf wrapped umpteen times around her neck, she makes everyone else look over- or underdressed, somehow.
I plump for a scarlet tunic with purple swirls made of an already-crinkly fabric, thank goodness, and a pair of leggings. Shaking my long dark hair so it will fall into natural waves as it dries, I run downstairs and into the kitchen.
‘What’s it to be for breakfast this morning, Miss Millie?’
She looks as if she’s thinking about it, but I know the answer. It’s always the same.
‘Could I please have scrambled eggs?’
‘You most certainly can. And while I make them, you can tell me what you’re looking forward to most today.’
I lift both lids on the Aga to warm the room up and listen to her high-pitched little voice as she tells me how she has a spelling test and has learned all the words. I know this, of course, because I tested her myself, but she runs through them all again until the eggs are done.
After we’ve eaten, I pile the dirty pots in the sink, thinking I’ll do them later, and grab Millie’s school bag. We always walk to school, unless I’m running late, and even in this cold, damp weather, Millie skips along happily.
We’re no sooner out of the gate than I begin to wonder if I should have driven her this morning. I feel a prickle at the back of my neck, as if eyes are touching me, and I spin round to look behind me.
The street is full of other mums, dads and a few grandparents, walking their children to school, and I see no one out of place.
Would I recognise him? I wonder.
I don’t know. He could stand beside me in a shop, and I might never know it was him. Maybe he already has.
Millie is chattering as we walk, not noticing my distraction, and as we arrive at the gates a solemn little girl is waiting for her. Millie runs up and puts an arm round her. I know this is Zofia, a Polish child who has recently joined the school and doesn’t have a word of English. Millie has made it her mission to help her, and she’s taking it very seriously.
Resisting the temptation to smother my child with kisses, I wave and turn away from the school, missing her from the minute she walks through the door.
At the last moment, I wonder if I should have said something to the school, told them to take extra special care of my daughter. I hover for a moment and then decide to talk to Tessa. She’ll know what I should do.
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When I arrive at the café, Tessa is already there – looking, as predicted, dramatic and yet perfect. Today’s hat is a crimson cloche, her scarf black and white silk with an art deco pattern. She’s the director of our local theatre group and agent to a few soap stars, although I gather work is a bit thin on the ground at the moment. She’s not my agent; I’ve had the same one for fifteen years, and I like to be loyal.
‘Hey, Tessa.’ I lean in and give her a kiss. ‘How are you?’
‘Good, I think. You?’
I take a seat opposite her and shrug my arms out of my jacket.
‘Okay, just about. How are things with Geoff?’
I want to tell her what’s worrying me, but she’s got problems too, so I let her talk while I decide what to say.
Tessa groans. ‘He’s taken it all a bit too seriously. He won’t accept that it’s over.’
I tut and roll my eyes. ‘What do you expect? You get these men into a real tizzy and then dump them without warning.’
‘I send them back to their wives, where they belong, although Geoff’s talking about leaving his – which I’m obviously not happy about.’
I want to tell her that I can’t condone her lifestyle, but I’ve said it all before. Tessa is only interested in men who are married because she doesn’t want to commit to anyone. I’ve told her umpteen times that she is destroying people’s marriages, and she adamantly refutes it.
‘I’m doing the wives a favour. These guys have to be up for an affair in the first place, so it’s better they have a fling with me – a woman who has no long-term interest in them – than with someone looking for a man to share their future, who will try to prise them away from their families. I’m more than happy to give them back. I’m a safe bet.’
I don’t know why she’s so scared of commitment, but then I’m hardly one to talk. I don’t want to go there now, though, so I lean towards her and speak quickly.
‘Tess, I’ve done something stupid, and I don’t know what to do about it. My intentions were good, but I think it’s all backfiring, and now I think he’s watching me.’
She reaches her hand across the table and grabs mine. ‘Slow down, Jo. I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. What have you done? Who’s watching you?’
I’m about to tell her when she looks past me towards the door. ‘Don’t look now, but guess who’s just come in?’
‘Give me a clue,’ I say, not wanting to turn and stare.
‘Your new best friend.’
I know she means Shona, a new recruit to the theatre group. We always try to involve new people as much as we can, to make them feel welcome, and I’ve been doing just that. Shona’s been round to my house for coffee a couple of times, but Tessa has so far refused to join us and seems slightly resentful of our friendship.
She thinks Shona is a ‘type’, whatever that means. I suspect it’s because she’s the sort of woman who can still get away with skinny jeans and a cropped T-shirt, but you can’t hold that against her. It’s not her fault Tessa and I prefer wine and crisps to a healthy salad and sparkling mineral water.
‘She’s okay, Tess. She’s just finding her feet.’
‘Well, unless you want her to hear what’s worrying you, you’d better pretend you’ve not seen her.’
In spite of everything, I laugh. ‘What are we? Twelve?’
I turn round and wave to Shona, indicating that she should come and join us. My problems can wait for now. I’m probably worrying too much.
‘Jesus, Jo, what did you do that for?’
‘Don’t be mean.’ I stand up as Shona arrives at our table and give her a brief hug.
‘What brings you here this morning?’ Tessa can’t resist, it seems.
‘I remembered you said something the other night about how delicious the pastries are. My mum’s coming for a visit, so I thought I’d pick up something tasty for her. I’m not interrupting anything, am I?’
‘Of course not,’ I say, giving Tessa a look.
‘Can I get either of you another coffee?’ she asks, but we both shake our heads.
I’m wondering what topic to raise that will avoid a caustic remark from Tessa, who can be quite cutting when the mood takes her, when she slithers down in her seat, practically disappearing under the table.
‘For fuck’s sake,’ she mutters.
Before I have time to say anything, I hear another voice: ‘Tessa! I was hoping I might find you here. Ladies, may I join you?’
It’s Geoff, Tessa’s latest conquest. He’s clearly not got the message, but his wide smile is showing traces of a tremor at one corner of his mouth. The poor guy’s doing his best, but Tessa’s having none of it.
‘Not here, Geoff. Come on. I’ll talk to you outside.’
She starts to fish around in her bag for her purse.
‘I’ve got this,’ I tell her, and she gives me a cross between a grateful smile and a look which says Help! There’s nothing I can do. This is down to her.
After she’s gone, Shona is understandably confused, and I try to make light of it.
‘Just some guy who hasn’t taken rejection well.’
‘Married?’
I shrug as if I don’t know, but I guess she’s heard of Tessa’s reputation.
‘Don’t worry. I won’t say a word, and who am I to judge? When you get to our age it sometimes seems that all the best men are taken,’ she says. ‘You’re lucky – you’ve got Ash. I’d love to meet him. What’s he like?’
I stir my coffee as I think what to say.
‘He’s very different to me,’ I say finally. ‘He’s serious, organised. Maybe that’s why he’s so good for me, because I’m neither of those things, as you probably gathered when you came round to my house, and he’s a wonderful dad to Millie.’
‘It’s reassuring to meet someone who’s happy in their relationship. How many people do you know who can truly say that?’
I smile but keep my thoughts to myself. Tessa’s the only person who knows that Ash and I have argued recently, but I’m hoping I’m going to be able to put it right soon and I don’t really want to talk about it.
‘How about you?’ I ask. ‘Anyone on the scene?’
‘Not at the moment, no.’ She pauses as if trying to decide something. ‘Don’t mention it to anyone, but I’ve decided to have a go at online dating. Only for a bit of fun – I don’t hold out much hope that I’ll find anyone long term, but it might be good for morale.’
She digs her phone out of her bag to show me some of the men she’s found on Tinder, asking should she swipe left or right? What do I think? I haven’t got a clue what either means, but she seems keen to get my opinion.
As I sip my flat white, she leans a bit closer so I can get a better look at her phone, and I catch a whiff of perfume.
‘Is that Elie Saab you’re wearing?’ I ask.
‘It is. How on earth did you know that?’
‘Because it’s my favourite. Ash bought me some for my birthday last month. I’m trying to eke it out for as long as I can, because it’s not like him to buy me something so extravagant. He’s usually more of a slippers kind of guy.’
I laugh, but Shona frowns slightly. Maybe she doesn’t think much of slippers as a present. But then she grins and moves her chair a bit closer.
‘Obviously if we like the same perfume, we’ve got the same taste, so you’re the perfect person to help me decide which of these men to choose.’
I feign interest as the various faces come up on the screen, pretending enthusiasm when she thinks one of them looks hot. Then a face comes up that she lingers on for a moment, mutters, ‘Gorgeous, but not my type,’ and swipes left – which I now understand means he has been rejected.
‘Go back,’ I say, more abruptly than I mean to.
She frowns. ‘He looked a bit stern, I thought. Not a lot of fun.’
‘No, but I’d just like another look.’
Shona raises her eyebrows as if she thinks I might be interested myself and returns to his profile. She’s right. It is a solemn face. A generous mouth, skin the colour of butter-rich toffee, brown eyes and thick black curly hair cut close to his head. The light glints off his glasses, and I stare for too long.
‘No, you’re right. Not your type at all,’ I say finally.
I feel as if someone has punched me in the chest. The face on the screen is well known to me.
It’s Ash.
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Thursday
It’s three days since I saw Ash’s photo on Tinder, and I still haven’t dealt with it.
In the café Shona had carried on chatting to me about the men she’d selected as I mechanically sipped my coffee, but I couldn’t keep up the fake interest for long. I had to get away from her before I blurted out whose photo she’d just shown me.
‘Sorry, Shona – can you give me a moment?’ I said, jumping to my feet, barely registering her surprise. ‘I think I should check on Tessa. She’s been gone a while, and I’m worried that Geoff’s giving her a hard time. Can you keep an eye on my things, please?’
I turned and hurried away from the table, veering off to the Ladies to lock myself in a cubicle. I leaned against the door, trying to calm the thudding in my chest.
What did it mean? Why would Ash be on Tinder?
I wanted to phone him, ask him, demand an answer, but I’d left my phone on the table.
It took forever for me to calm down, but finally I took some deep breaths and headed back into the café, ready to make an excuse and leave.
Tessa had returned to the table and she knew something was wrong.
‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘You look a bit pale.’
Shona was watching me, a perplexed expression on her face.
‘It’s bloody cold out there, and I’ve been combing the streets to make sure you were okay, Tess. Couldn’t find you. Obviously.’
Tessa gave me an odd look but didn’t say anything more as I gathered my things together.
‘And now I need to go. Sorry, but I’ve got some shopping to do.’
With that, I rushed out of the café with barely a goodbye.
Tessa knocked on my door half an hour later, asking why I’d dashed off and was I okay? I managed to fob her off with some excuse, so she tried to get me to tell her what had been worrying me earlier. I said it was nothing – just my overactive imagination. I could see she was hurt that I wouldn’t talk to her, but she was sensitive enough to give me some space.
I never did phone Ash to ask him about the Tinder photo, and I still haven’t mentioned it. Tessa would have told me to demand an explanation, and that’s part of the reason I didn’t tell her – because I don’t think asking him about it will achieve anything.
If he really has put his profile on Tinder, he’ll deny it. He’ll say someone has stolen his photo, and I won’t know whether to believe him or not. If it wasn’t him and someone has stolen his photo, he’ll be appalled I could believe that of him and conclude that I don’t trust him. Neither option is good.
I was too distracted to read the profile when Shona showed me the photo, but if I could see what it says I might know if it really is him. I’ve even thought of joining Tinder myself to find out. The question I keep asking myself is, if Ash has joined a dating site, is it to make himself available for a relationship, or just for casual sex? But the more I think about it, the more I can’t believe he would do it at all. Not just because he loves me, but because it seems so out of character. I’ve decided the best approach is for me to tell him what I’ve seen but make it clear that I don’t believe it’s him.
I’m going to wait for the right moment. Saturday night is always good because he’s usually relaxed after a day away from the hospital, so – rightly or wrongly – I’m going to wait. And I will try hard not to watch his reaction like a hawk.
I sit at the kitchen table with my cup of tea, trying to calm myself before I go and pick Millie up from school. I need to be in a better frame of mind for her. She deserves nothing but joy in her life.
I’m so deep in thought that the knock at the door only partially registers with me. I hear it, and yet it seems for a moment as if it’s got nothing to do with me at all.
I shake myself back to reality, wearily push myself up from the chair and head towards the door. Who can be calling at this time on a Thursday afternoon?
It’s the last person I’m expecting to see, and I cling on to the door as if I need its support.
‘Steve! Christ, what are you doing here?’
I was wrong to wonder if I would recognise him. He’s older, tidier, but still has the same floppy blond hair and blue eyes.
‘That’s nice, when I’ve come especially to see you.’ He looks over my shoulder as if to check that I’m alone. ‘Can I come in?’
‘No! Of course not.’ I grip the door a little tighter. ‘Ash could come home at any time, and he can’t find you here.’
I know that he’s unlikely to make an appearance at this time of day, but Steve doesn’t, and I need to get rid of him. I don’t want him here.
He ignores me. ‘Where’s Millie?’
‘She’s at school, and I need to go and pick her up in a minute. Steve, what the fuck are you doing turning up on my doorstep like this? We talked about how we had to keep this between us.’
‘That’s what you said, but I don’t remember agreeing to it. You’re asking a lot of me, you know. So maybe I want to check things out for myself before I agree.’
I stare at him, hoping the dismay isn’t showing on my face. ‘I’m not asking anything of you. You’re being bloody ridiculous. Please go now. I’ll come and see you – maybe tomorrow when Millie’s at school.’
He pushes out his bottom lip in a most unattractive way. ‘Not convenient, I’m afraid. I’m going to be staying in the middle of nowhere – up in the hills – with a friend.’
Why is he here, in Manchester, two hundred miles from his home? Was I right? Was it his eyes I could feel on the back of my neck on Monday? The thought makes me shudder.
‘Have you been following me?’
He barks out a laugh. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I would have told you I was going to come and see you today if you’d answered my texts. You’re not helping by ignoring me, you know. This is a big decision, and if you want me on your side you need to be a bit nicer to me, don’t you think?’
I don’t know what to say to that. I don’t want to antagonise him, but he’s standing too close to me, and it’s making me uneasy. If I take a step back it might suggest that I’m letting him in to the house, so I stand my ground, feeling his warm breath – reeking of old tobacco – on my cheek.
‘Maybe I will follow you. That’s not a bad idea at all. I won’t talk to you; I’ll keep my distance.’
I don’t want this. The thought fills me with horror, but I can’t stop a man from walking along the road, and I know Steve is stubborn enough to walk that bit closer if I don’t manage him properly.
He must see the confusion in my eyes, because he backs away with a smirk on his face.
‘Don’t look round, Jo. I’ll be right behind you.’
    
The walk back from school with Millie is uncomfortable. I can feel Steve’s eyes on us, but I refuse to turn and look for him. Millie is skipping along as always, telling me about her day and how she helped Zofia and taught her some new words.
‘I thought she should learn please and thank you, Mum, but it’s quite hard to explain why we say those words.’ She giggles. ‘She wouldn’t have understood anyway, so I kept saying them in all the right places, and do you know what?’
‘No, you tell me.’
‘When we went for our lunch, she took her plate and said thank you. How brilliant is that?’
It’s great to see her excitement, but she must sense there’s something wrong, because I’m not teasing her or trying to make her laugh.
‘Are you okay, Mummy?’
I smile and nod, but Millie’s not fooled and she takes my hand, walking the rest of the way in silence.
Finally, we reach home and I close the door. Immediately my phone pings.
CUTE KID. I’M GOING TO BE DOING SOME THINKING.
I want to reply, but what would I say? I’ve made a mistake? Please go away and don’t bother us again?
It’s the truth. I really did make a mistake – a huge one. And I don’t know how to get out of the crappy mess I’ve created for myself.
Millie and I make our way into the kitchen and she goes immediately to the table to unpack the books from her school bag. I pour her a glass of milk and she says she’s going to do her homework. Homework at seven years old! I strongly object on principle, but she loves it and religiously does as she’s told.
Somewhat belatedly, I remember that I’ve invited some of the theatre group round this afternoon to work on the costumes for the next production, and before I can pick up the phone to cancel, the doorbell rings. I can’t turn them away.
Five of them troop into the house, full of laughter and chatter, and through my smiles only Tessa can see that I can’t wait for them all to leave.
It’s two hours before they go, but before I have time to feel guilty about my lack of attention to my friends, my phone pings again.
I WANT TO TALK. CAN I COME NOW? I SEE YOUR FRIENDS HAVE GONE.
He’s watching me. Goosebumps cover my arms, and my fingers shake as I type my reply.
No. Ash is on his way home.
I have no idea when Ash will be home, but I’m about to text him to ask when my phone pings yet again.
I’M NOT WAITING FOREVER.





5

Saturday
‘Millie, go and ask Daddy if he wants a cup of tea, will you, love?’
Millie puts her Sharpie down on the kitchen table and obligingly trots off to the bottom of the stairs. I hear her shrill little voice calling up to Ash, who’s working in his study, reading through some case notes in preparation for an operation he has to perform in the morning. He rarely works on a Sunday, but this is a special case and he’s nothing if not diligent.
‘Daddy’s coming down,’ Millie says, returning to her drawing.
I walk across and lean over her shoulder, unable to resist running my fingers through her silky long blonde hair, touching her soft cheek with my lips. I often wonder how I managed to make something so perfect, especially as she is so small-boned and delicate – the opposite of me.
My mother always said I was statuesque – usually a compliment, but in her case a euphemism for being too tall with a large well-covered frame, a size sixteen who hates any form of exercise and is unlikely ever to be slim. I never did manage to tick the pretty, defenceless, fragile box that my mother thinks so important for trapping a man. If she thought that was my main objective in life, she didn’t know me at all.
I sigh as I return to preparing tonight’s supper. It’s a typical Saturday evening meal for us – a big bowl of meat and potato pie with a lovely crumbly crust, followed by an evening watching some rubbish talent show on TV that Millie loves, with all three of us crammed together on the sofa. I don’t know which one it is at the moment – The Voice, The
X Factor, Britain’s Got Talent? They all blur into one with me, although I do quite enjoy the auditions, particularly when the contestant has no talent at all but heaps of self-belief. And why not? They are the ones I cheer on. We should all believe in ourselves or we would never do anything.
I try not to think about the conversation I need to have with Ash after Millie has gone to bed, but I know it has to be done.
He walks into the kitchen as I’m taking the meat out of the bottom oven of the Aga, where it’s been stewing nicely for the last few hours.
‘I’ll just add these potatoes, then I’ll make you that tea,’ I say, smiling at him over my shoulder.
He returns the smile and bends over to see what Millie’s drawing. He points at a figure drawn in black. ‘Who’s this? Is it Mummy?’
I’ve seen the picture and I give him a dirty look. He grins and Millie giggles.
‘No, Daddy – it’s a witch.’
‘What’s the witch doing?’ he asks.
‘She’s come to capture me – to take me to her castle.’
‘Do witches live in castles?’ Always the pedant, my Ash, but Millie giggles again.
‘This one does, but she doesn’t get me, because I’m going to draw you in the picture now. You’re going to rescue me.’
He bends down and drops a kiss on her head. ‘Quite right. I’ll always rescue my little Millie.’
She lifts her sweet face and gives him such a loving smile it melts my heart. She adores him, and he couldn’t be a better dad, which makes my refusal to give him the one thing he wants even harder.
He lifts his eyes to mine, and for just a second I see the pain there – pain that I’ve caused – and I wonder if I’m being unfair.
‘Here’s your tea,’ I say to Ash. ‘Millie, are you okay drawing for a minute, sweetheart? I want to talk to Daddy about his schedule next week.’
I signal with my head that he should follow me into the sitting room, and he raises his eyebrows but nevertheless I hear his footsteps behind me on the bare floorboards of the hall.
I dump a pile of the costumes that I agreed to alter onto the floor and sit down on the sofa. Ash looks around at the disarray and manages to say nothing. But he doesn’t sit down. He paces back and forth. Maybe this would be the time to mention the Tinder photo, but I put it off until later. It would muddy the water now.
‘This can’t go on, Ash. I know I’ve hurt you, but we have to get past it. You know that I love you – you do know that, don’t you?’ I say.
He has his hands clasped behind his neck now, a look of hopelessness on his face, then he takes his glasses off and rubs his eyes.
‘I don’t think I know anything any more, Jo. You are fiercely independent. I understand that, and I know where it’s coming from. But what you don’t realise is that very same independence creates a barrier. I feel superfluous to requirements.’
I sigh with despair. We’ve had this conversation every few days for the last three months, and we never make any progress.
‘Just because I don’t want to get married, it doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you for the rest of my life. I do! There’s nothing I want more. And how could you ever be superfluous? You’re the person who holds this family together. I need you. Millie needs you.’
He drops his eyes, and his voice. ‘You have no idea how rejected you made me feel.’
A memory flashes into my mind of that night three months ago when Ash had proposed. He had gone to so much trouble to get it right – a beautiful restaurant, flowers, champagne. He had even bought the ring.
And I’d said no.
I jump up from the sofa and move towards him, lifting my hands to rest on his shoulders. ‘Oh, come on, Ash. I wasn’t rejecting you. I was rejecting marriage. And—’
‘Mummy!’ I hear Millie’s voice from the kitchen. ‘I think something’s burning.’
I let my arms drop to my sides. This is futile, and for the first time I wonder if the damage I have done is irreparable.
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We’re eating in the kitchen, as we almost always do, and despite the clutter it’s my favourite room in the house. It’s so cosy with my beautiful duck-egg blue Aga at one end of the room, and a wood burner chucking out heat at the other. We can hear the rain lashing against the window, but we sit in warm puddles of yellow light cast by the copper pendant above the stripped pine table.
Ash seems to have decided to push his disappointment to one side for now, although I’m sure it’s a temporary reprieve. He’s laughing at a story I’m telling about the last rehearsal of the theatre group, when there was a spat between two of the members because they both thought they should be centre stage in a key scene.
We’re sharing a smile when we hear a thundering knock at the front door. Three loud bangs.
‘Is the bell not working?’ I grumble as I begin to push my chair back.
Ash waves his hand at me to stay sitting. ‘I’ll go.’
‘No,’ I say quickly. ‘Stay where you are.’
There’s one other person who didn’t use the bell this week. Steve.
Please don’t let it be him. But who else would come out in this terrible weather, and why make such a racket? If it’s Steve, I need to get rid of him.
I march into the hall and pull open the front door, ready to give him a piece of my mind, but I see two men I don’t recognise standing there. One of them is thrusting forward a wallet showing an identification badge.
‘I’m Detective Sergeant Bruce Isles,’ he says. ‘This is my colleague, Detective Constable Iain Waterman. May we come in?’
My first thought is that this has to be about one of the kids. Has something happened to Nousha or Sami? Oh God, if it has, it will kill Ash.
After a moment’s pause, I pull the door wider and the two men step into the hall.
‘We’re here to see Mr Ashraf Rajavi. Is he at home?’
I swallow and I’m about to call Ash when the kitchen door opens and he steps into the hall. I rush to pull the door closed behind him before the policemen speak. I don’t want Millie to hear what can only be bad news.
‘Mr Rajavi?’ the detective asks.
‘Yes?’ Ash’s brows meet as he frowns. He must be thinking the same as me, and I grab his hand and give it a squeeze.
‘Ashraf Rajavi, I am arresting you on suspicion of cruelty to a person under the age of sixteen. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’
Ash’s hand jerks in mine, and I spin round to look at him. He is standing stock still, staring at the men. He looks as bewildered as I feel. Is this something to do with one of his patients?
The constable reaches forward and grabs Ash’s hand from mine so he can slap on a handcuff.
‘Turn around please, sir,’ he says as he pulls Ash’s other arm behind his back to attach the second cuff.
‘There’s no need for that, surely,’ I cry.
‘You’re Joanna Palmer, yes? Mother of Millie Palmer?’
I look at the detective’s solemn face, and I nod. ‘Yes, that’s right.’
‘I’m sorry, Miss Palmer, but we’ve had reports from two separate sources claiming to have seen your partner, Ashraf Rajavi, using unnecessary force and acts of violence against your daughter, Millie Palmer. We’re taking him down to the station for questioning.’
I turn shocked eyes to Ash. This can’t be true. Not Ash. He loves Millie.
‘I would never hurt her, Jo – you have to believe me.’ In the light from the hall lamp, Ash’s face looks green.
I shake my head. There has to be some explanation – some misunderstanding.
‘Ash is a paediatric surgeon, for God’s sake,’ I say, trying my best not to shout for fear that Millie will hear. ‘He doesn’t hurt children – he mends them!’
The detective sergeant, a tall man with slicked-back dark hair and a face that looks as if it never smiles, turns towards me.
‘There are claims from two completely separate witnesses, I’m afraid, and we have to take this seriously.’
Through the open front door I suddenly see two more people approaching – a man and a woman. I look back at the detective sergeant as he begins to speak.
‘This is Mrs Hobson from social services, along with another member of our team. We’ll leave you in their hands now.’
I don’t know what he’s talking about. Why do I have to be left in anyone’s hands?
I’m scared.
What have you done, Ash?
I can’t think like that. I would know if he was hurting Millie, wouldn’t I?
The younger detective grasps Ash by his upper arm and turns him towards the door.
‘This way please, sir.’
I know I should say something, but all I can think about is Millie. She mustn’t see this. I take a step back and cling onto the knob of the kitchen door. Whatever happens, she mustn’t see her daddy in handcuffs.
My throat tightens. I can’t speak as they shepherd him out of the door. All I hear is Ash’s cry as he takes a step from the porch onto the path.
‘Tell Millie I love her.’
And then he’s gone.
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The social worker, a slim woman with a narrow face, tells me her name is Janet. She steps through the front door, and the man who follows her in closes it softly.
‘I understand this must be very difficult for you, Miss Palmer. Can we go somewhere and have a chat, do you think, rather than stand in the hall?’
I glance at the kitchen door but Millie has made no attempt to come out. She will soon, though.
‘Give me a second,’ I say.
The social worker steps towards me.
‘We can’t let you be alone with Millie, I’m afraid. I’ll explain it all to you, but leave the door open while you speak to her, please.’
What does she mean? Why can’t I be alone with my child?
I push the kitchen door ajar and take a deep breath to steady my voice.
‘Millie, I need to talk to this lady. Daddy’s had to go out. Are you okay for a while, sweetheart?’
I hear her mumble something, probably through a mouthful of meat and potato pie, and quietly I pull the door closed. I lean against it for a moment and brush away the tears that have sprung to my eyes with the back of my hand. Millie will think Ash has been called to the hospital, so I don’t think she’ll be worried, thank God.
Without another word, I show the social worker and the detective into the sitting room.
As soon as we’re seated, the detective drops his bombshell. ‘Due to the nature of the allegations against your partner, I’m afraid we’re going to have to take Millie with us to ask her some questions.’
Janet’s expression is solicitous, but I feel the blood pumping in my veins. ‘You’re not taking her anywhere. You can forget that,’ I hiss, wanting to scream but desperate to make sure Millie hears nothing. ‘Ask her anything you want – here, with me sitting right beside her.’
‘I’m sorry. I know this must be distressing for you,’ Janet says, ‘but we have to speak to her without you there, so I’m afraid you won’t be able to come with her. As yet, we have no idea whether you’ve facilitated the alleged violence, or even participated in it, so we can’t allow you to have any influence over her.’
My legs begin to shake. How can they think I would hurt Millie, or allow her to be hurt?
‘This is bloody ridiculous. Millie is my child, and she goes nowhere without me. You’d better understand that right now.’
She gives me what passes for a sympathetic look, and I get the feeling she was expecting this, but it’s the detective who speaks.
‘It’s a difficult time for you – I understand that – but you mustn’t try to stop us from doing our job. I’m afraid that if you do we’ll have to call in another team to arrest you for obstruction. And we don’t want to do that, do we? Let’s keep it calm – for your daughter’s sake.’
At that moment I feel my best move would be to race into the kitchen, grab Millie and lock the door. Then I sense movement behind me and glance over my shoulder.
‘Mummy?’
I hear the frightened voice of my daughter, who must have picked up on the tension the minute she opened the door.
‘Hi, Millie,’ Janet says. ‘I’m Janet. This is Bob.’
Millie looks anxiously from me to the two people sitting opposite me on the sofa, and I take a deep breath and offer her my most reassuring smile. She walks slowly towards me and climbs on my knee, which only serves to demonstrate how scared she is. Whatever happens, I need to make her feel calm.
‘Millie, Janet wants to talk to you about something. It’s nothing to worry about. All you have to do is answer some questions. Okay, poppet?’
‘What kind of questions?’
Janet speaks before I have a chance. ‘Nothing difficult, Millie. It’s not a test, like you get at school. We just want to ask you about what you like doing, talk to you about your family, your favourite games. All very easy.’
‘See,’ I add. ‘It’s going to be fine.’
She looks into my eyes, which I try to make as smiley as possible. ‘Okay,’ she whispers.
‘Tell you what,’ Janet says. ‘Why don’t you pop up to your room and find your favourite toy to bring with you?’
I feel Millie’s body stiffen. ‘Where are we going?’ she asks me.
‘We need to take you to a special place. You’ll like it – there are lots of toys there for you to play with, and we won’t keep you long.’
I want to scream at this woman, but not in front of Millie.
‘That’s a good idea,’ I tell her. ‘Why don’t you go and find JuJu?’
I give her a peck on the cheek and another beam, and Millie climbs off my knee and heads off to collect her rag doll.
The minute the door is closed, the smile drops from my face and I lean forward, elbows on knees.
‘If I’m not with her, who’s going to look after her? She’s not going on her own.’
Janet shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry, but in these circumstances she can’t have anyone with her who is close to the family. They might try to protect either your partner, or even you. Safeguarding is, of course, always a high priority for us, so I’ve been nominated by the police to be her appropriate adult. I’m trained for the job, Miss Palmer. I’ll make sure she’s fine. Bob will be asking the questions, and I’ll take very great care of her. We do this all the time, I promise.’
That’s no comfort to me.
‘We need to make this as easy as possible on Millie,’ Bob says. ‘I have a daughter her age. I’ll be gentle with her, but we need to get to the bottom of what’s been happening, for her sake. And once we’ve spoken to both Mr Rajavi and Millie, we may need to ask you some questions too.’
I want to scream at them that nothing has been happening, but a dreadful thought is nagging away at the back of my mind. Have I been blind? Have I missed something? I push it away and focus on Millie and what’s happening right now.
‘Where – and I want to know precisely – are you taking her?’
Janet dictates the address and phone number and I type them into my phone.
‘It’s a social services safe centre,’ she adds. That’s a small crumb of comfort. At least Millie’s not being taken to a police station on a Saturday night. ‘She’ll be back with you before you know it, I promise.’
I realise I haven’t even asked which police station they’ve taken Ash to. I’ve been solely focused on Millie, but when I demand to know, Bob gives me the details. I’m about to ask him when he thinks Ash will be home when the door is pushed open again and Millie enters, holding JuJu tight to her chest.
‘Okay, Millie, let’s get your coat,’ Janet says.
Millie looks at me, her eyes round. ‘Are you coming, Mummy?’
I get down on my knees in front of her so my eyes are level with hers and gently hold her hands.
‘No, I can’t, sweetheart. I’ve got to wait here, but Janet’s going to look after you.’
I give her my best reassuring smile, but I can see the confusion in my daughter’s eyes so I push myself back to my feet and pick her up. She wraps her arms round my neck, her legs round my waist. Her hot tears fall onto my face, and I screw my eyes tight to stop myself from crying.
‘I don’t want to go without you, Mummy,’ she sobs.
‘It’s not for long, baby. You’ll be back in no time.’ My heart feels as if it’s being ripped in two.
‘Promise,’ she says with a gulp.
‘Promise,’ I say.
I put her down as we reach the door and I help her to slip her coat on.
‘Can I have your mobile number, Miss Palmer?’ Bob asks. ‘We’ll be in touch. And it’s better if you don’t leave the house in case we need to send someone to question you.’
Trying my best to keep my voice steady, I give him the details, which he notes down on a pad, and then I watch as they walk down the path with Millie towards a car parked on the drive behind mine. I can’t take my eyes off Millie as she climbs into a child seat in the back. She looks so small, and I do my best to give her a cheery wave as if this is all perfectly fine.
But it isn’t. It’s the worst moment of my life.
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As Millie was driven away from me, I stood in the open doorway, watching the car until it disappeared from view, hoping I might see it turn and head back towards me. But of course it didn’t. Finally, I forced myself to accept that she had gone, closed the door, leaned against it and slowly slid down to the floor, dropping my head onto my bent knees.
I’ve been sitting in the same place, propped against the front door, ever since. I seem to lack the energy to get to my feet. I can’t cry. I didn’t know there was such a thing as a pain so deep it was beyond tears. But now I do.
I feel so helpless, and my chest aches with longing to hold my daughter. I can’t think of one single thing I can do that will help Millie and bring her back to me. And what about Ash? I can’t believe he would hurt her.
A thought hits me, slams into me like a truck. How many women have believed in their men, only to discover they’ve been wrong all along?
‘No, no, no,’ I mumble, pressing my hands to either side of my head. I couldn’t have been that blind.
Hating myself, I start to sift through memories, wondering if I’ve missed something. Has there been any evidence that she has been hurt? She’s had the odd bruise, but surely no more than any other child? I’ve seen nothing to suggest that she’s in pain, and there’s nothing in the way Ash treats Millie or in her attitude to him that gives me any reason to doubt his love and devotion to her. But what if his affection is given as a reward for her silence? What if she appears to adore him so much because she thinks that’s the best way to keep herself safe?
No! I can’t believe Ash could be so devious, so calculating. Surely I would have seen the signs?
Then another memory – one I have been trying to ignore – strikes me, and I have to face the fact that less than a week ago I saw his face on a dating site, and try as I might to dismiss it as a stolen photograph from the web or someone’s idea of a joke, I have to admit that I’ve doubted him.
Until then I had never for a moment thought he would be unfaithful, but if I was wrong about that, what else have I been wrong about?
What have you done, Ash?
Whatever the truth, the only thing that matters now is my daughter.
What will be happening to her? She’s only seven. She’ll be feeling lost, wondering what’s going on, and my heart nearly breaks at the thought of how confused and scared she must be.
Why wouldn’t they let me go with her?
I know why. They have to suspect me – to believe that I may have allowed something to happen or turned a blind eye. The thought makes me feel sick.
I suddenly feel the urge to move, to do something.
I push myself up off the floor and grab my mobile. I’m going to call Ash – maybe they’ll let him take a call if he’s waiting to be interviewed. I need to ask him, beg him to tell me the truth.
‘Siri, call Ash,’ I shout into my phone.
‘Calling Ash,’ says the disembodied voice.
Then I hear a phone ringing upstairs. Of course. He was up there working before dinner. I moan with frustration.
Maybe I should talk to someone who will convince me that everything’s going to be fine, that I’m overreacting. But who?
Not my mother. I can hear her now, saying, ‘He’s a man, Jo. You’d do better to always think the worst of them in my opinion.’
Not Tessa, who believes men are best reserved for holidays, the occasional weekend and those moments when one is in need of a good shag.
The truth is that I don’t want to tell anyone what Ash is suspected of, because I know that mud sticks. Even if he is proved innocent, both my mum and Tessa would look at him with different eyes afterwards.
I think of Nousha, his sister. She would never believe anything bad about Ash, but she would make it all about her, about how much agony she was feeling as she worried about her brother, and I would end up comforting her.
The only person who might listen to me is Sami, although where he might be at this time on a Saturday evening is anyone’s guess. He’s a bit of a wild card, and Ash despairs of his younger brother, but he has a good heart, so I call him.
His mobile rings and rings, with no option to leave a message.
I’m on my own.
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It’s more than two hours since they were taken, and I’ve spent most of that time lying on Millie’s bed, surrounded by her things. I wrap myself in her pink and purple duvet and hug her pillow to me. I can smell her sweet scent and I want her back so badly.
They told me someone would be in touch and I have checked and rechecked my phone every few minutes to see if there’s a signal, enough battery power, a dialling tone. But no one has called.
Now, on top of my horror, I’m starting to get angry. I’m going to call them.
I grab my phone, find the number Janet gave me and call it. It rings once, twice, three times. I’m scared that no one is going to answer. Then to my relief, the ringing stops. There’s silence for a moment, as if there’s no one there.
‘Hello?’ I say.
‘Who is it?’ a husky voice asks. It sounds like an old man.
‘It’s Jo Palmer. I need to speak to the social worker – Janet. Or Bob, the detective,’ I say.
‘No one here by those names. You’ve got the wrong number.’
The phone goes dead and I feel a dull thud in my gut. Did I mistype it? I check the call log against the number Janet gave me. It’s right.
I throw the phone onto the bed, rest my forehead on the heels of my hands and sob. I was so upset I must have keyed it in wrong when Janet gave it to me.
The thought hits me that I have the address, and I reach for my phone again. I could go there, wait for Millie.
What if they’ve already left and they’re bringing her home? What if she gets back and there’s no one here?
I don’t know what to do. I could ask Tessa to come and stay in the house while I go and get Millie, avoid giving her an explanation or make something up, but first I need to know how far away this place is.
I type the address into Google Maps. Then I stare at the screen. There are five Westmorland Roads in the Manchester area, and I don’t know which one it is. Janet didn’t give me a postcode. It could be any of them.
There’s only one thing left for me to do, so I search for Greater Manchester Police. I almost scream when I discover that my local station – the one where they said they were taking Ash – closes at 6 p.m. on a Saturday. They must have taken him somewhere else. I need to find out, but every page of the site that I go to says I can send a message and they will get back to me in two days, or if it’s an emergency I can call 999.
Just when I am losing the will to live, I discover the non-urgent phone number: 101. I think I might have known that before, but as I’ve never had reason to call the police it had slipped to the back of my mind.
The woman who answers the phone is very polite, and I spew out the details in an incoherent babble. She asks for clarification on a couple of points, as I continually tell her I’m certain the allegations about Ash are total nonsense and I want my daughter back, but I have the wrong phone number and I don’t know which is the right address. I shout that they promised to call me but no one has, and I want to know where my daughter is. She is calm throughout. I know none of this is her fault, but I need to rant at someone.
‘Leave it with me, Miss Palmer. I’ll check where they are, who’s dealing with the case, and I’ll get back to you,’ she says.
‘Hang on. What does that mean? What will you do? When will you get back to me? Today? Tomorrow?’
‘I’ll contact the local custody office for you, and then someone will get back to you as soon as possible. It will definitely be this evening.’
I want to ask her where that office is – what she means – exactly how long until someone gets back to me, but she can already hear the panic in my voice, so I realise there is nothing to be gained.
I hang up and put my phone back on charge, even though the battery is at maximum.
I stand up, and I begin to pace.
    
Forty-five minutes later I’m still waiting to hear, getting more and more annoyed and increasingly wound up. Tears are now spilling down my cheeks, a mixture of anger and frustration mixed with intense anxiety about Millie and fury at Ash. I know I’m blaming him without any evidence, but have I been living with a monster all these years?
My thoughts are interrupted as the phone rings.
‘Thank God,’ I sob.
In my haste to pick my mobile up I knock it to the floor. Shit! But it’s still ringing.
‘Hello.’ My voice breaks on the word.
‘This is Greater Manchester Police. Is that Joanna Palmer?’ It’s a woman’s voice and she sounds calm and friendly. I am hoping that’s a good sign.
‘Yes. Where’s Millie? Where have you taken her?’
‘That’s your daughter, is that right?’
‘Yes. Millie Palmer. She was taken to a social services place to be questioned, but that’s three hours ago, and I’ve heard nothing. I’ve tried to phone but I must have written down the wrong number. It’s appalling to have kept her this long without a word to me.’
‘Miss Palmer, do you mind if I call you Joanna?’
‘Call me Jo – whatever you like – just tell me where Millie is and if she’s okay.’
‘I’m Detective Inspector Becky Robinson. I’m here to help, Jo, but I need to get a few facts. Since your partner, Ashraf Rajavi, and your daughter Millie were taken by officers, has anyone been in touch with you at all?’
‘No, and it’s not good enough. Millie should be in bed by now.’
‘Do you have anyone with you, Jo?’
‘No. What’s that got to do with it?’
‘I need to explain what’s been happening since you called. The operator contacted the local custody office, and I’m afraid there was no record of your partner’s arrest, so the case has been passed to me.’
‘Are you not local, then?’
‘No, I work at Force HQ in Newton Heath.’
I can feel my heart beating in my chest, the pulse in my neck throbbing. That doesn’t sound good to me. Has Ash done something far worse than I thought?
‘I don’t want you to panic, and we need to handle this carefully, Jo, but I can confirm that we have no record of your partner or daughter being taken into police custody in the Greater Manchester area.’
I almost stop breathing. ‘What do you mean?’ I gasp. ‘Of course they were. I was here. I saw them put Ash in handcuffs. They read him his bloody rights!’
‘And no one has contacted you?’
I don’t know why she keeps asking this. If someone had been in touch, I wouldn’t have had to call her.
‘No, but are you saying those people weren’t police and social services? That is what you’re saying, isn’t it? So who the hell took them?’ I choke back a scream, but I can hear my voice getting higher and shriller. ‘Where are they?’
‘I’m afraid we don’t have an answer to that yet. I know this is difficult, but we’re going to need your help.’
‘Are you going to send someone? Please, get someone here quickly and find Millie and Ash for me.’ I’ve started to sob, struggling to get the words out. I thought things were bad before, but this is so much worse.
‘It’s better if the police are not seen in the vicinity of your property, even plain-clothes detectives.’
What does she mean?
Why can’t they send anyone here?
Then a cold icy calm hits me, and I know why she keeps asking if anyone has been in touch. I force myself to ask the question, my voice barely more than a whisper: ‘Which department in the police do you work for?’
‘I work in the major crimes team,’ she answers, her voice soft, understanding. ‘I’m afraid that, for now at least, we need to treat this as a kidnapping.’
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Becky listened quietly as Jo Palmer yelled down the phone, demanding answers she didn’t have. She couldn’t blame her. Becky had a child too, and if someone took George – or Buster, as he was more commonly known – she would want nothing less than their blood.
This was the strangest case of kidnap she had ever come across. The fact that the hostages had been taken by people posing as police made it almost inevitable that Jo would report it when they weren’t returned, normally the last thing kidnappers wanted. And they hadn’t yet called with their demands either, which made it all the more worrying.
Initially, Becky had wondered if it was a hoax. Sadly, they did get their share of people making fake allegations, so she had run all the checks she could and had been able to confirm that Jo Palmer lived at the address she had given, had a daughter, Millie, and a partner who was a paediatric surgeon. For now, at least, Becky had to take her at her word.
‘Jo, I can’t imagine for a minute how you must be feeling,’ Becky said, ‘but we have to handle this carefully. We need to get you out of the house, to a place where you’ll be safe and where we can talk and discuss our next steps.’
‘I’m not worried about my safety – what about Millie? Ash? Why would anyone want to take them like this? What can they possibly want with my family?’
‘We don’t know, but maybe we’ll have a better idea when we’ve had a chance to talk to you.’
‘I can’t leave the house! What if they bring Millie back and I’m not here?’
‘We’ve already put a team in place to watch your house, Jo. No one will know they’re there, but they’ll be monitoring any visitors and any phone calls on your landline. They’ll also be checking if anyone else is watching your home. At the moment they can see no sign of that. If anyone arrives at the house, with or without Millie, we’ll know about it.’
Becky quickly explained what she needed Jo to do, and where she had to go.
‘What will you be wearing, so that my colleague can identify you?’ Becky asked.
‘I’ll wear a red mac and a turquoise scarf. How will I know if I’m being followed?’
‘We’ll be watching. Just try to stay calm – and I do realise that’s asking a lot of you.’
‘It’s for Millie and Ash. I’ll do whatever gets them back to me as quickly as possible.’
‘Before you ring off, did Ash or Millie have a mobile phone with them?’
‘Millie’s only seven, and Ash’s phone is here.’
Becky felt a beat of disappointment. In the unlikely event that Ash’s phone had still been with him, they would have been able to get a location. It had always been a long shot; this crew sounded too organised and professional to have allowed him to keep it.
‘Can you bring it, please? And your own phone, of course.’
‘Okay. Do you want me to leave now?’ Jo’s voice broke, and Becky had the sense that although she’d been managing to hold herself together, she was about to fall apart.
‘As quickly as you can, but as you go to your car please try not to look down the road to see if anyone’s watching. Don’t look round. Focus on where you’re going, and stick to the speed limit, however tempting it might be to rush. We’ll be looking after you – and Jo, we’re going to do everything we can to bring your little girl and your partner home to you.’
    
After Becky had once more tried to calm Jo and convince her that this was the best course of action, she left the office and ran down the stairs, aching with sympathy for the woman and fired with determination to find her partner and child.
She had to be ready and waiting for Jo’s arrival at a place where they could keep her safe, monitor her calls and try to tease out of her any clues as to who might have taken her family.
Becky would be running the investigation with a specially selected team. In cases like this, officers were chosen on a need-to-know basis, and no whisper must escape that there had been a kidnapping. The consequences for the hostages could be dire.
She pushed open the main doors of the building and groaned. It was pelting down and her car was at the far end of the car park. She didn’t have time to hang around. Lifting one arm in a vain attempt to cover her head, she made a dash for it, relieved that at least she was wearing jeans and trainers. She’d been off duty when the call had come through, but had left Buster with her partner Mark and raced to headquarters so she could speak to Jo Palmer herself.
Becky flung herself into the car, shaking her head free of any droplets that hadn’t soaked into her shoulder-length hair, and as she put her key into the ignition she pressed the screen of her mobile. The sound of ringing filled the car as the Bluetooth speakers took over.
‘Becky! What can I do for you at half past nine on a wet Saturday evening?’
Tom sounded cheerful, as well he might, given the imminent arrival of his and his partner Louisa’s baby. Becky was about to ruin his evening.
‘Sorry, Tom. I know this is probably not such a good time for you, but I thought I should let you know that we’ve got a potential kidnap on our hands, or at least, until we know more then I think that’s what we should assume it is. Everything’s in place, I’m following protocol, and I’ve spoken to Superintendent Stanley. She’s making sure we have people ready and waiting, so no need for you to come out.’
‘Tell me.’
Becky gave Tom all the details she had – such as they were – and he listened quietly.
‘That’s a very unusual MO,’ he said when she’d finished. ‘Fake police? Surely they would realise that at some point the victim would have had to phone us?’
‘Exactly what I thought. Clever, though. Most people wouldn’t question the police too much and wouldn’t doubt that it was all above board. They had at least three hours to get well away by the time Jo Palmer called us and we checked everything out. Perhaps they were planning to contact her as soon as they left to tell her not to report it, but something went wrong.’
‘I don’t like to think about that, or what it might mean. Where are you meeting her?’
‘At the training centre. An officer is picking her up from a hotel in Salford Quays and driving her to us. We can keep her safe there and monitor any calls to her mobile. We need to get a team into her house to check for forensics, but I’ve not worked out how best to do that yet.’
Tom didn’t need reminding that it wouldn’t be appropriate to have a team of CSIs roll up in their white Tyvek suits if the house was being watched, but they did need to collect evidence. None of it was going to be easy.
‘Anyway, I just wanted to keep you up to speed. Any sign of action with Louisa?’
‘Not yet.’
Becky heard a voice in the background, but she couldn’t hear what was being said.
‘Are you sure?’ she heard Tom ask. ‘Louisa says I should join you. She says I’ll be like a cat on hot bricks if I don’t, and I’m not officially on paternity leave yet.’
Tom had been to the funeral of Louisa’s grandfather the day before so was spending a day at home, and Becky felt bad about dragging him out of the house, but he brushed her concerns aside.
‘Louisa’s okay. Her grandad was ninety-three and he’d been suffering for a while. She’s just sorry he couldn’t hang on for a bit longer to meet his great-grandchild. Lucy’s here, so they’ll keep each other company.’
Lucy was Tom’s teenage daughter, and she’d been living with him and Louisa for a few months – initially because her mother, Kate, was having treatment for cancer, but most recently because – with Tom and Lucy’s blessing – Kate had decided to live life to the full and had taken herself off on a prolonged holiday.
‘A round-the-world cruise,’ Tom had told Becky with a shudder a few weeks ago. Being cooped up on a ship – even if the ship was the size of a small village – was his idea of hell, he said. Most people Becky knew would be green with envy.
‘It’s up to you whether you come in or not, Tom – I didn’t call you for that.’
‘I know, as does Louisa. I’ll be there as quickly as I can. Who’s picking her up?’
‘DS Rob Cumba. I don’t think you know him, but I met him on a course a few months ago. He’s a bit hyper – does everything at double speed – but he’s got a kind face and a great smile. And she’s going to need all the reassurance she can get.’
‘You’re right. I’ll see you soon. Hopefully I’ll be there before our victim.’
In a kidnap, those taken were referred to as hostages. The one left behind who was in theory responsible for securing their freedom, was the victim.
Jo Palmer.
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It takes every ounce of my self-control to keep my head down as I hurry to my car. The urge to look over my shoulder to see if any cars are parked on our quiet road is almost impossible to resist.
Don’t look round, don’t look round.
I mutter the words under my breath as I dash to the far side of the car and press the key to unlock it. I wince as the lights flash their confirmation. Will they come for me? Do they know where I’m going? Will they try to stop me?
I fumble with the door handle, my trembling fingers struggling to grasp the cold shiny metal, but finally I’m in the car, the engine starts, and all I have to do is reverse out of the gates. It’s a tricky driveway with a bend halfway down and decorative stones along each edge. I feel like a learner. The last thing I need is a puncture. I give a little moan of panic but force myself to take it slowly.
The rain has been relentless for the last few days, and the roads are wet and shiny with huge puddles in places where the drains have been unable to cope. The headlights of passing cars strike the sheets of water falling from the sky, creating zigzags of bright light, and I lift a hand to my brow so they don’t dazzle me. I stare too long into the rear-view mirror, wondering if the headlights behind me are from the same car that has tracked me since I left the house. Police or kidnappers? I have no way of knowing.
I have the route planned in my head, but at each junction I question myself. Am I going the right way? Should it be taking this long? Shouldn’t I be there by now? I choke back the sobs. If I cry, I won’t be able to see, and getting there safely is critical.
I take the exit from the final roundabout, and the hotel I’ve been told to come to is in front of me. The car park is busy close to reception, so I have to park at the far end. I turn up the collar of my red raincoat, wrap the bright turquoise scarf tightly around my neck and make a run for it.
The reception area is huge and brightly lit, with sofas and comfortable chairs arranged around low tables. I spin round, peering in all directions, but I don’t know who I’m looking for, and I must look slightly deranged, my eyes wild, frightened.
‘Jo?’
I turn to see a mixed-race man with a shaved head, dressed in jeans and a dark jacket. He’s about Sami’s age, and he gives me a solicitous smile.
I realise I haven’t answered, but he takes one look at my face and touches my arm.
‘My name’s Rob. Come with me.’
We walk quickly side by side, not speaking, towards the back of the hotel. Rob nods at a girl in a dark skirt suit, who punches some numbers into a keypad and pushes open the door. We are in the back of the hotel – the staff-only part. People in uniforms – waiters, chefs, cleaners – are milling around, and we get some curious looks as we push through to the goods-received area, a covered tunnel with empty metal cages on wheels lining each wall – no doubt waiting for tomorrow’s deliveries.
In the space that I guess is normally reserved for lorries sits a dark blue car. Rob ushers me towards it, opening the passenger door for me.
As he climbs in, he turns to me. ‘Are you okay?’
‘No.’
He seems to have half-expected this answer and he gives a brief nod as he starts the engine. ‘Won’t be long. We’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.’
Now that I have nothing to do but think, I feel my hands start to shake. I clasp them tightly together. Then my phone rings in my bag.
Rob casts an anxious glance at me.
‘Do you recognise the number?’ he asks as I pull the phone out of my bag.
I glance at the screen. ‘It’s my friend, Tessa.’
‘Don’t answer it,’ he says. ‘You might be able to call her back later – we’ll have to see what the boss says.’
I wasn’t going to answer anyway, because Tessa will know something is wrong and will be full of questions – questions I don’t want to answer.
We drive on in silence, through a part of Manchester that I don’t know.
It seems like a long fifteen minutes, but finally we pull up in front of some high wrought-iron gates and my driver leaps out to talk into the intercom. He jumps back into the car as the gates open and we head towards a big red-brick building. He steers the car round the side to a small door and turns to me.
‘I’ll take you in.’
For a moment I don’t want to get out of the car. It means I’m going to have to face what’s happened – what’s happening – but Rob has run round to my side and is opening the door, apparently oblivious to the rain.
I follow him into the building, struggling to keep up with his fast stride, along a brightly lit passage with closed doors on either side, our footsteps echoing on the dark linoleum floor. We reach the final door and he knocks once and pushes it open.
Inside are two people – a pretty young woman with dark shoulder-length auburn hair and a tall broad-shouldered man in jeans and a black leather jacket. The woman steps forward.
‘Hi, Jo. I’m Detective Inspector Becky Robinson. We spoke on the phone. This is my boss, Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas.’
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The two detectives – Tom and Becky, as they have told me to call them – have solemn expressions, their concern for me and for all that is happening clear in their faces. I get the feeling that although they must deal with all kinds of crimes, day after day, their sympathy is genuine.
‘Can we get you a drink?’ Tom asks. He has kind eyes, and they are almost my undoing. I hear my mother’s voice in my head. ‘Crying won’t get you anywhere,’ she used to say.
‘Just water, please.’ My voice is croaky with suppressed tears.
They’ve brought me to a room that’s a weird cross between an office and a living room. I guess it must be some sort of common room, but without anything to make it feel homely.
Now that I’m here my knees have started to go soft, and I need to sit down. They guide me to a bright blue sofa and Tom turns to speak quietly to Rob, who nods, spins on his heel and hurries out, I presume to get the water.
‘I’m sorry we had to bring you here,’ Becky says. ‘I explained why on the phone, but if you have any questions, just ask.’
I sit, head bowed, trying to focus beyond the terrible thought that something awful might be happening to my child. ‘Why would someone kidnap Ash and Millie?’
‘We don’t know, and we’ll get on to that in a minute, but for now could we have your phone? We need to monitor any calls, but we’ll get it straight back to you so you can answer if it rings.’
She must mean a ransom call or some other demand. But why have they been taken? I don’t have anything to give.
‘Do you have your partner’s phone too? Are either of them locked?’
I fish around in the bag of random items that I brought with me and pull out Ash’s phone too.
‘Yes, but we use the same passcode – 7654. Ash’s phone needs five digits, so there’s an extra 3 on the end of his.’
‘Do you have any pictures of Ash and Millie?’ Tom asks.
I scroll through my photos to find the best examples – Ash looking serious, but that’s his default expression, and Millie smiling happily. I touch my finger to the screen for a moment, wishing it was her soft skin that I was stroking.
‘That’s great,’ Tom says, trying to sound reassuring. ‘We’ll download and circulate these to the team – only to those who need to know. In a case like this, we keep as few people in the loop as possible.’
He means in case someone’s in the pay of the kidnappers. The thought sends a shudder through my body.
I hand over the phones, and Tom passes them to Rob, who has returned with my water.
Becky leans towards me. ‘I know you told me what happened when we spoke earlier, but in case we missed something, can you take me through it again? Tom hasn’t heard it directly from you, and it might help.’
Once more I explain about the banging on the door, putting Ash into handcuffs; how they said that I might be complicit; how they’d insisted that Millie go with Janet and Bob. The words come out in gulps, incomplete sentences.
‘I should have stopped them – refused to let them take her – but they said they were the police! And I was so worried about making a fuss and scaring Millie half to death. I never doubted they were real policemen, real social workers. Why would I? And they said if I was difficult I would be charged with obstruction. All I was worried about was making it as easy as possible for my child. I let her go.’
‘Did they show any identification?’ Tom asked.
‘Yes, but I didn’t study it. I just accepted it.’ I am quiet for a moment. ‘To my shame, after they took Ash I found myself wondering if it was true – if he could have been hurting Millie.’ I look up, meeting Becky’s eyes. ‘You hear of so many women who have been fooled, don’t you? I actually wondered if I might be one of them.’
My hands start to shake again, and Becky takes my glass while I try to get back some degree of control.
‘We’re going to have to ask you for a full description of the people who came to your house, perhaps show you some photos to see if you recognise anyone. The important thing now, though, is for you to tell us anything you can about the cars. Do you remember their colour, make?’
I close my eyes and try to think. I was completely focused on Millie’s little white face pressed up against the window. I didn’t take in any details, but now I have to force myself to remember.
‘I think the one Millie was in might have been silver. I didn’t see Ash go.’ And I didn’t even say goodbye to him.
‘The silver car, was it a saloon, a hatchback?’
I try my best to concentrate, but each time all I see is her face. Why can’t I remember? I’m screaming inside, but somehow I manage to choke out some words.
‘I’m sorry – I wish I could do better. I think it was a hatchback – not a big one – but I might be wrong.’
‘Don’t worry. Do you know what time it was?’ Becky asks.
I don’t answer, my head somewhere else – with Millie, feeling her arms around my neck as she pulls me down for a goodnight kiss.
‘Jo,’ Becky says softly, ‘we know how incredibly difficult this must be, but if we’re going to find them, for now you’re the only one who can help us. I’m sorry, but we do need to keep pushing.’
They’re right, and I need to hold myself together.
‘We sat down to eat at about six. We’d not finished eating, so it might have been about quarter past. We’d not started on the pudding I’d made – Millie’s favourite. Apple crumble, although it was a bit burned.’
I don’t know why I tell them that. She would still have loved it.
‘You’re doing great, Jo. Give me a second to pass on what we know to the team.’ Becky pointed to a doorway in the middle of the end wall. ‘The officers in the next room are setting up equipment that will intercept any calls that come in to you. We’ll be able to listen to everything that’s said. We have a separate room down the corridor where Tom and I will be coordinating everything – and I promise you we have teams of people working hard to find out where Millie and Ash have been taken. We’ll get them checking CCTV in the area, and if we can identify the car, we might be able to track where it’s gone. Rob, who you’ve met, will be liaising, so he’ll be popping in from time to time.’
Becky stands up and makes her way to the door to the next room.
I turn to look at Tom.
‘I don’t get it. Why would they kidnap Ash and Millie? I don’t have any money! What do they think they’re going to get from kidnapping both of them?’
Tom leans forward, forearms resting on his knees. ‘We don’t know for certain that’s what this is, Jo. We have to take precautions, because in the event that it is a kidnap, we need to control the situation. We’re trained to do this, and we’ll do everything we can to bring them home safely.’
I want to ask him how many times they fail, but I daren’t. I don’t think he would lie to me – he doesn’t look like that kind of guy – so I’d rather not know.
Becky comes back into the room with a young woman with red hair.
‘Jo, this is Zoe. She’s a family liaison officer, and while Tom and I are checking on progress, Zoe is here to look after you. She’ll make sure you have everything you need.’
I barely register what she’s saying, and even though I am semi-conscious of the fact that Zoe has said hello, I just want to ask questions.
‘If it’s not a kidnap, what else could it be?’
Tom gives me an apologetic look. ‘We don’t know yet. Let’s see if they contact you – then it will all be a little clearer. You say you don’t have any money, but does your partner?’
I shake my head because I don’t know. ‘I’ve never asked. I said right from the start that we should keep our money separate – not that I have any. It’s Ash’s house, and he pays all the bills. I don’t work as often as I’d like – I’m an actor.’ I suddenly think this makes me sound as if I’m some kind of parasite, living off a man rather than taking care of myself. ‘I’ve offered to get a job in a shop or something, but he says he’s happy looking after us both – that’s his way. It’s what he’s used to.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Ash practically brought up his younger brother and sister. His father sent them to the UK to boarding school when they were very young, and Ash couldn’t stand the thought of them having nowhere to go during holidays – they’re from Abu Dhabi. He’s much older than them, so when the time came for him to go to university to get his medical degree, he came here so he could look after them in the holidays.’
‘If Ash’s father paid for his children to come to the UK to a boarding school, does that mean he’s wealthy?’ Tom says. ‘Could he be the ransom target, do you think?’
I raise my head and stare at him. I had never thought about that.
‘I wouldn’t know if he’s got money or not. Ash can barely bring himself to mention his dad, and his mum hasn’t been on the scene for more than twenty-five years. I’ve never met either of them, so I honestly have no idea.’
I can see this means something to the two detectives.
‘We need to contact him, to find out if he’s been approached about his son and granddaughter.’
I stare at Tom. Granddaughter? Of course that’s what they’d think.
‘I don’t think Ash’s father is aware of Millie’s existence. And from what I’ve heard of him, I can’t see him paying a ransom for his own son, let alone a child that isn’t a blood relation.’
Becky leans towards me. ‘Are you saying that Ash isn’t Millie’s father?’
‘Ash is her dad, and has been since she was six months old. But he’s not her father.’
I see Becky’s eyes dart to Tom, and I can read her mind. Maybe the kidnappers don’t know she’s not Ash’s child. Perhaps they think she inherited her colouring from my side of the family. Or perhaps they believe that, whatever her parentage, Ash’s dad would still pay up. It’s a chilling thought. From everything I’ve heard, he’s likely to call their bluff.
What if he agrees to pay up for Ash, but not for Millie? What will happen to my little girl then?
The thought is thrust from my mind as a sudden image flashes into my head of a man, standing on my doorstep, trying to get in to my house, demanding to meet my child.
His child.
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It’s as if Becky has read my mind.
‘What can you tell me about Millie’s biological father?’ she asks.
‘It’s him!’ I almost shout the words, leaning forward eagerly in my seat. ‘It all makes sense. He’s been asking to see her, and I haven’t let him. He’s been following me too – I’m sure of it. And he doesn’t like the idea of Ash being her dad. It has to be Steve who’s taken them!’
I want to leap from the sofa and push Becky and Tom out of the room to go and find him, to bring my daughter home. But they’re not moving.
‘Tell us about him. Start at the beginning. The more we understand, the better.’
I take a huge breath and let it out slowly before I start to speak.
‘Her father’s name is Steven Allman. He was a stagehand I met when I was out on tour in a rather bad version of Jesus Christ Superstar. He said that if I was pregnant it was my own stupid fault. He wanted nothing to do with the child. That suited me. He’d have been a rotten dad anyway. Millie knows he exists, but she’s never met him – and never will, if it’s up to me.’
‘He’s not part of her life?’ Becky asks.
I give a dismissive grunt. ‘Until a few weeks ago I hadn’t spoken to him since I told him I was pregnant all those years ago. He was a waste of space. I was high on adrenaline after the show, even though it wasn’t very good. It only lasted a week – me and her father, that is – and the show not much longer. Anyway, he wasn’t interested in Millie. He thought I should have a termination.’
I’ve never tried to hide the fact that Ash isn’t Millie’s father. It’s not a secret – and anyway, it’s fairly obvious when you look at them. Millie knows her father is someone I knew briefly but that we lost touch before she was born. Ash has always been her dad, for as long as she can remember. I’m certain he fell in love with her before he did with me, if I’m honest.
‘You said he’s been in touch recently,’ Becky says. ‘Did something specific spark that?’
‘Yes, and it’s all my fault,’ I say, kicking myself for my stupidity. ‘I named Millie’s father on her birth certificate, and now it’s come back to bite me. I got in touch a few weeks ago because I want Ash to adopt Millie. He doesn’t know – it’s supposed to be a surprise – but it will be much easier if I can get Steve’s agreement in advance.’
Becky interrupts. ‘And now he wants to see her?’
I nod furiously. ‘Yes! Don’t you see? It has to be him. He came to the house this week. He followed me when I picked her up from school, like a stalker. But I don’t think it was the first time. I’ve felt eyes on me before. And he told me he won’t wait for ever. Please, you have to find him.’
    
Tom and Becky have left me alone with my thoughts, saying they need to pass the information on to the team. I’ve told them everything I know, everything that’s happened. Although I’ve deleted his texts, Steve’s number is in my phone, and it is all I can do not to call him myself. But Tom says they need to deal with it, and they will get on to it straight away.
Why, oh why, did I ever get in touch with him?
Until six weeks ago, Steve knew nothing about Millie – he didn’t even know if my baby was a boy or a girl – but if I wanted to move things forward with the adoption, I had to contact him. When I finally tracked him down, it was clear he had moved up in the world and thought his new-found wealth was my reason for calling.
‘Steve, it’s Jo Palmer,’ I said when I’d finally persuaded some toffee-nosed PA to put me through.
He was quiet for a moment. ‘Jo?’ And then it dawned on him. ‘Mary Magdalene, Jo?’
That was me.
‘Hah! I never thought I’d hear from you again. I think I made my position quite clear at the time, but you’ve probably heard I’m doing quite well now, so I guess it’s money you’re after. For the child? I presume you had it?’
I held my breath and counted to five. Once a knob, always a knob. ‘I’ve never asked you for a penny, Steve, and I’m not about to start now. But you are named on Millie’s birth certificate as her father, and—’
‘What?’
‘—and I want her dad – the man who’s brought her up – to adopt her. I need to be sure that you won’t contest the adoption.’
He was quiet for a few minutes, and I let him think about what I was asking.
‘What’s she like, my daughter?’
‘What do you want me to say? I’m her mum and I love her more than anything in the world.’
‘Will you send me some pictures?’
‘Will you agree to the adoption?’
And that’s how it all began – this tug, backwards and forwards between us. He suddenly wanted to know everything about her, and now he wants to meet her. God only knows the reason for this sudden interest, given his first response to my call. This isn’t how I’d planned for things to go, and I didn’t tell Ash, because I don’t want to tell him if he’s only going to be disappointed.
Steve decided that not only did he want to know about Millie, he wanted to know everything about Ash.
‘He’s called Ashraf Rajavi, and—’
‘Where’s he from?’ Steve had rudely interrupted.
‘He’s Iranian, but he was brought up in Abu Dhabi. What’s that got to do with anything?’
‘Is he an Arab? A Muslim?’
‘Oh my God! I can see prejudice is alive and kicking in Bermondsey! I’ll tell you exactly what he is. He’s an amazing dad and a brilliant paediatric surgeon. Is that good enough?’
Steve went quiet for a moment. ‘Does he do all that praying five times a day facing Mecca?’
At that I’d exploded. ‘No, but what would it matter if he did? He’s a bloody great guy and a fantastic parent! I don’t care if he comes from Jupiter and thinks Winnie the Pooh is the God of all humankind as long as he loves my daughter.’
Bigoted bastard.
More than anything I decided then that I didn’t want Steve anywhere near Millie, who has never heard a word of prejudice in her short life, and never will, if I can help it.
But it was too late. I’d sown the seeds, and I have been struggling ever since to work out how to tell Millie why her birth father is suddenly so interested in her, especially if he decides to introduce himself with or without my blessing.
Is it Steve? Has he suddenly decided he wants Millie for himself, and for some reason wants to punish Ash?
The police will have to question him, but if I’m wrong and he has nothing to do with it, I have a horrible feeling it’s going to make him even more antagonistic towards Ash, and even less likely to agree to the adoption.
Why am I even thinking about the adoption? What if I never get Ash and Millie back?
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Tom and Becky hurried to the incident room – now fully operational.
‘I’ll get someone checking out Steven Allman straight away, Tom. Sounds like a promising lead.’
Tom said nothing for a moment as he punched in the code to open the door.
‘It definitely needs following up, but it’s a bit extreme. He’s known about the child for weeks but didn’t turn up until a few days ago. He followed them home from school, which he told Jo he was going to do – presumably because he wanted to see what his child looks like. Then he asked if he could meet her. It’s a hell of a stretch to assume he would go to the lengths of arranging this elaborate kidnap – abduction – whatever it is, a few days later, when he could just apply to the court for access.’
‘She did say he wasn’t keen on Rajavi as his daughter’s dad.’
‘True. I agree we need to track him down and see what he has to say for himself, but all other lines of inquiry have to continue. Don’t let anyone get hung up on this guy.’
Becky nodded, and Tom felt a little guilty for bursting her bubble. He hoped he was wrong, and that they would find Millie safe and well with her biological father, but in the meantime there were other things to follow up.
He put a call through to Keith Sims, a detective sergeant who had recently been made an acting DI due to the long-term absence of another member of Tom’s team. He should really have been looking for a permanent job as an inspector but claimed he would rather be a sergeant in Tom’s team than an inspector elsewhere, and Tom couldn’t argue with that.
There was no time for pleasantries. ‘Keith, how are things going?’
‘We’ve started gathering intel on the victim and hostages, sir, checking telephone data, financial records, and we’re trying to put together a CCTV strategy, but I’m afraid we don’t have much to go on.’
‘No, and the victim – Joanna Palmer – isn’t able to help much.’ Tom gave Keith the details, such as they were, of the car Millie was in. ‘It’s not clear if the cars were travelling in convoy or independently. There were three men – one of Arab origin, the other two white males – in the first car. The second, the silver one, had a white male driver and a woman in the back with the child. It will be a bugger to try to make that out, though, given the deluge of rain.’
‘We’ll do our best, sir.’
‘Put Lynsey on it. She’s got sharp eyes.’
Lynsey Maltby was a relatively new member of the team, but Becky was impressed with her, saying she was a smart young detective who didn’t miss much.
‘Find out everything you can about Rajavi’s father. I don’t have any details other than his name – Darius Rajavi. Apparently father and son don’t communicate, but it sounds as if he’s got money, and it’s possible he could be our ransom victim. Becky’s going to speak to you about the child’s biological father, but I’ll leave it to her to explain.’
Tom felt a wave of frustration as he ended the call with Keith. The truth was, they knew sod all.
His next call was to the Force Intelligence Unit, a secure department that would help him coordinate the covert resources he would need to run his investigation, including keeping watch on Jo’s home. Two of their mobile units had followed Jo to the hotel, monitoring any other cars that might have been taking an interest in her movements.
‘What have we got, Ronnie?’
‘We didn’t track anyone following Miss Palmer, and no one seems to be watching the house from what we can tell at the moment. We don’t think anyone else is in there, which ties in with what she told DI Robinson, but we’ll know more when we’ve set up cameras and audio feeds,’ Ronnie said. ‘Sandie Burford’s the sergeant in charge at the scene. She’s very experienced and you should soon be seeing feeds on your screens. We’re monitoring the landline and there are no other mobile signals coming from the house. All quiet for the time being.’
Tom discussed tactics with Ronnie for a few moments, and at a signal from Rob Cumba moved across to the monitors, which had just sprung to life. He could see a substantial red-brick semi, probably Edwardian and not dissimilar to his own in age, although of a different style. The main entrance was on the side of the building, and there were two bay windows at the front. The house and drive were shielded from the road by tall shrubs.
‘We’re getting some cameras into the shrubs so we can keep a closer eye,’ Ronnie told him. ‘Any time now.’
Tom thanked him and ended the call. For now there was little to see. Nothing was moving, and there were no pedestrians on the street, although given that it was a residential road, he wouldn’t expect much at this late hour on a wet Saturday night.
Becky had briefed Keith Sims and returned to talk to Jo, so knowing he would be called the moment there was anything useful to report, Tom stepped out into the corridor.
He sent Louisa a quick text asking if she was awake. She had been struggling to sleep for the last couple of weeks with the baby bump now so big that she said she didn’t know where to put herself, and her reply was instant. A sad face emoji and the words, ‘What do you think?’
He pressed the screen to call her.
‘Hey, darling. How are you doing?’
‘I’m fine, Tom – just a bit fed up now. I’m ready to have this baby, and I keep telling him or her to get a move on.’
‘I’m sorry I had to leave you.’
‘Don’t be daft. You’d have been pacing like a caged tiger if I’d asked you to stay home. And if there’s any baby action I’ll let you know immediately. It could be another couple of weeks, you know.’
She was right, but for some reason he felt edgy about the birth.
He decided to change the subject. ‘Is Lucy okay?’
‘Yes, she’s been a great help. I’m being pampered. She seems to be a mixture of excited and terrified about this baby.’
That makes two of us, Tom thought.
At that moment Rob popped his shaved head out of the door to the incident room.
‘Boss, have you got a moment?’
Tom told Louisa he had to go, urging her to look after herself and to call him if she needed anything – anything at all – and headed towards Rob. He didn’t know Cumba, but the young detective appeared enthusiastic and efficient, although he seemed to find it difficult to stand still.
‘It’s about the phones. We’ve unlocked Jo’s with her passcode, but the number she gave us doesn’t work on her partner’s. We’ll get the tech guys to crack it if she doesn’t know it – it’s not a tricky one – but I thought you might like to know.’
Tom nodded his thanks. Was it significant that, unknown to Jo, Ash had changed his passcode? There was only one way to find out.
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Tom opened the door to the room where Jo was sitting. Her huge almond-shaped brown eyes were wide with shock, and she was twisting strands of her long auburn hair round her finger. She was clearly doing her best to hold herself together, but he got the impression it was taking every last ounce of her willpower to focus on the questions Becky was asking. Jo was biting her lip in concentration as she tried to give descriptions of the people who came to the house.
He took a seat across from them both.
‘Jo, we’ll have your phone back to you in a few minutes. We’ve been taking a look at Ash’s phone, and it seems he’s changed his passcode. We’re going to unlock it, but I wondered if anything had happened recently that might have made him do that?’
Jo had enough to worry about without Tom adding to her burden, but he was keen to know if there was anything on the phone that Ash wouldn’t want her to see.
Jo frowned. ‘Not that I know of. We said from the start we’d always share the same number. No secrets.’ A look flashed across her face, which Tom thought might be guilt, perhaps because she had admitted to hiding her communications with Steve Allman. He decided to move on.
‘There’s another thing I need to talk to you about. We have to get a team into your house, and that’s not going to be easy because, in the event that the house might be being watched, we have to be sure they’re not seen. I’ve been looking at your house from satellite imagery, and it seems it’s only overlooked by one other property.’
This had been confirmed by the surveillance team, but he didn’t want to go into any detail about the covert operations in the vicinity of her home.
Jo nodded. ‘We’re on a street of similar houses, but ours faces a side road, and it’s on a bend, so from the front of the house all we can see is the road opposite, and one house on the corner.’
‘Okay, and do you know who lives there?’
‘Yes, my friend Tessa O’Hanlon.’
‘Does she live alone?’
Jo nodded.
‘And your house appears to back on to a bowling green.’
‘It does, but there’s no access from our garden. We have to go out of the side gate and down the ginnel to get to the clubhouse.’
Tom was looking at the satellite image on his phone, and he could see the narrow cobbled alley, known in this part of the world as a ginnel, that Sandie Burford had told him would provide the best entry point for a forensic team. As far as he could tell, no one else would be able to see them if they came in from the bowling club.
‘In view of what you’ve told us about your partner’s father and his possible wealth, we’d like to look through Ash’s files, laptop and so on, to see if there’s been any contact prior to tonight’s events, maybe to see if he’s received any threats. Do we have your permission to collect anything we need from his study?’
‘Do whatever you like – seriously, you can tear the house to pieces if you want to – but just get Millie and Ash back. I can’t imagine how my little girl is feeling. The poor child must be terrified out of her mind.’
And with that the dam that had kept back Jo’s tears burst, and she dropped her head and sobbed.
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Millie opened her eyes slowly. She didn’t know where she was, and she didn’t know how she had got here. All she knew was that she wanted her mummy.
She turned her head from side to side. Was Mummy here? Daddy? Everything looked strange – not like a real room in a real house. She was lying on a pile of blankets, and there were thick plastic sheets hanging from the ceiling that made a whooshing noise when the wind blew and dragged them across the floor.
She shivered. It was freezing in the room, and why was no one else there? Why was she lying on the floor? The only light came from one bulb in the far corner hanging from a wire, and it was swaying backwards and forwards in the icy breeze. Maybe someone had left a window open, or a door.
Slowly she sat up, rubbing her eyes. How did I get here? Fragments of memories painted pictures in her mind, and with each one she felt her heart beat faster. She could hear it, feel it.
The last time she saw Mummy she was standing at their front door, looking as if she was trying to be brave, but Millie could see that she was going to cry – her face always got that crumpled look just before she cried. Why was she crying? Her mummy only cried at happy things, like that dog that rescued a little boy from the river by biting his clothes and dragging him to the shore. She had cried for ages about that.
Then Millie remembered she had been told to get into a car with a woman she didn’t know. Mummy pretended it was okay, but it wasn’t. She knew that. She hadn’t wanted to go, but Mummy said she had to, and that she’d be home soon.
She remembered being in the car, gazing out of the window as everywhere she knew flashed past in the pouring rain. Soon she didn’t recognise the shops, the streets, the houses, and she started to cry. A man was driving, and a woman with a long face and a small mouth was in the back with her. She’d opened a bag with a drinking bottle in it.
‘Stop crying and drink this.’
She had pushed the bottle into Millie’s hands, but it looked like there was orange juice in it and Daddy said she shouldn’t drink too much juice because it was full of sugar. But the woman told her she had to drink it all – no arguments. She’d found it hard to swallow; her throat felt so tight. But the woman held it to her mouth and wouldn’t let her stop. Millie didn’t remember anything after that.
Where was she now? And where was Mummy?
‘Mummy!’ she shouted. Her voice sounded funny, dead, as if she was shouting through one of the blankets.
She pushed herself up onto her knees, and slowly to her feet. She was hungry and thirsty. Perhaps Mummy had left her here to sleep. She would be just outside the door. She wouldn’t leave her here on her own. Perhaps they were at a friend’s house, or maybe she was backstage at the theatre. That was it! Mummy must be on the stage, acting. She knew she mustn’t shout again. Backstage, she had to be as quiet as a little mouse. She would find her way to what Mummy called the wings, which Millie thought was a strange name for an entrance to the stage. It always made her giggle. She wasn’t giggling now.
She looked around, but all she could see were more of the thick plastic sheets swinging from the ceiling at the edges of the room. She peeked round one, and understood why she was cold. There were windows, but there was no glass in them. The floor was like the one in their utility room that Mummy kept saying they needed to do something with. ‘I’m fed up of walking on bare concrete,’ she kept saying. Daddy had told her to get whatever she wanted for the floor, but Mummy kept forgetting.
She tiptoed across to the other side of the room and poked her nose round the plastic. She could see a corridor and some stairs, but there was no one there. She crept back across the room and looked behind the wide sheet that was moving in the wind. There was a huge hole in the wall from the floor to way above her head, and she could see out into the night. The sky was black, and for a moment she couldn’t decide what was missing. Why did it look so strange outside?
And then she remembered something. When they were on holiday last year in Wales, she had sat outside on Daddy’s knee and had asked him why it was so dark, and why the night looked so different from the sky at home.
‘That’s because there are no street-lights, Millie. They make the sky glow orange. We’re in the middle of nowhere here. That’s why it’s so quiet, and why the sky is so black.’
And it was just like that now. Mummy and Daddy weren’t in the next room. This wasn’t their house, their street or even their town. The sky was black.
Millie knew that meant she was in the middle of nowhere.
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I’ve been sitting in the same position for too long. I can’t bear to look at my watch. I don’t want to know what time it is or calculate how long Millie has been missing, although it feels like days already. Is someone looking after her? Is she hungry, cold, thirsty? I shiver, and somehow I know that she is all of those things.
I picture her face on one of the few occasions that she’s been ill. She’d picked up a bug at school and her skin was chalk white, her eyes dark and sunken, and she lay quietly, looking up at me, relying on me to make her better. I’m her mum. It’s my job, and yet right now I can do nothing. In my mind I see her haunted eyes looking into mine, begging me to make all of this go away.
I jump up from the sofa. If I don’t move, I’ll start to cry again, and that’s not helpful to anyone.
Only Zoe, the family liaison officer, is still with me, and she’s been quiet since Tom and Becky left. She has a kind face, pale, covered in freckles, and almost bloodless lips.
‘Can I get you something?’ she asks me now. ‘A cup of tea?’ They seem to be on a mission to keep me fed and watered, but what else can they offer me? ‘If you like, I can show you to a room we’ve set aside so you can try to get some sleep.’
Sleep. What chance is there of that? I’m exhausted, but that’s what anxiety does. I wonder whether, if I went to sleep, I might wake up and find that this was all a nightmare? Or that Millie and Ash have been found? I doubt it, but I give a faint smile of thanks and shake my head.
I spin round as Tom and Becky return to the room, hoping they’ve got something to tell me.
‘One of the things we always do in any case like this,’ Becky says, her voice even as if to calm me, ‘is find out everything we can about the people involved. The more we know about you, Ash and Millie, the more likely we are to find any links to who the kidnappers might be. That means you need to tell us absolutely anything you can think of, no matter how trivial or irrelevant it might seem to you. Does that make sense?’
I suppose it does, but I can’t think of anything that would explain what’s happening. My hands start to shake, and I push them between my knees.
‘Have you found Steve yet? It must be him, mustn’t it?’
‘We’re doing what we can to track him down. But let’s explore other options too. Why don’t you start by telling us about you and Ash? How have things been with you recently? Any problems?’ Tom asks.
I feel my body give a faint twitch at the question. I don’t know how to answer this and can’t understand why it matters. It’s true that things have been strained, but surely the reasons don’t matter? Do I have to tell them?
Yes! I will tell them every last detail of my life if it brings Ash and Millie back to me.
‘Ash and I have had a disagreement about something lately, although I can’t see how it’s relevant,’ I say. Becky gives me an encouraging nod. ‘I love Ash, and have done for seven years. But I don’t want to get married. Ever.’
‘And Ash does?’
I nod. ‘He knows why I’m against the idea. My mother isn’t exactly a sparkling example of the joys of marriage, and come to that, neither is his.’
I know my refusal has hurt Ash, but I’ve tried every way I can to make him believe it’s not him that I don’t want to marry. It’s anyone at all. When I spoke to him earlier, though, he seemed so sad. I looked at his face, into his eyes – before Millie announced that something was burning – and his expression made me shiver. It seems marriage is as important to him as evading it is to me, but I’m certain that, however hurt he is, he won’t leave me. Because he’s scared that if he does, he would lose Millie.
‘I know it’s difficult, Jo, but how do you think your refusal to marry him is affecting Ash?’
‘He’s hurt, but I’ve tried to make him understand that marriage is no guarantee of a lifetime of love. My mother’s husbands weren’t especially awful but she always found something she didn’t like about them, so we were constantly packing up and moving on, until the next husband was foisted on me. Ash knows how I feel about it.’
Becky made a note on her pad, and I feel sure I’ve said something that she’s going to want to ask me about.
‘I met Ash when Millie was six months old, and he’s been her dad ever since. But he feels vulnerable. He’s not even her stepfather, technically, so he says his position feels very precarious.’
‘What do you mean?’ Tom asks.
‘If we were to split up, I could refuse to let him see her. I’ve said that would never happen. She loves him – so why would I ever stop her seeing him? He wants a parental responsibility agreement, but we have to be married for that to be granted. That’s why he won’t take no for an answer, and why I was trying to get Steve to agree to Ash adopting Millie. We don’t have to be married for that.’
I’d always rejected the idea of adoption in the past, saying it wasn’t necessary; there’d be a lot of red tape; we would all – including Millie – have to be interviewed; it might be stressful. And anyway, why bother? We seemed to be bumbling along just fine. But the real reason was that I didn’t want to have to deal with Steve. In the end it had seemed the lesser of two evils, and adoption would be great for Ash. He would know then that he would always be Millie’s dad.
I think for a moment of that last conversation. I remember Ash taking his glasses off and rubbing his eyes. He always looks so vulnerable without them, as if they are his last line of defence, and I feel a dull ache in my chest. I can’t have any more children, so if Ash and I are to stay together, Millie will be our only child. His only child.
‘Has anything in his attitude changed recently? Has he become more anxious that you might separate?’ Becky asks.
I want to shake my head as if this is totally ridiculous. We’re happy! Then I think back to his photo on Tinder, the increased pressure on me to marry him. What if Ash’s sole purpose in marrying me is to secure his relationship with Millie, believing that then he would be free to leave me? Is he so unhappy – so miserable – that he has already started looking for someone else?
Or maybe he’s already found her.
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Becky didn’t want to push Jo to breaking point, but it was clear that the relationship had changed recently, and Ash’s desire to marry seemed to be driven mainly by concerns over losing Millie.
‘Apart from the conflict over marriage, have there been any other significant disagreements?’
‘I don’t know that I would call it significant, but he’s been talking for a while about how we should all move to Abu Dhabi. He believes we’d have a much better life, but I can’t live there. I may not get much work here, but how many acting jobs for white, plus-size women in their thirties are there in the UAE? I’m not quite ready to give up on my dreams yet, so it’s something else I’ve been adamant about. I don’t want to go, and I don’t think it’s the right place to bring Millie up either.’
‘Has he taken any steps to try to make this move happen?’ Tom asked.
‘Not that I know of, but he wouldn’t have a problem getting a job. Paediatric surgeons are needed worldwide, aren’t they? He says I don’t need to work and I could stay at home and play house, which he knows I’d hate. He says we could have staff – it’s easier there. But then what would I do with my time? The whole idea of being one of those women who shops and goes for lunch every day bores me rigid.’
‘I can see how that might have created tension,’ Becky said, ‘but let’s leave that for the moment. You mentioned before about your mother and your stepfathers. Four of them, you said. How were things left after each divorce?’
‘I’m still in touch with one of them. He’s always been kind to me, and he’s seen Millie a couple of times. He was the best of the bunch, so I’ve no idea why my mum gave up on him.’
‘Any bad feeling?’
‘Not with me, no. The second one claims to hate my mother, but I’ve had no contact with him for about fifteen years.’
They would need to ask for details, but Becky didn’t consider these men priorities. It seemed unlikely that an ex-stepfather would abduct Jo’s partner as well as her child. If it was to punish his ex-wife, surely only the grandchild would have been taken? She was far more concerned about Ash’s desire to ship them all off to Abu Dhabi. If he was so worried about losing Millie, had he set up this whole operation so that he got both the child and his wish to live elsewhere?
    
Hands pushed into the pockets of his jeans, head down deep in thought, Tom made his way back to the incident room. He didn’t like the sound of the deterioration in Jo and Ash’s relationship, and the child seemed to be at the centre of things. Why was Ash suddenly so concerned that he was about to lose her?
He pushed open the door and asked to be connected to DI Sims.
‘Keith, I know you’ve already started to look into Ashraf Rajavi’s background, and we’re cracking his phone for his text history, but I need you to have a dig around on social media. I don’t know if he has a Facebook account or Twitter or whatever, but take a look.’
‘Are we looking for anything in particular, sir?’ Keith asked.
‘I want to know if he’s been in touch with people in Abu Dhabi – for any reason at all. Friends, colleagues, family. And closer to home, I need to know if there’s any hint that he’s having an affair, or that he gambles, enjoys prostitutes – anything at all that might jeopardise his relationship with Jo. The usual checks on phone calls, but look for any recent out-of-the-ordinary activity – long calls, late at night. You know the sort of thing.’
‘Understood. Can I ask what you’re thinking?’ Keith asked.
‘I’m thinking that this man seems to be fretting more than seems rational about the end of a relationship that his partner believes to be solid. He’s very concerned that if they split it will mean his contact with Millie – the girl he considers to be his daughter – could disappear in a puff of smoke. If everything in the garden was rosy, why the hell would he be worried? And while you’re at it, do the same for Jo Palmer. She isn’t giving me the impression that she’s about to end the relationship, but something has happened to destabilise them, and I want to know what it is.’
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Rob Cumba looked up from his desk as he hung up his phone.
‘Dr Osoba’s here, boss,’ he said. ‘He’s waiting in the hall.’
‘Thanks, Rob.’
Tom had put in a call to Jumoke Osoba, better known as Jumbo – his favourite crime scene manager – and was relieved that he had arrived. Getting the forensic team into Jo Palmer’s house wasn’t going to be straightforward. They had no evidence that the house was being watched, but they had to assume it might be.
The two men shook hands. Tall as Tom was, he always felt dwarfed by Jumbo, a huge man in every sense of the word. The hall was silent with not a soul around, and Tom realised how much time had passed since Becky had called him. Evening had already faded into night.
‘We can talk here,’ he said, indicating the low leather-effect chairs.
Jumbo sat, the air whooshing out of the sides of the seat as it took his weight.
‘I appreciate you responding so promptly.’
‘It sounded urgent, and you stressed maximum confidentiality.’
‘It’s a child, Jumbo, and you know how I feel about missing children.’
Jumbo nodded. It wasn’t the first time they had worked together on a difficult case.
Tom quickly briefed him on the events of that evening.
Jumbo listened carefully. ‘Cheeky bastards,’ he said when Tom explained they had masqueraded as detectives.
‘Clever, though. And I don’t like that. Well coordinated too, I’d say, and that worries me even more. We have no idea as yet who might be behind this, so until we have any tangible leads we’re gathering information and seeing where it takes us. I can’t help wondering if taking the dad is just a blind – a means of getting to the child.’
Jumbo’s face was sombre. ‘What do you need from me?’
‘We have to move quickly – get a couple of your guys into the property without them being seen. Men you can trust to keep quiet. We’ll send officers in with them, of course. It would be highly unusual for the kidnappers to return to the scene, but they might think Jo is in there on her own, and we have to take precautions.’
Jumbo grinned, his teeth a startling white against his black face. ‘You’re giving me minders! I don’t think many people would take me on, do you, Tom?’
‘Probably not, but that’s not the point. Are you thinking of going in yourself?’
‘Who better?’ Jumbo raised his hands, palms upwards, and shrugged.
‘Indeed,’ Tom responded with a smile and began explaining what they were looking for.
‘As far as we can make out, the two men that faked Rajavi’s arrest didn’t go any further than the front door, but the female social worker – for want of something to call her – and the third detective went into the sitting room. Jo Palmer is sure they were all wearing gloves. She didn’t think anything of it, because it’s a horrible night and bloody freezing, so I’m not sure what you’ll get.’
‘We’ll see. It’s rare that anyone’s able to get in and out without leaving some trace of themselves behind. Anything in particular you want us to look for?’
‘I’ll ask the officers who come with you to search Rajavi’s study. I’d like to know why they believe he’s worth kidnapping. As for forensics, I’ll leave that to you.’
‘It’s going to be difficult, Tom, without the ability to rule out any visitors they’ve had in the past few days. Maybe you could get a list from the woman – Jo, you said she was called?’ Tom nodded. ‘At the moment I guess you won’t be wanting to get DNA and prints from any and all past visitors – that would be like putting the kidnap on News at Ten – but anything we find can be stored till we know more.’
Jumbo was right, and it was frustrating. But there could be no announcement, no details released to anyone outside Tom’s team, the technical guys and the covert team until they knew whether there was to be a ransom demand. It was less than six hours since Ash and Millie had been taken, so until they knew more, they had to assume a worst-case scenario.
‘I can’t work it out, Jumbo. Why pretend to be police, safe in the knowledge that when the hostages weren’t returned, the first thing the victim would do is call us to find out where they were?’
‘It sounds to me like they don’t give a damn about whether you know or you don’t. They’re either clever or very cocky.’
‘Let’s hope it’s the latter, and that they’re not as smart as they think.’
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Sunday
The only sound was the steady drip of raindrops falling from the leaves of the trees, below which Sandie Burford and two of her men waited, hiding in the shadows. Icy trickles ran down her cheeks, and a few drops had seeped under the neck of her waterproof jacket and were slithering down her back. She barely noticed. She had stood out in the cold and wet many times. The only thing of importance was not to be seen. Or heard.
The hum of a car engine alerted her to the fact that they had company, and she stepped further back into the shadows as a car pulled into the car park of the deserted bowling green clubhouse. Two bodies got out and looked around. Making sure there was no one in the vicinity, and confident from their descriptions that these two were the CSIs she had been expecting, Sandie walked over to meet them.
‘Sandie Burford,’ she said, her voice low.
The bigger of the two men smiled.
‘Jumoke Osoba – Jumbo.’
Sandie pointed towards a gap in the bushes. ‘We’re going to take you down the alley towards the property. There’s a side door, already unlocked, so there’s nothing to hold us up. Stay close to me. We have officers watching both ends of the ginnel, and they’ll alert us if anyone comes, but it’s after midnight and it’s been quiet ever since we got here so we’re not expecting any problems. I think you both understand that if the kidnappers are in the vicinity, it’s essential they don’t see us. We’ll move quickly, but we won’t run. We’re going to have to pass a number of side entrances and back gates to other houses, but for the moment it all seems quiet. If we’re alerted that someone’s coming, we may have to dodge into one of the gateways. It goes without saying that we can’t make any noise. Are you okay with this?’
‘Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine.’
‘Okay.’ She spoke softly into her headset. ‘Clear?’
‘Clear,’ came the response, echoed by an identical response from the officer at the other end of the alley.
‘Follow me,’ she said quietly.
Sandie set off along the path, her footsteps making barely a sound on the cobbles, listening in her headset for any warnings. The two CSIs followed, almost as silent as she was, staying close to the hedges at the side of the path.
They made their way softly down the alley, keeping to the side closest to the houses. The only sound was water trickling from a broken gutter onto the paving slabs, masking the patter of rain.
As she reached a side gate, already standing open, a voice came through Sandie’s headset, fast and low.
‘Dog walker approaching from the east. Two minutes till he reaches you.’
Sandie stood back and urgently waved her arm low and close to her body, indicating to the two CSIs that they should head into the house without delay. Heads down, they speeded up. They weren’t so quiet now as fabric rubbed on fabric and feet splashed in puddles. The officers followed, crouching low. Sandie slipped through the door behind them and turned to close it silently.
‘We’re in,’ she muttered into her headset. ‘Let DCI Douglas know, please.’
As gently as she could, she turned the key to lock the door behind them.
    
Safely inside, Sandie checked that all the curtains downstairs were carefully closed with no gaps.
‘The lights have been on since the victim left the house, and anyone watching will think someone’s been home the whole time. So it’s fine to switch lights on wherever you need to,’ she told Jumbo. ‘I’ve left the curtains in the front bedroom open so I can watch the street, but all the others are closed.’
‘We’ll start in the hall,’ Jumbo said. ‘DCI Douglas is keen that we pay particular attention to Rajavi’s study too, and we need to check the living room, where I believe the so-called social worker and the third man went. Let’s hope one of the bastards has dandruff. We’ll keep you up to speed with how things are going.’
Sandie nodded. She had positioned one of her men at each door, but they would get good warning from the outside team, should anyone approach the house. At the moment all was quiet. It seemed unlikely that the kidnappers would return to the house, but they could be watching, so discretion was everything. They were all aware of what could happen to hostages when kidnappers discovered the police were involved.
Her greatest concern was the house opposite. It was the only property that had a direct line of sight to this one, and she didn’t like that. She stood in the shadows of the master bedroom, well back from any borrowed light from the street-lamps, watching to see whether there was any activity in the house, their one vulnerable spot.
From everything she had been told, the kidnappers seemed highly organised and it was unlikely that they would leave the Rajavi house unwatched if they were planning to issue a ransom demand. Sandie’s team had discovered no evidence to suggest there were any eyes on the house, and no cameras – other than theirs – hidden in the bushes. That only left one option: the house across the road. She knew the owner was a single woman – Tessa O’Hanlon – living alone and therefore vulnerable, but for now everything over there seemed quiet.
She stood and watched. And she waited.
Lights were still on downstairs in the O’Hanlon house, but the front room upstairs – presumably a bedroom – remained unlit, the curtains not yet drawn in spite of the fact that it was after midnight.
She could hear Jumbo and his partner moving around downstairs, but she wasn’t worried about the noise and was confident that no one could see in.
Sandie stiffened. Someone was moving in the bedroom across the road. She caught a glimpse of something light – clothing, perhaps – and she waited, keeping to the gloom at the back of Jo’s bedroom.
The light patch was moving towards the window. She pulled out her monocular and pressed it against her right eye. In spite of being told that the woman lived alone, she was in no doubt that there was a man in the bedroom, and he was doing nothing – just watching. She expected to see a hand reach out to draw the curtains, but she didn’t.
The man was close to the glass and she could see that both hands were thrust deep into his trouser pockets. He was staring, apparently transfixed, at this house. At this window. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought he was looking directly at her.
Without moving the hand holding her monocular, she pulled out her radio. DCI Douglas needed to know about this.
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Tom’s eyes had been glued to the monitors showing Jo’s home since Jumbo and his colleague had disappeared inside. The dog walker had gone, and now everything was quiet. He could do nothing but wait until Sandie or Jumbo had some news.
Becky was staring at the whiteboard where photos of all those involved were displayed, and Tom walked across to join her. Images of Steven Allman and Darius Rajavi – Ashraf’s father – had been grabbed from the Internet. Allman had messy blond hair and designer stubble. Rajavi senior looked like an older, rather arrogant version of his son.
‘This has been so well executed,’ Becky said, ‘but I’ve still got no idea what’s going on.’
Tom looked at her frown, which reflected his own thoughts. It had been a sophisticated operation, and the team who had turned up at the house were certainly not your regular Manchester thugs.
Tom tapped his finger on Darius Rajavi’s image. ‘Given that we still have to take precautions in the event that this is a kidnap, Keith’s checking on this guy to see if he’s wealthy – not so easy as he lives in the UAE.’
‘Is anyone else in a position to pay a ransom?’ Becky asked. ‘Jo says Steve Allman has money, so should we be considering him as a potential victim, as well as a suspect?’
‘Possibly. Either way, we need to find him. And quickly.’
‘We’re on it. I’ll check where we’re up to in a few minutes. But if it’s a kidnap, why hasn’t there been a ransom demand?’
Tom didn’t answer. He didn’t want to voice his darkest fear – that somehow the kidnapper’s plans had gone awry and there might never be a ransom demand. And that could mean the hostages would never be seen again.
There was something more sinister than normal about this crime. Had it been just the child who was taken, he would have expected a ransom demand to her parents. Without one, he would have assumed an abduction – potentially a much worse fate for Millie. Abducted children were normally plucked from the street, although Tom had to acknowledge that he wouldn’t fancy anyone’s chances of stealing Millie from under Jo’s nose. He guessed she would be a warrior when it came to defending her child. But as the girl had been taken from the house, could they conclude that this complex plan had been devised because they wanted this child, and this child only? And had Ash been taken because it was the only way they could get to her?
But why? Why Millie?
Or had the whole thing been engineered by Ash – faking his own arrest so that he could take the child he loved?
Tom could feel Becky’s eyes on him.
‘I don’t know what you’re thinking, Tom, but your face says it’s not good. I still fancy Allman for this.’
‘I know. It doesn’t make sense to me when there are easier ways for him to get access to his daughter, but logic rarely plays a part in a crime like this. We need to start delving into his life. See what we can turn up. Ask Lynsey to check him out if she’s finished with the CCTV. I’m worried about Ashraf himself too. Is he involved in this? Has he faked the whole thing because he fears losing the child? If he has, neither of them may ever be seen again.’
Their discussion was interrupted by a shout from the other end of the room.
‘Sir, we might have something.’
Tom spun round as an officer got up and strode quickly towards them. ‘The woman across the road – Tessa O’Hanlon. Miss Palmer says that she’s single, no kids, lives alone. Yes?’
Tom nodded.
‘Sergeant Burford is with the CSI team. She’s monitoring the street and the O’Hanlon house from upstairs. She says there’s a man at the bedroom window, looking over at Miss Palmer’s house as if he’s watching it. The man is wearing glasses and is either an IC4 or IC6 male.’
Tom strode towards the door, talking over his shoulder to Becky as he moved.
‘We need to go back to talk to Jo. Right now! Tell our guys to keep a check on all doors at the O’Hanlon house, make sure that if the man leaves, we follow him.’
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I can tell when Tom and Becky come back into the room together that something has happened. Both have their heads up, they’re moving quickly, and their eyes are fixed on me.
‘What?’ I say. ‘Have you found them?’
‘Not yet. I’m sorry,’ Tom says. ‘This is about your friend across the road – Tessa O’Hanlon. You said earlier that she lives alone. Is that right?’
I nod my head slowly, watching them both. I understand faces and body language – it’s my job to replicate people’s emotions on stage or screen so I’m pretty good at spotting changes in expression. And there’s something going on – just a glimmer of shared eagerness between them.
‘We’ve heard from the team at your house that they’ve seen a man in the bedroom opposite – in Miss O’Hanlon’s house.’
My heart sinks. This isn’t important at all.
‘Well, what’s new? Tessa has a never-ending string of short-term relationships. It’s her thing. I don’t know who it is at the moment. She dumped the last guy because he was getting too keen and was talking about leaving his wife.’
Becky sits down beside me and turns to face me.
‘The thing is, Jo, the man couldn’t be seen clearly, but our officer says he was either an IC4 – which broadly means Asian – or an IC6 male, which indicates north African or possibly Arab. And he’s wearing glasses.’
I stare at Becky, then switch my gaze to Tom. It takes me a moment to understand what they are getting at. Surely they don’t think Ash is holed up across the road with Tessa, and this is all some ruse for him to leave me but keep Millie? That’s too far-fetched. Ash and Tessa? I suppose he’s suitably unavailable, which is bound to make him appealing to her. But no. It makes no sense.
‘She doesn’t even like Ash. She’s always telling me that he’s boring and I could do better.’
I see Tom’s eyebrows rise.
‘It’s just her way,’ I tell him, voicing the same excuses that I give to Ash, who strongly disapproves of her lifestyle. ‘Tessa thinks Ash is a control freak because he’s always tidying up after me and he’s too conservative. And she thinks he’s putting too much pressure on me to marry him.’
My eyes dart from one of them to the other, not knowing what they are thinking. They thought this was a breakthrough, but surely they’re wrong? My chest tightens again, and I want to curl up into a tight ball and hug myself. I remember reading somewhere that the worst hour of your life is just sixty minutes, and after that the next hour is a bit easier. I’ve always believed it – until now. Perhaps that works when the worst hour is the hour when tragedy strikes – a defining moment in time which is quickly over. But this is not like that. I thought my worst hour was when they took Ash and Millie, but however sick with worry I was, I still thought they would be back before the night was over. Then Becky called to say Millie and Ash may have been kidnapped and my previous worst hour seemed tame in comparison. Now I feel as if there is a huge weight crushing my chest, rising up in my throat, and with each hour that passes the weight becomes heavier, more unbearable, and the next hour of my life grows darker, bleaker than the last.
And every time I close my eyes, I see Millie’s face, looking at me, begging me to help her. And there’s nothing I can do.
I try to focus on what Tom is saying. Could it be Ash in Tessa’s bedroom? I don’t believe either of them would hurt me like that.
‘What do you want me to do? I can ring her and ask her, if you like?’ I say.
‘The thing is, Jo,’ Becky says, and I can see that she’s trying to think of the best way of phrasing her thoughts to cause me the least stress possible, ‘there are other explanations for why a man might be in her bedroom, so we need to make sure we don’t alert her to our concerns.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You know Tessa – she’s your friend – but we don’t, and it’s in our nature to be suspicious – to wonder if this is Ash, or if she’s in some way involved and this man is an accomplice.’
I stare at Becky. I can’t believe they are thinking like this.
‘The first thing we need to do is see if Tessa is honest about someone being there with her. And better still, if she tells you who it is. Rob says she called when you were on your way here. Is that right?’
She did, and I’d completely forgotten. Why would she call me? Tessa is someone who sends abbreviated and somewhat incomprehensible texts, or pops over the road to see me. So why call, especially when she knows all about our Saturday-night ritual of meat and potato pie and crap television?
‘Would she think it strange if you called her now? It’s after midnight,’ Becky says.
‘She’d think it strange if I phoned her at all, to be honest. Given that she called me first, though, I think it would be fine. She’s a night owl. She probably won’t go to bed until two or three in the morning, unless she’s got company, as you’ve suggested. Even then, she won’t be asleep, will she?’
I can hear a note of bitterness in my voice, and the possibility – much as I want to dismiss it – that it might be Ash in the bedroom with her makes me feel nauseous. Ash and Tessa? It’s so unlikely, but I can’t ignore anything that might bring Millie home. And if Ash really is there, where the hell is Millie, and why would either of them put me through this agony?
I’m finding it impossible to trust my own judgement. One minute I feel guilty that, just for a moment after he’d been arrested, I wondered if Ash had been hurting Millie, and the next I’m questioning whether he’s having an affair with my best friend. Nothing seems clear to me, and I no longer know what to believe.
‘I’m going to call her.’ The horror that it might be true is making my hands begin to shake again.
I’ve been given my phone back in case the kidnappers call with a demand, and I pick it up from where it’s lying, staring at me, on the table. I’ve been willing it to ring for hours now.
‘Hang on a second,’ Becky says. ‘You mustn’t tell her what’s happening. For now, we have to keep this as tight as we can. We have to manage the situation – and that means the fewer people who know that Ash and Millie have been kidnapped, the better. At least until we’ve discovered what’s intended.’
This makes no sense to me. If Ash is there, then Tessa bloody well knows what’s going on, and I say so.
‘Yes, I can see why you would think that. But we don’t know it’s Ash. He’s one possibility – there are thousands of Asian or Arab men with glasses in Manchester – so let’s not make any assumptions until we know more. Can you think of a reason why you might call her at this hour?’
‘That’s easy. She called me – and as she never does, I can say I wondered if everything was all right.’
‘Okay, but careful, Jo. Think what’s at stake.’
She doesn’t need to remind me. But I am terrified.
I take a deep breath and blow it out through pursed lips in short sharp bursts. I do it again, as if I’m about to step out onto a stage, which perhaps I am.
I select Tessa’s number from my favourites and press to call her. It rings and rings, and for a moment I don’t think she’s going to answer. In a way, I’m hoping she won’t. Then the ringing stops.
‘Jo! What time do you call this?’ She laughs to take the sting out of her words.
‘Sorry, but I knew you wouldn’t be in bed. Well, that’s not quite true – I knew you’d be awake, let’s say. I hope I’m not interrupting anything?’
‘No. All fine here. No freakish bank managers hiding under the covers.’
I look at Becky, who is listening in on some fancy headset that I presume is linked to my phone. She glances at me, and I think she’s telling me to probe further.
‘Don’t tell me you’re all alone and you’ve got your bed to yourself? Shame on you, Tessa – I thought you would have filled the gap that the lovely Geoff left in his wake.’
She laughs at the description of her short, rather rotund ex-lover. ‘I’m taking a break from men – they’re all bloody useless. Anyway, forget my sex life, what are you doing up at this hour on a Saturday night, or should I say Sunday morning? I can see all the lights are still on downstairs. Not had another row with Ash, have you?’
Tessa is the only person I’ve told about my refusal to marry Ash. She doesn’t think a piece of paper makes a jot of difference and says I should tell him that it’s non-negotiable.
‘No, we’ve not fallen out. We’re fine. I’m reading a new script that’s come in, but you called earlier and I’ve only just seen that I missed you, so I thought I’d check everything’s okay.’
‘Fine, fine. When I was closing the curtains earlier, I saw your car reversing out of the drive and wondered what had driven you out of house and home on such a crappy evening. It’s not like you to go out on a Saturday night.’
‘Ran out of wine – and you know me. I need at least two glasses to see me through an hour or more of Simon Cowell.’
‘Okay, well, if everything’s fine then I’ll let you go. I’ll pop over for a chat tomorrow. Hope the script’s worth the lack of sleep.’ With that, she ends the call.
I put my phone down on the coffee table with a clatter. ‘She’s lying.’
Becky looks at me. ‘We know. And we need to decide what to do about it.’
I want to shout at her to go and break the bloody door down. Has Tessa got Millie in there as well as Ash? But I have a horrible feeling it’s not going to be that simple.
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‘Tell me why you’re not going straight round to Tessa’s to see if it’s Ash?’ Jo said, a note of exasperation in her voice. ‘If it is him, maybe Millie’s there too.’
Tom didn’t want to lie to Jo, and it would be difficult to prevaricate because he had a feeling she wouldn’t give up, so he considered his words carefully.
‘We don’t know that it’s Ash in there, and without more information we can’t just barge in. Maybe she didn’t want to tell you she has company because she’s having an affair.’
Jo scoffed. ‘She’s always having affairs, and she never fails to tell me who with. She’s immune to my disapproval.’
‘There are other possible explanations, and if we make a wrong decision here it could have serious consequences.’
‘What are you talking about? Please will you just spit it out.’
Tom glanced at Becky who, at a nod from him, took over.
‘What we have to consider, Jo, is that Tessa’s house is the only one that looks directly on to yours.’
‘Yes. So?’
‘Often in kidnap cases the perpetrators keep an eye on the victim’s home. We know they’re not watching from the street, so the only place they could watch you from is Tessa’s. It’s possible the kidnappers have taken Tessa hostage, so they can watch you from her house. You said she never phones you – but she did tonight. She’s behaving out of character, and that’s a worry.’
‘But you thought it was Ash at the window.’
Jo’s confusion was clear to see, and Tom knew they hadn’t even given her the worst option yet.
‘We think the man was Asian, north African or Arab,’ he said. ‘The officer wasn’t able to get a clear enough look. The obvious question to ask is whether it could be Ash, but as I said, there are other explanations. If they’re targeting Ash’s father for the ransom, it’s possible that the people orchestrating the kidnap are of the same ethnicity. And Tessa could be helping them.’
Jo dropped her hands to either side of her on the sofa and leaned forward.
‘No chance. I may have wondered for a brief moment if I had been blind, and she was having an affair with Ash, but if you’re thinking she could be complicit in a kidnap, you’re wrong. I’m telling you, she’s my friend. I know she’s short of money at the moment, but she’s the kindest person I know, and she loves Millie.’
Tom leaned towards her. ‘We have to consider all the options, Jo. She lied to you about someone being with her. If it’s not Ash, then it’s possible she’s being threatened, or she’s otherwise involved.’
Jo was quiet for a moment, wrapping the scarf she had been wearing when she arrived around her fingers, fiddling to keep her hands occupied. The suggestion that her friend might be caught up in this, either voluntarily or under pressure, was too much.
Tom wanted to leave her in peace, but he couldn’t. Not yet. ‘You say she’s short of money – why’s that? Has something happened recently?’
Jo shook her head. ‘Not recently, no. As well as being the director of our theatre group, Tessa’s an agent – for actors mainly, but for musicians and other artists too. She lost a couple of her big earners a few months back, but it will pick up. It always does. She isn’t my agent – not that I would do much to boost her earnings.’
Jo gave a self-deprecating laugh, but there was something in her words that struck a chord with Tom. Their investigations into Allman had revealed that his company worked with all kinds of acts, arranging roadies and transport for musicians, comedians – anyone who needed to go on tour.
‘Does she know Millie’s father – her biological father, I mean? I understand he’s in that line of business too.’
Jo stared at him, her mouth slightly open. ‘It’s possible their paths would have crossed, I suppose. Tessa knows that Millie isn’t Ash’s flesh and blood, but I’ve never mentioned Steve’s name to my friends because it wasn’t relevant.’
Was this a coincidence – two people both involved with musicians and performers? Whether it was or not, Tom didn’t want to overplay it with Jo. The poor woman was scared enough.
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Since the call with Jo ended, Tessa hadn’t moved from where she was sitting on the bottom step of the stairs. She leaned against the balustrade and sighed deeply. What was she doing? This wasn’t going the way she wanted it to, and she was sure she had heard suspicion in Jo’s voice. How was that possible? She couldn’t know anything, but Tessa had no idea what to do.
It was the voice from upstairs that decided her.
‘You coming to bed any time soon?’
She put her phone on the hall table and trudged slowly up the stairs. Through the open door of her bedroom she could see him lying naked on the bed, the sheets thrown back in the knowledge that his body would be the first thing she saw as she walked in. And what a body.
His coffee-coloured skin glowed in the light from the open doorway, set off perfectly against the pure white sheets. She loved the fine dark hairs on his chest that narrowed to a small strip under his navel as they headed south.
She dragged her eyes from his body to his face.
‘You’re going to have to go.’
He raised himself up on his elbows and stared at her. ‘What?’
‘She knows something. Jo, I mean. I don’t know how – we’ve been so careful. We can’t blow it now. You need to get dressed and go.’
They thought they had avoided any risk of being discovered, and Tessa had done everything to put Jo off the scent, even leading poor Geoff on to believe she was his for the taking when all along she had no intention of letting him into her bed. He had been the perfect patsy, convinced that her reluctance to let him make love to her was because he was married. The poor man had become so obsessed that he’d begun to talk about leaving his wife, if that’s what it took to have Tessa. She wasn’t proud of that, but it had felt like a necessity. They’d had to disguise the truth.
‘Get up, get dressed. Please, darling.’
‘Where the hell am I going to go?’
Tessa walked over to her dressing table and pulled open a drawer. Fishing out a key, she opened the jewellery box which held her emergency fund – something she had learned to keep in a former life, one she preferred not to think about.
‘Here. Take this and check yourself into a hotel.’ She held out the money.
Finally he seemed to realise that she was serious and pushed himself up off the bed, but he wasn’t quite ready to give up.
‘There’s no way she could know, Tessa. You’re imagining things.’ He reached for his clothes.
‘I’m not. Why would she phone me this late? You know Jo better than I do – why would she do that when she didn’t really have anything to say? Unless she was checking on me?’
He grunted in response, but he knew she was right.
She kept her back to him as he dressed, avoiding the sight of him so she didn’t succumb to her desire to push him back onto the bed and remove the clothes he had so reluctantly just put on.
She felt his arms snake around her waist, and his lips found her neck.
‘I don’t want to leave you, Tess.’
She leaned back into him and felt the heat from his body warm her. ‘I know, and I don’t want you to go, but we need to stick to the plan. We need to give it a couple of weeks, and then we’ll be gone, and it will be too late for anyone to do anything.’ She turned to face him. ‘Come on. Let’s get you out of here before we do something stupid. You need to go the back way, as always.’
‘You do realise it’s peeing down, I suppose?’ He touched her cheek with one finger. ‘You stay here. Don’t watch me go; I might not be able to resist turning round and coming straight back.’
Tessa knew he was right. This was so hard, but they had managed to keep their secret for weeks now, and soon they would both leave the country – not together, of course. And no one need ever know.
Despite her promise to stay where she was, Tessa made her way into the back bedroom and watched as he climbed onto a carefully placed garden chair, then pulled himself up onto the roof of the tool shed. He placed one hand on the fence and vaulted over, dropping out of sight into the dark back garden of her deaf elderly neighbour. No one watching the street would see him go, but more to the point, Jo wouldn’t see him either.
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As Tom strode out of the open door, Becky suggested to Jo that she try to get some rest.
‘We have a room for you. You could at least lie down.’
She looked at Becky in amazement. ‘You want me to try to sleep?’
‘I know that’s probably impossible, but for the moment there’s nothing you can do except wait. If you don’t want to go to the bedroom, you could maybe just sit back and close your eyes. If the phone rings, we’re only down the corridor, and we’ll be back in here before you have time to pick it up. We’ve got you, Jo. We won’t let you miss anything important, I promise.’
Becky apologised for leaving her, but she had to join Tom. She closed the door quietly as she left and hastened along the corridor to the incident room.
‘What’s your thinking?’ Becky asked as the door closed behind her.
Tom took a deep breath. ‘If Tessa O’Hanlon is involved in any way, even as a hostage, we could be putting lives at risk if we go charging in there. We don’t have enough intelligence to make that decision. Let’s see what we can get from telephony information – her landline and her mobile. And check she’s still at home. Can we also find out if there are any other active mobiles on the premises?’
Becky nodded. ‘We’ll get her phone records, see who she’s been calling. I’ll get Keith on to that. I presume you’re going to ask the intelligence unit to try and get an audio feed into the property, see if we can hear what’s going on in there?’
Tom nodded. ‘The surveillance team watching Jo’s house can also see Tessa’s. They would have alerted me if anyone had come in or out through either gate – one faces Jo’s and one leads on to the side street. Until we can get someone into the grounds we can’t tell if there are any other exits. We need to have a mobile team ready to act if someone does come out – we can’t take the team watching Jo’s house away.’
‘Okay, I’m on it.’
‘If it is Rajavi, I don’t like the idea that he wants to move back to Abu Dhabi. From what I can remember – and we need to check this – the United Arab Emirates haven’t yet signed the Hague Convention on child abduction. They’re more likely to uphold Ash’s rights than most countries would, I imagine. We have to consider whether this is his way of getting the child out of the UK.’
‘Is that what you think is happening?’ Becky asked quietly.
‘I don’t know, Becky. It’s one of about ten options that I can think of at the moment. For now, we have to work on the basis that Ashraf and Millie have been kidnapped and a ransom demand is imminent, while at the same time tracking down all other possibilities – which, as I say, are many and varied. But his involvement, in one way or another, is top of my list of alternative scenarios.’
Becky nodded and looked at her watch. It was only a few hours until morning and she would be expected to be at her desk. ‘I’m going to have to pass on my other cases for the time being. Is that okay?’
‘Of course. We both are. I’ll speak to Philippa, but I don’t see any point in disturbing her until we have something to tell her.’
‘Okay. I’ll start the ball rolling with—’
‘Boss!’ Rob had jumped up from his seat and was waving a phone in his hand. ‘Just had word from the team at Jo Palmer’s house. They’ve found something in her partner’s desk drawer.’





26

I don’t know how Becky imagines I might be able to get some rest. I just feel as if layer upon layer of confusion and grief are being heaped on me, and somehow I need to clear away the detritus and get to the core facts.
I am torturing myself with my doubts about Ash. When he was arrested, I questioned for a second if he had really been hurting Millie and I had been too blind to see the truth. Now I know the whole thing was part of a plot to kidnap them, I feel stricken with guilt that it ever crossed my mind. And yet now I find I’m suspecting him of something else. Would he and Tessa do this to me – fake Millie’s kidnap? And if it wasn’t Ash in her bedroom, why would she lie to me? She’s always considered it something of a badge of honour that she can pick men up and discard them without a backward glance.
I don’t seem able to stick with any one thought or belief. One minute I’m petrified by what might be happening to Ash; the next I’m wondering if I’m a fool to trust him. It’s agonising.
I look up as the door opens. A solemn-faced Tom comes in alone and takes a seat.
‘What’s happened?’ I ask again – my default reaction when I see him. I can hear the clipped tones of my voice, my panic rising once more to the surface. I try to control my breathing.
‘Under normal circumstances I probably wouldn’t talk to you about this now, Jo, at least not until we know more, but these aren’t normal circumstances and we want to do whatever we can to get Millie back to you.’
For a moment it registers that he has only mentioned Millie, not Ash. But then he must know she’s the most important thing in the world to me.
‘I told you that the team at your house would be looking for anything that might help in the search for Ash and Millie, and they’ve found something in Ash’s study.’
I look at Tom. I don’t have to ask the question, because I know he’s going to tell me.
‘Do you know what an unregistered mobile – commonly known as a burner phone – is?’
‘Of course. I’ve had bit parts in more detective dramas than you can imagine.’
Tom gives a slight smile, and I’m sure he’s thinking how unrealistic they usually are.
‘Is that what you’ve found?’ I ask, a dull ache in my chest letting me know how devastating this is going to be.
‘I’m afraid so. You didn’t know about it?’
I shake my head. There’s a stinging feeling at the back of my throat, and for a moment I think I might be sick.
‘It’s strange, because the phone isn’t locked. When people have a secret phone you would expect it to be locked – especially as Ashraf’s normal phone is locked. Even more strange is the fact that there are no fingerprints on it at all, so we’re slightly perplexed about the whole thing. We’re getting records now, and we’re trying to trace calls and texts. As far as we can see, all incoming and outgoing calls and texts are to and from one phone, also unregistered – but we’re still checking. Any texts that were on there have been deleted.’
I know what he’s going to ask me next. He’s going to ask if I believe Ash was having an affair.
    
Tom already knows about the problems we’ve been having recently. I always thought it was just a rocky patch, a sticky moment in our lives together that would pass and we would return to the happy, loving couple I’ve always thought we were. Now everything I’m hearing is shaking that belief to the core.
‘There’s something else,’ I tell him. ‘I was going to mention it earlier, but then we started talking about Abu Dhabi and I couldn’t see how it had anything to do with the kidnap. Oh God, I’m such a mess, I can’t work out what’s important and what isn’t.’
I drop my head into my hands. I can hear myself gasping for breath and in the background Tom quietly telling me to take a minute. Zoe appears at my side, a glass of water in her hand, and I take it and gulp a few mouthfuls down, then lift my eyes to Tom’s.
‘I’m sorry.’
‘You’ve nothing to apologise for,’ he says. ‘I can’t imagine how you must be feeling. But you mustn’t try to decide what’s important and what isn’t. Just spill it all out, and we’ll sort it. Seriously, you mustn’t try to filter information.’
I nod. He’s right. I always feel that if they’re talking to me, they’re not doing anything more useful. I know that’s rubbish because Zoe says there’s a room full of people working on finding my little girl. But still.
‘I’d like to say I have no idea why he would have another phone or why he would hide it,’ I tell Tom, ‘but last week I found something else out. I saw Ash’s photograph on Tinder.’
Tom doesn’t even blink. ‘Have you asked him about it?’
I shake my head. ‘I saw it on a friend’s phone. Fortunately she’s never met Ash, so it meant nothing to her. I was going to ask him, but I knew that if he’d put his profile up, he was bound to deny it. Anyone would, wouldn’t they? And if he hadn’t, he would think I didn’t trust him. Now I’m wondering if that’s why he’s so eager to have some kind of status in Millie’s life – so he can leave me for some other woman and still get to see his little girl.’
‘I don’t think you should assume the worst,’ Tom says kindly. ‘And it isn’t necessarily the reason he had the burner. He could have another phone for any number of reasons entirely unrelated to other women.’
I scoff. ‘Such as?’ He looks like he’s not going to tell me, because none of the reasons can be good. ‘Just tell me what it might be, if it’s not a secret lover. Anything’s better than that.’
‘I’m not sure it’s better, but sometimes people have a gambling habit that they want to keep to themselves, for example. That kind of thing.’
I can read between the lines. He’s suggesting a scenario that would potentially be less damaging, but the mere mention of a secret habit has me wondering. Could it be drugs? Could the other person be his dealer? Does he owe money to some gang and this is retribution for not paying? Or what if he’s into something dodgy – stealing drugs from the hospital and selling them? Or something online that he shouldn’t be doing? Maybe a mistress is the least of my worries after all.
I shake my head. Why am I thinking like this? This is Ash!
It’s as if Tom can see the wheels turning in my head. ‘Let’s not focus on the negative. With all that’s happening you’re bound to be confused, wondering who you can trust. And remember that the burner phone wasn’t locked – that’s a good sign. He may have had it just to keep communications open with someone. Let’s get back to this Tinder photo. Are you certain it was Ash?’
‘Absolutely. One hundred per cent.’ I reach for the water glass on the table and take another gulp. My mouth feels like cotton wool, my stomach turning over and over.
Tom consults a sheet of paper in his hand. ‘Well, the good news is that he doesn’t have the Tinder app on his registered phone. We’ll check his web history to see if he’s used the online app, but I believe most people use their phones.’
He gives me a smile, his eyes crinkling at the corners. He’s trying to calm me, and for a moment it almost works.
‘Thanks for sharing this with us, Jo. You’re being really helpful and incredibly brave.’
‘I don’t feel brave. I’m trying to focus on something I was told when I first started acting and suffered mega stage fright. “Remember that bravery is not the lack of fear but the ability to move forward in spite of fear.” I’ve no idea who said it, but it’s the only thing keeping me going.’
Tom stands up.
‘Sounds like good advice. You’ll have to excuse me. I’m going to pop along to the incident room and see whether we’ve got any news. I’m sure Zoe can sort out something to eat and get you a cup of tea. I know you’ll say you’re not hungry, but we need you to keep strong.’
I don’t argue, but I know the food will taste like cardboard. I must try, though. If I faint from hunger when we have news of Millie, I’ll be no good to anyone.
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‘Becky,’ Tom called as he strode into the incident room and made straight for the whiteboard. Becky hurried across from where she was standing, looking at a monitor. ‘Rob, can you join us, please?’
Rob lifted his head and looked at Tom with raised eyebrows, as if he hadn’t expected to be invited. ‘Yes, boss,’ he said as he strode towards them. ‘What can I do?’
‘Let’s brainstorm ideas and, Rob, can you write them up on the whiteboard, please.’
Rob grabbed a black marker pen.
‘Okay. Chuck in thoughts as and when you have them. We still don’t know if it’s a kidnap or an abduction, but let’s start with kidnap.’
‘If that’s what it is, who’s our victim?’ Becky asked. ‘Jo doesn’t appear to have access to much money, although she would beg, borrow or steal to get it. Ash might have some. We haven’t found vast amounts in the UK, but with his overseas connections who knows if he has some stashed somewhere else? And we’re trying to trace his father. Then there’s Jo’s mother. Has she gained financially from her divorce? Would she cough up for Ash? Or it could be Steve Allman, but it’s not clear who would know he has a child.’
‘May I comment, boss?’ Rob said, clearly not sure if his role was only to write down the thoughts of his senior officers.
‘Of course. Don’t worry how off the wall your ideas might sound.’
‘They seem such unlikely targets for a kidnap for ransom. Kidnaps of that sort nearly always begin with “No police” and yet they pretty much guaranteed we’d be involved given the set-up.’
‘True,’ Tom said, ‘but in one way it was extremely clever. They had three full hours to get away and cover their tracks. It’s feasible that they planned to make the call to Jo within a couple of hours, but that something went wrong. Equally, they might not care if the police are informed. They seem a clever and resourceful bunch. Let’s think of other options, though. If it’s not a kidnap, who would want to abduct them, and why?’
‘Ash himself,’ Becky said. ‘There’s something going on there that we haven’t got to the bottom of. His change of behaviour, his fear that he’s going to lose Millie. Something must have changed in his life, and we don’t know what it is. Neither does Jo.’
‘And there’s the very real possibility that he might be in Tessa O’Hanlon’s bedroom. While we’re checking that out, let’s consider other options. What motive could there be for taking both Rajavi and Millie?’
‘Revenge?’ Becky suggested. ‘The fact that they took Ash – a paediatrician – could be relevant. What if he performed an operation on a child who died? Could they both have been taken as punishment?’
‘Good. When we’ve got all this down, Rob, I need you to transcribe the lines of inquiry and pass them to DI Sims at Force HQ. See if any patients had a reason to hate Rajavi.’ Rob nodded, and Tom continued. ‘What about power as a motive? Have they been taken so that someone can make either Jo or Ash do something that they otherwise wouldn’t want to do?’
‘It’s hard to see what Jo could do,’ Rob said with a frown. ‘Again, we’re back to Ash. Has some child been refused treatment? Does someone want him to get a rare and expensive drug for them?’
‘There are probably easier ways in the case of the drugs, but the other idea is a good one,’ Tom said.
‘I hate to throw this into the mix,’ Rob said, his face sombre. ‘But has Millie been taken for some form of exploitation – sexual or otherwise – with Ash taken as a diversionary tactic?’
‘I’ve thought about that. They went to an awful lot of trouble to get Millie when they could have snatched a similar girl with a less vigilant parent from the street. So why Millie? What’s special about her? Let’s get the team checking for recent similar child abductions, particularly where there’s a possibility that the child was specifically selected – and you’ll need to spread the net beyond the Greater Manchester area.’
Becky pointed to a photo on the board. ‘That brings us neatly back to Steven Allman, who we’ve already begun checking out. He may have decided he wants his daughter for himself. We know he doesn’t seem to approve of Ash as a father. He’s got form too, and you’re not going to like it.’
‘Okay – tell me the worst.’
‘Allman sets up everything and anything relating to tours for bands and other acts – comedians, magicians, you name it. Mainly it’s bands.’ Becky tapped on his picture. ‘And when I say he sets up everything, it seems there are no limits to what he’s prepared to do on their behalf.’
She walked over to the printer and picked up a piece of paper which she handed to Tom.
‘Who’s this lot, then – Union of Evil XXI?’ he asked.
Rob smirked. ‘I think it’s Union of Evil Twenty-One, actually, boss.’
Tom shrugged ‘Very possibly. Personally, I lost the will to live after Half Man Half Biscuit. What did Allman do?’
‘It turns out he procured an underage girl for a member of the band – Kraig Solester. That’s Kraig with a K,’ Becky said.
‘Of course it is,’ Tom said. ‘Go on.’
‘Kraig with a K liked them young, and Allman managed to get himself caught paying off a fifteen-year-old. It went to court, but at the last minute the girl wouldn’t testify. Her parents didn’t want her name dragged through the newspapers.’
‘God help us. Let’s hope he wouldn’t procure his own seven-year-old daughter for some deviant band member.’
Becky pulled a face. ‘Whatever his intentions, it does seem that he might have contacts who could have kidnapped her for him. Lynsey’s asked the local force to check out where he is, what he’s doing and who he’s doing it with, and they’re going to get back to her. His phone’s off, but then it is the early hours of the morning, so that’s not particularly odd.’
‘He’s not the only one with contacts, is he? Tessa O’Hanlon knows enough out-of-work actors who, if paid enough, might be prepared to become a detective or social worker for an evening. I want every aspect of her life investigated. I hate playing the waiting game with her, but we can’t risk barging in and questioning her until we know more. If the kidnappers are in there, it would be catastrophic.’
Tom was aware that Sandie Burford’s team had managed to get an audio feed into Tessa O’Hanlon’s house, and the bedroom curtains were now closed. There was no evidence of anyone in the house except Tessa, and no other mobile phone signals. She appeared to have gone to bed and all was quiet, so it seemed that whoever had been there had scarpered.
‘According to Sergeant Burford, if her visitor has gone, he didn’t leave by either of the gates, so he can only have gone over the fence. Jo’s call must have alerted Tessa in some way, which in itself is suspicious. Why the hell would you sneak out over the fence if you had every right to be there? No cars were seen leaving the area, so he’s left on foot, in this crappy weather. Apparently it’s turned to sleet out there now. I’m hoping it doesn’t snow.’ Tom was thinking of Louisa and what might happen if the roads became icy and he was stuck here. ‘Ideally we want whoever was in there with her to come back – then we can move.’
‘What about the descriptions Jo gave Zoe of the detectives who came to the house?’ Rob asked.
‘Very vague,’ Becky said with a frown. ‘She was too focused on Ash to look closely at the first two. They were ordinary – nothing stood out. She spent more time with the other two and described the fake social worker as being tall, thin, with a tight mouth. The detective with her was overweight, with a florid complexion. Looked like a drinker, she said.’
‘Whoever those two were, I’m certain they’re not the masterminds behind this kidnap, abduction, whatever the hell it is. It’s too clever, and they wouldn’t expose themselves to the threat of being identified.’
Tom was feeling increasingly frustrated. They needed the kidnappers to make a ransom demand or at least communicate with Jo to say why her family had been taken. Until they knew what the kidnappers wanted, he felt as if they were in straitjackets, constrained by all that they couldn’t do or say.
And whoever the kidnappers were, they seemed set on making Jo wait.
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It was the cold that woke Ash. His body was shaking so violently that he was scared he would bite through his own tongue. He didn’t know where he was or how he’d got there, just that he was lying on frozen ground in a muddy hollow filled with icy water.
What had happened? His last memory was of eating meat and potato pie, worrying about the future – the lies he’d told, the mistakes he’d made – and wondering if he could ever put things right, or whether it was too late.
Then he remembered falling, but falling from where? He’d jumped – he remembered that – into the dark. He didn’t think the ground was too far down, but he must have fallen badly and bumped his head. He had a sense that he had been running through the dark night, the rain soaking him. Why was he running? How did he fall? From what? Where?
He lifted his head, brutal pain throbbing with every movement, pounding as if the pumping blood wanted to burst through his skull. He had to get up, or he would freeze to death.
He looked around, but he could see only blackness. The sky to one side of him glowed with the amber cast of street-lights, but they seemed far away, beyond his reach. His arms felt useless, numb where he must have been lying on them, and he tried to move his legs.
He screamed in agony. He couldn’t see his left leg, but he knew without a doubt that his ankle, or maybe the tibia, was broken.
He felt the stinging bite of the glacial water as it pierced his jeans. He wasn’t going anywhere, but unless he moved, he was going to die.
For a moment he wondered if he deserved it.
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I can’t believe I slept. I feel so guilty. What right do I have to sleep when those I love most are missing, maybe hurting and undoubtedly terrified? What must Millie be thinking now? Does she believe I’ve deserted her? I promised her she would be home soon. I lied to her – something I swore I would never do.
After what seemed like hours of nothing happening, Becky took my phone and promised to keep it with her so I could have some peace – some time alone. She offered me a bed again, but I didn’t want to leave this room. It feels like my safe space. I want to stay here so that if anything should happen, I will be the first to know. But nothing has.
Zoe, the young family liaison officer with the kind freckly face, has tried her best to look after me, but I asked if she would mind giving me some time alone, and as the door closed behind her I allowed myself to fall apart. It may be true that crying never solves anything, but surely it’s nature’s way of releasing tension? I would have liked to scream and hit things, but I didn’t have the energy. All I had was the dull ache of loss.
The crying must have worn me out, and I think I was asleep for about two hours. I am ashamed of every single minute. As I jerk awake, my first thought is: What’s changed? Surely something must have happened while I was sleeping. It’s twelve hours since they were taken. There must be some news by now. So why haven’t they woken me?
I push myself up from the sofa. I need the bathroom, so I head to the corridor.
In the Ladies I look at myself in the mirror and find it hard to believe that, pale and hollow-eyed as I am, I am still recognisable as me. I don’t feel like me.
I splash my face with cold water and open the door. A short distance along the corridor I see Rob punching a keypad and disappearing into a room. In the brief moment that the door is fully open I hear the sound of talking and glimpse people moving around. It has to be the incident room that Tom told me about.
I hurry towards it and reach the door just before the lock catches. I’m not sure if I’m allowed in or not, but it’s my family that’s in danger, so I don’t really care. I push it open before I can give myself time to think.
Rob is on the phone, and a couple of other officers are sitting at monitors. It must be after six in the morning, but they’re all still here, trying to find my family. Tom is standing staring at a whiteboard. I see pictures of Ash, Millie, a recent photo of Steve Allman looking much older and smarter than the man I knew nearly eight years ago, and an elderly Middle Eastern man who I guess is Ash’s dad. There are pictures of me, Tessa and the kids too – Nousha posing as she always does, and Sami caught unawares and looking much younger than his thirty years. There’s another board covered in writing, but I don’t look at that. I can’t take my eyes off the photo of Millie.
Tom spots me and walks over quickly. There’s no sign of Becky.
‘What’s happened?’ I ask. ‘What are all the pictures for?’
He lifts a hand to guide me back towards the door, but I’m rooted to the spot and I know he won’t manhandle me out of the room. His body blocks my view of the second whiteboard.
‘I’m sorry, Jo. Nothing’s happened. You can’t really be in here, so let me take you back.’
‘Why has nothing happened? Why has no one called?’
‘We don’t know. Until we have some contact from them, it’s hard to say what their motives are.’
I don’t like this. A kidnap with a ransom would be devastating, but there is always the hope that it could be resolved. If it’s not that, what is it? What could be happening to them? Please God, don’t let them hurt Millie.
‘Can we go back to the other room, do you think?’ Tom asks again. ‘I’d like to sit down and go through Ash’s telephone records with you.’
I feel a shiver of unease. ‘Did you find something dodgy?’
‘No. As far as we can see, his texts and calls are either family- or work-related.’
Tom holds out his arm again, and this time I accede to his unspoken request to leave the room. We don’t speak as we walk, and as soon as we’re back in the same bland room with the blue sofa I flop down, the last of my energy seeping out of me.
‘I thought if we went through his list of contacts you could tell me what you know about any of them.’
I shrug. I’m sure most won’t mean anything to me. Ash doesn’t often talk about his work colleagues – he worries non-stop about his patients, but I only know a few of his colleagues by name.
‘There are a lot of calls to a Inéz Ortega. I believe she works at the hospital.’
That’s a name I do know. ‘She’s a senior nurse – a sister, I think – in the HDU – the high-dependency unit. A lot of Ash’s patients end up there after surgery, and he likes to check on them from home every so often.’
Tom refers to his list again. ‘It seems Ash likes to delete text messages, so it’s hard for us to say what he was chatting to people about. We know who he messaged, and who messaged him, but not the content. Did he always delete them, or is that something new?’
‘Ash is compulsively tidy. I didn’t know he deleted texts, but it doesn’t surprise me.’
‘Okay. There are quite a few to you, of course, and as well as Inéz Ortega he seems to have had a few calls and messages to a Ruth Vickery – quite regularly for a short period three months ago, but less recently. Apparently she’s a forensic psychologist. Does she mean anything to you?’
‘I don’t know what that is – unless it’s like Cracker on the TV.’
‘He was a bit of an extreme case,’ Tom says with a smile. ‘But although forensic psychologists do have some engagement with the perpetrators of crimes, they often work with the victims too.’
‘Ash did have a case a few months ago involving a child who was right at the centre of domestic abuse. I think he mentioned that she’d had to see a psychologist who specialised in dealing with cases like that. I know it upset him a lot because it was particularly evil. In fact, I remember him saying he’d told the girl’s mother that if he ever met her bastard partner who had so viciously brutalised his own daughter, he’d string him up by his balls. And for Ash that’s pretty severe. He’s a real pacifist.’
Tom is looking at me intently, and I suddenly realise what I have said. Does he think this girl’s father might have something to do with it? It would make sense – father and daughter. Perhaps it isn’t a kidnap at all. Perhaps it’s a revenge attack.
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Tom had put in a call to Keith Sims and passed on the details of the incident with Ash’s patient. They needed to identify him. If he was evil enough to harm his own child, God knows what he might do to Ash or Millie.
He had decided to stay and talk to Jo for a while, recognising that she needed to share her fears, but the sky was lightening outside the window on another miserable February morning, and he should get back to the incident room.
As he stepped out into the corridor, his mobile rang. He didn’t recognise the number.
‘Tom Douglas,’ he answered.
‘Hello, little brother.’
Jack.
Tom was speechless for a moment. He heard a familiar chuckle down the line.
‘It’s wonderful to hear your voice, but aren’t you taking a risk calling me on my mobile?’ Tom asked.
Tom’s older brother, Jack, had been in hiding from an organised-crime group for years. They believed he was dead, and it was better that way for everyone. As a result, Tom wasn’t able to contact him for fear that his calls would be traced.
‘Not so much now, I’m delighted to say. I’m calling you with some good news.’ Jack paused, and Tom knew it was for effect. ‘Finn McGuinness is dead.’
Tom leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. For so many years they had all lived in fear that McGuinness – the OCG enforcer – would track Jack down. Even though McGuinness was in Manchester Prison, a place that Tom would always think of as Strangeways, McGuinness’s influence spread far and wide.
‘When did he die? How?’ Tom asked.
‘About an hour ago. Murdered, of course.’
‘Jesus, Jack. How do you know this so quickly?’
Jack just laughed, and on balance it was probably better if he spared Tom the details.
What did this mean, though? Was it now safe for Jack to come out into the open? Were there others who would take over McGuinness’s dirty work now he was dead?
Tom had just opened his mouth to ask more when he heard the click of heels coming along the corridor and to his surprise saw the neat figure of Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley heading towards him, dressed in her ubiquitous navy-blue suit and white blouse.
‘I’ve got to go,’ he said hastily to Jack. ‘Can I call you back on this number?’
Jack laughed again. ‘What do you think?’
Tom tutted in frustration. He knew what that meant. Jack could make technology sing, and he had undoubtedly found a way of making a call from some bogus number that wouldn’t take incoming calls. Bloody irritating it was, too.
‘Call me back – please!’
With that he hung up and pushed the phone into the front pocket of his jeans.
‘Philippa. This is a surprise. To what do we owe the pleasure of your company at this hour on a Sunday morning?’
Philippa gave him a look. She might be Tom’s boss now, but she had once been a trainee detective reporting to him, and although he always – or almost always – respected her authority, neither of them could forget the time she had nearly jumped into his arms at the sight of a rat.
‘You look like you’ve been up all night, Tom. I don’t know why you don’t accept the inevitable and put yourself forward for promotion. You know you’d get it. Then you wouldn’t have to do so many all-nighters.’
Tom shuddered. ‘No thanks. Never going to happen, as you very well know. Seriously, though, why are you here? We have everything under control – as far as we can with still no ransom demand.’
‘I’m not here about that, other than to tell you that I’m going to be assigning another DCI to this case.’
Tom stared at her. ‘Why would you do that?’
Philippa met his gaze and her lips tightened. ‘I have another job for you. It turns out there has been a murder at Manchester Prison. I want you to lead the inquiry.’
There was silence for a moment. ‘Finn McGuinness,’ Tom finally said.
‘How the hell did you know that?’ Philippa sounded angry, as if she had been waiting to give him what she knew would be good news. Then she looked at his pocket. ‘Who were you on the phone to?’
Tom didn’t answer.
‘Oh, I get it.’
Philippa was one of only a handful of people who knew that Jack wasn’t dead. She had, in fact, helped to cover his tracks.
‘I’m not doing it, Philippa. I’m not going to investigate who killed that bastard, because I feel more inclined to give him a pat on the back and promise him immunity for all his crimes – either past or future.’
‘I’m sorry, Tom. This is non-negotiable. You knew McGuinness, and you knew his former boss, Guy Bentley. And I bet Jack knows exactly who did it. He very irritatingly seems to have better intelligence than we do, that’s for sure.’
‘And what if I say no? What if I refuse?’
Philippa’s mouth tightened. ‘Detective Chief Inspector Douglas, if I give you a direct order, I expect you to obey it.’
‘And Detective Superintendent Stanley, I respect your position and your authority, but I am not taking this case.’
‘That’s insubordination, Tom,’ Philippa said quietly.
Tom felt his anger rising. She knew what she was asking. Finn McGuinness was the reason Tom had lost his brother years ago. His threats to hurt Jack’s partner Emma and Tom’s daughter Lucy, plus anyone else who Jack cared about, had left him with no option but to disappear. After Jack faked his own death, even Tom hadn’t known he was alive until many years later. Finn McGuinness was pure evil, and Tom was glad that the man couldn’t hurt another living soul.
‘You can have my resignation, if you prefer.’
Philippa folded her arms across her chest. ‘Well, now you’re being ridiculous.’
‘You and I both know I don’t need to work. I want to, but not at any cost.’
When Jack supposedly died, he left his considerable wealth to Tom, who had barely spent any of it except to make donations to various good causes. Even though Jack wasn’t dead, there was no way Tom could legitimately give it back to him. Not that Jack wanted it. But Philippa knew Tom worked for the love of the job, and not because he needed to pay his mortgage.
She said nothing for a moment, and Tom could almost see the wheels turning in her brain.
‘If I allow you to defy me on this, what’s to stop you doing it every time I give you a case you don’t fancy? How can I even contemplate you undermining my authority like this?’
‘Come on, Philippa. I’ve never done it before, and I’ll never do it again – unless it’s something that I believe is directly related to my family. I’ve taken some shit jobs because you asked me to, and I’ll continue to do that because I care about nailing the bastards who hurt innocent people. But Finn McGuinness is the antithesis of innocence, and I can’t help being delighted that he’s dead.’
The two police officers stood facing each other, neither appearing to know what to do next. Tom knew Philippa wouldn’t want to lose him, but he had to recognise that his refusal to take this case would be a difficult pill for her to swallow. He respected her. She was good at her job, and she had bailed him out when he had broken every rule in the book to get Jack and his family out of the country.
The impasse was interrupted as the door from the incident room burst open and Becky shouted, ‘Sorry, ma’am. Incoming call on Jo’s phone, Tom,’ as she ran towards the room where Jo was no doubt panicking.
Tom didn’t hesitate. He turned to run after her.
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I’m terrified to answer my phone. I can see from the display that it’s Shona, but Becky has told me that every call has to be monitored and I should trust no one. After what they said about Tessa, I have to accept she may be right.
Becky runs in and rushes over to sit on the sofa opposite me, picking up a headset so she can listen in. Through the open door to the telecoms room I can see Tom standing behind a man at a computer where I assume they, too, are monitoring my phone.
Becky nods to me, and I accept the call.
‘Hi, Shona. You’re up bright and early,’ I say, trying my best to sound normal.
‘I know, but I guessed you’d be up because I remembered you saying on Thursday that Ash was having to work today – some big operation or other.’
My heart drops. I’d completely forgotten, and I haven’t told the hospital he won’t be coming in. I give Becky a wide-eyed look and she nods as if to reassure me that all is fine. I don’t know what that means.
‘Jo? Are you still there?’
I shake myself. I need to do better than this. ‘Sorry, Shona – Millie wants me. I’m going to have to go, I’m afraid.’
‘Well, before you do, I wondered if you wanted any help with the costumes. They have to be ready soon, and I thought you rather got dumped on with all those alterations. I can pop round this morning and we can do them together if you like, or I can take some home with me. Whatever works best for you.’
The costumes. I’d forgotten all about the bloody costumes too, but I can’t worry about them now.
‘I’ll let you know later if I need any help, but thanks for offering.’ I know she’s being considerate, and for a moment I want to blurt out everything that’s happening. It feels as if it would make all the difference to talk to a friend, but I clamp my lips together.
There is a moment of silence. ‘Is everything okay, Jo? You don’t sound your normal self. Are things okay with Ash?’ I hear the sympathy in her voice, and it is nearly my undoing.
I cast an anxious glance at Becky, who isn’t looking at me but is writing something down on her notepad. I know what she would say, though. Trust no one.
I can hear Shona breathing at the other end of the phone, waiting for my answer.
‘Of course.’ My voice sounds clipped, and I try to steady my breathing. I just want to get her off the phone. ‘Everything’s fine. Look, I’ll call you later. Got to go. Bye.’
Thanks to Tessa, the whole theatre group knows that Ash and I have been arguing. She had been flippantly lecturing me in the pub after a rehearsal a couple of weeks ago on the best way to get a man to do what you want him to, and everyone had heard.
‘Trouble in paradise?’ Faye had said, her voice slurring. ‘Kick him out, Jo. They’re all evil fuckers when it comes down to it.’
Faye’s husband left her a year ago in a particularly public and humiliating way, and now she seems to hate all men and revels in other people’s misery, while simultaneously downing large quantities of gin. We’re hoping that the drunken bitterness is a temporary phase and that her sunny nature will resurface in time, so we’re trying to be supportive.
I gaze at the phone in my hand, wondering what Becky has made of the conversation with Shona, but before I can say anything I hear the door open, and I know it’s Tom. The sofa springs creak slightly as he sits down, and I force myself to look at them both.
‘Don’t worry about the hospital,’ Tom says. Clearly he’d been listening in the other room. ‘We’ve put in a call and made an excuse for Ash’s absence.’
‘Thank you,’ I mumble. I should have thought of that myself.
‘Do you want to tell us about Shona?’ Becky says. I know it’s her way of asking how she knows about the arguments. I sigh. I don’t want to talk, or think, about anything other than Millie.
‘She’s a member of the theatre group that I belong to. She’s not been with us long, but she’s thrown herself into it with great enthusiasm.’
The words are pouring out of my mouth, but my mind is somewhere else entirely. It’s a strange sensation.
‘I’m ashamed to say I’ve been a bit sharp with her for the last week because she’s the one who showed me Ash’s photo on Tinder. She doesn’t deserve that. It was hardly her fault, and fortunately she didn’t seem that interested in him.’
‘She’s never met him?’ Becky asks.
‘No, thank goodness.’
‘What about the other members of the theatre group? Do you all get on well? Any resentment or jealousy about the fact that you sometimes get TV roles?’
I look at Becky in surprise. It never occurred to me for a minute that they might think all this could have been orchestrated by someone so close to home. Not even when they told me about Tessa did I consider any of my other friends.
I tell them about Faye – about her antagonism at the thought of other people’s happiness – and I feel mean as I speak. Her husband was a bastard, so who can blame her if she’s bitter? I think of the others – Donald, who made an ill-judged pass at me at a last-night party, but whom I was able to fend off without causing offence – or at least that’s what I thought; Brian, who was angry with me for not supporting his campaign to play Sir Thomas More in our production of A Man for All Seasons. Have I trodden on toes, damaged egos, caused animosity? Possibly, but surely nothing worthy of this.
Neither Becky nor Tom speaks. They are waiting for more from me, but before I can say anything, Rob appears.
‘Sir!’ There is a sense of urgency to his voice, excitement in his eyes. He doesn’t say any more, but each time he comes into the room, my heart thuds. What can it be this time?
‘Excuse me, Jo,’ Tom says, and he jumps up from the sofa to follow Rob out of the room, closing the door behind him.
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Rob didn’t wait until they reached the incident room.
‘A man matching Ashraf Rajavi’s description has been found on Cadishead Moss,’ he said as they both hurried down the corridor.
‘You’re sure it’s him?’
‘It’s an IC6 male, approximately forty years old. No glasses, but they may have been taken or fallen off.’
Tom felt a burst of adrenaline. ‘Alive?’
‘Just about. He’s suffering from hypothermia and he’s unconscious. He has a broken ankle and his hands were cuffed in front of him.’
Tom thought for a moment. Didn’t Jo tell them that Ash’s hands had been handcuffed behind him? ‘What else do we know?’ He pushed open the door to the incident room, and immediately felt the renewed buzz in the air.
‘Not much. He was lying in a ditch – looks as if he jumped, or was pushed, from the road and landed badly. With his hands cuffed he wouldn’t have been able to protect himself from the fall, and it looks like he hit his head. He was found by a troop of Boy Scouts on some mission or other. At least six of them stomped around in the area where he was found, plus the first responder and the paramedics, so we’re not going to get much from the scene.’
This should have been good news, but if it did turn out to be Ash, where was Millie? Had they let Ash go, or had he somehow escaped? And why would they have stopped on Cadishead Moss in the first place?
‘We need a positive ID and a team searching the Moss. They could be holding Millie nearby. Where’ve they taken Rajavi?’
‘Salford Royal.’
‘I presume we’ve put a guard on his door.’
‘Yes, boss. Restricted access, of course, but they think it unlikely he’ll come round for a while. His pulse is weak, and his core temperature is low. They’ll let us know when he’s conscious. He’s likely to be a bit confused, though. We’re mapping all the possible roads from Miss Palmer’s home. We have the time they were taken, and we’re hoping we can find a sequence on the traffic cams.’
‘Maybe in the interests of time we should start by assuming the two cars were following the same route. We may have to change our view on that, but at least we think the car Millie was in was silver.’
Tom saw Rob’s expression and knew what he was thinking. It might no longer be the most popular car colour in the UK, but there were nevertheless millions of silver cars out there.
Tom was going to have to update Jo. They would need to confirm the man’s identity, but if this was Ash, alive and with every chance of a full recovery, Tom knew exactly how Jo would feel. Pleased as she might be that Ash had been found, every atom of her being would be screaming, ‘Where’s Millie?’
There were bigger questions to answer, though. Was Ash’s escape the reason the kidnappers had abandoned their plans to demand a ransom? Would Millie now be set free?
Tom knew how unlikely that was. There were other more credible outcomes that he didn’t want to consider.
    
Becky took one look at Tom’s face when he walked back into the room and knew something important had happened. She also knew that it wasn’t entirely clear whether this was good news or bad.
He took a seat opposite Jo, and Becky moved across to sit next to her on the sofa, ready to offer support, should it be needed.
‘Jo,’ Tom began, leaning forward with a slight smile, obviously aiming to put a positive spin on his news. ‘We’ve just learned that a man has been found on Cadishead Moss.’ There was a gasp from Jo, and Becky reached out to hold her hand as Tom continued. ‘We need positive identification, but we’re fairly certain from the photos we have of him and your description of what he was wearing that it’s Ash, and we’re told that although he’s unconscious and suffering from hypothermia, they are confident he’ll make a full recovery.’
Jo stared at him, her eyes round with fear. ‘Millie?’ she whispered.
Becky felt Jo’s hand squeeze hers tightly and the smile left Tom’s face.
‘I’m sorry. We don’t have any news on Millie yet, but we’re hoping that finding Ash will help us trace the kidnappers and lead us to your daughter.’
Becky could see tears dripping onto Jo’s thighs as she dropped her head. ‘So it wasn’t Ash in Tessa’s bedroom?’
‘It’s several hours since the man left Miss O’Hanlon’s house, so we can’t rule him out just yet.’
‘Can I see him?’ The words were choked.
‘Soon. When he regains consciousness the priority is going to be to find out everything we can about what happened so we can focus on finding Millie.’
Jo raised her red, swollen eyes to Tom’s.
‘I know I shouldn’t say this, and I should be grateful that at least Ash has been found, but somehow I thought that if Millie was with her daddy, she’d be okay. He would be there for her. Now she’s on her own. My baby’s out there with some madman and there’s nothing I can do. And I let her go.’
Jo leaned sideways towards Becky and began to sob.
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Under pressure from Becky and knowing that he couldn’t do anything until Ash regained consciousness, Tom had finally decided that if he didn’t get a couple of hours’ rest, he wouldn’t be any use to anyone. Becky had taken a break earlier at Tom’s insistence as she had looked about to fall over. Apparently Buster was teething and she had been up with him for most of the previous night. Rob, however, had refused a break and was still bouncing around full of energy. Tom felt tired just watching him and realised that if he didn’t get some downtime now, he might lose his chance.
He had a feeling that they weren’t going to hear from the kidnappers in the near future – if at all. If they had been intending to demand a ransom, Ash’s escape – if that’s what it was – might well have caused them to reassess their plans.
He couldn’t rest until he had checked that Louisa and Lucy were okay, and having been reassured by Louisa that they were fine, Tom lay down on the bed in one of the rooms in the training centre. He was just dozing off when his phone rang.
‘Bugger,’ he muttered. He’d considered turning it off, knowing Becky would come and find him if he was needed, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to go quite that far.
‘Tom Douglas.’
‘Hello again!’ The voice was one he would recognise anywhere at any time, and he sat up straight.
‘Jack. That’s twice in the space of a few hours. Can you at least give me a way of contacting you? You have no idea how frustrating it is to always have to wait for you to call.’
‘Hopefully, in time. We’re not quite there yet.’
‘But McGuinness is dead, and you always said he was the only one who was a danger.’
‘I did, and I believed that. Now I’m not so sure.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Are you investigating Finn’s murder?’ Jack asked.
‘Philippa wanted me to, but I told her there wasn’t a chance in hell of me doing that. She threatened me with my job, but I think in the end I won that one.’
‘I think you should reconsider.’
‘What? Jesus, Jack – I’m glad the bastard’s dead. How could I seriously give a shit who killed him?’
‘You have to remember who he was, and how powerful he was. Finn will have had minders in prison – both cons and prison officers, paid to make sure no one tried anything. He was a big name.’
‘And…?’
‘And so where the hell were they when he was killed? This wasn’t a stabbing with a shiv in the showers. He was murdered in his cell, and yet apparently no one knows anything. So I repeat, where were his minders? And why is everyone keeping shtum now?’
Tom said nothing. He knew what Jack was suggesting. This was carefully planned and executed, and it meant that someone else – someone with even more clout than Finn McGuinness – had engineered the whole thing.
‘You’re saying that one of his deputies or minders killed him, or they were paid to turn a blind eye. Anyone in a position to do that has to have a hell of a lot of influence, Jack, and either deep pockets or the ability to exert other pressures.’ Tom didn’t need to spell out to Jack that coercion, including threats to family, could have been applied. Jack had been there. ‘If you’re thinking some other organised-crime group is behind this, that’s not my remit. You know that. We have teams who specialise in that area and they are much closer to what’s going on.’
‘I know, but you’re major crimes, and murder is right up your street.’
Tom sighed. ‘Yes, but why do you care so much about who did it?’
‘Because I need to know if there’s someone else who can point the finger at me. This is one powerful person, Tom.’
‘And you have no idea who it is?’
Jack was quiet for a moment.
‘When Guy Bentley was running the crew, with Finn as his enforcer, there was someone else on his payroll – no one knew his name or who he was, but he was a recruiter. I knew he was some corrupt official – on the face of it, squeaky clean. I always assumed he was a judge, a high-ranking cop, maybe a probation officer. In any case, it had to be someone in contact with crooks who knew which of them might be persuaded to do the more specialised jobs. He had to understand the criminal mind. When Guy died and Finn was incarcerated in Strangeways it all went quiet, and there were no signs that the recruiter was still active. I assumed that without anyone to recruit for, he had retired.’
Tom knew there was more to come. ‘And now?’
‘On the forums, for want of a better word for the dark places I haunt, there’s a lot of buzz about recruitment at the moment. People are talking about approaches. There’s plenty of activity. I’m wondering if this person is trying to go it alone, or has linked up with another crew, although that feels less likely.’
‘How the hell do you know all this, Jack?’ Tom said, hearing the exasperation in his own voice.
‘Because I keep an eye on the dark web to see if anyone’s talking about me. We’ve discussed this before, and you know I can access the chatter. I’m wondering if this person has recruited the team – and it has to have been a team – who orchestrated McGuinness’s death.’
‘If you give me the URLs of the sites, I can get my colleagues – the police, in case you’d forgotten – to keep an eye on them. You know we have teams scouring the dark web.’
Jack tutted. ‘Don’t be naive, Tom. Knowing how to keep tabs on these guys is the reason I’m still alive. If I pass on the details, some knobhead will try to be clever and screw it up. Then the sites I can access will close down and new talking shops will open up, but I won’t know where and I won’t have access. I’m staying alive, Tom, and if there’s anything big to tell you – like I’m doing now – I’ll make sure you’re kept informed. At this minute all you need to know is that the recruiter is active again, and I’m sure this is tied to Finn’s death.’
There was silence from the other end of the phone, and Tom didn’t know what to say.
‘This is the last link to me, Tom, so please think about it. Got to go now, little brother. I’ll be in touch.’
With that, the line went dead, and Tom knew that any hope of sleep had gone.
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Sandie Burford was getting stiff in the back of the van. She’d been sitting in the same position for too long, and now the CSIs had finished at the house, nothing was happening. She would have to take a break soon and let someone else take over, but she hated not seeing cases through. She was disappointed that they hadn’t been able to identify the man she had seen watching the house from Tessa O’Hanlon’s bedroom.
They were still monitoring the audio feeds, but since the call between Tessa and Jo there had been nothing – not even any text messages in or out. There were no other mobile signals coming from the house either. He’d gone. And they had missed him.
She had just stood up to do some stretches when there was a shout: ‘Sandie, woman approaching on foot.’
‘Going into the Rajavi house?’
‘I don’t know yet – she’s too far away. But she’s looking at the house, which suggests it might be where she’s headed.’
Sandie sat back down, staring at the monitor.
‘She’s going in,’ she said. ‘Switch to the side camera, Al.’
They watched as a young woman, dark hair falling loosely around her shoulders and wearing an unfeasibly short skirt, approached the main door on the side of the house.
She stopped and opened her bag.
‘Get the mobile team on standby, Al. If she’s dropping off a letter, we need to have her followed as she leaves.’
Whatever the woman was looking for in the bag was taking an age to find.
‘Come on. What are you doing?’ Sandie muttered under her breath.
The woman lifted her head as she took something from her bag. It was a key. She pushed it into the lock, opened the door and stepped inside.
‘Get me DCI Douglas. Now!’
    
Jo was pacing the room, head down, when Becky walked in, and Zoe gave her a hopeless look. Jo clearly didn’t want to talk, and Becky could understand that. If her little boy, Buster, had been missing, she would have been the same.
She heard Jo whisper, ‘Please don’t hurt her.’ Two seconds later came the same words – little more than a hiss – and then again.
Finally she seemed to realise that Becky was there, and at the hope in her eyes Becky felt her throat tighten. She swallowed before speaking.
‘Jo, the surveillance team have been in touch. Someone’s going into your house right now. A young woman, probably Middle Eastern, long black hair. And it seems she has a key. If she leaves, we’ll follow, of course. Did Ash have a key on him? They could have taken it.’
Jo stared at Becky for a moment, then groaned, and Becky watched as her face changed from hope to disappointment.
‘Oh God! I thought for a minute it was one of the kidnappers, but it’s not.’
She dropped her head into her hands and gave a dry shuddering sob.
‘Who is it, Jo? I need to know so that I can tell the team to stand down if it’s all above board.’
Jo raised her head. ‘It’ll be Nousha. Ash’s sister. I’d forgotten it’s Sunday. I’m sorry. I don’t seem able to think straight. She and Ash’s brother, Sami, always come for Sunday lunch, but if they’re at a loose end they come for the whole day. What’s she going to think if there’s no one in?’
‘Give me a moment, would you?’
Becky lifted her radio and spoke to the incident room, confirming that this was almost certainly Nousha Rajavi, and asking if a photograph could be sent to her mobile for confirmation. She ended the call and her phone beeped almost immediately. She held it out to Jo, who took one look at the image and nodded. ‘It’s Nousha.’
‘Can you tell me a bit about Ash’s family – the kids, I think you called them? Sami and Nousha?’
Becky leaned back, hoping a relaxed pose might calm Jo slightly, although it was a tall order.
‘Sami hasn’t coped too well with life. After his mum left he was looked after by a whole series of nannies, and I think they had a lot of servants. Then he was packed off to boarding school in England when he was seven. He only saw his dad twice a year – Christmas and the long summer holiday. For all other holidays he had to stay at the school, poor kid. His heart’s in the right place, but he’s never been able to settle at anything. Ash thinks everything Sami does is in defiance of his dad, as if he wants to get his own back on him for not caring enough. Ash tries relentlessly to convince him their father isn’t sufficiently interested to even notice Sami’s behaviour, and the only person suffering is Sami himself.’
Becky tried not to react to this description, but was it feasible that Sami hated his father enough to have been involved in the kidnap of Ash and Millie? Was Darius Rajavi the target for the ransom? It didn’t make sense, and she pushed the thought aside. Sami knew that Millie wasn’t Ash’s child, and he would know that a ransom demand was unlikely to be successful, given everything she’d heard about Rajavi senior.
Jo described Nousha, the baby of the family, who sounded to Becky as if she had never entirely grown up. But what did she know? Living a life of privilege with plenty of servants but with neither parent interested can’t have given the girl any core values.
The worry about Ash’s siblings arriving at the house had clearly added to Jo’s anxiety and her whole body jerked as the sound of a ringing phone shattered the silence. Becky watched Jo’s expression change to the wide staring eyes of fear. She seemed unable to look at her phone, which was sitting on the table between them.
Becky reached for it and picked it up. ‘It’s Nousha,’ she said quietly, reading from the screen. ‘It’s okay, you can relax. It’s not the kidnappers. Just make something up.’
Jo coughed to clear her throat, closed her eyes, took some breaths and reached for the phone.
‘Hi, Noush.’ Only a slight tremor was evident in her voice. ‘Are you at the house? Yeah… Sorry, I should have called you earlier. Ash is working, and I’d totally forgotten that Millie was invited to a party. All the parents are here too – having their own party. We’ll see you later.’
Jo listened for a few minutes, and from where she was sitting Becky could hear the plaintive tone of the young woman’s voice down the phone.
‘Nousha, I’m sorry we’re not there, and I know it’s an odd time of day for a party, but it is what it is. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’
She hung up and slumped in the chair. ‘She’s not happy because there’s no one there to make a fuss of her. She’s not so bad really – just needy.’ Jo attempted a smile but failed. ‘When is this nightmare going to be over, Becky?’
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Tom had shut himself into a private office and was using his best diplomatic telephone voice. ‘I know what I said, Philippa, and to some extent that still stands.’
He listened as Philippa gave him hell for his earlier insubordination and demanded an explanation for his change of mind – the sudden desire to be involved in the investigation into the murder of Finn McGuinness. He wasn’t able to give her the real reason – that only by his own involvement would he be able to find out if the recruiter knew something about Jack.
‘I’ve already assigned the case to DCI Fields,’ she said. ‘We have a dedicated team dealing with offences inside the prison, and he’s going to liaise with them. They’re not equipped to deal with murder, but they know the prison better than he does. What do you expect me to do, tell Fields he’s off the case?’
Tom could hear the exasperation in her voice. Dick Fields was a good policeman and would do a thorough job, so maybe there was a way of Tom being involved without having ultimate responsibility – a situation that he didn’t want, regardless of what Jack had to say on the subject.
‘Look, I appreciate everything you’re saying, and I think Dick will do a great job, but I have some background information that may prove helpful.’
There was a bark of unamused laughter from the other end of the phone.
‘Bloody Jack, I suppose. Again!’
Philippa almost never swore – a rarity in a police officer – but this showed the measure of her irritation.
‘McGuinness’s murder stinks, Philippa. He would have had minders, and lots of them. Where were they? Someone would have had to pay them well to either turn their backs or do the job themselves. So who? I think Titan needs to be involved.’
Tom had worked with Titan – the North West Regional Organised Crime Unit – before. Paul Green, their head of operations, was another of the handful of people who knew that Jack was still alive, principally because Jack had played a crucial role in the arrest of Finn McGuinness four years previously.
Philippa was quiet for a few seconds. Tom gave her time to think.
‘DCI Fields will make the judgement about Titan when he knows more. I’m assuming you don’t want him to know where your information is coming from?’ she asked.
‘Of course not. I know I’m being a pain, Philippa, but the one person I could speak to about this is Paul Green. He’ll know that any intel I get will be good, and the chatter that Jack’s picking up is suggesting a possible line of inquiry.’
There was a sigh from the other end of the phone. ‘You do make things difficult, DCI Douglas. Tell Jack that the first sign he’s up to anything illegal, we’ll have him. Okay?’
‘You know the story, Philippa. He’s not a criminal, and he’s helped more often than you know.’
‘Two things, Tom. He is a criminal, and I don’t want to know what he’s done.’
There was no arguing with that. Jack had been involved with an organised-crime group, but only under threat of harm to those closest to him.
Tom was about to argue the case for his brother when there was a knock on the door.
‘Sorry, boss,’ Rob said. ‘We’ve got the hospital on the phone.’
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Suddenly everything seems to be happening at once. For hours there has been no news – just suspicion, speculation and agonising terror. All I can see is Millie’s face as she looks up at me, laughing; how she skips everywhere rather than walks; how proud she is of looking after the little Polish girl, Zofia, at school.
I hold her image in my mind, not willing to let it go, as I try to focus on what Tom’s saying. His voice sounds boomy, echoey, and everything seems hazy. I feel light-headed but I can’t afford to fall apart now, so I grab the tuna sandwich that Zoe brought for me hours ago. It’s been sitting in front of me, starting to curl at the edges, but now I force myself to eat it. Tom’s voice begins to penetrate the fog, the words clear even though for a moment I don’t understand them.
‘It’s good news,’ he says, and I have the feeling he’s already told me what the news is, but I haven’t absorbed it. ‘Ash is coming round, and I’m hoping he’s going to be able to help us find Millie.’
I feel a wave of emotion. Thank God. All the doubts I’ve been having about Ash for the past few hours still niggle away, not quite ready to let go, and I’m scared of the fact that my trust in him has been so badly shaken. It seems to ebb and flow with every new development, but whatever my doubts, I need him now more than ever. Ash is the one person who will feel the same pain as me and will be as terrified for Millie as I am.
‘Can I see him?’ I ask, and I hear my voice break.
‘We need to speak to him first – the faster we can find out what he knows, the better. We’d planned to keep you here until we hear from the kidnappers, but I’m confident we can keep you secure if you come, and we can still monitor your phone. Zoe will be with you all the time.’
‘When I’ve seen him, will I have to come back here?’
‘I don’t know,’ Tom says, and he looks apologetic. ‘We need to find out what Ash knows about the people who took him before we decide. I’m going to the hospital now with Becky, and Rob will bring you and Zoe along when you’re ready.’
I think I’m ready now, but maybe it will be worse waiting there than here. I’ll force myself to finish this bloody sandwich even if it chokes me, because I’ve got to keep going. I can’t afford to miss anything that will bring Millie back.
Where are you, Millie?
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‘I’m in the middle of nowhere.’
Millie whispered the words to herself over and over, and they terrified her. She could have stepped out through the big hole in the wall into the dark night, but she didn’t really understand what ‘the middle of nowhere’ meant. Did it mean she would disappear if she left the house? Or she might get lost, and then Mummy and Daddy wouldn’t know where to find her. Sobbing quietly, wiping away her tears with the sleeves of her jumper, she had gone back behind the plastic and curled up on the pile of blankets on the floor. She had still felt sleepy but was shivering so had pulled some of the blankets over her head and put her face under the covers like Mummy had told her to do if she was cold.
‘The warm air that you breathe out will soon take the chill away,’ she’d said.
Once Millie’s body had stopped shaking she must have fallen asleep again, because the next thing she knew it was light and she could hear banging, as if someone was using a hammer somewhere.
Then Millie heard something else – a woman speaking, but it wasn’t Mummy. She couldn’t tell what she was saying, but she sounded cross. Maybe this woman would take her home.
She got up and walked towards the voice, which was coming from the other side of one of the plastic sheets. She was about to pull it open so she could tell the woman she wanted to go home, when she heard shouting.
‘You’re a fucking imbecile, Terry, and Martin’s just as bad. How in God’s name could you have let that happen?’
Millie stopped dead. The woman was angry, using bad language like Uncle Sami sometimes did until Daddy told him to cut it out.
The angry woman started shouting again. ‘Tell me what the hell you did, and don’t for one minute think you’re going to get paid.’
She didn’t know who the woman was speaking to, because there was no other voice. She must be on the phone.
‘Of course I blame you,’ she shouted. ‘Who else is there to blame?’
It was quiet again, but only for a moment.
‘We had a plan. It was fool-proof – but obviously not idiot-proof. And that’s clearly what you are. A pair of fucking idiots!
Don’t you realise they’ll be able to get Martin’s DNA off the cuffs?’
Millie had no idea what they were talking about. But it didn’t seem a good idea to let the woman know she was there, listening.
‘Where is he now?’
A pause.
‘You know what you have to do, Terry. And unless you want to spend the rest of your life in prison for kidnap, you’d better get to it. Trust me, if Ash is dead, prison will be the least of your worries.’
Millie knew who Ash was. He was her daddy. What did she mean about him being dead? This time she couldn’t stop herself, and she burst into noisy sobs.
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Tom watched as Ash slowly opened his eyes. He could see the pain etched on the man’s face, and it took him a while to fully come round. He groaned.
‘Mr Rajavi?’ Tom said. ‘I’m Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas. With me is DI Becky Robinson. I’m sure you’re feeling dreadful, but we do need to talk to you urgently.’
Ash rolled his head to the right, his eyes apparently struggling to focus.
‘We’d like to give you time to feel better, but I’m afraid we can’t afford to waste a moment. Can you understand me?’
Ash’s voice was croaky, as if it was an effort to speak. ‘I can hear you,’ he said.
‘Do you remember what happened to you last night?’ Tom asked.
‘Not really – only bits of it.’
‘Okay. We’ll tell you what we know. It might bring it back to you.’
Tom nodded to Becky.
‘Mr Rajavi, yesterday evening some people came to your home. They said they were arresting you on suspicion of hurting your partner’s daughter, Millie. Do you remember that?’
Ash closed his eyes for a moment and slowly rocked his head from side to side.
‘I’ve never touched her,’ he said with a choked sob. ‘I wouldn’t. I love her.’
‘Your partner, Jo, has told us you’re a wonderful dad, so please don’t worry about that now.’
‘Jo? Where’s Jo?’
‘She can see you soon, but we need to ask some questions first. Every minute is important. Do you remember what happened after they took you outside and put you in the car?’
‘I remember looking at Jo, begging her to believe my innocence. After that, the next thing I remember is asking the detectives where they were taking me – which police station. And one of them laughed. They weren’t police, were they? I realised it then, but it was too late.’
‘Do you remember what happened next – how you got away?’ Tom asked.
‘I was beyond terrified, but I couldn’t just sit and let them take me wherever they wanted. I started to scream that they’d dislocated my shoulder when they’d pushed me into the car in the handcuffs. My arms were behind my back, so it seemed plausible. I didn’t know if they’d care, but I heard one of them say they’d been told to deliver me unharmed.’
Tom could see how difficult it was for him to speak, and he reached for some water. Ash took the straw between his lips, drank for a moment and nodded his thanks.
‘Do you remember them saying anything else?’ Tom asked.
‘One of them – the driver – told the other guy to punch me in the face to knock me out, but he refused and said something like “The boss’ll kill us if he’s hurt.” When I looked out of the window I could see we were on a busy street – it looked like Patricroft, but I could be wrong. It seemed familiar anyway. I saw some people on the pavement, waiting to cross, so I banged my head against the window and opened my mouth as if I was screaming. I thought someone might see this mad man, mouth open yelling for help, but it was pouring down and everyone was huddled under umbrellas. The driver started to get worried about me drawing attention to myself, and they both seemed petrified of the consequences if I hurt myself. “We need to get him in the boot,” one of them said. “If he keeps on like this his face will be all bashed up. Then we’ll be for it.” When I heard that, I banged my head over and over on the window. I wanted to draw blood – if someone saw a man with blood all over his face, they would at least remember it even if they didn’t immediately call the police.’
Tom couldn’t make sense of this. Why was it so important that he wasn’t hurt?
‘And then?’ he asked.
‘I heard them muttering about Cadishead Moss. It’s quiet there, especially at night. When they pulled over, I thought it might be my last chance to escape, so I started moaning about my dislocated shoulder again, telling them it was cutting off the blood supply and I’d have to have my arm amputated. Total nonsense, but I guessed they wouldn’t know, and as I’m a doctor they believed me.’
Ash closed his eyes, and Tom knew he was pushing him too far. But he didn’t feel he had a choice.
‘How did you get away from them?’
‘They stopped the car and dragged me out. One of them got me in a headlock and the other removed the cuffs and pulled my hands round to cuff them at the front – they must have swallowed my story. I heard them talking about putting me in the boot, and when the guy who’d been holding me went to open it, I seized the moment. I clasped my hands together and swung straight arms up into the face of the other guy. And then I ran. The last thing I remember is running across a grass verge and jumping. I had no idea there was a steep drop into a ditch. I landed badly, and the pain in my leg was agony, but before I passed out I managed to roll into the shadows at the edge of the ditch, out of the water.’
Tom was watching Ash’s face. He seemed relieved to have escaped, but he hadn’t mentioned Millie.
‘I thought they would find me,’ Ash continued. ‘I have no idea why they didn’t – I hadn’t gone far, but I heard another car. Perhaps that scared them off.’
‘Are you up to giving us a description, do you think?’ Becky asked. ‘Of the car as well as the men.’
‘I’ll try, but I’ve just remembered something else.’ His voice dropped as he spoke, and it was clear that he was almost out of energy. ‘As they took me away from the house, two other people arrived. They were there to question Millie, I think.’
His eyes flew open, and he stared at Tom. ‘Did they tell her all those lies? I need to see her, to explain to her that I would never hurt a hair on her head.’
Tom had been waiting to see if Ash showed any sign of knowing that something had happened to Millie – something that might indicate his involvement. But he hadn’t.
‘I’m sorry, Mr Rajavi, but after you were taken in the first car, the other two people, posing as a social worker and another detective, took Millie. I’m afraid you were both kidnapped, and Millie is still missing.’
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Tom was watching Rajavi carefully. He wasn’t prepared to accept yet that the man was innocent of any involvement in the kidnapping, although it would be an elaborate and convoluted plan if the idea had been to take them both and then allow Rajavi to escape. And it was hard to believe that he had deliberately broken his ankle, but the whole crime was complex.
His response to learning about Millie’s abduction seemed genuine. He squeezed his eyes tight shut and said, ‘What do you mean?’ His voice was shaky, halting. ‘I don’t understand. What’s happened to Millie?’
‘We don’t know, but we’re doing everything we can to find her. It would help if you could tell us about the men who took you, Mr Rajavi, and anything you remember about the car – make, model, colour.’
Ash’s memory of the car was good, although he hadn’t looked at the number plate, but his description of the men was vague. Other than the fact that one of them had dark hair going a bit thin on top, and the other had a pockmarked face, it seemed there was nothing particularly distinctive about either of the kidnappers. He barely remembered the woman and the other man, who were entering the house as he was leaving.
‘There’s one last thing, Mr Rajavi. We sent in a forensic team to try to find any evidence relating to the perpetrators of this crime, and in the course of their investigation we asked Jo if it would be okay to search certain areas of the house. One of those areas was your study.’
Tom was watching Ash carefully to see how he reacted, but he didn’t seem shocked or particularly worried.
‘The two who took me didn’t go upstairs,’ he said. ‘They never went further than the hall.’
‘We know that, but we were looking for evidence of anyone who had perhaps been threatening you. Had you received any threats?’
Ash shook his head, but Tom noticed that his eyes slid away for a second or two.
‘We were also looking to see if there was evidence that you were implicated in the crime.’
His eyes opened wide. ‘Me? Why would I have been involved?’
‘We have to look at everything and everyone who may have had something to gain by taking Millie.’
Ash looked bewildered, and Tom decided not to pursue his possible motives at this point.
‘One thing of interest was the unregistered mobile you keep in your desk drawer. We wondered why you had it, as according to records it only seems to have communicated with one other number. Can you explain that?’
Ash looked surprised, but Tom couldn’t tell if he was faking it. His face was distorted by swelling and stitches, and it wasn’t easy to read his expression.
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. What phone? I have a mobile – which I did leave in my study, that’s true. But it’s not unregistered.’
‘Yes, we have that phone, and we’ve accessed its history.’ For a moment, despite his facial injuries, Tom could see a flicker of worry in Ash’s eyes. ‘Jo seemed concerned that despite your policy of sharing passcodes, you appeared to have changed yours.’
Ash swallowed, and Tom knew there was – or had been – something on that phone that Ash hadn’t wanted Jo to see.
‘I changed it because I leave it around at work, and I thought someone had found out what the code was – maybe seen me enter it, or something. I caught one of the nurses taking selfies on it. I meant to tell Jo the new password – I just forgot.’
A good excuse, Tom thought, but not true. No code was needed to access the camera on Ash’s mobile.
‘So, back to this burner phone then. Are you saying you know nothing about it?’
Ash seemed to find it easier to answer this question.
‘Absolutely. I had no idea it was there. I’ve never bought an unregistered phone in my life. I wouldn’t know where to get one from.’
It wasn’t exactly difficult to find out, but Tom let that go.
‘Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt you, Jo or Millie – anyone related to your personal life, work, anyone at all?’
Ash was quiet for a moment, then slowly shook his head.
‘What are you doing to find her?’ he asked.
‘We’re following a number of lines of inquiry, but I need you to think of anything you can that might be helpful to us.’
‘Just find her,’ he said, dropping his head and pinching the bridge of his nose.
Thanking Ash for his time, Tom and Becky stood up.
‘A police officer will be keeping guard outside your room,’ Tom said. ‘If a ransom demand is going to be made, it’s unlikely but not impossible that they might try to get to you here. If anyone tries to communicate with you about Millie, please be sure to alert the officer.’
Tom and Becky left the room and closed the door behind them, heading to the sister’s office, where Jo was waiting.
‘What did you make of all that?’ Tom asked.
‘I’m sure there’s something he’s not telling us, and that makes me angry. He’s lying about the passcode on his bloody phone, for one thing. The daughter he’s supposed to adore is still out there, and he should tell us every single thing he can think of.’ With a low growl of frustration, Becky shoved her hands into her pockets and stopped. She turned towards Tom. ‘Before we get back to Jo, have you ruled out his involvement?’
‘Unless everything he’s told us is a pack of lies, I doubt he was the man in O’Hanlon’s bedroom. It’s not impossible – there was plenty of time for someone to drive him from there to the middle of Cadishead Moss. But why do that? And would he really bash his face up and nearly kill himself? I don’t think so. It doesn’t put Tessa O’Hanlon in the clear, though. We don’t know if she’s implicated in some other way, or whether the kidnappers are using her home to keep watch over Jo’s.’
‘If they are, would they leave her unguarded?’ Becky asked. ‘There’s no evidence of anyone else being there now – the audio feeds would have picked up movement or conversation. On the other hand, if whoever he was has gone, he’s managed to do so without using either exit, so he has to have gone over the fence. And that suggests that O’Hanlon didn’t want anyone to know he’d been there. Surely she has to be top of our list for questioning? A man in her bedroom, possibly Arab, looking at the house, not wanting to be seen? And then she lies about it?’
Tom shook his head. ‘I don’t know what her game is. I’ll check in with Sandie Burford – see if anything else is happening there. For now, I think we have to let Jo see her partner. Maybe he’ll tell her stuff that he hasn’t told us. He’ll see how much this is tearing her apart, and whatever he’s hiding, let’s hope she can convince him to share it with us.’
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There still hasn’t been a ransom demand. It’s nearly eighteen hours since they were taken, and Tom and Becky now seem to think that Ash and Millie may have been abducted for some other reason. I’ve given up trying to guess what that might be.
I know that if a young child is taken, the usual reasons for the abduction are unthinkable. But the fact that they took Ash too has always reassured me that this has to be something different. Now all I know is that they have my daughter, and she’s all alone with them.
I wish they would ask for money. I would sell my soul for Millie. They could have everything. I would steal for them, beg for money from everyone I know – and at least if it’s a ransom I know they’re just after money and not my child.
Becky is with me as I walk towards the private room they have given Ash.
‘I’m sorry, Jo, but I’m going to have to come in with you,’ she says. ‘I’ll stay in the background, but Ash may remember something when he talks to you, and I need to pick up on every little thing he says. I do hope you understand.’
‘You can bring the whole of Greater Manchester Police in if it helps find Millie, Becky. I really don’t care.’
‘Okay.’ She touches my hand briefly to show she understands, then holds out an arm, indicating that I should go in ahead of her.
I take a deep breath and push the door open. Ash is lying with his eyes closed, and he looks pale. His skin – usually a lovely dark caramel colour – looks yellow, and he has stitches and bruises on his forehead. I don’t want to wake him, but he must sense that I’m in the room because he turns his head towards me. His eyes flicker open and fill with tears that trickle down his face.
‘I’m sorry, Jo. I’m so sorry.’
My breath catches in my throat and I rush towards him, leaning down, trying to hug him. He reaches up his arms and pulls me tight. The tears burst from my eyes, soaking his neck, but he holds onto me, whispering that he’s sorry.
‘They’ve got Millie,’ I sob, my chest aching with the force of my grief. ‘Why, Ash? Why have they taken Millie? I feel like I’m dying inside, and I don’t know what to do.’
He holds me as I sob, stroking my hair.
Finally I push myself back a little so I can look at his face.
‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers again. ‘If I hadn’t escaped I might be with her now. I just wanted to get away. I didn’t know they’d taken her. If I had, I would have let them take me wherever they wanted if it meant I could be there for her.’
‘Shh, Ash. We don’t know that you’d have been taken to the same place.’ I nearly choke as I say the words. ‘They might have taken you somewhere remote and killed you. You did the right thing.’
Ash shakes his head. ‘I heard them say that their boss wanted me unharmed, so they wouldn’t have killed me. Why would they say that? What do I have to offer that I need to be kept safe?’
I push myself further upright and stare at him. Why would they want to keep him safe? A thick wedge of unease settles in my chest and I turn to Becky.
‘Ash is a surgeon, a paediatric surgeon.’
Becky nods, her eyes narrowed.
‘If they didn’t want Ash harmed, could that be because they wanted him to perform an operation?’
I don’t want to say the rest, but all I can think is that maybe – just maybe – they wanted Ash to perform an illegal operation, and that Millie was taken as a threat – do the surgery, or Millie suffers the consequences. But they don’t have Ash now, so what will happen to Millie?
Then a worse thought hits me. What if they wanted Ash to perform an operation on Millie? Were they after her organs?
Is my Millie to be used as a donor for another child?
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The doctor monitoring Ash’s progress had finally managed to persuade Jo and the detectives that his patient needed some rest, and Ash was glad to be alone. Solitude gave him more time to think, though, and his thoughts were painful.
Jo appeared to be latching onto every possible explanation for what had happened to Millie so that she didn’t have to contemplate the most obvious reason a child would be abducted. He wished he could do something to make this easier for her, but he couldn’t. And now she’d gone, he couldn’t even hold her tight.
There was a light knock on the door, and a nurse breezed in carrying a pile of towels, giving him a wide smile. ‘I’ve brought these for you. I’ll pop them by the washbasin, shall I?’
The policeman guarding the door watched as she took them into the bathroom, and then appeared to lose interest as she was clearly a member of staff.
Ash watched her through the open door. She glanced over her shoulder and fiddled with the towels in a way that looked furtive. What was she doing?
The nurse stood at the bathroom door, her eyes flicking towards the open doorway to the corridor where the policeman was sitting.
‘I’ll just straighten your pillows for you,’ she said in a singsong voice as she walked towards Ash.
He didn’t want her to rearrange anything. He was fine, and was about to tell her not to bother when she lowered her brows and gave a small shake of the head. She bent low over him and whispered in his ear.
‘There’s something for you between the towels. Don’t tell the police. You’ll be sorry if you do.’
She fiddled with the pillows while Ash stared at her with wide eyes.
‘There you go, love. All comfortable now.’
And with that she left the room, casting a cheery smile at the policeman.
Ash could feel his heart racing. Slowly, he manoeuvred himself out of bed. He had convinced the doctor to fit him with a long CAM walker boot rather than a plaster cast, and he pulled his crutches from where they were leaning against the wall.
One slow hop after another, he made his way into the bathroom and shut the door. The towels were on a low storage box, and he sat on the closed lid of the toilet and reached over to feel between them. There was something solid there. He knew immediately what it was.
He glanced at the door, wishing he was able to lock it, as he carefully eased a tiny mobile phone from between the towels and switched it on. It wasn’t locked, and the screen told him he had a message.
YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE RUN, ASH. YOU’VE MADE IT ALL SO MUCH HARDER. NO MORE MISTAKES. YOU KNOW WHAT’S AT STAKE. TELL ANYONE ABOUT THIS AND YOU CAN KISS GOODBYE TO MILLIE. I’LL BE IN TOUCH.
Ash stared at the words on the screen. He closed his eyes and opened them again, for a moment wondering if the hypothermia had left him delirious, but the words were still there, still bearing the same message. He dropped his head low between his knees, terrified he would pass out. The room was spinning as if his concussion was coming back, and he reached out to grab hold of the basin to steady himself.
Taking big gulps of air, he gradually lifted his head and looked at the words again. What did they expect me to do? Maybe he shouldn’t have run, but he’d panicked. What should I do?
They knew he was here, but how? The police had told him they were keeping everything under wraps.
He wanted to respond to the text or call the number, but the message said, ‘I’ll be in touch.’ If he tried ringing or texting, it might be the wrong move. It might be another mistake. Until he heard more, he would have to keep the phone with him. It was the smallest phone he’d ever seen, but if he left it hidden in the towels another nurse might come along and move them. They would be sure to find it and tell the officer on the door.
Ash stood up from the toilet seat and limped to the door, opening it a crack. The room was empty, but he could see the back of the policeman’s head through the frosted-glass section of the wall. Checking that the phone was set to silent with vibrate turned off, he decided the only safe place for it was in the bed with him.
He had a sudden vision of Jo’s face – her fury and disgust if she learned that he had kept anything from the police. He closed his eyes. Whatever he did now, it would be wrong.
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Tom has told me that he’s going to make a decision soon about whether to hold a press conference and that it’s a decision he won’t take lightly.
‘If we knew for sure that this was a kidnapping for ransom, Jo, we wouldn’t entertain the thought of announcing Millie’s abduction,’ he says.
I know what he means, and what he isn’t saying. The kidnappers might panic, and no one knows what that might mean for Millie.
‘We’re beyond that point now, though. The kidnappers have to know that we – the police – are involved, so I hope that if we put out a general appeal people will come forward. Someone might have seen something.’
The ward sister has offered us an office where we can talk, and Tom is doing his best to explain things gently, but I feel more drained with every minute that passes.
‘I think it’s time for you to go home,’ he says. ‘We’ve heard nothing from the kidnappers since Ash and Millie were taken, but Ash is a well-known doctor, and although we’ve done our best to give him anonymity, he’s in a hospital bed and his real identity is bound to come out soon. People are going to start asking questions. I can’t see anything to gain by keeping what’s happened under wraps any longer. Do you have any thoughts?’
I feel as if all the fight has gone out of me. ‘I just want to know what you’re planning to do – whether you have any suspects. Can you tell me that?’ I can hear the desperation in my voice.
‘We’re following up on several things.’
‘Can you tell me what? Please?’
Tom runs through the options they are considering, and my body slumps. It’s as if everything that’s happened has blown so many things into the open. So many secrets that perhaps didn’t seem important now have huge significance. ‘Can I speak to Ash again before I go?’
Tom shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry. The doctor has asked that he’s left in peace for tonight. He’s worried about the concussion and doesn’t want him to be put under any more stress than is absolutely necessary.’
I say nothing. My energy is fading by the minute.
‘Becky will come with you to your house, make sure you’re settled, and Zoe will stay with you. She’ll be in regular touch with us and will help you deal with incoming calls, should there be any.’
‘Are you not coming?’
‘I’m needed in the incident room. We’re running multiple inquiries, and we have a big team working on this case. I don’t want you to think that because I’m not with you, nothing is happening. The very opposite is true.’
I give a slight shrug and lift my eyes to Tom’s.
‘Will you answer me one question, please? Do you think Millie’s still alive?’
    
I don’t know why I asked Tom that question before we left the hospital. What would I have done if he’d said, ‘No, I think Millie is probably dead’? It doesn’t bear thinking about.
But he didn’t say that, thank God.
‘I’m always going to be as honest as I can with you, because I sense that you would instantly know if I was lying, and we need to trust each other. I see no reason to believe that any harm has come to Millie. The people who’ve taken her must have a plan, and they’ve taken a lot of time and care in preparing this crime. You’re bound to be worried because you’ll have seen so many cases on the news of kids going missing, but when people – usually men – abduct young children and sometimes, I’m sad to say, kill them, it’s normally a spur-of-the-moment decision. A lonely child, in a vulnerable place. Even when it’s planned, it’s usually one man. I have never in all my days as a policeman known of a case where four people abduct a child for sexual purposes; a child who is subsequently killed to silence them. I know that’s what you’re terrified of, but I’m as certain as I can be that this is something different. I have to admit, though, as yet I don’t know what that something is.’
‘You thought it was a kidnap – for ransom.’
‘I did. It was the only thing that made any sense initially, particularly as they took Ash too. Now I don’t know. The fact that they were told not to hurt Ash suggests that they’re not going to hurt Millie either. Their motive and intentions are unclear.’
I think back over Tom’s words as Becky drives me home and I pray that he is right – that they don’t intend to hurt Millie. But I know that my child will be feeling lost, petrified, and will be missing her mum as much as I’m missing her.
Becky is quiet, and Zoe hasn’t spoken since we left the training centre. I don’t know how I’ll cope with her being in the house all the time. I understand why she has to be there, but I want to curl up into a tight ball, think about my little girl and pray for her – which I know is hypocritical as I claim to be without faith. But right now I will try anything.
I gaze out at the wet streets. It’s the middle of a winter afternoon, and everywhere looks grey. It suits my mood. For the first time in my life I think I would find bright colours offensive.
Becky pulls the car onto the drive. I’m not sure I want to walk through the door. Millie won’t be there. I sit for a moment longer, and Becky and Zoe both give me time. Finally I force myself to get out of the car and put one foot in front of the other until I reach the front door.
For a moment I find myself believing that when I walk into the hall she will be there. The sound of her laughter will welcome me as she runs towards me for a hug.
I push open the door, and I hear a young female voice. My heart leaps in my chest. Then a face appears. Nousha.
And Millie’s absence hits me like a knife to the chest.
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The only sounds in the cold empty house were the plastic sheets dragging slowly across the floor as the wind blew through the window, and Millie’s sobs.
‘Shit, the kid’s awake,’ the woman said.
Through her tears Millie heard the woman tell the man on the phone to get on and do what she’d told him to. Something about blood, but Millie didn’t understand. The thing that had scared her the most was what the woman had said about Ash – Daddy. She’d said that he might be dead.
She knew the woman was coming for her. She could hear her footsteps echoing on the bare floor. ‘Millie, I’m coming, darling.’ Her voice had changed from the one she had used on the phone. She was trying to sound jolly, but to Millie she sounded just as scary, so she ran to the far side of the room, crouching down to make herself as small as possible.
She heard a rustle as one of the plastic sheets was pulled back, and she crawled behind another one into a different room. There was a window, but it was too high up for her to look out of. All she could see was sky – light now – and rain. Lots of rain.
‘Millie?’ The voice was even softer, as if she was trying to be friendly. ‘Come out, Millie. I know you’re there. Do you want to play hide and seek?’
Millie wanted to hide, but she didn’t want to be found. She gulped down a sob.
‘Come on, sweetie. I’ve got some nice biscuits for you, and I’ve got something exciting to show you. It was finished this morning. Did you hear all that hammering? It’s all ready for you.’
She knew the woman was getting closer – she could see her hazy outline through the plastic.
‘I can see you,’ the woman said in a singsong voice.
The figure grew bigger and bigger. It seemed enormous – bigger than a real person. Then Millie saw a hand reach out, and fingers with long pink-painted nails grasped the edge of the plastic. She squealed and crouched low in the corner, burying her face under her arms. She could feel a thumping in her chest, like she’d been running.
‘There you are! Come on, darling. Let’s get you out of this cold room to somewhere nicer. You’ll like it, I promise.’
Millie peered through her fingers. She didn’t look like the kind of woman who would have said all those bad words. She had long hair and was wearing jeans and a cosy-looking jumper. Millie had been expecting a witch, like the one in her painting. She remembered drawing Daddy in the picture as he came to rescue her, and she glanced hopefully behind the woman. But he wasn’t there.
The woman crouched low and held out her hand. ‘Up you get, Millie. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to look after you. You’ll see – and I’ve got a really nice surprise for you.’
How did this woman know her name? Millie had never seen her before. She looked a bit like her friend Anita’s mum, but older.
Millie still didn’t move.
‘Now, you’re not going to make me pick you up and carry you like a baby, are you?’
She didn’t want that, so slowly she lifted her head and stood up, still keeping her back to the wall.
The woman held out her hand, and after a moment’s hesitation Millie took it, hoping those long nails didn’t cut into her skin. The hand felt icy, but everything in this house was cold.
Holding back the plastic, the woman led Millie out into a wider space, and then pulled another sheet out of the way. They were in some sort of hall with no furniture, lots more sheets of plastic and some stairs ahead. There was no carpet, only bare wood.
‘Up we go.’
Holding Millie’s hand so tightly that it hurt, the woman led her to the top of the stairs. More plastic covered other doorways, but there was one proper door.
‘I’m sorry the house isn’t finished for you, sweetheart. I wanted it to be ready, but I had to do things a bit sooner than I’d originally planned. It should all have been done but I had this special part finished this morning, and you’re going to love it.’
Millie didn’t understand. Why would she be getting something ready for her? Were Mummy and Daddy going to live here too?
The woman pushed open a door and Millie saw a big bed. There was some other furniture too, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the bed. It was the biggest she had ever seen. The whole room seemed enormous and empty, with no carpets or curtains.
There were two doors on the far side of the room. One of them stood open, and Millie could see the edge of a bath. The other one was closed. Still holding her hand, the woman led her towards it.
‘Here we are, Millie. This is your surprise. Close your eyes now.’
She didn’t want to. She was too scared, so the woman tutted and put her hand over Millie’s eyes. She heard the door open.
‘You can look now!’ She pulled her hand away.
Millie could feel the woman watching her. She stared around the room, then closed her eyes and opened them again. But nothing had changed.
‘Do you like it?’ the woman asked.
Millie didn’t answer. She walked over to the wall and reached out a hand to touch a pattern of clouds and birds on a pink background. She looked at the bed, at the pink and purple cover, and she wanted to cry. She wanted to look out of the window, to see what was outside. But there was no window in the walls, only in the roof.
The woman walked over and knelt at her side. ‘It’s lovely, isn’t it? You’ll feel right at home here.’
Millie couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.
‘Where’s Mummy? I want Mummy,’ she sobbed.
The woman held out both hands and grabbed Millie’s. She tried to snatch them away, but the woman was holding them too tightly. Her lips were pinched, as if she was cross.
‘You don’t need Mummy, Millie. You’ve got me now.’
    
It felt like ages since the woman had shown Millie to her room. She’d brought her some biscuits and some juice, then said she had to go out. Did that mean that Millie was here in the house all on her own? That wasn’t allowed, and she didn’t know whether to be pleased the woman had gone or frightened because she was all alone. She didn’t like the house. It seemed empty and echoey, and all those plastic sheets seemed to be hiding things.
For a long time after the woman had gone, Millie lay on the bed and sobbed. She didn’t want to be here. She wanted to go home. She slithered under the duvet, cuddling it around her for comfort, and she must have slept for a while because when she woke up the rain had stopped clattering on the window in the roof, and the sky seemed to be turning dark.
Rubbing her eyes, she sat up and looked around. There were lots of toys and a TV, which she didn’t have in her room at home. Mummy said she wanted them to watch TV together, and didn’t want Millie to be a stranger. She didn’t really understand that, but she loved watching nature programmes on CBBC with Daddy, who always explained things to her. She didn’t want to watch television now, without Daddy, and she didn’t want to play with any of the toys – not even the dolls’ house. She just wanted to go home.
Millie got off the bed and tiptoed towards the door, not sure if she was allowed to leave the room. She stood close to the door for a while, trying to decide whether or not to open it and go out. What if there was someone else in the house?
She didn’t want the woman to be cross; it made her voice go tight. She didn’t want to stay in the bedroom either. She took a deep breath and reached for the handle, pressing it down ever so slowly in case it made a noise.
She tried to pull the door towards her. It didn’t move. She pushed the handle further down and rattled it, tugging, pulling on the door again. It still didn’t move. It was locked.
Millie began to panic. There was another door and she ran towards it, but it led into a tiny bathroom – just big enough for a toilet and sink. There were no windows, and no way out.
She ran back to the first door and tried moving the handle up instead of down, grasping it with both hands and pulling.
‘Help!’ she called, banging the flat of her left hand on the wood while she rattled the handle with her right. ‘Let me out!’
Millie called and called, but no one came.
‘Mummy, where are you? Daddy, why don’t you come and get me?’
She heard a noise. Someone was coming, and she held her breath to listen. Heavy footsteps sounded outside the door.
‘Mummy? Daddy?’ she said, her voice little more than a whisper.
But no one answered. All Millie could hear was the sound of breathing.
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‘Christ, Jo, you look like shit!’
I don’t think it’s worth responding to Nousha. I’m sure she’s right and frankly I couldn’t care less.
‘Who are these women?’ she asks rudely, nodding her head at Becky and Zoe.
‘Sit down, Noush,’ I say. She gives me a puzzled look and stays where she is. ‘Suit yourself. I’m going to sit down even if you’re not.’
Wearily I make my way into the sitting room.
‘Becky, Zoe, make yourselves at home.’
‘Shall I find the kitchen?’ Zoe asks, ever ready with a hot drink.
‘If you like, but I just want water. I’m awash with hospital tea.’
‘Hospital?’ Nousha says. ‘Jo, what’s going on?’
I sigh. She deserves an explanation, and Becky says it’s okay to tell her now. They want me to appear on TV later today, to make an appeal, so I’m going to have to tell those closest to me.
‘Ash is in hospital.’ Before Nousha can go into meltdown, I hold up one hand and quickly carry on. ‘He’s okay. He’s going to be fine. This is Becky, and the woman in the kitchen is Zoe. They’re police officers.’
‘Was it an accident? But his car’s here. And so is yours.’
I’d forgotten that the police had brought my car back from the hotel where I’d left it what seems like five years ago but is actually less than twenty-four hours. They want the kidnappers to believe I’m home if they come knocking, which they are reasonably certain is not going to happen.
‘Is Millie still at the party?’ Nousha asks, but then her eyes narrow. ‘No. If you’ve been to the hospital you were lying about the party, weren’t you? So where’s Millie?’
Despite her occasional jealousy, Nousha does love Millie, so I break it to her as gently as I can, sparing her the details of Ash’s escape.
‘Oh my God! I can’t bear it. How you could have let Millie go with those people, Jo? What were you thinking?’
I’m not surprised by her reaction. She’s asking the same questions I’ve been asking myself for hours.
Becky comes to my rescue. ‘If the police come to your door and say they’re taking your partner into custody and your child has to be interviewed by social services, anyone would have done what Jo did, Nousha. I think she needs your support right now.’
Nousha gives her a look of indignation, unused to being reprimanded, even as gently as Becky did it. She is quiet for a moment, but when she speaks it’s as if the better side of her – and I know there is one – has made its way through.
‘What can I do, Jo? Is there anything that might help you to find Millie?’
‘The police are following a number of leads, and Ash will probably be allowed home tomorrow. We’ve decided that I’m going to do the appeal on my own because Ash’s part in the abduction – kidnap, whatever it was – will confuse matters and the press are likely to be more interested in his escape than asking the right questions about Millie. Do you know if Sami’s coming today? He needs to be told before he sees it on the news, so maybe you could give him a ring. The police are trying to trace your father too.’
Nousha scoffs. ‘Well good luck with that,’ she says. ‘Do you think he’ll care?’
I can’t answer that. I’ve never met him.
Becky stands up. ‘I’m going to leave you now and get back to the incident room. Zoe isn’t here to interfere with your lives, but it’s her job to liaise with us and keep you up to speed with everything. She will try to be as unobtrusive as possible. It would be good if you got some sleep before the appeal, Jo. I know how difficult that will be, but you might find it easier to cope with the press if you’re rested.’
I start to stand up to show her out, but she waves me back to my seat.
‘We’re going to send someone to take fingerprints of anyone who has legitimately been in your house. I know the people who took Ash and Millie wore gloves, but Ash is denying any knowledge of the burner phone in his study. There are no prints on it, but plenty in other parts of the study, so if you could let us know who might have been upstairs, we’ll get them fingerprinted for elimination purposes. I’ll see you later.’
‘Before you go, Becky, would you mind coming with me?’ I say.
I don’t wait for her reply before standing up, heading out into the hall and up the stairs. I push open the door to Millie’s bedroom.
‘I wanted you to see this, to show you that my daughter is a real child, with a real home. I want you to know her, to care about her, because I need you to get her back for me.’
I hear my voice break.
Becky puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘I know, and I promise we do care. I have a child and Tom’s partner is about to give birth to his second. We feel your pain, but I’m glad you showed me her room. I can see it’s a happy place.’
Becky gives my shoulder another squeeze and heads for the stairs, leaving me to gaze into my daughter’s empty bedroom.
    
‘Nousha, I’m going to have to lie down in a little while to try to get some energy before the appeal. Have you spoken to Sami?’
Nousha has been on her mobile for the last ten minutes, but each call has seemed shorter than the one before.
‘No. He’s not answering his phone, and I’ve tried all his mates – the ones he usually calls when he needs somewhere to crash. None of them have heard from him for a couple of weeks, and he’s not been staying at mine.’
Sami is a bit nomadic. Every now and again he gets a job – sometimes locally, sometimes at the other end of the country – rents a room, and everything is fine for a while. But he never sticks at anything for long, and Ash has refused to keep supporting him.
‘You’re thirty years old, Sami,’ he says. ‘You float from job to job, from place to place. You have to be able to support yourself.’
So where’s Sami now? He could be anywhere between Brighton and Edinburgh, but I don’t want him to find out what’s happened by seeing it on the news.
‘Keep trying him, love. In the meantime, I need to make a list of people who’ve been to the house – particularly upstairs. Any ideas?’
‘They can’t be serious, can they? You have loads of visitors, and Millie’s friends are always coming for tea.’
She’s right, of course, but it’s unusual for people to go upstairs. Sometimes the kids might go to Millie’s bedroom, but she has a playroom on the ground floor and that’s where they usually hang out. They use the downstairs bathroom too, as do most of my friends.
Then I remember last Thursday. The theatre group. Tessa, Faye, Shona, Brian and Donald had all been in the house that day.
Donald and Brian are retired, which is why they were free at four o’clock on a Thursday. Tessa is her own boss, and Shona’s hours seem infinitely flexible. Faye is recently divorced and managed to get a huge financial settlement, so she doesn’t work.
They had all trooped into the house and into the sitting room as I’d headed to the kitchen to make tea.
‘Can I help?’ a voice had said from the door. Faye.
I remember wishing she hadn’t followed me. Much as I love my chaotic kitchen, every surface of which is adorned with some pot or jug that I’ve found at a car boot sale and stuffed with endless wooden spoons, I saw it through her eyes. Her kitchen is all shiny white and stainless steel with not a single unnecessary item marring the immaculate worktop. I bet she thought we’d had burglars.
The afternoon had dragged, and I’d been desperate for them to leave. Finally, just as I thought things were drawing to a conclusion, Faye had asked to use the bathroom.
Brian was speaking to me and for a second I was distracted, until I heard Shona directing her upstairs: ‘Jo’s having the downstairs cloakroom decorated,’ she said.
I couldn’t look at Tessa, who knew it wasn’t true. I made up the redecoration lie when Shona called round one morning for coffee. I’d chucked a load of dirty clothes in the cloakroom earlier, intending to put them in the washing machine, but I’d forgotten, and I didn’t want Shona having to kick my knickers out of the way to get to the loo.
Of course, once Faye had come back down, the two men decided to go too. Everyone, in fact – with the exception of Tessa – had decided it was a good idea to use the bathroom before setting off home, even though most of them live a five-minute drive away. As Tessa lives across the road, if she’d said it too I would have known she was taking the piss.
All of them, bar Tessa, could have left fingerprints on the bannister and in the bathroom. Faye’s could be on the kitchen door.
Have I forgotten anyone?
Then I remember that there’s one other person who goes upstairs: Millie – whose prints they won’t be able to take. At that thought my body tightens and I smother a sob.
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Tom has warned me that after the press conference reporters will be all over us, digging into every aspect of our lives, trying to find some salacious story to demonstrate that we brought this on ourselves.
‘You know how it is these days,’ he says with a sigh. ‘They will dig and dig until they find something, and members of the public will chip in too – particularly on Twitter – with all kinds of theories. Some of them are bound to be unpleasant, so I suggest you ignore social media, if you can.’
That’s never been a problem for me, but I can’t believe Nousha will be persuaded to switch off her precious apps.
‘We’re going to focus on Millie and what’s happened, but not specifically how it happened. We don’t want copycat scenarios; nor do we want people deciding not to trust the police.’
‘What will they expect of me, Tom?’ I can hear a nervous tremor in my voice. I don’t know my lines, and yet this is the most important role I have ever played.
‘My best advice is to be yourself. Don’t try to be strong, but don’t overdo the emotion if it’s not how you’re feeling. People can spot if it’s a performance, and you have enough genuine fear and dread in you. Just let it show.’
I swallow and nod my head.
It’s time. Becky reaches out and gives my hand a quick squeeze, then walks out in front of me. She’ll be sitting with me, but Tom will do the talking. I’m in the middle.
As soon as the door opens, the cameras start to click – it’s a cacophony of sound and I hadn’t realised there would be so many people. Tom had said there would be a lot of interest because a child is missing, but I hadn’t expected this. Lights nearly blind me as the television cameras focus on my face. I think about my expression, but stop myself. This is not an audition for a role. This is my life.
Tom speaks into the microphone, explaining succinctly that both Ash and Millie were taken from our home on Saturday evening. He tells the room that Ash subsequently escaped, but he was in a separate car to Millie and we don’t know where she is.
I can tell that he’s coming to the end of his planned speech and I feel a flutter of nerves. Tom has told me that I don’t have to answer any questions. I only have to talk about Millie, and how concerned I am for her.
‘Millie’s mum, Jo Palmer, is now going to say a few words.’
It’s my turn, and I take a gulp of air. It’s tempting not to look at the cameras, and instead to stare at the table in front of me, at the scribbled notes that I made, but I have to get through to everyone watching. I need to make contact with them – show them how important this is – so I force myself to raise my eyes to the cameras, and I start to speak. I feel as if I am in a dream, not part of my own body, until I get to the end of my speech.
‘Millie is a beautiful little girl, full of laughter and happiness. She never walks – she always skips along, talking, laughing, her hair flying behind her. Wherever she is now, she will be frightened, confused, wondering where her mummy and daddy are, and why we’re not there to look after her.’ I stare straight at the red light on a camera, my gaze intense. ‘If anyone watching this knows anything at all about my Millie – why she was taken, who by, or where she is now – I’m begging you to get in touch with the police. And if you’ve got her, let her go. Please. Not for me. Do it for Millie.’
My voice finally breaks on the last mention of her name, and I lower my gaze as the tears drip onto the table. I don’t raise a hand to wipe them away, but listen as Tom explains how people can get in touch anonymously. There is some shouting, the journalists competing to get their questions answered. I shut out the noise so that it sounds like a muffled murmur, my mind focused on nothing but Millie.
Finally, I feel Becky’s hand touch mine and realise that Tom has stood up. The questions are over, and I raise my head to walk off. I want them to see my tears. I want them to see that this is ripping me apart.
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I don’t remember leaving the room or the building, but somehow we are back in the car and Becky is driving me home. I vaguely heard Tom telling me that I did really well, but it’s a blur. I just want to get home. I want Ash to be there. I need someone to hold me, to tell me it’s going to be okay, even though I know it’s a promise no one can make. My arms feel empty with no one to hug.
I jump as my phone rings in my bag. While we were speaking to the press one of Becky’s team was monitoring it for me, but now it’s back with me, and I’m terrified that the kidnappers are going to call and say that by going on air I have ruined everything and I’ll never see Millie again.
I glance at Becky. She’s driving and can’t help me, and I don’t want to answer.
‘You know what to do,’ Becky says. ‘We’ve got you covered, and your calls are being monitored.’
I wipe a sticky hand on my trousers and feel around in my bag for my phone. I stare at the screen, but it’s blurring through a new batch of tears, and I rub my eyes impatiently.
‘It’s Tessa,’ I tell Becky.
‘She may have seen the press conference – it was live on the news. And there’ll be press outside your house now. Don’t tell her anything else – nothing that wasn’t in the announcement. Can you put it on speaker too, in case there’s anything tricky?’
I throw Becky a worried glance. Surely they can’t think Tessa is still involved in some way? We know it can’t have been Ash in her bedroom, don’t we? I had assumed that she was in the clear. Do they still think she’s involved, or being held hostage herself?
‘Hi, Tessa,’ I say, my voice flat and emotionless.
‘Jesus, Jo, why the hell didn’t you tell me?’
I don’t know what to say. The last of my reserves of resilience have drifted away, and I just want to cry.
‘Jo? Where are you now?’
‘In a car with the police,’ I manage to murmur.
‘Are you on your way home? Because as soon as you get there, I’m coming over – if I can fight my way through the crowd. Jesus! This is so awful. How are you bearing up?’
I give a choked laugh which sounds more like a sob. ‘I’m not.’
‘Well, I’ll be watching for the car, and then I’m coming to look after you. When will Ash be home?’
‘Tomorrow.’
I know I’m being almost monosyllabic, but it’s taking a huge effort to open my mouth at all.
‘Okay. Well until then you’ve got me.’
I hang up without saying goodbye and look at Becky. She’s frowning.
‘What?’ I ask.
‘You can’t assume she isn’t involved. I know it’s unlikely, and she’s your friend. But she lied about someone being in her house last night, and you don’t think she’s ever done that before, do you?’
I don’t. In spite of the fact that I often tell Tessa her behaviour with men will end up with someone getting seriously hurt, she still tells me who her latest conquest is – how they met, the good bits and the bad bits, often with far too much graphic detail for my taste.
‘We have to assume that she might be involved. If you’re happy to spend some time with her, that’s fine. You need support, but we have to work out what you’re going to say when she asks for details, because she will, won’t she?’
Becky’s right. Tessa won’t be fobbed off with some vague story. She will know that I would have fought tooth and nail before anyone had taken either Ash or Millie.
‘But Becky,’ I say, ‘if she’s involved, she’ll know how they were taken. So what’s the harm in telling her?’
Becky is still frowning.
‘Tell her you’ve been asked not to give anyone any details. Blame me,’ she says. ‘Honestly, Jo, it’s best if you don’t trust anyone.’
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Ash was finding it almost impossible to lie in bed waiting to see what would happen next. All he had to keep him company were his own thoughts, and he didn’t like where they were taking him. He had always considered himself to be a good man – honourable, reliable, trustworthy. Recently he had been anything but.
He needed to get out of here. He was sure he had recovered from the concussion, and his broken ankle wasn’t a huge handicap. He could still get around. He could still drive too, as his car was automatic.
He was about to press the buzzer to demand to see the doctor when the door opened and the nurse who had brought him the phone came in, smiling brightly, no doubt for the benefit of the police officer.
‘Just coming to check that you’re comfortable, see if there’s anything you need,’ she said in a chirpy voice. She turned and closed the door. ‘You need the bathroom,’ she told him, the smile dropping from her face. ‘I’ll help you up.’ Her voice was hard, indifferent. She sniffed. ‘Where is it?’
Ash peeled back the covers. The phone was on the bed, next to his right hip. She offered him her arm and helped him to his feet.
Ash turned to her. ‘Why are you doing this?’
‘I’m a nurse – well, an auxiliary, to be precise. Why do you think?’
He hopped through the bathroom door and turned towards her.
‘If you mean money, I’ll pay you more if you tell me who asked you to do this. Tell me how much you want.’
She tried for a sneer, but it didn’t quite work. Ash knew she was frightened – and not of him.
‘It’s more than that, isn’t it? What is it? Tell me and I’ll help you.’
She stood silently for a moment and then shook her head. ‘You can’t help me. It’s too late for that. Just read the message. I’ll be waiting outside.’
Ash stared after her as she went out and closed the door, but stopped thinking about her as soon as his eyes went to the screen. There wasn’t one text, there were three.
WHEN YOU LEAVE HOSPITAL, YOU MUST NOT SWITCH THIS PHONE ON INSIDE YOUR HOUSE.
Ash understood why; the police would be monitoring everything, including mobile signals in the house.
The second text was about Millie.
MILLIE IS SAFE AND I WILL NOT HARM HER IF YOU OBEY MY INSTRUCTIONS. I WILL KNOW IF YOU DON’T. EVERYTHING HAS CHANGED NOW, AND PLANS MUST BE ADAPTED. KEEP THIS PHONE WITH YOU – SWITCHED OFF. THEY WILL ALLOW YOU HOME IN THE MORNING, I AM TOLD. MAKE AN EXCUSE TO LEAVE THE HOUSE AS SOON AS YOU CAN AND WAIT FOR MY CALL.
How the hell was he going to get away in the morning to receive a call without Jo losing it altogether? She would never understand how he could go out when she needed him most.
Ash groaned. There was one more text and he hesitated to look, scared it would be something else that he didn’t know how to deal with.
He clicked to open it. It was a photo of Millie, lying on a bed. He felt the skin down his back prickle and pinched his fingers to enlarge the image. Her face was pale, the skin around her eyes red as if she’d been crying. And he couldn’t tell if she was dead or alive.
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Tom was relieved to be back on home territory. Now that Jo had been allowed to go home, he had relocated back to the major incident room with his own team, although he had asked Rob to join them. With Keith currently an acting DI, Tom thought Rob might make a useful addition.
‘Can I have your attention, please?’ he called, and the level of noise in the room dropped instantly. ‘Can I introduce you to DS Rob Cumba. He’s been working with DI Robinson and me on the kidnap case and so he knows the victim, Jo Palmer.’
Rob jumped to his feet and smiled confidently round the room. As far as Tom knew, Rob hadn’t taken a break since he had delivered Jo Palmer to the training centre last night, and yet his energy levels didn’t seem to have dropped at all.
‘We need to use the knowledge that Rob’s acquired over the last twenty-four hours. We’re no longer convinced that this is a kidnap for ransom – we’ve had no word from those who took Ashraf Rajavi and Millie Palmer. If it’s an abduction, though, what is the purpose?’
‘Are we still maintaining a watch on the house, sir?’ Keith asked, as always practically standing to attention as he spoke.
‘Yes, as best we can with the pavements crawling with the bloody press. Rajavi is leaving hospital in the morning if he has a peaceful night, although I’m not sure how anyone can expect that under the circumstances.’
‘Sir!’ The voice came from the back of the room, and Lynsey stood up. ‘I’ve just had a message confirming Steven Allman’s whereabouts. Turns out he’s not in London – he’s in Manchester.’
‘Is he, now? Do we know why?’
‘Some band he’s been working with have a gig tonight – support act at the arena.’
‘Right. Lynsey, find out when he arrived, how long he’s going to be here, where he’s staying and how we can get in touch with him. We need to talk to him as soon as possible.’
Lynsey nodded and sat down.
Confident that Keith had everything in hand until Becky was back from Jo Palmer’s, Tom made his way towards his office. He had at least been able to call in at home briefly, but Louisa had sent him packing, repeating that she was fine.
As he walked towards his office, his mobile rang. An unrecognised number, and Tom felt a twinge of hope that this might be Jack again.
‘Tom Douglas.’
‘Tom, it’s Paul Green. I understand from Detective Superintendent Stanley that despite being involved in a very tricky abduction, you have some news about the murder of Finn McGuinness. I’d like to come and pick your brains.’
‘Fine. When would suit you?’
‘How about now?’
Tom turned the corner to his office and cancelled the call. Paul Green was already there, waiting for him.
    
Tom opened his office door and showed Paul in.
‘Sorry to descend on you out of the blue, Tom, but I need to find out what you know, or what you’ve heard. Unlike Superintendent Stanley, I don’t give a damn where you get your information from; I just need to know if it’s likely to be accurate.’
Tom looked at the other man. Paul Green had kept quiet about Jack’s involvement in the arrest of Finn McGuinness, and he almost certainly suspected Jack had some involvement in the death of Guy Bentley. But two big names had been obliterated from the organised-crime scene, so he had to be pleased. He would guess where Tom’s information was coming from, but there was no need to say the name out loud.
‘I think the intel’s good. I wouldn’t bother you with it if I didn’t.’
‘So can you tell me in your own words, Tom, rather than hearing Philippa’s slightly caustic version?’
Tom thought carefully about how to phrase it. Jack had done his usual trick of leaving an untraceable message on the desktop of Tom’s computer that filled in some more details.
‘My understanding is that Finn McGuinness was still controlling some elements of his crew from within Strangeways.’
Paul was a few years older than Tom and was just as likely to have the prison’s original name ingrained in his thinking.
‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘As far as we know they weren’t active – all of their major operations had been shut down. He had them maintaining a watch, keeping him in the loop – who was who, what were the other OCGs up to. He had a source of funds, but we haven’t been able to track where the money was coming from.’
‘The thinking is that he should have been well protected inside – and yet he wasn’t,’ Tom said. ‘Had his funds dried up? Or did someone pay more?’
‘It may not have been money. It was probably fear that originally kept his team watching out for him, but McGuinness was losing his strength inside. He was physically much weaker, and the fact that his wife had given evidence against him diminished his standing significantly. We were working on ways of eroding it even further, both inside and out, through undercover operations.’
Tom liked the sound of that and hoped Finn had found his fall from the heights to be painful.
Paul hadn’t finished. ‘McGuinness’s problem was that there are other groups now who are every bit as powerful as Guy Bentley’s operation used to be, with some evil bastards running them. Worse than those two, if you can believe that. The dominant groups are still white British, but the strength of the Albanians is growing – particularly in the cocaine market – and they know no restraint at all when it comes to violence. They’re working with a branch of the Italian Mafia now – the ’Ndrangheta – and there’s a nationwide recruitment drive for street dealers. They’re promised the earth, with social media tempting them with promises of flash cars and a rich man’s lifestyle.’
‘Recruitment was one of the things I wanted to talk to you about,’ Tom said. ‘Apart from believing McGuinness’s death had been carefully orchestrated and wasn’t just a prison feud, my contact tells me that Guy Bentley’s recruiter seems to be active again. And I don’t think this is at street level.’
‘What do you know about him, Tom? Does your contact—’ Paul said the word as if in quotes, ‘—know anything about this man – his background, where he’s recruiting from?’
Tom shook his head. ‘I think there was always an assumption among those who knew of his existence that he was involved in criminal justice in some way or other. Either a bent senior policeman, or maybe a judge, but definitely someone who would come into contact with offenders from all walks of life.’
‘Not another criminal?’
‘No – the net was spread too widely for that and included all types, from petty thieves who wanted to move up in the world to men with a record for domestic violence, fighting in pubs or even armed robbery. They were selected from across the full spectrum of the criminal world – identified as people with talent to be exploited. It had to be someone who dealt with all types and was smart enough to recognise what they might be capable of.’
‘And Bentley used this recruiter for what, exactly?’
‘Not for his street teams, as I understand it, but for people to manage the street teams. He recruited men to control the dock workers who facilitate the smuggling of drugs, or to handle trafficked prostitutes – essentially middle management. So the recruiter had to be someone who knew which criminals had what it takes to deliver – offenders who have avoided prison or received a light sentence and want to progress to bigger things. That’s why it was always assumed it was someone who deals with, and can identify, these criminals.’
‘And he’s working again.’ It wasn’t a question. Paul would know that Tom’s source was accurate.
‘Apparently so, but there’s a sense that he’s freelancing. It’s just chat – it’s not like he’s advertising on the dark web for specific jobs – but the chat suggests that there have been approaches made, and contacts set up through secure, encrypted messaging services, such as Telegram.’
Paul sat back and gazed, deep in thought, at the wall above Tom’s head. Tom could almost read his mind. Every time law enforcement worked out how to crack one channel, another opened up. The Internet and computer technology helped so much with tracking suspects, while simultaneously creating whole new lines of communication for criminals that were increasingly difficult to discover and block.
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By the time we arrive home, Tessa is already there – standing inside the gate, the tall hedge concealing her from the crowds of press blocking the road. I look at these people, their faces eager to learn of the pain and horror that I’m suffering, and I feel sickened.
I can see how agitated Tessa is. She is clasping the ends of a blue scarf in her hands, sliding it up and down around her neck.
As Becky pulls into the drive, she speaks to me quietly. ‘Don’t mention the fact that we saw someone in her house last night. Tell her you’re not allowed to say any more, and if she asks about the investigation, it’s probably better if you say you don’t know. Is that okay, Jo?’
I still can’t believe that Tessa could be involved, but at the same time I can’t explain why she lied to me about someone being in her house.
‘Okay.’
I can’t say more, because Tessa’s crouching down by the car window, her worried face close to the glass, and for a moment it makes me feel uncomfortable. I push open the door and she reaches out to pull me into a hug. She’s not normally a demonstrative person, but I welcome the feel of someone’s arms around me and for a moment I’m not sure if my legs are going to hold me up.
I hear shouts from the road, but the press know better than to step onto my drive.
‘Come on, love, let’s get you inside.’ With one arm still round me, Tessa steers me up the front step. She hasn’t asked who Becky is, and I haven’t thought to introduce her.
Inside, I can hear someone moving around in the kitchen and I smell cooking. It can’t be Nousha, I’m sure, and it’s not Zoe’s job to cook for me. I know she’s here to keep me informed, but she’s also gathering information, trying to discover if there’s anything I haven’t told her.
‘Where’s Nousha?’ I ask Zoe, who I find sitting on the sofa looking at something on her laptop.
‘She went upstairs.’
‘Is Sami here too?’ Tessa asks.
I look at Zoe, who shakes her head. I presume Nousha hasn’t managed to contact him yet, and that worries me. I don’t want him to find out about Millie from the television news.
‘Who’s in my kitchen, then?’ A note of hysteria creeps into my voice, although as there are two police officers here it’s hardly likely someone is here to do me harm.
I walk towards the kitchen just as a head pops round the door. Faye, from the theatre group.
‘Oh, Jo, we were utterly devastated to hear your news. You were so brave on the television that we decided we could at least bring you round something to eat. I know you probably don’t feel like food, but we thought it might help. What happened?’
Over her shoulder I see Shona’s shining blonde ponytail. She’s wearing my favourite KISS THE COOK OR SHE WON’T FEED YOU apron, wiping down the Aga with rubber-gloved hands, and she turns to give me a sympathetic smile.
It’s kind of them, but I don’t want to have to tell my story again; I want to be left alone, to crawl upstairs and lie on Millie’s bed – to think about her, to smell her sweet scent on her sheets, her pillow, her clothes. I turn to gaze at Zoe, then at Becky.
‘Nousha said they were friends, and it would be okay to let them in,’ Zoe says quietly with an apologetic frown as she sees the dismay on my face.
I close my eyes in an attempt to stop the tears that are never far from the surface from flowing down my cheeks. It all feels so hopeless.
Tessa’s arm is still round my shoulders and she steers me away from the kitchen towards the sitting room. Behind me, I hear Becky’s voice.
‘I’m Detective Inspector Becky Robinson. It’s kind of you to prepare some food for Jo, and I know how much she’ll appreciate it. If you’re done, though, I think she needs to get some rest. She’s not slept, and she’s physically and mentally exhausted. I’m sure you understand.’
I thank God for Becky.
Faye does her best to whisper, but she doesn’t know how. When she’s prompting a theatre production, you can hear her at the back of the auditorium, just as I can hear her now.
‘What happened? Can you tell us anything at all?’
There’s a note of suppressed excitement in her voice, as if it’s a thrill to be involved, however remotely, in such a drama. It’s all I can do not to turn round and let rip. Tessa’s arm tightens, and she leans her head towards mine, her lips next to my ear.
‘Jesus! Can I tell her it’s never too late to shut the fuck up and mind her own business?’
I would smile if I had a smile in me.
Becky saves the day. ‘I’m sorry. We can’t say any more. We can only repeat what you saw on the TV. But it’s good of you to go to this trouble.’
I hear Shona’s voice – quieter, calmer than Faye’s. ‘Come on, Faye. We’ve done what we can, so let’s leave her be. Inspector, could you please tell Jo that we’re here if she needs us? For anything at all.’
It’s good to have friends who care, but I’m glad they’re going.
As the door closes behind them I breathe a sigh of relief. Now I only have Tessa to explain to, and she is showing a surprising level of empathy for a woman who usually prides herself on speaking her mind and doing her own thing.
‘You don’t have to talk. If it helps, then I’m listening. Otherwise I’ll go and see what those two have been up to in the kitchen. If I’d seen them arrive, I’d have stopped them. Faye’s a nosy cow who doesn’t normally lift a finger to help anyone.’
I try to smile, but it’s a weak effort and Tessa reaches out to touch my shoulder.
Becky crouches down next to where I’m sitting.
‘I’m going back to the office now, Jo. Zoe will keep you up to speed with anything that happens, and if you think of anything – no matter how trivial – tell her.’ She turns to Tessa. ‘Miss O’Hanlon, that’s right, isn’t it? You live directly opposite, I understand, and it’s quite possible that you might have witnessed something unusual – people watching the house, cars you didn’t recognise. I know you saw Jo’s car leaving, so perhaps you saw others parked at the front of the house? Please, if you think of anything, pass it on to Zoe here.’
Tessa looks directly at Becky. ‘I can’t think of a single thing, but I’ll do my best. The trouble is that I decided to have a quiet night in with a bottle of wine and a good book, so apart from once – when I was checking if the weather was as bad as it sounded – I didn’t look out of the window at all. That was when I saw Jo leaving.’
I lift my head to look at Becky. Last time Tessa said she was closing the curtains. Becky knows, as I do, that she is lying.
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Tom’s fear for Millie’s safety was growing. Ash’s escape may have royally buggered things up for the kidnappers. What would they do with Millie now? And why had they wanted Ash at all? Had he been taken solely as a blind to cover Millie’s abduction? If so, she must have been specifically chosen, and Tom didn’t like that thought at all.
Why Millie?
Was she to be trafficked for illegal adoption or sexual exploitation? Or even – as Jo had suggested – organ harvesting, rare though that was in the UK?
They had multiple lines of inquiry running simultaneously, and all the ideas and hypotheses were making him dizzy. Much as he didn’t want to take a break, he knew both he and the team had been pushed to their limit.
‘Okay, everyone, can I have a moment, please,’ he shouted. The room fell quiet. ‘Most of you have put in a lot of hours since this kicked off, and you need some rest. We have a team working through the night and we’re not going to stop until Millie is found. But you’ll all work better – and I include myself in that – with some sleep. So let’s have a run-through of where we are, and then those of you who are not working overnight should go home. Lynsey, how are you doing with Steve Allman?’
‘His mobile appears to be switched off, sir. I’ve contacted other people in his team, and I went to see them at the arena where they’re setting up for tonight. Allman hasn’t shown his face all day. Apparently he’s visiting some woman who lives out in the wilds to the east of Manchester. No one knew more than that. I told the most sensible-looking guy to call me as soon as Allman appears.’
‘Thanks, Lynsey. I’m not sure we’d get approval for tracking his phone, even if he switches it on. We’ve nothing on him other than the fact that he’s Millie’s biological father and he’s suddenly shown an interest in his daughter. We do need to find him and talk to him, though. Where are we with CCTV? Rob, you’ve been pulling together everything we’ve got.’
Rob leaped to his feet and cast his wide smile round the room. ‘Based on Rajavi’s description of the car he was in – a dark blue Audi saloon – and the fact that he thinks at one point he was in Patricroft, we’ve checked the CCTV we can access along Liverpool Road to pick up possible cars. But we have to consider that Rajavi might have been wrong about Patricroft. Given where he was found, they could have taken him along the East Lancs Road – the A580.’
‘Doesn’t look much like Patricroft along there,’ Tom said. ‘However, he was very stressed at the time, and the weather was foul, so we can’t rely entirely on his identification of the location. I’ll leave you to get the vehicles checked out. Anything on the searches of Cadishead Moss?’
‘Nothing as yet. And there’s no saying Millie will be there. They may have been en route to somewhere else and taken a detour away from CCTV and ANPR to stuff him in the boot.’
Tom looked around the room at the tired but determined faces.
‘We still have covert operatives on the ground. Zoe is in the house with Jo Palmer, monitoring visitors, and we’re still covering phones. The press are, as always, a bloody nightmare. Keith, do you have anything?’
Although the rest of the team were slouched in their seats, Keith’s back was ramrod straight. ‘We’re liaising with the authorities in the UAE, sir. They’ve made contact with Darius Rajavi, but he claims to have heard nothing about the kidnap of his son. He wasn’t even aware of Millie’s existence and seemed indifferent to what is happening to her. If anyone’s planning to demand money from him, I suspect they’re somewhat misguided.’
‘Okay. Rob has transcribed the list we brainstormed earlier, and let’s look at other child abductions in recent months. Go nationwide – not only in our neck of the woods. Look for similarities, patterns, evidence of trafficking. The rest of you – bright and early in the morning, please. Get a few hours’ sleep and I’ll see you first thing.’
Tom glanced at the photo of Millie on the wall as he left the incident room. Would she be sleeping? Would she be safe? More than anything, he had to ask himself: were they doing enough to find her?
    
Tom quietly pushed the key into the lock of his front door. It was late. Lucy would be in bed – hopefully asleep – and on the off chance that Louisa was sleeping too, he crept up the stairs. Lucy’s door was firmly closed, and there was no light spilling from its edges, so he pushed it open gently to check on her.
To his surprise, he heard a whispered voice. ‘Hi, Dad.’
‘Hey, Luce – what are you doing awake? It’s after midnight. Are you okay?’ He walked over and sat on the side of the bed.
‘I’m fine. Mum FaceTimed me and woke me up.’
Tom felt a flash of irritation. Lucy had school in the morning, and just because Kate was enjoying herself somewhere on the other side of the world, that was no excuse for forgetting the time difference.
‘She couldn’t wait to tell me, she said. That’s why she had to call straight away.’
‘And what was so earth-shattering that it wouldn’t wait until morning?’
Lucy gave a weak smile, as if she was trying her best to be pleased about her mother’s news. ‘She says she’s getting married.’
Tom was lost for words. Why had Kate thought it appropriate to break this momentous news – news that could affect Lucy’s life considerably – in the middle of the night? But he couldn’t let Lucy know he was angry with her mum.
‘That must have been a surprise. Had she told you she’d met someone?’
‘I think she met him on the cruise ship.’
‘And how do you feel about it, sweetheart?’ Tom didn’t think it necessary to mention that, at the most, Kate could only have known this man for six weeks.
Lucy shrugged. Her voice was faint. ‘I guess if he makes her happy, that’s okay. She said it’s really exciting because he’s from Australia and it’s a great place to live. She says I’ll love it.’
Tom said nothing for a moment, feeling a heavy weight settle in his chest. He could barely forgive Kate for dropping this bombshell on their daughter without discussing it with him first. Kate had been ill – she was recovering from cancer – so perhaps she had an excuse to be thoughtless. Even so…
‘It’s early days to be making big decisions, Lucy. Your mum’s probably carried away with all the excitement, but when she’s back she’ll have to start looking at how it might affect you, and consider her ongoing medical needs. I wouldn’t get too excited just yet, love.’
As he said the words, he substituted ‘worried’ for ‘excited’ in his mind. Kate was given to big gestures. This could all go away, and he mustn’t get stressed about losing Lucy to the other side of the world. At least, not yet.
‘Dad?’
‘Yes, love.’
‘Is it okay if I’m not excited, do you think?’
‘Of course. You can’t help how you feel, but it might be better not to put a damper on your mum’s excitement. She’s not back for two months, and anything might have happened by then.’
‘Well, I hope so. Because I’m not going to Australia. It’s not up for discussion, Dad. I’m staying here with you. If she wants to go, that’s fine. Her choice.’
With that, Lucy reached up and pulled his face down to hers. She kissed his cheek.
‘Night, Dad. Love you.’
She rolled over and Tom felt a rush of relief, although he knew there might be a rocky road ahead with Kate. ‘Love you too,’ he whispered.
As he left Lucy’s bedroom, he thought about Jo Palmer. His fear at the thought of losing his teenage daughter to the other side of the world had been so intense he hadn’t known if he would be able to disguise it.
If he felt like that, how must Jo be feeling, wondering if she would ever see her daughter again?
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Monday
I have no idea how I got through the night. I refused to see a doctor, even though the thought of sleeping tablets was appealing. What if there was news in the early hours of the morning? What if Millie needed me? I have to be fit to respond.
For once, I’m keen to get out of bed on a Monday morning. I need to be doing something, keeping busy. Lying here contemplating life is not something that has any attraction today, so I struggle to push myself upright and stumble to the bathroom. I feel so weary that my legs can barely hold me up. Switching the shower on full blast at the highest temperature I can tolerate, I stand for five minutes, letting the water beat down on me, wishing the lashing would take some of the pain from my heart.
I’ve realised that, up until the last thirty-six hours, I have always known where Millie is. I’ve always been able to summon up her image in my mind – at school, playing at a friend’s house, at the swimming pool with Ash. There has never been a single place that she’s visited that I haven’t been to, known about, or seen with my own eyes, and the fact that I can’t picture her where she is now is killing me. I see Millie, but everything around her is hazy, as if shrouded in fog, and she’s reaching out for me, wanting me to pull her back to a safe place.
There are some images, some locations, that I don’t want to summon up, and I try my best to block them from my mind, but it doesn’t work. Men move shadily into the frame – hands reach for my daughter – and my heart thumps. In my head I hear her scream, call for me. I push those thoughts away.
It’s early morning. Will she be in bed? Will there even be a bed, or will she be in some dank cellar, huddled in a cold corner, frightened? The thought – which is not a new one – nevertheless makes me groan out loud as I rest my forehead on the cool tiles of the shower.
Through it all, however horrendous the images, I am convinced she’s alive. People say they would know if a loved one was dead. I’ve never believed that, but I’m clinging to it now. It’s the only thing keeping me sane. She’s out there. We will find her.
I feel so alone. Nousha stayed the night, but she needs more reassurance than I have the capacity to give. Sami still appears to be AWOL and there’s only Zoe in the house who I can talk to. She’s kind and thoughtful and leaves me to my own devices, but she’s not a friend and I can’t wait for Ash to be home – the one person who will share my fears.
Until yesterday I would have said that Tessa could have been a support, but now I don’t know. She’s hiding something from me, but at the same time she seems genuinely distraught about Millie. In the end I asked her directly: ‘What are you not telling me, Tessa?’
There was no mistaking the fact that she was shocked, but she came straight back. ‘There’s nothing. Seriously, if I knew anything at all about Millie, don’t you think I’d tell you?’
I don’t know any more. I wanted to ask Tessa outright who was in her bedroom, but Becky told me not to.
‘She’s not aware that we saw him, or that we know he left the house by some route other than either of the gates. It’s best we keep it that way until we’ve finished checking on her. I know it seems like forever to you, but it’s early days and we can’t afford to take a wrong step.’
I said nothing to Tessa, and in the end she went home, clearly concerned that I was blocking her.
Finally I switch off the shower. The effort of drying myself seems too much, so I wrap myself in a towel and sit, head bent, on the side of the bath, waiting for the water to evaporate from my skin. I’m still there ten minutes later when I hear the front doorbell, and I freeze, not knowing if I should answer it or not.
Clearly someone – probably Zoe – decides to open the door, because moments later I hear Nousha scream. I tighten the towel around me and fly from the bathroom, praying that nothing else is happening to my family. I can’t hear what she’s saying, but she’s crying hysterically.
I hang over the bannister, about to call out, and it’s only then that I realise Nousha’s scream wasn’t one of fear. She has her arms round a tall dark man wearing a black medical boot on his left leg below the rolled-up trouser leg of some scrubs, trying to balance on one of his crutches as she clings onto him.
‘Thank God you’re home, Ash. You’ve no idea what we’ve been going through here.’
Ash raises his eyes to meet mine and gives his sister one last squeeze. ‘Noush, go and make some coffee, would you? I’m going to talk to Jo.’
‘Oh, but…’
Ash kisses her forehead and determinedly picks up his second crutch and heads to the stairs.
‘I’ll come down,’ I shout.
‘No. I need to move around. I can hop upstairs and slide down on my backside. I need to talk to you.’
I understand the subtext. Our only opportunity for privacy is in the bedroom, so I watch as he grabs the bannister and tenaciously hops his way up the stairs.
I listen to each thud of the crutch, each lighter thump of his good foot, and he is getting closer. I wanted him here to comfort me, to share my fears, but with each beat comes a question.
Why did they take you?
Why was there a burner phone in your study?
Why did you change the code on your phone?
Why was your photo on Tinder?
Do you know what has happened to my daughter?
    
Across the road, Tessa stomped around her kitchen, picking her phone up every few moments to see if he had called yet.
She slammed the phone back onto the worktop. This was not the way she allowed herself to behave. Men pursued her. She held the reins, and men called and wanted to know when they could see her. She had never been in this position before, and she hated it. Why didn’t he call?
It felt so much worse because Jo knew something was going on. But how could she? They had been so careful: separate phones, always keeping out of sight, sneaking in and out of Tessa’s house, never being seen in public. She’d even set up Geoff to throw Jo off the scent, although she felt mean about that because he’d taken it all so seriously. She hoped it would give him the impetus he needed to put things right in his marriage and turn his relationship around before it fell apart through neglect.
Tessa truly believed that she saved marriages rather than ruined them, and more than one of her cast-offs had told her she had been the wake-up call he had needed. This time, though, it was different. For the first time ever, she wanted this man more than it seemed he wanted her.
‘Call me,’ she whispered.
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As the door closes behind us, Ash reaches out an arm and pulls me towards him. I cling to him, feeling the warmth of his body on my damp skin. I’m so relieved that he’s home.
‘I’m sorry about everything that’s happened,’ he whispers.
I lean back slightly to look at him. ‘You think it’s your fault?’
He frowns, and his tone becomes terse. ‘I didn’t mean that. I wasn’t apologising! I regret that this is happening – not just to you. To both of us.’
I rest my head on his shoulder again. ‘I’m sorry – don’t trust anything I say right now. I’m glad you’re back. I thought I was going to go mad with Nousha banging on about how upsetting she’s finding it all and having to be polite to the family liaison officer.’
‘Oh, that’s who I saw through the sitting-room door, is it?’
‘She’s called Zoe. She’s pleasant enough, and I know why she has to be here, but…’ I pull my head back to look at him again, my voice breaking as I speak. ‘Why would anyone want to take Millie, Ash? Why? Did those men who took you say anything – anything at all?’
Ash lets go of me and turns away. ‘I told the police everything I know. Which wasn’t much, but they’ve taken my statement. Can you find me some clothes, do you think? The ward sister was going to call to ask you to bring me some, but I just wanted to get out of there, so I begged them to let me leave first thing. The police brought me home, but I had to wear these scrubs because my clothes are being held as evidence. The men manhandled me, so I guess they’re looking for DNA.’
He sits down on the bed and I walk towards the chest of drawers.
‘Why don’t you keep the scrubs on the bottom half – you’re not going to get much else on over that boot thing, are you? And I’ll find you a T-shirt and a sweater.’
‘I need proper trousers. Can you grab me a pair of jeans and split the seam at the bottom of the left leg so it will go over the CAM boot?’
‘Why? It’s warm in the house. What’s wrong with the scrubs?’
‘I need to go out. It’s too cold for scrubs.’
For a moment I wonder whether, with everything that is buzzing round my head, I’ve heard him correctly. But he’s not meeting my eyes, so I know I have.
‘What are you talking about? The police have told us not to go out unless it’s absolutely necessary. And we have to keep Zoe with us. Where are you going, and how are you going to get there?’
My voice is raised, strident, and I try to calm down. He still doesn’t look at me and leans down as if he needs to scratch the skin above his boot.
‘I can drive. My car’s automatic. I need to look for Millie.’
I stare at him, baffled. How can he think that driving the streets is going to be helpful?
Then a shocking thought hits me. ‘Do you know where she is?’
‘Of course not! If I did, don’t you think I’d tell you?’ He sounds irritated, but he’s still not looking at me.
‘I don’t know, Ash. There are many things it seems you don’t want to tell me.’
I expect him to argue about this, but he doesn’t.
‘I’ll come with you, then,’ I say, opening another drawer to pull out my own clothes.
‘No. You stay here in case they bring her home.’
He struggles to his feet and grabs the pair of jeans I’m holding. I’ve not slit the seam yet, but there are scissors in the bathroom, and I sense that he wants to get away from me.
‘Sit down and I’ll help you off with the scrubs.’
He clutches the jeans tightly to him, as if protecting himself. ‘I can manage.’
I don’t know what’s going on here, but before I can say another word he heads for the bathroom, and suddenly I know exactly what I’m going to do.
The police have returned Ash’s phone – his legitimate, registered phone. I think they still have the unregistered one that they found in a drawer in his study. I’ve yet to ask him about that.
I know Ash put a different passcode on his phone, but the police unlocked it and if there’s one thing I do know, it’s how to set up location finding – I’m forever losing my mobile, so I’ve installed the app on all my devices.
I grab both our phones from where they are charging next to the bed, go to Settings and make sure that I’ve got Family Sharing switched on. I add Location Sharing and, switching between phones, I accept the invitation on Ash’s phone. He’ll never know it’s there. Wherever it is that he’s going, I’m going to know all about it.
And I’ll be right behind him.
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For one dreadful moment I think Ash is going to refuse to take his phone with him.
I hand it to him as he comes back into the bedroom. ‘I don’t understand where you’re going, or what you think you can do, Ash, but for God’s sake, take your phone with you.’
He looks at me blankly, as if I have said something incomprehensible, then sees his phone in my hand and his face clears. What did he think I meant?
‘Just so you know, in my opinion it’s absolute madness going out and driving around. What the hell do you think you’re going to see? They’re not going to be parading her around the shops, are they?’ With that I burst into noisy sobs.
Ash sits beside me on the bed. ‘Jo, you’re freezing. Get dressed, have a cup of coffee and warm up. It’s just something I have to do.’
‘I know! But I don’t understand why?’
I know I shouldn’t be shouting, but it’s not as if Millie’s simply wandered off and he might find her by the side of the road. Those bastards have taken her.
‘Look,’ he says, in his calm doctor’s voice, which drives me to distraction, ‘I escaped, but what if, without me, their plan has fallen apart – and don’t look at me like that! I don’t know what their plan is either. When I escaped, they might have decided to set Millie free. She might be doing exactly what you said – wandering the streets, lost.’
‘Oh, that’s just bloody stupid! She’s seven, and smart. She would tell someone she was lost, ask someone to call me or the police. And yes, there are perverts out there who might take advantage of the situation, but we both know that the majority of people are decent, especially where children are concerned. You’re making fucking excuses. And I don’t know why.’
Ash grabs his crutches and limps to the door. ‘You might not understand, Jo, but it’s what I’m going to do.’
‘The police have told us to stay here. They don’t want us to go out.’
‘Tough. I won’t tell them, then.’
And with that he leaves.
I hear him bump downstairs on his backside then shout to Nousha, ‘I’m going to my shed. I don’t want to be disturbed.’
The next sound is the slamming of the back door followed by the thundering of feet on the stairs.
Nousha bursts into the room as I’m pulling a jumper over my head.
‘He’s gone to his shed!’ she cries.
Nousha knows as well as I do that this is completely out of character. She and I tarted up the shed for Ash’s birthday because he said there was never any peace in the house. He’s used it about twice.
I tug on a pair of jeans, speaking as I dress. ‘Noush, I need you to do something for me. Go and find Zoe – keep her occupied.’
‘Why?’
‘Please, Noush. Just do it because I’ve asked you.’
She sighs, but for once she seems prepared to cooperate, and I hear her stomp downstairs and then her voice as the door closes.
I follow on tiptoe.
I’m about to pull my red mac from the hall stand, but instead grab a black hoodie of Ash’s. I don’t want him to spot me, because wherever he goes, I’ll be following. I have no idea where he’s going, but what I do know is that he’s not daft enough to think that driving round the streets is going to be anything other than futile.
    
A car horn sounds, breaking into my thoughts, and I realise that I have strayed across the centre line into the path of oncoming traffic. I spin the wheel to the left and raise my hand in apology. It’s too late. I catch a glimpse of a snarling face.
Following Ash via the location finder on my phone isn’t proving as easy as I thought. I can see where he is, but each time I look at the phone I have to take my eyes from the road. It seems he’s heading north. Why would he do that? The police told me he was found on Cadishead Moss, to the south-west of us, so it doesn’t make sense.
He seems to be travelling at speed and is getting further and further away from me. He has to be on the motorway – not the sort of place he might find Millie wandering around, as if that was ever going to happen.
If he puts his foot down, Ash’s automatic BMW can go a lot faster than my Fiesta, but at least I’m going to know where he is when he stops, which he surely has to do at some point.
I put my foot flat to the floor as I accelerate down the slip road onto the M61. Where the hell is he going? As far as I know, we don’t know anyone who lives out this way. Maybe Ash does? Does this mean he has a life I don’t know about? Does this explain the phones and the Tinder post? And how is Millie involved? Why would he leave me alone when our daughter is missing? What is more important than being together, supporting each other, right now?
My thoughts are interrupted as my mobile rings.
I don’t want to answer it, but I glance at the screen. It’s Becky. I give an involuntary gasp. Has something happened? Have they got news?
I press the speaker icon. ‘Becky! Have you got some news? Is it Millie? What’s happened?’
I realise I’m not giving the woman time to speak, so I shut up, praying for the right answer.
‘Hi, Jo. No news, I’m afraid, but Zoe called to tell me that you and Ash have both gone out. Is everything okay?’
My shoulders drop, the tension I hadn’t known I was feeling seeping out of my body. This isn’t about Millie at all. Zoe must have realised that we weren’t upstairs or in the shed.
‘Everything’s fine, thanks.’ I can hear the dismay in my own voice, the momentary flash of hope now dead. Do I need to tell Becky that Ash is behaving strangely and that he’s driving towards Bolton?
I know I should say something, but I am still trying to believe in him – to trust him.
‘It’s important that we know where you are, Jo. You shouldn’t go out without telling us. I asked you specifically to stay in the house. We mentioned the other night that someone could be following you – perhaps waiting to see what you do. If we’re to control this situation we need to know where you both are at all times, and you should never be on your own. Do you understand why I’m saying this?’
I do, and I can tell she’s angry, but I’m still not sure if I should tell her about Ash. There must be some reason he’s doing this, and until I know more, I’m not going to say anything.
‘I’m sorry, Becky. I needed some air. I felt as if everything in the house was pressing down on me, reminding me of Millie.’
Becky’s voice is quieter when she responds. ‘And Ash?’
‘I think he feels hopeless and helpless, and perhaps thinks he’s let us down. He’s got it into his head that he might find her if he just drives around.’ I don’t tell her that, given where he’s heading, that’s patently untrue.
I can hear Becky’s frustration. ‘I’ve tried calling his mobile, but he hasn’t responded. Can I suggest you call him and ask him to come home – now, please. Tom and I would like to have a chat with you both about the next steps and feedback from the press conference, so let me know when you’ll be home.’
I promise to call Ash, and she hangs up. I don’t call him. As I flip back to the location finder, I can see that he’s stopped, and he’s about five minutes away from me.
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As Tom walked into the incident room, Becky signalled to him.
‘Jo and Ash have gone walkabout.’
‘What? Stupid buggers. Don’t they realise we’re trying to keep them safe?’
He listened as Becky filled him in with Zoe’s reports of an argument and how they had both sneaked out.
‘Bloody hell. That’s all we need. Give them a bit of time to get back and keep me informed. I don’t want to ask for authority to track their phones unless it becomes necessary; they’ll probably be back before we’ve got it approved and up and running.’ Tom stifled his irritation and changed the subject. ‘You said you thought there was something dodgy about Tessa O’Hanlon when you met her. I think we’ve reached the point where we need to talk to her. Let’s get her in.’
‘Fine. I’ll call her. But before you go, Zoe’s also worried about the fact that Sami Rajavi is still missing. No one knows where he is, and although both Nousha and Jo say this is nothing out of the ordinary, she thought we should be aware.’
‘Ask Zoe to push a bit on where he usually goes. We considered and dismissed his involvement earlier, but there could be other reasons he’s missing. They’ve lost Ash, so have they gone for his brother instead? I know you rate Lynsey’s investigative powers, so if she’s got any capacity, get her looking into it.’
Becky’s concerned frown echoed Tom’s thoughts. They didn’t need any more complications in this case.
He walked towards the whiteboard. ‘Where are we up to, Keith?’
‘Steve Allman was at the show last night.’ Tom clocked the rolling eyes of the younger members of the team at the word ‘show’. Keith would probably have choked on ‘gig’. ‘He was asked to come in for an interview first thing this morning, and he should be here any time now. Apparently he was horrified at being asked to get up before noon.’
‘Do we know where he’s been staying?’
‘With a woman. We don’t yet have the details, unfortunately. She lives out Delph way, in the hills.’
‘Okay. Let me know when he arrives. We’ll talk to him, and then I’m off to see Jo and Ash.’
Before he could say more, Tom’s mobile rang. It was Philippa.
‘Detective Superintendent Stanley. What can I do for you?’
Despite their long-standing relationship, Tom always treated Philippa with the respect due to her position when other people were around.
‘Tom, I know you have quite a workload, but we’ve got a body. I originally assigned another team, but the victim is male, mid-forties and it looks like an execution – single bullet in the head. However, he also has a nasty wound on the side of his face. The pathologist hasn’t done the post-mortem yet but says the wound probably occurred up to twenty-four hours before the man was shot. It’s a total stab in the dark, but it made me wonder about Rajavi’s kidnap and the fact that he clipped one of his attackers on the face with his cuffs.’
Tom felt a moment of excitement. They had been eagerly awaiting the results of the DNA test on the cuffs, assuming that Ash had drawn blood when he hit the man. Now they wouldn’t have to wait. If they could identify him, he could be the lead they needed in their hunt for Millie.
Tom’s excitement was quickly followed by a hollow feeling. Had he been alive, his identification would have posed a huge threat to the kidnappers. But if he had been executed, it suggested it was to guarantee his silence. It also told Tom that whoever these people were, they were utterly ruthless.
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To my surprise, I discover Ash has stopped at a retail complex. It has a huge car park, but I spot his car straight away, thanks to the bright blue colour that I selected for his BMW. He’s parked in front of a DIY store. What on earth is he doing here? Ash and DIY don’t go together, any more than me and housework.
I can see he’s still in the car, even though, according to the app, he’s been parked for five minutes. I pull up in the row behind, two cars to the left of his. My Fiesta is white, and there are several white cars parked nearby, so he’ll never notice me. He won’t see me in his rear-view mirror either, but I can see him.
He’s waiting. I can see him drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. He keeps twitching in his seat, his right shoulder jerking up and down. He’s usually so calm, and for a moment I think about getting out of the car and going to him. I resist the temptation, and I’m glad because finally I see him lift a hand to his ear.
He’s speaking. I can see his lips moving, so he must be on the phone. It’s not his phone, though. His is one of those models with a big screen, so he can use it for the Internet. This one must be tiny. I can barely see it within the palm of his hand.
Where did that come from? I’m sure he had nothing with him when he was taken on Saturday night. He must have brought it into the house with him today, in his scrubs.
Ash, what the fuck are you up to?
At that moment he lowers his hand. The call must be over. What now?
I wait. Ash lifts both hands and clasps them behind his head as if he’s trying to hold himself together.
Does he know something about Millie?
I can’t decide if I should call Becky to tell her that Ash is up to something or leap out of the car to go and demand to know what the hell is going on, but I take a few deep breaths and I wait.
The next five minutes seem to crawl by. Will he drive off? As long as he doesn’t turn his own phone off I can follow him.
From nowhere a black Volvo appears and pulls up in front of Ash’s car. It looks like a man driving, but I can’t see his features. Ash pushes himself out of the BMW, collects his crutches from the back seat and hobbles towards the car just as the man lowers his window. He says something. Ash stops dead. He stares at the man for a moment, his back rigid. Then he retraces his steps, his head low.
I duck down and peer through the gap between the top of the steering wheel and the dashboard.
I watch as Ash opens his car door and pulls something from his pocket. It’s his phone. His own phone. He throws it onto the car seat, then shuts and locks the car again. His face is pale, washed-out, grey, and I can see deep lines on his forehead.
As he limps to the other side of the Volvo to get in, I glimpse the driver’s face as he raises his window.
I know that face. I would recognise it anywhere. It’s one of the men who came to our house. The man who said he was a detective. The man who abducted Ash less than forty-eight hours ago.
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After Tom ended the call with Philippa he filled the team in on the latest development.
‘Let’s be clear – this murder might be totally irrelevant to our case. We’re going to leave it with the other team to investigate, but I’m heading there now, and we’ll liaise with their DI to make sure we’re not missing anything.’
He looked across at Keith, who had been lining up images on his whiteboard when the news had come through.
‘DI Sims, you’re with me.’
Keith looked both pleased and surprised, although Tom suspected his reaction was more to do with being referred to as DI than being asked to leave the office, the place where his attention to detail was most beneficial.
‘Becky, can you interview Tessa O’Hanlon? Take Rob in with you. Apart from you he’s the only one who’s met Jo, so I think he might be the best bet. If I’m not back when Steve Allman arrives, make sure he waits. I want to speak to him myself. And if you need to go and see Jo, don’t wait for me.’
With that he nodded to Keith, who spent an unnecessary amount of time straightening the piles of documents on his desk. Tom watched as he patted his pockets, one after the other, and imagined him internally ticking off a list. Keys, radio, phone, wallet, notebook, pens. He reached down for a small bag of items he would struggle to carry in the pockets of his smart suit, the contents of which Tom could only guess at. You had to give it to him – he was always prepared for every eventuality.
‘Keith, I’m going. Leave your bloody desk alone. It will still be there when you get back.’
With that, Tom walked towards the door and, with a last glance at his whiteboard, Keith hurried after him.
    
The body that may or may not be related to Tom’s investigation had been found close to a derelict house between Barton Bridge and the Swing Aqueduct. It was a popular spot; people loved to see the two bridges in action, and Tom could remember bringing Lucy when she was small. There was something magical about a bridge full of water from one canal being swung to one side to allow ships to sail along another, wider stretch of water.
Unfortunately, the man’s body had been found by children. A traumatic experience at any age, but particularly frightening for a child.
Tom steered his car off the main road and onto the track leading to the crime scene. The forensic team were still at work, but the body had now been removed and taken to the mortuary. As Tom approached to give his and Keith’s names to an officer, a woman in white coveralls approached.
‘DCI Douglas? I’m DI Karen Spalling.’
Tom held out his hand. ‘Good to meet you. DI Keith Sims here will be liaising with you, if that’s okay. I think Detective Superintendent Stanley has already informed you that there is a possible, somewhat tenuous link to an ongoing inquiry – you may have heard about it?’
‘Millie Palmer, yes. You think our victim could have been one of the kidnappers?’
‘There’s a faint possibility that he’s one of the two men who took Millie’s father. If he is, I don’t like the fact that it was an execution. That removes any hope we had that Millie’s kidnap, abduction, whatever it was, was undertaken by amateurs.’
Karen Spalling gave him a puzzled look. ‘Was it ever going to be that, given the lengths they went to?’
‘Highly unlikely, but several people close to the parents are associated with performance of one sort or another. There was always the hope that the perpetrators were actors rather than villains. If the deceased was involved, that hope has disappeared.’
Karen nodded. ‘Well, it’s not all bad news. After all that rain there was a lot of mud about and the CSIs have some tyre treads and – even better – a clear footprint. We should be able to get shoe size and possibly make, as it looks like it might have been a trainer. Of course, none of that’s any good unless we have something to compare it to.’
Tom’s phone interrupted them. ‘Keith, I’ll let you get up to speed with DI Spalling. Excuse me.’ He turned away. ‘Tom Douglas.’
‘Tom, it’s Paul Green. It seems your information was correct. Someone is recruiting, and we think he wanted McGuinness dead because Finn was the only man still standing who could identify him.’
‘How do you know this?’
‘Dick Fields followed up on the idea that someone had to have paid a lot of money to have McGuinness murdered, and one of the guards folded completely. It seems the prison officer’s little boy needed some treatment that was only available abroad, and he was trying to raise the funds. He was offered money, and he took it. Sadly his son died the day after McGuinness was killed and now he’s a heap of remorse. Not, I should say, over the death of this particular prisoner. He’s appalled at himself for doing something so shocking, although he says he would do it again a thousand times if it would have saved his son.’
Tom couldn’t entirely blame the officer. He had often asked himself how far he would go to save Lucy. He couldn’t imagine anything that he wouldn’t do, and there would soon be another child for him to protect.
‘Does he know who recruited him?’
‘Unfortunately not, but it seems it’s organised-crime related, which is why Titan’s involved. Can I ask… does your, erm, contact have any idea how we might track this recruiter down?’
Tom resisted the urge to groan. He wished Jack wouldn’t put him in this position. He had a knack of giving some information, but not quite enough to solve the crime.
‘I have no means of contacting him directly, so it won’t be instantaneous, but I’ll do what I can. I do think if he knew who it was, he’d tell us. He knows two things. Guy Bentley always talked about the recruiter as if he was a bent professional – someone in law enforcement. And apparently when he recruited a team none of them ever knew any of the others, so even if one was caught the rest were safe.’
Tom was standing not a hundred metres from the site of a murder – an execution. If the victim was part of the original kidnap team it probably meant he wouldn’t be connected to any of the other members, because known associates would be the first people the police would interview. This was probably a dead end.
‘Paul, do you have any knowledge of what kind of people are being recruited at the moment?’
‘We haven’t got that far yet. The prison officer was approached directly. The only clue we have is that someone must have known about the son and how ill he was.’
A child. In hospital. Tom wasn’t liking this.
‘Do you know which hospital the child was in?’
‘Yes. The Royal Manchester Children’s Hospital. Why?’
‘Because that’s where Millie Palmer’s dad works.’
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I am too dazed to move. Ash has gone, driven off without a murmur of complaint by the man who two days ago had put him in handcuffs.
The moment I saw the man’s face I flung open my door, but by the time I had pushed my way between the closely parked cars, he was pulling out of the car park, and I couldn’t see the Volvo’s number plate.
What the hell was Ash thinking?
I raced back to my own car and jumped in to reverse out of my spot and give chase, but directly behind me was a red car, its elderly driver waiting patiently for a family of five to load themselves into their car and vacate their parking space. I was stuck, and I couldn’t even see which way the Volvo had turned out of the car park.
I hammered my hands on the steering wheel with frustration then grabbed my phone to call Becky, to tell her what had happened. I stopped. The man Ash was with must know where Millie is. Maybe Ash had gone to pay the ransom. Maybe he’d gone to get Millie, and if I interfered it would all go wrong. I threw the phone back onto the seat with a sob of despair.
I’m still here an hour later, waiting to see if Ash comes back, tearing myself to shreds wondering if I’m doing the right thing.
Why would he get into the car with that man?
I go over in my mind the night Ash and Millie were taken. I hadn’t seen any sign that Ash recognised the ‘detectives’. He had seemed as shocked and horrified as I was. And today, when he saw the man in the Volvo, he had stopped dead. Was that surprise? Or fear?
I don’t know. I don’t know anything. My trust in Ash has been so shaken over the last few days, and yet I cling to the belief that whatever else he might do, he wouldn’t hurt Millie.
What if I’m wrong? What if he was always a part of this? Perhaps he’s gone, and I’ll never see either of them again.
I close my eyes and take myself back to just over a week ago when we were enjoying Sunday lunch. I see a happy family around the table, teasing, laughing. It’s impossible to believe all that’s happened since, but the memory is enough to make me hold tightly to the last shreds of trust until I’ve had a chance to speak to Ash.
Now it’s started raining again. That type of thick rain that has a suggestion of sleet as it splats onto my windscreen. People are rushing to their cars, collars pulled up, and the day gets a little darker. If this turns to snow, I could get stuck in some endless traffic jam. I don’t know if Ash is going to come back to his car in an hour, a day, or maybe never at all. And I have no way of asking him as he no longer has his phone.
I make a deal with myself. I’ll go home and wait. Ash’s phone is on the seat of his car, but the minute he starts to move, the location finder will alert me. I’ll give him an hour, and if his car is still here, I’ll call Becky and tell her everything. If he’s heading home, I’ll wait and force the truth out of him. Then I’ll make my decision.
Reluctantly I reverse out of my spot and slowly drive out of the car park, at each moment hoping to see the Volvo reappear. But it doesn’t, and with a heart that feels it can’t take any more, I head towards the motorway and home – to a house empty of all but a police officer and a young woman I love dearly but who I know will be looking to me to offer her support through her hours of anguish.
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Tessa hated police stations, and this one – smart as it was – was no exception. She didn’t want to be there. She could feel a dampness at the back of her neck, and her instinct was to run.
‘Miss O’Hanlon?’ She looked up to see a young mixed-race man with a bald head and a generous mouth standing in front of her. He reminded her of Lewis Hamilton. ‘Detective Sergeant Rob Cumba. Can you come with me, please?’
Tessa surreptitiously wiped her palm on the tissue she was clutching, then pushed it into her pocket and stood up, holding out her hand and giving him her best beaming smile. He had a strong handshake – not overly firm but not limp. If this was the detective who was going to interview her, she might be able to relax. He wouldn’t be able to read her – she was a master of prevarication, and he would be putty in her hands.
To her disappointment, she soon realised it wasn’t going to be quite so easy. As she took her seat in the interview room, the door opened and in walked the woman who had been with Jo the evening before.
‘Thank you for coming in to see us, Miss O’Hanlon. We met yesterday. Detective Inspector Robinson.’ She took a seat, her face impassive.
Tessa swallowed and forced her body to relax as the detective spoke.
‘I know you’re aware of what’s happened to Millie Palmer, so there’s no need for us to go into detail. But perhaps you could tell us how well you know the family – Jo, Millie and Ash.’
‘I’ve known Jo for a few years now, and she’s a good friend. Millie’s a sweetheart – a lovely child. I don’t know Ash that well. He’s not that interested in our theatre productions, and Jo and I tend to meet either for rehearsals or during the day. I’m very fond of her.’
‘You care about her, and about her happiness?’
Tessa folded her arms on the table in front of her and leaned forward. ‘Of course! Why would you ask?’
‘Tell us about Ash,’ the inspector said.
‘He’s the exact opposite of Jo, except where Millie’s concerned. Jo’s disorganised, loves outrageous clothes; Ash is methodical, slightly anal in my opinion, conservative. Maybe he has to be to cope with her chaos!’ Tessa laughed, hoping that the inspector would lighten up a bit, but she just got a nod in return and Lewis Hamilton didn’t even look up.
‘How is he with Millie?’
‘Brilliant. And she adores him. He would die for that child. His biggest fear in the world is losing her, if he loses Jo.’
‘And why might he lose Jo?’
Tessa sighed, wishing she had never said that. ‘You know how relationships are. They don’t always pan out the way we expect them to, and some people are pre-programmed to be fickle – never satisfied with what they’ve got.’
‘So you think one of them might have – or may already have had – an affair. Is that what you’re suggesting?’
Tessa sat back in her chair and gave another laugh that even to her own ears sounded brittle. ‘Ash is a man, isn’t he? And how many men do you know who’d turn down an offer if they thought they’d get away with it? It doesn’t take much, does it? Smile sweetly as you push your hand down their pants, and they’re yours for the asking.’
It was impressive that DI Robinson didn’t even blink, but disappointing nonetheless. It was a while since Tessa had played this role in public – the cynic amused by men’s lack of moral fibre. Although there was nothing remotely funny about it, in her experience. And she had plenty of that.
‘You’re not really answering my question, are you, Miss O’Hanlon? Do you know if either of them has had an affair? Something that might put the relationship at risk?’
Tessa didn’t want to respond. It wasn’t her place to judge other people’s relationships, and she could see that flippancy wasn’t going to be helpful. She had hoped that by keeping things light it might be over soon, but this detective looked as if she was going to keep plodding on until she got an answer.
‘I think they’ve had a few issues recently, but it’s their business. You need to ask them. That’s all I can say.’
‘And what’s your relationship with Ash?’ To Tessa’s surprise, the question came from the man, who until this point had been quiet.
She turned her head slightly and smiled. ‘What a question! You surely don’t expect me to answer?’
‘Stop messing with us, Miss O’Hanlon. A child is missing.’ DI Robinson was getting angry. She probably thought Tessa didn’t care about Millie. She did, but this was the only way she could handle the questions. If she wasn’t facetious, she would fall apart. Police stations did that to her, and even now she could feel her heart thumping, sweat trickling down her spine.
‘There’s nothing I can tell you. Nothing definitive. Can I go now?’
‘You’re not under arrest, so you’re free to go at any time, but we would like you to answer one more question.’
Tessa suddenly got the impression that this was the question they had been building up to since she first came into the room.
‘On Saturday night there was a man in your house, in your bedroom. There’s no point denying this. We know it for a fact. Who was he, Miss O’Hanlon?’
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‘Steve Allman is downstairs,’ Becky said to Tom as he walked into the incident room. ‘Do you want a cup of coffee before we see him? He’s only been here five minutes.’
‘No, I’m good, thanks. Tell me how you got on with Tessa O’Hanlon.’
Becky pulled a face. ‘The whole interview was weird. She’s so cynical about men. You’re all weak-willed, spineless scumbags. Did you know that?’
Becky recounted some of Tessa’s choicer comments, and Tom laughed.
‘I wish I’d been there. How did Rob react?’
‘He was good. She tried flirting with him, but he maintained a deadpan expression. The thing is, it was obviously one big act. I could see it, but I couldn’t break through. When we’d finished, Rob said he thought something must have made her like that. I think he’s right. She was incredibly uptight – it’s as if she plays games to hide from reality.’
‘Do we know anything about her past?’
‘Only that she hasn’t got a record, but maybe we should do some digging. The interesting thing, however, is the news about the man in her bedroom.’ Becky looked at Tom and raised her eyebrows. ‘She refused to tell us who he was.’
‘Really? What excuse did she have?’
‘She said it was private. It wasn’t related in any way to Millie’s disappearance, and as she wasn’t under arrest, she wanted to leave. I explained to her that from our perspective there were two scenarios that worried us: one, that the man in the room was involved in the kidnap, ergo so was she; and two, that the man in the room was one of the kidnappers but she was being coerced into helping them keep watch on the house. She swore it was neither of those, just a relationship which, for now, she prefers not to talk about. And that was that.’
‘Did you believe her that the man is irrelevant?’
Becky paused and frowned. ‘I couldn’t read her. She was horrified that we knew a man had been in her house. She asked if Jo knew. I asked why it mattered, and she clammed up again.’
‘Get Rob to look into her. Anything at all we can find from her past. I’m not giving up on her yet. Let’s go and interview Steve Allman.’
‘Before we go, I asked Tessa if she knew Allman. She said she recognised the name but she’d never actually met him. I think it was the truth, but I can’t be sure.’
It was clear to Tom that Tessa was hiding something. But why?
    
When Tom and Becky walked into the interview room, they found Steve Allman pacing, his hands pushed deep into his pockets. He spun round as the door opened.
‘What the hell am I doing here? You’ve kept me waiting half an hour, and I don’t even know why I was asked to come!’
Allman was about Tom’s height, with floppy blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He could see why Jo might once have found him attractive, but now his nostrils were flaring, and his mouth was set in a thin line.
‘Mr Allman, we appreciate you coming in and I apologise for the fact that you had to wait.’ It wasn’t half an hour and Tom knew that, but there was no need to wind the man up even further. ‘Please have a seat. Are you saying you have no idea why we might want to talk to you?’
‘Of course I don’t! I imagine it’s something to do with last night – maybe something happened at the gig that I don’t know about. You can’t hold me responsible for the actions of the musicians I represent. I’ve been there before, and it’s not on.’
Allman pulled out a chair, scraping the legs noisily across the floor, and flung himself into it, folding his arms tightly across his chest.
‘Well?’
‘Mr Allman, have you seen the news in the last twenty-four hours?’
‘No, I’ve been a bit busy. It’s no easy feat putting together an event like last night’s, you know.’
Tom resisted the temptation to mention that they knew he hadn’t been at the venue the day before. He glanced at Becky, and she took over the questioning.
‘Can you confirm that you are the biological father of Millie Palmer?’
Allman’s hands dropped to his thighs. ‘Is this about Millie?’
‘Could you answer the question, please?’
He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. ‘Apparently I am. But I didn’t know that until recently, when her mother contacted me. Listen, I followed her back from school one day – that’s all. She was with her mum, perfectly safe. I wasn’t stalking her or anything, and I told Jo I would be there. What’s she been saying?’
‘Is that the only time you followed them?’
‘Yes! Of course it is. I’m not a weirdo, for fuck’s sake. I went to see Jo as soon as I arrived in Manchester, to ask if I could meet Millie.’
‘Since the day you called round to see Miss Palmer and saw Millie walking home from school with her, have you had any contact with her, or tried to see her?’
Allman leaned forward. ‘Are you accusing me of something? I only wanted to see what my kid looked like. Wouldn’t you, if you’d just found out? And it was only the once. I’ve asked Jo to get in touch so we can sort something out, but that’s all.’ His eyes flicked from Becky to Tom and back again. ‘I didn’t try to speak to Millie, so if I’m in here on some trumped-up charge of pestering my own kid, you can think again.’
Becky rested her forearms on the table. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you, Mr Allman, that Millie was abducted on Saturday evening.’
Tom was watching Allman’s face closely, and he saw nothing but surprise. He didn’t show the shock and grief you might expect of a parent, but as yet Millie was little more than an outline picture in his mind. If what he said was true, he hadn’t had the chance to get to know her, to fill in the colour and experience the emotion that came with it.
‘My God. Why would someone do that?’
‘If we knew why she had been taken, we would be a whole lot closer to finding her. At the moment we’re speaking to anyone who has any connection to her – however distant – to see if they might know anything about it.’
He screwed up his face in a frown.
‘How’s Jo coping?’ Without waiting for an answer, he leaned forward again. ‘Hang on. She doesn’t think I’ve got anything to do with it, does she? I might have made noises about wanting to meet the kid. I might also have been difficult about the adoption, but that’s because I don’t want her getting messed up with any religious crap. I wouldn’t do anything as crazy as snatch her from the street.’
Steve Allman was a bigot whom Tom instinctively disliked, but he didn’t strike him as a man who would have space for a child in his life, at least not full time, and he had also assumed that Millie had been taken from the street.
Was that a bluff?
Tom didn’t know, but Allman wasn’t off the hook yet. Not by a long way.
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Since I got home, I’ve not been able to sit still. Zoe made her displeasure felt as soon as I walked through the door.
‘You should have told me if you wanted to go out,’ she said, a flush on her pale cheeks. ‘I had to admit to DI Robinson that I’d been chatting to Nousha because I thought you were having a rest upstairs and that Ash was in his shed. She gave me hell.’
I apologised, but I don’t regret what I did.
I feel exhausted, but my mind is spinning with questions for Ash. He has to tell me what’s going on before Becky and Tom get here. I still don’t know whether to tell them what I saw or not, and I won’t know until I’ve spoken to him. Only Millie matters now.
My phone rings. I don’t want to answer it, but it’s not a number I recognise and I wonder if it could finally be the kidnappers. I glance at Zoe.
She nods. ‘It’s okay to take it. We’re listening.’
My fingers shake as I press to accept it.
‘Hello,’ I say, hearing the hesitant tone so unlike my own.
‘Jo? Is that you?’
It’s Shona. I don’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed, but at least I can breathe again. ‘Yes. Sorry, I didn’t recognise your number.’
I hear a sharp intake of breath. ‘Oh, I picked up my work phone by mistake.’ There’s a pause and for a moment I wonder if she’s going to say any more. ‘I wondered how things are going. Is there anything I can do for you? Have you heard anything?’
‘No. The police have some leads, I think, but they haven’t found Millie.’ I feel myself choking on the words.
‘Encouraging that they’ve got leads, though. What have they found out?’
‘I don’t know the details. They’re coming soon and maybe I’ll know more then.’ I don’t want to tell her, or anyone, that I’m beginning to wonder if Millie will ever be found.
‘Well I know you’ve got Ash back now, but if there’s anything you need – shopping, cooking, whatever – just let me know. Even if it’s only someone to talk to. I’m a good listener.’
It’s tempting. I’m missing Tessa. Even though I can see her if I want to, I’m wary because of her lies. And how can I explain to Tessa, who has never wanted children, how it feels now my daughter is missing?
Shona had told me a few weeks ago that she had always wanted a child. ‘I thought I’d met my life partner,’ she’d said, frowning as if the memory was painful. ‘We were together for seven years, and then it all went pear-shaped. The dreaded seven-year itch, I guess.’
I’d smiled. ‘I don’t think that’s a real thing, do you?’
‘Apparently it is. They reckon it’s about then that couples start to see the flaws in their relationship, begin to recognise that the person they’re with has perhaps stopped trying to please them or has let themselves go.’
I hate that phrase. It somehow suggests that you have to live a lie for your whole life, pretending to be someone you’re not, and the minute you allow yourself to stop living up to someone else’s expectations, you’ve ‘let yourself go’. In any case, I can’t believe that description would ever apply to Shona. She always looks immaculate.
Is the seven-year itch real? Ash and I have been together for exactly seven years, so maybe some of our problems are more fundamental than an argument over whether or not we should get married. Maybe my disorganised ways and love of gin and white wine have been getting him down, especially as he doesn’t drink.
Shona’s voice breaks through my reverie, but just then my phone pings and I pull it away from my ear to look at the screen.
Ash is on the move.
    
The minutes between ending the call with Shona and Ash finally arriving home are torture. I keep myself busy because sitting down, doing nothing, is impossible. My head is assaulted with questions, and I can’t structure them into any order. And then he takes an age to get home. He should have been back in twenty minutes, but maybe the traffic has become worse since I left the car park.
I try to make a pot of tea, but find myself slamming around in the kitchen, unfocused.
‘Here, let me do that,’ Nousha says, hearing my low growl as I realise I’ve poured cold water onto the teabags. As the tea brews, she puts her arm round my shoulders and gives me a gentle squeeze. I rest my head on her shoulder for a moment, but I can’t stay still for long.
Millie should be the centre of my thoughts, and the pain of missing her is deep in my heart, but it’s Ash’s deception – coupled with my huge dilemma over whether to trust him or tell the police what he’s doing – that is occupying every fragment of my mind.
As Nousha leaves the kitchen to take a cup of tea to Zoe, I glance at my phone again. He’s back. Hearing his key go into the lock, I rush into the hall, all of my plans for subtlety abandoned.
‘Where’ve you been?’ I shout, accusation ringing in my tone.
Ash can’t meet my eyes. ‘I told you. Driving.’
‘Kitchen, Ash. Now! You have some explaining to do.’
His head jerks up, and he stares at me, his dark eyes intense. He’s wondering what I know, but I’m not playing this game any longer.
‘I’m not joking, Ash. You come in there now or when the police arrive I’ll tell them where you’ve been.’
He can’t hide his surprise, and then I see him glance over my shoulder. Zoe has come out of the sitting room to see what’s going on. She’ll report this – I know she will.
‘Zoe, I need to talk to Ash in private. Could you please go back into the sitting room, and I would appreciate it if you would close the door. This is nothing to do with your investigation – it’s personal, and something Ash and I have to sort out.’
I stomp into the kitchen and stand by the door, waiting to slam it behind Ash when he manages to hobble through.
He takes a seat. All my good intentions to be calm and listen to what he has to say fly out of the window.
‘You need to tell me what the fuck is going on, Ash. And no bullshit. I followed you. I saw you get in that man’s car. I know about the burner the police found in your drawer. You’ve got another phone too. I saw you using it. This is Millie’s life, Ash. What in God’s name are you playing at?’
The last few words come out in something close to a scream, and despite two closed doors, I’m certain the tone of my voice would have been heard in the sitting room, as Ash is quick to point out.
‘Keep your voice down, Jo. And I don’t know anything about the phone in my drawer.’
I give a disgusted laugh. ‘Trust you to pick on the one thing you can deny. I don’t suppose you know anything about your photo on Tinder either.’
I don’t know why I said that. It really doesn’t matter right now, but Ash is looking bewildered.
‘Forget it, Ash. Just tell me about the rest of it. Tell me why you went to that car park, why you got in the car with that man – the one who bloody abducted you – and why you’re lying to me and the police?’
‘I can’t.’ Ash is looking straight at me, right into my eyes, and I can see him begging me to ask no more questions. He’s out of luck. I’ve had it with sitting by, watching other people try to find my child.
‘You either tell me, or I tell the police. Shit! What am I saying? We have to tell the police. It’s not optional.’
‘Don’t!’ Ash is leaning forward, his hands clasped together as if in prayer.
I’m about to shout at him, to tell him he’s being a fool and all that matters is Millie, when I hear the doorbell.
‘You’re out of time, Ash. That’ll be Tom and Becky and I’m going to tell them where you were and who you were with.’
I see real fear in his eyes. ‘Jo, please trust me. You tell them anything, and we’ll never see Millie again. You have to trust me.’
I have no time to answer him as there is a knock on the kitchen door and it’s pushed open. Becky is here, in front of me. I feel a moment of relief that she’s alone, but I don’t know what to do.
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The minute she opened the door, Becky could see that she was interrupting an argument. Tension crackled in the air, and Ash didn’t even look at her. His gaze never left Jo, as if he was trying to worm his thoughts into her head. Jo had the wide-eyed stare of a terrified animal.
‘I’m sorry if I’m interrupting…’ Becky left the sentence open, hoping that one of the two in the room would explain.
‘It’s okay,’ Jo said. ‘I was just giving Ash a hard time for going out and leaving me.’
Becky turned to Ash. ‘I’m surprised you thought it necessary to go out, Mr Rajavi. We specifically asked you to stay at home. There might be a moment when we need to speak to both of you, but more to the point, we don’t know if you’re being followed. We take your safety very seriously.’
‘I had to get out. I can’t sit here and do nothing.’
‘I do appreciate how difficult that must be, but please don’t do it again without speaking to Zoe first. We can send someone with you, if you need to go somewhere.’ Becky decided there was no point in exacerbating the situation. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’
‘Are you on your own?’ Jo asked, looking over Becky’s shoulder.
‘DCI Douglas is busy, but he asked me to stress the importance of keeping us informed. About anything and everything.’
Becky watched as Jo swallowed and changed the subject. ‘We can go into the sitting room, if you like.’
‘We’re fine in here, if that’s okay with you,’ Becky answered.
She glanced around at the chaotic arrangement of miscellaneous jugs, plates, mugs, and thought how relaxing the kitchen felt, despite the tension sizzling between the two other people in the room. There were photos propped up against old candlesticks, and paintings – obviously Millie’s – pinned to the front of the dresser shelves. Colour was everywhere, from the Moroccan dish overflowing with fruit in the centre of the table to the mismatched painted wooden chairs. It felt like the very heart of the house – a happy place in spite of everything that was happening. But there was no getting away from the fact that these two were at war with each other.
‘I wanted to update you both, tell you where we’re up to, and now that you’re feeling a little better, Mr Rajavi, to check if you remember anything else.’
‘Call me Ash.’
Becky nodded her acknowledgement as she pulled out a chair. Ash was already seated, and Jo dragged a wooden stool to the opposite end of the table.
‘Let’s start with our progress. I interviewed your friend Tessa O’Hanlon this morning. I thought you should know, in case she mentions it.’
Ash looked surprised. ‘Tessa? Why?’
Becky glanced at Jo, not sure if she would want to share their suspicions. Jo shrugged and took up the story herself.
‘After you’d been taken, the police were here checking for evidence. They saw someone in Tessa’s bedroom who was possibly of Arab origin. There was a chance it was one of the kidnappers, and they were using Tessa’s house to watch ours.’
Ash’s eyes widened. ‘You thought she might be in on it?’
‘She could have been coerced, Ash,’ Jo said before Becky could answer. ‘I spoke to her and she denied anyone was there. We thought for a while that it might have been you.’
Becky watched the expressions on the two faces opposite. Jo’s jaw was rigid, as if she had made the suggestion to punish Ash, who in turn looked even more shocked than before.
‘Me? With Tessa?’ He barked out an unamused laugh. ‘She bloody terrifies me!’
Jo shrugged again, as if it didn’t matter.
What the hell was going on here?
‘We also interviewed Steve Allman,’ said Becky. She saw Jo glance sideways at Ash. He didn’t know that she’d been in touch with Millie’s father.
Ash merely looked puzzled. ‘Who?’ Then his face cleared as if he’d suddenly remembered the name.
Becky looked at Jo, who sat perfectly still, gazing at the table, for a few seconds. Then she swivelled in her seat and turned to Ash.
‘Becky knows I contacted Steve to ask if he would give permission for you to adopt Millie. It was supposed to be a surprise – for you. As her biological father, he’s on her birth certificate, so I couldn’t ignore him – much as I would have liked to. He’s been thinking about it for the past few weeks, while you’ve been bloody sulking.’ Becky saw Ash’s eyes grow wide with surprise, but Jo looked away from him. ‘What did he have to say, Becky?’
‘He didn’t know Millie was missing – hadn’t seen the news. He admitted that he’d followed you one day when you went to pick her up from school.’
‘He did what?’
Ash spat out the words.
‘Oh, shut up, Ash. I had it under control. And I did it for you. Okay? I never thought he’d want to see her, want to get to know her. But it doesn’t matter now. I thought at first that he might have taken you both, but now I’ve had time to think, it doesn’t make much sense. I don’t think he’s the kind of guy who would go to that much trouble for a child he’s only seen once, in the distance.’ Jo turned to Becky. ‘Do you still think he might be involved?’
‘We can’t rule him out, but his reactions suggested he knew nothing about it. We know where he’s been staying, and who with, and the woman who owns the house allowed us in without a warrant – let us search the whole place. He’s been with her for a few days and hasn’t left the house. There’s no sign that a child’s been there other than her teenage son, who was also there the whole time, and the officers who attended said she seemed extremely upset to know that a child was missing. They thought it was genuine.’
Becky had come round to Tom’s way of thinking that Steve Allman was an unlikely suspect. Ash was a different matter entirely, though, his behaviour since leaving hospital hard to understand.
‘What we wanted to ask you again, Ash, is if you can remember anything else about either of the men who took you. Was there anything at all that struck you, and do you think you could help a police artist with a picture of either of them?’
Ash looked as if he was thinking, but then he shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. Nothing comes to mind.’
Even though Becky was looking at Ash, she could feel Jo’s eyes boring into him. ‘Oh, come on, Ash, you can do better than that. We need to tell the police anything and everything that might help them to find Millie. Don’t you think? Everything.’
She stared straight into his eyes, but he didn’t respond, and Jo scoffed lightly.
‘Well, I’ve remembered a bit more about the one who did all the talking,’ she said.
Ash turned his head to glare at her. ‘Have you?’
‘He had dark hair, slicked back above his ears, standing up quite a bit on top where it’s going thin. He had a wide nose – you know, like a rugby player. And his mouth looked as if he never smiled – turned down with deep lines running down his chin. You know the kind of thing. Oh, and he’s white – but again, you knew that. I would guess he was around forty years old.’
Ash was still staring at Jo, and she had an air of defiance. Why would that be?
‘Thanks for that, Jo. Would you agree?’ Becky asked Ash.
He shook his head. ‘I suppose so. I was so overcome with it all that I’m not sure I remember properly.’
‘Well, I have a photo to show you. Do either of you recognise this man?’
Becky pushed a picture across the table. They had disguised the bullet hole in the man’s head, but it was fairly obvious he was dead. His eyes were open, which was a bonus because identifying someone with closed eyes was always so much harder.
Jo looked up at Becky, her mouth forming a small O. She glanced at Ash, who swallowed hard.
‘Is this the man I hit when I escaped?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know. Do you think it is?’
Ash swallowed again. ‘I think it could be, but I’m not sure. I did say he had a pockmarked face, like this man.’
‘Jo?’
‘I think so, yes.’
Ash shook his head. ‘I didn’t kill him. I didn’t hit him hard enough. Please tell me I didn’t kill him.’
‘No, you didn’t. But someone did, and we think it might be because his DNA’s on the handcuffs. If it turns out that he had a criminal record, we’d have been able to identify him and bring him in. He might have led us to Millie, and clearly whoever’s running the show wanted to avoid that.’
Becky looked from one to the other. Jo was looking at Ash with concern, but there was also pleading in her gaze. Ash simply stared at the photo.
Becky would have paid a lot of money to know what was going on between these two. There was no doubt in her mind that they were hiding something.
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Becky’s gone. I was desperate to tell her where Ash had been and who with, but at the back of my mind I kept seeing his expression when he said that I’d never see Millie again if I told the police anything. He meant it.
How can he know this?
As I showed Becky out, she turned to me. ‘Are you okay? Has someone contacted you – perhaps while you were out?’
She doesn’t miss much, but I’m going to give Ash one more chance to tell me what’s going on, and if he lets me down I’m going to risk telling Becky. I saw how the police behaved on Saturday night – how everything was so controlled. Whatever we tell them, they’ll be careful who they share it with. I’m sure of it.
I head back to the kitchen and collapse into a chair. Anger has been pushing every other emotion to the back of my mind, and I welcomed it. Now the pain comes flooding back.
I turn my chair to face Ash across the table. ‘Talk to me.’
He runs his fingers through the tight black curls on the top of his head, and as always they spring back perfectly into place. He takes off his glasses and polishes them. He’s playing for time, but I’m not about to give up.
‘Do you believe me when I say that the only thing I’m interested in is getting Millie home safely?’ he says.
I do believe that. I have to, otherwise our whole life as a family has been a sham.
‘Yes,’ I tell him, my voice cracking on the single syllable.
‘And if I told you that I am the only person who can make that happen, would you believe me?’
I hesitate. ‘No, because I don’t think that’s true. I think the police have by far the best chance of doing that.’
Ash is shaking his head slowly. ‘I need to tell you something, but I can’t explain it.’
‘Tell me what? Spit it out, Ash, for Christ’s sake.’
‘The man you saw me with, he’s just the hired help, doing what he’s told.’
I stare at him, waiting for more.
He tries to look me in the eye, but his gaze slides away. ‘There’s someone else behind it. I know who it is. I know who took Millie, and I know why.’
It takes a moment for Ash’s words to sink in, and then I’m out of my chair and leaning over the table to grab his hands.
‘Where is she?’ I’m shrieking now, tears streaming down my face, and I brush them angrily away. ‘Is she okay? Is she hurt? For fuck’s sake, Ash, tell me she’s okay!’
‘I’ve seen a photo. She’s in a room with a bed. That’s all I know.’
‘Show me the photo!’ I’m reaching over to pull at his jacket, trying to get to the pockets. ‘Give me the phone.’
Ash grasps both my hands in his and squeezes them. But he can’t meet my eyes.
‘Sit down, Jo. I don’t have the photo any more.’
‘You deleted it?’
‘No, but it’s gone.’
I don’t know what he means, but my body starts to shake, and I sit down abruptly.
‘I don’t understand you, Ash. All the time Becky was here you said bloody nothing, and yet you know where Millie is. Jesus, Ash. How could you?’
Finally he looks at me. ‘I said I know who took her. I didn’t say I know where she is.’
‘Surely if you know who, the police can find out where? It’s what they do.’
Ash is shaking his head. ‘It’s not that simple. I think she has a direct line into the police. She’s involved with them on many levels, and I have no evidence to support what I’m telling you. But I know she has Millie.’
‘She! Are you saying it’s a woman? Why? What does she want with my child? Is it money?’
Ash shakes his head and looks away again. Why can’t he hold my gaze? What’s he hiding?
‘If I talk to the police and she gets wind of it, all traces of Millie will be eradicated. I don’t know where she is, but I know for sure it will be an untraceable location because one thing’s for certain: this is a very smart woman, and she won’t allow herself to be caught.’
I push his hands away. None of this is making sense. How does he know this woman, and what the hell can she possibly want with Millie?
‘Did she lose a child – a child in your care? Is that what this is about? Is it retribution because you let her child die?’
Ash shakes his head slowly, sadly. ‘If only it were that simple.’
‘What does she want? She can have anything, Ash. Tell her, if you know how to contact her. She can have anything at all – but not my Millie!’
He doesn’t answer. His lips are pressed together, and I feel that he’s trying to stop the words bursting out.
‘What? What is it, Ash? Jesus, you’re killing me!’
‘She knows that I’m scared of losing Millie from my life and thinks Millie is the glue that’s holding you and me together. I need to tell you now, Jo, that’s not true. I want to marry you because I love you – it’s not just about Millie.’
I wave my hand dismissively. I don’t care about his reasons. I just want to know what the fuck he’s talking about, and my mind is spinning with ideas about this woman – who she is, what she wants. And how does she know about our problems? The realisation is coming to me slowly, but I’m struggling to accept it.
‘You’re saying she thinks if we lose Millie, we won’t stay together?’
‘Yes, that’s what she thinks.’
‘So by taking Millie…’
He stares at me. ‘She gets me.’
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Tom was getting an update from the team checking the CCTV footage – although concrete leads were proving conspicuous only by their absence – when he sensed Keith’s presence behind him, clearly waiting for a chance to attract Tom’s attention without seeming to interrupt.
Tom glanced over his shoulder. ‘Yes, Keith?’
‘Sir, we have a name for the body found near Barton Bridge. Martin Hislop. As we suspected, he has a record, but not for anything like this. Domestic abuse.’
‘Did he serve a prison term?’
‘No, he was given a community order. Apparently he showed appropriate remorse and agreed to work with a psychologist to take steps to control his behaviour.’
Tom pushed his hands into his trouser pockets and leaned against the nearest desk. There had to be some link between Martin Hislop and the mastermind behind the abduction. They needed to find links between all of those involved to see where there was an intersection. For now, they only had one piece of the puzzle. They needed more – with one additional suspect in the mix, they might be able to find the connection.
‘Becky, have you got a moment?’ Tom asked as she walked past.
‘Of course. What can I do for you?’
‘You said Rajavi has confirmed that our murder victim was one of the men who took him, and almost definitely the one he hit in the face, yes?’
‘That’s right. He was the cocky one, apparently.’
‘I would put quite a lot of money on this guy not being the brains of the outfit.’
Becky grinned. ‘I think that’s a pretty safe bet.’
‘So there has to be one person who in some way connects Jo, Ash or Millie to Martin Hislop. And that person has to be the one who planned this and recruited him for the job. We need to start with their immediate circle. Can we find any link between Hislop and Steve Allman, or Tessa O’Hanlon, or even Ash’s two siblings? And while we’re at it, have we got any more on the whereabouts of Sami Rajavi?’
‘I’m not sure. Let’s ask Lynsey.’
They walked across to where the young detective was ending a phone call.
‘Zoe managed to get a list of Sami’s contacts from Nousha,’ Lynsey said. ‘She thinks Nousha’s quite worried. Sami’s phone appears to be off, and she says it’s normally never out of his hand. Are we worried enough to request cell-site analysis so we can get his last position before he switched off?’
‘The press conference is still airing on the news. Let’s call all of the contacts on Nousha’s list first. Sami might be avoiding his sister for some reason, but if his friends know the police are trying to find him, and why, they might take it more seriously. Let Becky know how you get on, Lynsey.’
They spun towards Rob as they heard a shout of ‘Yes!’ He punched the air and pushed back his chair, grabbing something off the printer as he strode towards them.
‘Tessa O’Hanlon. I knew I was right. It turns out that was her stage name, now adopted as her own. Her real name is Teresa Feehan. And she had a fairly shitty time of it in the second half of her teens, by all accounts – which might explain why she wasn’t too happy to be interviewed by the police.’
‘What have you got?’
‘Her uncle, Michael Feehan, ran a strip joint in central Manchester. Apparently quite an upmarket one, if that isn’t a contradiction in terms. And Teresa worked for him.’
‘As a stripper?’ Becky asked.
‘It would seem not.’ Rob referred to his notes. ‘She was forced to seduce his top clients – local bigwigs, businessmen, councillors and the like – I believe so they could subsequently be blackmailed.’
‘You say “forced”, Rob. What kind of force was applied?’
‘Coercion. She had a younger sister. Her uncle promised to leave the sister alone – keep her out of it – if Teresa did as she was told. Both parents were absent – not dead, as far as I can see, but just out of it – leaving the kids to fend for themselves with the help of their dear uncle. According to the report, Michael Feehan broke his word after a couple of years, and introduced the sister to his customers – she was thirteen. Teresa begged him to stop, but he wouldn’t. At which point she took a massive risk and reported him to the police.’
‘Brave. What happened?’
Rob stared at the printout, as if not wanting to look at Tom. ‘She was too late. The sister killed herself.’
‘Shit,’ Becky muttered. They were quiet for a moment before Rob continued.
‘Michael Feehan denied everything, and the people she had hit on didn’t want to be named, so they denied the whole thing too. Teresa thought she was finished, but just when she thought her uncle was going to get away with it, one man who apparently had daughters of his own discovered he had a conscience. At significant risk to his own marriage, he came forward and backed up everything she said.’
Thank God for a man with at least some principles, Tom thought. ‘And the charming uncle?’
‘Got fifteen years for blackmail and for causing a child to commit a sexual act. He’s out now, but he’s left the country. I’ll delve a bit deeper. Make sure he’s still where he’s supposed to be and hasn’t come back to Manchester to sink even lower than he sank before.’
Tom thought about all the things Jo had told them about Tessa and her attitude to men, and it was hard to blame her, given her backstory. He knew how it felt to lose a sibling too – he had thought for years that Jack was dead and had tortured himself by wondering if he could have done something to save him.
It was as if thoughts of his brother had summoned him up. Tom’s phone rang. An unknown number, but he knew instinctively who it would be and excused himself from the team.
    
‘This is getting to be a habit,’ Tom said, unable to hide the smile in his voice as he walked back to his office. He could go months – years – without speaking to Jack and this was the third time in two days.
‘I know. Maybe you need to get used to it, because as far as I can tell there is no one looking for me now that Finn’s dead.’
‘That’s great news, Jack. Really good.’
‘Well it is, but I think we need to start using our new names – you know, me, Emma and the kids. You need to forget Jack, Emma, Tasha and Ollie. We’re Pete, Clare, Ava, Billy – and, of course, Sophia now. Surname Johnson. We’ll come up with a cover story of how you and I know each other, and then maybe we can meet. You’ll be amazed at the kids, and you’ll get a chance to meet your new niece.’
‘And pretty soon you’ll have a new niece or nephew yourself. But pleasant as this is, I can’t believe you’ve called me to chat about the family. What’s up?’
‘It’s about the recruiter. There’s lots of chatter about how he put together a team to pull off a clever kidnap. I know you’ve been involved in a kidnap case – I saw you on television. I don’t know if it’s the same one, because there were no details online. If it is, though, he’s involved.’
Tom said nothing. This raised so many questions. Why would a recruiter for an organised-crime group bother himself with a kidnapping if it wasn’t either for ransom or some kind of gang retribution?
‘You’ve gone quiet, little brother. I’ve known about this for a bit longer than you have, so shall I tell you what I think?’
‘Well, you might as well, because right now I don’t seem to have a coherent thought in my head.’
‘Most of the recruitment work seems to be for organised crime – as ever. But if the kidnapping they’re all talking about online is your kidnap, then it has to be personal, unless you think one of the victim’s family is involved in drugs or prostitution?’
‘No, I don’t. The man’s a doctor, and the mother’s an actress – so potentially both could be exposed to drugs more than most – but I honestly don’t believe that’s the case.’
‘Okay. I must stress that this is purely hypothetical, but if the kidnap is something the recruiter has got involved in, it has to be because it’s personal to him, or he’s been paid a shedload of money by someone to put a team together. Either way, you now have several threads that must share a link: the prison officer, the guy who killed Finn in Strangeways – if you know who he is yet – your victims, and possibly the guy who was killed near Barton Bridge.’
‘How the hell did you know about that?’
Jack as usual just laughed. ‘Gang-style execution, but he wasn’t a big fish. Lots of chat about it, the general inference being that he was killed before your lot could bring him in for questioning. I think you’ve got more pieces than you think you have in terms of identifying this person and finding your hostage, and Titan will have other bits. Obviously I can’t stick my nose in there, but I’ll keep monitoring the chat and see if anything else comes up.’
‘How do people get recruited? Couldn’t we put someone in a position where they could offer themselves to see if the recruiter bites?’
‘That’s not how it works, Tom. No one applies. They are approached because their suitability for the role has already been assessed. It only ever comes to light in the chatter because sometimes those who’ve been recruited mention it, although obviously no one uses real names on these sites. They don’t know who’s recruited them, and no one knows how they’re selected, but if you can identify enough people who are linked to either Finn’s murder or your kidnap, it should be possible to find one individual who has come into contact with the key players. You guys are good at that.’
‘I’m going to have to think how to put this idea to the team. They know nothing about the recruiter or McGuinness’s murder, but I think Becky would get it without me spelling it out to her.’
She would know immediately that the intel came from Jack, but Keith, who was a stickler for detail, would want to know the source of the information, which Tom wasn’t prepared to provide.
‘There’s something else. Go careful with who you tell.’
‘What do you mean?’
Before Jack could answer, Becky pushed the door open.
‘Sorry, Tom, but Lucy called. She said she couldn’t get through on your mobile, so she called me. Can you get back to her? It’s urgent.’
‘Shit! Got to go. It might be Louisa going into labour. Call me back. Please, Jack.’
He ignored Becky’s raised eyebrows as he cancelled the call with his brother.





64

The look of horror on Jo’s face as she took in Ash’s words was too much for him to bear. He couldn’t look at her, see the anger and contempt that would be unmissable in her eyes. She would know now that everything that had happened was his fault.
He folded his arms on the table and brought his head down to rest on them. Jo was silent for a moment, then he heard a thud as her fists hit the table and felt the warmth of her breath on his cheek.
‘You shit, Ash. You total fucking shit. This is down to you.’
Her voice broke on the words, and he felt a chill as she moved her body away from his. The room shook as the door slammed behind her. She was gone, and nothing he could say now was going to make things better.
For weeks he had been scared of Jo finding out about his brief, if intense, affair. He’d only started it because he was hurt by Jo’s rejection of his proposal, and had soon come to his senses. Since then he’d done everything he could to end it, but there had always been the danger that she – the woman he had thought so understanding – would tell Jo.
‘I know you want to be with me, so if you don’t have the guts to tell Jo that you want out of your relationship, I’ll tell her myself,’ was one of her favourite lines. She said it as if she would be doing him a favour, but Ash recognised it for what it was. A threat.
He had been walking a tightrope, giving the woman who believed he was the love of her life enough to keep her happy while slowly trying to extricate himself with no harm done. Why had he been so stupid?
Things had come to a head just over a week ago when she had called him during Sunday lunch. He had hurried out of the room, up to his study, pretending it was a call from the hospital.
‘Why are you calling me?’ he’d whispered urgently.
‘I wanted to talk to you. Is that so unreasonable?’
‘Jesus! You know I’m at home with my family.’
He heard a soft laugh. ‘Come on, Ash, you know that’s not where you want to be. You should be here with me.’
Ash had clamped his top lip between his teeth to stop himself blurting out that he didn’t want her. She was a mistake and one he regretted every single day.
‘I know it’s difficult for you to deal with the fact that I have to spend time with my family. I understand how it must feel to be at home on your own when I’m here. But please, let me handle this. Give me some time.’
She tutted. ‘Men can be so defeatist. You know Jo doesn’t love you. She’s proved it.’ Ash wished he had never told her about Jo’s refusal to marry him.
‘I’m sorry, but I need to go,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll call you from work tomorrow. Is that okay? Then we can have a proper talk.’
Her voice became soft, seductive. ‘All right, I’ll let you go – for now. Think about me, though. Don’t stop even for a minute. While you’re sitting at the table, imagine what I would be doing to you if I were there beside you. Feel my fingers touching your thigh, exciting you – a tiny promise of how we would be spending the afternoon if you were with me.’
Ash shuddered. ‘I will,’ he lied.
Ending the call, he pushed his head back against the study door and stared at the opposite wall – at the large photo he’d had framed of Jo dancing on a beach with Millie, both of them laughing as their hair caught in the breeze.
What had he done?
    
Despite her anger at his continued refusal to leave Jo, Ash hadn’t thought for a moment that the woman who had become so obsessed with him could be involved in Millie’s abduction – at least not until he received the call telling him to drive to the retail park on the outskirts of Bolton.
‘We need to talk,’ she’d said, and the shock of hearing her voice when he had been expecting a demand from the kidnappers had struck him dumb.
‘Why?’
he’d finally cried.
She had known what he meant. ‘I’ll explain. You’ll understand, and be glad. I need to see you. I’ve missed you.’
She wouldn’t say anything about Millie, only that she’d call again when someone was ready to pick him up. He’d ended the call in despair. He was the reason Millie was missing. It was his fault.
He had hoped he might be able to reason with her, and when the man he now knew as Terry had taken him to meet her, he really thought he might be able to bring Millie home.
Terry had dropped him at the bottom of a steep incline.
‘Out you get,’ he’d said, a smirk on his face as he glanced at Ash’s booted leg. ‘If it was up to me, you’d be at the bottom of the fucking reservoir. It’s your fault Martin’s dead, but she wants you in one piece for some reason, so you can bloody well walk.’
The path was greasy with rain, the cobbles slipping under his crutches as he hobbled along. He was being made to suffer, if not by her, then by Terry. The rain fell steadily, and with each gust of wind he was drenched by fat drops thrown from the leaves of the overhanging trees.
As he slowly rounded a corner, he saw her sheltering in an old stone pavilion, warm and dry in a black fleece-lined coat and ankle boots, her hair braided and tied back in a low bun. He glanced at the steep slope above her. Two men in jeans and black padded bomber jackets stood watching.
Who was this woman? He realised he didn’t know her at all.
Finally he made it, out of breath and soaked to the skin. How he would get back down the slippery path he had no idea, but for now he had to focus on persuading her to let Millie go.
He stood in front of her, not knowing how to greet her, terrified of angering her and putting Millie at further risk.
She reached out a hand and touched his face. ‘Why did you run, Ash? I wish you hadn’t. It nearly spoiled everything.’
‘Why would I not run? I didn’t know why I was being taken – I had no idea you had anything to do with it. Why didn’t you tell me what you were planning?’
She gave a sad smile, as if he was being deliberately obtuse. ‘You’re not much of an actor – Jo would have known. You had to look scared.’
‘Well that wasn’t difficult. I was bloody terrified! But it doesn’t matter about me. Where’s Millie? What have you done with her?’
She frowned. ‘Don’t speak to me like that, Ash. You know I’ve done this for us – so we can be together without you losing her. Why would I hurt Millie? I’m going to be her mummy, and she’s going to love me.’ She gave a gentle smile.
Ash felt his throat tighten and burn with acid. She was insane.
‘Listen, darling,’ she said, lifting her hand to his face again. It took everything he had not to flinch. ‘You know I would do anything for you. I know the only reason you wouldn’t leave Jo was because you’d lose Millie. So I’ve solved the problem. You get to have Millie, and you also get me. Jo will be unhappy for a while, but what’s one person’s unhappiness against the joy of three people? We’ll be so happy in our new family.’
Ash had no idea how to respond. She was clearly delusional, but her two minders were watching, and much as he wanted to shake the truth of Millie’s whereabouts out of her, there was nothing he could do. He would have to play along, find out where Millie was and bring her home.
‘Where will we live?’ he asked.
‘Oh, don’t you worry about that. For a while we’ll stay close by. We won’t be found. I have property registered in other names, and we can stay hidden until the heat’s died down. Then we can go abroad. You want to go to Abu Dhabi, don’t you? I’ve already arranged new identities for us all.’
He leaned against a stone pillar and asked himself again, who was this woman? Millie wasn’t safe with her, whatever she said.
‘I don’t understand how you could have organised all this – found the people to come to the house pretending to be detectives, got us fake identities.’
‘I have a lot of connections. Lots of people owe me favours,’ she said, her voice indifferent, as if this was only to be expected.
He didn’t want to know any more. His daughter’s only chance was for this madwoman to believe he would do everything she asked. ‘What happens now? When can I see Millie?’
‘Not yet. Soon. If you hadn’t run away, you’d already be with her, but I can’t take you with me now. First, we need to give the police some misdirection, and that will take a bit of time, but it’ll be worth it. You must stay at home for the next three or four days, and then you have to leave – say you can’t bear to be in the house, that Jo is driving you crazy. Go to a hotel. After a week or two the police will stop bothering you on a daily basis, and then you can come to me. They won’t know you’ve gone immediately, so it will give us time.’
He didn’t want to ask what they needed time for.
‘I can’t walk out on Jo when Millie’s missing. No one would believe me capable of that. And what about work? I can’t just disappear from my job.’
She gave the tinkling laugh that he had once thought attractive. ‘You can’t work with a broken ankle, Ash. You’re going to be off for weeks, so it’s not going to make any difference. And then we’ll be gone. Come on, darling, we’re so near to getting the life we both want – the family we want.’
Ash pushed his hands deep into his pockets to prevent them from reaching for her neck. Violence didn’t come naturally to him, but this woman had his daughter.
‘You’d better go, for now,’ she said, gripping his upper arms. ‘I can hardly bear it, but we’ll be together soon, I promise.’
Ash forced himself to look into her eyes, and he saw the change the moment it came. She had recognised his fury and disgust at what she was doing, and her body stiffened, the grip on his arms tightening.
‘Just remember why I’m doing this, Ash. And be careful. If the police come anywhere near me – and I’ll know if they get even a whiff of my name because I know every detail of their investigation – Millie will be gone.’
Ash stared at her in horror. ‘What are you saying?’
‘You must know there’s no turning back now. I can hardly let her go, can I? But I have contacts, and a pretty child like Millie would have lots of takers.’
He felt his mouth flood with saliva as his stomach clenched painfully. He couldn’t throw up. He closed his eyes, but the dizziness increased, so he opened them and grasped her hands.
‘Don’t hurt her. Please.’
He saw a flash of rage, and it was as if he was seeing the real person behind the mask.
‘I’m doing this for us – to give you what you want. But I have a strong sense of self-preservation, so make sure Jo doesn’t find out. If I have to, I’ll destroy all evidence of Millie’s existence. You do understand, don’t you, Ash?’
‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. He couldn’t let her leave like this. ‘It’s been a lot to take in. I know you’re doing it for us.’
She leaned forward to kiss him, and he closed his eyes again. When he opened them, she was walking away, and Terry was waiting at the bottom of the path.
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I’m too angry to cry – so horrified I can hardly breathe. I collapse onto the bed, my legs unable to hold me up. I don’t have time to be hurt, to wonder why he would do this to us. All I can think is that his actions – his stupidity – have got us into this situation.
I force myself to breathe, trying to calm myself so I can think rationally. I need to call Becky. I don’t care what Ash thinks. I gave him the benefit of the doubt earlier today, just in case he had a chance of getting Millie back, but he knows who has her, so the best solution – the only solution – is to tell the police.
I can’t worry about what has happened between Ash and this woman now. I’m sure at some point I will demand all the details – When did it start? How long did it last? Why the fuck did he do it? – but all I can think about is how we might use this to our advantage. Becky will know. I trust her. I have seen in her eyes that she understands how I’m feeling, and I need to call her.
I sigh with frustration when I realise that my phone is downstairs in the kitchen with Ash, but I’m not going to listen to him any more. If he’d told the police this yesterday, we’d have her back by now.
I push myself off the bed, ignoring the ache in my chest, and pull open the bedroom door just as I hear the front doorbell. Who now? I wish everyone would go away and leave us alone. Nousha has called in sick at work so she can be here with us, and Zoe is still trying to make herself useful. It’s Nousha who answers the door, and I stand back on the landing, listening.
‘Hi, Nousha,’ I hear Tessa’s voice from the hall. ‘I wondered if there was anything I could do. Is Jo here?’
‘I think she’s upstairs. Do you want to come in?’
‘Just to see if I can help, that’s all. Have you heard from Sami yet?’
Why on earth does Tessa want to know about Sami? But Nousha answers. ‘No. We’ve not been able to contact him.’
There’s a pause, and then I hear a cry of obvious surprise. I think I hear a murmur from Tessa too, but I can’t think what has happened.
Never one to miss an opportunity for drama, Nousha’s voice turns into a sob. ‘Sami! Thank God you’re here. Where’ve you been? Do you know about Millie? It’s too awful.’
Sami’s voice is quiet, soothing. ‘It’s okay, Noush. I know – but I’ve only just found out. Where’s Ash?’
Nousha chokes out the words: ‘He’s in the kitchen. I’ll go and tell him you’re here.’
There is silence for a moment, and I wonder if Tessa is still there. She is, and as soon as Nousha heads to the kitchen, I hear her speak. I’m surprised at the anger in her voice.
‘Where the hell have you been, Sami?’
‘Come on, Tess – it’s what I do. I’m never in one place for long. You threw me out on Saturday night, remember, so I made myself scarce for a while.’
I raise my hand to my mouth to cover my gasp. Tessa and Sami? Surely not!
I’m not prepared to stand there eavesdropping for another moment, and I lean over the balustrade. ‘Sami, I’m so glad you’re back.’
As I speak, I look at Tessa. Unlikely as this relationship is, I have no time to worry about why she’s become embroiled with a man twenty years her junior who doesn’t take life seriously. They’re both adults, and they are not my concern.
I hear the kitchen door open and the thud of Ash’s crutches on the wooden floor. He speaks quietly to Sami but I can see he’s heading for the stairs and me. I don’t know if I’m ready to speak to him yet, but I need to get my phone.
‘Sami, my phone’s on the kitchen table. Could you grab it and throw it up, please?’
As Ash gets to the bottom of the stairs, Sami disappears from view. A couple of moments later he’s back in the hall and about to throw my mobile up when Ash holds out his hand.
‘I’ll take it,’ he says. I want to tell Sami no, toss it to me! But it’s too late and I see Ash’s face – pale, waxy and determined – heading up the stairs towards me.
    
I’m not going to watch Ash struggle up the stairs. I don’t want to feel a moment’s sympathy for him, so I’ve retreated to the bedroom to sit on the easy chair in the corner. I don’t want him coming near me, touching me.
He stands in the doorway, looking at me for a moment, then closes the door behind him and walks over to the bed. He sits, facing me.
‘You have every reason to hate me. I know I’m a despicable, spineless man, but I’m not going to make excuses now. What you think of me is no longer the most important thing in either of our lives. I always thought it would be – that your anger and contempt would be the worst thing I would have to bear. Now I know that’s not true. What we have to do is decide what’s best for Millie and how we’re going to get her back.’
I’m working hard to keep quiet, clamping my lips together even though they want to burst open with a stream of vitriol. But he’s right. Only Millie matters.
‘We need to call the police. Tell them who this woman is, tell them everything you know. They will find her, Ash. And they’ll find Millie.’
He drops his head and clasps his hands between his thighs.
‘I’d love to believe that. It’s certainly the easiest option, but she says she has a direct line to the police – to this investigation – and I believe her. She says she knows every step they’re taking. It seems that she – or someone she’s paying – has killed a man in cold blood to protect her identity, so if she finds out the police are getting close, what might she do to Millie?’
The words send an icy chill down my spine.
‘Who is she, Ash?’
‘It doesn’t matter who she is, or what she’s called. You don’t know her.’
‘Of course it bloody matters. Tell me who she is!’
Ash shakes his head. ‘We have to think about what she is, and what she’s capable of. She knows everything about us – every detail of our lives. I don’t know how, only that it’s my job to fix this. It’s all my fault, although you must know I never intended or expected anything like this to happen.’
If he’s making excuses, I don’t want to know. ‘Just tell me what we’re going to do.’
Ash talks me through the plan this woman has to steal my family, and I shiver. It’s so cold, so calculating. She wants my man, my child, my life. And she’s going to take her time over it – to get it right. And there will be days, weeks even, of waiting and wondering how Millie is.
‘We can’t wait! We can’t sit here for days until she says it’s time for you to come to her, and then weeks before you can see Millie. It’s killing me, so what must it be doing to Millie? She’ll be so confused, so lost.’
Ash clamps his lips together as if he’s trying to stop himself from crying.
I lean forward, towards him. ‘I don’t care who’s to blame, Ash. What do you think we should do?’
‘Who do you trust?’ he asks.
‘I trust Becky and Tom, and yet you say it’s dangerous to tell them.’
‘It is. But there’s one thing we know – and it’s a good thing. Most abductions of children are sexually motivated.’ I groan, and he reaches for my hands. ‘This one isn’t. For now she wants to keep Millie safe, because she knows that if our daughter is harmed in any way, she won’t get what she wants. That has to be a good thing.’
Two words hit me hard. ‘What do you mean, “for now”?’
He shakes his head. ‘She’s ruthless, and I believe she would stop at nothing to escape justice.’
‘You mean she’d do something to Millie?’
He nods, and I can see how much this is hurting him. ‘She wouldn’t want there to be any chance that Millie could give evidence against her.’
I can’t help the groan that escapes my lips.
‘What the hell do we do, Ash?’
‘I’m going to go out again. I’m going to phone her, but away from the house so the police don’t know. I’m going to say I can’t wait any longer. I want to be with her now. I’ll tell her that you know I’ve had an affair and that I’m in love with her, and you’ve thrown me out.’
‘And are you?’ He gives me a puzzled look. ‘In love with her?’
‘Good God, no! I never was. I was hurt; I thought you didn’t love me enough to marry me. I was pathetic, weak, but never for a moment did I stop loving you.’
I believe him, but I find it hard to look at him.
‘We’re going to have to make a show of my leaving for Zoe and everyone else,’ he says.
I shrug. I’m an actress – I should be able to do this, especially with everything that’s at stake. The hard bit will be the waiting – for hours, maybe days, not knowing what’s going on when he’s gone.
I slowly stand up. He reaches for me, but I’m not ready for that yet.
‘I’ll pack you a bag,’ I say quietly.
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‘Lucy, is everything okay?’ Tom said the moment his daughter answered the phone.
‘No,’ she said. He could hear she was crying.
‘What is it, love? What’s the matter?’ His first thought was that it had to be something to do with the baby.
All he could hear was sniffing as she swallowed her sobs, trying to calm herself enough to speak. Tom’s heart was thudding.
‘It’s Mum,’ she finally said, and Tom was ashamed to feel a moment of relief that nothing had happened to Lucy, Louisa or the baby.
‘I’m sorry, Lucy. Is she ill again?’
‘No, Dad. Well, I think she’s gone mad, but she’s not ill.’
He waited, knowing she would tell him in her own time.
‘She’s decided she can’t wait until the cruise is over. She’s going to marry that man next week – on the ship. The captain’s agreed to perform the service.’
Tom breathed out slowly. No one was dying. In a way he could understand Kate. She had believed the cancer was going to kill her, and so now she probably wanted to grab every moment and make the best of it.
‘Well it’s her life, sweetheart. I know it’s difficult for you to think of her marrying someone you haven’t met, but she must love him and she’s not stupid.’
Lucy gave what would best be described as a snort down the phone. The tears, for the moment, had stopped. ‘She is stupid, Dad. Why else did she end up with that idiot Declan when she could have had you?’
Declan was the man Kate had left Tom for, and things hadn’t turned out quite as she had planned.
‘Maybe at the time he seemed like a better bet. She will have learned from that, I’m sure. I know you’re upset, but when you finally meet this man, I’m sure you’ll like him.’
The noisy sobbing started again. ‘You don’t get it, do you, Dad? It’s not just that she’s decided to marry him. She wants me to fly out to Singapore when the boat docks. Then I can be there for the wedding. It’s half-term next week, and she says it’s perfect. I told her I’m not going.’
Tom didn’t have to ask Lucy why she didn’t want to go. He knew she wanted to be in Manchester for the birth of the baby, and was looking forward to meeting her new brother or sister. That was what he wanted too. He didn’t want her to feel in any way sidelined by a new baby in the house.
‘What did your mum say to that?’
‘She said I would do as I was told, no arguments. And she’s on her way here. She’s at some airport between flights. She’s coming to get me so I can fly back and meet the boat when it arrives in Singapore. You’ll have to tell her, Dad. Tell her you won’t let me go.’
Tom closed his eyes for a moment. This wasn’t going to be easy.
‘I’ll try to get hold of your mum and see if we can come to some compromise. If she’s already on her way then there’s not much I can do until she gets here. I’ll leave a message and tell her to call me as soon as she lands.’
He heard a sigh of relief down the phone. ‘Thanks, Dad. I knew you’d sort it.’
Kate had put both of them in a dreadful position, and he was furious, but he couldn’t let his daughter see that.
‘Lucy, I haven’t said I can definitely sort it. I’ll talk to your mum and see if we can agree what’s best.’
In true teenage style, Lucy’s attitude switched again – back to defiance. ‘It’s not happening, Dad. I’m not going. And if either of you try to force me, I’ll leave home.’
He wasn’t going to rise to the bait.
‘We’ll talk about it later. Okay?’
He heard a rather grumpy ‘Okay’ from the other end of the phone.
‘Love you, Luce,’ he said and hung up before she could grunt that if he loved her, he would do what she was asking.
With a sigh he tried to push his ex-wife’s insensitive demands to the back of his mind as he picked up the phone to speak to Paul Green. Maybe a conversation about organised crime would put things into perspective.
Unfortunately, Tom’s call went straight to voicemail. Paul was out of the office, so instead he decided to try Dick Fields. Maybe he would have some intel on McGuinness’s killer, and it might provide another link to the person responsible for recruiting the team that had abducted Millie.
‘Tom, I’m glad you called,’ Dick said. ‘I’ve got news. It hasn’t proved difficult to discover who Finn’s murderer was. Tyrone Kelly. He’s a lifer, unlikely to get parole because he’s caused endless trouble since he’s been inside, so killing McGuinness won’t affect his sentence. The word is, he doesn’t want to get out. He pissed off some serious names before he was arrested five years ago, and he’s convinced they’ll kill him the minute he walks out through the prison gates.’
‘What else do we know about him?’ Tom asked.
‘He was pretty high up in one of the biker gangs. Do you remember the gang that caused mayhem in Buile Hill Park a few years ago?’
Tom did remember, but he’d been living in Cheshire on a one-year sabbatical at the time, so hadn’t been involved.
‘Three people were killed – stabbed. Kelly was found guilty of murder, but his DNA also tied him to a string of other crimes, including another murder. Vicious bastard. He tried to plead insanity, but he didn’t get very far.’
Tom thought about how best to word his next request. He couldn’t mention Jack or his information, but he needed everything he could get on Tyrone Kelly. He was another piece of the puzzle. Any links between him, the prison officer who had turned a blind eye to McGuinness’s murder and Martin Hislop – the man who had been shot through the head – could help pinpoint the recruiter and possibly the mastermind behind Millie’s abduction.
‘I wonder if you could send me all the information you have on Kelly – people he mixed with in prison, known associates, who defended him – basically anything you’ve got. There are possible links to one of my cases.’
‘Sure. All the usual stuff will be in the files, but if there’s anything else I’ll make sure you’re informed.’
Tom thanked Dick and ended the call. One of the team could go through the files on Kelly in detail – find out who the arresting officer was, the magistrate at the remand hearing, the judge and jury at his trial, the defence and prosecution teams. Somewhere, surely, there had to be a link.





67

I still can’t bring myself to look at Ash.
I’ve packed his bag and asked if there’s anything else that he needs me to add. He shakes his lowered head.
‘There’s one thing you have to do, Ash. You have to keep your phone with you all the time.’
He looks up, and I can see the fear in his eyes. ‘They won’t let me. They’re not stupid, you know. They know the police can find me if my phone’s on.’
But he doesn’t know that I can track him too, does he? He has to take his phone. It’s the only basis on which I can agree to this.
‘Believe me, Jo, if I thought I could get away with it, I would. But I know they’ll take it off me. I’ve been given another phone to use when I communicate with them. With her. I can’t mess with that, though. They might know if it’s been tampered with.’
‘What about the phone that was found in your desk drawer? Where did that come from?’
He shakes his head. ‘Honestly, I haven’t got the first idea how it got there. I didn’t put it there. I don’t know why you should believe anything I say, but that at least is true.’
‘Has she been in our house? Did you ever bring her here?’
‘No! Good God, I wouldn’t do that.’
On any other day I would probably argue that I would never have believed he’d have an affair either, but I’ve got to focus on Millie – on getting her back safely.
‘You need to have a phone with you. I can’t cope with this otherwise.’
Ash shakes his head, a helpless expression on his face. He’s not going to come up with a solution, I can see that. I bite my bottom lip and concentrate. There has to be an answer, and for the first time in nearly two days I feel a surge of determination. I’m no longer going to sit back and wait for something to happen.
I know what to do. Months ago, while I was saving for a new phone, I’d bought a cheap second-hand one and put a pay-as-you-go SIM in it. I don’t know how much money is left on it, but I can top it up online. I rush over to my bedside table and pull open the drawer, rooting round until I find it stuffed right at the back. The charger is still connected so I plug it in.
‘It’s a good idea, darling, but they’ll search me,’ Ash says.
He’s such a defeatist. ‘Not all of you,’ I say. ‘That medical boot’s expandable, isn’t it, to allow for different calf widths. You’re only wearing it to protect your ankle, but it reaches to just below your knee and this is a much smaller phone. We can work out how to hide it.’
If Ash protests any more, I’ll scream at him. But he says nothing.
‘It’s been switched off, so the battery isn’t completely flat. Let’s try and fit it in your boot now. Maybe you could charge it while you’re driving and stuff it back in before you get there – wherever there is.’
Ash looks at me as if I’m mad but undoes his boot, and with a bit of manoeuvring we manage to hide the phone.
‘Maybe you should make a big thing about not wanting to hand over your real mobile. Tell her you have to stay in touch with me, and does she not trust you? If you make enough noise about it, they’ll still take it off you, but it won’t occur to her that you’ve got another. Ash, you’ve got to call me if you find Millie. You need to have a phone. Please – you owe me that.’
It means he’s got three phones now, and I hope to God he remembers which is which.
‘Forget it’s there. Only use it if you need to contact me – or the police – in an emergency.’
He gives me a sad look, but nods.
The time for him to leave – for us to fake our row – is getting closer. But I need some time alone with the phone to make sure this one is also set up for me to find it, follow it, trace it – whatever I need to do. And Ash mustn’t know what I’m doing. Fortunately, he struggles up from the bed and heads to the bathroom.
‘Can I just grab the phone? We’ll put it back when you go, but I want to give it a last charge and make sure it’s on silent, with vibration off.’
He loosens the straps again, hands me the phone and disappears into the bathroom. I’ve got a few minutes, and I need to move quickly before he comes back.
    
This is my moment – the time when my years of acting should come into their own. We have decided against shouting. We’d done that earlier – or at least I had – and everyone had heard. Now we need something else – another level.
We head towards the bedroom door together, but before he opens it, Ash stops and touches my arm.
‘I can’t think of anything I can say that will make you hate me any less. I’m hoping and praying that when I bring Millie safely home to you, we can talk. I won’t make excuses, I promise, but can we just agree to talk?’
‘I can’t think about anything beyond Millie. You’re asking too much. There’s no space in my head for you, me, anyone.’
He drops his gaze. ‘I understand. The important thing now is that we put on a credible performance for Zoe. She needs to believe you don’t want me here, and it’s essential the police don’t know what we’re doing – it would ruin everything. You have to believe that. And we’ll never be able to live with ourselves if we don’t give this our best shot.’
I say nothing and clench my lips between my teeth to stop myself blurting out what I really want to say. Instead I nod my agreement, close my eyes and summon up the tears. They’re so close to the surface that it’s not difficult. I start to sob as I walk out of the door and go ahead of Ash down the stairs, carrying his bag. He follows, sliding down on his backside. Not the most dignified of exits.
It’s as if the whole house has got wind that something isn’t right, because as I reach the bottom of the stairs, wiping my hand across my eyes but not holding back on the weeping, they troop out into the hall. Tessa is still here. I hadn’t known that, but I don’t care.
‘What’s going on?’ Sami asks.
I wave my hand uselessly, as if it’s impossible for me to speak. It is really, so again, not too much of an act.
‘This is hard,’ he begins, and I notice Zoe is watching from the doorway to the sitting room. ‘Everything that’s happened in the last couple of days has brought things to the surface with Jo and me, and we think it’s better if I go and stay somewhere else. We’re not helping each other; we’re blaming each other, and Jo’s told me she’s better able to deal with it on her own, without me here.’
‘Why would anyone blame you, Ash?’ Nousha, of course, thinks her brother is beyond reproach.
We had decided not to mention Ash’s affair, because the police would immediately want to know who it was with and whether it is relevant to the case – which indeed it is.
‘It’s for the best if I go and stay in a hotel for a while. I won’t be far away, and I’ll let you know when I’m settled.’
‘Stay with me! You can have the bed and I’ll have the sofa,’ Nousha shouts.
Tessa says nothing, but she’s watching me. Does she know I’m acting? In truth only a tiny bit of me is; I couldn’t be more heartbroken.
‘DCI Douglas has asked you not to leave,’ Zoe says. ‘I think you should take his concerns seriously. We can’t force you to stay, but I must repeat that you might be putting yourself in danger.’
‘I know, and I’m sorry. But it’s my decision – well, mine and Jo’s. Please tell him I’ll let you know when I’m at my hotel. I can be reached on my mobile – you already have the number. To be honest, Zoe, if they come for me again, they can have me if that means they take me to Millie.’
Ash heads to the door and I walk towards the kitchen. I don’t want to watch him go. The only sound is Nousha’s voice; she’s continuing to beg Ash to stay with her.
I walk into the kitchen and I’m about to close the door when Tessa appears.
‘What’s going on, Jo? There’s something not right here.’
I take a deep breath. I may regret this later, but it’s what I have to do. ‘Don’t talk to me about something going on, Tessa. Personally I don’t give a stuff if you’re shagging a man twenty years your junior who hasn’t got the experience to deal with the likes of you – a woman who will discard him the minute she’s had enough. But this is Sami, and he’s been hurt enough in his life. You hid your relationship from us all, so don’t expect me to share with you. If you’d told the police it was him, it would have saved everyone a lot of time. Just go home. Take him with you, if you want. But leave me in peace.’
There’s a stunned look on her face. I never behave like this, but there’s nothing normal about the current circumstances, and I have to get her out of my kitchen. There’s something I need to do.
After a few seconds she turns to leave and closes the door behind her. I wonder how long it will be before I hear a knock. It’s quicker than I thought.
‘Come in, Zoe.’
Her cheeks are pink with embarrassment, but she is clearly determined to say her piece.
‘This is a dreadful time for you, Jo, and I don’t want to make anything worse, but I have to report this immediately to DI Robinson, and I’m sure she’ll want to speak to you.’
‘Can you come in and close the door?’ I ask. She looks slightly startled but does as I ask.
I drop my voice to a whisper. ‘Zoe, when you phone Becky, do it from in here, but speak quietly. Only speak to Becky – no one else, do you understand? I need to see her urgently. Away from the house, and away from a police station. No one must know. Please stress that. No one at all.’
I promised Ash I wouldn’t involve the police.
I lied.
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Ash booked himself into the Premier Inn at Salford Quays. He wasn’t expecting to be there for long, but the police would want to know where they could reach him, and it seemed as good a place as any.
Paying for three days, he took his bag to the room and dumped it, then headed back down and outside to a bench by the river. It was freezing, but at least it wasn’t raining.
He tried to plan what to say when he made the call, but in the end he decided it would be a mistake if he sounded too rehearsed, so with shaking fingers he pulled out the phone he’d been given and called the only number on its list of contacts.
It rang once. ‘Ash! This is a surprise. It’s wonderful to hear from you, darling, but this isn’t what we agreed. Don’t let’s spoil things now – we’re so nearly there.’
Why did she have to make it sound as if it was all so wonderful; that they weren’t doing anything wrong? Did she feel no remorse?
‘I tried. I really did. After seeing you I went home and told Jo that I needed to get away. Just as you said I should, only I couldn’t wait. I couldn’t pretend; she knew I didn’t want to be there, so I’ve left her. Please, let me be with you. It’s what I want. What we both want.’
‘Where are you now?’
‘I’ve checked into a hotel because I’ll have to give the police an address. They won’t be checking on me every minute of the day, so there’s lots of time for us to be together, if we’re careful. When can I see you?’
There was silence from the other end of the phone. ‘A couple of days would be sensible.’
Ash groaned before he could stop himself, but fortunately she misunderstood.
‘I know, darling. It’s hard. Maybe we could meet for an hour later. We can make our plans then. I’ll send Terry to pick you up.’
‘Can I see Millie?’
There was a gentle tut from the other end of the line. ‘Not yet. Don’t rush it. You need to learn some patience. Anyway, it would confuse her just as she’s settling in. If you see her for five minutes and then you’re gone she’s going to be upset, and she’s just getting used to things. We’ll talk to her together soon, and explain what’s going to happen.’
‘How are you going to explain where Jo is?’ Ash asked.
‘I’ll tell her that Jo’s dead. Then she can get over it and move on. She’s got me now.’
Ash choked back a gasp of horror. She really was planning to do this. She really did want to take his family, his child. And leave Jo with nothing.
Or maybe she intended to make her lie become truth. If Jo was dead, it would be one less obstacle. Because Ash was certain that while there was breath in her body, Jo would never stop looking for Millie.
    
Becky pulled into a side street close to the café-bar where Jo had suggested they meet and hurried through the cold evening towards the door, grateful to see a glow of yellow light spilling from the window. She was met with a blast of warm air, rich with the smell of fresh bread, garlic and herbs. She could see Jo huddled in the darkest corner, and she strode towards her, nodding to Zoe, who was sipping a cup of coffee on the opposite side of the room.
‘Hi, Jo. Thanks for the call.’
Before she could speak, a smiling waiter came across to ask if he could get her anything. He reeled off a list of their specials, and Becky realised she was starving. She couldn’t remember when she’d last eaten, and the idea of a plate of falafel, tabbouleh, hummus and flatbread to munch on while she talked to Jo sounded tempting.
‘Could I just have a glass of sparkling mineral water?’ she said with an apologetic smile at the waiter.
As he left, she turned back to Jo. ‘What’s going on?’
‘I know Zoe’s told you that Ash has left, moved into a hotel.’
Becky nodded. ‘She has, and I’m so sorry. I’m sure it’s the last thing you either want or need right now.’
Jo was swirling the white wine in her glass round and round, but not drinking it.
‘It’s not what it seems. We planned it – to tell everyone that he left because we had problems. We do, but that’s not the point.’ Jo banged the glass on the table. ‘God, I’m making such a bloody mess of this.’ She took a large swig of wine.
‘Take your time.’
‘No! There is no time, and I’m talking in riddles. Look, Ash and I do have problems – it turns out he’s been having an affair.’
Becky sat up a little straighter as Jo passed on what Ash had told her.
‘Who is she?’
‘I don’t know, and he won’t tell me. But she has Millie.’ Jo leaned across the table towards Becky and spoke in a cracked whisper. ‘She took both of them so they could be a family – together, without me.’
Tears sprang into Jo’s eyes, and she angrily brushed them away.
Becky felt a pulse of excitement and reached out to touch Jo’s hand. ‘It may not seem like it, Jo, and I’m sure it’s very painful, but this is actually good news. It gives us a focus. Why didn’t he come to us himself?’
‘I’m not supposed to be talking to you. Ash says there’s someone inside the police who’s passing her information. That’s why I don’t want Zoe to hear what I’m telling you. The woman knew which hospital he was in, which ward, which room even – she had a nurse smuggle in a mobile phone.’
Becky’s brain was spinning. ‘Let me be sure I’ve got this right. Ash has been in touch with her on the smuggled phone, and that’s how he found out she has Millie.’
‘Yes, but she won’t let him see Millie until the investigation has died down. Ash has left me and made a big show out of it so that she trusts him – believes he wants to be with her. And before you ask, Becky, whatever he thought when he started this affair, there is no way he wants her to keep Millie. I know that, and I trust him as far as that’s concerned.’
‘What’s the plan?’
‘He’s going to contact her – say he’s hers for the asking – and try to move things along more quickly.’
‘Jo, this is madness. If he tells us who she is, we can arrest her and get Millie back. Why is he doing this?’
‘Because he is absolutely certain – and trust me, he has no doubt about this at all – that if she gets a whisper that you are on to her, she’ll either kill Millie or sell her on to some sick pervert. I know you try to restrict who has information, but if it’s someone on your team, you may not find out who until it’s too late. By then she’ll have escaped. She says she always has an escape route planned. It’s how she lives her life.’
‘You’re telling me now, though.’
‘And I’m taking a huge risk. I promised Ash faithfully that I wouldn’t tell you any of this. I lied to him, but I don’t care. I trust you, and only you. I can see in your eyes how much finding Millie matters to you. But you can’t tell anyone else what I’ve told you. Not even Tom. You can’t trust anyone else, Becky. Promise me.’
Becky bit her bottom lip. She wasn’t sure how she was going to work this, and there was no way she was going behind Tom’s back, but if this woman did have a route into the incident room it could be catastrophic.
‘We’ll put a trace on Ash’s phone, check everywhere his car goes – we’ll find her, Jo. But I do need to explain to Tom that Ash thinks we have a leak. I’ve worked with him for years, and I would stake my life on his honesty. Plus, we need him to authorise some of the things we’re going to have to do to track Ash. But don’t worry. We’ll be ultra-cautious.’
‘I’m already tracking Ash’s phone on my mobile, and he won’t be using his own car to get to her, I’m fairly certain of that.’
Becky listened with amazement as Jo described how she had followed Ash earlier and what she had seen.
‘I know what kind of car it is. If the same guy collects him, it will be a black Volvo. But once they take his phone from him, which he’s sure they will, I won’t be able to track him any longer.’
Jo dropped her eyes as she said the last sentence, and for a moment Becky wondered if she was hiding something more. But that didn’t make sense. She had been so clever, so resourceful. Now they finally had something to work with.
However good that sounded, though, Becky’s excitement was overshadowed by one dreadful thought. Was someone in their team really leaking information to the person who had Millie?
    
I watch as Becky leaves the café and take a final gulp of my wine. Tempted as I am to have another glass, I might have to drive later, and I have to be ready for anything.
Was I wrong to trust her? And is Becky right to trust Tom? He seems so kind and understanding, but I no longer feel able to rely on my own judgement.
I wonder if I should have told Becky about the other phone, the one hidden in Ash’s CAM boot. I installed the location-finder app on it when Ash was in the bathroom, so even if he dumps his own phone, I’ll still know where he is. But I’m glad I didn’t tell her. If Ash is right that this woman does have a source inside Tom and Becky’s team, I need to have one trick left.
I just hope I haven’t made a huge mistake in telling Becky anything at all.
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Tom was feeling bad about the hours he was keeping. Tonight was going to be another late one, but a seven-year-old child was still missing and he couldn’t bring himself to leave the incident room for more than half an hour at a time.
He’d called Louisa, but there was no answer on her mobile and he guessed she was out shopping. She was determined to live her life as usual until she was forced to stop, and she loved early-evening shopping – probably because it was what she’d always done when she was working. She wouldn’t hear her phone in a noisy supermarket.
He was also feeling guilty about Lucy. She had sent him a text to say she was going to stay at her friend Connie’s house that night, so he’d asked her to text through the address and a number for Connie’s mother. She had sent an emoji-laden message communicating more than adequately her disdain at his habit of checking up on her, but he wasn’t going to explain to her again that someone else could have taken her phone and sent that message; he’d told her often enough.
A quick call to Connie’s mother, however, confirmed that she had been invited to eat with them and have a sleepover. Apparently both girls were struggling with the same history project, and Connie’s father was a professor of history at Manchester University, so there was no arguing with that.
Tom suspected that Lucy was trying to avoid her mum, who had confirmed she was arriving that evening. He hadn’t yet managed to get hold of Kate himself, and he suspected she was ignoring his calls, knowing precisely why he was ringing.
He was about to get up from his desk when Becky knocked and walked in. Without a word, she plonked herself down in the chair opposite.
‘Ash knows who’s got Millie.’
Tom shot forward in his seat.
‘What? That’s great news. Why are you looking so glum?’
‘Because we have a problem.’
Tom listened as Becky recounted her conversation with Jo.
‘Did you believe her?’
‘Absolutely. She promised Ash she wouldn’t tell us, and yet she did. So I think she was telling the truth, even if she wasn’t quite telling us everything.’
‘Christ, what a mess. The important thing is that we keep tabs on Rajavi. Get hold of Sandie Burford as soon as you can and get her teams to set up surveillance on Ash. Impress upon her the need for confidentiality and ask her to report back only to you or me. We know her team can’t be implicated – they had no idea that Ash was in hospital, so they couldn’t have passed that on.’
‘Okay. You know what this means, though, don’t you?’
‘Sadly, yes. The intel has to have come from here – from one of ours. I’ll get authorisation to track Ash’s phone. And not a word outside these four walls.’
Becky nodded but looked defeated. ‘If Rajavi is right and there is someone on our team sharing what we know, who do you think it is?’
‘We don’t know it’s anyone at all, but we can’t manage this entirely on our own. Regardless of what Jo told you, there’s one person I’m certain it’s not, and that’s Keith.’
‘Yeah. I agree. He does everything so precisely by the book that he’d panic completely if he had to do anything even slightly dodgy.’
‘Okay, so let’s get him in here and see what he thinks about all of this.’
    
Within moments of Becky calling Keith, his feet were heard marching down the corridor and there was a smart rap on the door.
‘Come in, Keith,’ Tom said. ‘Take a seat,’
Tom talked him through everything Becky had said, and the look of horror on Keith’s face at the news that one of his team might be passing information could not have been faked.
‘Do you have any ideas?’ Becky asked.
‘No! It seems impossible. The only one we don’t know is Rob, and he’s been involved in the case from the start – even before we knew the full scale of things – but he seems sound to me.’
‘And he was so thrilled to have found that intel on Tessa O’Hanlon,’ Becky said.
‘He was indeed, although it seems she’s in the clear,’ Tom said. ‘I’m sure we have enough lines of inquiry to keep people occupied without telling them about Ash’s affair and the latest developments, but it does mean that one of you two is going to have to focus on Ash. We need to know who this woman is. Someone must know who he was having an affair with, even though he told Jo they had been careful. Becky, you need to pay a visit to the hospital where Ash worked. Try to find out if anyone had any suspicions about an affair. People think they’re clever, but someone always notices a look, a smile or an inappropriate touch.’
‘Okay, I’ll go as soon as we’ve finished.’
‘Keith, the whole team is looking for anyone linked to Ash or Jo who is also connected to the guy who was executed, Martin Hislop. We need to go through Ash’s phone records again with the knowledge we now have, but you’re going to have to do it yourself, I’m afraid. And we have to spread the net wider. I haven’t got time to explain why now, but when you’re looking for links, include these guys in your search as well.’
Tom pushed across a piece of paper with the names of Finn McGuinness’s murderer and the prison officer who had allowed the killer into McGuinness’s cell.
Keith looked at the list and raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.
‘And check out the prints found at Jo’s house – see who we can eliminate and what we’re left with,’ Tom said. ‘Rajavi claims that he had no idea how the burner phone got into his drawer, so the prints in his study might tell us something. I’ll leave you two to get on with things while I alert Philippa to what’s happening.’
Keith was making notes and was about to open his mouth when Tom’s phone rang.
It was a number Tom didn’t recognise, and he assumed it would be Jack. ‘Tom Douglas,’ he said. And then he froze.
    
Becky watched Tom’s face as he listened to whoever was on the other end of the line. He sat forward in his seat, pushing his mobile hard against his ear.
‘Where is she?’ he asked, his voice terse. There was a pause. ‘I’m on my way.’ Tom was already on his feet, reaching for his jacket, thrusting his arm into one sleeve as he ran for the door.
Becky and Keith watched but said nothing, waiting for him to speak.
‘It’s Louisa. She collapsed in the supermarket and she’s been rushed to St Mary’s. I need to go. Speak to Philippa, Becky. Tell her what we know.’
Before Becky could offer any words of encouragement Tom was out of the door, his feet thundering down the corridor.
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Ash didn’t have to wait long before he received his instructions via text:
GO TO THE LOWRY OUTLET. WAIT ON STEPS OUTSIDE FACING THEATRE. TERRY WILL FIND YOU. 15 MINUTES.
He dropped his head and took a deep breath. It wasn’t far, but he was on crutches. Could he make it in fifteen minutes, and how was he going to negotiate the steps, for Christ’s sake?
He was on the point of texting back to suggest somewhere better, but he stopped himself. She might call it off altogether if he didn’t do exactly as she asked. It was a while since he’d been to the Lowry, but he had a feeling he could walk all the way along the path by the side of the canal, and there were bound to be ramps for disabled access, so he wouldn’t have to use the stairs. But to get there in time, he needed to leave immediately.
Pushing himself to his feet, he grabbed his crutches and set off along the tree-lined embankment. He had always thought how pretty it was here, but today it was cold and miserable, and at this time of the year it was already dark. The phone in his boot pressed uncomfortably on his calf muscle with each step, so he relied almost entirely on his right leg and the crutches.
The path was busy with football supporters walking in the opposite direction. There must be a match on at Old Trafford, just over a mile away. People stared at him as they tramped past, clearly wondering why he would put himself through such obvious pain, but he didn’t return their gaze and hobbled on, stopping to catch his breath and glance at his watch every few minutes. What if he was late? Would Terry wait?
He tried to up his speed and only just stopped himself from crashing to the ground. With a moan of frustration, he stopped, took a deep breath and glanced over his shoulder. Among the bodies heading to the football match was a man in a green jacket – the only one walking in his direction. Was he being followed? Had someone been sent to check up on him, to make sure he was obeying instructions? Or had the police sent someone to tail him?
He picked up the pace again. Anyone walking at a normal speed would pass him, so he continued for another minute then stopped as if recovering and turned again. The man in the green jacket had gone. Ash sighed with relief. He was nearly there. He would make it on time.
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Sandie Burford had decided to follow Rajavi herself. As soon as they’d had word that he was in Salford Quays she had deployed three teams – one on the ground and two mobile, and she’d located him easily enough outside the hotel. Now he was on the move.
They had been checking cars entering the car park of the Lowry Outlet, but there was no sign of a black Volvo. Perhaps they were too smart to use the same car more than once. It was impossible to know what their plans were, but with Rajavi on crutches he was easy to follow and clearly unable to break into a run.
He hadn’t spotted her tailing him. Sandie thought she looked like someone on her way to the theatre – at least, that had been her intention when she chose a smart navy-blue coat and slung a handbag over her shoulder. Instead of walking behind him along the embankment, she had stuck to the pavement on the other side of the trees, and although she’d seen him check over his shoulder a couple of times, he hadn’t even looked her way.
The moment he reached the piazza, though, everything changed. The area in front of the theatre was heaving with football supporters. With an hour still to go before the match, they were making the most of the many cafés and bars that lined the space, shouting, chanting, hyped up with excitement for the match ahead. For the moment it all seemed good-humoured, and she could only hope nothing kicked off. That would make their task almost impossible.
She watched as Rajavi made his way slowly up the ramp to the doors of the outlet. The shops would be closed by now, but people were still passing in and out as this was the way to the car park. Was he going to dodge inside and head for the lifts? Unless she got in there with him, she wouldn’t know which floor he was heading to, and she sincerely hoped that wouldn’t happen.
He stopped right by the doors, and Sandie walked straight past, taking a seat outside one of the cafés. Despite the cold, there were enough people choosing fresh air over a crowded bar for her not to stand out. She could see one of her men reading the menu outside a restaurant, although she was sure he was actually watching Rajavi’s reflection in the plate-glass window. She got the feeling of suppressed excitement that always hit her when a plan came together. Her heart beat a little faster, her senses were on high alert – sounds, vision, smells all intensified. Her team was going to nail these bastards and get the kid back.
The moment she saw a man heading across the concourse in a black padded anorak with a scarf hiding the lower half of his face, Sandie knew he was the one. He was alone, walking with determination, shoulders hunched, head down. The scarf didn’t look out of place on this cold evening, but she’d hoped they could get a photo so they could identify him.
She watched as he spoke briefly to Rajavi, and the two men moved together into a bar with a WATCH LIVE poster outside.
She lifted her phone as if she was making a call but spoke into her headset. ‘Al, you go into the bar. I’ll stay outside and keep watch from here.’
She listened as Al ordered a pint, one she trusted he wasn’t going to drink, and waited.
‘They’re right in the middle of the footie supporters. I’m ten metres back. They’re talking, arguing,’ Al said quietly. ‘The suspect is holding out his hand, and Rajavi is shaking his head. Suspect’s scarf is down – I’ll get a photo if I can. Hold up. He’s on the move, heading to the door. Rajavi’s trying to stop him.’ There was a pause. ‘He’s passed something to the suspect, who’s now walking across to the bar to speak to the barman. It looks like he’s passed him Rajavi’s mobile. Barman looks confused – clearly no idea why he’s given it to him. He’s put it behind the bar.’
‘Shit,’ Sandie muttered. ‘He’s made him leave his phone. We can’t lose sight of him now.’
Sandie quickly spoke to her team leaders, alerting them that Rajavi was on the move.
‘There’s only one way out of the car park, so let’s ID the car as soon as they’re in it, and then get on it.’
‘Hang on, Sarge. They’re not heading to the car park. They’re going down the ramp towards the theatre.’
‘What the fuck?’
Sandie could see them now, heading to the right of the theatre as she looked at it.
‘They’re going for a pick-up. Mobile unit one, are you at the pick-up point at the Quays?’
‘In position. A car has just dropped off, but it’s moved on. Only taxis there now.’
‘Watch and wait.’
Sandie started to move down the ramp, lost in the crowds of football fans. She could still make out Ash because of his slow progress on the crutches.
‘They’re getting in a taxi,’ Al murmured, reading out the registration.
‘We’re ready to pursue,’ Sandie heard through her headset.
‘Okay, keep eyes on that taxi. Mobile two, we need you in position to take over if necessary.’
This wasn’t going the way they had expected, and Sandie spoke briskly into her radio: ‘Pick me up. Now!’ She needed to be in the control van, not hanging around outside a bar.
The taxi had gone, so Sandie broke cover and ran at full pelt towards the mini-roundabout, reaching it as the van pulled over, a side door sliding open. She jumped inside, slammed the door, and the van immediately started to move.
A voice came through her headset: ‘Sarge, they’re heading round the Quays. Traffic’s crap – bloody football. Taxi’s turning on to Trafford Road, heading south. Wait – they’ve pulled into the IBIS car park. I’m driving past. Mobile two, you need to follow.’
The second mobile team confirmed that they were about to enter the car park. A male and female team, they would pass for a couple arriving for the night.
‘Sarge, no one’s getting out of the taxi. They’re waiting for something.’
‘A pick-up, probably. Hold on. Let’s see what happens.’
There was silence in Sandie’s headset, and she drummed her fingers on her knees.
Her radio burst into life again. ‘They’re on the move. Both men still in the taxi, and now it’s back on Trafford Road, still heading south. Indicating left on to Ordsall Lane. Wait! He’s pulling over. I’m going to have to pass.’ There was a slight pause before the other mobile unit came on the line.
‘Oh crap. They’re at the Exchange Quay metro station, and there’s a tram pulling up. They must have been waiting until it was on its way. We won’t reach them in time to get on.’
‘Shit, shit, shit!’ Sandie shouted. ‘Bring up the map. Where are they going?’
‘Next stop’s Pomona. If they’re just hopping on for one stop so they can lose us and be picked up by car at the next station, we’ve got no chance. It’s a two-minute tram journey and we can’t beat that. After that it’s Cornbrook. We might beat the tram there.’
‘Go! And one of you get on the tram – see if they’re still on it. Team two, head for Pomona. It might take Ash a while to either wait for the lift or get down the steps on his crutches. We could be in luck.’
‘Sarge, it’s bedlam here,’ the driver of team one radioed, a note of despair in his voice. ‘We’re too close to Old Trafford. There are roadworks, and the traffic is solid. We’re not going to make it to Cornbrook before the tram.’
‘Ditto,’ came a voice from the second car. ‘ETA Pomona ten minutes. They’ll be long gone.’
‘Fuck!’ Now Sandie knew why she hated football. They’d lost him.
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When we got back from the café, I told Zoe I wanted to lie down.
‘Can I do anything for you?’ she had asked, her voice full of sympathy for the fact that my partner had left me at this crucial time. She doesn’t know what’s really going on. I insisted that Becky didn’t tell her.
‘It’s kind of you, Zoe, but I need to be by myself. I hope you understand.’
‘Of course. I’ll tell Nousha and Sami to leave you in peace.’
Since then I’ve been closeted in our bedroom, staring at my screen, checking the locations of each of Ash’s phones. Until now they’ve always been identical, but although Ash’s own phone is stationary at the Lowry, the one hidden in his boot is suddenly on the move. His main phone must have been dumped. The police won’t be able to track him.
Quickly, I call Becky. I want to know what they are doing, whether they’re following Ash. ‘He’s at the Lowry – you know that, don’t you?’ I tell her.
‘Yes, he was in a bar with another man. We don’t know who he is yet, but we’re working on it. They’ve left the bar – Ash had to leave his phone. We’ve got teams tracking him on the ground, and thanks to you we know we’re looking out for a black Volvo.’
It’s not enough. I know it isn’t, and try as she might to disguise it, I can hear a note of doubt in Becky’s voice. Would she tell me if they’d lost him? I don’t think so. She wouldn’t want me to panic and will probably only admit it when she has to confess that they’ve achieved nothing – that they haven’t found the woman who has Millie – the woman I don’t know, but whom I hate with a passion.
I could tell Becky about the other tracker in Ash’s boot, but what if she didn’t believe me about the informant in her team? What if everything I’ve told her has been passed on, and that’s why Ash’s phone was dumped?
I’ve got no option. If I’m not prepared to tell the police about the second phone, I’m going to have to follow him myself.
I grab my bag and force myself to stop and think for a moment. What might I need? Flat shoes, dark clothing, a torch. The thought of taking a weapon flashes through my mind. I shouldn’t be thinking like this – I’ve never used violence against anyone in my life. Then again, if I found anyone hurting Millie I don’t know what I’d do. Maybe just the threat of a weapon would be enough. I don’t have to use it.
As I open the drawer to grab a pair of socks, an idea comes to me. Slamming the drawer shut, I open the one below full of Ash’s socks and pull out the longest pair I can find, then I race into Millie’s room, crawl under the bed to find the plastic box full of games that she has grown tired of, and there is Kerplunk – complete with a bag of marbles. I stuff every one of them into the toe of the sock and tie it to hold them in place, then run back to my room to collect my bag. I’ve wasted enough time. Now I need to move!
I can hear the TV in the sitting room. Someone’s watching the news. It must be Zoe because I can hear voices coming from the kitchen and recognise Nousha’s. She’s talking to Sami.
Zoe has left the sitting-room door open, no doubt so she can monitor everyone who comes and goes, but her eyes are on the screen. I recognise Tom’s voice coming from the television and I know it’s a rerun of the press conference. I pass the open doorway on tiptoe without Zoe seeing me, head to the front door and quietly let myself out into the dark evening, wrapping the hoodie tightly round me.
I can feel a weight in my chest, and it almost stops me from breathing. It would be so easy to go back in the house, call Becky and leave it up to the police. But I can’t. I daren’t. What if someone lets slip that we have the ability to follow Ash? What if that means Millie dies?
I ram the keys into the ignition, thrust the gear stick into reverse, and the car shoots back towards the road.
I slam the brakes on. There’s a car – a black one – and it’s parked right across the entrance to our drive. It looks like I’m going nowhere.
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Becky and Keith were trying to figure out a way to expose the person who could be passing information to the kidnappers, but all they had to go on was what Ash had been told by the woman – that she had an inside track on the investigation.
It had to be Rob, if it was anyone; he was new to the team and hadn’t yet formed any bonds. Becky felt a stab of regret. He’d been so enthusiastic. She thought of his wide smile, his boundless energy and hated to think that he wasn’t as transparent as he seemed. Nevertheless, until they knew for certain, they were going to have to be careful. For now, all intel coming from the covert team was being directed to Becky and not going through the incident room.
She hadn’t felt ready to admit to Jo that they had lost Ash. There was nothing to be gained by panicking her, and while Sandie’s team were trying to locate him, Becky and Keith had other priorities.
‘The team can’t get wind of the fact that Ash was having an affair, Keith, so I need to get myself down to the hospital to see if anyone knows who the woman might have been.’
Keith was sitting straight-backed in his chair, and Becky could sense his desire to get things moving.
‘Before I go, I’m going to speak to Detective Superintendent Stanley. We need to involve Professional Standards – get them to examine computer activity for each member of the team, and maybe telephony too. It can’t wait until I’ve been to the hospital.’
She was almost spitting with frustration. She needed to do about twenty things – as did Keith – and they couldn’t pass any of them down the line until they knew who they could trust.
‘While you’re speaking to Superintendent Stanley, I’ll see where we’re up to with tracing the fingerprints in the house,’ Keith said. ‘And I’ll get the telephone records for Rajavi again. We looked at them when he and Millie were first missing, and there was nothing obvious, but that was before we knew about his affair. I’ll cross-check them against any other information we have.’
‘Okay, but I think you should collect what you need and work in here until DCI Douglas is back. And you can get me on my mobile at any time.’
As an acting DI, Keith was the same rank as Becky, but she knew he was in a vulnerable position, appearing to liaise with the team while knowing there was a suspected informant in their midst. She didn’t have time to worry about him, though. She picked up the phone to call Philippa.
    
To Becky’s surprise, Detective Superintendent Stanley volunteered to come down to Tom’s office.
‘It sounds as if you’ve got a lot on your plate, Becky. I’ve spoken to Tom, and it seems Louisa needs an emergency C-section. She probably won’t be home for a day or two, so Tom’s paternity leave doesn’t have to start yet.’
Only Philippa could see an emergency operation as a blessing, and Becky hoped everything was okay with both Louisa and the baby. Tom must be out of his mind with worry.
Philippa had just walked through the door of Tom’s office when Keith returned with his laptop and files.
‘Ma’am,’ he said, straightening his back. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you.’
‘I imagine you’re here for a reason,’ she replied, her brisk tone causing Keith to flush slightly.
‘DI Robinson suggested I work in here until DCI Douglas returns. And I wanted to update her on the fingerprints and DNA required for elimination.’
‘Carry on then.’
Keith nodded. ‘We have two holes in our information, and both relate to members of the theatre group. A Donald Hoyle, who we understand from Tessa O’Hanlon left on Saturday for some sort of retreat in Nepal, and Shona Brown.’
‘Why can’t we find Shona?’ Becky asked. ‘She was at Jo’s house when I took her home, with a woman called Faye.’
‘That would be Faye Nunn. We found her prints upstairs and on the bannister. They were on the doorknob of the master bedroom too, and a full handprint on the door itself. Almost as if she’d turned the knob and pushed the door open.’
Sinister or just nosy? Becky wondered.
‘Anyway, the only person who has Shona Brown’s address is Donald – who is the theatre group’s membership secretary. And he’s thousands of miles away. We’ve tried calling her on her mobile, but we’re not getting any answer at the moment.’
‘Have you considered that this woman – Shona Brown, you said – might not accept calls from an unknown number?’ Philippa asked. ‘Perhaps you could ask Jo to call her, as she knows her.’
‘I’ll give Jo a ring and ask her to get in touch with her friend,’ Becky said, wishing she had thought of this herself.
‘And I’ll get on to Professional Standards,’ Philippa responded. ‘But a word to you both. If you do discover that someone is passing information and you find out who it is, you must do nothing.’
Keith’s head jerked back slightly as if this was an outrageous suggestion. ‘Shouldn’t we arrest him – or her?’
‘I assume there’s an open line of communication – somehow or other – between the informant and the kidnapper. If that line closes down, we might be putting the child’s life at risk. The kidnapper needs to believe that she – as I understand you now believe it to be a woman – has everything under control and is receiving any and all information.’
This made perfect sense to Becky, but she could see Keith wasn’t comfortable with it.
‘Problem, DI Sims?’ Philippa asked.
‘Information will continue to be passed. How do we prevent that?’
‘We control what our informant knows. When we know who it is, we give them a thrilling task like looking at hours of CCTV that we know will lead nowhere. You are going to have to be inventive, and – above all – plausible. I want to know the minute you have a clue who it might be. Understood?’
‘Yes, ma’am,’ Keith said.
Philippa glanced at Becky.
‘Of course, ma’am.’
Philippa turned and walked out of the room.
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Ash was struggling. His arms ached from supporting his weight on the crutches, and the pad under his right shoulder had rubbed the skin raw. First he’d had to hop his way to the Lowry, then along the platform to the tram, pushing past football fans heading to the match. They had left the tram at the first stop and were now in a car – not the black Volvo, but a dark red Discovery driven by a young black man with close-cropped hair who didn’t speak to either Ash or Terry as they pulled away from the station. He had clearly been given his instructions and knew exactly where to go.
Terry pulled the scarf from around his neck.
Ash turned to him. ‘Are you taking me to Millie?’
Terry gave a short bark of laughter. ‘Oh, I don’t think she’s going to agree to that. She doesn’t trust you yet. If she did, she’d have let you switch off your phone and bring it, and we wouldn’t have had to go through all these bleeding hoops to get you away from the police. They were following, but I’m sure you know that.’
Ash was horrified. They would never trust him now. ‘I said nothing to the police!’
‘Do you seriously know nothing about police procedure? I know you’re a doctor, but for Christ’s sake, surely you know the police can track your mobile.’
‘Yes, of course I do. But why would they? They don’t suspect me – I’m certain of it.’
‘They suspect everyone. It’s their job. The minute you left home you hoisted a red flag, and they will – I’d put money on it – have asked for authority to get location data from your phone. That’s why we dumped it. I’d have stuck it in the nearest bin, but if the police know you’ve lost it, they’ll trust you even less than they do now. Don’t worry – I told the barman I’d found it and I was sure someone would ask for it.’
Ash tutted. He suspected that was the last he would see of his phone. But Terry surprised him. ‘He’ll keep it. Not everyone’s bent, you know.’
Ash turned to look at him. What a strange thing for someone who was clearly a criminal to say. Terry was staring straight ahead, and for a moment Ash wondered what had driven him to a life of crime. Was it his choice, or something that had been forced upon him?
‘Where are we going?’
‘As always, to the middle of nowhere. Her default location.’
‘Is that where she lives?’
‘I don’t know, and stop asking fucking stupid questions, will you? No one knows where she lives, except she has more than one place.’
Ash didn’t want to push his luck. Terry was bordering on being friendly, and that had to be good. Then Ash remembered the photo of the man with the badly concealed bullet hole in his head and had to wonder if Terry was responsible. He sat quietly and said nothing.
Instead, he looked out of the window. They had driven round the ring road and were now on the other side of Manchester – the east side. It wasn’t an area that Ash knew well, and he had no idea where they were going. It was dark outside, but at least it wasn’t raining. In his opinion, there was nothing more depressing than a February night in Manchester, although bizarrely Jo loved it. ‘Bring it on,’ she always said. But then she said that all the time, whatever the weather.
He wondered what she was doing now and wished he was with her. Somehow, she made sense of everything with her innate ability to hold on to the positives, although right now that ability was being stretched to its limit.
What was he doing? If he wasn’t being taken to Millie, what was the point? He wanted to cry with frustration. Somehow, he was going to have to make a case for seeing Millie. Maybe he could dream up some congenital illness for which she needed medication. Except he didn’t have any on him. Why hadn’t he thought of that?
The journey continued in silence, but Ash wished someone would speak, if only to drown out the screams inside his head.
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I leap out of the car. Who is this joker? Whoever he is, he’s blocking my drive and he needs to move, and move now.
I’m about to storm down the path and yell at the idiot when I suddenly remember Zoe. She would hear me and make me go back into the house, so I keep close to the hedge.
For a moment I wonder if it’s the kidnappers, coming for me, but as I reach the gates I can see the car isn’t a Volvo. I don’t know much about cars, but I recognise a Mercedes badge when I see one.
Who the hell has parked across my drive?
The man who jumps out on the far side of the car is the last person I was expecting to see, but I recognise the messy blond hair and the stubbly face.
‘Steve!’ I hiss, glancing nervously over my shoulder to check Zoe isn’t watching through the window. ‘What are you doing here? Get out of my way. I’m in a hurry.’
‘You’re going nowhere. And why are you whispering?’
‘I’m not supposed to leave the house. Just move your bloody car.’
He stands, resting both forearms on the roof of his car, and slowly shakes his head.
I can see by looking at the Mercedes, shiny even after all this rain, that it’s a much-loved vehicle.
‘Fine. If you won’t move it, I’ll just have to barge it out of the way.’
I stomp back towards my car, no longer caring if Zoe hears me. I have to go – now.
‘Jo, wait!’ I hear rapid footsteps. ‘Hang on.’
As I reach my car and open the door, a hand shoots out.
‘Pack it in, Jo. You’re not going to ram my car.’
‘I will if you don’t bloody move it. I’ve got to go, Steve. I don’t have time to argue.’
He narrows his eyes as he looks at me. ‘Is this to do with Millie?’
‘Of course it is. Everything is to do with Millie. Why the hell are you here anyway?’
‘Because I don’t appreciate being interrogated by the police.’
‘Tough. I don’t appreciate someone abducting my daughter.’
‘Our daughter.’
I glare at him. I want to argue, to tell him he has bugger all to do with Millie, but now isn’t the time, and if I don’t get going soon I’ll never catch up with Ash.
‘Please! I’m begging you to move your car.’
‘Not until you tell me why.’
For a moment I don’t know what to say. Can I trust him? Becky told me they thought it unlikely that Steve had anything to do with Millie’s abduction, although they hadn’t ruled him out completely. It’s a risk, but it might be the fastest way of getting him to move.
‘It’s complicated, but I might have a lead on where she is. And if I don’t get there quickly, I’m going to lose any chance I’ve got. It would take me too long to explain, Steve, but I really need you to shift your bloody car.’ I can hear my voice rising, verging on hysteria.
‘Fine. Listen, I may not be father of the year, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy about the fact that someone’s abducted my child. Come on – you can explain to me on the way.’
‘What? What are you talking about?’
‘If you think you might know where she is, I’m coming with you. I’ll drive. My car’s probably a tad faster than yours.’ He nods towards my little Fiesta.
I don’t have time to argue. I have no reason to trust him, but I am as certain as I can be that he won’t move his car unless I go with him, and if I ram it I think I know which car will come off worse.
I cast a frantic look over my shoulder, expecting to see Zoe peering out of the window, but the curtains are closed. I run towards the passenger door of Steve’s car, and he doesn’t hang around. He races to the other side and jumps into the driver’s seat and I’ve barely closed my door before the car’s moving.
I hardly know this man, but I remind myself that he’s Millie’s father, and that should mean something.
At least, I hope so.
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By the time Tom reached the hospital, it was all over. The operation had taken just twenty minutes, and Louisa was apparently being stitched.
‘She’s going to be another thirty minutes or so in surgery,’ the nurse said, ‘but I understand everything went to plan. Unfortunately, we had to give her a general anaesthetic because there was no time to do anything else, so it’ll be another forty-five minutes or so before she comes round, but in the meantime, would you like to meet your son?’
A boy. They had a son.
Tom nodded, swallowing the lump forming in his throat. ‘Yes please. Is he okay? Is Louisa going to be okay?’
‘Absolutely. She’s doing great, and he’s a chunky little thing. Lovely squidgy legs, if you know what I mean.’
Tom did. ‘Thank you,’ he said, feeling a rush of relief that they were both all right. ‘Where can I find him?’
‘He’s in the nursery, but you can take him to the recovery room so he’s there when his mum comes round. Come on. I’ll take you to him.’
He followed the nurse into a room, and there, in a plastic cot in the corner, was his son. He had never imagined he’d have another child after he and Kate divorced, but he would never forget the thrill of the first moment he had seen Lucy, mixed with the twinge of fear that this child’s life and future well-being were in his hands.
The nurse pulled back the blanket for a moment, so Tom could see his perfect little body.
‘See what I mean about the legs?’ She grinned at him, then covered the baby and scooped him up.
‘Here you go, Dad. He’s all yours. Come on. Let’s go and wait for Mum to wake up.’
    
Just over an hour later they had been moved into a private room where Louisa was gazing at their son’s face, unable to drag her eyes away.
‘I’m sorry you missed the birth, Tom,’ she said, not for the first time.
He leaned towards her, stroking the hair back from her forehead.
‘We both did, darling – but none of that matters as long as you’re both doing well. You know that. And you’re both amazing.’
He moved his hand towards his son, who was lying contentedly in his mother’s arms, and stroked his cheek gently with the back of his finger.
‘Did you call Lucy?’ Louisa asked.
‘I wanted to check that you were both okay first, but I’ll call her now and try to arrange to get her here.’
Tom picked up his mobile from the bedside table. She answered after the first ring.
‘You’re not checking up on me, are you, Dad?’
‘No, I’m not. I’m calling to let you know that you have a baby brother.’ Tom pulled the phone away from his ear as Lucy squealed. ‘Sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner. It was all a bit quick.’
Lucy was babbling about when she could come, and Tom interrupted her. ‘We want you here now, Lucy. I’m going to send a taxi for you. Can you put me on to Connie’s mum so I can explain to her?’
As Tom and Louisa waited for Lucy to arrive, they talked about names. Louisa hadn’t wanted to choose in advance; she had said from the start she wanted to wait until he or she was born, but Tom had a strong feeling there was only one name that was totally right for this baby.
‘Harry?’ he said, hoping Louisa would feel the same.
Louisa smiled and reached out a hand to squeeze Tom’s. ‘I love it. Harry it is.’
A few minutes later the door burst open and Lucy ran into the room. ‘Where is he?’ She gazed down at Harry, lying peacefully in Louisa’s arms. ‘He’s gorgeous.’ She leaned down and kissed him tenderly. ‘Hello, little brother.’
Tom felt a rush of emotion. That was exactly what Jack had always called him, and now Lucy was doing the same thing.
The moment was shattered by a knock on the door, and the last face Tom was expecting appeared in the opening.
‘Hello. I hope I’m not interrupting.’
Louisa glanced quickly at Tom and pasted a smile on her face. ‘Of course not, Kate. Come in.’
Tom stood up and moved towards the door, effectively blocking Kate from coming further into the room. It was an instinctive gesture, but he didn’t want her spoiling the moment. Lucy’s eyes flicked to her mum, to Tom, to the baby. She didn’t know where to look.
‘What a big baby, Louisa. My word, I bet you’re glad you didn’t have to give birth to him naturally.’
It was clear that Kate’s illness and her prolonged holiday had done nothing to lessen her careless insensitivity.
‘What are you calling him?’ she asked.
‘Harry,’ Louisa said, trying to look pleased to see Tom’s ex-wife.
‘Goodness, Tom. I didn’t have you down as a royal follower. Middle name William, no doubt.’
‘He’s named after Louisa’s grandfather, who sadly died recently before he had a chance to meet his great-grandson.’
Kate greeted Tom’s words with a nod but no apology.
‘Kate, this isn’t such a good time for a visit,’ Tom said, with what he considered to be spectacular restraint, as he indicated the door with his arm.
‘No, but when I called Lucy and she said she was heading here, I thought maybe I should come and take her off your hands. You’ve got enough to deal with now with your new baby. You don’t need a teenager banging around making life difficult.’
‘Ouch!’ The cry came from Louisa on the bed, her face screwed up in pain. ‘Lucy, come here, love, and take your brother. I’m struggling to hold him.’
‘Me?’ Lucy said in surprise.
‘Please, sweetheart.’ Louisa held Harry out towards Lucy, who looked both terrified and thrilled as the baby was placed in her arms. ‘Just sit with him, talk to him so he’ll know your voice, your smell.’ As Lucy moved away, Louisa adjusted herself in the bed with slightly more theatre than Tom suspected was entirely necessary. ‘Tom, can you and Kate talk outside, please? I’d like Harry’s first few hours to be as peaceful as possible.’
Tom didn’t need asking twice and ushered Kate out of the room. She was speaking before the door was even closed.
‘Let’s be sensible. You’ve got a new family now. Lucy can come with me – live with me when I make my home in Australia. We can leave you to your new-found bliss.’
‘Lucy has lived with us for six months. We’ve always known that in the future she would split her time between you and me, and I understand that. It’s fine. This is a really sensitive moment for her, though, and we’re working hard to make her realise that Harry’s arrival doesn’t reduce her importance in our family. The next few weeks that she spends with us, together as a family, will impact hugely on her. If she feels in any way pushed out, it could affect her deeply.’
‘Heavens, what a speech.’
Tom blew out a long slow breath. ‘Kate, this isn’t about you and me. It’s not about a battle for supremacy between us. It’s about our daughter and what’s best for her. Fine, if you want to marry someone you’ve met while you’ve been away, I genuinely hope you’ll be very happy. But why does it have to be next week? Why drag her away now, when we have a chance to make her realise that she’s every bit as important as Harry? Put her first, please. Get on with your trip, and maybe think about it again in a month, when she’s established a relationship with Harry and is confident that she’s wanted as much as ever.’
Kate looked at him for a moment longer and then moved past him and pushed open the door. Louisa glanced their way, but Lucy’s eyes never left Harry’s face. They could just hear her voice, singing softly, ‘You are my sunshine, my only sunshine.’
‘I used to sing that to Lucy when she was a baby,’ Kate said.
‘You did indeed. It worked every time.’
They were quiet for a moment, and Tom felt sure Kate was remembering – as he was – those happy days. She dropped her head so he could no longer see her face.
‘Tell Lucy I’ll speak to her tomorrow,’ she said quietly.
‘And?’ Tom asked.
‘And nothing. As I said, I’ll speak to her.’ Kate raised her eyes to his, but he couldn’t read her expression.
Before he could say another word, a nurse bustled towards them.
‘I think Mum needs some rest now, folks. She’s just had major surgery. Dad, you can stay if you like, but to be honest, Mum and baby will be sleeping so maybe say goodnight and come back tomorrow. Enjoy your last good night’s sleep for a while!’
Tom thought sleep was highly unlikely given where they were up to with the Millie Palmer case, but for now he needed to say goodnight to his family and then head back to the office. His paternity leave could start when Louisa came home in a few days’ time.
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I’ve been babbling away as I try – and fail – to explain coherently to Steve what’s going on. All I can think about is finding out where Ash is, where he’s going, and if he’s going to lead me to Millie. I’m conscious that everything I say about her abduction puts Ash in a bad light, which I don’t want to do, however much I find myself blaming him. What chance is there of Steve agreeing to the adoption if he believes Ash is the reason Millie is in such danger? I can’t help wondering if it’s what I want now, either. I haven’t given myself time to focus on Ash’s betrayal and what it might mean for the future. It doesn’t seem important right now.
‘Christ, Jo. That’s a hell of a story,’ Steve says. ‘This woman thinks Ash is going to leave you and go to her because she’s got Millie?’
‘That’s about it, yes.’ I don’t turn to look at him, and instead stare out of the windscreen. ‘Why are you helping me, Steve? You seemed angry with me when you arrived, and if you’ll pardon me for saying so, you’ve been a total knob all week.’
‘I was bloody angry with you. I thought you’d made a complaint about me because I followed you and Millie home from school one day, and when she went missing the police had put two and two together and made ninety-eight. I’m helping you because she looks a cute kid, and whether I know her or not, she’s still my flesh and blood. For the record, I wasn’t being a knob. I just wanted to meet her.’
‘I appreciate your help,’ I mutter, deciding not to remind him of our initial phone conversation and his derogatory remarks about Ash. I wish he’d stop talking now, and just drive faster.
‘I’m not sure why we’re following your man, though. Didn’t you say the nut job had refused to take him to Millie – at least for the time being?’
‘I’m hoping she lied. Look, stop asking me questions, Steve. Just find him, for God’s sake.’
‘Stop panicking. If she’s not taking Ash to Millie, we’ll wait until they’ve had their romantic reunion and then follow her.’
It sounds like a plan, although I could have done without the reference to romance. I still hope she’ll take Ash to Millie and we can swoop in and steal my daughter back, but maybe that’s a bit optimistic.
Any further thoughts are interrupted by the ringing of my phone. It’s Becky. Zoe must have discovered that I’m not at home. I don’t want to answer, but God knows what will happen if I don’t.
‘Hi, Becky.’ I do my best to keep my voice steady.
Steve gives me a wide-eyed stare. He’s obviously met Becky and wonders at my friendly tone. I guess he didn’t warm to her.
She doesn’t mention the fact that I’ve left the house again, and I realise Zoe must think I’m still licking my wounds in the bedroom. My car is still there too. I can tell Becky’s on hands-free and driving, so she probably can’t hear that I’m in a car too. I listen as she asks me to call Shona so they can eliminate her fingerprints.
‘Okay, but now I think about it, when she called me yesterday she was using her work phone, so maybe you should try that one. I must have the number in my call log. I can check if you like, and ring you back.’
‘That’s okay,’ Becky says. ‘You know we’re still recording your calls in case someone phones with threats or a ransom demand, so I’ll check the logs myself and try the other number. If we can’t get hold of her, I’ll let you know and perhaps you can call her and ask her to ring me.’
I agree, although I don’t want to speak to anyone if I can help it. I hang up with a sigh of relief.
‘You’re not telling the detective what we’re doing, then?’ Steve asks somewhat unnecessarily.
‘I’ve told her what Ash is doing, but if he’s right about an informant in the police, I’m terrified this woman will find out. Then who knows what will happen to Millie? I wanted to keep a trick up my sleeve in case I’ve overestimated Becky’s ability to keep it confidential.’
I really don’t know if I’m doing the right thing or not, but my eyes are glued to the screen showing the location of Ash’s phone. He’s heading east, but Steve is gaining on the car.
Wherever they’re taking him, we’re going to be close behind.
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Ash had no idea where he was. They had just gone over a motorway, which he presumed was the M60, but he couldn’t be sure. He had totally lost his bearings. They seemed to be in the countryside, and for a moment he was reminded of the long cold night he had spent on Cadishead Moss. But this was somewhere different. There were too many trees for it to be the Moss.
Suddenly the car veered off the road and bumped down a narrow rutted lane.
‘Where are we going?’
‘I don’t know,’ Terry answered. ‘She works on the basis of everyone only knowing exactly what they need to. Our driver knows; that’s all that matters.’
They drove for no more than a minute and then pulled into a lay-by which was obviously used for fly-tipping. It was a mess.
‘Out,’ said the driver.
‘Where am I going?’
The driver didn’t answer but turned to Terry. ‘Along the path on the left. Just keep going. You’ll know when you get there. Then hang back until she’s finished with him. Those are the instructions.’
Finished with him? Ash didn’t like the sound of that. And another walk! The phone was digging into his calf, a constant reminder that if they found it, they would probably kill him.
He got out of the car, and Terry, no longer friendly, prodded him to go ahead. Underfoot the ground was sodden. Keeping himself upright on the crutches was a challenge requiring every atom of Ash’s concentration, and he didn’t realise they had reached their destination until he stepped onto wooden planks.
He looked up. He was on some kind of platform overlooking a lake, the moon flitting in and out from behind clouds to reflect off the still water.
‘Hello, Ash.’
He was expecting the voice, but still it gave him a jolt. She stepped out of the shadow of the trees surrounding the lookout.
He turned to face her, hoping, praying that she wasn’t alone. But there was no sign of Millie.
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‘Keith, are you on your own?’ Becky asked the minute DI Sims answered his mobile.
‘I’m in the boss’s office. What have you got?’
‘Do you have the call log from Rajavi’s mobile – the legit one?’
‘Hang on. I’ll put you on a speaker while I look.’
Becky heard a rustle of paper. Despite the fact he could probably pull them up on his laptop, Keith did love paper.
‘Got them in front of me. Who are we looking for?’
‘I’m on my way back from the hospital, but I spoke to a few people who work with Ash, including the sister whose name appears most frequently.’
‘That’s Inéz Ortega, isn’t it?’
‘That’s right. She seems to think a lot of Ash – believes he’s a great doctor.’
Becky heard another noise from Tom’s office. The sound of a door opening and closing and a faint ‘Oh’ from Keith.
‘Was that a “but” I heard in your voice, Becky?’
To her surprise, it was Tom.
‘What are you doing back in the office? Philippa said Louisa needed an emergency C-section. Is everything okay?’ Becky shouted over the sound of a passing fire engine. ‘You should be with them. We’ve got this, boss.’
‘Louisa and Harry are both fine. Lucy’s staying with a friend, and mother and baby are sleeping.’
‘A boy! Congratulations, Tom.’ She heard Keith echoing her words in the background.
‘Thanks. Now tell us about Inéz Ortega.’
‘Okay, well it seems a lot of the women on the staff have tried it on with Rajavi, but he never wavered. He was always politely discouraging, and that was fine while he played the “I’m above all that” card. But they feel he let them all down a few months ago.’
‘They knew about his affair?’
‘Exactly. Apparently he tried to deny it, but the woman was publicly very touchy-feely with him. She was in the hospital a lot about three months ago, dealing with a child victim of some pretty horrendous abuse, and much to Ash’s obvious discomfort she seemed to want to make it clear to everyone that he was now hers. He tried to distance himself – told Inéz the woman was delusional – but he was obviously anxious about the whole thing.’
‘Bloody hell! It’s all starting to make sense,’ Tom said. ‘She was there to see a victim, so you must be talking about the forensic psychologist whose name came up on his phone. We discounted it because it was patient related. What was she called?’
‘Ruth Vickery,’ Becky said.
‘Good. We’ve got something to work with. Keith, without alerting anyone else on the team, we need everything we can get on this woman. Find out where she lives and get someone over there now to see if she’s at home. Tell them to be discreet. For now we just want to know if she’s there. Get a search warrant organised in case we need it. Given that Ash told Jo she’s keeping Millie somewhere she believes to be off-grid, we need to hope she’s made some mistakes and we can locate this property. Get all her financials. I’ll get approval for cell-siting on her mobile. Let’s find her. But keep it under the radar.’
Becky heard the door close, presumably as Keith left the room.
‘Give me a minute,’ Tom said.
She heard him speaking on the internal phone, and waited, knowing he wanted to get things moving on tracing Ruth Vickery before Becky filled him in on everything else that had been happening.
‘Sorry about that, Becky, but Philippa’s now on board and I’m getting the firearms team on alert. This is more than a woman who’s had an affair and taken its ending badly. She’s managed to recruit at least four people to carry out the kidnap – presumably all ex-cons who she’s had contact with, and she’s in a perfect position to know who’s capable of what. She’s a bloody forensic psychologist.’
Becky could almost hear the cogs in Tom’s brain working, so she waited.
‘It’s a long shot, but I’m going to pass on her details to Paul Green,’ he said finally. ‘Let’s see if she has any links to organised crime. She’s almost definitely implicated in the execution of Martin Hislop by Barton Bridge, and I’m sure we’re dealing with a very dangerous woman. When will you be back?’
‘Just pulling into the car park.’
As she reversed into the closest space to the building, Becky told Tom about the conversation with Philippa.
‘She’s right,’ he said. ‘We can’t alert whoever’s passing information – not now. It’s a bugger because we could do with all hands on deck.’
‘Philippa said she’d help,’ Becky shouted as she pushed open the main door to the building and set off for the stairs.
‘Christ. I’m not sure if I can cope with that.’
Becky laughed. ‘She’s good, Tom – you can’t doubt that.’
‘I don’t. What else have I missed?’
Becky realised that Tom didn’t know about Ash, so she filled him in on the details as she hurried along the corridor.
‘Sandie Burford is tearing her hair out. Using the tram was a clever move, and now we’ve lost him.’
‘Bollocks. We could have done without that. We need to know who this informant is – and quickly – so we can get back up to full strength.’
‘I know. I’m praying that Ash is wrong and Vickery only told him that to scare him.’
‘Given how long her reach seems to be, I hate to say it, but I suspect it’s true.’
Becky was now panting, and with a last gulp, she pushed open the door to Tom’s office. This should have been such a joyous day for him, with a new baby and his family safe and well, but she could see the strain around his eyes.
‘We’re going to get her, Tom,’ she gasped. ‘Millie’s going to be safely home very soon.’
She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince.
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Ash stood still, leaning on the wooden balustrade that surrounded the lookout platform. The lake was still and silent, shadows of broken cloud chasing across its surface. Ruth slowly walked towards him, carefully avoiding the puddles, and reached for his hands. He took a deep breath. Millie’s life depended on how he handled this, and Ruth must not sense how he really felt about her.
She didn’t speak, but he could feel her watching him closely.
‘I’m so sorry about last time,’ he said. ‘I was so confused. I couldn’t see the bigger picture and all I could think about was Millie. But after you left, I would have rushed after you if only my ankle had let me.’ He gave a small self-deprecating smile.
‘Ash,’ she said softly, lifting one of his hands so it rested against her cold cheek. ‘I know you want to get things moving, darling, but it’s not the right time. Not yet.’
‘I had to do something. I couldn’t pretend to Jo any longer. I need to be with you, and Millie. You said you had somewhere safe. Why don’t we go there together and wait until the heat has died down?’
‘Oh, darling. You don’t understand how the police work, do you? They’ll do everything they can to find Millie – but if you go missing too, you’ll have a target on your back and they’ll think you were behind it the whole time. They’ll increase the team on the case, and it will be so much harder to move forward. Trust me, I understand these things.’
‘I can’t believe you’ve done all this for us,’ he said. ‘How did you persuade those people to act as detectives and social workers to take me and Millie in for questioning? That was so clever.’
Ruth laughed. ‘I have a psychological profile of everyone who comes my way. I know who’s capable of what. You see, Ash, most criminals make the mistake of taking on jobs they’re not suited to. Some fancy themselves as armed robbers when they are far better suited temperamentally to trafficking young prostitutes. They make the wrong choices, and that’s why they get caught. I help them to make the right decisions, choose the right line of work.’
Ash felt a sour taste in his mouth and he swallowed. He mustn’t show his disgust.
She squeezed his hands. ‘You think that’s a bad thing, I can see it in your eyes. But it isn’t. People will be found for these jobs, whether I help or not. And mistakes often cost lives. I save people from those errors of judgement. Do you see?’
He didn’t know what to say. If he pretended to applaud her ingenuity, she would see through him. He mustn’t forget that she was a psychologist.
‘I don’t think I can completely get my head round what you’re saying. I guess these people would be criminals anyway – but you know that I don’t move in your world, so it’s going to take a while for me to fully accept what you’re saying.’
All he could hope was that his response was suitably innocuous.
‘You will understand when you see how it works and how rich it’s made me, I promise.’ She dropped one hand and turned to look out over the water. ‘Do you know what the name of this lake is, darling? You don’t? It’s called Crime Lake. It seemed an apt place to meet.’
She lifted the hand she was still holding and pulled him towards her, letting go so she could wrap both arms around his waist as she laid her cheek on his shoulder, looking up at him.
‘Millie’s fine, you know. She’s growing to like me, and I’ll look after her well until we’re ready. I’ll probably get her out of the country in the next few days, which will free things up for you and me. We can be together quite openly, and no one will suspect a thing.’
Ash could feel his heart thumping. Surely she could feel it too?
‘How will you get her out of the country? Who will look after her?’
Ruth gave that tinkling laugh which increasingly grated on him.
‘Private plane, small airfield, fake passports as mother and daughter. And bribery, if needed. Don’t worry about it. And once she’s overseas, I’ll make sure there’s someone to take care of her. We want a happy child when we all get to be together, don’t we? I’m not going to endanger that. It’s the life I want, Ash. The life I deserve. Maybe there’s time to have another child – one of our own.’
He couldn’t let her take Millie out of the country.
‘Please, Ruth, let me see her before she goes. She’s only a little girl and she needs to know that I still love her.’
‘Oh, she does. I tell her all the time.’
‘And what do you tell her about Jo?’
‘Leave that to me, Ash. She knows I’m her new mummy, and she’ll be fine. Children are very resilient, you know.’
Ash felt sick at the thought of what this would be doing to Millie.
‘But…’
She took a step back and her face hardened.
‘No buts, Ash. We do this my way, or we don’t do it at all. I believe my life would be better, richer, with you and Millie in it, but I’m beginning to be a little uncertain of your motives. You should be happy, but you’re twitchy and your eyes don’t match your words.’
Ash knew he had to try harder, be more convincing. He remembered when he first met Ruth and how fascinating he had found her – how in a weak moment when he was distraught about the injuries caused to a child by her own father, he had confessed to his love for Millie and his fear of losing her. Ruth had made him believe his concerns were justified, and that if Jo had turned down his proposal, she must doubt they had a future together.
He realised now that Ruth had worked on him, discovered his insecurities and played on them until she was ready to make her move. And she had timed it to perfection, just after an argument in which Jo had said she would never marry him – or anyone else.
He still couldn’t believe he’d been unfaithful to Jo, the woman who lit up his world, who made him laugh out loud and filled his life with love. But he had, and she and Millie were paying the price. Now it was up to him to convince Ruth that she was all he wanted in the world.
He put his hands on her shoulders and drew her back towards him, lowering his head to kiss her. Then he gently put one hand on either side of her face and looked into her eyes.
‘I’m sorry, darling. I’m out of my depth in all this. I wish it was over, that’s all.’
She pushed him away again. He hadn’t quite convinced her.
‘I’ve taken a huge risk to give you everything you said you wanted, Ash, but don’t for one minute think I’m prepared to sacrifice my own freedom for either you or Millie.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘It means that, outside of my team, only you and Millie can connect me to her disappearance, and I assure you that I’ll destroy all evidence of what I’ve done before the police get anywhere near me. You need to make sure that never happens.’
Ash wanted to ask her again what she meant. But he knew. He couldn’t afford to put another foot wrong, or Jo would never see either him or Millie again.
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Steve pulls the car over to the side of the road.
‘I can’t follow them down the track in the car. There’s nowhere to hide if they come back the same way. They’ll see us.’
‘So what are we going to do? We can’t just sit here! She might have Millie with her.’
‘You’re doing nothing. They don’t know me. Even Ash doesn’t know me. I could just be a man out walking his dog.’
‘You haven’t got a bloody dog!’
‘No, but I’ve got a voice. If I see anyone, I’ll call the dog’s name and ask if they’ve seen a Border collie – he’s gone missing. They’ve got no reason to doubt that it’s the truth.’
I want him to go, but there is something I have to tell him first.
‘Steve, you need to know that the police think one of her men killed someone – executed him, in fact. With a gun. I think it’s too dangerous.’
‘Yeah, well, I’ll take that risk. I’ve been in one or two tight corners before, you know.’ He smiles as if he’s proud of the fact. ‘You wait here, and if you see a car coming you duck right down. Do you understand? One sight of you, and they’ll come straight back for me with that bloody gun.’
With that, Steve jumps out of the car and sets off down the lane. Five seconds later, he has disappeared from view.
The wait is agony. I want to follow him, to find Ash, to see what this woman who is trying to steal my life looks like. But I can’t. If I see her, I’ll want to rush at her, shake her, demand to know what she’s done with Millie. I must force myself to stay here.
I open the window an inch, conscious that I’m listening for gunshots. I have my phone in my hand, ready to call for help if I have to, and I’ve locked the doors. I can see my seat belt moving up and down in time with my breathing, and impatiently I press the button to release it.
There’s a bottle of water in the central console, and I grab it and unscrew the top, taking a deep swig. I nearly choke. It’s not water, it’s vodka. And he’s been drinking from it off and on since we set off. Jesus!
He showed no signs of being drunk. Just a bit hyped. I’m entrusting my child’s life to this guy’s hands. How stupid am I?
    
I don’t know how long Steve has been gone, but it feels like hours. All I have to keep me company are thoughts of Millie – her soft skin, her silky hair, her spindly little legs. I remember the way she wrapped her arms round my neck and her legs round my waist when she was upset because her friend’s dog was ill, her tears running down under my jumper. Where is she? Is she safe? Who is with her, if the woman is here with Ash?
I try to imagine her in another room, another house, and I see her lying on the bed, sobbing because she is confused, unhappy, lonely. She’s used to a noisy house, and much as I sometimes despair of Nousha and Sami, when they come to see us they help make the house a home with their chatter and occasional bickering. Mostly, though, we laugh a lot.
I can’t bear thinking of Millie’s pain and I wonder what kind of woman would take a child from her mother. How could Ash, even for a second, have been drawn to a woman like that?
Suddenly I feel the urgent need to speak to someone. I can’t bear just sitting here for another moment. I’m sure Tessa isn’t involved, and hers is the first name that comes to me.
‘Tess?’ I say hesitantly when she answers the phone. ‘I’m sorry I was so horrible earlier.’
‘Oh, Jo! Don’t even think of apologising. You must be having the most dreadful time – I can’t begin to imagine. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Sami. We didn’t think you’d approve. Or at least Sami thought Ash would have a fit. He doesn’t really get me, does he?’
At any other time that would have made me laugh.
‘Where are you?’ she asks.
I can’t tell her, because I know my calls are being monitored. I’m sure Zoe thinks I’m upstairs, sobbing my eyes out because Ash has gone, and I don’t want the police to be alerted to the fact that I’ve sneaked out.
‘I’m at home, but I don’t want you to come over. Just talk to me and don’t ask any questions. Okay?’
‘Of course. But let me warn you not to answer your phone if Faye calls. She’s been a nightmare, phoning all the time asking me for updates. I know it’s uncharitable of me, but I sometimes think she likes to wallow in everyone else’s misery, so ignore her.’
‘Warning accepted. Talk to me about something else.’
‘I’ll tell you about me and Sami then. I know it’s a bit unconventional, but I do love him. I don’t think he’s quite grown up, but I can live with that, and it will be so much easier if we don’t have to leave the country.’
‘Is that what you were planning?’
‘We didn’t know what else to do. I’ve been trying to sell the agency – and I have a buyer. It’s not worth a fortune, but it has a good reputation so someone new could build it up. Maybe I won’t sell now. If we can overcome Ash’s disapproval, we could stay.’
‘Tessa, trust me – Ash has no right to disapprove of anyone. Don’t you worry about him.’ I can hear a trace of bitterness in my voice.
‘What do you mean?’
‘No questions. Sorry.’
‘Okay, well I do hope we can stay and make it work. I’d hate to lose you. Maybe I could try to rejuvenate the business myself. Perhaps take on a partner. Anyway, I’m glad we’re good now, and I’m sorry I lied about Sami being in my house on that dreadful night.’
I’m about to tell her it’s okay when I see headlights coming along the lane towards me.
‘Got to go,’ I hiss, and as I disconnect I slither down in my seat so my head is below the dashboard.
Two minutes later there’s a banging on the car door. Shit! They must have seen me.
‘Open the door, Jo. For fuck’s sake, let me in!’
Relief pours through me as I recognise Steve’s voice and flick the central locking switch.
He jumps in and starts the car, driving away from the lane.
‘Where are we going? They went the other way.’
‘We don’t need to go after Ash. You can check where he is on your phone app. We need to follow her – the woman. Her car wasn’t in the lane, but there’s a car park behind the pub ahead. Hang on, someone’s coming out.’
A long, low car passes under the bright light at the entrance to the car park, and although we can’t see a face, blonde hair is briefly illuminated.
‘It’s her,’ Steve says.
I want to say something about the amount of vodka he must have drunk, but if I do he might stop the car and refuse to go any further, so I keep my thoughts to myself and fasten my seat belt.
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‘Rob, have you got a minute?’ Becky asked.
‘Of course. What can I do for you, ma’am?’
‘We’re still trying to sort out the last of the fingerprints. I understand Shona Brown called Jo yesterday, but from a different number. Could you see if you can trace it from the call logs and contact her?’
Becky knew it was something of a pointless task, given they now knew who they were looking for, but she couldn’t trust Rob – or anyone else in the team – with anything relating to Ruth Vickery, and she had to give him something to do.
‘I’ll get a printout now and track her down.’
His generous mouth formed a lovely bright smile, and she hoped he wasn’t their mole. But if it wasn’t him, who was it?
Keith had his head down, looking at his monitor, and she guessed he was studying the financials, so she pulled up a chair next to him and spoke quietly. ‘Anything?’
‘Nothing stands out, but I’d like to discuss this with you somewhere else. I think we might need some input from DCI Douglas.’
‘Okay, let’s do it.’
They stood up and made their way to Tom’s office, where Keith rapped sharply on the closed door.
‘Come.’ The voice wasn’t Tom’s but Detective Superintendent Stanley’s. Tom was on the phone, but finished the call as they walked in.
‘What have you got for us?’ Philippa asked Keith.
Tom raised his eyebrows at Becky. Philippa was taking over, but he seemed amused by her high-handedness.
‘There’s no one home at Ruth Vickery’s official address,’ Keith said, ‘and her financials aren’t proving that helpful, except in one regard. Vickery does a lot of online shopping, and I wondered if there was a chance that she might have slipped up and ordered something to be delivered to her other address – the one she told Rajavi was untraceable.’
‘Good thinking,’ Tom said before Philippa could butt in. ‘Which companies? We may need to apply for a production order if we want them to supply customer details, and that’s not easy at this time of night.’
‘Based on her credit card statement, the most likely companies for deliveries are Amazon, Tesco – possibly, although that could have been an in-store purchase – or John Lewis. There’s one independent store here in Manchester that might prove easier to talk to. Lister and Black. They’re a furniture company, and it seems she placed quite a hefty order with them. She’s unlikely to have had furniture delivered somewhere else if it was destined for her other property.’
‘Good point,’ Tom said. ‘I’ve used Lister and Black myself. They stay open late most nights, so we might be able to speak to someone.’ There was a trace of excitement in his voice, and Becky thought that maybe they were starting to get somewhere.
Philippa leaned over Tom’s desk to pick up his internal phone and pressed a button. ‘Joanne,’ she said, clearly speaking to her PA, ‘get on to Lister and Black in Manchester. Tell whoever answers that I need to speak to a senior director. We’re going to need delivery details on one of their recent orders. Stress the urgency. I’ll be back in my office by the time you’re through to someone.’
She put the phone down and turned back to the room.
‘Right, I’ll deal with that,’ Philippa said. ‘And I’ll try to get some joy out of John Lewis and Amazon as a backup plan. Let me know when you’ve got any other intel that might pinpoint where she’s keeping this child.’
‘We’re tracking Vickery’s phone,’ Tom said. ‘But we don’t know the details of the one she’s using to communicate with Rajavi.’
Philippa nodded as she headed to the door. ‘I’ll leave that to you. I’ll let DI Sims know when I’ve got any addresses.’ She closed the door quietly behind her.
‘What about the burner we found in Ash’s office?’ Becky asked. ‘That had only communicated with one other phone.’
‘There’s been no activity from the other phone since the last text – deleted – to the one in Ash’s drawer. Ash swears he knew nothing about it, so if he’s telling the truth, we can only assume he took Vickery to his home at some time when Jo was out or away, and she hid the burner in his drawer.’
Becky was about to speak when there was a tentative knock on the door, which opened to reveal an anxious-looking Rob.
‘What is it, Rob?’ Becky asked.
‘Sorry to interrupt, but you asked me to look for the other number that Shona Brown called Jo from. I went to the sheet that lists every call received, which is then paired with known numbers so we can identify the caller. The number wasn’t on the list.’
‘You mean it was missed off the log?’ Tom asked. ‘Is that possible?’
‘No. I went back to the original call log – the one that has just the numbers before they are matched up to names. And the call is on the log. It’s not been transferred to the detail list, though.’
Becky felt a sick lurch in her stomach. ‘Who transferred the data, Rob?’
‘Lynsey. I guess she must have missed it somehow, but I thought I should mention it to you before I ask her.’
Tom nodded at Rob. ‘That’s fine. Thanks for letting us know. Can I ask you not to mention this to her – or to anyone else? We don’t want accusations of mistakes flying around at this point while things are so tense. It will unnerve people, and we need everyone at full strength. We’re all tired, and I guess that includes Lynsey.’ He shrugged as if this was something and nothing.
‘Of course, boss.’ Rob attempted a smile, but it did little to disguise the worried frown.
After he left, Becky looked at Tom. ‘It could be a mistake?’
‘No, it couldn’t. The document would have been transferred electronically with all the numbers on. It has to have been deliberately deleted.’
Becky dropped her head and lifted her hands to her cheeks. ‘Oh, not Lynsey. Why? I had such hopes for her, Tom. We’ve worked on a couple of cases, and she’s been brilliant. Why on earth would she do this?’
She raised her eyes to Tom’s, and he shook his head sadly.
‘Can I see Rob’s original list, sir?’ Keith asked.
Tom passed it across, looking as miserable as Becky felt. She was only dimly conscious of what Keith was doing, but he had another list in his hand. He made a low grunting noise.
‘What?’ Becky asked, dropping her hands. Keith passed her the two sheets of paper, which she quickly scanned.
‘Oh crap!’ she said as she passed them to Tom.
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For someone with more alcohol in his bloodstream than I am comfortable with, Steve is doing a good job of following the woman’s car. He drops back a little on straight stretches of road, allowing other cars to pass – just one or two – then gets closer when there are junctions ahead so he can keep her in his sights.
‘What did you see, when you followed them down the lane?’ I ask.
‘You don’t want to know.’
‘Of course I bloody do!’
Steve tuts. ‘Well, you asked for it. She was standing with a man – Ash, I presume – close to a lake. She had her arms round him, and he kissed her.’
I wince, but then Ash has to play the game. If that’s what it is. I can’t help thinking that even if he is pretending now, there has been a time when he wasn’t.
‘What’s she like?’ In one way I don’t want to know, but the other half of me is burning for information – anything that will help me understand why she’s doing this to me.
‘I couldn’t see much. It wouldn’t have been appropriate to stand and stare.’
‘Was there no one else around?’
‘Yes, a couple of goons were keeping watch. They saw me, but I gave them a jaunty wave and whistled for my dog.’
‘God, Steve, that could have been dangerous. They’re not people to mess with, you know.’
‘Of course I know. Look, as soon as this woman reaches her destination, we’re going to get right on to the police. They probably know where we’re going anyway, because I bet they’ve got a trace on your phone.’
I know they’re monitoring my calls, but if Zoe’s realised I’ve gone out, they may have decided to track my phone and I’m not prepared to take the risk. I pull it from my bag and switch it off.
Steve glances my way and raises his eyebrows, but he says nothing as the woman takes a left turn. Where the hell is she going? We’ve been driving for half an hour now, and we seem to be heading north-east, according to the map on Steve’s dashboard.
‘Do you know where we are?’
‘Heading up to the hills. It’s going to get tricky if she goes onto the moors. At the moment the roads are busy, and I keep dropping back. But the lanes up there are narrow, and a car is a rare sight.’
I feel a quiver of unease. How does he know that? He’s not from this part of the world. Didn’t he tell me he was seeing a woman who lived up in the hills?
I glance sideways at him, trying to work out if I’ve been a fool to trust him. Was it just coincidence that he turned up on my doorstep tonight, when Ash was going off to meet this woman? I don’t know what to do or say, but I can see the car ahead is indicating, and I lean forward in my seat.
We’re travelling through a pretty village lined with craft and antique shops, and I’m hoping she’s going to stop here, but she turns off the main road, heading towards the hills.
At first the road is lined with houses, but they quickly become more widely spaced. The lane ahead is lit by her headlights, and I can see nothing but high banks topped with drystone walls. Every now and again the car’s brake lights flash as she takes a bend.
On our left we see the lights of a country pub, its car park half full. Steve indicates.
‘What are you doing? We need to follow her!’ I shout.
‘And we will, but she’ll have seen my lights in her rear-view mirror. This might be the last place on this road until we reach her destination. If she sees us turn off, she’ll assume we’re going to the pub.’
Steve pulls into the car park, but then swings the car round, switches off the headlights and turns out of the car park again, heading up the hill behind her.
‘We’ll have to pray there’s no one coming the other way,’ he says calmly.
Does he know this is the last place on this road? Or is this just a clever plan to take me to her? In some ways, I hope it is, because then I will get to see Millie.
I peer up at the sky through the windscreen. Thin cloud covers the moon, but if it comes out the woman will be sure to spot Steve’s car and wonder why it’s not showing any lights. Unless she already knows that we’re behind her.
She suddenly turns sharp left and begins to descend a hill.
Steve reaches the junction and stops. I turn to him, hoping he hasn’t decided that enough is enough. Or maybe he has something worse in store for me.
‘Don’t look so worried. It’s a straight road downhill and I can see her lights. I want to give her some space, that’s all.’ We wait. ‘Hang on.’ Steve leans forward and points. ‘Brake lights. She’s slowing down. This must be it.’
I feel my stomach knot and I clasp my hands together as if in prayer. Have we found Millie?
Just ahead I can see her headlights swing in an arc as the car turns off the road. Steve cautiously follows, and a few minutes later we drive slowly past the turning, craning our necks to see where she’s gone.
It’s the entrance to what looks like an old farm. I catch a glimpse of a number of buildings, most of which appear to be derelict, but there are signs of construction work. A digger stands abandoned on a muddy patch of earth; piles of bricks, stones and other materials are neatly stacked inside a fenced compound.
Then we’re past.
‘Steve, we need to go back!’
‘No, we need to call the police.’
‘For God’s sake, we don’t know if this is where she’s keeping Millie. If the police come and she’s not here, we might never find my daughter.’
‘Our daughter, and they are better equipped to deal with this than you or I.’
‘Pull over,’ I say. ‘Pull over!’
Maybe I was wrong to suspect him, but I’m taking no more chances with my daughter’s life.
Reluctantly, Steve does as I ask and picks up his phone.
I undo my seat belt as if I need to reach down for my bag.
‘Bugger. I can’t get a signal. Are you getting one?’ he asks.
‘My phone’s off.’
‘Well bloody switch it on, then.’
‘No.’ Before he can stop me, I grab my bag in one hand, the door handle in the other, pull it sharply, and I’m out of the car. ‘I’m going to get Millie. You do what you like.’
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The sky grows lighter as a patch of thinner cloud passes over the moon, and the tall overgrown hawthorn hedge on one side of the lane casts irregular shadows on the muddy ground. There is just enough light for me to see.
The buildings on my right stand dark and ominous, their old stone blackened by the years, their windows empty, desolate, abandoned. Ahead of me, the headlights go out and a security lamp bursts into life as the woman steps from her car in front of the last property on the farm. It looks like an old barn, and I can see a wide, arched opening in the building where I assume there will eventually be a window, but for now something pale and heavy fills the gap. On this side there are three windows already fitted on each of the two floors, but I can see no lights.
Has she left Millie here alone, in the dark?
At that moment I want to kill this woman for all she has done to my family, and I only just prevent myself from charging towards her, screaming that she has to give Millie back to me.
Instead I watch, hidden in the shadow of the hedge, as she approaches the front door. A dark figure emerges from round the side of the barn and walks towards her. He’s dressed from head to toe in black, and without the security light he would be invisible. She waits for him, and I creep a little closer.
The only sound is the occasional whisper of leaves as a light wind blows. It’s the kind of icy, still night that I usually love. But not tonight.
I only catch odd words, but I can fill in the gaps. She’s asking if everything is okay. I hear ‘quiet’ and ‘no one’.
They are bathed in light from the security lamp, and I’m certain they can’t see me as I draw even closer. She has her back to me and I can’t see her face, so the only words I get are those that float to me on the breeze. Then I hear two words that make my body tense: ‘child’ and ‘tonight’.
My eyes flood with tears. Does that mean I’ve found her? Millie. If I have, what is going to happen to her tonight?
The man shrugs. ‘Okay, if you’re sure.’ He is facing me, so his words are clear now that I’m closer.
The woman mutters something and goes into the barn. There is a door, but without windows the house isn’t secure, and I wonder if he is the only guard. Is he alone? Are there others like him patrolling the grounds?
I spin round, suddenly terrified that someone might be behind me, creeping down the path from one of the deserted buildings. The lane is clear. I can’t hear the engine of Steve’s car, which is a relief because if I can, she can. I don’t know if he’s gone, but I don’t want him here with me. He would take control, and I need to do this my way.
The man disappears round the side of the barn, and I can’t see where he’s gone. Does he patrol the whole complex?
A minute later I see torchlight in the empty doorway of the next building. Either it’s him, or there’s more than one guard.
Slowly, stealthily, I creep towards the barn.
I suddenly realise that if the security light goes out before I get there, it will come back on to announce my arrival. While it’s still lit, I need to get beyond the light to where the wide window opening stands unprotected. I have to risk it.
In front of the barn is the parking area. Two cars. Hers and the guard’s, at a guess. Both of them will protect me from view, and so, holding my breath, I bend low and scuttle behind them to the far side, beyond – I hope – the reach of the sensor.
I wait. The guard’s coming back. I see the torch beam dancing around his feet as he moves. He’s going to spot me – I have seconds to decide what to do.
The security light has timed out. If I dodge back behind the cars, it might come back on again.
And he’s getting closer.
I spin round from where I’m crouching in the shadows. If the moon comes out, he will see me. There are no bushes here – the land is barren, full of builder’s rubble. Then I notice a small gap in the drystone wall behind me, and just in time I slither between the stones and duck down. I hear his feet, squelching in the mud, but I can’t look. A beam of light flashes through the gap – he’s checking the area.
Please, God, don’t let him come through here.
My thighs begin to ache and I want to move, to stand, to stretch, but I can’t. Then I hear a cough, and it’s some distance away. I peer through the gap. He’s gone. He’s round the front, walking up the lane. I pray that Steve has driven away. He mustn’t find him there.
I know this is my chance – maybe my only chance – and I can’t miss it. I squeeze back through the gap and take a few steps into the garden area, keeping well away from the sensor, which the man failed to trigger. It must be focused on the area directly in front of the barn so, keeping as close as I can to the wall, I tiptoe to the window opening and step through just as the moon comes out from behind a cloud.
I stop and try to steady my breathing. Moonlight is flooding the space where I’m standing between the opening and a thick sheet of polythene. If the guard comes back this way, he can’t fail to see me. I’ve no idea what’s on the other side, but I can’t stay here.
I grope with my fingers for the edge of the plastic and pull it slightly towards me, then slip into the room beyond. After the moonlight, the room is dark. I want to pull out my torch, but I daren’t. I can just make out a concrete floor and more sheets of polythene covering the higher windows.
Keeping close to the wall, I inch my way along. Then I stop dead. A light has come on beyond a thick sheet that I guess covers an opening into another part of the house. I can see an outline, a silhouette of a woman, I think. The creases and folds in the polythene distort her shape and I can’t make out any details.
Is she coming in here?
My heart is pounding, and I swivel round to see if there is anywhere to hide. There’s nowhere, unless I go back out through the window, where the guard could be waiting. If she comes in here, I’ll be standing facing her.
I pull my bag round in front of me, reach inside for my home-made weapon, and I wait.
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I can hardly breathe. My heart is beating so fast that I can’t believe she hasn’t heard it. Now I can hear her footsteps – she’s walking up the wooden treads of a staircase.
Is that where she’s hiding Millie?
I tiptoe over the concrete towards the flap through which I can see light. I can hear a murmur from upstairs, as if she’s talking to someone. Millie?
There are no other shadows, no sounds of anyone else, so I ease back the heavy plastic and peep round it. It crackles as it moves, and I stop, peering through the gap I’ve made. I can see a hall and beyond it, through an open arch, there’s a kitchen. This part of the house seems more complete, and I tiptoe across the hall to peer into the kitchen, gulping with surprise when I see a duck-egg blue Aga – exactly like mine. Millie isn’t there. She has to be upstairs.
Silently I creep back across the hall and lower the plastic curtain back into position. I must wait until the woman comes down and then pray that I can get up the wooden staircase without making a sound. I crouch low and remove my trainers. My bare feet will be more sensitive on the treads. I might regret this later, if we have to run, but I’ll worry about that when the time comes.
She’s been upstairs a long time. What is she doing? I can still hear murmurs of sound, and then I hear running water. Is she bathing my child? The thought sickens me, and I know Millie will hate it. Although she’s only seven, she’s a modest little thing and likes to be independent.
The time drags by. I want to go up there and stop whatever she’s doing, but one shout and the guard would be here like a shot. I have to control my instincts – for now, at least.
Finally I hear a door close and the steady tread of feet on the stairs. She heads to the kitchen, and there is the unmistakable chink of glass on glass. She’s pouring a drink.
I ease myself round the polythene, moving it as little as possible. I can’t see her – she has to be at the far end of the kitchen – so tentatively I put my foot on the first step. Silently, resisting the urge to run, I creep up the stairs, one at a time, listening for any signs that she’s coming, checking over my shoulder. At the first sight of her, I will run and find Millie.
I don’t breathe until I reach the top, where I dodge round a corner out of sight from the kitchen door. I exhale slowly.
There are four doorways. The one ahead has a door which stands ajar, and I can see it’s a bathroom. The two to my right don’t have doors, only more plastic sheets. I heard a door close, though. I know I did. It could have been the bathroom, but to my left I see one more door.
I open it cautiously. A lamp is lit next to a huge bed, but there is no sign of Millie. My eyes are drawn to a black and white photograph in pride of place next to the bed. My hand shoots to cover my mouth as I stifle a gasp. It’s a picture of Ash and Millie taken on a ride at a funfair. I took that photo on my phone. No one else has it, not even Ash.
I can’t stop to think about that now, about what it means. I need to find Millie.
Two doors lead from the room. I can see that one is another bathroom, and I can smell some kind of subtle perfume in the air, humid from the steam still escaping into the bedroom.
There is one more door, and on the balls of my feet, keeping close to the wall in case the floorboards creak, I head towards it. There’s a key in the door, and I know without a doubt that this is where she’s keeping Millie.
I reach out and grasp the cold metal.
    
The only thing I see when I open the door is my lovely Millie, lying on the bed, curled into a tight ball. She’s crying, and my heart fractures into tiny pieces.
I forget to tiptoe, to creep, and I race across the room to fling myself onto the bed and wrap my arms round her.
‘Go away,’ she hisses. ‘I don’t want you to touch me.’
‘Millie, darling, it’s me. It’s Mummy.’ The tears are pouring from my eyes and I can barely speak.
She gives a little yelp and rolls over. I see her mouth open, ready to shout, and I quickly put a finger to my lips.
‘Shh, sweetheart. We don’t want her to hear us.’
She clings to me, and I hug her as tightly as I can.
‘She told me you were dead,’ she sobs, and the rage settles like a red-hot ball in my chest.
‘My poor baby. Has she hurt you?’
‘No, but there’s a man too. He comes and stands outside my room.’
A sliver of ice runs down my spine as I think about the guard. ‘Has he touched you?’
Millie shakes her head. ‘He doesn’t come in. He’s supposed to check I’m okay when she’s out.’
She grasps me a bit tighter, and I’d like to lie holding her, comforting her, but I need to get us out of here, and over Millie’s head I see that the door is still standing open. I try to free myself from her grasp.
‘Don’t go,’ she shouts – too loud.
‘I need to lock us in, Millie. Just give me a second.’
I leap off the bed, grab the key from the other side of the door and close it as quietly as possible, turning the key in the lock, leaving it in, twisted slightly so no other key can be inserted from the other side. She will get her goon to knock it down, I’m sure. But it might buy us some time.
It’s only as I’m returning to the bed that I look at the room properly. I stop dead as I take in the lilac patterned wallpaper, the pink and purple bedspread, and my heart pounds as if I’ve run a marathon. It’s a replica of Millie’s room at home. How could she possibly have known this?
There’s only one way. Ash must have been lying. He took her to our house, our kitchen, my daughter’s bedroom.
If it wasn’t for the guard outside, who is no doubt armed, I would run down the stairs now and deal with this woman for what she’s done to my family.
Then I glance at Millie’s terrified face and rush to her side, lying down again next to her, whispering words of reassurance, telling her how much I love her.
‘Is Daddy here too?’
‘No, but you’ll see him when you’re home, sweetheart.’ And in that moment I know that, whatever Ash has done, I can’t disrupt this child’s life any further. Not now. She needs to come home to security and love. We must settle her before I make a decision about Ash.
I’m waiting for someone to try the door. I know it’s inevitable, but there’s nothing I can use to barricade us in. If I move any furniture it will be heard downstairs, and I’m still hoping she’s said goodnight to Millie and won’t bother her until morning.
I stroke my daughter’s hair. ‘Listen, Millie, I need to figure out how we’re going to get out of here. I’m guessing she sleeps in the next room?’
She nods. Maybe the best option is to wait until the woman is asleep and try to tiptoe past her, but as a plan it doesn’t fill me with confidence. She might glance at the door and see the key has gone. I need to think of something better. There is no window, other than a roof light in the sloping ceiling, and I don’t know if I would be able to get us out through there.
I’m about to stand on the bed to look out of the window to check if there’s a way we could climb down the roof and get away when I hear footsteps, and they’re right outside the door.
I put my finger to my lips, and Millie nods.
The door rattles.
‘Millie? Are you in there?’
I gasp with surprise. I know that voice. How does she know we’re here? How has she found us?
I don’t care how, and my heart lifts. I turn to grin at Millie and push myself off the bed, hurrying towards the door.
Millie races after me, reaches out and grabs my arm as I turn the key. ‘No, Mummy!’
‘It’s okay, Millie, it’s—’
‘Did I leave the key in the door? Silly Mummy. You don’t need to lock yourself in, my darling. Mummy won’t be cross.’
Goosebumps spring up and cover my whole body. She’s not talking about me; she’s talking about herself.
But it’s too late. I’ve already unlocked the door and turned the handle.
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Before I can slam the door and lock it again, a black-booted foot appears in the gap.
‘Good girl, Millie. Move back from the door, darling. Mummy doesn’t want to hurt you. I’ve got a nice mug of cocoa for you, and some news about Daddy.’
That does it. I yank the door open.
‘Shona? What the hell’s going on? What are you doing?’
Her eyes go wide at the sight of me, and the mug she is holding crashes to the floor, the chocolatey liquid splashing over her legs and the wall.
She doesn’t answer. My mind is spinning, trying to figure this out. Ash and Shona? That can’t be right.
But it has to be. We followed her here. She called herself Mummy when she spoke to Millie, to my daughter. My initial relief that we’ve been found and my surprise that Shona is here turns to a cold hard fury.
‘You evil bitch, Shona.’ I take a slow step towards her.
She backs away, but it takes only moments for her to regain her composure, and she stands straight, a sneer of contempt distorting her face.
‘I’ve got a guy outside with a gun. One shout from me, and he’ll be here in seconds. You’ve lost, Jo.’
‘Who are you?’ I ask, ignoring her threats. Fury, disgust and hatred churn in my gut. ‘Why are you doing this?’ How could I have been so wrong about her? I invited her into my home, made her welcome. I thought she was my friend.
She flashes a cold smile at me. ‘You think you have it all, don’t you? The good-looking, clever man, the sweet-natured child. But you don’t deserve it. Any of it. And I’m taking it all away from you. I’m claiming your life, Jo, because I’m more worthy of it than you.’
I’m still advancing towards her, but I’m conscious of Millie standing in the doorway behind me. I’ve never felt compelled to be violent before, but much as I would dearly love to pin Shona to the wall by her throat, my daughter is watching. I stop, and Shona thinks she’s won. I can see it in her eyes, the scorn dripping from her tongue as she speaks.
‘Ash loves me, but when he told me he couldn’t leave you, I had to get to know you, to understand you, to see what was binding him to you. So I joined your pathetic little theatre group, met your screwed-up friends, and I watched you as I waited for my moment. Day after day I was right behind you, but you didn’t even know I was there. You didn’t see me – you saw only your flawless world.’
I had been right all along. Someone was following me. I had felt her eyes on my back but never seen her.
She takes another step back. ‘You have everything – a home you treat with contempt, a wonderful man who you refuse to marry, and a child Ash doesn’t believe he can live without. Yet you have no right to any of it. I can give him everything he’s ever wanted. Except Millie.’ She’s still backing away, one claw-like hand outstretched to the wall as she feels along it. But my eyes are glued to hers. ‘So I took her. I took it all. I’m her mummy now.’
I take another step towards her, the blood pounding in my ears. ‘You took my child,’ I hiss.
She smiles. ‘Yes, and now she’s mine. They both are.’ Her head shoots forward, triumph in her eyes. ‘And you, Jo? You’re dead.’
She lifts her hand and bangs it against the wall, and suddenly I know what she was reaching for. A panic button.
I hear a shout from below. Feet thunder on the bare wooden treads of the stairs.
She’s right. I’ve lost.
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‘Mummy!’
Millie’s voice breaks through my momentary trance, and I spin round. She’s still standing in the doorway and I race towards her, scooping her up under one arm as I run back into the bedroom, slamming the door, turning the key behind me.
I know it’s only a temporary reprieve.
The door’s solid, the lock a good one, but the man I saw outside earlier will be able to break it down.
‘Help me, Millie,’ I shout as I race to the far end of the room. Dragging the bed away from the wall. I squeeze behind it and push with all my might, Millie by my side.
I can hear shouting, but I block out the words; I only have seconds left to barricade us in. I know what Shona’s saying: she’s telling the guard to kill me.
With one final shove, the bed is rammed hard against the door. And I hear the first thud as the man flings his body against the wood.
    
Millie is crying, and I can feel her terror. She gives a little scream as the door shakes under the man’s weight for the second time.
I bend to give Millie a tight squeeze. ‘Listen, sweetheart. I’m going to get us out of here. I love you, but right now I have to stand on that table and see if we can get out of the window. Okay?’
She clings to me for a moment, but then I hear a shaky whisper. ‘Okay, Mummy.’
With one last squeeze I let her go and drag the bedside table under the skylight. I climb onto it and push open the window.
I can see that the roof slopes down to just above the ground-floor windows on this side of the barn. I have absolutely no idea how I will get Millie out of here and down the roof. A thick frost is forming, and unless I can tie her in some way, she will slide down and fall to the ground below.
Maybe I could lower her from the window tied to a sheet, and throw out the pillows and duvet to give her a soft landing.
As I stare out into the night, trying to think, something moves in the field beyond the drystone wall that borders the garden.
The sky temporarily lightens, and I realise the field is full of sheep, calmly munching the grass. It looks so tranquil, so at odds with what’s happening inside the house.
Filled with determination to get us into that field and beyond the far wall to a place of safety, I jump down from the table and rip a sheet from the bed, climbing back up to dangle it from the window. It’s far too short.
I hear another thud – but the lock is holding for now. And the guard will still have to push the bed out of the way.
Almost sobbing with frustration, I’m about to pull my head back in from the freezing air when something startles the sheep and they run to the edge of the field.
Then I see what has made them bolt. There’s a man on elbows and knees inching his way across the field. My eyes dart to his left. There’s another of them. What the hell is happening?
I stare, transfixed. Suddenly my eyes dart to the right. I saw something. I’m sure a figure slithered over the drystone wall, his head hardly raised. And now there’s another. They’re wearing helmets, and they have something clasped close to their chests.
Guns.
Every inch of my skin prickles.
I realise that I am standing, backlit by the light from Millie’s room, with a sheet hanging from the window like a huge white flag. I quickly pull it back in as the bodies creep closer, signalling to each other.
One of them looks up. He puts his finger to his lips.
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The guard has stopped throwing himself at the door, and I hear Shona’s voice: ‘We’re coming in. Keep Millie away from the door – we’re going to shoot the lock off. Do you understand?’
Shit!
I jump back down and drag Millie across the room so we’re standing flat against the wall on the same side of the room as the door. I don’t reply, hoping it will give us a little longer.
The next voice I hear is a man’s. ‘If you’re behind the door, don’t say I didn’t fucking warn you.’
There’s a shot, and a chunk of plaster clatters to the floor from the opposite wall. The door rattles and opens a crack. Millie squeals and buries her head in my side. I pull her tight. I can’t pretend, even to her, that this is okay.
Slowly, with the weight of a bulky man behind it, the bed begins to move, inch by inch.
I lift Millie and run to the far end the bed. I don’t think he’ll shoot again now he’s smashed the lock. I lie down with her on the floor, wedging my body against the end of the bed, hoping I can slow his progress.
Millie is whimpering softly, her whole body shaking, and I pull her tighter.
‘They’re not going to get us, Millie – I won’t let them.’ But all I have to defend us with is a pathetic sock full of marbles.
I lift my head and cast my eyes around the room, looking for another weapon, but I can see that the gap between the door and the wall is getting wider despite everything I’m doing.
A meaty hand snakes around the door, grasping the wood, pushing, and I know that he’ll be inside in seconds, but I don’t know what I can do other than hold Millie as close as I can.
He grunts as he tries to force his way into the room, but then the night is split in two by an ear-shattering cacophony – yelling, shouting, the clatter of heavy boots on stairs, the slamming of a door against the wall. So much noise it’s hard to make out all the words. But I get the ones that count.
‘Armed police! Get on the floor. Now! Drop your weapon.’
Then I hear the voice that I had believed was that of a friend.
‘Don’t shoot,’ Shona screams. ‘Please – I’m pregnant.’
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I have no idea what’s happening on the other side of the door. There’s been lots of shouting, but no shots fired. Shona hasn’t spoken since she delivered the startling news that she’s pregnant. If, of course, she’s telling the truth.
I haven’t got time to think about that. I just need to help Millie, who is shaking with terror. We’re still on the floor, and I’m scared to get up.
Then I hear a voice: ‘This is the police. Can you open the door, please? You’re safe now.’
All I can think is that I’ve heard this before – a fake policeman assuring me that my daughter will be fine. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust anyone.
‘Shh, shh, baby,’ I whisper to Millie. ‘It’s going to be okay.’
I hate those words, always spoken so glibly when evidently it’s far from the truth. But they spring automatically to my lips.
I think of the men I saw coming towards the house. What if they’re from some rival gang? What if they’ve come for Shona – retribution for the man she’d had killed? What if they’re not police at all?
I say nothing, and I don’t move the bed away from the door.
The man on the other side keeps trying to persuade me, but I’m not ready to trust him.
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Tom and Becky were waiting at the end of the lane, beyond the outer cordon set by the bronze commander of the armed response unit, when they heard the gunshot. Then they heard shouting, but now they could hear nothing. Tom held his breath, hoping and praying that no one was hurt.
The sound of his radio springing to life shattered the silence.
‘Sir, the property is now secure, two people arrested. But we have a situation here. There’s someone inside the room with the child – we believe it’s her mother. We can force the door, but we’re worried about the child on the other side.’
‘We’re coming in.’
Tom pushed the radio into his pocket as he and Becky set off at a jog down the lane towards the door. A firearms officer, weapon across his chest, his finger close to the trigger, stood guard.
‘Upstairs, sir.’
As they reached the bottom of the stairs, a woman in handcuffs was being escorted down. From the photographs they had already seen, Tom knew the woman was Ruth Vickery, and he could sense Becky’s eyes were on her. ‘I met her the day I took Jo home, masquerading as Shona, a helpful friend.’
They waited for her to pass, and Tom saw Becky glance into the open archway to the kitchen.
‘Jesus,’ she muttered.
He didn’t have time to ask what she meant as the stairs were now clear. They hurried up and approached the open door of a large bedroom. Tom could see an officer bending low by a door on the far side of the room, speaking through a hole where there once must have been a lock. There was no sound from the other side. The officer stood and nodded to Tom, who crouched by the door.
‘My name is Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas. We know Millie’s not alone in there, and all we want to do is keep you both safe. Can you tell me your name?’
For a moment there was no response. Then a voice called tentatively, ‘Tom?’
‘Jo! We thought it must be you. Becky’s here with me too.’
He turned and nodded to Becky.
‘It’s okay to come out now, Jo. No one can hurt you, I promise. Shona is in custody. Can you let us in?’
They heard a whisper from behind the door and the sound of a child crying.
‘Shh, sweetheart. They’re going to help us. It’s safe, I promise. Trust me, Millie.’
How the child would ever trust anyone again, Tom didn’t know, but they needed to get her away from here so she could start to heal.
He heard the sound of something being dragged across the floor and waited. A few moments later, the door opened.
A pale-faced Jo was standing holding Millie. The little girl’s legs were wrapped around her mummy’s waist, arms around her neck.
Becky stepped forward and put a reassuring arm around Jo’s shoulders. ‘You’re safe now, Jo,’ Becky said. ‘It’s over.’
    
Becky suggested to Jo that she and Millie should go to hospital to be checked over, but Jo refused, saying Ash would be back and he would know what to do. She decided not to insist, but volunteered to travel home with them in a police car, feeling they both needed some reassurance.
‘How did you find us?’ Jo asked, an exhausted Millie clamped firmly to her side.
‘We already knew that the woman involved was Ruth Vickery.’ Becky saw a brief flash of anguish on Jo’s face. ‘Then we looked up Shona’s other phone number – the one she used to call you by mistake – and one of my colleagues spotted that it was registered to Vickery. We were able to piece it all together from that.’
Becky omitted to tell her about the order for a child’s bed and wardrobe, or how they had used the woman’s mobile phone history to pinpoint an area then marry it up to the delivery address supplied by the furniture company.
‘And had someone been passing her information?’
‘I’m afraid that seems to be the case, yes. I’m sorry, Jo.’
Jo shrugged. ‘It’s not your fault, and we’ve got Millie back now. That’s all that matters.’
They were both quiet for a moment.
‘She wanted all the best parts of my life for herself,’ Jo said quietly.
‘I know,’ Becky answered.
She knew Jo meant Ash and Millie, so she didn’t mention the duck-egg blue Aga, the photo of Ash and Millie by the bed and, worst of all, the decoration of the child’s bedroom, identical in all but the positioning of doors and windows to Millie’s at home.
Ruth Vickery had wanted it all.
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Tuesday
The incident room was quiet. Following the previous night’s arrests, the team now had to build a watertight case if they were to bring Ruth Vickery and her associates to justice. Terry and the driver had been arrested as they returned Ash to the Lowry, and DI Karen Spalling was confident there was sufficient evidence to charge Terry with murdering Martin Hislop.
The guard at the farm had admitted that the plan had been to move Millie that night. Ruth had been feeling uneasy about Ash’s commitment and had planned to drug Millie so she could be taken to another part of the country until Ruth decided what to do with her – to sell her on or dispose of her in some other way. Tom didn’t think it necessary to share this detail with Jo.
They had arrested the nurse, who it seemed had been pushing drugs on the streets and had come to Ruth Vickery’s attention. She hadn’t taken much persuading to take a phone in to Ash.
Now that they knew Shona and Ruth were one and the same, so many other pieces of the puzzle dropped into place. Shona had hidden the burner phone in Ash’s drawer in the hope that Jo would find it and it would help undermine her relationship with Ash. As a psychologist she knew that, once destabilised, it would be much easier to break up Jo and Ash’s family. Photos of Millie’s bedroom were on her mobile, together with several of Ash and Millie that she had apparently stolen from Jo’s phone.
In spite of their success, Tom’s team weren’t feeling the euphoria they would normally experience after locating a missing child. The atmosphere was flat, without a trace of the expected buzz. And Tom knew the reason.
Lynsey.
The air of despondency reflected the fact that they had all liked her and believed she had a great future as a detective. Becky and Keith had taken it particularly hard, and Philippa had intervened in the end, summoning the three of them up to her office to offer what she clearly intended to be a supportive chat, but which felt more like a lecture.
‘It’s up to you two,’ she said, nodding at Becky and Keith. ‘With the unfortunate timing of DCI Douglas’s leave of absence, starting tomorrow, you need to keep motivation levels high. There’s no place for being morose and downhearted. Lift those spirits and get everyone working at full efficiency.’
Tom ignored the reference to his paternity leave – Philippa never thought there was a good time for him to be away from his desk, and the baby was an inconvenience as far as she was concerned – but he thought her attitude to Becky and Keith was misguided. He didn’t believe you could simply instruct people to put things behind them. Everyone had to work through this in their own way.
‘It might help, ma’am, if we all understood what motivated Lynsey. Do you have any idea?’
She gave him a fierce look, knowing he had intentionally put her on the spot. He was certain he knew the reason, but wanted confirmation. And his two DIs needed to understand so they could make sense of what Lynsey had done.
‘I don’t want this to go beyond these four walls until we have all the facts. Understood?’
Becky and Keith nodded. Tom didn’t feel it necessary to acknowledge the question. He knew the rules.
‘DCI Douglas and I both know that Lynsey has a brother in prison, although we kept that information to ourselves. He has a different surname, a different father. He is due to be considered for parole, and part of the decision will be based on his psych assessment. There’s no need for me to tell you who was going to be undertaking that.’
Philippa looked from Becky to Keith and back again.
‘He’s been struggling in prison, and Lynsey wanted to get him out. She claims, and I believe her, to have had no idea that Ruth Vickery was in any way linked to the abduction of Millie Palmer, only that she was having an affair with Rajavi. She called Lynsey to say that she was very worried about her lover, who had gone missing, and asked a favour. Could Lynsey check if there had been any reports of accidents? Lynsey told Vickery that he had been found, and was persuaded to say which hospital he was in. It seemed a harmless request, but once Lynsey agreed to that, she was in too deep.’
One bad judgement call which may have seemed fairly innocuous, but she wouldn’t have been able to pull back without exposing her first act of professional misconduct.
After they left Philippa’s office, Keith had marched ahead, keen to put into practice Philippa’s instructions, but Becky lagged behind.
‘Why didn’t she talk to me, Tom? I would have helped her to put things right.’
‘I guess she was ashamed. I’m sorry, Becky – I know you liked her.’
Becky dropped her head and Tom said nothing as she veered off into the Ladies. He hated leaving her at a time like this, but his family had to be his priority now.
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Wednesday
From the minute I brought Millie home I’ve been doing everything I can to make her believe that the last few days have been nothing more than a bad dream, but it’s been hard for her. She won’t sleep in her own room because it reminds her of that other room, so she’s been sleeping with me and Ash has moved to the spare room. I suspect I’d have asked him to sleep there anyway.
I’ve been with Millie almost every minute – both day and night. I don’t want to let her out of my sight, but I’m going to have to talk to Ash at some point. When he looks at me I can see the pleading in his eyes, and I know he feels a heavy weight of guilt. I don’t know what to say, though. If he wants answers from me about how I feel and what I want to happen next, I’m not sure I can give them.
With a sigh I push myself out of bed, leaving Millie sleeping, and make my way downstairs for a cup of tea. It’s still dark outside, but the kitchen is warm from the Aga, its beautiful duck-egg blue front now giving me a sick jolt of recognition. Am I going to have to change the colour, or can I get over it? Another question to which I don’t know the answer. All I know is that I want to eradicate every reminder of that woman from our lives.
As I put the kettle on I hear a noise behind me and turn. Ash is standing in the doorway, dressed just in his boxers and a T-shirt.
‘I thought I heard you come down. Is there enough water in there for another cup?’
I nod, and he pulls out a chair at the table while I make a big deal out of making two mugs of tea. In the end, I have no choice but to give one to him and either sit down and join him or walk right past and take mine up to bed.
‘We can’t keep ignoring each other, Jo. Talk to me, or let me talk to you.’
To be fair, he hasn’t been ignoring me. It’s the other way round, so I take a seat at the far end of the table.
‘I know there’s nothing I can say that will put right what I did,’ he begins. I’m waiting for a ‘but’ – the point at which he will put some of the blame on me – but it never comes. ‘It’s entirely my fault, my weakness,’ he says, ‘and I’m not going to offer one single excuse to mitigate the damage I’ve caused.’
I can’t speak. My throat is tight with unshed tears for all that we’ve lost, and I take a sip of tea to ease the ache. It doesn’t work.
‘Jo.’ He reaches a hand across the table but doesn’t seem surprised when I don’t take it. ‘I love you, and only you. I made a mistake, which under any circumstances would have been dreadful, but which escalated out of control, and I didn’t know how to stop it without you getting hurt. In the end, the consequences were beyond anything I could ever have imagined.’
‘She thought you were only staying with me because of Millie,’ I blurt out, unable to stop myself. ‘You must have told her that.’
He rests both forearms on the table and leans towards me, willing me to believe him. ‘No, darling. I promise you I didn’t. I told her you wouldn’t marry me, and I was scared that at some point in the future you might find someone else – someone with a lighter spirit who made you laugh, someone altogether better than me. And then I might lose Millie as well as you.’
For the first time, I lift my eyes to his and really look at him. He means this.
‘I have never wanted anyone else since the moment I met you, Ash. There was nothing about you that I wanted to be different. But asking me to marry you so you could be sure I wouldn’t leave and deny you access to Millie showed so little faith in me.’
Ash looks at me with a bewildered expression.
‘That’s not why I wanted to marry you. Yes, if we were married, I could have sought an agreement which would give me some responsibility for Millie, but I wanted – still want – to marry you because I love you more than you can possibly imagine. You make the world a better place for me – for all of us.’
I know he’s telling me the truth.
‘Did you love her?’ The words are out before I’ve had a chance to stop them.
‘Christ, no! She made me feel good about myself at a time when I was feeling crap. She was good at playing a part – you must know that now.’
He’s right, of course. I was taken in by her, but Tessa wasn’t. She knew there was something, just nothing quite as evil as the reality.
‘Can you ever forgive me, Jo, or is it too soon to ask?’
I love this man. I know that, just as I know for sure there is no one better for me than him, but right now it’s all too raw, and I’m not ready to give him an answer.
And there’s one other thing that neither of us has mentioned. She is pregnant, and I have little doubt that Ash is the father.
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Thursday
Louisa and Harry had been home for two days, and every moment had felt precious to Tom. He had struggled to push the previous few days from his mind, and thoughts of the horror that Jo Palmer had experienced while her daughter was missing caused him to spend too long staring at both of his children as if they might disappear at any moment. He knew he would relax back to his normal self soon, but it was still fresh in his mind. Jo had broken all the rules by following Ash, then Ruth, but he couldn’t blame her. As he had thought, she’d been a warrior when it came to her child, and he would have done the same and more.
Tom hadn’t been able to resist checking to see how the case against Ruth Vickery was progressing and had heard twice from Paul Green. It seemed Jack had been right: the person responsible for recruiting for the gangs was indeed close to offenders, although not a judge or a policeman. Who better to assess criminals’ suitability for various tasks than their psychologist? How much could be proved, he didn’t know. And there were things that still didn’t quite add up, especially with regard to the murder of Finn McGuinness. But the abduction of Millie was enough to send Vickery to prison for a long time.
Since the arrests, Jack had been proving elusive. Tom had tried his usual strategy of leaving messages in a folder on his laptop, knowing that his brother could access them at any time. It had been his favourite trick for years. Particularly when Jack was in deep cover, he simply hacked into Tom’s personal laptop – fortunately not his work computer – and left messages. Maybe it wouldn’t be necessary to employ such subterfuge for much longer now McGuinness was dead.
The kitchen felt warm and cosy, the light fading as afternoon turned into early evening. Lucy was due home from school at any moment, and Tom was busy preparing dinner while Louisa watched from a rocking chair, where she was nursing a sleepy Harry.
The peace was shattered by the ringing of the doorbell. It couldn’t be Lucy – she had a key. Tom turned down the gas under the food and smiled at Louisa.
‘More visitors!’
Since she’d been home, people had been popping by with presents for an unaware Harry and a grateful Louisa. And most of them had been careful not to overstay their welcome, realising that no one was getting much sleep at the moment.
Tom pulled open the front door, a smile ready on his face, but was totally unprepared for the man and woman standing on the doorstep, holding a baby of their own. He stared into the intense, pale blue eyes of his brother and for a moment said nothing. Then, as if by instinct, they both reached out to each other at the same time.
‘Jack, I can’t believe you’re here, knocking on my door! Emma! Come in.’
He stood back.
‘I thought Louisa wouldn’t appreciate me letting myself in like last time,’ Jack said with a grin. ‘And can you please remember that we’re Pete and Clare now. We thought little Sophia should meet her cousin Harry.’
Tom had no idea how Jack knew that Louisa was home, or that their son was called Harry. He’d long given up wondering about such things.
‘Come into the kitchen. Emma – so sorry – Clare. It’s great to see you.’
Tom hadn’t seen Emma for three years. She had been completely traumatised when her own child was snatched as a baby, and suddenly – with the Millie Palmer case – it all came rushing back to him. Now the woman in front of him seemed serene, healthy and happy.
‘We didn’t bring the other two kids – thought it might be a bit much to meet us en masse. I’m hoping I can see Lucy, but she can’t know who I am, Tom. You do understand that, don’t you?’
Tom did. In theory, the danger was over since Finn McGuinness’s death, but technically Jack had committed crimes even though he had also helped break up one of the biggest and most successful organised-crime groups in the north of England. While no one might be actively looking for him any more, there was little doubt that word he was alive would bring some form of retribution crashing down on him.
‘Before we go through, Tom, I know about your forensic psychologist, but I don’t think we’re entirely out of the woods. Not yet. It seems that even though she’s in custody, recruitment is ongoing.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Ruth Vickery played a big part. She recruited the killer and the prison officer who turned his back, for which she would have been paid handsomely. But she’s not influential enough to have ordered the execution of Finn McGuinness. There are others involved. It’s bigger than we thought, and I probably shouldn’t be here until I know more, but just this once…’
Tom stared at him. His euphoria that Jack might be back in his life evaporated. It sounded as if he would have to stay in hiding.
But he was here now. Tom grasped his brother’s shoulder. ‘Come on. Let’s make the most of it then.’
Jack returned his smile as Tom pushed open the kitchen door.
‘Look who’s come to see us?’ he said, knowing Louisa would be as pleased as he was. She and Jack had had a bit of a bumpy introduction, but ever since then she had been hoping to get to know him better.
Tom explained to Louisa that Jack had to be called Pete and reached out to pluck his niece Sophia from Emma’s arms. She was a cute little thing, much finer boned than Harry, but at eight months old she already had a look of Jack in her eyes.
Tom was considering how he could stretch tonight’s dinner to feed their guests when he heard the front door open. Lucy was home. He could hear her chattering and assumed she’d brought a friend home with her – something they had encouraged since she’d been living with them.
He was wrong.
‘Dad, Mum’s come to say goodbye. Oh! Sorry, I didn’t realise you had visitors.’
Tom felt frozen to the spot. What the hell was Kate doing here?
‘We were just leaving,’ Jack said. ‘I’m Pete, by the way. An old friend of your dad’s. This is Clare and Sophia. You must be Lucy. Your dad’s told me all about you.’
Jack turned his back on the door, as if to say goodbye to Louisa and Harry, and Emma stood up, bending down to pick up her bag.
‘Kate!’ Tom said with false joviality. ‘Can I offer you a glass of something to see you on your way? Lucy, why don’t you take your mum through to the sitting room, and I’ll bring the drinks through.’
Kate was having none of it. She stood and stared, her gaze switching rapidly from Jack to Emma.
Louisa tried to get to her feet. ‘Tom, will you take Harry for a moment, please. There’s something I want to ask Kate about in private.’
‘Good effort,’ Kate said after a brief pause. ‘But you’ve all failed miserably. What’s going on? I thought you were dead, Jack. And Emma. Didn’t he dump you before he died?’
Tom felt his heart plummet. He’d just started to believe that he might have got his brother back, but now Kate knew he was alive. And she wasn’t the best person to keep a secret.
‘Dad?’ Lucy said. ‘You told me Uncle Jack was dead. Did you lie to me?’
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After much convincing, Tom had managed to persuade Kate and Lucy to join him in the sitting room, leaving Jack, Emma and Louisa in the kitchen, where they were no doubt sharing their horror at what had just happened.
‘Lucy, I’m going to want to talk to your mum in a minute, but first I’ll explain something to both of you. I believed Jack was dead for many years. Kate, you know how devastated I was. I only found out by accident that he was alive several years later, and I was furious that he hadn’t trusted me – much as you, Lucy, must think I haven’t trusted you.’
‘Or me,’ Kate said, although in truth, by the time Tom found out, he and Kate had long been divorced.
Lucy said nothing and just stared at him.
‘I hadn’t even told Louisa, but Jack turned up here about a year ago, and that’s how she found out. I need you to understand that a number of very violent, vicious men wanted him dead, and the only way to keep him, Emma and their children safe was to get him away from here. Until recently he lived in South America, but Emma wanted to come back to have the baby. I’ve only seen him a couple of times since finding out he’s alive, and I’ve had no means of contacting him. I always have to wait for him to come to me.’
‘Why did they want him dead, Dad?’ Lucy asked.
Tom had hoped she wouldn’t be exposed to the worst evils in the world, but he couldn’t protect her now.
‘Jack knew too much about their operations. I’ll explain it all to you, Lucy, but it’s a lot to take in. These men were involved in some of the worst types of crime imaginable, and Jack helped to put the most evil of them behind bars. Even from prison, though, people like them have a long reach, and Jack wasn’t safe. He still isn’t safe, and never will be. I need you to promise that you will never mention to a soul that he’s alive.’
Lucy’s eyes had grown round with shock, but she didn’t answer.
‘Why don’t you go back to the kitchen, Lucy – talk to him and Emma, get to know him a little. Then we can talk again later, after he’s gone.’
She still didn’t speak, but slowly got up from her chair and left the room.
Tom shook his head. ‘That was crap timing, Kate. I was hoping she could get to know him as my old friend Pete, and then she wouldn’t have had to bear this burden. It’s a huge secret for a kid to keep.’
‘It’s hardly my fault. Why the hell didn’t you tell me?’
‘Because it wasn’t relevant to you or to your life.’
‘Does this mean you’ve had to give all his money back?’
Only Kate could think of money at a time like this. She knew Jack had left his millions to Tom, but there was no way he could give it back without revealing who Jack was. And anyway, Jack said he didn’t want it.
‘I don’t touch the money, other than donate to charities and anything I consider a good cause – including, as you know, your round-the-world trip.’
‘Well, I’ll thank him for that, then. I always wondered why you were so loath to spend it. I just thought you were tight.’
Tom didn’t dignify that with a response.
‘The one thing you need to know is that Jack faked his death all those years ago to prevent harm coming to those closest to him – and that includes Lucy. He was being blackmailed into doing things he didn’t want to do, and any failure to comply meant one by one the members of his family would be killed or harmed. He ended his relationship with Emma and confined himself to isolation for years – to save, among other people, our daughter. So I need you to promise me for that reason, if no other, that you will say nothing.’
‘I think you’re being a bit melodramatic here, Tom.’
‘Do you? Maybe this will convince you. A few years ago this same group believed they had locked Emma, her son Ollie and her stepdaughter Tasha in a house and burned them to death. Yes, that’s right – they set fire to a house with a woman and two children locked inside. It was Tasha – thirteen years old – who was their main target. Jack and I foiled their plans, but if the wrong people learn that Jack is alive, they won’t hesitate to hurt Lucy – or Harry – if that’s their only means of getting me to tell them where he is. That’s how serious this is and why it’s essential that you tell nobody. Have I made myself understood here, Kate? I’ll show you the photos of the burned house, if you like.’
Kate’s skin had lost colour, and for once she had no smart riposte.
‘Understood. But Tom, if this is a real threat, I think there’s one thing you’re going to have to agree to. Lucy should come with me. To Australia.’
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One week later
It’s a few days since Ash and I spoke about all that has happened, and since then I’ve been avoiding another discussion because my focus has been on Millie. I’ve been doing everything I can to make her believe that life is back to normal, and Sami has stripped the walls in her bedroom so she can choose a new colour scheme.
Nousha has risen to the challenge of helping Millie to recover in a way that I wouldn’t have expected, and I’m proud of her. She took one look at Millie’s white face and the black circles around her eyes and it was as if something clicked. She recognised that here was someone whose problems were far greater than her own, and since then she has fussed over Millie, doing her hair, painting her nails – not that I approve, but Millie likes it – and she’s generally trying her best to make my little girl relax back into being a child. It’s a hard feat to pull off after she has experienced something so dreadful.
Steve, who I had to thank for helping me find our daughter, has agreed to pull back for now. He understands that his daughter doesn’t need any more complications in her life. Besides, I think he’s embarrassed by the fact that although he did wait around further down the road, he drove off when he saw a stream of cars without headlights coming in the opposite direction. He suspected they were police, and he knew he was well over the limit, thanks to his water bottle of vodka, so he left, convincing himself that, as the police had arrived, he was no longer needed.
I know a bit more about Ruth/Shona now. She became Shona with the simple aim of getting to know me – the obstacle to her happiness. We don’t think she originally planned to abduct Millie, but by getting close to me and gaining an insight into my life with Ash, she believed she could gradually undermine our relationship with the Tinder image, the reference to the seven-year itch, the phone hidden in his study that I was supposed to find. But I didn’t play ball, and she knew Ash was pulling back from her before I could discover the truth.
I’m putting my feelings for Ash to one side for the moment. Even if I decide that I can’t get over his betrayal, I can’t ask him to leave. Millie needs the stability, and if he and I split she will be devastated. I can’t do that to her. At least, not right now.
Since Ash and I talked, I’ve realised how much I love him. Do I blame him for what happened? There’s no denying that he was weak, foolish, and his relationship with Ruth – the name I am training myself to use because it makes her feel more remote – has damaged my respect for him. I worry that if we stay together I will always be checking on him, never sure of him again, but Tessa has tried her best to persuade me to be pragmatic.
‘He wanted to marry you, and you know it wasn’t just because of Millie – it was because he loves you. He felt rejected, and men aren’t great at rejection, you know. Besides, although people always consider an affair to be the ultimate betrayal, think of all the other kinds of damage people do to each other – physical abuse, coercive control, addictions: gambling, drugs, alcohol. The list is long, and some women live with it every day for the whole of their married lives. In Ash’s case, this was an episode – one that you might find you’re able to forgive. Ash wasn’t to know she was as unbalanced as her patients.’
Ash has never once blamed his infidelity on my rejection of his proposal, but I have to admit to myself that I didn’t give enough thought to how I made him feel. I was convinced that for him marriage was a convenient way of, at least to some extent, securing his relationship with Millie, and I thought it a nonsensical solution to a non-existent problem.
There is so much I would lose if Ash and I were to separate – not least his siblings – the kids. Sami and Nousha have been so supportive, and as Sami is living across the road with Tessa, he pops over every day to carry on with the decorating. I’ve no idea how long their relationship will last, but while they’re happy, good luck to them.
    
I was beginning to think Ash and I were getting back on track, but this morning he asked me to agree to something that almost made me physically sick.
‘Ruth has asked me to visit her,’ he said.
She’s on remand in Styal Prison only fifteen miles from here. I wish she was at the other end of the country.
‘Are you going?’
‘Will you forgive me if I do?’
‘Do you want to see her?’
I listened as Ash explained that he wanted to go because he needs some closure of his own. I don’t know what that means, and I’ve never entirely understood this obsession with closure as a defined moment in time. I wanted to scream at him that of course he shouldn’t go; it’s a ridiculous idea and too much to ask. But I didn’t. I hate the fact that I have to think before I speak now and just hope that will change over time, and I will be able to relax, to breathe, to be myself.
In the end I told him it was his choice and, giving me a look that I can only describe as desolate, he left. I don’t suppose he knows how to behave any more than I do.
I’ve been trying to keep myself busy cooking while he’s been out – the one domestic chore that doesn’t bore me senseless – but now I hear the front door slam. He’s back.
I stay where I am, stirring the Bolognese for tonight’s dinner – another of Millie’s favourites. I don’t turn, but I know he’s behind me. I’m scared of what I might see in his eyes, and more than ever I want us to get back to who we used to be.
‘Jo, I need to talk to you.’
I give the pot a final stir, stick it in the oven and turn towards him, gripping the chrome towel rail of the Aga with both hands. He looks exhausted, the skin around his eyes black, and I wonder what she’s done or said. I don’t ask; I wait for him to speak.
‘You told me that Ruth said she was pregnant when the police arrived.’
I nod. We haven’t talked about this because I keep praying that she was lying, but the thought looms uninvited when I least expect it.
‘It turns out that it’s true,’ he says. I look at his eyes and see nothing but confusion. He doesn’t know how he should feel. ‘She says the baby’s mine.’
He looks at me carefully before he continues, and then drops his gaze as if he doesn’t want to look at my face, to see the expression in my eyes.
‘She’s going to be in prison for a long time. Not only for what she did to Millie, but for ordering the murder of a man and for being involved for many years with organised crime.’
I’m waiting, but I know what’s coming.
‘If it’s true that I’m the baby’s father, and I have no reason to think otherwise, she would like me – us – to bring him or her up. She’ll have the baby in prison, but because she’s inevitably going to get a long sentence it’s not clear how long she’ll be allowed to keep the child with her.’
I can’t move. I can hardly breathe. I just stare at him.
Ash wants me to allow the baby of the woman who abducted Millie into our home – to raise as my own. And I know that if he or she lives with us, I could do no less than make them part of our family. An innocent child deserves to be loved, whatever their mother did.
I can’t bring myself to answer. Not yet. This is a huge decision.
‘And if I say no?’
He doesn’t answer, but he doesn’t have to. He isn’t capable of seeing a baby of his adopted or fostered, any more than I would be. If I say no to this, then Ash will leave and Millie will still want to see her daddy, so she’ll inevitably think of this child as her brother or sister, wherever they live.
‘There’s more,’ he says quietly.
My eyes have still not left his face. He’s very pale beneath the natural golden glow of his skin.
‘She wants to get to know the child too – while she’s in prison. Family ties are actively encouraged, and she wants me to visit every month until the child is sixteen and able to decide for him- or herself. It’s a condition of being named on the birth certificate and allowing me to bring up my child.’
I almost smile at her cunning. I know this is her way of telling me – us – that she’s not letting him go. Even after all that’s happened, she’s fighting to keep Ash in her life and wants to cast her shadow over everything we do. And I know that if he agrees to her terms, he will abide by his word.
If I say yes, Millie will grow up irrevocably linked to the woman who abducted her, and I will nurture her child, loving him or her – as I know I will.
If I say no, Ash will leave and not only will Millie lose her daddy, but I will lose the man I still love, whatever his mistakes.
I’m standing, staring at him, when the door bursts open and Millie rushes in.
‘Daddy!’ she shouts, throwing herself at him.
He picks her up and holds her, and I see the first smile on my child’s face for days. Ash turns to look at me over his shoulder, and I can see the pleading in his eyes. He lifts an arm as if to draw me into their circle, and I ache to join them, to squeeze them both tightly, to sandwich Millie between us in the way that she loves, to forget that any of this has happened. But I can’t move, and finally his arm drops to his side.
I feel a tingle on the back of my neck, as if eyes are watching me, and I realise that whatever I decide and however hard I fight to protect my family, Ruth will always be there, right behind me.
***
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A LETTER TO MY READERS
Dear Reader,
I would like to say a huge thanks to you for taking the time to read Right Behind You. Like all my books, it started with a single idea: how would you feel if there was a knock on your door and it was the police, there to arrest your partner? And how would it then feel when you discovered that they weren’t the police at all? It sent chills down my spine, and even though they are my words, and I have read this part of book about thirty times, it still makes me shiver. I hope it did the same to you.
I enjoyed bringing Jack back into this story too – especially as he might almost be able to come out of hiding. And, of course, Tom’s daughter – Lucy – is growing up and that brings its challenges. Where will she be by the time I write the next book, I wonder? Tom has another little one to worry about now, and I’m sure we’ll be hearing more of baby Harry in the next book.
In the letter to my readers at the end of The Shape of Lies, I was pleased to announce my special Facebook group – Rachel Abbott’s Partners in Crime. It’s a place where readers can chat about everything thriller related and discuss books they have enjoyed from a wide range of authors. I know that many of you base your reading choices on recommendations from other group members, and I am delighted that it is such a success. If you haven’t joined in yet, you can find it by clicking here.
I send regular newsletters, so that I can share some of my own favourite reads and let you know when I’m going to be out and about. It’s always great to meet people who have read my books and to have an opportunity to answer any questions. I also use the newsletter to let people know when any of my books are on special offer, so if you’ve not already signed up and would like to do so, here’s where to go: www.rachel-abbott.com/contact
And of course there is always social media – currently I’m on Facebook and Twitter. I still haven’t quite got into Instagram, but I do keep trying!
I’m now settling down to write the next in my Stephanie King series – the books that I have set in beautiful Cornwall. And So It Begins was the first in the series, and the second book – The Murder Game – is due to be published in April 2020.
Of course, I always love to hear from readers, and I would be delighted to hear if you enjoyed Right Behind You, so feel free to tweet me, leave me a message on Facebook. And one very special request – if you have enjoyed this book, I would be thrilled if you would take a moment to leave a review. This link will take you straight to the book on Amazon, and if you scroll down to reviews section, you’ll see a Review this product button. Every author loves getting reviews, and I’m no exception! And of course, it helps other readers to find my books.
Thanks again for taking the time to read Right Behind You.
Best wishes
Rachel
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The Shape of Lies





Yesterday, Scott was dead. Today, he’s back.
And Anna doesn’t believe in ghosts.
Scott was Anna’s boyfriend. She loved him, but he ruined her life. When he died, she should have been free, but today Scott is on the radio, threatening to spill her secrets.
Anna is a mother, a wife, and head teacher of a primary school.
And she’s a good liar.
She made one mistake, and now she is having to pay for it. Scott is the only person who knows the truth about her past, but how can he be alive?
Soon, DCI Tom Douglas is going to knock on her door looking for answers. But Anna is already running scared: from the man she loved; the man she watched die; the man who has come back to life.
She has one week to find him. One week to stop him. 





THE TOM DOUGLAS SERIES
Only the Innocent
A man is dead. The killer is a woman. But what secrets lie beneath the surface - so dark that a man has to die?
The Back Road
The quietest places hide the darkest secrets.
Sleep Tight
How far would you go to hold on to the people you love? Sleep Tight – if you can. You never know who’s watching.
Stranger Child
One Dark Secret. One act of revenge. They say you should never trust a stranger. Maybe they’re right. 
Nowhere Child
Someone is looking for Tasha. But does she want to be found? She can run – but for how long can she hide? 
Kill Me Again
A woman is dead. She looks like you. It could have been you. Next time, it might be.
The Sixth Window
A perfect man? Or a perfect stranger? Every instinct told her to run.
Come a Little Closer
They will be coming soon. They come every night. 
The Shape of Lies
Yesterday, Scott was dead. Today, he’s back.
And Anna doesn’t believe in ghosts.





THE STEPHANIE KING SERIES
And So It Begins
Who will believe your story if the only witness is dead?
The Murder Game
What will happen when this terrible game is over?
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