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I wish I’d never. How often do you hear that phrase? I wish I’d never lied. I wish I’d never met him. I wish I’d never cut my hair. All these regrets people have. They don’t realise how lucky they are to live to have regrets. I didn’t have that luxury. My actions cost me my life.

I was fifteen years old with my whole life ahead of me. I had my hopes and dreams, my choices and mistakes to make. The evil of the world hadn’t touched me. News of attacks, rape, and murder, happened to other people far away. I felt cocooned in the safety of my community. It never entered my mind that danger was so close to home and that I would soon face a terror that I couldn’t have conjured up in my worst nightmare. Then came the day that I would become one of those news stories.

The day started like any other. I went to school and followed the timetable. I enjoyed most of the morning lessons. Time flew. I caught up with my friends at lunchtime to discuss the evening plans. All the surrounding chatter melded into one droning noise and mixed with the clatter of plates and cutlery. The windows were fogged with steam, and the air thick with the aroma of canteen food. I longed to pull off my tie, but there was always some teacher lurking, ready to reprimand me.

The bell rang and we went our separate ways. Friday afternoons always dragged. Double PE followed by biology. I kept checking the clock, willing the hands to move. If I had known my fate, I would have wished for time to stand still.

It’s funny, the things you remember. The smell of the classroom, pens scribbling on paper, and the anticipation for the bell to ring. A fizz of excitement came over me as I thought of the evening ahead. Only hours away from seeing him. I gazed out of the window to where the boys were playing tennis on the court. Some of them would catch the bus home with me later. The air would be thick with the odour of sweaty bodies. The PE teacher was standing with a whistle around his neck, looking bored. His name was Mr Harrison, and all the girls had a crush on him. I used to fantasise about him. That afternoon, I let my imagination run, and heat ignited in my body. The lesson became background noise.

You’d think I would have had some sixth sense of foreboding. There was nothing. When the bell rang, I grabbed my bag and joined the crowds filing through the school gates to the buses. It was on the journey home that I finalised my plans with my friends. This involved the lies we needed to tell our parents. We had to keep our stories straight. That was my first mistake. We talked and giggled, oblivious to those around us. The party was the only thing that mattered in that moment. I don’t think I even glanced out the window and marvelled at the beauty of the countryside. Like everything else, I took it for granted.

The last leg of my journey was on foot. The bus didn’t go along the single-track road. If it rained, my mother sometimes picked me up in the car. There was no ride home today. By the time I reached home, I could feel the weight of my backpack digging into my shoulders. It was a relief to put it down, knowing I wouldn’t have to bother with it until Sunday night.

I ran upstairs, had a quick shower, and then spent the next hour perfecting my hair. The make-up would come later. If I looked too dressed up, my mum would get suspicious. Packing required careful outfit selection. I wanted to look so irresistible that he wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off me. I didn’t really have anything suitable. My parents didn’t allow me to have clothes that they classed as provocative, but I did have the option of borrowing an outfit from one of my friends. I put on jeans and a T-shirt and a liberal amount of perfume.

A scented cloud of black vanilla, patchouli, and neroli followed me down the stairs. I found Mum in the kitchen preparing dinner.

‘Have you got time to give me a lift?’ I asked.

Mum turned away from the stove. A look of confusion creased her face. ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m staying over with the girls. Movie night. Remember?’

‘Did you ask your father?’

I nodded. ‘He said I could go as long as I’m back early to do chores.’

It was something he would say, so I hoped she wouldn’t see through the lie. Even if she did, she usually took my side.

‘OK, I’ll drop you off after dinner.’

‘We’re having pizza and snacks tonight. I said I’d get there early.’

Mum hesitated, and I could feel my pulse quicken. If we didn’t go soon, Dad would be back, and there’d be no chance of going out. As it was, he’d pitch a fit when he’d find out I had gone without his permission. I didn’t care. I’d happily suffer the consequences in the morning.

Mum moved the saucepan off the stove. ‘Come on, then.’

I grabbed my overnight bag and jumped into the car. Mum drove slowly as she was afraid someone would come around the bends too fast. The problem was this gave her longer to question me.

‘Who is going to this sleepover?’

I rolled off some names. If I stuck close to the truth, it would be easier to remember later. I threw in the names of a couple of the girls my mum knew. Girls who didn’t go out drinking and smoking. I didn’t realise at the time that I was throwing them under the bus.

When we arrived, I jumped out of the car with a quick thanks. I didn’t kiss my mother goodbye or watch her pull away. I never saw her again.

It’s funny how we take the small things for granted. We think we are in control and don’t give a thought to the fragility of life. Worse still, I didn’t appreciate what I had.

* * *

The party was everything I had expected. We had music, alcohol, and weed. The only thing missing was him, but that would come later. Someone passed pills around. I didn’t ask questions, just popped one in my mouth and swallowed. I felt good. The music vibrated through my body as I danced. All around me faces glowed, and laughter filled the air. At that moment I felt free, and I loved everyone. Then nausea hit.

My clothes clung to my skin, and my cheeks burned. I was making my way outside when someone grabbed my hand. I turned around.

‘I need to tell you something.’

Those were the words that sealed my fate.

I should have just gone outside, but she was my best friend, and she was crying. We moved to a corner and, between sobs, she poured out her troubles. In doing so, she shifted the pain to me.

‘You bitch,’ I shouted.

‘Please,’ she begged.

I couldn’t listen anymore. I turned away and hurried outside. The tears stung my eyes and pain gnawed in the hollow of my stomach.

It was dark outside. I didn’t see him at first. The glowing cigarette tip caught my eye a moment later, and I moved away.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked.

I shook my head as I choked back a sob.

He stepped forward. ‘Here.’ He handed me a glass.

I grabbed it and took a swig. Neat vodka hit the back of my throat and I coughed. He laughed, which irritated me, so I downed the rest.

‘Do you want another?’

‘Yeah. Getting shit-faced seems like a good idea at the moment.’

He went inside, and I waited. I’d seen him around school. One of the sixth-formers, but I couldn’t remember his name.

He came back and handed me the drink. We talked for a while. Now and again he’d go off to refill my glass. The alcohol numbed my pain and senses.

‘You look cold,’ he said.

‘I am.’ I rubbed my arms.

He took off his coat and draped it over my shoulders. He was close now. I could smell alcohol and cigarettes on his breath. He pulled the fabric together at my chest, then leaned in closer to kiss me.

I tried to pull away, but he had me in a forceful grip. His tongue, like a fat slug, forced its way into my mouth. I gagged. His hands moved over my body. I didn’t want this. I bit down as hard as I could, and he recoiled.

‘What the–’

‘Get off me, you freak,’ I yelled.

‘Whoa.’ He held his hands up in surrender.

I tore off his jacket and threw it at him before storming off. He called after me, but I ignored him. My head was spinning as I stumbled down the road. The whole evening was ruined, and worst of all, I hadn’t seen him. Even with what I knew, I still longed for him.

I stopped walking and leaned against the low wall of someone’s garden. I thought about going back, but I couldn’t face it. I had a choice. Walk home or go to his place. Either direction meant a long, dark walk. The only danger I saw was the blisters I’d get on my feet from my heeled boots. I started on my way.

Once my eyes adjusted to the darkness, it wasn’t so bad. Then, an owl screeched and made me jump. My heart pounded in my chest as I stood still and listened. Nocturnal creatures scrabbled in the hedgerow, leaves rustled in the wind and then a drop of rain hit my face.

I’d walked this road hundreds of times but never in the dark. The trees looked sinister, and every horror film I’d seen came to mind. I took my iPod from my bag and plugged in my earphones. The music helped. It quickened my pace, and I no longer felt alone. The walk soon sobered me up but brought with it a headache and nausea. Thirst scratched my throat, and I was sure my feet were bleeding.

Headlights illuminating the road surprised me. I hadn’t heard the car approaching from behind with my music playing. I spun around and waved my hand to flag the driver down. The beauty of living in a small community was that I would likely know them.

A small van passed. I didn’t think it would stop. It carried on moving, getting further away. Then I saw the brake lights come on as it pulled into a passing spot. I hurried towards it. As I approached, the driver switched off the lights, and I could just see the vehicle’s silhouette. I took out my earphones and called out as I approached. No one answered.

I was panting by the time I reached the van and stooped to peer into the driver’s window. There was no one there. As I straightened up, a hand clamped over my mouth. A strange aroma filled my nostrils, like some sort of sweet-smelling disinfectant. It came from the cloth that was being forced into my mouth.

You’d be mistaken if you thought you’d know how to react in this situation. Some people freeze. I panicked. My survival instincts kicked in. I struggled and lashed out. I tried to pry the fingers from my mouth. It worked for a moment and I let out a yell. I tried to break free, but the force of the pull on my hair stopped my forward movement, and the hand clamped back on my mouth. This time it covered my nostrils, making it difficult to breathe. My assailant was now panting. If I could have kept on fighting, I might have had a chance, but exhaustion was washing over me. My heart hammered and blood pounded in my head. My lungs felt like they would explode. I’m going to die, I thought. Then everything went black.
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Chapter One

Nesta Jones checked her reflection in the car’s visor mirror. Blue eyes stared back, with a sadness make-up couldn’t conceal. She snapped back the visor, then jumped out of the car. Butterflies danced in her stomach as she approached Kai, the cameraman, who was positioning equipment a few metres up the road. She always felt nervous before filming.

The warmth of the spring sun carried the promise of summer. As she walked up the single-track road, she breathed in the scent of lush grass and wildflowers that drifted over the hedgerow.

‘Are you ready?’ Kai asked.

Nesta nodded.

‘OK. I think we should do one take here, then repeat further down the road. The trees and open fields there will make a good backdrop. We can decide which looks best later.’

‘I’m good with that,’ Nesta said.

After taking her position, Nesta waited for Kai to give her the signal, then started.

‘Twenty years ago, Melody Harries went missing from this small Welsh village in Carmarthenshire. Melody was just fifteen years old, and her family and friends described her as a caring, bright, and lively girl.

‘On Friday, 30 September 2005, Melody’s mother dropped her at a friend’s house. There had been a planned sleepover. Later that evening, Melody joined a group of friends at a house party. That was the last time anybody saw Melody.

‘Melody’s parents reported her missing the next day after she failed to return home. Police launched a wide-scale search and investigation, and although they questioned several people, they made no arrests.

‘Melody’s disappearance that night prompted several speculative theories. We are going to explore each theory in the hope that someone will offer new information.

‘The first of those theories is that Melody left the gathering that night and attempted to walk home.’

Kai nodded and Nesta started walking. She kept the pace slow as Kai moved backwards in front of her.

‘This is the quiet single-track road that leads to Melody’s home. There are no streetlights, so it would have been a challenging walk for her. The distance between her last known whereabouts and home is close to three miles. She would have been walking for over an hour in the dark.

‘This road, while quiet, is a through road for traffic and sometimes used as a shortcut by locals.

‘Our last episode featured Melody’s mother giving an emotional appeal for information. She told us about the toll Melody’s absence has taken on the family.’

Nesta paused as she felt her throat constrict. It happened every time she talked about the families of those missing.

‘Were you in the area that night? Could you have passed Melody on the road? Maybe you saw someone else walking in the area or another vehicle. Melody was last seen wearing a dark green ruffled miniskirt with a thick black belt, a grey long-sleeved top, and black heeled boots. If you have any information on the disappearance of Melody, no matter how insignificant it seems, please get in touch. Next, we will be talking to one of Melody’s friends, one of the last to see Melody that night.’

Kai gave her the thumbs up.

They took another video further down the road, then walked back to the car.

‘We’ve only got the interview with Lauren, and that’s it for today,’ Nesta said as she clipped in her seat belt. ‘I’ll just give Nell a call. She should be home now.’

Nesta switched on her phone and saw a notification for a voicemail. She put the phone in the cradle and dialled in.

A robotic voice came through the car’s speakers. ‘Message left at 10.05 a.m.’ A beep followed this before the message played.

‘Hi. It’s Nell. You’re never going to believe this. I met someone claiming to know what happened to Mel– Hold on…’ There was a muffled sound, then Nell’s voice again. ‘Anyway, it sounds promising. I’m meeting with them after my 11 a.m. meeting, then I’m out of here. Hope the filming is going well. Speak soon.’

Nesta dialled Nell’s number, but it went straight to voicemail. She left a message and then started the engine.

‘I thought she was checking out a new case,’ Kai said.

Nesta checked her mirrors and pulled away. ‘Yeah. She is, but it’s only the initial contact. We thought there could be a connection to Melody’s case. That’s why Nell went off last minute. Looks like she may have found a connection. Still, it’s gone two. She should be home by now or at least be on her way.’

‘Maybe the interview took longer. Probably did some filming while she was there, so she’d have had her phone switched off. Look how long we’ve been at it today.’

Nesta nodded and tried to chase away the uneasy feeling. She knew panicking every time someone didn’t answer the phone was irrational, yet she couldn’t control it.

‘Let’s do this last interview, then head for home. With a bit of luck, Nell will be back and have something nice cooking.’

* * *

Lauren Mitchell was thirty-five years old, with shoulder-length highlighted hair and pale blue eyes. She appeared relaxed as she sat on a sofa opposite Nesta. Kai had set up two cameras so that he could later splice the interview to show different angles.

The sitting room gleamed, meticulously prepared for the interview. Nesta knew Lauren had young children, but there was no evidence of them in the room.

‘It’s so sad to think that Melody could have been sitting here today,’ Lauren said, ‘probably married with a family of her own.’

‘Were you and Melody good friends?’ Nesta asked.

Lauren nodded. ‘Best friends.’

Nesta knew this was untrue. Melody’s closest friend at the time had refused to take part in the interviews.

‘I’ve got some photos of us together. Would you like to see them?’

‘Yes, please.’

Lauren took two photographs out of her handbag and handed them to Nesta. The first one showed two girls sitting on a bench. Both wore school uniforms. Nesta recognised Melody from the photographs her family had shared. In this one, Melody’s long chestnut hair cascaded over her shoulders and framed her oval face. Her hazel eyes were bright as she posed for the camera. Next to her, Lauren had tilted her head and was pulling a duck face. The next photo was taken in a park.

‘She looks happy,’ Nesta said.

Lauren smiled. ‘Melody was a lot of fun.’

‘Tell me a bit about her.’

‘She was great. Confident, popular, and kind.’

‘How was she in the days leading up to her disappearance?’

‘No different from usual.’

‘She didn’t seem troubled at all?’

Lauren shrugged. ‘No.’

‘Did she have a boyfriend?’ Nesta had already asked Melody’s mother this question. She had insisted there was no boyfriend, but Nesta knew teenage girls kept secrets. She was hoping, after twenty years, that Lauren would give up those secrets.

Lauren tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Erm… no. She had a crush on an older boy. Hayden Emery. I think he liked her. I saw them together a few times.’

Nesta knew they would have to edit the boy’s name out later, but for now, she let it slide. Better to keep her talking, she thought.

‘Was Hayden at the gathering that night?’

‘No,’ Lauren said. ‘I think he was supposed to be, or he was coming later.’

‘What do you remember about that night?’

‘Cerys, a girl from our year, had the house to herself that weekend. Well, it was her and her older brother. Her parents had gone away for a short break, and the brother was supposed to be in charge. Not sure I would do that with my children, but I suppose it was twenty years ago. Anyway, she invited us over for a house party. I guess it got a bit out of hand. There were a few crashers. We raided all the alcohol in the house, and some of the older boys brought some with them.’

Nesta leaned forward. ‘What about drugs?’

‘There may have been. I didn’t take any.’ Lauren shifted in her seat and folded her arms.

Nesta didn’t want Lauren to feel like she was being judged. The last thing she wanted was for her to clam up. She sat back and smiled. ‘I attended some house parties during my teenage years. A few of them got out of hand. I can still remember the hangovers.’

Lauren appeared to relax. ‘Yeah, I guess we drank a bit too much that night.’

‘Was Melody drunk?’

‘She wasn’t so drunk that she was staggering. She was just having a great time. Dancing and laughing.’

‘Were there any arguments that night?’

Lauren shook her head. ‘It was loud. Some boys were messing around, but no fighting.’

‘When did you notice Melody was missing?’

Colour rose in Lauren’s cheeks. ‘I, erm… crashed out. I didn’t know anything was wrong until the next morning. Melody’s father came looking for her. He was furious. We all got into trouble. Later that day, the police interviewed us. We were all worried then.’

‘What’s your last memory of Melody that night?’

‘A group of us were playing a drinking game. “Never have I ever.” It was just silly nonsense, but we all had a laugh.’

‘Do you think Melody left the party with someone that night?’

Lauren shook her head. ‘I’m sure she would have told me if she were leaving. She didn’t say goodbye.’

‘What do you believe happened to Melody?’

Lauren frowned. ‘Something bad. A lot of people turned up that night who weren’t invited. Older guys. They were friends of Cerys’s brother. I think someone at the party did something to Melody and covered it up. Maybe more than one person. There is no other explanation. She wouldn’t have just left on her own. I used to have awful nightmares about it. After Melody went missing, things changed. No more sleepovers. My parents wouldn’t let me walk anywhere alone. It was the same for the rest of my friends.’

‘It must have been a tough time for you,’ Nesta said. ‘Thank you for talking to us and sharing your memories of Melody.’

‘Is that it?’ Lauren asked.

‘I think we have enough.’

Lauren’s face fell. ‘Oh… I was hoping to meet Nell.’

The comment didn’t offend Nesta. Everyone loved Nell. Although they had built their YouTube channel together, it was Nell’s popularity that had seen their subscribers soar. Nesta had a large fan base of her own, but on the whole, she was happy to stay in the shadows of Nell’s limelight.

‘I’ll try to arrange for Nell to film some locations with you. A sort of tour around the area,’ Nesta said.

Lauren beamed. ‘That would be great. Thank you.’

Kai packed up the equipment and they returned to the car.

‘Do you think she told you everything?’ Kai asked.

‘I doubt it. Two decades likely blurred her memory, and some things might embarrass her. It’s a shame Lucy, Melody’s closest friend, won’t talk to us. It makes me think she’s hiding something.’

‘Maybe Nell’s had more luck.’

‘Talking of which.’ Nesta took her phone from her bag, switched it on, and called Nell. It went straight to voicemail.

‘Maybe she forgot to turn the phone back on,’ Kai said.

‘Yeah, I’m sure that’s it.’

Nesta started driving. She concentrated on the road to distract her thoughts. Beside her, Kai chatted away. When they arrived at Nesta’s house, there was no sign of Nell.

Nesta chewed her bottom lip. ‘She was supposed to meet us here. I think I should go over to her place to check. You can stay here if you like and make a start on the editing.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

When Nesta pulled up outside Nell’s home, there was no sign of her friend’s car. An unsettling feeling crept over her, and a gnawing began in the pit of her stomach. It was a feeling that she had experienced before. She remembered how family and friends had tried to reassure her it would be OK. All the while, her inner voice screamed that something was very wrong. It was happening again.
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Chapter Two

DI Winter Meadows woke with a jolt. The early morning sun cast a strip of light across the bed. The neighbouring farm’s cockerel crowed to the background chorus of birdsong and Meadows’ senses picked up that something was amiss. It took him only seconds to realise there was a space next to him. He jumped out of bed and thundered down the stairs.

‘Not yet,’ Daisy, his wife, called from the kitchen.

Meadows let out a calming breath and ambled into the kitchen. An aroma of freshly baked bread permeated the air. Daisy was standing in front of the kitchen sink. He walked up behind her and put his hands around her protruding stomach.

‘Couldn’t sleep?’

‘No. It was too warm and uncomfortable,’ Daisy said. ‘On top of that, the cockerel has been crowing for hours.’

‘I’ll put a fan in the bedroom and have a word with the cockerel.’

Daisy laughed. ‘I thought as I was awake I would do some baking. Never in my wildest dreams did I see myself making bread and cakes and enjoying it.’

‘The team is enjoying it as well. They’ll be putting in orders soon.’

‘Do you want me to make you some breakfast?’

‘No. I think you should put your feet up for a while or go back to bed and get some sleep.’

‘Maybe later. The days seem so long. An afternoon nap might make the time go quicker.’

‘Do you want me to stay home with you? It’s quiet at work.’

Daisy turned around. ‘Hell no. One bored person is enough. Go to work. I’ll go out for a walk or something.’

‘Not on your own.’

Daisy shook her head. ‘No chance. Your mum is coming over.’

‘Good. I’m sure she’ll keep you out of mischief.’ He kissed Daisy, then showered and dressed for work.

* * *

Meadows found just two members of his team in the office when he arrived. DS Rowena Paskin, the office administrator, and DS Tristan Edris, Meadows’ sandy-haired, quirky partner.

Paskin swivelled around in her chair. ‘What have you got for us today?’

‘Bread.’ Meadows handed a loaf to Paskin.

‘No cake?’ Edris said.

‘You had cake yesterday,’ Meadows said.

Edris smiled. ‘You can never have enough cake.’

‘I’ve put a cuppa on your desk,’ Paskin said.

‘Thanks.’ Meadows moved to his desk, picked up the mug, and sniffed. ‘Lavender.’

‘Yeah, to keep you calm,’ Paskin said.

‘I’m always calm.’

Edris raised his eyebrows.

‘I’ve never seen anyone whip out their phone as fast as you when it rings,’ Paskin said.

‘You should see how many times he checks for a signal when we’re out,’ Edris added.

Meadows laughed. ‘Guilty.’

‘You’ve got your GPS tag so I can find you anywhere,’ Paskin said. ‘First sign that baby is on the way and I’ll send a patrol car to pick you up.’

‘I’m hoping it won’t come to that. I’d like to be at home or at least be able to pick up the call.’ Meadows moved to the window and watched the river Amman tumbling over rocks as it moved past the police station. It had a soothing quality. Mesmerising. Living and working in the South Wales valleys meant he was never far from nature.

‘Blackwell and Valentine still in court today?’ Edris asked.

Meadows turned away from the window. ‘Yeah. They should finish up there by this afternoon.’

Sergeant Dyfan Folland walked through the door. ‘You lot look really busy.’

‘We are,’ Edris said. ‘Run off our feet.’

Folland laughed. ‘Well, I’ve got something for you.’

Meadows smiled. He could use the distraction. ‘Excellent,’ he said.

Folland set a file down on Meadows’ desk. ‘Thirty-year-old missing woman. Cardiff Central dealt with the initial report, as that’s where she lives. They’ve done all the usual checks. Given she’s been missing for two nights and her absence is out of character, they upgraded to high risk. Her last known whereabouts are the Sycamore B&B near Llandeilo on Monday morning, and there is no evidence she left the area. Hence, we now have the case.’

‘Did she check out of the B&B?’ Edris asked.

Folland nodded.

‘Then she could be anywhere between here and Cardiff,’ Edris said. ‘Is there a reason they think she is still in the area?’

‘This is where it gets interesting,’ Folland said. ‘The missing woman is Elenor Aubury. Nell to her friends.’

‘“Nell and Nesta” Nell?’ Paskin asked.

‘The very same.’

Paskin’s eyes widened. ‘Wow.’

Meadows looked at Edris, who shrugged his shoulders. ‘Am I missing something?’ he asked.

‘They have one of those true crime YouTube channels,’ Folland said. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t seen it.’

Edris rolled his eyes. ‘I get enough true crime at work.’

Folland grabbed a chair and plonked himself down. ‘My missus can’t get enough.’

‘The series is called Last Seen Wearing,’ Paskin said. ‘They look into old missing person cases.’

Edris wrinkled his nose. ‘Internet sleuths.’

‘They’ve done very well,’ Paskin said. ‘They became famous when they solved a forty-five-year-old case. A sixteen-year-old boy went missing in 1980. They managed to trace him. Alive and well. Married, with children and grandchildren. I’ll show you.’

Paskin picked up her tablet, touched the screen, and brought up the app. She turned the screen to face Meadows.

Meadows looked at the woman on the screen. She wore a candy-pink T-shirt and cream joggers. Her hair was strawberry blonde and worn in two plaits. She had a full figure, a round face, and a warm smile that shone through the screen.

‘That’s Nell,’ Paskin said. ‘She’s the livelier of the two. Nesta Jones is somewhat serious. Nesta is very passionate about the work they do and often gets emotional when interviewing the families of missing persons. They have millions of subscribers.’

‘What was she doing in the area?’ Meadows asked.

‘Following a lead,’ Folland said. ‘Nesta Jones is downstairs waiting to talk to you.’

‘OK. I’ll take a quick look at the file and come down.’

Folland stood up. ‘I’ll get her a cup of tea.’

‘Two days to go,’ Paskin said.

Folland nodded, and Meadows saw a sadness in his eyes before he left the room.

‘The retirement is going to be hard on him, given the circumstances,’ Meadows said.

He turned his attention to the file. There was a photograph of Nell along with her personal details. A missing person’s report had been filed, and the standard procedure followed.

‘We’re going to have to liaise with Cardiff,’ Meadows said. ‘They will keep Nell’s parents up to date. They’ve already put in a request for phone records and will pass on the information. Paskin, can you do a background check on Nell and her family? Better include Nesta Jones in that. Also, look at what cases she’s been involved with recently.’

‘No problem,’ Paskin said.

He turned to Edris. ‘Let’s talk to Nesta Jones.’

* * *

Nesta was sitting in an interview room with a mug of tea on the table in front of her.

‘Sorry to have kept you,’ Meadows said as he took a seat and introduced himself and Edris.

Edris sat down next to him and took out a notebook.

‘I’ve had a look at the file that was sent from Cardiff. We have a photograph of Nell and a description of the car she was driving,’ Meadows said.

Nesta nodded. ‘They should have classified her as high risk from the start. It’s completely out of character and, given the work we do, I think…’ Her voice caught, and she drew in a shaky breath.

Meadows studied her while she took a moment to compose herself. She was slender with long chestnut hair. Purple-rimmed glasses surrounded her blue eyes, which had dark shadows beneath.

‘I appreciate how concerned you must be,’ Meadows said.

‘Do you? So far, no one has taken my concerns seriously. It’s always the same. Gone off with a lover or run away from debts. Just because someone isn’t a vulnerable adult doesn’t mean they are not in trouble. No one has seen or heard from Nell since Monday morning. It is now Wednesday. I know what the chances of finding her alive are.’

Meadows knew that historically, people had made mistakes in handling missing person cases. He imagined Nesta had researched quite a few, but there was something else. She had a certain vulnerability about her, and he wondered if there was some personal experience. Either way, he could almost feel the anxiety emanating from her.

‘I assure you we will do everything possible to find Nell. Any information you can give us now will help the direction the search and investigation will take.’

Nesta sighed. ‘Have you traced her phone? I know it’s still going to voicemail.’

‘Efforts are being made to trace the location where Nell’s phone was last active,’ Edris said. ‘We know she checked out of the Sycamore B&B at around ten on Monday morning.’

Nesta nodded. ‘She called me around that time. She was meeting a source who had information about the Melody Harries case. Melody went missing near St Clears twenty years ago. We’ve been running features on Melody’s disappearance for the past few weeks.’

‘Can you tell me a bit about the work you do?’ Meadows asked. ‘How you select your cases? That sort of thing. I’d like to build up a picture of Nell’s daily life – family, acquaintances, and work.’

‘I’ve already given a list of Nell’s contacts to the police.’ Nesta took off her jacket. ‘It’s too warm in here.’

‘Sorry, it can get stuffy in this room.’ Meadows stood up and opened the door. ‘Can I get you some water?’

Nesta shook her head. ‘I’m fine with this.’ She picked up the mug of tea and took a sip.

‘You said Nell was meeting a source,’ Meadows said.

‘Yes, but she wouldn’t have taken any risks. She would have met at a public place. We rarely meet up with sources alone. This must have been important.’

‘Did she give you the name of the source?’ Edris asked.

‘No.’

‘OK. We need to start with Melody Harries. Was it Nell that contacted Melody’s family?’ Meadows asked.

‘No, Melody’s mother contacted us. We get hundreds of requests to help with missing person cases. After we had success with a couple of cases, things took off in a big way. We look at each case and try to get through as many as possible.

‘We get information from family and friends of the missing person. Sometimes we get information from the police with the family’s permission. After that, we put out videos of interviews with the family, footage of the last known whereabouts, and sometimes a reconstruction. We show photos and give a description of what they were wearing. We keep repeating the information. We even get digitally aged photographs.’ Nesta took another sip of her tea.

‘It’s then a case of sorting through the information we receive. Tips or sightings. We try to follow them all up. As we are not the police, sometimes people are more willing to talk to us. Especially if there are some secrets involved. Drugs, that sort of thing.’

‘Have you received any information about Melody’s case?’

‘Some has come in. Nothing out of the ordinary.’

‘How many episodes about Melody have you put out so far?’

‘Four.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘So, Nell was in the area because you had some sort of lead on Melody.’

Nesta shook her head. ‘Someone approached us about another case. Nell was checking it out.’

‘Who was it that approached you?’ Edris asked.

‘It’s not important. We haven’t started working on it yet. This has to be about Melody Harries.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ Meadows asked. ‘It seems unlikely that she would have run into someone who had information about Melody if she was in the area on another matter.’

Nesta plucked her mobile phone from her handbag. ‘This is the last message I received from Nell.’ She played the voicemail.

‘See,’ Nesta said. ‘It sounds like she was about to say “Melody”. She said she was meeting the source and then leaving. The source must have been in this area.’

‘Play it again,’ Meadows said.

He listened to the message again. ‘She gets interrupted.’

‘Sounds like she’s talking to someone,’ Edris said.

Meadows nodded. ‘That someone may have had information on the case Nell was checking out.’

Nesta shook her head. ‘We haven’t released any details about that case. Nell wouldn’t have discussed it with anyone until she had met the family. Did you notice she doesn’t mention names? Not even the person she was meeting at 11 a.m. There must have been people around, and she didn’t want to be overheard. She would have been careful about confidentiality.’

‘Did you check if she arrived at her first meeting?’ Meadows asked. ‘There was nothing in the file about it.’

‘I, erm… I didn’t mention it to the police at the time. I thought they should concentrate on the source she was meeting. I didn’t want to complicate things. The police view what we do as problematic. Sometimes these so-called internet sleuths have caused chaos, but that’s not what we do. I wanted them to take me seriously. I tried to find out if Nell had made it to the meeting, but I wasn’t able to get an answer. I’ll try again.’

‘I think you need to give us the contact details,’ Meadows said. ‘Did it not occur to you that the meeting at 11 a.m. may not have been genuine?’

Nesta’s eyes widened. ‘You think… No… It all checked out.’

‘Even if it did, we need to establish a timeline of Nell’s movements.’

Nesta thought for a moment. ‘The meeting was with Trudy Thomas. She wanted us to do an appeal for her daughter, Callie, who went missing in 2005. We were keen to look into Callie’s case as she went missing just six months before Melody, and in similar circumstances.’

Meadows sat back and thought for a moment. ‘And Trudy Thomas is not answering your calls?’

‘I don’t have her phone number. The initial contact was by letter. We have a PO box for people who want to remain anonymous.’

‘Did you not find that odd?’

Nesta shook her head. ‘There are many reasons people don’t want to give out their phone numbers. Maybe she didn’t want the family to know that she was contacting us. I called at the house but got no answer.’ She gave the address to Edris.

‘We’ll check it out,’ Meadows said and stood up. ‘Thank you for talking to us. We’ll do everything we can to find Nell. We’ll be liaising with Cardiff CID, and they will update Nell’s parents with any developments.’

Nesta stood and picked up her jacket. ‘Nell’s parents have asked that I be a point of contact here. I promised them I would do everything I could to find Nell. You can check with them. I’ll be staying at the Sycamore. It will be easier to coordinate the search party.’

‘What search party?’ Meadows asked.

‘I put out a post on our channel asking for help. I’ve had a good response. We’ll start by searching the single-track roads. There’s a network of them in the area. Some lead only to farms. She could have got lost and had an accident. There’s no phone signal in some of these places.’

‘I understand you are worried and feel you need to be doing something, but–’

Nesta cut in. ‘You think I’m clutching at straws?’

‘What I was going to say was, it’s dangerous to increase traffic on these roads. It’ll likely cause an accident,’ Meadows said.

Edris nodded. ‘All you are going to achieve is distracting us from the investigation.’

‘I’ll ensure a safe and organised search. You know where to find me if you have any more questions.’ Nesta left the room.

‘That’s a woman on a mission,’ Edris said.

‘Yeah,’ Meadows said. ‘You can’t blame her. We’d all do the same in her situation. I’m more concerned with the following they have. This could go viral. We’ve seen enough missing person cases where the public swarm to the location and cause havoc.’

Edris huffed. ‘That’s all we need. You’ll have a bunch of trolls posting nonsense theories as well.’

‘We’d better get a move on before that happens. I agree with Nesta. Something is very wrong here, and it’s likely to do with the missing person case they were working on. If they kicked a wasps’ nest, then who knows how many people will get stung.’
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Chapter Three

High hedges enclosed the single-track road, and the dangerous bends made the progress slow. Although Meadows was used to driving these roads, he still had to have his wits about him. If someone sped around the corner, there was nowhere to go. Even straight stretches required backing up to find a passing spot for an oncoming vehicle.

‘Did you buy anything for Folland’s retirement?’ Edris asked.

‘No. I put money into the pot. Didn’t you?’

‘Yeah. It’s just… well, I feel so sorry for him. Did you see how sad he looked this morning? I was thinking about getting him something extra. Cheer him up.’

‘I think support is what he needs more than anything else. He’s going to be a little lost. Especially after…’

‘Is Angela that bad?’

Meadows nodded. ‘Palliative care, from what I’ve heard. It’s going to be hard for him. They’ve been married for a long time. He was going to retire sooner, but Angela wanted to keep things normal. I don’t think either of them expected things to change for the worse so quickly.’

‘We’re all going to miss him. He’s the font of all knowledge in this area.’

‘We should still make use of that. A visit for information now and then will make him feel useful and be a distraction.’

‘Yeah, he can be our snout.’

Meadows laughed.

The hedges petered out as the road snaked towards the mountain. On their left, Carreg Cennen Castle rose from a rocky outcrop and cast a long shadow over the valley below. The fractured battlements drew jagged lines against the sky. Its very presence demanded attention.

‘I haven’t been there for years,’ Edris said. ‘We used to go as kids and pretend we were fighting orcs.’

Meadows chuckled. ‘Orcs?’

‘Yeah, and goblins. At least I used my imagination. Now it’s all gaming. When I have kids, there’ll be none of that.’

‘I’m not sure it’s that easy. We’re surrounded by technology. There’s no escaping.’

‘You could go back and live on the commune. Raise your child away from all that.’

Meadows smiled. ‘Very tempting.’

He drove over the cattle grid and felt the vibrations through his body. Further up the road, he took a turning onto a gravelled track that had a sign for Bryn Hafod farm. Potholes rocked the car as Edris tried to look at his phone.

‘Information in from Paskin. Trudy and Joe Thomas live here with their two grown sons, Cerith and Christian. Records show that their fifteen-year-old daughter, Callie, was reported missing on Friday, 8th of April 2005. The farmhouse should be a little further up this track. Looks like Nell had the right address.’

‘I still find it strange that Trudy Thomas sent a letter with no contact number.’

‘Yeah, that is odd. Most would email.’

Meadows nodded. ‘I hope our visit won’t raise Trudy’s expectations of the case being revisited.’ He stopped the car and looked at the farmhouse.

The main house was an old stone building with a slate roof. They had added a brick extension to the side, with a separate entrance. Meadows wondered if this was for one or both of the grown sons.

‘At least there are no chickens wandering around,’ Edris said.

Meadows laughed. ‘They’re probably around the back of the house waiting to swarm you as soon as you get out of the car.’

Edris grimaced. ‘They better not be.’

It was quiet in the farmyard. No signs of anyone working in the outbuildings. Meadows knocked on the door and waited. There was no answer.

‘Should we go around the back?’ Edris asked.

‘Give it a few moments.’ He knocked again.

Someone opened the door this time. A woman with rust-coloured hair set against a pale complexion. She had deep wrinkles around her eyes and lips, but they didn’t diminish her beauty.

‘Trudy Thomas?’ Meadows asked.

She nodded.

He introduced himself and Edris. ‘Nothing to worry about. A woman has gone missing in the local area, and we’re talking to anyone who may have seen or spoken to her.’

‘This is Nell Aubury,’ Edris said as he showed a photograph. ‘We understand she planned to meet you on Monday morning.’

‘Oh, yes. She did. She’s gone missing?’ The colour drained from Trudy’s face. ‘That’s, erm… odd.’

This wasn’t the response Meadows was expecting. ‘Odd?’

‘Yes. Well, the whole thing was odd.’

‘How so?’ Meadows asked.

Trudy looked at her watch. ‘Maybe you’d better come in.’

They followed Trudy into the kitchen, where the smell of frying bacon permeated the air. Meadows could see a frying pan on top of a navy blue Aga.

‘Have a seat,’ Trudy said. ‘I’d offer you a cup of tea, but the boys will be back for food soon.’ She moved the pan to the side. ‘They’re up early with the cows and are ravenous by this time of day.’

‘We won’t keep you long,’ Meadows said as he took a chair at the pine table.

He saw Edris glance at the frying pan and tried not to smile. Edris had a healthy appetite, and no doubt his mouth would be watering.

‘You were telling us about Nell’s visit,’ Meadows said once Trudy had joined them at the table.

‘Yeah. She came here around eleven on Monday morning. Like I said, it was strange. It was like I was supposed to be expecting her.’

‘You weren’t?’ Meadows asked.

Trudy shook her head. ‘I didn’t know what to make of it at first. She said she had received a letter from me about Callie. That’s my daughter. She went missing twenty years ago. I guess it was a bit of a shock, her turning up. I told her I’d never sent a letter. She was so embarrassed. Couldn’t apologise enough. She said that she makes documentaries about missing people and that families often contact her for help. It sounded interesting, so I invited her in.’

‘Did she show you the letter?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yeah. It had details about Callie. When she went missing and the investigation.’

‘That must have been very upsetting for you,’ Meadows said.

Trudy gave him a sad smile. ‘Actually, it was nice to talk about Callie. Nobody mentions her anymore. Maybe they don’t want to remind me. The thing is, I’ve never forgotten her.’

‘Did you think a family member sent the letter?’ Meadows asked.

‘No. I asked Joe and the boys. Joe was angry. He doesn’t like to talk about Callie, and the boys didn’t send it. They had never heard of the programme.’

‘Is it just you, your husband and sons that live here?’ Edris asked.

‘Yes,’ Trudy said.

‘What about other relatives?’ Meadows asked. ‘Anyone you can think of who could have asked Nell and Nesta for help?’

‘My mother is still alive, but she’s in a nursing home, and Joe’s parents can barely use a mobile phone, let alone the internet. There is no one I can think of, and there were personal details in the letter that no one else would know.’

‘Would you mind sharing those details?’ Edris asked.

Trudy wrapped her arms around her body. ‘This might sound foolish to you. Every night before I go to sleep, I light a tea light and put it on the windowsill in Callie’s old room. I want her to know that someone is at home waiting for her. I also light a candle in church on Sunday mornings.’

‘Who would know that?’ Meadows asked.

Trudy shrugged. ‘I think whoever sent the letter meant well. Nell told me all about the work she does with other families in the same situation. I told her I would think about doing an interview and get in touch. After she left, I looked at the documentaries she had made. They found some missing people. Alive and well. I know the chances are slim, but it’s given me some hope.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘If you don’t mind my asking, what were the circumstances of Callie’s disappearance?’

Trudy looked down at her hands. ‘Callie went out with some friends on the Friday night. It was the 8th of April 2005. That date is forever stuck in my mind.’ She looked up. ‘You start by counting the hours. Then days and weeks. Before you know it, the years are passing.’

‘We understand Callie was fifteen at the time,’ Edris said.

Trudy nodded. ‘She was supposed to be sleeping at a friend’s house. She had slept over at Alissa’s before. They were good friends. Alissa stayed here occasionally.

‘Callie should have been home early Saturday morning to help on the farm. Joe thought it important that the children learned the value of hard work. He was furious when she didn’t come back that morning. We thought she would turn up at some point. We were busy, and the hours just ran away. Suddenly it was teatime, and there was still no sign of her. I drove to Alissa’s house, but she wasn’t there.’ She rubbed her hands over her face.

Trudy’s pain, unchanged by time, was almost tangible. Meadows had an urge to reach out and comfort her, but he remained still. ‘I’m so sorry to drag up these painful memories.’

‘It’s OK. I thought a lot about it since Nell’s visit.’

‘Had Callie stayed the night with Alissa?’ Edris asked.

Trudy shook her head. ‘At first, Alissa said they had gone out to meet with some friends and that she had left early as she wasn’t feeling well. She thought Callie had come back later and must have got up early to go home.’

‘She changed her story later?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yeah. I still don’t think we know the truth about what happened that night. Apparently, there was a group of them. They’d been using a derelict house just outside of Trapp to meet. Drinking, smoking, and goodness knows what. They even took a portable stereo so they could dance. At some point, Callie left the party. No one seemed to know why or didn’t want to say.

‘We reported her missing that evening. There was a search of the area. At first, the police thought she might have tried to walk home. You know what the roads are like around here. She would have been in total darkness and possibly drunk. Easy to have fallen or taken a shortcut across the fields and got lost.’

‘Had she walked home after dark before?’

‘No, that’s what’s always troubled me. Why would she leave the party alone? Anyway, we didn’t find her. Callie had taken an overnight bag with her. Spare clothes and a washbag. Alissa said she had it at the party. The police’s theory at the time was that Callie would have left the bag at Alissa’s house if she had planned to stay the night. They think the reason she took it with her is that she had planned to run away.’

‘Had there been any problems at home or school?’ Meadows asked.

‘No. Callie wasn’t a rebellious teenager. She was quiet. A little shy. She played the violin and loved painting. She was taking GCSE art and wanted to be an artist.’

Trudy twisted her wedding band. ‘There’d be the occasional disagreement between Callie and Joe. You know what fathers can be like. He could be hard on her sometimes, but that’s only because he wanted the best for her. There’s no reason I can think of that would make her leave. She had no money, and only took what she needed for the night away. Still, Joe was convinced she’d run away and would come home when she was cold and hungry. Then, that other girl went missing.’

‘Melody Harries?’

Trudy nodded. ‘The police came asking questions again. I watched the TV from morning to night, desperate for news. I thought if they found Melody Harries, then they would find Callie. In the end, the police concluded that the two disappearances were unrelated. Perhaps it was better that way. At least if Callie did run away, there is still hope that she is out there somewhere. It’s better than…’ A tear slid down Trudy’s cheek, and she wiped it away. ‘I should get on with making food.’

‘Of course.’ Meadows stood up. ‘Thank you for talking to us.’

‘I hope you find Nell,’ Trudy said as she led them to the door. ‘Her family must be going through hell.’

As they stepped outside, Meadows saw three men approaching. He guessed this was Joe Thomas and his two sons. All three wore overalls and wellington boots. The younger men had rusty hair like their mother, while Joe’s was grey with a smattering of brown.

‘The police,’ Trudy said. ‘They are looking for the woman who called on Monday.’

Joe narrowed his steely grey eyes. ‘Haven’t seen her,’ he said. ‘She came here and upset my wife, then left. We want nothing to do with these people. They make entertainment out of other people’s pain. We don’t need you lot dragging things up either.’

‘We apologise for disturbing you,’ Meadows said.

Joe grunted something and ushered Trudy inside the house and closed the door.

Meadows got in the car and started the engine. ‘Interesting,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ Edris agreed. ‘Maybe there is a reason Joe doesn’t want anyone looking into Callie’s disappearance. Perhaps Nell never left here.’

‘I was thinking more about the letter. Someone wanted to stir things up. The question is, who? And why?’
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Chapter Four

Meadows parked the car outside the Sycamore Inn. It was an old stone pub on the outskirts of Llandeilo. Hanging baskets and window boxes filled with various blooms decorated the front of the building. To the left was a large garden with picnic benches and parking area. Behind the garden, what looked like former outbuildings had been renovated to create three units. All had bottle-green doors with large brass numbers.

Meadows checked his phone for a signal before getting out of the car.

‘The owner is a Mr Nathan Ellis,’ Edris said. ‘Looks like this place is also a restaurant. I wonder if they’ll do a bacon buttie. I’m starving.’

Meadows smiled. ‘You’re always hungry. When we’ve finished here, you can grab some lunch.’

‘Lunch! It’s nearly dinner time.’

Meadows stepped through the door and into the open-plan bar and restaurant. The main feature was the wooden bar with various-sized taps displaying the names of beers on offer. On one side, the bar curved around into the restaurant area, which was separated by a wooden rail. On the other side, tables and chairs were arranged near an inglenook fireplace. The ceiling had wooden beams running the length of the room, with ceramic jugs hanging from hooks.

Meadows stepped up to the bar and tapped the bell. A sharp ting echoed around the room.

‘Be with you in a sec,’ a man’s voice called.

A moment later, a man of around forty years old appeared. He wore jeans and a tight-fitting black T-shirt that displayed bulging biceps. He had dark brown hair and designer stubble covered his square jaw. The first thing that Meadows noticed was the tattoo on his arm. A naked lady in a pin-up style.

‘What can I do for you, gentlemen?’

‘Nathan Ellis?’ Edris asked.

‘Who’s asking?’

Edris introduced himself and Meadows.

‘We’d like to ask you a few questions about a guest you had staying at the weekend.’

‘The one that’s gone missing?’

‘Yes, Elenor Aubury – Nell.’

‘Yeah. That friend of hers is staying here now. She booked in this morning and has been asking questions. I told her Nell left Monday morning, and I haven’t seen her since.’

‘How many rooms do you have?’ Meadows asked.

‘Just the three units at the moment.’ Nathan leaned on the bar. ‘We only started up the B&B two years ago. It’s been busy in high season, so we’re extending. Another three units.’

‘How many units were booked over the weekend?’ Meadows asked.

‘Two. Your missing woman and an older couple. They were hiking in the area.’

‘We’ll need their details,’ Edris said.

Nathan nodded.

‘Which unit was Nell staying in?’ Meadows asked.

‘Number one.’

‘Did you talk much to her?’ Meadows asked.

‘Not really. She came in for breakfast and an evening meal.’

‘Were you busy on the weekend?’

‘Yeah. The restaurant was full, and all the regulars were in the bar.’

‘Was Nell friendly? Talk to any of your customers?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yeah, I guess. She sat at the bar in the evening. Talked to a few of the locals.’

Edris looked up from his notebook. ‘Anyone in particular?’

‘Nah. Not that I noticed.’

‘Did Nell talk about her work?’ Meadows asked.

‘A bit. YouTube channel. I think she fancied herself as an influencer. Everyone is famous these days. I told her she could take some shots of the pub and room. Maybe do a getaway feature. I thought it would be good for business. She said she’d likely be staying again and was happy to give the place a shout-out in return for a discount.’

Nathan rubbed his hand over his chin. ‘Come to think of it, now that she’s missing, I don’t think I want any association with her. With that friend of hers staying and asking questions, it will be bad for business.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Edris said. ‘When word gets out, people will pack the place. All those internet sleuths buzzing around.’

Nathan’s eyes darkened. ‘One of them is enough.’

‘Did Nell mention where she was going when she left here on Monday morning?’ Meadows asked.

Nathan shook his head.

A woman came through the doorway behind the bar. She was petite, with shoulder-length blonde hair and hazel eyes. She looked younger than Nathan. Meadows guessed her to be in her early thirties.

‘Everything alright?’ she asked.

Nathan straightened up. ‘This is Steff. My partner.’ He turned to Steff. ‘Police. They’re asking questions about the missing woman.’

‘Oh, Nell. She was lovely. I hope she’s OK.’

‘We were just asking Nathan if Nell gave any indication of her plans on Monday,’ Meadows said.

‘She asked directions to the parking area near Tair Carn. Remember?’

A flicker of irritation crossed Nathan’s face. ‘Oh, yeah. I forgot.’

‘I told Nesta about it when she booked in this morning,’ Steff said.

‘Did Nell say why she was going there?’ Meadows asked.

Steff shook her head. ‘I assumed she wanted to sightsee, but I suppose it’s an odd place to go, and she wasn’t dressed for walking.’

‘What was she wearing?’ Edris asked.

‘Cropped trousers, a green striped short-sleeved blouse, and kitten heels. She also said something about Bryn Hafod Farm.’

Nathan shot Steff a look, and his jaw clenched.

‘What did she say about the farm?’ Meadows asked.

‘Erm…’ Steff ignored Nathan’s glare. ‘Nothing really. Just asked if Tair Carn was near the farm.’

‘Did you notice Nell talking to anyone in particular over the weekend?’

‘Like I said, we were busy,’ Nathan said.

Steff nodded. ‘She didn’t go off with anyone.’

Edris’ phone rang, and he excused himself.

‘How many people work here?’ Meadows asked.

‘It’s me and Steff, mostly,’ Nathan said. ‘There’s the chef, a couple of waitresses. Erm…’

‘Ifan and Frankie,’ Steff said. ‘Ifan has been working on the new units. He’s an electrician, but he also does other work. His partner Frankie helps with the cleaning. I think the extra money comes in handy. She grows and supplies vegetables for us and other businesses in the area.

‘That’s about it. We have some builders in, but they weren’t around on the weekend. They’ve been doing most of the work during the week, so they don’t disturb the guests on the weekend. We hope to have the new units done before the summer.’

‘It sounds like you’re doing well,’ Meadows said. ‘We’re going to need details of everyone who was working on the weekend and a list of customers.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Nathan said.

Edris popped his head around the door and beckoned to Meadows.

‘Thank you for your time,’ Meadows said. ‘If you can get us those details as soon as possible, it will be much appreciated.’

‘They’ve found Nell’s car,’ Edris said as soon as they were in the car. Apparently, it’s parked up on the side of the road in the Pal y Cwrt area.’

‘Who found it?’ Meadows asked.

‘Member of the public. One of Nesta’s search party by the sounds of it.’

* * *

The landscape changed as Meadows drove the narrow road through a series of rocky hills. Hawthorn trees sprouted at various angles, their branches having yielded to the elements. It was an area rich with wildlife and dramatic views. Yet, apart from the occasional hiker or birdwatcher, Pal y Cwrt still remained a hidden gem.

‘Nathan Ellis seems like a bit of a dick,’ Edris said.

Meadows chuckled. ‘Not quite how I would describe him, but there was something off about the man. Particularly when we mentioned Bryn Hafod farm. It could just be that he knows the family and was unhappy about Nell calling there. Then there’s his business. Most people are struggling financially at the moment. A missing woman could put people off staying at the B&B. I understand why he would want to distance himself from the investigation.’

Edris nodded. ‘He certainly didn’t like the idea of Nesta being around.’

Up ahead, Meadows could see five cars and a police vehicle parked on a grass verge. A group of people were surrounding PC Matt Hanes, who looked harassed.

As soon as Meadows parked and got out of the car, Hanes walked over, with Nesta following behind.

‘This lot are planning on searching the area. I’ve told them all they need to leave,’ Hanes said.

‘It’s Nell’s car,’ Nesta said. ‘She has to be around here.’

Meadows could see that Nesta was struggling to hold back her emotions. ‘I promise you there will be a thorough search of the area, but you need to let the professionals do their job. We can’t let these people go wandering around the mountain. Do you want to be responsible for one of them getting lost or injured?’

Nesta bit her lip and looked at the small crowd. ‘Are you going to get a helicopter up?’

Meadows nodded. ‘Search and rescue will also cover the ground.’ He gave Edris a nod.

‘OK, I’ll talk to them,’ Nesta said.

While Nesta talked to the group, Meadows walked over to Nell’s car.

‘It’s locked,’ Hanes said.

Meadows peered through the car windows. A jacket was slung over the back seat, along with a pink jumper. Sweet wrappers, empty bottles, and crisp packets filled the footwells. A pink handbag and black laptop bag sat on the passenger seat.

Edris came to join them. ‘Search and rescue are on their way.’ He looked into the car, and disgust registered on his face. ‘Has she been living in it?’

Hanes smiled. ‘Offending your sense of cleanliness, is it?’

Meadows watched the cars drive off until only Nesta remained. She walked over to Nell’s car.

‘Why didn’t you tell us that Nell had asked directions to Tair Carn?’ Edris asked. ‘It would have given us a starting point for the search.’

‘Because you would have assumed she’d gone off sightseeing.’

‘We never assume,’ Meadows said. ‘I noticed Nell left her handbag in the car. Would that be something she’d usually do?’

Nesta shook her head. ‘She always has it with her. I think we should start looking around.’

It wasn’t looking good for Nell, and the last thing Meadows wanted was for Nesta to stumble upon a crime scene.

‘Search and rescue will be here soon. It’s better for you to go back to the Sycamore and wait there for news. Is there someone who can wait with you?’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Nesta said. ‘There are other things I can do. It’s highly likely that Nell met the source where she was staying. I’m going to ask around.’

‘I don’t think–’

Nesta held up her hand. ‘I’m not stupid. I’ll stay in the pub and lock my door when I go to bed. Any information I get, I’ll pass on. I have to do something.’

Meadows nodded. ‘PC Hanes will check in with you later. Try to get some rest.’

‘Did Nell make it to her appointment with Trudy Thomas?’ Nesta asked.

‘Yes,’ Meadows said.

‘Right. Then you need to be looking for the identity of the person she planned on meeting after Trudy.’

‘We will be talking to everyone that Nell came into contact with during her stay,’ Meadows said.

Nesta didn’t comment. She turned away and walked back to her car.

Meadows watched her drive off, then looked around. The southeastern wall of Carreg Cennen Castle was visible between the hills. He climbed up the nearest rocky mound and took in the magnificent views. Rolling hills, fields, and trees spread out before him; on the other side, the mountain peaks.

Edris joined him. ‘We’re not far from the Thomas farm.’

‘We’re also close to the Sycamore, if you’re driving,’ Meadows said. ‘Why leave the car here? We know Nell planned to go to the parking spot near Tair Carn. Which is that direction.’ He pointed to the mountain. ‘There is only room for maybe three cars there. Also, the risk of being seen. Perhaps the source persuaded her to move to this location. I’m guessing she would have followed in her own car for safety. They stop here. It’s quiet. Other than the people who were here when we arrived, no one has passed through. I imagine very few people use this road. Local farmers, and maybe cavers. Llygad Llwchwr cave is close by.’

Edris shuddered. ‘Can you not mention the word “cave”. It triggers me.’

‘Sorry,’ Meadows said.

‘Anyway. They stop here. Nell gets out of the car.’

‘It’s unlikely she got in the other car voluntarily,’ Meadows said.

Edris nodded. ‘Someone either forced her into the other car or attacked her here and hid her somewhere nearby. Plenty of crevices and rocks.’

‘Either way, I think the chances of finding her alive are slim,’ Meadows said. ‘Better get forensics out here. They need to examine the car, and we could be looking at a crime scene. People just don’t park up and disappear.’
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Chapter Five

Nesta watched the helicopter circling the mountain. Darkness had fallen, and she knew the ground search would stop until first light. She tried not to let her thoughts wander to the dark corners of her mind, but images of Nell’s body, lying broken in some ditch or down a ravine, kept intruding. It felt like the last time. Those early days of being caught between hope and despair. The sleepless nights and endless days.

She wiped the tears from her face and tried to take a few calming breaths. PC Hanes had already been to check on her, and she was glad he hadn’t lingered. She needed people to talk. A police presence would seal their mouths.

Nesta walked towards the pub entrance. She saw no point in locking herself in her room all evening. She opened the door, and heads turned. Four men were sitting at the bar on tall stools, and two groups of people gathered around the tables. A mixture of men and women. She approached the bar and rested her hands on the wooden surface.

‘What can I get you?’ Nathan asked.

‘Glass of white wine, please.’ Nesta noticed the menu propped up on the bar, and her stomach gave an involuntary growl. She hadn’t eaten all day. She picked it up and scanned the list. ‘Could I have a toasted cheese sandwich?’

Nathan smiled. ‘No problem.’ He poured a glass of wine and placed it on the bar. ‘If you want to grab a table, I’ll get someone to bring the food over.’

‘Thanks. Oh, I’ll probably be staying on longer.’

‘Right. I’ll have to check the bookings. How long were you thinking of staying?’

Good question, Nesta thought. ‘If you can book me in until Monday, that would be great. I’ll let you know if I need the room longer.’

Nathan nodded. ‘I’ll get back to you.’

Nesta carried her drink over to a table near the fireplace. She settled into a chair overlooking the bar, door, and seated customers. Three men chatted at the bar. Another man sat apart from them and glanced her way a few times, then looked away. He had dark hair with a widow’s peak. A narrow jawline and pointed chin gave his face a sleek, almost youthful appearance, although Nesta judged him to be late thirties or early forties. Deep-set eyes added to his brooding expression.

More people came into the pub, ordered drinks, and settled at tables. Then a large group arrived, carrying foil balloons with the number thirty. They sat down in the restaurant, and a waitress handed out menus.

The room filled with loud chatter and laughter. Nesta felt out of place. Amidst her turmoil, life went on. It didn’t feel right somehow. She took a sip of her wine and mulled over the information she had gleaned during the day. She could imagine Nell sitting in the bar and talking to the locals, telling them about the work she did. Nell was passionate about her job. Melody Harries could well have come into a conversation, but Nesta was sure Nell wouldn’t have talked about Callie Thomas – not intentionally.

‘How are you doing?’

Nesta hadn’t noticed Steff approaching from the side.

‘OK. Thanks.’

Steff laid a plate on the table and placed the cutlery and a napkin next to it. ‘You must be so worried about your friend. If there is anything I can do for you, let me know.’

Nesta swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. ‘Thank you. Nathan is going to check whether the room is free until Monday. I’d like to stay.’

‘There’s no one else in until the weekend, and that’s only one unit. I’ll book you in,’ Steff said.

‘That’s great. You mentioned that Nell had asked for directions to Tair Carn when she was here.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Did she talk about any other places or people she was visiting?’

‘She didn’t mention any names, but she wanted to check the location of Bryn Hafod Farm. Everyone knows that’s the Thomases’ farm. I told the police.’ Steff looked at the plate. ‘I’ll let you eat your food before it gets cold.’

Nesta picked up the toasted sandwich and took a bite. It felt heavy in her mouth, but she forced herself to swallow. Steff’s words echoed in her mind: “Everyone knows the Thomases’ farm.” A thought struck her. Nell was a city girl. She wouldn’t realise that an innocent question in a small community would set tongues wagging. Most members of the community would remember Callie Thomas’ disappearance. Easy to connect that to Nell’s job and work out the reason she was in the area. Someone could have followed her or intercepted her after the meeting with Trudy Thomas. If it were someone she had met in the bar, she might have stopped the car to talk to them. Perhaps followed them to the location her car was found. It wasn’t far from the Thomases’ farm.

The pub’s atmosphere became claustrophobic. Any of the people in the pub could have been involved in Callie’s disappearance, and they wouldn’t want questions being asked. They could be watching and waiting for her to go to her room.

An icy shiver ran over Nesta, and she had a strong urge to leave, get in her car, and drive home. Back to safety. She looked again at the bar. Nathan was leaning against it, laughing at something a customer was telling him. He would have known they weren’t fully booked. He didn’t want her here. That was clear. But why? She owed it to Nell to find out. Nell had been her lifeline once, and she needed to do all in her power to find her.

She forced down the rest of the toasted sandwich and made her way to the bar.

‘Another one?’ Nathan asked.

‘Please.’ She perched on a bar stool and waited for Nathan to refill her glass.

The man with the widow’s peak was still nursing a pint. He gave her a quick sideways glance, then turned in his seat so his back was facing her.

‘There you go.’ Nathan placed the glass in front of her.

‘How long have you run the pub?’ Nesta asked.

‘Just over seven years. We started the B&B two years ago.’

‘The unit is lovely,’ Nesta said.

‘Glad you like it.’

Nesta continued to make small talk, and Nathan returned to his position leaning on the bar. The older man sitting next to her, whose name she learned was Glyn, joined in the conversation.

‘Have you always lived in the area?’ she asked.

‘Yeah. I grew up here,’ Nathan said.

‘Most of us never leave.’ Glyn laughed.

‘Do you know the Thomas family? Bryn Hafod farm?’

A shadow passed over Nathan’s face. ‘Yeah, I know them. They are a nice family. Why do you ask?’

Nesta thought for a moment. While she didn’t want people to know Trudy Thomas had made contact, finding Nell was more important. ‘Nell was visiting them, and I wondered if you knew anything about Callie Thomas.’

‘That was a long time ago,’ Nathan said. ‘People don’t like the past dug up. Especially by strangers. I think you should leave that family alone. I’d also appreciate it if you didn’t go bothering my customers. It’s bad for business. If you’ll excuse me, I have to say goodnight to the kids.’

Nathan left the bar, and Nesta could feel the eyes of the other customers on her.

Glyn took a sip of his pint and turned to face her. ‘I remember when Callie Thomas went missing.’

‘Did you know her?’ Nesta asked.

He nodded. ‘I know the family well. Callie was a nice kid. She always said hello whenever she passed by. We all joined in the search when she went missing.’ He lowered his voice. ‘There was a lot of talk at the time.’

Nesta leaned in closer. ‘What sort of talk?’

‘Kids taking drugs and something going wrong that night. She didn’t look the type to get involved with that sort of thing, but teenagers can get caught up in all sorts. I know some parents were worried. They thought some pervert had taken her. They wouldn’t let their kids out after dark. The police said that she had run away. I don’t see it myself, and that night there was–’

‘Gossiping again, Glyn?’

Nesta hadn’t noticed Steff come into the bar.

‘We were just talking about Callie Thomas,’ Glyn said. ‘Happened long before you came here. Nathan will remember her.’

‘I can’t say that he has ever talked about her. Like you said, it was a long time ago. Another pint, Glyn?’

‘Yeah, go on.’ Glyn handed Steff his glass.

Nesta wondered if Nell had had a similar conversation at the bar. What if she’d talked to the wrong person about Callie Thomas?

‘Did you talk to Nell when she stayed here?’

‘The one that’s gone missing?’ Glyn asked.

Nesta nodded.

‘We had a chat,’ Glyn said. ‘She was a good laugh.’

‘Did she talk about Callie Thomas?’

Glyn shook his head.

Steff put a fresh pint in front of Glyn and turned to Nesta. ‘Another?’

Nesta looked at her empty glass. She couldn’t remember drinking the last of the wine. ‘No thanks. I think I’ll call it a night.’

‘OK. Breakfast is between 7.30 a.m. and 8.30 a.m. If you prefer to eat in your room, Frankie can bring in a tray.’

‘Frankie?’

‘Frankie helps when we have guests. She’ll be the one to refill the tea and coffee in your room. If you want fresh towels, let her know.’

‘Did Nell have breakfast in her room?’

‘Yes, I’m sure she did.’

‘So Frankie would have seen her on Monday morning. Maybe they talked.’

Steff shrugged. ‘Frankie is an introvert. Not the type to strike up a conversation. Then again…’ She looked down the bar. ‘Ifan. Doesn’t Frankie like to listen to those true crime podcasts?’

The man with the widow’s peak, who had been watching Nesta, looked at Steff. ‘Erm… yeah, sometimes.’

‘Did she mention the guest we had at the weekend, Nell?’

‘No.’ Ifan slipped off the bar stool.

‘Did you talk to her?’ Nesta asked.

Ifan ignored her and left the pub.

‘Oh, did I upset him?’

Steff laughed. ‘No. He’s shy. He barely talks to me. He and Frankie are a good match. Ifan always has a pint after work. Just one. Then he goes home to Frankie and the kids. He’s late tonight.’ Steff leaned over the bar. ‘If you’re looking for the answer to what happened to your friend, you won’t find it here. I know these people. They are hard-working, loyal, and decent. Most of them have lived here all their lives, with families going back generations. Nathan gave the police a list of all the staff and customers who were in over the weekend. I’m sure if any of them have information, they will be happy to help.’

I doubt the source Nell was meeting will come forward, Nesta thought. ‘That’s good to hear,’ she said.

‘I hope you get some rest,’ Steff said. ‘Maybe you’ll get some news tomorrow.’

Nesta left the pub and walked the short distance to her unit. Night had fallen, and she was grateful for the outside lights. Beyond the pub, the road disappeared into darkness. A chilly breeze made her shiver, and she tried not to think of Nell out there somewhere in the cold. She stepped into the unit, switched on the light, and locked the door.

The room felt cosy. The double bed with crisp white sheets and fluffy pale-green throw looked inviting, but Nesta wasn’t ready for sleep. She switched on the kettle, plonked herself down on the bed, and looked around. The green walls, the same shade as the bed throw, displayed murals of Welsh legends. Each included a title along with a brief description. A desk and chair had been placed against one wall with a mirror hanging above. A door led off to a bathroom, which was stocked with toiletries. This had been the room that Nell had stayed in, and Nesta had requested it. Someone had thoroughly cleaned it, and there was no sign Nell had been there.

Once the kettle had boiled, Nesta made a cup of tea, changed into her pyjamas and sat down at the desk. She opened up her laptop and looked at the responses to the post she had put out. Most of the comments were supportive, with some individuals stating their intention to come to the area to join the search. She imagined the police wouldn’t be too happy about that. There were already video clips of the helicopter flying over the mountain. Nesta responded to a few of the comments, and then the thread turned negative.

I think it’s a publicity stunt.

I think someone has silenced her.

Yeah, I agree. Probably been dead since Monday.

The police are searching for a body.

I think they should be looking closely at Nesta Jones. Maybe she wanted to be the star of the show.

Yeah, wouldn’t be the first time someone got in her way.

The breath caught in Nesta’s throat when she saw the photo underneath the post. It showed a much younger version of herself standing next to a man. It felt like a shard of glass had pierced her heart. She snapped down the lid of the laptop. A coldness crept over her. The police would see the post, ask questions, and she would have to relive the whole thing again.
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Chapter Six

As Ifan made his way across the car park, he saw Nathan leaning against his car.

‘Bit late tonight,’ Nathan said. ‘You’ll have Frankie wondering what you’re up to.’

Ifan gave him a tight smile. He learned years ago that there was no standing up to Nathan. ‘I’d better be on my way then.’

Nathan didn’t move. ‘There was a lot of talk in there tonight.’

Ifan shrugged. ‘I wasn’t really paying attention.’

Nathan smirked. ‘No, you just like to watch.’

Ifan felt the heat rise in his cheeks. ‘I wasn’t–’

Nathan grabbed Ifan and shoved him up against the car. ‘You need to keep your mouth shut. You’ve got a good thing going with Frankie.’

Anger ignited in Ifan. While he couldn’t stand up for himself, he’d die fighting for Frankie. He shoved Nathan away. ‘You leave her out of it.’

Nathan laughed. ‘Growing a pair, are you? Look, mate. I’ve been good to you. Sent plenty of work your way and given Frankie a little extra income. What happened back then… well I was only a kid myself. You know what those girls were like. Gagging for it.’

‘But Callie–’

Nathan’s hand shot out and grabbed a fistful of Ifan’s coat. He put his face so close that Ifan could feel his breath. ‘Shut the fuck up. I don’t want to hear that name come from your lips.’

Ifan could see the veins protruding from Nathan’s arm. ‘I’m not going to say anything.’

Nathan let go and patted Ifan on the shoulder. ‘Good. I think you should take a few days off. Spend some time with Frankie. Don’t worry about the money. I’ll cover your pay.’

Ifan nodded. He just wanted to go home.

‘Nice chat,’ Nathan said and walked away.

Ifan got in the car and drove off. His hands gripped the steering wheel as he followed the mountain road towards his home. Anxiety twisted his stomach and tightened his chest. He wished he hadn’t stayed so long at the pub, but he needed to pick up information. That’s the thing about being quiet – you blend into the background. People forget you’re there and chat freely. The place had been buzzing all day with talk of Nell.

He had been there when Nell had arrived. She was one of those people you couldn’t miss. Brightly coloured clothes, a loud voice, and a friendly face. He imagined that making friends had come easily to her.

Ifan didn’t have any friends besides Frankie. He knew plenty of people. Sometimes he would exchange words at work or in the pub, but he found it difficult to strike up a conversation. He’d always had difficulty mixing with people. In school, he was shy and awkward and became a target for bullies. Even now, the only one he trusted was Frankie. She was the love of his life, the mother of his children, and his best friend. He couldn’t imagine his life without her. Then Nell had turned up and threatened to take everything from him.

The air grew heavy and sweat beaded on Ifan’s face. He felt as if he were suffocating. He pulled into the viewpoint and jumped out of the car. Pain rippled across his chest as he struggled to breathe. He knew what it was. A panic attack. He’d had them before. He looked up at the night sky and started counting stars until his breathing returned to normal.

This was where he felt most comfortable. A wide-open space, silence, and cool air. He knew he couldn’t stay long. Frankie would worry about him, but he needed to be calm when he arrived home. Nathan had told him that the police wanted to talk to him. The thought made him feel sick, but worse than that, they would talk to Frankie. He wasn’t sure she could handle it. He needed to be strong for her and the children, but he was afraid.

He took one last look at the stars, then got back in the car and headed home. A cattle grid and a rough grassy track led to his cottage, which was just off the mountainside. The cottage had belonged to Ifan’s grandparents. It was small, but they managed. One bedroom for him and Frankie, one for their daughter, and their two sons shared a box room.

What Ifan loved most about the cottage was that it was remote and had a lot of land. Frankie grew vegetables in long polytunnels, and chickens supplied the family and local businesses with eggs.

As he parked the car in front of the cottage, the outside light came on. He knew Frankie would watch for him. He got out of the car and saw her waving through the window. She still made his heart swell.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Ifan said as he walked through the door.

‘That’s OK.’ Frankie wrapped her arms around him.

Ifan hugged her tightly, then kissed her. She was about six inches shorter than he was, with short spiky hair that she dyed different colours. This week it was pink. It suited her elfin features.

‘I hope you don’t mind. We ate without you. Your dinner is keeping warm.’

‘Boys in bed?’

Frankie nodded. ‘Waiting for you to say goodnight.’

‘I’ll go up now and eat later.’

The boys were waiting on the landing for him. Dressed in their pyjamas. They flung their arms around him.

‘Can we have a story?’ the eldest asked.

‘Didn’t Mummy already read you a story?’

‘Yeah, but we want another one. Please,’ they both chorused.

‘OK. A quick one.’

Ifan took a book off the shelf and climbed into the lower bunk. The boys lay on either side of him, resting their heads on his chest. They smelled of shampoo and talc. As Ifan read, he felt a calmness wash over him.

After finishing the story, he tucked them in, kissed them on the forehead, and checked on his daughter. She was sitting cross-legged on the bed with her laptop open.

‘Don’t stay up too late,’ Ifan said.

She blew him a kiss.

Downstairs, he found Frankie in the kitchen. She had the ironing board set up and was working her way through a basket of clothes. She had a faraway look on her face as she glided the iron repeatedly over the same spot of fabric.

Ifan stepped further into the room. ‘Are you OK, love?’

Frankie looked up. ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

Ifan leaned against the kitchen unit. ‘I stayed in the pub longer this evening because there was a lot of talk about the missing woman.’

A shadow passed across Frankie’s face. Her hand stilled for a moment, then she continued ironing. ‘What woman?’

‘Nell. The one who was staying at the Sycamore over the weekend. I’m surprised Steff didn’t say something to you.’

‘Oh. That’s sad. I hope she’ll be OK.’

‘Did you talk to her?’

‘Who? Steff?’

‘No. Nell.’

‘A little. I took her a breakfast tray and checked if she needed anything.’

‘Did you recognise her?’

Frankie kept her eyes down. ‘No. Should I have?’

‘She had a YouTube channel about missing people. I know you like all that true crime stuff.’

Frankie’s lips quivered, and she put down the iron. ‘I…’

‘It’s OK.’ Fear squeezed Ifan like a vice. He didn’t want her to tell him. It would mean explaining what he had done. He couldn’t bear to do that. ‘The talk in the pub was that Nell was asking questions about a local girl who went missing.’

‘Local girl? Oh, no.’ Frankie’s voice cracked.

Ifan moved to her and pulled her into a hug. ‘Everything is going to be alright.’

She clung to him. ‘I’m scared.’

‘You don’t have to be. I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise. Listen, the police are going to want to talk to you.’

Frankie stiffened. ‘No… I can’t.’

‘Yes, you can. I’ll talk you through what to say. I’ll be with you the whole time.’ He could feel her trembling.

‘I can’t go back to work. Her friend has booked in. There’s going to be questions. I can’t face it.’

Ifan stroked her head. ‘Take a few days off. I’ll tell Nathan you’re ill. I’m sure things will quiet down.’

What he really wanted to tell her was to pack up, grab the kids, and they would run, but it was too late for that now.
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Chapter Seven

An early morning mist covered the valley outside the police station. Meadows was sitting at his desk. He’d already checked in with the search team and updated the incident board. Paskin was sitting at her desk with her fingers flying over the keyboard, and Edris had just brought in a tray of tea.

DS Stefan Blackwell sauntered into the office. Built like a bulldog, he had small, serious eyes, a gruff voice, and rarely smiled.

‘How did it go in court?’ Meadows asked.

‘Unanimous guilty verdict.’

‘Good result then,’ Edris said.

Blackwell grunted and sat down at his desk.

DC Reena Valentine was last to arrive. She was the youngest member of the team, and her enthusiasm radiated from her like sunshine. Today, she wore her jet-black hair loose, and her hazel eyes were bright with excitement.

‘Nell Aubury. I can’t believe it,’ she said.

Edris rolled his eyes. ‘Not you as well.’

‘Am I missing something?’ Blackwell said.

Meadows filled him in.

‘I’ve watched every episode,’ Valentine said.

‘That could be useful,’ Meadows said. ‘I watched a few last night.’ He moved to the incident board and the team gathered around. ‘We’re now into the fourth day. Ground searches haven’t turned up anything in the area where Nell’s car was found. They are widening their search. Forensics is working on the car. They found nothing that would indicate a struggle. Uniform is canvassing the area, but there are very few farmhouses in that vicinity.’

‘The internet is blowing up,’ Paskin said. ‘#findnell has gone viral.’

‘Anything of interest?’

‘Most think she’s stumbled on something. Theories seem to revolve around the Melody Harries case, as that was the last feature to air.’

‘They may be right,’ Edris said.

‘Names are being circulated. Carl Harries, Melody’s father, crops up a lot.’ Paskin swiped her tablet and read aloud. ‘“I think they should question Melody’s father. He obviously killed his daughter, and now he’s trying to stop Nell and Nesta from getting to the truth.”’

Meadows sighed. ‘Poor man. Better put out a post asking the public not to speculate.’

Paskin nodded. ‘He’s not the only one bearing the brunt of it. The trolls are going after Nesta Jones. Her husband has been missing for almost nine years. That’s being dragged up with the suggestion that she got rid of him and now Nell so she can have all the money generated from the YouTube channel.’

‘I remember reading something about Nesta’s husband,’ Valentine said. ‘Went to work one morning and never returned.’

‘That explains why she was so anxious when we first met her. This has probably opened old wounds,’ Meadows said. ‘She knows the odds of finding Nell alive or of never knowing what happened to her friend.’

‘Two people close to her go missing,’ Blackwell said. ‘It’s no wonder the trolls are out in force. Maybe we should take a closer look.’

Paskin shook her head. ‘Nesta was filming at another location when Nell went missing.’

‘I think our focus should be the source Nell was meeting on Monday morning,’ Meadows said. ‘They claimed to have had information on Melody Harries. Tech is looking at the voicemail Nell left. They are going to enhance the recording. Someone interrupted Nell during that call, and we need to identify that person.’

Valentine sat forward in her chair. ‘Do you think we should put out an appeal for the source to contact us? If they had nothing to do with Nell’s disappearance, then they’ve no reason not to come forward. We can emphasise that their identity and any information will be confidential.’

Edris shook his head. ‘It’s more likely the source was involved in Nell’s disappearance. They probably wanted to stop her from finding out what happened to Melody.’

Blackwell looked over at Edris. ‘That wouldn’t make sense. If this person is involved, they got away with it for twenty years. Why stir things up?’

‘He’s got a point,’ Paskin said.

‘Nell turning up may have rattled someone,’ Meadows said. ‘The problem is, we have two missing girls. One local, Callie Thomas, and Melody Harries, who went missing from near St Clears. Thirty miles between the two locations. It is possible that either, or both, are connected to this investigation. I’ve requested the files.’ He nodded to Edris.

‘Nell’s laptop and handbag, along with mobile phone, purse, and various items, were found in her car. One of those items was a letter, supposedly sent by Trudy Thomas, asking Nell and Nesta to appeal for information on her daughter Callie. Trudy claimed she never sent this letter,’ Edris said.

Meadows pointed to the incident board. ‘If you look at the letter, it contains a lot of information about the investigation and personal information. It all checks out.’

‘Could someone have sent the letter to lure Nell to the area?’ Valentine asked.

‘The letter is addressed to Nell and Nesta, so there would be no way of knowing who would turn up,’ Meadows said. ‘It sounds like the letter writer wants Callie Thomas to be found. If not the family, then who?’

Folland walking in interrupted the briefing. ‘They’re bloody everywhere.’

‘Who?’ Meadows asked.

‘TikTokers and whatever other social media channels they are feeding. We’re inundated with complaints. They are causing chaos on the back roads, trespassing on land, leaving gates open, and knocking on doors.’

Blackwell huffed. ‘Fuck my life. Threaten the buggers with arrest. Bring a few in to make an example.’

‘We can’t stop them driving on a public road or walking on the mountain,’ Folland said. ‘Hanes is already pitching a fit about being filmed while trying to sort out the traffic. One idiot tried to get past a Land Rover and ended up in a ditch. He’s waiting for a farmer to pull out the car with a tractor, only the farmer is taking his sweet time.’

‘There you go,’ Blackwell said. ‘Filming without consent.’

‘Just send Blackwell to sort them out,’ Edris said.

Blackwell scowled at Edris. ‘I’ve got better things to do with my time.’

‘Haven’t we all,’ Folland said. ‘Nathan Ellis has put in three calls. He wants a car sent over, but we’re stretched as it is. I thought if you were passing the area, you could pop in.’

‘What’s his problem?’ Edris asked.

‘Apparently, the pub is packed with people.’

‘You’d think he’d be happy,’ Edris said. ‘Tell him to put up his prices.’

Folland sighed. ‘Anyway, I know you’ve got your hands full. The sooner you find Nell Aubury, the quicker we can all get back to normal. I’m glad it’s my last day tomorrow. Not my circus anymore.’ He glanced at the incident board, then stepped closer.

Meadows saw Folland stiffen as he stared at the information on the board. ‘Are you OK?’

Folland nodded. ‘Callie Thomas. I remember that case well. I took the initial call.’

Meadows moved next to him. ‘You may be able to help us. This letter.’ He pointed. ‘Someone is impersonating Trudy Thomas.’

‘Poor woman has been through enough,’ Folland said. ‘I’d better see what I can do to calm things down. I’ll catch up with you later.’

Edris raised his eyebrows when Folland left.

‘Some cases just stay with you,’ Meadows said. ‘I imagine that was a reminder that he wasn’t able to give the family answers.’

Before Meadows could continue with the briefing, Chris Harley from tech walked in, carrying a laptop and a file. Chris had a mass of curly hair, dark-rimmed glasses, and was one of the few people who equalled Meadows’ height.

‘I’ve unlocked Nell Aubury’s phone,’ Chris said. He handed Meadows a sheet of paper from the file. ‘Here are the details of the calls she made and received in the past week. I’ve included her contact list. No withheld numbers or unknowns. Her last call was to Nesta Jones.’

‘At least it tells us that the source she was meeting didn’t make contact by phone call or text,’ Meadows said.

Chris nodded. ‘Nothing about a meeting in her emails.’ He put the laptop on Meadows’ desk, sat down, and called up a file. The team gathered around.

‘This is the last file she worked on,’ Chris said. ‘As you can see, it relates to a search for a man called Hywel Lane. He was the previous owner of Coedwig Farm in Llandysul. The file contains Land Registry forms, electoral roll, and other requests for information. This file was in the folder for Melody Harries. Nell’s last internet searches are mainly for information on Callie Thomas. There are also some videos that she uploaded on Sunday evening.’ Chris switched to the media files and clicked play.

The screen filled with images of the Thomases’ farm, which appeared to be taken from the mountain above. The camera had moved to take in the castle and surrounding area. Next was a clip showing the village of Trapp. The final one was of Carreg Cennen Castle.

‘At least we know where she’s been,’ Valentine said.

‘That’s all there is,’ Chris said. ‘She took the videos on her phone, uploaded them, and then deleted them.’

‘OK. Thanks, Chris,’ Meadows said.

‘No problem,’ Chris said. ‘I’ll keep working on the laptop. I might recover some deleted files.’

Once Chris had left, Blackwell huffed. ‘We’ve got fuck all. Now everyone and their cat will be on social media commenting on the case. I’ve seen how these things go. They’ll go out of their way to make us look incompetent.’

Meadows knew Blackwell was right, but concentrating on the negative wasn’t his style. He turned to Paskin. ‘Did you uncover anything in the background checks?’

‘Nothing jumps out with Nell Aubury or her family. Clean record. The only thing of interest with Nesta Jones is her missing husband. She declared him legally dead last year.’

‘I’m surprised she didn’t run a feature about him on the show,’ Valentine said.

‘Maybe because she knows what happened to him,’ Blackwell said.

‘There have been some nasty comments about Nesta and her husband on social media over the past twenty-four hours,’ Paskin said. ‘Nesta’s husband, Greg Jones, is listed as missing on the Last Seen Wearing website. The ones that don’t make the programme get put on the website with their stories and calls for information. Do you want me to request the file?’

‘I think it’s worth looking into,’ Meadows said. ‘Meanwhile, it’s clear that the source made contact with Nell face to face. That’s where we should start. Did Nathan Ellis provide a list of staff and customers?’

Paskin nodded.

‘We need to trace, interview and eliminate everyone who could have come into contact with Nell. Blackwell and Valentine, can you make a start with the customers?’

Valentine and Blackwell nodded their agreement.

‘Edris and I will interview the staff. Paskin, I’ll leave you to find out what you can on Hywel Lane and Coedwig Farm.’

* * *

Meadows drove up the pitted track leading to Ifan and Frankie’s cottage.

‘Interesting that neither of them turned up for work this morning,’ Edris said. ‘Frankie is supposed to be ill, but that shouldn’t have stopped Ifan from going in.’

‘They’ve got children. I expect he stayed back to help get them off to school.’ Meadows parked the car behind a silver hatchback. ‘His car is here, so we won’t have to go looking for him.’

The whitewashed cottage had small windows and a wooden door. Meadows noticed the wood rotting on the door frame and windowsills, but someone had maintained the area in front well. Rose bushes lined the path, and large plant pots with colourful blooms stood on either side of the door.

High wooden panels made up a fence that blocked the view on one side of the cottage. Brick pillars held up the fence, and they looked at odds with the cottage’s style. One panel served as a door and was padlocked. On the other side, a garage adjoined the cottage and reached the high outer wall.

‘They like their privacy,’ Meadows commented.

Edris nodded. ‘Maybe they’re growing more than vegetables around the back.’

Ifan opened the door before they had knocked.

‘You’re here about the missing woman. Nathan said you would call around.’

‘We just need to ask you a couple of questions,’ Meadows said.

Ifan stood back. ‘Come in.’

He led them through to the kitchen, where Frankie was waiting. She wore denim dungarees and a navy blue T-shirt. Her pink hair was spiky, and beneath her thick-rimmed glasses her eyes were pale blue.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you today, especially as we heard you were not very well,’ Meadows said.

‘I’… erm…’ Frankie looked at Ifan.

Ifan moved to stand next to her. ‘Frankie doesn’t like being around lots of people. The Sycamore has been crowded, so we thought it best to stay away until things calm down. Nathan and Steff don’t mind.’

Frankie nodded. ‘I… I get anxious.’

‘I understand,’ Meadows said. ‘I don’t like crowds myself. Lucky we live here. We don’t have to go far to escape the world.’

Frankie smiled.

‘Have a seat,’ Ifan said. He indicated the heavy oak table that had six matching chairs crammed around it.

Meadows sat down and looked around as Edris took a seat and pulled out his notebook. The kitchen units looked old and worn, and a few tiles had come off the wall behind the sink. Children’s artwork decorated the walls, and a school schedule was stuck to the fridge door. Although the entire kitchen needed refurbishment, it felt clean and homely.

Frankie and Ifan made no move to join them at the table and remained standing against the kitchen worktop.

‘How long have you lived here?’ Meadows asked.

‘It was my grandmother’s cottage,’ Ifan said. ‘We moved in to help her when she was ill. She left it to us.’

‘It’s a nice location. Peaceful.’

‘It was until yesterday,’ Ifan said. ‘There’s been traffic up and down the road and people wandering about. We had a few knocking at the door and asking questions. I hope it’s not going to carry on much longer.’

‘We’ve had several complaints, and we are working hard to keep the area clear. I understand you both work at the Sycamore.’

They both nodded.

‘Frankie, did you talk to Nell during her stay?’

Frankie shifted closer to Ifan. ‘A little. I took her breakfast on the Sunday and Monday morning. She was very friendly.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘Just about the area, and how long I have lived here. She asked if I knew anything about a local girl who had gone missing.’

‘Callie Thomas?’

Frankie nodded.

‘Did you know her?’

‘No. It was before I moved here.’

Meadows looked at Ifan.

Ifan gave Frankie a quick glance. ‘Yeah, I knew her.’

Frankie looked at Ifan and raised her eyebrows.

‘I didn’t know her well. She went to the same school but was a few years below. She caught the same bus.’

Frankie stared at Ifan, and colour rose in his cheeks.

‘Did Nell ask you about her?’ Meadows asked.

Ifan shook his head. ‘I saw her when she arrived, but she didn’t talk to me.’

‘Did you see her talk to anyone else?’

‘Some locals. She was in the bar on Saturday and Sunday.’

Meadows looked at Frankie. ‘Did you notice Nell talking to anyone?’

‘Erm… A woman. She walks her dog past the pub every day.’ She looked at Ifan. ‘You know the one with a black Labrador.’

‘Alissa.’

‘Do you know her surname?’ Edris asked.

Ifan shook his head.

‘Does the name Melody Harries mean anything to you?’ Meadows asked

Frankie shook her head.

Ifan thought for a moment. ‘I don’t think so. There was a girl in school with me, but I’m sure her name was Melanie. I could be mistaken.’

‘She was from the St Clears area and went missing the same year as Callie Thomas.’

‘No, I’m sure I haven’t heard of her.’

Meadows gave Edris a nod.

‘We’re asking everyone who came into contact with Nell for their movements on Monday.’

Frankie’s eyes widened. ‘Why? Do you think something bad has happened to her?’

Ifan took her hand. ‘It’s OK. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’ He looked at Meadows. ‘That’s right, isn’t it? You’re not suggesting that someone is going around attacking women.’

Meadows saw the colour had drained from Frankie’s face. His first thought was that perhaps she’d had a bad experience in the past. It would account for her anxiety.

‘We are looking into all possibilities. Even if it is the case that Nell’s come to some harm, it may be an isolated case. We just need to know your whereabouts so we can eliminate you from our inquiries.’

‘We dropped the kids off at school, then went to the Sycamore,’ Ifan said. ‘I was working in the new units there all day. I popped into the bar at lunchtime for a sandwich, picked the kids up from school, then carried on working. I had a pint in the evening and then came home.’

Edris looked at Frankie. ‘Did you stay at the Sycamore all day?’

Frankie shook her head. ‘I took Nell her breakfast, then cleaned the bar and the unit.’

‘Did you see Nell again before she left?’

‘Yes, she’d left her coat in the room. I caught up with her at her car.’

‘Did she say where she was going?’ Edris asked.

‘No. She was on the phone. She just thanked me. I left the Sycamore around half eleven and came home.’

‘Did you see any cars parked at the viewing point?’

Frankie shook her head and watched Edris scribble in his notebook.

‘Did you stay home for the rest of the day?’

‘I worked in the garden until half past two, then I went to pick the kids up.’

Edris stop writing and his eyes moved up the page. He looked up at Ifan. ‘You said you picked up the children.’

‘Frankie picked them up, then came to the Sycamore. I drove them all home, then went back to work. We only have one car.’

Edris’ phone rang. He looked at the screen and then excused himself. Frankie and Ifan watched him leave and an uncomfortable silence filled the room.

‘Did you pass any cars when you dropped Frankie and the children home, or on your way back?’ Meadows asked.

Ifan nodded. ‘Two. Cerith Thomas pulled in to let me pass near the cattle grid. Then another car near the crossroads. I didn’t know the driver.’

‘Male or female?’

‘Male. I would guess in his thirties.’

‘What about the car?’

‘I think it was black. Sorry, I wasn’t paying that much attention.’

‘That’s fine,’ Meadows said. ‘Maybe it will come back to you later.’

Edris came back into the kitchen and gave Meadows a subtle look, which meant they needed to go.

Meadows stood up. ‘Thank you for your time.’ He saw Frankie’s shoulders drop and the tension leave her face. ‘We’ll see ourselves out.’

Once they were outside, Edris turned to Meadows. ‘They’ve found a body.’
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Chapter Eight

I woke up with a horrible taste in my mouth, and it felt full. I thought at first I must be biting down on my duvet. My head was pounding. In fact, everything hurt. I tried to recall what I had been doing before I went to sleep. I knew I’d been having some sort of nightmare. Slowly, it came back to me. The party. Drinking too much. Walking home in the dark. Flagging down the minivan. The hand over my mouth. A man forcing a cloth into it. Fear paralysed me. I hadn’t been dreaming. This was actually happening.

I was lying on my side with my face resting against a ridged metal surface. Vibrations moved through my body, and I could hear the drone of an engine. I tried to move, but someone had tied my hands behind my back and bound my legs. It was dark in the back of the van apart from the weak light that came from the dashboard. I guessed we must have been travelling on a back road. I wriggled and rolled until I hit the side of the van, then began bashing my heels against the side.

He turned the radio on.

I tilted my head back and tried to shout. Only a muffled sound came out. The cloth was still in my mouth, and tape held it in place. The volume was turned up and the music vibrated through my body.

I was sober now and scared. My heart hammered against my chest, and I struggled to breathe through the gag. I had no idea how long I’d been out of it. I guessed I was being driven to some remote location. Then what? My only chance of survival was to get free. Even if that meant jumping from a moving vehicle. I thrashed against the van, twisting and pulling against my binds, until I was exhausted. Then I lay there, imagining the horrors that awaited me.

The journey seemed endless and part of me wanted it to end. The torture of my imagination was unbearable. As the van travelled around corners, I was flung around. Then it slowed, and I felt every bump as it rocked back and forth. Wherever we were, we had left the smooth tarmac of the road. Then we stopped, and my whole body trembled.

The engine died along with the music. I heard the door open and close, then footsteps. The back door of the van opened, and light streamed in. Without warning, he grabbed me by the ankles and dragged me to the open doors. I whimpered as he pulled me up so that I was sitting with my legs dangling out of the van.

He was wearing a head torch, and all I could see was a pair of eyes and a mouth. A balaclava covered the rest of his face.

He reached past me and grabbed a heavy torch, placed it beside me, then switched it on. Next, I saw the glint of a knife, and warmth trickled down my legs.

‘I’m going to free your legs. Don’t run – there is nowhere to go, and you’ll only end up hurting yourself.’

He leaned down and sliced the knife through the tape on my legs before pulling me up onto my feet. I wobbled, and his hand gripped my upper arm.

‘Come on. We need to get you inside.’

I didn’t recognise his voice but his accent was local. He yanked me forward.

I thought my legs would give way, but somehow I walked. The torch beam illuminated the dirt and gravel ground. It looked like we were in a yard. Ahead, I could just make out the outline of an outbuilding. I tried to look around, but beyond the beam of torchlight was inky darkness. No sign of a house. As we neared the building, panic took hold of me. I pulled against his grip and dug my heels in. I was like an animal trying to escape the slaughterhouse, but it was no use. He was too strong for me. He set the torch down and dragged me the rest of the way.

Algae-stained black corrugated-steel sheets made up the building, and the bolts and padlocks looked new. He opened the door and shoved me inside. Dampness and decay permeated the air. This is where I’m going to die, I thought. No one was looking for me. My mum and dad thought I was safe. My friends would assume I was home. I imagined my mother’s horror when she would discover I was missing. By then, it would be too late. Sobs wracked my body. I wanted my mum.

‘Over here,’ he said, and nudged me forward.

We walked across the dirt floor, and I saw three bales of hay in a row against the far wall. A blanket was lying on top. Then I caught sight of the chains bolted to the walls. I tried to run, but he grabbed me by the hair.

‘If you do as you are told, this will be over soon.’

A quick death was all I could hope for now. I was paralysed with fear. He moved me like a doll. Sitting me on a bale of hay and then fixing a chain to each ankle. He cut the tape on my wrists, secured the chains, then reached down and put his hand on my knee. I flinched.

‘I’m not a pervert,’ he snapped.

I saw his eyes move to the wet patch on my clothes. ‘Oh, you’ve had an accident. You don’t have to be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.’

I tried to speak then, but the gag made it impossible.

‘Let me take that off for you. It won’t make any difference. No one will hear you out here.’

He yanked at the tape, and it tore at my skin. I spat out the rag.

‘Why are you doing this?’ I asked.

‘The less you know, the better. If you do what I say, everything will be alright. I need to go now, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

He left and the darkness closed in around me. I heard the bolts sliding across the door, footsteps on the gravel, and then the sound of the engine starting. I listened as the vehicle pulled away and faded into the distance. Then I screamed. I beat at the wall with my chained hands, kicked and yelled until my voice was hoarse. Nothing. Just the sound of my rapid breathing.

Exhaustion cloaked me. I curled up on the bales of hay and pulled the blanket over me. My whole body ached and my mouth was dry. Silent tears ran down my face as a feeling of helplessness washed over me. Maybe he would leave me here to starve to death. That was preferable to the other things that ran through my mind. Whatever his plans, I knew I would never see my family again.

At some point, I fell asleep. Daylight filtering through the grimy windows woke me up. My limbs were stiff, and my throat parched. I sat up and looked around. The floor consisted mainly of compacted dirt until it reached a wide block of concrete that ran the length of the wall opposite. Rusted metal railings ran at intervals to create stalls. I could see a gully on the other side of the concrete. I assumed this place was an old-style milking shed, although there was no equipment. There were some old tools piled in the far corner, but they were of no use to me. My chains only allowed me to move from the wall to the bales of hay.

The silence in the shed was absolute, and I had never felt so alone. There was no way to tell the time, so I didn’t know if anyone realised I was missing. At some point, there would be a search. I’d likely be on the news, but how could anyone find me here? I tried to wriggle my hands free from the chains, pulling and pushing until my skin was raw. The stench of sweat and urine from my clothes clung to me. This is what fear smelled like.

I lay back down on the bales of hay and watched the dust motes dance in the light until my eyes became heavy with fatigue. It was sometime later that the sound of an engine stirred me from my stupor. He was back. I couldn’t stop my body from trembling as I heard the door to the van slam and then the bolts slide back on the shed door.

‘Sorry I was so long,’ he said.

He was still wearing the balaclava, but his eyes didn’t look so menacing in the light. He was carrying a backpack, and when he reached me, he placed it on the floor and opened the zipper.

‘You must be thirsty.’ He plucked a bottle of water from the bag and handed it to me.

I grabbed the bottle, twisted off the lid, and gulped down the water.

‘I’ve got some more for you.’ He took three bottles from the bag and placed them next to me. ‘Did you sleep OK?’

The question was something you would ask a guest in your house. He had to be mad, deluded. I was afraid to answer. If I said no, then it could anger him. If I said yes, he’d think it was OK to keep me here.

‘You can talk to me.’ He plonked himself down next to me.

‘I want to go home.’

‘Not yet.’

The yet gave me some hope, but what did he have planned for me before he’d let me go? Maybe that’s why he kept his balaclava on. As long as I didn’t see his face, he would think it safe to free me. I just needed to play along.

‘I brought you something to eat.’ He took a sandwich from the bag and opened the wrapper. ‘Here.’ He held it to my mouth.

I turned my head away. ‘Please just let me go.’

He ignored my pleas.

‘I’ve got some other things for you. Wait there.’

He left and came back a few minutes later with a bag of clothes and a bucket.

‘Stand up.’

I did as I was told.

‘I’ll help you get changed.’

I shook my head and backed up against the wall.

‘You can’t stay in those clothes. They’re stinking. We’ll start with your legs.’

He crouched down and unlocked the chains on my ankles, then reached up to undress me. I froze at first, but when he pulled on the zip, I brought my knee up. I felt his teeth crash against my kneecap. He yelped, jumped up, and drew back his fist. I braced myself for the impact. It didn’t come. Instead, he stood there wide-eyed and breathing hard.

‘What did you do that for? I told you I wasn’t a pervert. I’m trying to help you. You must have taken your clothes off in front of a man before.’

I shook my head.

‘How old are you?’

‘Fifteen.’

He stepped back. ‘No… no… you’re supposed to be older. Fuck.’ He put his hands to his head and started pacing. ‘You’re just a child.’

‘Then let me go,’ I cried. ‘Please.’

He stopped and looked at me. ‘What were you doing out in the middle of the night? Walking alone? Don’t your parents care about you?’

A flash of anger ignited within me. ‘It’s you who shouldn’t be out at night. You attacked me. You’re a sicko.’

‘I can’t do this. I’ve got to think.’ He headed for the door.

‘Wait. Don’t leave me here.’

He ignored me and left. I waited to hear the engine start up but the only sound was him muttering to himself. I couldn’t make out the words. Eventually, he came back in.

‘I’m going to take the chain off one of your wrists so you can get changed and use the bucket. If you try anything, I’ll have no choice but to strip you myself.’

I nodded. He left the shed after removing the chain. I used the bucket, then changed into the jogging bottoms he’d provided. He came back to secure my ankles and free my other arm so I could put on the jumper. He left then and didn’t come back until the next day. He brought more water, snacks, and longer chains. I could now move a few feet, and it meant that I didn’t have to have the bucket so close to where I was sleeping.

A couple of days later, he turned up with a book.

‘I thought it might help pass the time,’ he said.

I looked at the cover. ‘The Mabinogion?’

‘It’s a book of Welsh legends.’

‘I know what it is,’ I snapped. ‘How long are you going to keep me here?’

‘It’s not up to me,’ he said.

This was new information. It never occurred to me that he wasn’t acting alone. ‘What do you mean?’

He stepped back. ‘I have to go.’

‘Who is it up to? Did someone ask you to take me?’

He was already walking towards the door. ‘I can’t talk about it.’ He left then.

I tried to keep track of the days. They were long and lonely. I’d read the book from cover to cover. The stories were disturbing, with the women always mistreated, but they found their escape. I was beginning to think I would never leave this place. It got to where I looked forward to his visits. He would sometimes stay and talk. I learned not to ask him too many questions, as that would make him leave. The days dragged by, and I lost count. Had it been ten days? I think it was probably more.

He brought food, water, and clothes. I longed to take a shower and brush my teeth. The shed reeked because he only emptied the bucket when it was full. Then everything changed.

I heard the van arrive, but this time I heard two doors slam, then voices. At first, I thought someone had stumbled upon the place. The voices were getting closer, and I was about to shout out when I heard something that turned my blood to ice.

‘Where is she?’

‘Inside.’

‘OK. Let’s have some fun.’
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Chapter Nine

Meadows looked in his rear-view mirror. ‘Nesta is following us.’

‘I guess she’s going to find out soon enough,’ Edris said. ‘All these people around the search area would have picked up on the extra activity. It’s probably all over social media.’

‘That’s what worries me. There’s Nell’s family to consider. The last thing they need is–’ Meadows hit the brakes as a car sped around the bend.

Edris put his hand out against the dashboard as he was flung forward. ‘Bloody idiots!’

There were two young adults in the other car. The male driver was laughing, while his female companion had a look of shock on her face.

‘Shall I get out and flash my warrant card?’ Edris asked.

Meadows shook his head. ‘Waste of time. Besides, we need to move before someone else comes around the bend and hits them.’ He put the car in reverse and looked over his shoulder. Nesta scowled but moved backwards.

Once they reached a passing spot, the other driver gave them a thumbs up and drove off. Meadows continued driving until he met another car. By the fifth time, Edris was losing his cool.

‘Let them reverse this time.’

‘They’re going to have to,’ Meadows said. ‘There are three cars behind me now.’

Finally, they reached the viewpoint. Meadows parked between the forensics van and a police car. The patrol car that had been following behind Nesta had stopped at the crossroads with the lights flashing to stop the traffic. Nesta was already out of the car and on the opposite side of the road.

Meadows jumped out of the car. ‘Nesta!’

Nesta turned. Her face was a mask of anguish. ‘You’ve found her, haven’t you?’

‘I can’t tell you that for certain,’ Meadows said. ‘You can’t stay here. I’ll get an officer to escort you back.’

Nesta shook her head.

‘Please,’ Meadows said. ‘You won’t be able to follow us.’

‘Then I’ll wait here.’

Meadows called over PC Abbey Taylor, who took Nesta to wait in the police car. He moved away to speak to PC Hanes.

‘A member of the public found her up by one of the burial cairns,’ Hanes said. He glanced across at Nesta. ‘Erm… There’s something else. When we arrived, someone was flying a drone. They took off when they saw us but looks like they’ve already uploaded footage to social media.’

Anger rose in Meadows. ‘Get hold of tech. I want the person responsible found, and the post taken down. You can send Blackwell to arrest them.’

Hanes nodded.

Meadows turned to Edris. ‘Better put your boots on.’

The rough mountain grass was uneven beneath their feet. Previous hikers had left a narrow trail through the grass, but it wasn’t easy to follow. Bogs, reeds, and sinkholes riddled the area. Wild horses and sheep watched their progress.

‘I’m glad no one is filming,’ Edris said. ‘These boots don’t go with these trousers.’

Meadows smiled. ‘I don’t think a plastered ankle would be a good look, either.’ He stopped and turned to look at the cars parked at the viewing point. ‘We’ve come quite a distance already. I can’t see anyone being able to carry a body up here. Even a quad bike wouldn’t make it on this terrain.’

‘Maybe she arranged to meet someone at the top,’ Edris said. ‘Or perhaps she just wanted to take a look and had an accident. She wouldn’t be the first to get into trouble on the mountain.’

They continued upwards. The wind picked up, and Meadows zipped up his coat. Edris was huffing and puffing beside him. As they reached the top, the air carried the unmistakable smell of death. Bile rose in Meadows’ throat. It was a stench that you could never get used to. It permeated the atmosphere and clung to your clothing. Edris pulled his collar over his mouth.

The first cairn came into view. It was nothing more than a mound of grey jagged limestones, but the size was impressive. Standing around three metres high on an eighteen-metre base, it loomed above them. Forensics had erected a white tent to the left, which rippled in the wind.

As they approached, Mike, the head of the forensic team, met them. ‘A Bronze Age burial cairn. A first for me,’ Mike said.

Another man came to join them.

‘This is Theo,’ Mike said and introduced Meadows and Edris.

‘The stand-in pathologist,’ Meadows said. ‘I’ve heard all about you. Nice to meet you.’

Theo pulled down his mask. ‘Ah. You’re Daisy’s husband. How is she?’

‘Good. Thanks.’

‘Shall we take a look?’ Theo suggested.

Meadows nodded.

It was a battle to get on the protective clothing in the wind, and Edris had to hold onto Meadows to steady himself.

‘Watch your footing,’ Mike said as they approached the tent. ‘The stones move underfoot.’

They stepped into the tent, and the rotting smell intensified. Meadows breathed through his mouth as he looked down at the swollen, discoloured hand protruding from the stones. Maggots wriggled on the flesh, and flies hovered above. He moved in closer and saw strands of strawberry blonde hair poking through the gap in the stones.

‘No wonder search and rescue didn’t spot her from the helicopter,’ Edris said.

Meadows nodded. ‘Someone took their time to conceal the body. It wouldn’t have been easy and would have taken some time.’

‘Can we get some photos and then move these stones?’ Theo asked.

A photographer entered the tent and took a series of photographs from different angles. Then the slow process of moving the stones began. Edris left the tent as the movement released more gases from the body. They bagged and labelled each stone before moving it out of the tent. Bit by bit they uncovered the body, which lay face up.

Meadows looked down at the bloated face, and sadness washed over him. She was unrecognisable from the smiling woman he had watched on the vlog.

‘Judging from the hair colour and clothing, I would say this is Nell Aubury,’ he said.

Theo crouched down and began his examination. ‘Looks like there is a wound on the side of her head.’

Meadows looked closer. Bloodstains were visible on her clothing. ‘Do you think that’s what killed her?’

‘Difficult to tell. Head wounds bleed a lot, and this isn’t the worst I’ve seen. She may have had a weakness that caused an internal bleed.’ He gently moved her head. ‘I can’t see any more head wounds, but it’s difficult to carry out a thorough examination here.’

‘Can you give me an idea of how long she’s been dead?’

‘Given the condition of the body, I’d say a few days.’

‘She went missing on Monday. So I guess that fits.’

‘I can try to narrow it down, but I don’t need to tell you it’s not an exact science.’

Meadows nodded. ‘I’ll leave you to get on. I appreciate you coming out.’

‘I prefer to see the body in situ,’ Theo said. ‘I’ll do my best to get the post-mortem done over the weekend.’

‘Thank you.’

Meadows left the tent and waited until he was at the crest of the hilltop, with an oncoming wind, before pulling down his mask. He breathed in the fresh mountain air and looked around. He could see the peak of the Black Mountain, the castle, and as far as the Loughor estuary. There was a serenity to the place, which was at odds with the violent death just a few metres away.

Edris came to stand alongside him. ‘Do you think this place is significant? There are easier places to hide a body.’

Meadows nodded. ‘There is also the time it would have taken to walk up here, cover the body, and get back down to move Nell’s car. Then they would have to walk, either to the viewing point or to their own vehicle.’

‘Risky,’ Edris said.

‘Come on. We’d better break the news to Nesta.’

* * *

Meadows handed Nesta a box of tissues. She took one and blew her nose.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry. I just can’t seem to pull myself together.’

‘It’s OK. Take your time.’

They were sitting in the quiet room at the police station. It was a place where officers could take a break during their shift. Nesta hadn’t wanted to go back to the Sycamore, where she would risk running into the social media crowd. Edris came into the room and handed Nesta a mug of tea before taking a seat.

‘Is it definitely Nell?’ Nesta asked.

‘There will have to be a formal identification, but we’re fairly certain.’

‘I can do the identification. I wouldn’t want to put Nell’s parents through that.’

Meadows shook his head. ‘Nell has been outside for the last three days. I’d advise you not to see her. We can do the identification from dental records.’

Fresh tears pooled in Nesta’s eyes. ‘I need to tell her parents.’

‘It’s all taken care of. The family liaison officer is with them.’

‘I take it you are treating her death as suspicious?’

Meadows nodded.

Nesta put her hands to her face. ‘I can’t believe she’s gone.’

Meadows let her have a moment before speaking again. ‘How did you and Nell meet?’

Nesta took another tissue and dabbed her eyes. ‘I expect you know by now that my husband, Greg, went missing nine years ago.’

‘I was sorry to hear about that. It must make this situation even more difficult for you,’ Meadows said.

‘I’m guessing you’ve read the comments online.’

‘We can try to track the source, get them removed,’ Edris said.

‘Don’t waste your time. I can handle it. I’d rather you used all your resources to find out who did this to Nell.’ Her eyes hardened. ‘This has nothing to do with Greg!’ She rubbed her hands over her face and sighed. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s fine,’ Meadows said.

‘Greg went missing before I met Nell, although that is the reason we met.

‘When he left, my life fell apart. I couldn’t face work and eventually lost my job. Friends stopped calling around, and even my family had had enough. I just couldn’t let it go. The torment of not knowing almost drove me over the edge. With no job, I couldn’t pay the bills and lost the house.

‘I saw an advertisement in the local shop for a flat share. Nell was renting back then and wanted to save for a deposit on a house. We hit it off. She already had her vlogs, and she persuaded me to join her. She thought I would bring a different perspective to the show and could empathise with the families. It gave me the distraction I needed, and I no longer felt alone. Anyway, it took off in a big way. We made enough money for Nell to get her house, and I got back on my feet. We even got sponsorship and funding for a cameraman. Having Kai meant we could concentrate on more cases instead of the technical stuff.’

‘There were a lot of calls between Kai and Nell,’ Meadows said. ‘Was that usual?’

Nesta nodded.

‘We’ve been able to access the files on Nell’s laptop. Her last searches mainly relate to Callie Thomas, but she also had a document on a Hywel Lane. It was filed under Melody Harries. Do you know anything about that?’

‘Hywel Lane was the owner of Coedwig Farm. It’s a smallholding in Llandysul. Rhodri and Betsan Llewelyn bought it thirteen years ago. They contacted us by email shortly after the first episode featuring Melody went out. The house had been empty for years before they bought it and had fallen into disrepair. No electricity or running water. There was, however, evidence that someone had been living there. What piqued our interest was their description of it looking like a prison. Bars on the windows and locks on all the internal doors. This was seven years after Melody went missing, so they thought nothing of it at the time. Then they saw the appeal.’

Meadows sat forward. ‘You think Melody could have been held there, and Hywel Lane was involved in her disappearance?’

‘Why did you not pass on this information?’ Edris asked.

‘It’s not that simple,’ Nesta said. ‘We have no evidence that Hywel Lane was involved in anything untoward. We were trying to find out when he had last occupied the house. It could also have been squatters living there. We thought it was worth looking into. It’s only around a forty-minute drive from St Clears to Llandysul. It’s possible Melody could have been held there. Anyway, I spoke to Betsan. She told me they had documented the work on the house. Video and photographs. They are away at the moment and not due back until Saturday. We were supposed to go and see them.’

‘Can you give me the contact details?’ Edris asked.

Nesta took out her phone and gave Edris the phone number.

‘Thank you,’ Meadows said. ‘We will follow it up.’

Nesta stood up and put her bag over her shoulder. ‘I think I’ll be OK now. Thanks for sitting with me.’

‘Will you be going home now?’ Meadows asked as they waked out of the room.

‘No, I’m going to stay on at the Sycamore. Nell met the source there, and I’m not going anywhere until I find out who that is.’

Meadows stopped at the exit to the station. ‘I don’t think that is wise. It would be much safer for you to go home. I promise we will do everything we can to find the person responsible for Nell’s death.’

Nesta pulled her shoulders back. ‘I’m sorry. You won’t change my mind. I owe it to Nell to stay. I’ll pass on any information I get, and I won’t go off alone.’ She walked out of the building.

‘You look worried,’ Edris said.

‘I am,’ Meadows said. ‘Someone killed Nell because they didn’t want her getting to the truth. I don’t think it will stop there. Nesta could end up the next target if she asks too many questions to the wrong person.’
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Chapter Ten

There was a buzz in the office as the team gathered around for the morning briefing. Photographs of the crime scene were pinned to the incident board, along with information on Melody and Callie.

‘Dental records have confirmed Nell’s identity,’ Meadows said. ‘Forensics has lifted fingerprints from a rock they believe was used in the attack. They haven’t turned up anything to suggest the killer was in Nell’s vehicle. We know she was investigating the disappearances of both Melody Harries and Callie Thomas. We will need to look closely at both cases.’

He pointed to the board. ‘Two girls, both aged fifteen. They went missing in the same year, in similar circumstances. The cases weren’t linked at the time, but could something have been missed? Our priority is to identify the source Nell was meeting and the letter writer.’

‘Do you think they are the same person?’ Valentine asked.

‘It’s possible,’ Meadows said. ‘The letter writer wanted Callie’s case looked into. It could be a guilty conscience, or perhaps someone suspects a loved one was involved. Twenty years have passed, and who knows what’s surfaced. What we know is that the letter, supposedly from Trudy Thomas, is what brought Nell here.’

‘It seems more likely that Nell’s murder is related to Callie,’ Blackwell said.

‘We can’t ignore the fact that the source claimed to have information on Melody,’ Edris said.

Meadows turned to Paskin. ‘How are you getting on with the timeline?’

‘We accounted for all Nell’s movements except the time after she left Trudy Thomas. Other than the Sycamore, she only went to Trapp and up the mountain to do some filming. She spent most of Sunday at the Sycamore, working on her laptop.’

‘She must have met the source at the Sycamore,’ Valentine said.

Blackwell nodded. ‘Who is most likely to be the killer.’

‘All staff and customers have now been interviewed,’ Meadows said. ‘We need to check their alibis and eliminate them. We’re looking for a connection to Melody, Callie, or both. Joe Thomas was drinking at the Sycamore on Saturday night. He wasn’t very happy when we spoke to Trudy.’

‘He’s a miserable bugger by all accounts,’ Blackwell said.

Meadows saw Valentine’s lips twitch and knew she would be thinking that was how most people described Blackwell.

Edris flicked through his notebook. ‘We know Ifan Maddox knew Callie, and Frankie didn’t look too happy about that.’

Meadows nodded. ‘There was a strange dynamic between the two of them. Still, I imagine anyone we interview from that area would have known Callie or her family. We need to look at everyone who was at the Sycamore over the weekend and was previously interviewed about the missing girls.’

‘I’ll get on to that,’ Valentine offered.

‘It may be worth paying Alissa Evans a visit. She was the friend that Callie was supposed to be staying with the night she went missing. Frankie says she saw Alissa talking to Nell. It will be interesting to know what they talked about,’ Meadows said.

There was a list of tasks to be actioned, which was divided among the team.

‘That’s all for now. Thanks, everyone.’ Meadows grabbed his jacket. ‘We’re off to see Melody’s parents. See you at Folland’s retirement party.’

* * *

Melody’s parents’ house was a detached property that was reached by a single-track road.

‘This is well away from the main road,’ Edris commented.

Meadows looked at the hedges on either side of the road. ‘Not dissimilar from the Thomases’ farm. Both Melody and Callie would have been walking a quiet road in darkness if they had tried to walk home the night they went missing.’

‘If someone abducted them, it would be opportunistic,’ Edris said.

‘Unless they were being followed.’

Edris nodded grimly. ‘Should be the next house,’ he said.

Meadows turned up a short drive and parked next to a green saloon. As soon as they were out of the car, Lucy Harries appeared at the door. She was a short woman with a heart-shaped face framed by chestnut hair.

‘Thank you for seeing us,’ Meadows said.

‘It’s no problem. I took the day off. My husband, Carl, is home. To be honest, he couldn’t face going into work.’

They followed Lucy into the sitting room, where a man stood up to greet them. He was tall and wiry, with a protruding Adam’s apple. His hair was grey and he had a pointed beard.

‘Carl Harries.’ He held out his hand.

Meadows shook the offered hand and introduced himself and Edris.

Lucy sat down on the sofa, and Carl sat next to her. Meadows and Edris took the armchairs. The room was painted grey, and although it was nicely furnished, it had a coldness about it. Meadows got the sense it wasn’t a happy home. He imagined this couple just moved through life, with a part of them missing. He’d sensed the same with Trudy Thomas.

‘We heard the news about Nell,’ Lucy said. ‘I can’t believe it.’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘She was a lovely lady, so kind and helpful.’

Carl looked at Meadows. ‘Does Nell’s death have something to do with Melody? Is it because she found something?’

Lucy leaned forward. ‘I read a post this morning that said Melody’s case is going to be reopened.’

‘I told you not to look at those posts,’ Carl said. ‘Have you seen what those people are writing about me? I can’t even go into work. I don’t want to leave the house.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Meadows said. ‘We are working hard to get the posts removed.’

‘It won’t do any good,’ Carl said. ‘The minute one gets taken down, another one pops up. What’s important is that I know the truth. I had nothing to do with my daughter’s disappearance. The police questioned me at the time, which I understood to be procedure. I was at home all that night. It didn’t stop the gossip. Maybe this time we will find out what happened to Mel.’

Lucy took hold of Carl’s hand. ‘We know she is never coming back. We just want to lay her to rest and be able to visit. There’s been no moving on for us. We can’t grieve as we haven’t said goodbye.’

Meadows felt the weight of their words. Two families whose lives had been torn apart. So many unanswered questions. ‘Although Melody’s case is unsolved, it was never closed,’ he said. ‘I’ll be honest with you – we will be looking for any connection between Melody’s disappearance and Nell Aubury’s death. As you are aware, there has been a lot of speculation online and media interest. It could become very intrusive for your family.’

‘We don’t care about that, especially if it gives us some answers,’ Lucy said. ‘It may jog some memories, or prompt someone to speak up about what happened that night. That was the point of doing the vlog with Nell and Nesta. We’d already prepared ourselves. It will be no different from when it happened. I’d see people looking at us with suspicion or pity. Others avoided us as they didn’t know what to say.’

Carl sighed. ‘You’re not the one that’s being accused, though.’

‘It’s just a few thoughtless idiots who have nothing better to do with their time,’ Lucy said.

Carl nodded. ‘I can ride it out. No number of accusations can compare to losing a child. When the very worst has already happened, you can’t get any lower.’

‘Our lives have never been the same,’ Lucy added. ‘We just learned to live a different life. Split in two. Before someone took Melody from us and after. Maybe knowing what happened can put the two halves together.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘I can’t promise to get you the answers, but we will review Melody’s case. It will mean going over all the details. I’d much prefer to hear about Melody from the people who love her and not just read a case file.’

Tears pooled in Lucy’s eyes. ‘Thank you.’

‘Why don’t you start by telling me a little bit about Melody?’

Lucy took a shuddering breath. ‘She was beautiful inside and out. I know every parent says that about their child, but she always drew attention, even from a young age.’

Carl smiled. ‘She was always up to mischief. She was a confident girl, smart and also kind.’

‘She could also get in a strop like any other teenager,’ Lucy added. ‘In the six months before she went missing, I noticed a change in her. I suppose it was that awkward age. Fifteen. Neither a child nor an adult. She started wearing make-up, as much as she could get away with at school. Then there were the clothes. Skirts got shorter and tops lower cut.’

‘We clashed a bit about that,’ Carl said. ‘Stupid thing to argue about. Now I wish I’d let her wear what she wanted.’

‘Did Melody appear troubled in the period leading up to her disappearance?’ Meadows asked.

Lucy shook her head. ‘No problems at school. She was getting good grades in maths and English and taking GCSE media studies. She planned to go to university.’

‘She wanted to be a journalist,’ Carl said. ‘She had dreams and plans.’

‘Would you mind telling me about the last time you saw Melody?’ Meadows asked.

Lucy twisted her wedding band. ‘It was Friday, September 30th, 2005. She’d come home from school and said she was sleeping over at her friend’s house. She got changed and packed a bag.

‘When I went to pick her up the next morning, she wasn’t there. It turns out she went to a house party. There was a lot of drinking and, apparently, older boys there. No one noticed Melody leaving. The police questioned everyone who was there that night. They even did a forensic search of the property. They found nothing to show anything untoward had happened at the house.’

‘You said Melody had a bag with her. Was that found?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yes, it was at her friend’s house. She had changed clothes before the party. She also had a handbag with her. The police never found that or her mobile phone. I don’t think she would have left the party without her friends, at least not willingly.’

‘If she wanted to come home, she could have phoned us,’ Carl said. ‘No matter what time of the night. She knew that. I could be strict with her sometimes, but I always told her that if she was in trouble, she could call me.’

‘If not Carl, then me. I was always the softer touch.’ Lucy smiled. ‘I can’t see that she would have tried to walk home. It’s too far, and there are no streetlights on our road.

‘There was no new information after the first couple of episodes that Nell and Nesta put out. We decided to try a different approach: asking whoever took Melody to let us know where she is so we can give her a proper burial. We said that they could do it anonymously. I did the appeal myself. What if someone contacted Nell? What if she tracked them down? Then it’s my fault she’s dead.’

Meadows shook his head. ‘You are not to blame. Nell, from what I’ve heard, was doing what she loved. Helping people.’ He gave Edris a nod.

Edris opened his notebook. ‘There are a few questions I’d like to ask, if that’s OK.’

‘Fire away,’ Carl said.

‘Do you have any connection to Trapp, or the surrounding area?’

‘No,’ Lucy said.

‘Do you know if Melody ever visited that area? Perhaps a visit to the castle?’

They both took a moment to think about the question. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Lucy said. ‘We never took her.’

‘Was Melody on social media?’

‘She used to spend a lot of time on the computer in the evenings,’ Carl said. ‘Back then we weren’t so aware of the dangers of the internet.’

‘She had a Myspace account, and used MSN Chat,’ Lucy added. ‘The police took the computer at the time.’

Edris wrote in his notebook, then looked up. ‘Does the name Callie Thomas mean anything to you?’

‘The name sounds familiar,’ Lucy said. ‘Who is she?’

‘She went missing from the Trapp area the same year as Melody,’ Edris said.

Carl rubbed his hand over his chin. ‘Yeah, I remember now. The police asked us about her. She was the same age as Melody.’

Lucy’s forehead creased with concentration. ‘I think I have a vague memory of her name coming up during the investigation. To be honest, some of what happened after Mel went missing is a bit of a blur.’

‘That’s understandable,’ Meadows said.

‘I take it they never found her?’ Lucy said.

Meadows shook his head. ‘The case remains open.’

Carl leaned forward. ‘Do you think the cases are connected?’

‘Honestly, I don’t know,’ Meadows said. ‘There are similarities in both cases. The police would have looked for any connection at the time, but we will review all the information.’

‘We still have all of Mel’s things packed away in the attic if you would like to take a look at them,’ Lucy said.

‘That would be useful,’ Meadows said. ‘We’ll send an officer to collect them when you are ready. Just one more thing before we go. Do you remember anything unusual happening around the time Melody went missing?’

‘Like what?’ Carl asked.

‘A stranger in the area. Someone hanging around or taking an interest in Melody.’

Both Carl and Lucy shook their heads.

‘The next-door property was having renovations, if that’s the sort of thing you mean,’ Carl said. ‘Builders came and went. I’m sure someone talked to them, but nothing came of it.’

‘OK. I think that’s all for now.’ Meadows stood up. ‘Thank you for seeing us. We will keep you updated on any developments.’

‘I’ll see you out,’ Carl said.

Meadows stepped out into the sunshine and was aware of Carl watching them as they got into the car and drove off. He opened the windows and looked at the view as he drove. Birdsong filled the air, trees danced in the breeze, and lush fields rolled out to meet the hills. It was an idyllic location. The sort of place where crime was low and you wouldn’t expect a fifteen-year-old girl to disappear.

‘I think you were right,’ Meadows said. ‘A stranger lurking in the area waiting for an opportune moment to grab someone is unlikely. If someone abducted Melody, then it’s possible they were watching her or it’s someone from the party.’

‘Or someone who knew her, like a member of the family,’ Edris said. He looked out of the window. ‘I think you should have turned left.’

‘I want to look at where this house party took place.’

Meadows continued to drive for a couple of miles and then took another turning. They ended up on a lane that led to an isolated property.

‘This is not dissimilar to the location that Callie was last seen. That party was at an empty property with no neighbouring houses on a single-track road. Remember what Carl Harries said about Melody’s use of the computer?’

‘That she’d be on it all evening.’

Meadows nodded. ‘He also mentioned that there wasn’t much awareness of the internet dangers. If these school kids were on those chat rooms like… What was it called?’

‘MSN?’

‘Yeah. When was that popular?’

Edris took out his phone and Googled. ‘MSN Chat launched in 1999 and it closed down in 2006. Allegedly, it was because of lack of profitability and concern for children’s safety.’

‘Do you remember all those stories in the news where kids were having parties when their parents were away? A load of gatecrashes would turn up and wreck the house. What if Callie and Melody were talking online and gave details of the house parties? They both could have been online with the same person.’

‘That would mean that the person responsible for their disappearance could be anywhere. Besides which, the police thought Callie had run away.’

‘Exactly. They’d got away with it once. Perhaps the temptation started close to home. An obsession with a girl they saw every day.’

‘Then why stop at two?’

‘Good question. You said that the chat room was closed down in 2006. We need to get tech to see if they can get anything off Melody’s computer. If this was the abductor’s method, then we could be looking at more missing girls.’
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Chapter Eleven

I knew what these men meant when they said they wanted to have some fun with me. I felt a coldness wash over me. Was this it? Was I to be used to satisfy their sick desires? They’d abuse me, then leave me for dead. Bile rose in my throat as the voices got closer to the door. I moved back against the wall, then crouched down next to the bales of hay. I tried to make myself as small as possible. Deep down I knew that wouldn’t do me any good, but I was out of my mind with fear and in that moment I wanted to disappear. Fall into a void of nothingness.

‘You can’t go in there.’ I recognised my abductor’s voice.

‘Keeping her for yourself, are you?’ This man had a distinct accent. Northern, I thought.

‘The boss said it was my job to take care of her,’ he said.

‘Yeah, well, things have changed.’

‘What do you mean?’ My abductor sounded nervous now. ‘We were supposed to wait until the transaction went through and then dump her somewhere.’

‘It’s taking too long.’ A third voice. This one was deeper, and he sounded older than the other two. ‘We’ve only had the first instalment.’

My mind was racing. What transaction were they talking about? A kidnap ransom? My parents didn’t have a lot of money. I didn’t know about their finances, but I had heard them talk about bills and the mortgage.

‘But Darren said that–’

‘Shut your fucking mouth,’ the northern one said. ‘Now she’s got a name. I’m not going down again. It’s enough that her face is all over the news, along with that dead copper.’

‘Whose fault is that?’ the older one said. ‘You need to chill out. I reckon we should just take what we’ve got and get rid of her. That way she won’t be talking to anyone.’

‘No,’ my abductor said. ‘She knows nothing, and she hasn’t seen my face. We should just let her go.’

‘Are you going soft?’ the northern one said. ‘I think you’ve got a thing for her. Probably already had her yourself and you don’t want to share.’

‘Don’t be disgusting.’

‘Can’t get a girlfriend, so you want to keep her? Is that it?’ The northern one laughed. ‘If you’re too chicken to get rid of her yourself, I’ll do it. No one will ever find her.’

I was shaking now, and tears ran down my face. They were going to kill me and chop up my body. Dispose of me like rubbish.

‘Don’t touch her!’ my abductor shouted.

There was a loud bang against the shed wall, and I saw the metal shake.

‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’ the northern one said.

I heard a fight break out. It sounded vicious. Fists hitting flesh. Shouts and groans.

‘Get up, you piece of shit,’ the northern one said.

The sound of a kick and another groan.

‘I think he’s had enough,’ the older one said.

The northern one muttered something, and it was clear that my abductor had lost the fight. There was no one standing between these animals and me now. I heard the lock jangle on the door, and I whimpered, then a phone rang. The older one answered.

‘Yeah, we’re here now … How much longer? … Right. We’ll be with you in half an hour. Right, you two, stop pissing around. The boss wants to see us. Something’s come up.’

‘Can’t it wait?’ the northern one asked.

‘No. We need to go now.’

The voices faded, and then I heard the van doors open and close. The engine started, and then they pulled away. They left me in silence.

The next few hours were torturous as I awaited my fate. He hadn’t been in, so there was no food, and my toilet bucket was full. Time was a strange thing in that shed. The daylight hours didn’t seem to last long. That was the time I could read the books he brought. Darkness made time drag.

I picked up a book, but I couldn’t read. I was thirsty and so frightened the men would come back. Then I heard the van. This is it, I thought, and I couldn’t stop crying.

The door opened, and he stepped inside. I could recognise little things about him, even though I hadn’t seen his face. His eyes through the balaclava, the shape of his body, and his hands with the rough skin and dark hair on the back.

He walked gingerly towards me. I could see he was in pain, and one of his eyes had swollen up.

I was hysterical at that point. ‘They’re going to kill me.’

He nodded.

‘Then let me go.’

He sat down beside me. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t.’

I wiped my tears with my hand. ‘Why?’

He put his head in his hands. ‘This is such a fucking mess.’

He was my only chance of survival. ‘You tried to stop them from coming in. I know you don’t want them to kill me. You could let me go before they come back.’

He shook his head.

‘What do they want?’

‘The less you know, the better.’

‘What does it matter if you’re going to let them kill me? If I know what they want, then maybe I can help get it. Is it money? You can take a video of me. I’ll beg for my life.’

He turned to look at me. ‘It’s not that simple. Your father got in deep with the wrong people.’

‘My father?’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My father was as straight and boring as they come. He never broke the speed limit, only drank two glasses of wine on a Friday night, and never smoked. I couldn’t imagine him being into anything dodgy. We were just a normal family.

‘They must have got the wrong person.’

‘No, they’ve got the right one. The boss is afraid your father is going to break and go to the police.’

‘Then it would make sense to let me go before you get caught.’

He shook his head. ‘The boss would rather kill you to teach your dad a lesson, and it won’t stop there. You’re not an only child, then there’s your mother. I reckon your dad will keep his gob shut and come up with the goods.’

‘Money?’

He shook his head. ‘I said too much already. Even if I let you go, you would never be safe. There are too many people involved. Besides, they’ll kill me.’

I had no chance. He wouldn’t give his life for mine. My only hope was that my father would give these people whatever they wanted. I couldn’t see that happening. I was convinced that my father wasn’t involved. I thought they must have made a mistake, but clearly, there was no reasoning with these people.

‘What are you going to do?’ I asked. ‘Are you just going to let them kill me? Or are you going to do it yourself?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t think straight.’ He put his hand on his ribs.

I think even just breathing was painful for him. I should have felt sorry for him as he’d been beaten trying to stop the other men from coming in, but he was the one that took me in the first place. At least he saw me as human. If I could make him like me more, perhaps he would let his guard down enough for me to escape.

‘Thank you for stopping the others from coming in. I know they hurt you. Maybe you should get away from them.’

‘It’s too late for that now. I’m in too deep.’

‘It’s never too late.’

‘I’d better go,’ he said.

I grabbed his arm. ‘Please don’t leave me alone. Don’t let them kill me.’

He turned his head to look at me. ‘They won’t be back for another three days. They’ve been sent on another job.’

Three days was all I had left. I’m so ashamed of what I did next, but it was the only thing I had left to bargain with. I placed my hand on his knee and then slid it up slowly towards his groin.

He leaped up as if I had stung him. He turned on me with blazing eyes. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’

‘I thought… I know you like me. I’d do it willingly and won’t tell anyone.’

‘What sort of sicko do you think I am? Besides, you stink.’

I don’t think I could describe the noise that left my mouth. It was a kind of keening. I’d humiliated myself for nothing. I was worthless to him. I gave up all hope in that moment.

‘Stop it,’ he said.

I couldn’t. ‘I don’t want to die,’ I wailed.

He left me then. I curled up into a ball. He was right; I stank. I hadn’t washed for over a week. It could be close to two weeks. I’d lost track of time. My hair was greasy and lay flat against my head. I could smell my own body odour, and there was a persistent horrible taste in my mouth. I had no shoes on my feet. He’d got rid of them, so now I had ingrained dirt on my soles. How I longed to wake up from this nightmare and jump in the shower. I’d taken so many things for granted. A comfortable bed to sleep in, a hot meal, a clean body and clothes but, above all, my freedom.

Darkness came, and I was alone with my imagination. I conjured up all sorts of horrors that awaited me. You can sustain fear only for so long. Fight-or-flight kicks in, sending your heart racing, and the panic takes hold of you. Sweat breaks out over your body, and you become light-headed. I pulled against my chains, kicked and screamed. The mental torture was cruel. It came on in waves until eventually I exhausted myself and I fell asleep. Even that wasn’t an escape. I dreamed of the men coming back. They had tools of torture in their hands and laughed at my screams.

He came back the next day. This time, he brought in two buckets of water, a flannel, soap, and a towel. He laid out a clean set of clothes for me.

‘I’m sorry I said you stank,’ he said. ‘It’s my fault you haven’t been able to clean yourself, so I thought you could have a wash. The water is cold, but it’s the best I could do.’

‘Thank you,’ I said.

I took the flannel and washed my face and behind my neck. It felt good, and the cold water refreshed me. As I ran the flannel down my arms, an idea came to me.

‘Please can you take the chains off? My wrists and ankles are really sore, and it’s awkward to wash my body.’

‘I’ll take the ones off your wrists, and you can wash your top half, then I’ll come back and free your legs.’

‘I can’t go anywhere,’ I said. ‘You lock the door. At least let me wash properly and maybe stretch my legs around the shed. I’ve been stuck in the same position for days.’

He seemed to consider this for a moment, then he walked around the shed, checking for any weaknesses in the walls.

‘OK, but you need to be quick. Sit down.’

I did as I was told, and he freed my wrists.

‘If you try anything, I’ll chain you up and I won’t come back. The others can deal with you.’

I nodded, and he took the locks off my ankle chains.

‘Thank you.’ I rubbed my wrists.

‘I’ll be right outside the door.’

He left, and I heard the click of the padlock. I peeled off my clothes and washed. I needed time to think. I’d have to run, and I had no idea how far away I was from a road. Even then, it was likely to be some back road with very few cars. I’d just have to take a chance. If I didn’t get out now, it would be too late for me.

I scanned the shed for a weapon, but there was nothing to use. Then my eyes fell on the toilet bucket. He hadn’t emptied it.

‘Are you done?’ he called.

‘Not yet. Give me another minute.’

I put on the clothes he had brought. The jogging pants were too big, even with the cord pulled. I pulled the T-shirt on over my head and left the jumper. I figured the less I had on, the easier it would be to run.

I picked up the toilet bucket and moved to the centre of the shed. I couldn’t get too close to the door, or he would know. Once I called out, I would have seconds to move to the side of the door and catch him by surprise. My heart thudded in my chest.

‘OK. I’m ready.’

‘Sit on the hay.’

I reached the door in a few strides. I stood on the tips of my toes and raised the bucket. He stepped through the door, and his eyes went straight to the hay. Before he had time to react, I dumped the contents of the toilet bucket over his head.

I heard him yelp as I bolted out the door. The first thing I saw was a red minivan parked in a yard. Weeds, brambles, and tall grass surrounded the shed. My only option was to follow the rough track, even though I knew it would be easy for him to follow me in the van.

I took off, ignoring the pain as stones penetrated the soles of my feet. I could hear his footfall behind me, and I screamed as I ran. The track twisted around and sloped downwards. On either side, I could see fields and trees, but no sign of a house. Brambles snaked into hawthorn hedges on each side of the track, so there was no way through. I rounded another corner, and I could see a single-track road in the distance. If I could make it that far, I might be able to flag a passing car, although the odds of that were not good.

Adrenaline kept me moving. I had been chained up and living off sandwiches and chocolate bars. I was weak. Added to that, the jogging pants were slipping. My lungs were screaming in protest, and my feet were being torn apart by stones and thistles. He was gaining on me. So close I could hear his breath.

I was near the road, so close to freedom, when he tackled me to the ground. I fell hard. Stones ripped the skin from the palms of my hands. I screamed and struggled. He tried to wrap his arms around me, and we rolled into the brambles. The thorns snagged my hair and clothes, and I had his body weight on top of me. I struggled until I had no more to give.

He lay panting for a few minutes and then dragged me out of the brambles. He turned me over, and I gasped. His mask was gone.
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Chapter Twelve

Meadows watched a red kite circling above his garden as he sipped a mug of peppermint tea. His brother, Rain, was sitting cross-legged on the lawn. He rarely used a chair.

Rain took a long drag on his joint and let out a plume of smoke. ‘Sounds like you’ve got three cases on the go.’

Meadows caught a whiff of the cannabis and smiled. He fancied a joint himself, but it was rare he smoked now and never when he was on duty. ‘I think they are all connected. It’s just figuring out the link. How’s everyone on the commune?’

‘Good. They all send their love.’

‘Thanks for coming to keep Daisy company. She’s so bored.’

‘No problem, bro. We’re going to make some mobiles for the cot, have a nice walk, and do some meditation. I’ll pick Mum up later. That’s if Daisy hasn’t had enough of her fussing.’

‘She’s enjoying it. If her own mother was alive, I think it would have been different. As it is, she loves having Mum around, and you.’

‘Forgot to ask you earlier. How was Dyfan’s retirement party?’

‘Bittersweet,’ Meadows said. ‘It was only for a couple of hours as he wanted to get back to Angela.’

‘Pity,’ Rain said. ‘He’s such a nice guy. What did you all buy him?’

‘Three months’ holiday in a caravan by Pendine Sands. It’s Angela’s favourite place, and they can go back and forth as much as they like. We figured the best gift we could give them was quality time together.’

‘I bet you’re going to miss him.’

‘Yes.’ Meadows stood up. ‘I’d better get going.’ He drained the last of his tea.

‘Don’t worry about a thing here. I’ll take good care of Daisy.’

‘I know you will.’ Meadows gave his brother a hug before going inside to kiss Daisy goodbye.

Twenty-minutes later, he met Edris outside his flat. He got into the car surrounded by a cloud of aftershave.

‘It’s the first fine Saturday we’ve had for weeks, and we have to work,’ Edris said.

‘I wouldn’t call it work. We’ve got a pleasant drive ahead of us, a chat with a couple who will probably offer tea and biscuits, then back to the office in time for lunch.’

‘I think I’d rather be drinking a cold lager in the garden or clothes shopping.’

Meadows laughed. ‘Shopping? Haven’t you got enough clothes?’

‘No, thanks to our trip up the burial cairn, I had to throw away one of my favourite suits.’

‘You could have had it dry-cleaned.’

Edris wrinkled his nose. ‘That wouldn’t get rid of the molecules, and every time I put it on it would remind me of the smell in the tent. I showered and changed as soon as I got back to the station, but I’m sure I could still smell death. I hope it didn’t contaminate my flat.’

They chatted as they drove deeper into the countryside, passing in and out of small villages. Some with only a handful of houses. They were on a narrow road with high hedges when the satnav announced they had arrived at their destination.

Meadows slowed the car. ‘I don’t see anything.’

Edris sighed. ‘We’re in the middle of nowhere. I can’t even use Google Maps as there’s no signal.’

‘Then you’ll have to navigate the old-fashioned way. There’s a map in the glovebox.’

Edris took the map out and opened it. It took him a while to find their location, and with much huffing, he directed Meadows through the winding lanes. They eventually emerged at a dead end.

While Edris got more frustrated, Meadows drove around until he spotted an elderly couple walking their dog and asked for directions.

‘It’s no wonder you can’t find this place,’ Edris said as they turned onto a track. ‘Blink and you miss the turning.’

They drove for another half a mile, passing fields, woodland, and a lake before coming to a clearing and a pretty stone house. Rhodri and Betsan Llewelyn were sitting outside waiting for them.

‘Sorry we’re a bit late,’ Meadows said.

Rhodri smiled. ‘Did you get lost?’

‘Just a bit,’ Edris said.

‘Most people do,’ Betsan said. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘That would be lovely. Thank you,’ Meadows said.

Betsan disappeared inside, and Meadows and Edris took the offered seats around a glass table.

Meadows looked out at the garden with its lush green lawn and rhododendrons in full bloom. ‘Beautiful place,’ he said.

Rhodri followed his gaze. ‘Thank you. We love it here. It took a lot of work to get it how we wanted it. The house was derelict. To be honest, we didn’t have the money to do it in one go. We lived in a caravan here for nearly two years. We were both working and did what we could on the weekends. The rest we saved up for bit by bit.’

‘It looks like you have a lot of land,’ Edris said. ‘Is it a working farm?’

‘No. They sold off most of the land before the house went up for sale. This little valley was a farming community. There was one landowner and tenants kept cottages and worked the land, but that was over a hundred years ago. If you walk the area you can see some ruins. It’s now split between two farms. We still own the ground on either side of the drive and the surrounding forest. The area here was prone to flooding from the stream, so it’s no use for crops or even livestock. That’s why we made the lake.’

Betsan returned with a tray. She placed it on the table and handed out the mugs. ‘Help yourself to milk, sugar, and biscuits,’ she said before taking a seat.

‘We’ve dug out the photo albums and DVDs for you,’ she said. ‘From day one until the work finished, we filmed on a camcorder. We had it all transferred to DVD. It’s nice to look back and see where we started out.’

Rhodri stood up. ‘I’ll fetch them for you.’

Meadows added milk to his tea and took a sip. ‘How long have you lived here?’

‘We bought the house thirteen years ago.’

‘Was it a local estate agent?’

‘Auction,’ Betsan said.

Rhodri placed the photo albums on the table. ‘We came to view the property before bidding. We didn’t go inside because it was unsafe and padlocked. There were a few photographs, so we knew the whole place needed gutting.’

Betsan nodded. ‘We knew what we were getting into. I just fell in love with the place, and I could see the potential.’

‘Did you meet the vendor?’

‘No,’ Rhodri said. ‘According to the contract, it was a Mr Hywel Lane. We heard he was living abroad. We gave all the information to Nesta.’

‘It’s awful what happened to Nell,’ Betsan said.

Meadows placed his mug on the table. ‘It was after watching the vlog that you contacted Nell and Nesta – is that correct?’

‘Yes,’ Betsan said. ‘They give out the contact details after each episode. There’s also a contact form on the website. As I explained to Nesta on the phone, there was something odd about the house, but we didn’t think much of it at the time. We bought the place seven years after Melody Harries went missing, and I can’t say I recall hearing about it on the news. We are originally from Rhondda. Anyway, after watching the appeal for information on Melody Harries, I thought about some things we found in the house. It’s only a forty-minute drive from here to where she went missing. It’s probably nothing. I hope we are not wasting your time.’

‘Not at all,’ Meadows said. ‘We’re grateful that you made contact. Sometimes something that appears unimportant can be the missing link in a case. It’s always better to check.’

‘Would you like to see the photographs?’ Rhodri asked.

‘Please.’

Rhodri opened the first album. ‘This one is from the first day we completed the contract and took our first proper look at the property. Although they handed us a key, we had to cut off a padlock and bar on the door. This is the front of the house as it was.’ He pointed to the first photograph.

Meadows leaned in. The house was unrecognisable. Blackened, smooth rendering showed no trace of its original white. Slates were missing from the front corner, and the roof had sunk. Moss covered the chimney breast, and a tree grew from its top. What struck him most were the vertical bars on each window, and thick planks of wood reinforcing the door.

‘I see what you meant by it looking like a prison,’ Edris said.

Betsan nodded. ‘We thought perhaps it was to keep the house secure and stop anyone going inside and having an accident.’

‘Then we went inside.’ Rhodri turned the page in the album. ‘This is the kitchen as we found it. There was no running water, and the electricity was disconnected.’

Meadows studied the photographs. There were two freestanding cupboards with a sheet of plywood for a makeshift worktop. A one-ring gas burner, the type used for camping, was sitting on top. A plastic box had been used for plates and cutlery. One photo showed a mural depicting fruit and flowers. It looked out of place against the green-mottled plaster.

‘Interesting,’ Meadows said.

‘There was a table made of a sheet of plywood and breeze blocks with wooden crates as stools,’ Rhodri said.

Betsan turned the page. ‘It gets stranger. This is the sitting room. If you look at the door, you can see bolts on the outside. It also had a padlock, and bars on the inside of the window.’ She pointed them out. ‘Same on the insides of all the windows.’

‘Odd thing to do,’ Edris commented. ‘Bars inside and outside the windows. Whoever was here didn’t want anyone getting in.’

Or out, Meadows thought.

‘This next lot of photos were taken upstairs,’ Rhodri said. ‘The stairs were very dangerous. There were a few treads missing, and those that were left were rotting.’

Meadows peered at the photographs. The first room had a single mattress on the floor and clear water damage to the outside walls. The next room had a single bed with a few mouldy blankets on top. What caught his attention was the mural on the wall. It depicted a woman with long, flowing silver hair, ice-blue eyes, and cherry lips set against pale skin. She wore a crown of what appeared to be silver fern with a blue jewel in the centre. A bird perched on her shoulder, and snow-capped mountains rose behind her, creating a backdrop of a wintry evening sky.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ Betsan said. ‘It’s a shame it had to go, but as you can see, all the walls had to be hacked back and re-plastered.’

‘There was another one in the small bedroom.’ Rhodri turned the page.

Meadows looked at the second mural. The woman in this painting had long rust-coloured hair with a crown of flowers. Roses, irises, hydrangeas, and other blooms filled the background. A tawny owl perched on her shoulder.

Edris pointed to a wooden object in the corner of the room. ‘What’s that?’

Meadows took a closer look. ‘I think someone has tried to make an old-fashioned crib.’

Betsan nodded. ‘We thought that too. There were some baby clothes.’

The last set of photographs showed the bathroom. It had a cracked ceramic sink, a chipped enamel bath, and a stack of buckets.

‘We thought maybe squatters had been living here,’ Rhodri said. ‘It’s difficult to tell from the photographs, but it was like something froze the place in a moment in time. Like the occupants just vanished. There were remnants of food. Tinned goods and wrappers where the food had rotted away.’

‘Clothes,’ Betsan added. ‘Men’s and women’s along with the tiny baby clothes. There were tubes of acrylic paint, brushes, canvases, and a stack of books. After I saw the appeal for information on Melody Harries, I thought about what we found in the house and the bars on the windows. Do you think someone could have held her here?’

‘It’s possible,’ Meadows said. ‘The only way to know for certain is if we could get a DNA sample. Did you keep anything you found in the house?’

Betsan shook her head.

‘Do you have any photos of the clothing?’

‘No, but there is footage on the DVD. You’re welcome to take that with you.’

‘That would be very useful, thank you.’ Meadows stood up. ‘I appreciate you both taking the time to talk to us.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Rhodri said.

* * *

Meadows drove slowly down the lane as he thought about what he had seen in the photographs.

‘It’s an ideal location to hide someone away,’ Edris said. ‘We had enough difficulty finding the place. Can you imagine what it was like twenty years ago? The entrance was probably overgrown. Maybe the owner, Hywel Lane, took Melody and kept her locked up here, then did a runner.’

‘If that was the case, then I think he would have cleared away any evidence. We still need to track him down. It’s clear someone was staying here, and if it was Melody, why?’

Edris shrugged. ‘There have been cases of men who have held women captive in basements.’

The thought made Meadows’ skin crawl. ‘Then where is she now?’

‘Probably killed years ago.’

They fell into silence as Meadows reached the bottom of the lane and turned onto the single-track road. He kept thinking about the paintings. Something about them disturbed him. Then it came to him. He didn’t want to say anything yet. He would need to check it out.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Thirteen

Nesta was sitting in the restaurant area of the Sycamore. Grief had punched a fist-sized hole in her chest, and there was a constant gnawing in her stomach. All she wanted to do was curl up in a ball and cry, but that wouldn’t get the answers she needed. She wanted the person responsible for Nell’s death to pay.

It was busy for a Sunday night, and she guessed people were still after gossip. Nathan watched her from behind the bar. Every time she engaged someone in conversation, he appeared with some excuse, listening so that she wouldn’t ask questions. He’d told her he would ask her to leave if he thought she was disturbing his customers.

She was glad now that she had asked Steff to book her in for the next week when Nathan had been out. Her excuse was that she was waiting for the police to release Nell’s body in order to plan for the funeral. She imagined Nathan pitched a fit when he got back.

‘Everything OK?’

Nesta had been so lost in thought she hadn’t seen Steff approach. She looked down at her plate and saw that she had hardly eaten anything. ‘It was lovely, thanks. I just don’t have much of an appetite.’

‘That’s understandable,’ Steff said. ‘Can I get you anything else?’

‘No, thanks.’

When Steff had cleared her untouched food away, Nesta made her way to the bar and ordered a glass of wine. She noticed Ifan was back in his usual position. He glanced her way, then returned to gazing at his pint.

She turned her back to the bar and surveyed the room. Most of the tables were taken, and the chatter blended together to make one continuous hum. She spotted Glyn, the man she had talked to at the bar the night before they found Nell. She recalled he had been about to tell her something about the night Callie Thomas went missing, but Steff interrupted him.

She walked up to the table where he sat with another man, who appeared to be in his late seventies.

‘Do you mind if I join you?’ Nesta asked.

‘Always happy to have the company of a beautiful woman,’ Glyn said.

His companion laughed. ‘Fifty years younger and you may have had a chance.’

‘I can still flirt,’ Glyn said.

Nesta sat down. ‘Is it always this busy on a Sunday evening?’

‘You get a few in but it’s not usually this packed,’ Glyn said.

His companion leaned forward. ‘They’re here for the gossip about that woman who got murdered up the cairns.’

Nesta felt the hole in her chest expand.

Glyn shook his head. ‘Sorry, Bob has a habit of putting his foot in it. She was your friend, wasn’t she?’

Nesta nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

Bob looked horrified. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’

Nesta sipped her wine and took a moment to compose herself. ‘It’s OK. I know everyone is talking about it. Just not to me. Have you heard any rumours about who may be responsible? I’m sure someone knows something, and her poor parents deserve some answers.’

‘A lot of people are talking about Callie Thomas,’ Glyn said. ‘Rumour has it that your friend visited Trudy Thomas and stirred things up. They think that’s why she got killed.’

‘Is anyone talking about Melody Harries?’

‘Who?’ Bob asked.

‘She was a girl who went missing from St Clears,’ Nesta said.

‘I’ve heard her name come up,’ Glyn said. ‘Something about someone meeting Nell to give her information, but the talk is mainly about Callie.’

‘You said you knew her,’ Nesta said.

Glyn nodded. ‘I know the family well. Bob has the neighbouring farm.’

‘I helped with the search,’ Bob said. ‘Poor Trudy was going out of her mind with worry.’

Nesta turned to Glyn. ‘You were going to tell me about something that happened the night Callie went missing.’

‘Was I?’

‘We were sitting at the bar.’

‘Oh yeah. It was the night William Wynn Pryce’s farm caught fire.’

‘Set on fire, you mean,’ Bob said. ‘Police said arson. Hell of a blaze. Lost his barns, milking parlour, and all his equipment.’

‘Where is this farm?’

‘Ffairfach way.’

‘So there would have been firefighters and police out that night,’ Nesta said.

Glyn took a sip of his pint and set the glass down. ‘It was late, though. I don’t think they raised the alarm until the early hours of the next morning.’

‘Was anyone caught?’ Nesta asked.

‘Nah,’ Bob said.

‘Do you think Callie was involved?’

Glyn shook his head. ‘I don’t see it being kids. Will upset a lot of farmers, including Bob here.’

Bob nodded. ‘He undercut us all with his prices to win a contract. Not the done thing. It’s hard enough making a living as a farmer. It’s usually the supermarkets with their price wars that lower our profits.’

‘You think that was the reason for the arson attack?’ Nesta asked.

Glyn nodded.

Nesta thought for a moment. ‘If Callie was out that night, she could have witnessed something. Would she have passed this farm if she had been walking home?’

‘It’s in the opposite direction,’ Bob said.

The pub door opened, and a few heads turned. Nesta followed their gaze and saw Kai, her cameraman. She stood up and waved him over.

Kai walked over and gave her a hug.

‘Thanks for keeping me company,’ she said to Glyn.

Glyn winked. ‘Anytime.’

Kai leaned in close. ‘I’ve got what you asked for in the car.’

‘I’ll get you a drink and meet you outside. We can go to my room.’

Nathan served Nesta at the bar and although he smiled, she could see hostility in his eyes. She grabbed the drinks and carried them outside to where Kai was waiting with a carrier bag in his hand.

‘Thanks.’ He took the glass. ‘How are you holding up?’

Nesta felt tears sting her eyes. ‘I…’ She took a breath. ‘Just putting one foot in front of the other. If I keep busy, it gives me less time to think.’

Kai nodded. ‘I still can’t believe it. Are you sure you should stay here?’

‘I’m not leaving until I have some answers,’ Nesta said. ‘We owe it to Nell to catch the bastard.’

‘You still want to go ahead with the filming then?’

‘Yeah. The police are no longer at the site. I checked earlier.’ Nesta walked towards her unit. ‘Someone here knows something. We’ll put out an appeal for information and flood the internet. Get as many reposts as we can and see what comes back.’

‘I’ve collected all the post from the PO box.’ Kai held up the carrier bag. ‘There’s a lot.’

Nesta took the key from her pocket and opened the door. ‘Let’s make a start then.’

‘This is nice,’ Kai said as he stepped through the door. ‘It’s a shame they were all booked up. I’ve got a hotel room in Llandeilo.’

‘The other units aren’t taken,’ Nesta said. ‘Did you mention my name?’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s why. Nathan didn’t want you staying here.’

‘Is that the landlord?’

‘Yeah. There’s something off about him. I’m only staying on because I asked Steff, his wife, to book me in. We’ll have lunch at the pub before you go tomorrow. See what you make of him.’

Nesta sat down on the bed and tipped out the contents of the carrier bag. She grabbed a pile and passed it to Kai.

Kai took the chair by the desk and opened the first envelope. Nesta was glad to have him around. She had felt so alone. If Nell had been there, she would have been tearing into the envelopes, eager to find some useful leads.

There was more post than they usually received. Most were condolence cards, which Nesta put in a pile to pass on to Nell’s parents. A few letters voiced opinions on who caused Nell’s death. One blamed Nesta for allowing Nell to investigate on her own. She slung it to one side and then opened another envelope. This was a letter typed on an A4 sheet. As Nesta read, the breath caught in her throat.

Hi Nesta,

I thought it best to contact you this way so that no one could trace me. I saw the police appeal, asking for the person who met with Nell the day she died to come forward. I’ve also been reading your posts. I was the one who was supposed to meet Nell that day, but she didn’t show up.

Nell was killed because she was asking too many questions about Callie Thomas. It has nothing to do with Melody Harries. I told her that I had information about Melody as I was afraid that someone would overhear our conversation.

There are people in the village who know what happened the night Callie went missing and have kept quiet all these years. I was there with her that night, and I’m so afraid. You need to leave. You are not safe.

‘What is it?’ Kai asked.

Nesta passed him the letter. He read it and handed it back. ‘What are you going to do?’

Nesta folded the letter and placed it back in the envelope. ‘I’ll hand it to the police in the morning, then I’m going to see Trudy Thomas. I want to know who was with Callie that night. We find the letter writer, and we find Nell’s killer.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Fourteen

Meadows pinned a copy of the letter to the incident board and then gathered the team around.

‘Do you think the letter is genuine?’ Edris asked.

‘It has to be,’ Blackwell said. ‘We only asked for the person meeting with Nell to come forward. We didn’t mention Melody Harries.’

Meadows glanced at the letter. ‘Nesta admitted she was asking customers of the Sycamore questions. But she didn’t think she had mentioned Nell was meeting someone with information about Melody Harries. I think we have to treat this seriously. The question is, is this the same person who wrote the letter pretending to be Trudy Thomas, and does this person have information about Callie?’

‘The first letter was handwritten,’ Valentine said. ‘Perhaps because they wanted it to appear to come from Trudy. Now that someone has murdered Nell, I guess they don’t think it matters.’

‘Anything from forensics on the first letter?’ Meadows asked.

Paskin looked down at her tablet. ‘Someone posted it locally. That’s all we’ve got.’

‘The writer mentions being there the night that Callie went missing,’ Meadows said. ‘We should start there. Alissa Evans was with Callie that night, and she also spoke to Nell.’

‘When we talked to her, she was cagey,’ Valentine said. ‘She said she was only passing by, and Nell made a fuss over her dog. They exchanged a few words about pets, and that was it.’

‘I think it’s worth visiting her again,’ Meadows said. ‘Have you all looked at the DVD of Coedwig Farm?’

‘Gives me the creeps,’ Valentine said. ‘Not sure I would want to live there.’

‘They had no reason to believe that anything untoward had happened there at the time they bought the place,’ Edris said. ‘Now that poor couple are going to be wondering if there is a skeleton buried on their land.’

‘Are we going to seek permission to search?’ Paskin asked.

Blackwell rolled his eyes. ‘We’ve no evidence that anyone held Melody Harries or Callie Thomas at the farmhouse.’

‘What about the bars on the windows?’ Edris asked.

‘Bars keep people out as well as in,’ Blackwell said.

Meadows pointed to the photos on the board. ‘I think someone was held there against their will. Look at the painting on the bedroom wall. See the bird?’

Blackwell squinted at the photograph. ‘What about it?’

‘It’s a starling.’

‘Yeah, and the other one looks like an owl.’

‘Have you heard of The Mabinogion?’

‘Yeah,’ Blackwell said.

Valentine took a closer look at the photograph. ‘You think it’s Branwen?’

Blackwell frowned. ‘Who?’

Valentine raised her eyebrows. ‘Have you read The Mabinogion?’

‘Has anyone?’ Edris said.

‘Yes,’ Meadows and Valentine answered.

‘I know a few of the stories,’ Paskin said.

‘It’s just a bunch of old Welsh myths,’ Blackwell said. ‘Children’s stories.’

Valentine laughed. ‘It’s very dark and disturbing.’

‘Do you want to tell them the story of Branwen?’ Meadows asked.

‘I’ll give you the short version,’ Valentine said. ‘Branwen was the sister of the giant Bendigeidfran. He gives her hand in marriage to the king of Ireland, then her half-brother gets the hump because he hasn’t been consulted, and he attacks the Irish king’s horses. The king is pissed, so he shuts Branwen away in the kitchens to work and beats her. Branwen tames a starling and sends it to her brother, asking him to rescue her. That’s basically it. Apart from a whole lot of war.’

‘I believe the second painting depicts Blodeuwedd,’ Meadows said. ‘She is created from flowers by a magician to be a wife for his nephew, Lleu. She falls in love with another man and, as a punishment, she is turned into an owl.’

Blackwell shook his head in bemusement. ‘What the bloody hell has this got to do with the case?’

‘It’s a message, I think,’ Meadows said. ‘Branwen was a captive and mistreated. Blodeuwedd was created to be a man’s wife. These women didn’t have a say in the matter.’

Valentine nodded. ‘I can see it. One of these girls was a prisoner. The painting was a way for her to express herself and leave something to show what she was going through. It’s not as if she could write a message on the wall. It’s clever and sad.’

‘Which girl, though?’ Paskin asked. ‘Coedwig Farm is an hour from where Callie went missing and around forty-five minutes from Melody’s last known location. It could be either one of them, or both of them. Taken six months apart.’

‘There was no connection found between the two cases,’ Blackwell said.

‘Nell is the connection between the two,’ Meadows said. ‘She was investigating both disappearances.’

‘According to Trudy Thomas, Callie was an art student,’ Edris said. ‘The woman in the painting has blue eyes like Callie. Melody’s eyes are brown. Out of the two, I would think it was Callie who was held at the farm.’

Paskin sat forward in her chair. ‘We could put out a social media appeal with photos of the paintings. There could be other similar paintings out there. For all we know, if the perpetrator kept one of these girls prisoner, they could have moved her around and she kept painting.’

‘I think that’s worth a shot,’ Meadows said. ‘Nesta has a huge following on social media. It may be better to use her channel. I’ll have to clear it with DCI Lester. Paskin, can you organise getting stills from the DVD of the farmhouse? There is footage of the clothes left behind. It’s worth showing them to Melody and Callie’s parents to see if they recognise any of the items.’

‘I’ll get right on to it,’ Paskin said.

Meadows looked at the photographs on the board. Melody, with her long chestnut hair, brown eyes, and confident pose. ‘Melody’s mother described her daughter as confident and outgoing, whereas Callie was shy. Two different girls in looks and personality.’ He looked at Callie with her red hair, blue eyes, and freckles. The photograph showed her playing the violin with her eyes focused on the music. He looked a little closer at the bracelet on her right wrist. ‘That’s a medical symbol,’ he said. ‘Paskin, is there anything in Callie’s file about a medical condition?’

Paskin grabbed the file and flicked through it. ‘A peanut allergy. She carried an EpiPen.’

‘Maybe Callie died because she didn’t have access to emergency treatment,’ Valentine said. ‘Then the perpetrator moved on to the next victim, Melody.’

Meadows nodded. ‘It was thought that Callie had run away. Perhaps someone groomed her and she left willingly, only to find herself trapped.’

‘Literally,’ Edris said. ‘Behind bars and a locked door.’

Meadows looked back at the board. ‘It’s the letter that troubles me. It implies that something went wrong at the gathering that night. Possibly the group covered it up and now someone has a guilty conscience.’

‘Whatever happened, we’re looking at twenty years ago,’ Blackwell said. ‘Shouldn’t we be putting all our efforts into finding Nell’s killer?’

‘I think if we find out what happened to these girls, we’ll find Nell’s killer,’ Meadows said. ‘Twenty years ago they didn’t have the letters or the possibility of one of the girls being held at Coedwig Farm. We also have a pool of suspects. Someone who was at the Sycamore the weekend Nell stayed. We’ve got the case files now, so we need to go over every statement until we find a thread. Blackwell and Valentine, I’d like you to go over all the statements from the Melody Harries investigation. Re-interview anyone of interest. Edris and I will concentrate on Callie Thomas.’

Chris Harley from tech walked in and put a file down on the nearest desk. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got nothing exciting for you. I’ve looked at Melody Harries’ computer. We were lucky the system had chat-logging enabled. The computer stores them as .xml. There were a lot of chats about the house party. The problem is they all used display names. Melody was woodelf16.’

‘So, identifying who she was chatting to is going to be impossible, I take it,’ Meadows said.

Chris nodded. ‘MSN chat rooms were closed down, so we won’t be able to request any data. Callie Thomas didn’t have a home computer, so I can’t compare chat logs. It doesn’t mean that she wasn’t active on a friend’s computer.’ He tapped the file on the desk. ‘These are the printouts of the chat logs. It may be worth a read to see if anything jumps out.’

‘Thanks for trying,’ Meadows said.

‘No problem. Catch you later.’ Chris left the office.

‘Doesn’t look like we’ll find a link between the two girls that way,’ Blackwell said.

‘Doesn’t mean that a predator wasn’t lurking in these chat rooms,’ Valentine said. ‘I’ll go through the chats and see if there is anything dodgy. People weren’t so aware of online safety back then.’

Meadows nodded. ‘A house party would be a way to get chatting to these girls or at least know where they were and follow them.’ The thought chilled him.

They all returned to their desks and started reading over the case files. Meadows was reading through the statements of those who had attended the gathering with Callie. Most of them were vague, and he imagined that many of the people who made them were worried about getting into trouble for drinking. Not one of them could give the time that Callie left the party. He then came to Alissa’s statements. The first stated that Callie had stayed the night and left early. The second one amended the first to say that Alissa had left the party before Callie. Meadows sat back and thought for a moment, then read them again.

‘I think Alissa was hiding something,’ Meadows said. ‘Timing against the other statements doesn’t add up for a start.’

‘She could be the letter writer,’ Edris said.

Meadows stood up. ‘I think we should pay her a visit, but first let’s see what Theo turned up in the post-mortem.’

* * *

Meadows found it odd to enter the morgue and find someone else at Daisy’s desk. Theo stood up to greet them with a warm smile.

‘Thank you for moving the post-mortem along quickly,’ Meadows said.

‘No problem. I would have emailed you the report to save you the visit, but I guess like me, you like to see things first hand.’

Meadows leaned against the desk. ‘There are always questions, and I find reports have a certain coldness. It’s good to be reminded that we are dealing with a person who had a life and loved ones.’

‘I agree,’ Theo said. ‘I’ll take you through.’

‘I think I’ll stick to reading the report,’ Edris said.

Theo smiled. ‘It’s not for everyone.’

Meadows followed Theo into the mortuary and switched to breathing through his mouth. It did little to help. Despite the whirring extractor fans and chemicals, the smell of decay was still pungent.

Nell was laid out on a gurney with a sheet drawn up to her neck. Meadows looked at her mottled and bloated face. He was touched that someone had washed and combed her hair, even though there would be no viewing.

‘The undertakers will be here to pick her up shortly,’ Theo said. He moved closer to Nell and gently moved her hair. ‘This is the injury to her head that you saw at the scene. Mike from forensics found a rock with blood and skin on it at the scene, which is consistent with the injury.’

‘Can you tell if someone hit her once or multiple times?’

‘I would say a couple of times and with some force, but that wasn’t what killed her. I imagine she would have been stunned and probably fell forward. There are scrapes and bruises on her knees. It was difficult to see with the swelling, dirt, and blood, but as you can clearly see now, there is a fine line on her neck.’ He pointed. ‘Garrotted with a wire or very thin cord.’

Meadows looked at the injury and tried to chase away the image of Nell fighting for her life.

Theo moved the sheet and lifted her hand. ‘Torn nails and the skin is broken. Same on her other hand. I imagine she tried to pull the wire or cord from her neck. Poor woman.’

‘Time of death?’ Meadows asked.

‘Between twelve and four Monday afternoon, but could be an hour either side.’

‘That fits.’

‘Other than that, there’s not much more I can tell you. She was in good health. I’ve sent scrapings taken from under her fingernails to the lab.’

‘OK, thanks,’ Meadows said.

They walked back to the office, where Edris was waiting. Theo returned to his desk, and Meadows filled Edris in as they walked along the corridor.

‘Why knock her on the head first?’ Edris asked.

‘Maybe the killer was shorter and needed her on the ground.’

‘A woman?’

Meadows shrugged. ‘Nell was above average height. I guess the killer would have more control if Nell was on her knees. They could pull upwards and backwards using their body weight. I think someone hit her on the head to stun her. I don’t think it would be that easy to get close enough to slip a noose around her neck. Someone obviously met Nell with the intention of killing her. They took a wire or thin cord, yet the rock appears impulsive. There’s also the fact that she walked all that way willingly.’

‘Maybe the killer had a weapon and forced her to walk.’

‘Then they would have used that weapon instead of a rock.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Edris said.

‘She must have felt comfortable enough to go with that person, so it could have been a woman.’

‘Or someone she knew. Nesta? Or what about the cameraman? They could be in it together.’

Meadows shook his head. ‘They wouldn’t have had enough time to get from interviewing and filming in St Clears; added to that, it would have to be someone who knows the area well.’

‘Perhaps the information was just too tempting, and the killer said there was something to show at the cairns. I imagine Nell would have gone with the letter writer. They had plenty of information about Callie Thomas. They would have appeared to want to help.’

‘I guess that’s plausible, but why send the letter in the first place? The village had moved on from Callie’s disappearance. It’s the letter that dragged it up and that has got people talking. We need to find the writer. Let’s start with Alissa Evans. I think she’s definitely someone who is keeping secrets.’
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Chapter Fifteen

Alissa lived down a narrow lane within walking distance of the Sycamore. Weeds covered the path to the front door of the run-down house either side of which grew tall grass that intermingled with brambles and hogweed.

Meadows knocked on the door and a dog barked. Edris took a step back. A woman in her mid-thirties opened the door. She had mousy brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and cold grey eyes. Her hand held onto the collar of a black Labrador.

‘Alissa Evans?’ Meadows asked.

She nodded.

Meadows introduced himself and Edris.

‘If this is about the woman who got murdered, the police have already been around. I told them I only spoke to her briefly.’

‘We’d like to talk to you about Callie Thomas,’ Meadows said.

Alissa eyes widened and her hand slipped from the dog’s collar.

‘Callie? Oh… that’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. Why do you want to talk about Callie?’

‘Perhaps it would be better if we came inside,’ Meadows said and petted the dog who was nudging his leg.

‘I was about to go out. I have to walk Bertie, then I have a shift.’

‘We won’t keep you long,’ Edris said.

Alissa huffed. ‘Fine.’

She stood back to let them in, then closed the door. ‘I wasn’t expecting visitors,’ she said as she led them into the sitting room.

The room appeared cluttered, and the carpet looked like it hadn’t been vacuumed in weeks.

Alissa moved some clothes from the sofa. ‘Have a seat.’

Meadows saw Edris struggling to keep the disgust from showing on his face as he perched on the edge of the sofa and took out his notebook.

‘We’ve been reviewing Callie’s case as we believe her disappearance may be connected to the murder of Nell Aubury,’ Meadows said.

‘Oh, well, I’m not sure how much help I can be. It was twenty years ago. I told the police everything I knew back then.’ She folded her arms and sat back.

Her defensive pose interested Meadows. ‘We understand that the two of you were friends.’

‘Yes. We went to school together and hung out sometimes.’

‘In your original statement, you said that you noticed nothing unusual in Callie’s behaviour leading up to her disappearance. Looking back now, do you still believe that to be the case?’

‘Yes.’

‘She wasn’t troubled or maybe quieter than usual?’

Alissa shook her head.

‘What about boyfriend trouble?’

Alissa looked down at the dog that had settled next to her and stroked its head. ‘Callie didn’t have a boyfriend.’

She kept her eyes downcast which made Meadows think she was clearly lying about that last statement.

‘That’s what you said in your original statement.’

Alissa nodded.

‘You also said that Callie had left your house early on Saturday morning, then later changed your account.’

Colour rose in Alissa’s cheeks. ‘I was just a teenager. I didn’t want to get Callie into trouble.’

‘With her parents?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Can you talk us through that Friday night?’ Meadows asked.

Alissa’s eyes hardened. ‘You read my statement and, like I said, it’s twenty years ago. You can’t expect me to remember all the details.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘You’d be surprised what people remember, especially from a traumatic or significant time. You were a teenager, worried about your friend, and the trouble you could get into with your own parents, no doubt. Now that you no longer have those constraints, you may recall some details that were left out at the time.’

‘I’m sure you want answers about what happened to your friend,’ Edris added.

Alissa gave him a tight smile. ‘Of course, but she could be living her life anywhere. She may not want to be found.’

‘So you believe she ran away,’ Meadows said.

‘Yeah.’

Meadows sat back in the chair. ‘Whose idea was it to go to the derelict house that night?’

Alissa fiddled with the cord on her hoodie. ‘No one in particular. There was a group of boys that used to hang out in the house to drink and smoke. Mostly sixth-formers. It grew from there so that more of us would go. It was just word of mouth. If you knew about it, you could just turn up. There had been talk at school all week about a party there. We just went.’

‘Had Callie been to the house before?’ Meadows asked.

‘Once. We wanted to have a look. We had a few drinks and hung out for a while. It was boring, but this time it was different.’

‘How so?’

‘Because more people were going. There were plans for the older boys to bring alcohol and weed. They were going to light the place up with candles and have a portable CD player for music. The rest of us were bringing snacks, and the girls were going to dress up. It had a different feel to it. We were excited.’

‘Did you plan on staying the night at the house?’

Alissa shook her head. ‘To be honest, there was no plan. Callie was staying at my house. That wasn’t a lie. My parents weren’t as strict as hers. They were going to a party at the Cennen Arms, so I knew they would be out late and probably stagger to bed. They wouldn’t notice what time we came in, so we were free to stay out as long as we liked.’

‘Callie wasn’t wearing the same clothes at the party that she had been wearing when she left home that evening,’ Meadows said.

‘No. Her mum dropped her off at my place and then she changed. She was wearing one of my outfits that night. She had nothing suitable for a party. Her parents didn’t buy her decent clothes. Callie’s idea of dressing up was jeans and a nice top. She was thrilled to be wearing something a little more… erm… flattering. We did our hair and make-up and then went to the party.’

‘Callie had an overnight bag with her,’ Meadows said.

Alissa pulled at her trousers, making the elasticated material ping back against her leg. She nodded.

‘She didn’t leave it at your house though.’

‘No. She took it to the party.’

‘Why?’

‘I think she wanted her own clothes with her so she could change later to walk back home.’

‘Did you take a change of clothes?’

‘No.’

‘Is it possible that Callie could have been seeing someone without you knowing? Maybe someone older?’

Alissa shook her head. ‘We were together all the time. If she wasn’t with me, she was at home doing chores on the farm. That and violin practice after school didn’t leave her much time. It’s not like she was out every evening and on weekends.’

‘What about the boys at the party that night? Did any of them show an interest in Callie?’ Edris asked. ‘Or did Callie like one of them?’

‘Not really. We were all just messing around and having a good time. She danced with everyone there, but she didn’t fancy any of them, if that’s what you are asking.’

‘First you said Callie left early, then changed your statement again saying you left before her, and you think she left with a boy,’ Meadows stated. ‘Which boy did you think she had gone off with?’

‘I don’t know,’ Alissa snapped.

‘But you just said that Callie didn’t like any of the boys at the party. Why would you think she had gone off with one of them?’ Edris asked.

Alissa scowled at Edris. ‘She was drunk.’

‘When did you notice Callie was missing?’ Meadows asked.

Alissa shrugged. ‘When I decided to go home. She wasn’t around. Most of the other girls had gone by then, and the booze had run out.’

‘So you didn’t leave before Callie then,’ Meadows said.

Alissa shifted in her seat. ‘No… yes… well… I don’t know… things are hazy. I had a lot to drink. You’re confusing me with all these questions.’

Edris flipped the page in his notebook. ‘So just to be clear, you left the party after Callie.’

‘Yeah.’ Alissa’s legs jiggled.

‘Did you look for her?’ Meadows asked.

‘No. It was chucking down with rain. I went straight home.’

‘Did you walk home alone?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘Did you see anyone on your way home or any cars passing?’

‘Not that I remember.’

Meadows thought for a moment and Alissa fidgeted in the silence. ‘Were there any problems that night? Arguments?’

Alissa didn’t meet his eyes. ‘No.’

‘Only some people there that night mentioned an argument between you and Callie.’

‘I have a vague memory of something like that being said at the time, but we didn’t argue. I think we got loud at some point.’

Edris looked up from his notebook. ‘Loud?’

‘Yeah, we had a disagreement. I wouldn’t call it an argument.’

‘What was this disagreement about?’ Edris asked.

‘How do you expect me to remember?’ Alissa’s voice rose. ‘It was something stupid, like who was the hottest boy in school or a boy band. It was a difference of opinion. No one was upset. We just carried on enjoying ourselves.’

‘What was your last memory of Callie?’ Meadows asked.

Alissa tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Laughing and enjoying herself.’

‘When did you find out she was missing?’

‘Not until the Saturday evening. Her mum came looking for her. That’s when I told her Callie had left early that morning. I thought she had stayed out and didn’t want to get her into trouble.’

‘Weren’t you worried about her?’ Meadows asked.

‘Not really… I thought… I don’t know what I thought. Maybe she had gone off with someone, carried on drinking, and slept half the day. She would be in trouble with her parents if that were the case. I figured she was hanging out somewhere and working up the courage to go home. When she didn’t turn up, I came clean and told the police about the party.’

Meadows doubted Alissa had told the truth even then. ‘What do you think happened to Callie?’

‘I think she ran away. That’s what everyone thought.’

‘Did she ever talk about leaving?’

‘No, but I wouldn’t blame her. Her father wanted her to work on the farm when she left school. Run the family business. Callie wanted to go to university.’

‘We have received information suggesting that something happened to Callie at the party that night,’ Meadows said.

Confusion creased Alissa’s face. ‘At the party? No. Who said that?’

‘It was an anonymous tip.’ Meadows watched Alissa’s reaction carefully. ‘It was from someone who was at the party that night.’

‘Well, if something happened, I didn’t see it.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘If you know something and are afraid, then–’

‘I’m not afraid,’ Alissa snapped. ‘I’ve told you everything I know. Now if there’s nothing else, I have to get on.’

Meadows gave Edris a nod.

‘Can you give us an account of your movements last Monday? That’s Monday, May 19th to be clear.’

Alissa scowled. ‘Why?’

‘We’re asking everyone who came into contact with Nell Aubury.’

Alissa rolled her eyes. ‘I talked to the woman for probably less than a minute. I had a late shift at work.’

‘Where do you work?’ Edris asked.

‘The Red Kite Hotel.’

Edris made a note in his notebook. ‘What about the rest of the day? From around 10 a.m. until 2 p.m.?’

‘I slept in, then took Bertie for a walk. Erm… did some things around the house and then got ready for work. Before you ask, I was here alone.’

Edris nodded. ‘Thank you.’

‘I think that’s all for now,’ Meadows said. ‘If you remember any more details, please let us know.’

* * *

As soon as they were back in the car, Edris turned to Meadows. ‘What did you make of her?’

‘I think she knows more than she’s telling us. There’s Callie’s overnight bag for a start. I don’t believe that Callie took it with her to get changed. Who goes to a party and does that?’

‘Yeah, I remember many a night falling asleep on a sofa or the floor and going home the next morning in the same clothes. The walk of shame.’

‘She either ran away and took the bag with her, intended to stay the night at the party or somewhere else, or she never took the bag and Alissa got rid of it. Alissa lied back then and is still lying. Is she covering for herself or for someone else? If it’s someone else, then she’s playing a dangerous game.’
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Chapter Sixteen

Nathan ducked down behind a bush when he saw the detectives coming out of Alissa’s house. He’d been hoping to catch a snippet of their conversation as they left. He’d seen them drive past the pub earlier and guessed they were interviewing Alissa. The longer they had stayed inside, the more troubled he became.

He watched them walk down the path and get into the car. They had not uttered a word. Irritation tensed his muscles. He thought he’d at least get an idea if they had learned something or a clue to who they would visit next.

He waited for them to drive away and approached the front door. He put up his hand to knock and then thought better of it. Instead, he opened the door and stepped inside. He could hear Alissa opening cupboards in the kitchen. He creeped so that he could peek inside.

She was standing with her back to him, filling a glass from a bottle of vodka. She set the bottle down and took a sip.

‘Bit early for that,’ Nathan said.

Alissa jumped. The glass fell from her hands and shattered on the kitchen floor. She spun around, her eyes wide with shock.

‘What the fuck are you doing in my house?’

The dog flew through the back door, barking.

Nathan reached out his hand and patted the dog. The dog wagged its tail. ‘Great guard dog you’ve got there.’

‘What do you want?’

‘What did you say to the police?’

‘None of your business.’

In two strides, Nathan was across the kitchen. He felt the glass crunch under his shoes as he grabbed hold of her upper arm and put his face close to hers. ‘This isn’t a game.’

Alissa’s eyes narrowed. ‘Get off me.’ She tried to push him away.

The dog barked again. Nathan pressed his body against hers and felt a sudden urge to kiss her. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her grab the vodka bottle and take a swing. His hand shot out, and he grabbed her wrist. He squeezed whilst pulling the bottle with his other hand.

Alissa yelped and he let go.

‘Going to hit me with that?’ He took a step back and laughed.

Anger flashed in her eyes. ‘You’re a real dick.’

‘Yeah, but you love me. You’d like nothing more than for me to take you upstairs.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself.’

‘Why don’t you pour us both a drink and we’ll have a chat.’

‘I’ve got nothing to say to you.’

Nathan moved towards the cupboard and opened it. ‘I’ve got plenty to say to you.’ He closed the cupboard and opened the next one. ‘Where are the glasses?’

Alissa huffed and grabbed two glasses from the next cupboard.

Nathan filled them, grabbed one and the bottle, then walked out of the kitchen. ‘Coming?’ he called to her.

In the sitting room, he looked around at the mess. ‘This place is a pigsty. No wonder you’re single.’

‘Fuck off.’ Alissa plopped down on the sofa. The dog jumped up next to her.

Nathan put the vodka down and sat in the armchair. ‘I know you’re still pissed that I married Steff, but we need to sort things out.’

‘You think I care who you married? I feel sorry for her.’

‘Oh, come on. I see you walking by every day. I know you’re hoping to get a glimpse of me. The smile you give me when I say hello and the flirting at the bar says it all.’

Colour rose in Alissa’s cheeks. ‘Just say what you’ve got to say and go.’

Nathan was used to getting his own way, and it was clear that he would have to change tack to get what he needed from Alissa. ‘Look, I’m sorry I just walked in and gave you a scare. It’s just with the police asking questions and bloody Nesta Jones talking to everyone at the bar, it’s got me on edge. What did the police want with you?’

Alissa took a swig from her glass and looked at Nathan. ‘They wanted to know what happened at the party the night Callie went missing?’

‘Just the party?’

Alissa nodded. ‘I told them the same as I told them last time but… well I couldn’t remember everything I said. I admitted I lied in the first statement, but I think they know that the second statement was also a lie. They kept asking questions and confusing me.’

‘Don’t worry about it. It sounds like they are concentrating on the party.’

‘I should have just told them the truth.’

Nathan’s stomach flipped. ‘Why the hell would you do that?’

Alissa shrugged. ‘What difference does it make now?’

Nathan fought to control his anger. ‘If that’s what you want to do, but remember you wanted Callie out of the way. You’ve lied all these years, and you were supposed to be her friend.’

‘I was her friend.’

Nathan laughed. ‘Really? You didn’t act like it. What happened at the party? I know–’

‘You know fuck all. I covered for you.’

‘It was your fault.’

Alissa jumped to her feet. ‘Get out!’

‘I want to know if you’re going to keep your mouth shut. You should be careful. There’s already been one murder.’

‘Are you threatening me?’ She glared at him. ‘What did you do to that poor woman?’

‘I didn’t do anything. The stupid cow came here stirring things up.’ Nathan clenched his fists. He wanted to grab Alissa and shake her. How dare she accuse him? He knocked back his drink. ‘Neither of us has anything to gain by telling the police the truth. What happened to Callie has nothing to do with what’s happening now. If we keep quiet, all this will blow over.’

‘What about Ifan?’

‘Ifan will keep his mouth shut. I’ll make sure of that. Just stick to the original story.’

Alissa’s lips curled into a smile. ‘Are you going to make it worth my while?’

‘What do you want?’ He felt himself smirk. If it was sex, he wouldn’t mind.

‘You wish,’ she said. ‘I think a little help in paying the mortgage would be OK.’

‘I haven’t got that sort of money.’

‘I’m sure you can spare a few hundred here and there. It doesn’t have to be all at once. Things are tight at the moment. It’s only me covering the bills. I’ve seen all the building work you’ve got going on. You’re doing alright.’

‘If you made more of an effort, you wouldn’t be alone. You should cut down on the booze for a start. Get some decent clothes and put on some make-up. You used to be easy on the eye. You’ve let yourself go. I’m not giving you money.’

‘Suit yourself. I’ve got nothing to lose.’

He doubted that, but he couldn’t afford to call her bluff. If she talked, it would send the police straight to his door.

‘Fine. I’ll see what I can do.’ He stood up.

‘Just so you know, I’ve written everything down and put it somewhere safe. A little insurance.’

Bitch, Nathan thought. He left the house and slammed the door. He was seething as he walked down the lane. As he turned the corner, he almost collided with Glyn.

‘You’re in a hurry,’ Glyn said.

‘Sorry, I was miles away.’

‘No worries. I was just out for my afternoon walk. Got to keep moving or I’ll rust. Lovely day for a stroll, isn’t it?’ He looked towards the lane.

Nathan could see the curiosity in the old man’s eyes. ‘I was just checking on Alissa. I didn’t see her pass with the dog this morning, and after what happened with that woman, I thought it best to check.’

‘Terrible business,’ Glyn said. ‘You know they are saying it’s because of Callie Thomas. Apparently, Trudy Thomas was going to do an interview. One of those internet things.’

Nathan wished everyone would stop talking about it. He squirmed every time her name was mentioned. ‘Let’s hope they catch the person responsible soon. Then we can get back to normal.’ He took a step forward. ‘Got to get off. Steff will wonder where I’ve gone.’

‘See you later,’ Glyn said.

Nathan hurried back to the Sycamore, where he found Steff cleaning the bar. She looked tired and stressed.

‘When is Frankie coming back?’ he asked.

‘She said Thursday. I told her it’s quieter now.’

‘Well, she better turn up. I’ll have a word with Ifan and tell him I’ll get someone else in if she isn’t back first thing Thursday morning. While I’m at it, I’ll tell him to be friendlier. He’s getting on my nerves. He just sits silently at the bar in the evening. No smiling or talking, and he only buys one pint. I’ll throw him out if he’s not careful.’

Steff stopped polishing. ‘What’s got into you?’

‘Nothing. I just haven’t got patience for those two. We’re doing them a favour, and they are taking the piss.’

‘That’s not fair. They both work hard, and we pay Frankie off the books. If we had to employ someone on a permanent basis, it would cost a hell of a lot more. Frankie is shy – they both are. They like to keep to themselves.’

‘Yeah, well, they need to get over it. Pathetic. Both of them.’

‘It wouldn’t hurt for you to do more around here,’ Steff said. ‘Two of the barrels need changing for a start.’ She folded her arms. ‘You’ve been skulking around ever since Nell Aubury turned up. Do you know something about Callie Thomas?’

Tension coiled around Nathan’s chest. ‘Who’s been running off at the mouth?’

Steff frowned. ‘No one. What are you not telling me?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Don’t lie to me. I know better than most what you’re like. The shit you did in the past.’

‘I’m not talking about this now. I need to pop out.’

Steff put down the duster. ‘You’ve only just come back. Where have you been? I was looking for you.’

Nathan was about to make something up when he remembered he had seen Glyn. The old man was bound to say something when he came in for his evening pint. ‘I went to see Alissa.’

Steff’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’

‘Because I didn’t see her out with the dog this morning. We’ve all got to look out for each other.’

‘You’ve been gone a while.’

‘Yeah. We had a chat.’

Steff folded her arms. ‘As long as that’s all it was. I’ve seen the way she looks at you.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m irresistible.’

Steff didn’t smile.

Nathan sighed. ‘I’m not interested in Alissa or any other woman.’

Steff’s face darkened. ‘If I find out something is going on between the two of you, I’m out of here. I’ll take the kids with me. I won’t forgive you again.’

‘Why do you have to keep bringing it up? It was a long time ago. I made a mistake. Once.’

Steff picked up the can of polish and sprayed the bar. ‘Next time you’re concerned about Alissa, I’ll check on her.’

‘Fine,’ Nathan said. ‘I’m going to the cash and carry. I’ll see you later.’

He ran upstairs and into the bedroom. He took an old shoebox out of his wardrobe and rummaged around until he found what he was looking for. He put the object in his jeans pocket and returned the box to its hiding place before leaving the pub.

As he drove out of the car park, he saw Ifan. He gave him a nod but Ifan didn’t return the greeting.

‘Fuck you then,’ Nathan said.

He knew the police had already questioned Ifan, and that meant he had kept quiet. Otherwise, the police would have been back. It didn’t mean that he couldn’t still change his mind. What if he told Frankie? It didn’t matter. He could deal with those two. It was Alissa who troubled him. She could be lying about writing everything down, but he couldn’t take that chance.

He drove on through the narrow lanes until he came to Llandeilo, then parked the car and walked onto the bridge. He looked down for a moment and watched the river flowing underneath before glancing around. Other than the occasional car passing, there was no one in sight. He didn’t want to linger, so he took the object from his pocket and held it in his hand.

He examined the silver bracelet with the medical symbol on the disc and then turned it over. He read the inscription.

Callie Thomas

18/02/1990

PEANUT ALLERGY

A contact number followed this. He didn’t know why he had kept the bracelet all these years. He had got rid of her overnight bag.

‘Sorry, Callie,’ he said and then tossed the bracelet into the river.
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Chapter Seventeen

The following morning, Meadows drove into the village of Llandyfan. Dyfan Folland and his wife Angela lived in a pretty stone cottage set back from the road. The front garden had deep borders filled with blooming shrubs. It had a peaceful quality, and as Meadows parked outside, he couldn’t help but think of the suffering that was happening inside.

‘What am I supposed to call him now he’s retired?’ Edris asked. ‘It seems rude to call him Dyfan when he’s been Sergeant Folland in all the time I’ve known him.’

Meadows smiled. ‘You are funny. I always call him Dyfan when we’re outside work.’

Meadows noticed that Edris still looked uncomfortable. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I don’t know what to say to Angela. It’s not like I can say “Hi, Angela, how are you?” She’s dying.’

‘Just be your usual self. Come on, let’s go.’

Dyfan opened the door as they walked up the path. ‘I’m glad to see you both.’

‘Are you missing work already?’ Edris asked.

Dyfan laughed. ‘It’s only Tuesday morning, and it feels like I’ve been off for weeks. Come on in. I’ve already made tea, and I’ve got some cake.’

‘You know me too well,’ Edris said.

They followed Dyfan into the sitting room, where a tray of tea and cakes had been placed on a table. As Meadows took a seat, he studied Dyfan. Although he appeared cheerful, Meadows could detect the sadness beneath. It showed in his eyes and the pallor of his skin.

The room was warm and cosy, but there was a dark atmosphere. Meadows had experienced it before when visiting the homes of the dying. It was a sort of suspended grief. The person was still with you, but day by day a piece of them went and the veil of death was close.

‘Down to business then,’ Dyfan said. ‘How is the investigation going?’

‘We spent all day yesterday reading old statements and re-interviewing witnesses involved in the Callie Thomas case. Valentine and Blackwell are doing the same with Melody Harries. So far we have nothing.’

Meadows filled him in on the rest of the details.

‘It’s a tricky one,’ Dyfan said. ‘You can’t be sure which of the missing girls led to Nell Aubury’s death.’

‘We’re leaning towards Callie,’ Meadows said, ‘given the second letter. You’ve lived here all your life and know everyone in the area. We’re hoping you can give us information, as you took most of the statements.’

Dyfan nodded. ‘CID handled the case, but uniform did most of the groundwork.’

‘What were your feelings at the time? Did you think Callie had run away?’ Meadows asked.

Dyfan took a sip of his tea. ‘We found no evidence that something untoward had happened, but to disappear without a trace was odd. I guess she could have planned it well or had help. We canvassed all buses, trains and taxis. Nothing. She would have had to walk to Llandeilo or Ammanford to catch a bus. It was dark and it rained heavily that night. It would have made more sense for her to go in daylight. I guess she could have gone early the next morning, and Alissa covered for her. She lied when we first spoke to her.’

Meadows nodded. ‘We saw the amended statement. When we spoke to her yesterday, we got the sense that she is still holding back information.’

‘That wouldn’t surprise me,’ Dyfan said. ‘Have some cake.’

Meadows picked up a slice. ‘There was an arson attack that night. What can you tell us about that?’

‘William Wynn Pryce’s farm. Yeah, we had a busy few days between the farm and the search for Callie.’

‘Did you have any suspects for the arson?’ Edris asked.

‘Plenty who would want to torch the farm. He’d been undercutting prices, and it didn’t go down well in the farming community. We interviewed all the local farmers. All had alibis, mainly supplied by their partners. Not one of them had any sympathy.’

Meadows swallowed a mouthful of cake and washed it down with tea. ‘If Callie was walking on the road to Llandeilo, she could have seen someone driving towards the Wynn Pryce farm or on their way back. Likely she would recognise the driver.’

Dyfan shook his head. ‘Can’t see it. The arson attack was in the early hours of the morning.’

‘We don’t have a firm time that Callie left the party or which direction she was heading.’

‘I suppose it’s possible,’ Dyfan said. ‘You’re right. We had no timeline back then. They’d all been drinking at the party, so they didn’t make good witnesses. There were people out that night, but no one saw her. We tried to build a timeline by eliminating the periods when no one saw her, if you know what I mean. There had been a party at the Cennen Arms that night.’

‘We have heard that mentioned,’ Edris said.

‘Councillor Gwyn was popular and did a lot for the area. You can imagine the turnout for his retirement party. I think everyone from the surrounding villages was there, including me and Angela. People left at different times – walking, driving, or they took taxis. We talked to everyone who was at the pub that night. No one had seen Callie. We deduced from that she had left the house party either before ten that evening or after midnight. Although it was only an estimate.’

‘Callie would have been on the road for quite some time if she had been walking home or to Llandeilo,’ Edris said. ‘You’d think someone would have seen her. Unless she never left the derelict house.’

‘Are you thinking that something happened at that party?’ Dyfan asked.

‘It’s possible. We know she had a peanut allergy. Mix that with alcohol and panic. Did–’ The door to the sitting room opened and Meadows stopped talking.

Angela walked into the room holding the arm of a woman dressed in blue scrubs. She moved slowly, as if every step was an effort. She was deathly pale and was so thin it looked like she would shatter if you touched her. The carer settled her in the armchair and Meadows walked over to her.

‘Lovely to see you, Angela,’ he said.

‘You too.’ She took his hand. ‘How is Daisy?’

‘She’s well, thank you.’

‘Can’t be long now. Boy or Girl?’

Meadows kneeled down beside the chair. ‘We don’t know. We want it to be a surprise when the baby arrives.’

Angela nodded. ‘I should have guessed you would do it that way.’ She looked across at Edris and smiled. ‘It’s so nice to have visitors. We get so few now. I think people are afraid as they don’t know what to say.’

‘Guilty,’ Edris said.

Angela laughed, but it came out as a wheeze. ‘It’s enough to gaze upon your handsome face, Tristan.’

‘Hey,’ Dyfan said. ‘You’ve got me to look at all day now.’

Angela smiled. ‘You can have too much of a good thing.’

‘I’ll get going if there is nothing else you need,’ the carer said.

‘We’ll be fine, Leah, thanks. The nurses will be in this afternoon.’

‘I’ll see you this evening then.’

‘Lovely girl,’ Angela said when Leah had left. She looked at Meadows. ‘Have you come to talk to me about Callie?’

‘Angela is good friends with Trudy,’ Dyfan said. ‘I’ve been keeping her up to date on the developments. They’re just after some general information. If you’re tired, then we can go out into the garden to talk.’

Angela shook her head. ‘I’m too nosy. Besides, I’d like to help if I can.’ She gave Meadows’ hand a squeeze. ‘Go and sit down. You’ll get a cramp kneeling down like that.’

Meadows returned to his chair and took a sip of tea. ‘You know the family well then?’ he said.

Angela nodded. ‘Trudy comes most days to see me. Even though she doesn’t say it, I know she is struggling. I’d love for her to have peace. I’d like to see that before I go. She told me once that she would like to bury Callie on the farm in view of the castle. She loved to go up there as a child.’

‘Does Trudy believe that Callie is dead?’ Meadows asked.

‘I think deep down, yes. She likes to pretend that she’s coming home. She kept all her stuff. I guess it’s easier than thinking the worst, but she has her moments where she says she feels Callie has gone. It breaks my heart. You will put an end to this, won’t you?’

‘I’m sure they are going to do their best, love,’ Dyfan said. ‘Have you got any suspects for Nell Aubury’s murder?’

‘Honestly? No,’ Meadows said. ‘We’re looking at anyone who had contact with Nell that was also questioned when Callie Thomas went missing.’

‘You don’t think it’s got anything to do with the other girl that went missing?’ Angela asked.

‘We’re also looking into Melody’s case, but we had another letter suggesting that something happened the night Callie went missing.’

Angela’s eyes widened in shock. ‘Who sent a letter?’

‘They don’t know,’ Dyfan said. He moved next to Angela. ‘Don’t upset yourself. Maybe it’s best you don’t listen.’

The last thing Meadows wanted to do was upset Angela. ‘We don’t know for certain that the letter is genuine. We haven’t informed Trudy.’

Angela nodded. ‘I won’t say anything to her.’

‘What can you tell me about the family?’

‘They keep to themselves,’ Angela said. ‘It doesn’t help that they’re isolated from the community up there on the farm. The boys – well, they are men now – still live and work on the farm. They have done from a young age. They all work hard. The kids used to work when they weren’t in school, including Callie. She had little freedom.’

‘We’ve heard that,’ Edris said.

‘It’s not what Trudy wanted for them. She was the one who would let them go out with their friends. Joe was hard on them all, including Trudy. I wouldn’t put up with his shit.’

‘What sort of shit?’ Edris asked.

‘Trudy has no life outside of the farm. Whenever we planned to go out, she was always in a hurry to get back to make Joe his lunch. It used to piss me off. You’d think he could make himself a sandwich for one afternoon. You know that poor woman has never had a holiday. It wouldn’t be so bad if it were worth her staying, but he’s a miserable git.’

Dyfan nodded. ‘He’s not the happiest of souls.’

‘Violent?’ Meadows asked.

‘I’ve seen no evidence of violence,’ Angela said. ‘Still, you can do enough damage with your tongue.’

‘What about Cerith and Christian?’

‘Lovely boys. Always say hello,’ Angela said. ‘Joe works them hard. They have no life outside the farm. It’s no wonder they’re both single.’

Meadows turned to Dyfan. ‘Did you talk to the brothers when Callie went missing?’

Dyfan nodded. ‘Both of them were in bed early that night ready for milking the next morning. As far as I could establish, there were no problems between Callie and her brothers. Honestly, we had nothing to suggest the family’s involvement in her disappearance or a good reason for her to run away. That just left the party.’

‘When you took statements from those who attended the house party, did anyone stand out as being evasive or afraid?’

Dyfan thought for a moment. ‘There’s Alissa, that you already know about. She was close to Callie, but she never appeared concerned for her friend. Even when we talked to her again, after Callie had been missing two nights, she didn’t come across as upset. As for the others, well, I guess most of them didn’t want to get into trouble with their parents. I don’t think we talked to everyone who was there that night. A lot of the kids’ parents were at the Cennen Arms, so they wouldn’t have noticed if their teenagers were out getting up to mischief. We had our suspicions about who else attended the party. People mentioned certain names, but when we talked to those individuals, they denied it. We couldn’t get them to talk without evidence that they had been there.’

‘So, there are some people that likely attended the party, but no statements were taken from them?’

Dyfan nodded.

‘Can you remember any of them?’

‘Ben Leyshon was one. He’s a GP now.’

‘You can’t think Ben had anything to do with it,’ Angela said.

‘Two missing girls and a murder – you have to look at everyone, no matter how unlikely,’ Edris said.

‘Ben’s name had come up, and when we talked to him, I remember him being upset by Callie’s disappearance. He denied being at the party. I don’t believe he was involved in anything other than having a few drinks and maybe smoking a couple of joints. He was a good kid and did well in his exams that year.’

‘He went off to India on a gap year before going to university,’ Angela said. ‘Working on a project to help build a school and improve living conditions for disadvantaged children.’

‘Could he have been Callie’s boyfriend? Alissa seemed to think she might have gone off with a boy that night.’

Dyfan shook his head. ‘There was never mention of a boyfriend.’

‘Do you think Nathan Ellis went to this party?’ Edris asked.

‘No, Nathan was four or five years older than Callie. He’d already left school. Is he a suspect in the Nell Aubury case?’

‘No. He just gives off a bad vibe.’

Dyfan laughed. ‘Yeah, Nathan was a bit of a naughty boy. Nothing serious. Fighting, and going after women, no matter if they had a boyfriend or husband.’

‘And tearing around in that minivan of his,’ Angela added. ‘The number of times I nearly collided with him coming around the bend.’

‘We talked to Nathan at the time. He was living in a caravan at the quarry. It was supposed to be for security reasons, but I’m sure it was to get into mischief. We thought it was possible that Callie had passed that way. He’d been out drinking with the quarry boys that night and said he saw nothing. All checked out.’

Meadows sat back and thought about what he’d seen on the DVD of the derelict farmhouse. ‘Did Nathan leave the area for any length of time?’

‘Yeah,’ Dyfan said. ‘He went away to work. Construction. Made a bit of money by all accounts. He bought a house when he came back. Renovated and sold it for a decent profit, then put the money into the pub.’

‘Can you remember when he left?’

Dyfan thought for a moment. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘Was it soon after Callie went missing?’

‘I don’t think so. Maybe about six months later. I remember there being a fresh appeal for Callie that first Christmas. The local paper ran the story. Around the same time, there was a break-in at the quarry. Someone stole some cash. Nathan wasn’t living there then.’

Meadows drank down the last of the tea and stood up. ‘Thank you both for the tea and chat.’

‘Anytime,’ Dyfan said.

‘Give my love to Daisy,’ Angela said.

‘I will. Are you looking forward to using the retirement gift?’

‘The caravan?’ Angela’s eyes lit up. ‘The weather is set to get warmer, so we’ll be off soon. Can’t wait.’

‘I’ll pop in to see you before you go.’ Meadows leaned down and kissed Angela on the cheek.

Dyfan saw them to the door and waved them off.

‘Interesting,’ Edris said as they drove away. ‘Nathan goes away around the same time that Melody goes missing.’

Meadows nodded. ‘Then there’s Ben Leyshon. Sounds like he was at the party, and he was also at the Sycamore the weekend Nell stayed. Added to that, he went away for a year. I think we should pay a visit to the doctor.’
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Chapter Eighteen

While Meadows was sitting in the reception area of the doctor’s surgery, Edris walked around and read the notices. He came to stand next to Meadows and huffed.

‘How long are we going to wait?’

‘As long as it takes for him to deal with his patient. Why don’t you sit down?’

‘Do you know how many germs are on those seats?’ Edris whispered. ‘This place is full of sick people. They’re coughing and touching things.’

Meadows tried not to laugh.

The door to the doctor’s office opened, and a woman came out carrying a toddler.

‘You can go in now,’ the receptionist said.

Meadows led the way into the room where he saw a fair-haired, clean-shaven man sitting behind a desk. ‘Thank you for seeing us, Dr Leyshon,’ Meadows said.

‘No problem.’ He smiled. ‘Please call me Ben. Everyone else does.’

Meadows took a seat and waited for Edris to take out his notebook. ‘I can see that you’re busy, so I’ll get straight to the point. Your name came up in connection with Callie Thomas.’

Ben sat back in his chair. ‘I see. I’ve heard rumours that the woman murdered at the burial cairns was looking into Callie’s disappearance. I’m guessing you want to know if I was at the party that night. I’m embarrassed to say that I lied at the time. I was there.’

‘We’ve been appealing for information,’ Meadows said. ‘Why haven’t you come forward?’

Ben rubbed his hand over his chin. ‘Erm… well… I don’t have any information.’

Edris raised his eyebrows. ‘If that’s the case, then why did you lie about being at the party?’

‘I was seventeen and sitting my A levels. My parents had worked hard saving to put me through medical school. I didn’t want to disappoint them by getting in trouble.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘Why did you think you would be in trouble?’

‘There was a lot of drinking that night, and I had smoked a few joints. I was alone with Callie for a little while. I was afraid the police would think I had done something to her. For the record, I didn’t. There was nothing I could have told the police back then that would have helped.’

‘You’d be surprised what information can help,’ Meadows said. ‘Can you tell us everything you remember from that night?’

Ben nodded. ‘I’d heard in school there was going to be a party at the derelict house. It wasn’t far from my parents’ house, so a couple of my friends said they’d sleep at my place, and we’d go. My parents were at a retirement party that night. Most of the village was, so it wasn’t like anyone was going to disturb us.

‘There was plenty of alcohol. I took a bottle of my father’s rum. Most of the alcohol was raided from parents. You know the type of stuff that’s only brought out at Christmas. That and flagons of cider.’ Ben pulled a face. ‘Still can’t stand the smell of the stuff.’

Meadows felt Ben was dragging out the story. ‘We know that everyone at the party was drunk and had probably taken drugs of one type or another.’

Ben folded his arms and leaned back in the chair. ‘I saw Callie there. I knew her from school. She was a couple of years below me, but I used to talk to her at the bus stop. I thought she was cute.’

Meadows’ phone rang and he whipped it out of his pocket. He saw Nesta’s name flash across the screen and declined the call. He figured she would leave a message, and he didn’t want to interrupt the interview. ‘Sorry. Go on.’

‘Later in the evening, Callie and Alissa got into a big fight.’

‘You witnessed this?’ Meadows asked.

Ben nodded. ‘Callie slapped Alissa. Called her a liar and a whore. A few people were laughing. Callie ran out of the house in tears. I followed her to see if she was OK. She was a shy girl. Not the type to hit someone, so I thought it was odd. The two of them were always together at school.

‘When I got outside, Callie was sobbing. I talked to her for a while to calm her down and offered to get her a drink, but she didn’t want one.’

‘Was Calie drunk at this stage?’ Edris asked.

‘No. To be honest, I didn’t see her with a drink all night. She may have had a few, but she certainly wasn’t drunk, just upset.’

‘Did she tell you what the argument was about?’ Meadows asked.

‘Not really. She said Alissa was supposed to be her friend, but she was trying to ruin her life. I asked her what she meant. She said something like, “Alissa is lying because she’s jealous.” I stayed with her, talking nonsense until she stopped crying.’

‘Did she go back in the house?’ Meadows asked.

Ben shifted in his seat. ‘Erm… Yeah. This is really embarrassing, but in my defence, I was very drunk. I tried to kiss her, but she wasn’t having any of it.’

‘Just kiss?’ Edris asked.

Ben bristled. ‘Yes. That’s all. Actually, she was nice about it. She said she had a boyfriend.’

Edris stopped writing and looked up. ‘Did she say who?’

‘No. I asked if he was in the house and she laughed. She said he wouldn’t hang out with a bunch of schoolkids. I got the impression that he was a lot older than she was. Then she looked at the time, thanked me for keeping her company, and then went back inside. She came out a few moments later, said goodbye, and walked off. That was the last time I saw her.’

‘What time was this?’ Meadows asked.

‘Not that late. About eleven.’

‘Do you remember if she had a bag with her?’

‘She had a backpack. I thought she was going home.’

‘Did Alissa stay after that?’

‘She left not long after.’

Meadows stood up. ‘Thank you for your time. You’ve been very helpful.’

‘I wish I’d gone after her. It was dark and a long walk home,’ Ben said as they left the room.

‘What did you make of him?’ Edris asked when they had left the building

‘Not sure. He lied at the time.’

‘And he admitted to trying it on with Callie. What if it went further than that?’ Edris asked.

Meadows nodded. ‘He was drunk and stoned. Maybe he wouldn’t take no for an answer. I don’t think we can rule him out. We need to take a closer look.’ He took out his phone and checked his voicemail.

‘Who was that?’ Edris asked when Meadows ended the call.

‘Nesta. She’s waiting for us at the station. She says she has a location for Callie.’

* * *

Someone had put Nesta in an interview room and given her a cup of tea. She stood up as soon as they entered the room.

‘Sorry for the wait,’ Meadows said. ‘What have you got for us?’

‘I went to Cardiff today to see Nell’s parents and pick up the post from the PO box. I thought it best to monitor it after the last letter I received.’ She spoke quickly. ‘There was a lot. Most of it condolences and some nonsense but then… You better see for yourself.’ She put her hand in her bag and pulled out a letter in a plastic cover and thrust it at Meadows. ‘I thought it might be a hoax, but there’s something about it that makes me think it’s genuine. I covered it in case you need to check for fingerprints.’

Meadows took the letter and placed it on the desk where both he and Edris could read.

Dear Nesta,

I’m so sorry about what happened to Nell. It was never my intention for anyone else to get hurt. I don’t know who is responsible for her death or why.

All I wanted was for the truth about Callie to come to light. I thought getting you and Nell to look at the case would help. Then everything got out of hand.

It’s time for Callie to be returned to her family. She should have grown up and had a family of her own. The map below shows where she is buried.

I am so sorry. Please tell her family that she didn’t suffer.

Nesta hovered behind them. ‘Isn’t that where they found Nell’s car?’

Meadows looked at the poorly drawn map. ‘Yes, but it’s a large area to search.’

‘But you think it’s genuine?’ Nesta asked.

‘We will have to take it seriously,’ Meadows said. ‘Can I please ask that you not put this on social media?’

Nesta straightened up and folded her arms. ‘This could help catch Nell’s killer.’

‘We can’t be sure the writer and Nell’s killer are one and the same,’ Edris said.

‘They are hardly going to admit it,’ Nesta snapped.

Meadows could almost feel the grief and agitation coming from Nesta. He understood her desperation to do something but he couldn’t risk her compromising the investigation. ‘The last thing we need is for people to turn up to watch the search, film, and spread it all over social media. It’s not fair to the family. I have something you can use.’ He explained the idea of a feature about the farmhouse with the mural, hoping that would placate her.

‘I’m happy to do that,’ Nesta said.

‘I just need to clear it with the owners and my boss. Just give me a couple of days and I’ll get a copy of the DVD and photos to you.’

‘OK.’ Nesta stood up. ‘I’ll wait to hear from you.’

‘Thanks for bringing in the letter,’ Meadows said.

* * *

Back in the office, Meadows showed the letter to the team.

‘It looks like the handwriting on the first letter,’ Valentine said.

Meadows nodded his agreement.

‘So what’s the point of typing the second letter?’ Blackwell came to join them. ‘I don’t think they are from the same person.’

‘I agree,’ Meadows said. ‘I think the second letter was to frighten Nesta into leaving and possibly turn our attention away from Melody. The second letter is most likely from the killer.’

‘The source that Nell was supposed to meet?’ Edris asked.

Meadows looked at the other letter on the incident board. ‘The first and third letters are more concerned with Callie being found. The first was to get the case looked into again.’

‘Maybe this person was a witness,’ Valentine said. ‘Perhaps a loved one was involved and now they want to speak out.’

Paskin, who had been reading the letters, turned away from the incident board. ‘What I don’t get is, if these are from two different writers, then how did the second writer know about the first letter. One using the PO box to communicate, I can understand, but two different people using the same method I find odd.’

‘Gossip,’ Meadows said. ‘Trudy knew about the first letter, and we know Joe goes to the pub. People would pass that sort of information around quickly.’

‘So, what now?’ Blackwell asked.

Meadows looked at the map on the letter. ‘We dig.’
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Chapter Nineteen

Frankie was sitting in the passenger seat looking out the window as Ifan drove over the mountain. It was a clear morning so she could see down into the valley. Sheep grazed near the road and two red kites glided on the wind as they searched for prey.

Their three children were sitting in the back, all dressed in school uniform. It was the usual morning routine, and she felt like things were getting back to normal. It had almost been a week since the discovery of the body at the burial cairns and all the chaos that had come with it.

‘Glad to be getting back to work, love?’ Ifan asked.

‘Yeah. Although I enjoyed the extra time in the garden. I got so much done.’

‘You could give up work if you wanted. I wouldn’t mind. It’s just… well… I think it’s good for you to get out and mix with people.’

Frankie smiled. ‘As long as it’s not too many people.’

‘We’re lucky we live here. Can you imagine living and working in a city?’

Frankie shuddered. ‘My worst nightmare. I can’t imagine you catching the tube to work either. Crammed together with all those people.’

‘I guess we’re a perfect match.’

As they approached the crossroads, Frankie saw a police car blocking the road to the right. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

Ifan shrugged.

Frankie twisted around in her seat to check on the children. There had been so much talk in school about the murder, she was worried the sight of the police car would set off the topic again. The two boys were discussing a video game and her daughter had her earphones in, eyes fixed on the phone screen. None of them seemed bothered.

As they neared the police car, Frankie saw the closed-road sign. The officer waved them on, and she forced herself not to look in that direction.

‘Maybe an accident,’ she said.

Ifan nodded, but she could see the tension in his face. He’d been preoccupied since Nell Aubury had turned up. The police calling around didn’t help. Then there was Callie Thomas. She couldn’t get the name out of her mind. She had searched online for information, but she didn’t find much other than the initial news story. She’d asked Ifan about Callie. He claimed not to know anything, but she could see her name made him uncomfortable. It had happened not long before they met. He had a life before her, she knew that, but he never talked about it. Never mentioned any previous girlfriends. Maybe that’s why, she thought.

They dropped the children off at school, and she turned to face him. ‘I’m worried. This investigation isn’t going away. What if the police find something else? It will be on the news. There will be cameras everywhere. We won’t be safe.’ Her heart thudded in her chest.

‘It’s going to be OK. I’ll look after you.’ He gave her hand a squeeze.

‘Maybe we should go away,’ she said.

‘On holiday?’

‘No. Just pack up and get away from this place.’

Ifan shook his head. ‘It’s not that simple. We’d have to uproot the children from school. Not to mention selling the house. We’ve just got to keep our heads down until the whole thing blows over. It will be fine. You’ve nothing to worry about.’

She tried to take comfort from his words, but his body language told her he was just as worried.

They arrived at the Sycamore and Ifan took his toolkit from the boot.

‘I’ll see you later.’ He gave her a kiss on the cheek.

She watched him walk away, then went into the bar. Steff’s face lit up when she saw her. ‘I’m so glad to see you.’

Frankie felt warmth spread through her. She liked Steff. She was an outsider like herself. Frankie was always curious about why Steff didn’t have close friends or talk about family. She interacted with people at the pub, served drinks and meals but never gave much of herself away.

They had first met at the school gates. It had been the two of them standing alone while the other mothers talked. They’d struck up a conversation about the children, and Frankie told her about her gardening. When the restaurant opened, it had been Steff’s idea to buy Frankie’s vegetables for ingredients. Word spread and soon she was supplying local hotels and shops. Frankie would always be grateful for the help Steff gave to get her started and the part-time work cleaning the pub and units.

Knowing Steff heard gossip at the bar, Frankie asked, ‘Do you know what’s going on at the crossroads?’

‘No, why?’

‘The road is closed. I thought it might be something to do with the investigation.’

‘If it is, then I’m sure the tongues will wag this evening.’

Frankie felt a fluttering in her stomach as she asked the next question. ‘Anything more about the missing girls?’

A shadow passed across Steff’s face, then she shook her head. ‘I guess we’d better get on.’

Frankie fetched the Hoover and started in the restaurant area. As she worked, she thought about Steff’s reaction to her question. It had clearly upset her, but why? Had she heard something that she didn’t want Frankie to know? Or was it something else?

When she’d finished cleaning the pub, she moved on to the units. Only two were in use. One had been vacated that morning and Nesta Jones occupied the other. Frankie went into the empty one, stripped the bed, and cleaned every surface until it gleamed. She loved the physical work as it allowed her to daydream. She thought about the couple that had stayed in the unit. Maybe it had been a romantic getaway. She imagined them exploring the countryside hand in hand and coming back to the room to talk over their day.

Maybe a holiday would be nice, she thought. A log cabin by a lake. She gathered the laundry and left the unit. She was still thinking about the perfect holiday location when she came face to face with Nesta.

‘Oh,’ Frankie squeaked and took a step back.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ Nesta said. ‘You must be Frankie. I was hoping to catch you.’

‘I was just about to clean your unit. Is there something you need?’

‘No. I just wanted to have a chat with you.’

Frankie stiffened. This is what she had been afraid of. It was bad enough that she had watched Nell and Nesta on YouTube. Every episode. They were celebrities. Now Nesta was standing here expecting her to have a chat.

‘I’m sorry, I have to get on.’ Frankie held up the laundry bag.

‘Here. Let me take that for you.’ Nesta grabbed the laundry, moved to the nearest picnic bench, and plonked it on top. ‘Come and sit down for a minute. I’m sure Steff won’t mind. You’re entitled to a break.’

Frankie looked around and saw Nathan pulling into the car park. She moved quickly and took a seat opposite Nesta. The last person she wanted to talk to was Nathan. He gave her the creeps.

‘I won’t keep you long,’ Nesta said.

‘Morning, ladies,’ Nathan called out. ‘Lovely day. You should be in your bikinis, sunbathing.’

Nesta rolled her eyes. ‘Dickhead.’

Frankie couldn’t help smiling.

‘Do you know Nathan well?’ Nesta asked.

‘Not really. It’s mostly Steff I talk to.’

‘I don’t think he likes me being around.’

Frankie didn’t comment.

‘Still, he’s always friendly,’ Nesta went on. ‘Flirty. Is he like that with all the women?’

‘Yeah. I guess he is. I don’t like it much. I…’ Frankie stopped herself. It was easy to talk to Nesta, and she could see how she got information out of people.

‘I notice that he’s friendly with the woman who walks her dog past here every day. I think her name is Alissa.’

Frankie nodded. ‘Probably been friends for years. They are both from the area.’

Nesta leaned in close. ‘I think it may be more than that. I saw her walk past three times yesterday. She paused outside the pub, walked her dog around the car park, then sat down on the bench. It was as if she were waiting for someone. She was here again this morning. Do you think there could be something between them?’

‘I don’t know,’ Frankie said. ‘I just do my work and take no notice of what Nathan gets up to.’

‘Did you see Nathan talking to Nell?’

Frankie shifted on the bench. ‘A few times.’

‘I heard you talked to her.’

‘Only briefly.’ Frankie wanted to leave, but if she got up now, she knew it would look odd. ‘She was very nice. Friendly. I’m sorry you lost your friend. It must be very difficult for you.’

‘Thank you,’ Nesta said.

‘I should go.’

‘Please stay. Just a little longer. Most of the people who pass by or come into the pub don’t want to talk to me. I guess it’s because I’m an outsider.’

‘I don’t think it’s that,’ Frankie said. ‘Everyone is really friendly here. I expect they are worried you’ll repeat what they say on your show.’

Nesta leaned back. ‘I never thought of that. I promise that anything you tell me will go no further. Certainly not on social media. I understand that this is your community, and it’s hard to think that someone here is capable of murder.’

An icy shiver ran down Frankie’s back and she wrapped her arms around herself.

Nesta reached across the table and touched Frankie’s arm. ‘While the person responsible for killing Nell is still out there, your community isn’t safe. Someone knows who the murderer is and is covering for them. You may have even seen Nell’s killer talking to her.’

Frankie leapt up from the bench.

‘I’m sorry,’ Nesta said. ‘I don’t mean to frighten you. Surely you want an end to this. Two teenage girls went missing around here, and a young woman is dead. Don’t you want to feel safe?’

Frankie felt tears sting her eyes. ‘I’ve told the police everything I saw when Nell was here.’

‘Who else did you see Nell talking to?’

‘I saw her talking to the people who were staying in unit two. Nathan and Steff. That’s about it. Oh, and Alissa.’

‘What did you and Nell talk about?’

‘She asked about the area, how long I’ve lived here and stuff like that.’

‘Did she talk about Callie Thomas or Melody Harries?’

Bile rose in Frankie’s throat. She didn’t want to talk about the missing girls. ‘Erm… I think she said she was here for work. I said I’d seen her latest appeal. She said something like there may be a connection in the area. Is that true?’

Nesta nodded. ‘It appears the two disappearances are connected. The police are looking into it. That means someone from the area could be responsible for both girls going missing.’

Frankie couldn’t listen anymore. ‘I have to get on.’ She grabbed the laundry and hurried to the washroom.

It was cool and quiet in the back room. Frankie leaned against the wall for a few minutes and took some calming breaths. It’s over now, she thought. She’d talked to Nesta and no one else should bother her with questions. The washing had finished the cycle, so she emptied the contents into a washing basket and loaded the laundry. As the sun was out and there was a breeze, Frankie decided to peg out the washing. Steff always used the tumble dryer, which Frankie saw as a waste of electricity.

The pub had a private walled garden that was topped with a trellis fence. It was a safe place for the children to play and somewhere for Steff and Nathan to escape on a warm day.

There was nobody in the garden. Frankie carried the basket of washing to the top and started to peg it to the line. She had just placed the second peg when she heard Nathan calling Ifan.

‘I’m busy,’ Ifan called out.

‘I need to talk to you now!’ Nathan boomed.

Frankie moved to the wall and stood on tiptoes to peek through the trellis. She could see Nathan standing a few feet from the wall. Ifan was walking towards him.

‘We’ve got a problem,’ Nathan said.

Ifan looked surprised. ‘Is there something wrong with the supplies? I can’t get on with the job if they don’t deliver today.’

‘Not the work. Alissa,’ Nathan hissed.

Ifan mumbled something, and Frankie pushed herself closer to the trellis. Nathan lowered his voice.

‘She doesn’t trust you,’ Nathan said. ‘She’s going to tell the police what you did.’

Ifan backed away. ‘I didn’t–’

‘We all know what a little perv you were.’

Ifan turned to walk away, but Nathan grabbed his arm. Frankie couldn’t hear what was being said now, but she could see the fear in Ifan’s eyes. He shrugged Nathan’s arm away and said something. Nathan shoved him and Ifan stumbled back. He was no match for Nathan. Rage simmered inside her. She wasn’t used to that feeling. It had come on suddenly a few times, and mostly she had forced it back down. Now it was bubbling to the surface and threatened to explode.

She marched out of the garden and headed towards where Nathan and Ifan had been standing. Nathan was still there, but Ifan was retreating to the units.

Nathan fixed a smile on his face when he saw her approaching. ‘Alright, Frankie?’

‘No,’ Frankie said.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘You need to leave Ifan alone and stop bullying him.’

Nathan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘What’s he been saying to you?’

Frankie’s anger was subsiding and she felt a tremor in her legs. ‘Nothing. I saw you having a go at him. What’s going on?’

‘I think you should ask Ifan.’

‘I’m asking you.’

Nathan stared at her for a moment and then smirked. ‘Bit feisty today, aren’t you? I must admit, I’m kinda liking it.’

Frankie’s nerves took hold, and she stepped back.

‘Not sure Ifan would like this side of you,’ Nathan continued. ‘He likes them quiet.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Maybe you should ask Alissa. He saw a lot of her before he met you.’ Nathan laughed. ‘Had his eye on Callie too, according to Alissa.’ He walked off chuckling to himself.

Jealousy burned in Frankie. She walked to the new units, where she found Ifan working on the electrics.

‘What’s up?’ Ifan asked.

She burst into tears.

Ifan put his arms around her. ‘What’s happened?’

Frankie led Ifan outside. She didn’t want the other workers to hear. As she repeated what Nathan had said, she watched his eyes harden.

‘Nathan is just being a dick,’ he said.

‘He implied you and Alissa were an item.’

Ifan shook his head. ‘I swear to you I have been nowhere near Alissa. She was a horrible girl.’

‘What about Callie?’

‘Please, Frankie, I’ve told you before. I had nothing to do with Callie going missing. I’ll have a word with Alissa and see what she’s been saying.’

‘No, stay away from her.’

‘If that’s what you want.’

‘What I want is to get away from here. Couldn’t we take the kids out of school and go away for a couple of weeks?’

‘OK. Once I finish these units, I’ll get paid. We can go away for a break then. You deserve a holiday. When you finish here, why don’t you go home and look for somewhere to go? Everything will be OK. You just need to trust me.’

Frankie wasn’t sure she did anymore.
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Chapter Twenty

Joe Thomas walked across the field with a growing feeling of dread. He hadn’t slept well for the past few nights, and he was bone-tired. Each step was an effort. He felt as if he had sandbags attached to his arms and legs. He kept pushing on as he always did. Standing still too long only gave him time to think, and he didn’t like where his mind went.

He reached the house, took off his wellington boots, and slipped off his overalls. Trudy was waiting for him in the kitchen and handed him a mug of tea.

‘Where are they then?’ Joe sat at the table.

‘They’ll be here shortly.’

Joe huffed. The idea of the police coming put him on edge. ‘They’d better hurry. I’m a busy man. I haven’t got time to wait or sit around answering their questions. I don’t see why they need to come here at all. Did they say what they wanted?’

Trudy shook her head. ‘I went to see Angela yesterday. She said they are interviewing all the people who were at the house party with Callie that night. They are also talking to everyone who was at the retirement party. It’s got people talking again.’

‘We weren’t at the retirement party.’

‘No, but the police might have new information.’ Trudy took a seat opposite Joe. ‘The boys said there were a few vehicles heading towards Pal y Cwrt early this morning.’

‘How would they know that?’

‘The driver who picks up the milk told them. He said he’d followed a couple of vans and a police car. Made a joke about it being rush hour. Why would the police be out at that time of the morning? Maybe they’ve found something. That was where they found Nell’s car.’

Irritation crawled under Joe’s skin. ‘Will you stop! You’re letting your imagination run wild. Do you want to end up in the state you were before?’ He picked up his mug and took a gulp of tea.

Trudy stared at him. ‘I’ve been thinking about that. I wasn’t confused. Where were you that night? I woke up and you were gone. You kept telling me I was mixed up and stressed out with the search, but you–’

Joe slammed his mug down on the table. ‘For fuck’s sake, listen to yourself. If you go spouting shit like that, the police will think we have something to hide. Is that what you want?’

‘What I want is answers. I’ve thought about that last day and night for years. I remember every word Callie said to me, and I remember you were not in bed!’

It was a shock to hear Trudy raise her voice to him. She was usually placid. He thought he had convinced her she’d been mistaken that night.

‘I’d probably gone out to the yard. You know how the dogs used to go off when there was a fox around.’ He ran his hand through his hair. ‘It’s so long ago, I can’t remember. Are you saying that you think I had something to do with Callie running off?’

‘No… well, I don’t know. You were so hard on her and angry that she had gone out that night.’ Trudy rubbed her hands over her face, and tears pooled in her eyes. ‘We don’t know for certain that she ran off. If nothing comes from the police inquiries this time, I’m going to ask Nesta to do an appeal. I’ve watched the programme. Millions of people watch it. If Callie is out there, she may see it.’

‘No!’ Anger pulsed through Joe’s veins. ‘I forbid you to have anything to do with that woman. I will not have our personal business spread all over the internet.’

Trudy’s eyes narrowed. ‘You forbid it, do you? What are you going to do? Throw me out? Gag me?’ Trudy stood up. ‘You can’t tell me what to do.’

‘You’re my wife – we stick together. You can’t go making those sorts of decisions on your own.’

‘Every decision you’ve made, I’ve gone along with. I’ve stood by your side all these years, but not on this. I want my daughter back!’ Trudy screamed.

Joe jumped up from the table, sending the chair crashing backwards. ‘She’s not coming back,’ he roared.

A loud knock at the door halted their argument.

‘I’ll get it,’ Trudy said.

Joe picked up the chair and sat down. He felt like an elastic band stretched too far that could snap at any moment. He tried to calm himself. The police couldn’t possibly know what he did twenty years ago, he thought. Only one person knew his secret and they had remained silent for years. Was it possible they had decided to speak up?

Trudy came back into the kitchen followed by the two detectives he’d seen last time. They introduced themselves and took a seat.

‘Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?’ Trudy asked.

They refused and relief flooded Joe. He didn’t want them to stay any longer than necessary. He heard the front door open and Cerith and Christian appeared.

‘What are you doing here?’ Joe glared at his sons.

‘We want to know what’s going on,’ Christian said.

‘Yeah,’ Cerith agreed. ‘It’s our sister. We have a right to know if she’s been found.’

Joe bit back a retort as they took a seat either side of Trudy. He’d have words with the pair of them later. He turned his attention to Meadows. ‘So?’

Meadows looked around the table. ‘There has been a development that we need to inform you about. I’m afraid that it may be distressing to hear.’

Joe saw Trudy stiffen and Christian took her hand.

‘We’ve received an anonymous letter,’ Meadows continued. ‘The writer claims to know your daughter’s resting place.’

Trudy let out a gasp

‘Resting? You mean, like, buried?’ Joe asked. This was not what he had expected to hear.

‘I’m so sorry to have to put you through this,’ Meadows said.

Joe looked at Meadows. He could see the compassion in the detective’s green eyes, but it didn’t help. ‘This has to be some sick joke,’ he said.

‘We are working on tracing the origin of the letter, but for now we have to take the claims seriously.’

Trudy sobbed.

‘Where?’ Joe asked.

‘An area close to Pen y Cwrt. We had to call in a team of specialists. They will use ground-penetrating radar to identify any areas of interest. Then, they will excavate. We’re not sure how long this is going to take.’

‘I want to help,’ Cerith said.

Christian nodded. ‘We can dig.’

‘I’m afraid we can’t allow you into the area,’ Meadows said. ‘I understand it is difficult, but as soon as we have any news, we will let you know.’

Joe had an image of police digging up enormous areas of the mountain. ‘This is ridiculous. You come here, raking up the past and upsetting my wife, and for what? We searched the entire area for Callie. I think we would have noticed if someone had been digging up the mountain. All you’re going to achieve is bringing back the people with their drones and cameras. They’ll be knocking on our door.’

‘I can assure you that we have not made this public,’ Meadows said. ‘We can’t stop speculation, but we have closed the road. Other than the people living in the area, we will not grant access to any members of the public.’

Trudy took a tissue from her pocket and wiped her eyes. ‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘At least something is being done to find her.’

Joe couldn’t believe his wife was taking this seriously. ‘The other day you were around here showing us photos of clothes and paintings. You got our hopes up that she was alive. Now you are telling us you think she is dead.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Meadows said. ‘We are following more than one line of inquiry. We need to check every lead.’

‘The clothes weren’t hers,’ Joe said. ‘It would be better if you left us out of this until you’ve actually found her.’

‘Shut up, Joe,’ Trudy snapped. ‘I want to know what’s going on and not hear it from village gossip.’

Anger swelled in Joe’s chest and he struggled to hold his tongue. How dare she speak to him like that in front of the police, he thought. After everything I’ve done for this family.

Meadows’ phone rang, and Joe watched as he whipped it out of his pocket.

‘Excuse me a moment. I need to take this call.’ Meadows left the kitchen.

Trudy turned to Edris. ‘Do you think there is news?’

‘I imagine it’s too soon for the search to have uncovered anything,’ Edris said.

Trudy nodded. ‘I’ve been thinking about the paintings that were found in the farmhouse. Callie didn’t paint anything that large, but she spent a lot of time painting and drawing.’

‘Did you keep any of her work?’

‘No,’ Joe said.

‘I think there may be some art books up in the attic with some of her things,’ Trudy said.

‘You were supposed to get rid of all her stuff,’ Joe said. ‘I told you I didn’t want them around as a constant reminder.’

‘Reminder?’ Cerith’s nostrils flared. ‘Do you think we would forget our sister?’

‘I wanted to keep some of them,’ Trudy said. ‘In case she came back.’

‘It would be very useful to look at Callie’s artwork,’ Edris said, ‘so we can make a comparison.’

‘I’ll go up and look for them,’ Christian said.

‘You can bloody well finish your work first,’ Joe snapped.

Edris looked at Christian. ‘How old were you when Callie went missing?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘I was nineteen,’ Cerith added.

‘Do you recall seeing Callie with anyone around that time or noticing any difference in her behaviour?’

‘To be honest, we didn’t spend much time together,’ Christian said.

Cerith glanced at Joe. ‘Dad kept us busy on the farm. Up at half four every morning, so we only saw her at dinner time. Then we’d be off to bed early. I know she didn’t want that life.’

Anger bubbled in Joe’s chest. He felt like a volcano about to blow. ‘You don’t know what she wanted,’ he growled.

Meadows came back into the kitchen and Joe saw him give Edris a subtle nod.

‘Have they found something?’ Trudy asked.

Joe looked at Meadows. His face said it all.

‘A couple of areas of interest have been identified. It will be a while until we know more,’ Meadows said. ‘We’ll keep you updated.’

The detectives left and Joe felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. He stood up. ‘I’m going back to work.’ He left to the sound of Trudy’s cries of anguish.

* * *

Meadows drove the short distance to the crossroads and PC Hanes waved them on.

‘That Joe is a strange character,’ Edris said. ‘Sounds like a man used to getting his own way.’

Meadows nodded. ‘He seems to struggle to hold his temper. Still, it can’t be easy. He’s not a young man, and farming is a hard job. On top of that, his daughter’s been missing for twenty years. I doubt things have been normal in that family since.’

‘The question is, was he an angry man before Callie went missing?’ Edris asked. ‘I think he’s ruled that family for years. Did you hear the way he spoke to his sons? At one point he looked like he was going to jump up and hit one of them.’

‘He was very agitated. Even before we mentioned the letter,’ Meadows said. He followed the road until they came to the hills with the hawthorn trees. An unmarked van, a forensic vehicle, and Blackwell’s car were parked on the roadside. He pulled up behind the vehicles and got out of the car.

Blackwell and Valentine walked over.

‘They think they’ve found something,’ Blackwell said. ‘Ground-penetrating radar picked up an anomaly. They’ve started digging.’

Blackwell led the way over a hill, where a small digger was scraping away the top layer of grass. They joined the team and stood in a row watching. Each time the bucket moved a layer of earth, it stopped and forensic officers inspected the ground.

‘This is going to take hours,’ Blackwell said.

Meadows put his hands in his pockets. ‘Why don’t you go back to the office?’

‘I’m staying,’ Valentine said.

Blackwell grunted.

Eventually, the digging halted at around two and a half feet. The forensic team used brushes to move the earth.

‘Got something,’ Mike, the head of the team, called and beckoned them over.

Meadows peered down the hole and saw what looked like tarpaulin peeping through the earth.

‘We’ll take photographs before we open it,’ Mike said.

Meadows felt the warmth of the sun on his back and a gentle breeze ruffle his hair. Everyone was silent. Even the man operating the digger was now standing with his head bowed.

An incision was made in the plastic, and gloved hands prized it apart. A layer of canvas embedded with earth and roots was revealed, and inside that, the remnants of a blanket and a skull.

‘Looks like we’ve found Callie Thomas,’ Edris said.

Meadows looked at the castle in the distance. ‘Buried in view of the Carreg Cennen Castle. This is where Trudy said she wanted to lay her to rest.’

‘Who would know that?’ Valentine asked.

‘The way the whispers go through this valley, anyone in this community,’ Meadows said. ‘I would say someone who cared for her.’

‘The boyfriend,’ Edris said.

A seed of a theory planted itself in Meadows’ mind, and an uneasiness creeped over him. He quickly shut it down before it had time to flourish. He didn’t want to go there and it wasn’t a thought he could share with the team.
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Chapter Twenty-one

I lay on the floor, panting. He was on top of me, pinning down my arms. Now that I’d seen his face, I knew it was over. Either he was going to kill me, or he’d leave me for the others.

‘Why did you do that?’ he asked.

‘I just want to go home.’

He got up and hauled me to my feet. I didn’t struggle. I had no fight left. Anger twisted his face, which was still cut and bruised from the fight.

He’d tried to defend me and I had blown the chance of having him on my side. I struggled to keep pace with him as he dragged me back towards the shed. His hand gripped my upper arm. Now that I was no longer fuelled with adrenaline, the pain from my fall was intense. I could see two patches of blood forming on the knees of my joggers.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

He ignored me.

There wasn’t much to see outside other than how desolate the place was. He’d been right when he said that no one would hear me scream. I couldn’t see any neighbouring farmhouses. It was just brambles, fields, and a distant hill. If he killed me and left me here, I doubt anyone would discover my body. The thought made me weak.

He opened the shed door and shoved me inside. The stench assaulted my nostrils. The contents of the toilet bucket I had dumped over his head had spread out and seeped into the floor. He dragged me to the bale of hay and secured the chains. Not once did he look at me. When he’d finished, he turned and walked towards the door.

‘Don’t go,’ I pleaded.

He paused for a moment, then opened the door, stepped out, and then slammed it shut. I heard the locks being secured. I lay down on the hay and picked thorns and gravel from the palms of my hands. My arms had deep scratches, and when I inspected my knees, they were both cut and bruised. My wrist had swollen up. He knocked me to the ground so hard I was sure it was broken.

The wash bucket was still full of water, so I used it to clean my wounds the best I could. I tipped out the contents and used the bucket as a toilet.

Darkness fell, and he still didn’t come back. I didn’t sleep well at all that night. The pain and throbbing in my wrist and knees kept me awake. There was still no sign of him the next day. I had no food or water. By evening I regretted tipping out the dirty wash water. I was so thirsty I would have drunk it.

Another night came and went. I guessed he had run and left me to the others. I had another day left at the most before they came back.

I lay on the hay and watched a couple of rats scurry across the floor. They rummaged around in empty sandwich packets looking for morsels to eat. Their whiskers twitched as they held crumbs in their paws and nibbled.

Strangely, they were a comfort to me. Another living creature. By now, my lips had cracked and my wounds looked infected. Darkness fell again, and I lay in a trance. I’d given up. My spirit was broken, and I no longer cared if I lived or died. I went into myself and found a happy place. I was dancing in my bedroom. I could hear the music.

When the door opened, I was too weak to move. I heard a voice, but I blocked it out. I wanted to stay in my mind.

A hand gripped my shoulder and light blinded me.

‘Come, sit up. You need to drink.’

I turned my head away.

‘Please. We don’t have much time.’

I recognised his voice. ‘You came back.’ My voice came out as a croak.

‘I couldn’t leave you here for them to… We need to move. Now.’

He helped me sit up and held a bottle of water to my lips. I guzzled it down. When I had finished the bottle, he opened another one.

‘I shouldn’t have left you so long. I’ve brought you food.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘You have to try. You’re too weak.’

He passed me a sandwich. I smelled the tuna and my stomach heaved. He moved it away.

‘I have a cereal bar.’

After the first bite, I wolfed it down.

‘Take it easy,’ he said. ‘You don’t want to be sick.’ He handed me another bar.

‘I’ve got a plan.’

I stopped eating. Maybe he was going to let me go. It was difficult to see his expression as the head torch blinded me.

‘Remember I told you you’d never be safe if I let you go?’

I nodded even though I still couldn’t believe my father was involved with a criminal gang.

‘Now you’ve seen my face, they are going to kill you. Well, they’re going to kill you anyway.’

‘I won’t tell anyone I’ve seen you.’

‘Don’t you get it? They will find you and kill you, and after tonight they will kill me too. I didn’t want to get involved in the first place. They… never mind. The less you know, the better for now. I’m giving you a chance to run with me.’

‘Run?’

‘Yeah. Hide away where no one will find us.’

‘Why would you do that?’

‘I’m a dead man walking,’ he said. ‘I may as well take you with me. I never wanted you to be harmed.’

All I could think about was having the chance to survive. Maybe one day I could get home, but for now he was offering a way out.

‘OK,’ I said.

‘Good.’ He stood up. ‘I’m going to have to tie you up to move you.’

‘Please don’t. I won’t try anything.’

‘You said that last time. It won’t be for long.’

I was going to have to earn his trust again. No matter how long that took, I’d find a way. ‘Fine. I’ll do whatever you want.’

‘I need to get rid of this stuff first.’

He collected the bucket and then left. A few moments later, he came back with a black bag, a broom, and another bucket. He gathered up the rubbish and my old clothes. Next, he doused the floor with disinfectant, threw down a bucket of water, and swept. The smell of the disinfectant tickled my throat and made my eyes water.

‘That should do it,’ he said.

He took the bucket and rubbish away and then came back with some rope. I held out my hands for him to take off the chains.

‘These cuts are infected,’ he said. ‘I don’t like the look of that swelling either. We’ll sort it out when we get there. I have a first-aid kit in the van.’

I wondered where there was, but I didn’t ask. I let him bind my hands and undo the chains on my ankles. He led me out to the van, and I climbed in the back before he secured my legs.

‘It won’t be for very long,’ he said. ‘I’ve left my coat for you to rest your head on.’

I shuffled back and lay down on my side. He shut the door, and I heard him get in and start the engine. The van moved from side to side as he drove down the pitted track. Every bump sent pain shooting through my bruised body. He turned on the radio and sang along. I was grateful for the distraction. It had been so long since I’d heard music. Then the news came on. I listened to every word. There was no mention of me. Pain tore at my chest. Had they already forgotten me?

The journey dragged on and I wished I could have fallen asleep. Eventually, the van slowed and I guessed we were on another bumpy track.

‘We’re here,’ he announced and turned off the engine.

He opened the back of the van and untied my legs. I was stiff. Much the same as I had been on that first journey, only this time I wasn’t afraid. He’d kept me alive and fought to stop the others from hurting me. I think if he’d let me go then, I would never have revealed his identity.

The night was clear with a three-quarter moon, and as we walked around the side of the van, I caught my first glimpse of the house. It had a cold, unwelcoming sight, and a shiver ran down my body.

‘I need to do some work on it, but it will do for now,’ he said.

The front door was reinforced with thick planks of wood, and new padlocks and bolts had been fitted. He unlocked the door and pushed it open. I stepped inside. The smell of damp and rotting wood permeated the air.

‘I’ll let you go up first.’ He indicated the staircase directly in front of us.

He still had his head torch on, and in his hand he held a torch. He handed it to me.

‘Be careful. Some treads are missing.’

I gingerly stepped up. The wood creaked beneath my feet. Three steps up and I had to stretch my leg up over the missing tread.

‘Another four steps to the next missing one,’ he said.

I moved on and was glad to reach the top. We were standing on a landing with three doors. All were closed and two had bolts on the outside. He slid the bolt on the first door and pushed it open.

‘This is your room,’ he said.

I walked into the room and shone the torch around. Against one wall was a bed. The mattress looked old and stained. A crochet blanket was folded in the centre, and a pillow was placed on top. The walls were speckled black with mould and what looked like algae. The thing that drew my attention most was the metal bars on the windows. These looked like a recent addition, and I realised this must have been why he’d been away the past couple of days. He’d been preparing.

‘Sit down,’ he said.

I moved to the bed and perched on the edge. The mattress sagged beneath my weight.

‘I know it doesn’t look good now, but we can clean the place up.’ He sat down next to me and cut away the binds. ‘I’m going to leave you untied. You’ll be safe here. I’ll just get something for your wounds.’

He left and I remained sitting. I didn’t dare move. When he came back, he cleaned my cuts with an antiseptic wipe and applied cream. There wasn’t much that could be done for my swollen wrist. He bound it with a bandage and then handed me two paracetamol and a glass of water.

Even though my hands and legs were free, I felt like I had left one prison for another.

‘Hopefully, you’ll sleep better now you have a bed.’ He plonked himself down next to me, took a sip of water and then told me everything. The worst bit was what the men had intended to do with me.

‘You see, this is for the best.’ He left, and I heard the bolt slide into place, but it was not the locks that would keep me here. It was fear.
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Chapter Twenty-two

Dental records confirmed Callie Thomas’ identification, and Meadows and Edris had just come from informing Joe and Trudy. Joe had remained stony silent while Meadows could still hear Trudy’s howls of anguish ringing in his ears. Someone had taken their daughter, and the only thing he could do now was find that person and give them some closure.

Mike was waiting for them outside the forensics lab. He keyed in the code. ‘You two look like you’ve had a bitch of a morning.’

‘Informing the parents,’ Edris said.

Mike shook his head. ‘I don’t envy you that job.’

Inside the lab, people were sitting at various workstations. They wore white coats and blue gloves as they worked at their delicate tasks. The lights were bright, and there was a hum and whirring of machinery.

Mike stopped at his workstation. ‘I have a few things of interest to show you. Yesterday, you saw that someone had wrapped Callie in a heavy-duty plastic sheet. You could have gotten it at any builders’ yard, or garden centre. The plastic had been folded in two thirds to make a sort of parcel and then tied, so the tibias were positioned on top of the ribcage.’

Meadows could see the confusion on Edris’ face and felt the same. He couldn’t visualise getting a body into that position. It would entail some broken bones, he thought. Or worse. Dismemberment.

‘I have an explanation,’ Mike said. He clicked the keyboard and an image appeared on the screen.

‘This is the second layer, canvas tarpaulin. Earth and roots got trapped between the two layers. These photos show the roots enlarged.’

‘The only thing on top of the grave was mountain grass, and roots wouldn’t go down that far,’ Meadows said.

‘You are correct. We’ve identified some of the roots. This one.’ He clicked again. ‘A rose. Queen Elizabeth variety. Also, the roots of a hydrangea.’

‘Are you saying someone moved her?’ Meadows asked.

Mike nodded. ‘Hence the parcel. It appears her skeletal remains were dug up at some point, folded, and buried again. The soil found between the layers does not match the sample taken from where she was found. It doesn’t look like the original tarpaulin was opened again. The roots haven’t been disturbed. We have a botanist analysing the earth and other plant matter found.’

While Meadows processed this information, Mike pulled up another photograph.

‘The blanket that she was wrapped in was synthetic wool. What is left of it is heavily bloodstained. We left the blanket with her as we didn’t want to risk any more damage to her remains. We’ll test the blanket when it comes back along with the tarpaulin for any traces of DNA. I wouldn’t get your hopes up. Finding any is unlikely, and it would likely be degraded.’

‘Any idea how long she’s been buried in that location?’ Meadows asked.

Mike shrugged. ‘I would say a number of years, given the compacted earth and the grass covering. You’d never have found the grave without the ground-penetrating radar. If the outer plastic was new, then we may be able to determine how long it’s been in the ground. It depends on the type of plastic. Some can last between ten and twenty years. We’ll run some tests and let you know.’

‘Thanks, Mike,’ Meadows said.

They left the forensics building and headed back to the car.

‘Why move her?’ Edris asked.

‘Good question.’ Meadows started the engine. ‘Let’s hope Theo can shed some more light on the puzzle.’

* * *

Theo was in deep discussion with a woman that Meadows didn’t recognise.

‘This is Pippa,’ Theo said. ‘She’s a forensic anthropologist. I called her in for a consultation about Callie Thomas.’

‘Thank you for coming,’ Meadows said as he shook her hand.

Pippa smiled. ‘No problem. Shall we go through?’

They followed Pippa and Theo through a set of double doors and into the brightly lit morgue.

Callie Thomas’ remains were laid out on a metal gurney, but that’s not what Meadows saw. He pictured the girl in the photo with red flowing hair, a shy smile, and a violin in her hands. A girl who had her whole life ahead of her. A daughter and a sister.

‘The remains are intact,’ Theo said. ‘As you would have heard from forensics, she was moved, so her remains were disturbed. “Displaced” would be a better description. It’s been tricky rearranging them, so we haven’t got much further than this.’

Theo moved to the top of the gurney and pointed at the skull. ‘Depressed fracture at the base and a fracture of the collarbone.’ He moved along. ‘Fracture of the femur on the right leg. Tibia and fibula. There is also damage to the left leg, carpals, ulna, and radius.’ He smiled at Edris. ‘Wrist bones in simple terms.’

‘Poor girl,’ Meadows said. ‘Do you have a theory about what caused these injuries?’

‘It’s difficult to tell if these fractures were caused ante or post-mortem,’ Pippa said. ‘Rough handling could have caused breakage when someone moved the remains. We need to run a bone-density scan to establish if the bones have become brittle. Even if this is the case, the human skull is resilient and it would take some force to cause the depressed fracture we are seeing here.’

‘Do you think that is a possible cause of death?’ Meadows asked.

Theo nodded. ‘You see this type of injury in car accidents, a fall from a significant height, or a blow to the head from something like a hammer.’

Meadows felt a coldness creep through him.

‘I’m sorry we can’t give you more than that at the moment,’ Theo said. ‘We’ll carry out some more tests.’

‘Thank you,’ Meadows said. ‘Considering the little time you’ve had, you’ve given us a lot of information.’

‘We haven’t finished yet,’ Theo said. ‘Pippa discovered something of interest. We’ll need to go back to the office.’

They left the morgue, and at the desk, Pippa turned the computer screen to face them before bringing up an image on the screen.

Meadows peered at it, but he couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing.

‘Please bear in mind I’ll have to run more tests,’ said Pippa. ‘I have sent these photographs off to a colleague for a second opinion, but I’m fairly certain of these findings. Have you ever heard of a coffin birth?’

Both Meadows and Edris shook their heads.

‘There have been some documented cases in archaeology where researchers found the remains of a baby close to the pelvic area of the mother. The theory is that if a pregnant woman dies and is buried, the foetus would be expelled from her body. It was thought it had to do with the build-up of gases in the body. Of course, that wouldn’t happen today unless…’

‘Someone buried her shortly after death,’ Meadows said.

Pippa pointed to the screen. ‘What you’re seeing here, I believe, are the remains of a foetus.’

‘You’re saying that Callie Thomas was pregnant when she died?’ Edris asked.

Pippa nodded. ‘I would estimate around four months.’

A lump formed in Meadows’ throat as he thought of his own unborn child. He turned to Edris. ‘We are now looking at a double murder. With Nell, that’s three lives taken. We need to find the father of Callie’s unborn child.’
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Chapter Twenty-three

The camera moved around the old farmhouse and occasionally zoomed in on an object. Betsan and Rhodri Llewelyn kept up a running commentary but remained out of view. Meadows could hear the excitement in their voices as they explored their new home. He continued watching until he found what he was looking for, then turned off the video.

Edris put a cup of tea on Meadows’ desk. ‘Well?’

Meadows nodded, then he stood up, grabbed his tea, and called the team around. ‘Coedwig Farm had a garden,’ he said. ‘Despite the house being derelict, someone maintained the garden well. There were various shrubs, including hydrangeas and roses. I’ll be asking forensics to take soil samples from the farm to see if they are a match to the soil found with Callie.’

‘Are you thinking someone took Callie to the farm, held her prisoner, and killed her after she got pregnant?’ Paskin asked.

‘It’s a possibility,’ Meadows said. ‘Or she could have gone willingly to the farm because she was pregnant. Died in some sort of accident and was buried there.’

‘Maybe someone killed her the night she went missing and buried her in a garden locally,’ Blackwell said. ‘Could be a married man who got a fifteen-year-old girl pregnant and wanted rid of the problem.’

Edris shook his head. ‘If that were the case, there would be no reason to move her.’

Blackwell huffed. ‘Even less reason to move her from the farm.’

‘Coedwig Farm was sold,’ Valentine said. ‘Her remains would have had to be moved. There was also a crib there and baby clothes.’

Meadows nodded. ‘Paskin, any luck in tracking down Hywel Lane?’

‘I’ve got an address and contact number for him,’ she said. ‘I’ve left messages for him to contact us. No response yet.’

‘OK. I think a house call is our next step.’

‘I’ll get on to it,’ Paskin said.

‘Anything to report on Melody Harries?’

‘No further than the original investigation,’ Blackwell said. ‘The only connection we’ve got is that Nell Aubury was meeting a source in the area with information about Melody.’

‘And the farmhouse,’ Valentine said. ‘I still think it’s possible someone abducted Melody as a replacement for Callie. There was that case where a man kept three girls locked up for years.’

Blackwell rolled his eyes. ‘That was in America.’

Valentine turned to Blackwell. ‘You think there are no perverts in Wales?’

‘Fair point.’

‘Our priority is to find Callie’s boyfriend,’ Meadows said. ‘We know he was older than her from what she told Ben Leyshon. Don’t forget, she was fifteen. He would be looking at statutory rape if it got out that he’d got a young girl pregnant. There’s the possibility that we can get DNA from the foetus. That could help us identify the father. Forensics are looking into it.’

‘What about Ben Leyshon?’ Edris asked. ‘He could have assaulted Callie and just lied about the boyfriend. Maybe he kept her at the farmhouse.’

‘He has a solid alibi for the morning Nell was murdered,’ Paskin said. ‘After Callie’s disappearance he sat his A levels, then left shortly after for a year in India before going to university. It all checks out. He couldn’t be the one to keep her at the farmhouse.’

‘Whoever the father is, I doubt Joe Thomas would’ve been happy about his teenage daughter getting pregnant,’ Meadows said.

Valentine nodded. ‘Joe Thomas was drinking at the Sycamore on the Saturday night that Nell was staying there. It sounds like he was strict. If he found out Callie was pregnant, he could have lost it.’

‘Nah,’ Blackwell said. ‘I can’t see him burying her in the garden without his wife noticing.’

‘Not impossible,’ Edris said. ‘He’d have a digger at hand. Move the plants and put them back. We should check whether they have hydrangeas and roses in the garden.’

‘Everyone around here does,’ Blackwell said. ‘I’ve got them in my garden.’

‘We’ve no evidence that Joe Thomas is actually violent,’ Meadows said. ‘Besides, if she was in their garden, why move her?’ He thought for a moment. ‘What we need is village gossip. Perhaps someone saw Callie with a man, but they didn’t think much of it. The police weren’t looking for a boyfriend at the time.’

‘Dyfan,’ Edris said.

Valentine smiled. ‘Yeah. He loves a good gossip.’

‘OK,’ Meadows said, ‘Edris and I will pay him a visit again. Blackwell and Valentine, I’d like you to talk to Alissa. If Callie told anyone about the boyfriend, it would be her best friend. Push her on the argument they had that night. She played it down, so it makes me think that she’s hiding something.’

* * *

The grim look on Dyfan’s face when he opened the door sent Meadows’ stomach plummeting. His first thought was of Angela.

‘Is this a bad time?’ he asked.

Dyfan forced a smile. ‘No. Come on in. I was just… well, you know how things are.’ He stepped back. ‘Come on through to the sitting room. Angela is resting at the moment. She had an awful night and now she wants to go to the caravan, but… Oh, never mind. You don’t want to hear my woes.’

‘You lay off on us,’ Meadows said as he took a seat. ‘That’s what friends are for.’

Dyfan nodded and took a seat in the armchair. Meadows could see that he was struggling to hold back his emotions. He thought about how he would feel if Daisy were ill. His chest constricted.

‘Maybe a few days in the caravan will do you both good,’ Edris said.

‘It’s just that she’s so weak,’ Dyfan said. ‘She says it will be her last chance to sit on the beach and listen to the waves breaking. Her carer is happy to come along and the Macmillan nurses have been fantastic. We’ll have plenty of help.’

‘I sense a but,’ Meadows said.

Dyfan rubbed his hands over his face. ‘I’m worried that I’ll be coming home alone and I think that’s what she wants. Not to die in the house, as it will be a constant reminder to me. What would you do?’

Meadows sat forward. ‘I honestly don’t know. Angela loves Pendine Sands.’

‘Yes, she does. She was thrilled when they gave me unlimited use of a caravan for the rest of the year as a retirement gift.’

‘Then maybe it’s about what makes Angela happy.’

Dyfan smiled. ‘You’re right. We’ll go this evening. We can watch the sunset.’

‘Is there anything we can do for you?’ Edris asked.

‘A little distraction will be more than welcome. I’ll put the kettle on and you can update me on the case.’

Dyfan listened as he made them tea, then grabbed a packet of biscuits and tossed them to Edris. They all returned to the sitting room.

‘Pregnant,’ Dyfan said. He shook his head sadly as his eyes misted over. ‘It’s just as well we’re going away. I wouldn’t want Angela to find out from Trudy. It would break her heart. She’s been so upset about the whole thing. I know she wants to support Trudy, but it takes its toll.’

Meadows nodded. ‘We really need to find the boyfriend. Blackwell and Valentine are interviewing Alissa again, but I’m not holding out much hope of her giving us a name.’

‘So, that’s why she lied back then,’ Dyfan said. ‘Callie probably planned to spend the night with this guy, and Alissa covered for her.’

Meadows cradled his mug in his hands. ‘For some reason, she protected him and is likely still doing so. Bearing everything we’ve told you in mind, is there anyone you can think of?’

Edris reeled off the list of people who had come into contact with Nell Aubury. One by one, Dyfan discounted them.

‘What about Nathan Ellis?’ Edris asked.

‘As I told you before, he was always in some sort of trouble. He had an affair with Dafydd Morgan’s wife, Cerys. There was a scene at the quarry when Dafydd found out. A couple of black eyes and bloody noses. We weren’t called out. The quarry boys put an end to it. I’m not sure Callie would have been his type, or that she would have fallen for his charms, but who knows? Besides, you said someone buried her in a garden. Nathan lived at the quarry.’

‘He could have kept her at Coedwig Farm,’ Edris said.

‘I guess it’s possible, but why? He had no problems getting girlfriends, and I can’t see him being the type to offer to take care of a pregnant girl.’ Dyfan rubbed his hand over his chin as he thought. ‘There was one odd thing. He beat up Ifan. Not long after Callie disappeared.’

‘Why?’ Meadows asked.

Dyfan shrugged. ‘You’ve met Ifan. He’s like a mouse. His gran was furious. She came to see me. She wanted Nathan arrested. We spoke to Ifan, but he didn’t want to press charges. He wouldn’t say what the argument was about.’

‘What can you tell us about Ifan?’ Meadows asked.

‘He didn’t have the easiest of starts. His mother, Caroline, was a drug addict. Her parents, Jean and Crad, were a lovely couple. Caroline came along a little later, so they weren’t young parents. It started with drinking, smoking and staying out late. Crad was always out looking for her. They’d try to ground her, take away privileges, even reward her for good behaviour. Nothing seemed to work with that one. Then she got pregnant.

‘Caroline was given a council house, but from what I heard, it was basically a drug den. Jean would clean up the house, make sure Ifan was fed and had clean clothes. She’d give Caroline money, but she only spent it on drugs. When Ifan was six years old, Caroline died of a drug overdose. Ifan went to live with Crad and Jean.’

‘What about Ifan’s father?’ Meadows asked.

Dyfan shrugged. ‘I don’t think even Caroline knew who he was. Ifan was better off with his grandparents. He was always a quiet boy. Probably saw too much for his young years. Jean and Crad did their best, but they were getting on and didn’t have a lot of money. Ifan didn’t have the latest fashion, phone, or computer, but he was loved.’

Dyfan sat back in his chair. ‘Poor boy was bullied at school.’

‘Let me guess – Nathan Ellis,’ Edris said.

Dyfan nodded. ‘They are the same age. It settled down when they left school. Ifan didn’t have to see him every day. Then it started again a few years later. Only this time, it was girls. Alissa and the gang. Any opportunity they had, they would tease him. Ifan was about nineteen and still very shy. He worked on a few houses in the village. Jean was always recommending him. Ifan’s an electrician but can turn his hand to anything. He’d be working outside a house, and they’d get off the school bus and hang around making all sorts of comments, trying to get a rise.’

‘Was Callie part of this group?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yeah, although often she was at violin practice after school. Even when she wasn’t, she seemed uncomfortable with it, according to Jean. She’d asked me to have a word with the girls. Named them all. I spoke to them, not that it did any good. Alissa was a handful at fifteen and she just laughed it off. Then it all stopped.’

‘After Callie disappeared?’ Meadows asked.

‘No. Before that. Callie used to walk home in all sorts of weather. Occasionally, Trudy would pick her up, but she was often too busy on the farm. One evening, Callie had stayed behind for violin practice. It was dark and icy when she left the bus stop. She slipped on the way home and twisted her ankle. Ifan was on his way home and stopped to help her. He gave her a lift home.

‘I remember Joe took Ifan to the pub and bought him a pint as a thank you. Everyone was surprised because Joe was known to be tight and a miserable bugger. After that, Ifan would have a pint after work and no one bothered him.’

‘So, the teasing stopped,’ Edris said.

Dyfan took a sip of his tea. ‘Yeah. Callie always waved when she passed Ifan. I saw her talking to him a few times.’

‘Did you talk to him when Callie went missing?’

‘Yeah. He was at home with Jean and Crad.’

‘Do you think Ifan could have been her boyfriend?’

Dyfan laughed. ‘I don’t think he’d ever had a girlfriend before Frankie.’

‘They seem well suited,’ Meadows said. ‘She appears to be very shy and nervous.’

‘They say there is someone for everyone. Gossip has it that Frankie was from a family of Travellers and ran away. She was afraid of being found and what they would do to her and Ifan. I think that’s why they keep a low profile. The two of them moved in with Jean. Crad had been dead a while and Jean was struggling. Frankie took care of her until the end. She’s a lovely, kind-hearted woman. I always have a chat with her if I see her. Mostly about gardening. It’s her passion. She turned up here with flowers for Angela when word got out that she was ill. No fuss – just handed them to me and walked away.’

‘Where were they living before?’

‘I don’t know. Ifan went off as kids do and came back with Frankie.’

‘When did Ifan leave?’

Dyfan shifted in his seat. ‘After Callie disappeared. I remember because that’s the year that Crad died. Angela had gone to church at Christmas time, and Trudy and Jean were there. Angela had stayed behind with the two women as both were grieving. It was the first Christmas for both of them. Ifan had come back for Crad’s funeral, that’s when Nathan beat him up. It was only a little while before Christmas. October maybe. You’ll have to check. Ifan had been away for a while before that.’

A frown creased Dyfan’s forehead. ‘Do you think that all this time Ifan was involved, and I didn’t pick up on it?’

‘You didn’t have the information we have now,’ Meadows said. ‘You weren’t leading the case, and the consensus was that she had run away.’

‘Even if Callie wasn’t kept in that farmhouse and died the night she went missing, it’s possible that Ifan could have buried her in his grandparents’ garden,’ Edris said. ‘I can’t see that they would turn him in. They had already lost their daughter.’

Meadows’ phone rang and he whipped it out of his pocket. ‘Blackwell,’ he said. He answered and put it on loudspeaker.

‘Alissa Evans is dead,’ Blackwell said.
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Chapter Twenty-four

Several vehicles blocked the lane leading to Alissa’s house. Meadows could make out Blackwell’s car and the forensics van. PC Matt Hanes was standing guard at the entrance.

Meadows opened the driver’s window. ‘Is there any room for us to park up there?’

Hanes shook his head. ‘I could get Blackwell to move.’ A smile played on his lips.

‘We’ll park at the Sycamore and walk,’ Meadows said.

He turned the car around and headed for the pub. When they arrived, he wasn’t surprised to see a group of people outside.

‘Looks like the entire village is out,’ Edris commented. ‘It didn’t take long for the news to spread.’

As soon as they got out of the car, Nathan broke away from the group and walked towards them. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Sorry, we are not at liberty to say,’ Edris said.

Nathan scowled and Meadows’ lips twitched.

‘It’s Alissa, isn’t it?’ Nathan asked. ‘Is she OK? We have a right to know.’

‘We really can’t give out any details at the moment,’ Meadows said.

Nathan huffed and walked back to the group.

All eyes were on Meadows and Edris as they left the car park and headed down the road.

‘I bet when we ask them, no one saw a thing,’ Edris said.

Meadows nodded. ‘If only Alissa had just been honest with us when we spoke to her on Monday. I can’t imagine what secret she would think was worth her life.’

‘Perhaps she had something to do with Callie’s death,’ Edris said. ‘She wouldn’t have owned up to that. They were all drunk at that party. We know she had a fight with Callie. What if she went after her and things got out of hand? She could have called for help. Could be two of them covering up.’

‘What about Coedwig Farm?’

Edris shrugged. ‘Maybe Callie was never there. The farm may have nothing to do with the investigation.’

Meadows wasn’t convinced. They reached Alissa’s house and met up with Blackwell and Valentine.

‘No sign of a break-in,’ Blackwell said. ‘Then again, the front door was closed but unlocked, so anyone could have just walked in. Most people don’t lock their doors around here during the day. When we didn’t get an answer, I looked through the windows. That’s when I saw her.’

‘What about the dog?’ Edris asked.

‘He was out in the back garden. We’ve left him there for now. I’m hoping the next of kin will want to take him. Better than calling animal welfare.’

‘Have you traced the next of kin?’

Valentine nodded. ‘Her parents. They live in Trapp.’

‘I’ll leave you two to inform them, if that’s OK, then question the nearest neighbours. Get uniform to take statements at the Sycamore. Someone may have noticed something,’ Meadows said.

Blackwell nodded. ‘We’ll go now before news spreads.’

‘I think it’s a bit late for that,’ Edris said.

‘OK. Let’s take a look.’ Meadows put on protective clothing and followed the stepping plates that forensics had laid.

Alissa was lying on the kitchen floor in a pool of blood. Meadows could see a gash in the swollen flesh on the right side of her temple. Her eyes were open and cloudy, and blood matted her hair. Theo was kneeling on one of the plates as he examined her.

A series of numbered markers was positioned around the kitchen. One of them was next to a bloody shoeprint. Meadows looked around. The entire kitchen was in disarray. Cups and shards of glass lay scattered across the floor, blood splattered the cupboard doors and all the drawers were open, their contents disturbed. The kettle was lying on its side, and water had pooled on the worktop and mixed in with the contents of an upturned coffee canister. An ironing board had been flipped and a forensic officer was bagging a bloodstained iron.

‘This was a vicious attack,’ Theo said. ‘As you can see, she sustained a blow to the head. Someone also garrotted her.’

‘Same as Nell Aubury,’ Meadows said.

Edris indicated the mess. ‘Looks like she put up a fight.’

Meadows nodded. ‘Can you give us an estimated time of death?’

Theo took some temperature readings. ‘Less than twenty-four hours ago.’

Meadows looked at his watch. ‘So, after 6 p.m. yesterday.’

‘Rigor mortis begins after around three hours, so you can discount anytime between 3 p.m. and now. Given her body temperature, my best guess would be between 8 p.m. and midnight.’

‘Thank you.’

Mike Fielding came into the kitchen. ‘You might want to take a look around the rest of the house.’

Meadows followed Mike to the sitting room with Edris close behind. The room was in chaos. Every cushion had been taken from the sofa and chairs and dumped on the floor. Someone had pulled out the drawers from the TV unit and tipped out the contents.

‘Looks like someone was looking for something,’ Meadows said.

‘It’s the same throughout the house,’ Mike said.

Meadows followed Mike upstairs and checked the rooms. Mattresses had been upturned, and paperwork, make-up, and jewellery were scattered around.

A forensic investigator came out of the bathroom. ‘Traces of blood in the shower and sink,’ she said. ‘Made little effort to clean up after themselves.’

‘What were they so desperate to find?’ Edris asked.

Meadows headed for the stairs. ‘I imagine something that would implicate them in the murders of Nell Aubury and Callie Thomas. Let’s head back to the Sycamore. I want to know who was drinking in the bar last night and, more importantly, who wasn’t.’

* * *

The group of people outside the Sycamore had grown, and Meadows wondered if the killer was standing among them. As they entered the car park, he saw Nesta sitting in the garden. She had her laptop open and a drink in her hand.

‘Let’s go and have a chat,’ he said.

Nesta looked up and smiled as they approached. ‘I take it something bad has happened, judging by the gathering of vultures.’ She looked towards the group of people. ‘I caught a few snippets of gossip before going into the bar to get a drink. Alissa Evans, I hear.’

Meadows sat down. ‘I’m afraid I can’t confirm that at the moment, but–’

‘If the gossip is correct, you want to know what I observed,’ Nesta finished for him.

‘Exactly,’ Edris said and opened his notebook.

‘Did you see Alissa yesterday?’ Meadows asked.

‘She walked by yesterday morning with her dog, then a few moments later, she came back and took a seat outside the pub. It was as if she were waiting for someone. I’ve seen her do it a few times since I’ve been staying here. Most of the time, Nathan comes out and talks to her, then she goes off.’

‘Do you think she was waiting for Nathan yesterday?’ Edris asked.

‘Could be. If she had come into the beer garden, she would have seen him. He was up by the new units with Ifan. They appeared to be having an argument.’

‘Did you hear what they were arguing about?’ Meadows asked.

Nesta shook her head. ‘They were too far away. I saw Nathan grab Ifan’s arm at one point. Ifan pulled free, then Nathan shoved him. I thought Ifan was going to fall over, but he sort of stumbled, said something, then stormed off. Next thing, Frankie comes out of the side door, marches up to Nathan, and has a go. Well, that’s what it looked like. It surprised me. She’s such a quiet woman.’

‘Sounds like she must have been upset about something,’ Meadows said. ‘Perhaps she overheard the argument. How did Nathan react to Frankie?’

‘He just laughed it off and walked away. He passed me, smiled, and went into the bar.’

‘Had Alissa left by then?’ Edris asked.

‘Yes.’

‘What did Frankie do after Nathan walked off?’ Meadows asked.

‘She went to Ifan. They talked for a moment. He gave her a hug, and then she went back into the pub. When she came out, I could see she’d been crying. I asked her if she was OK, but she just put her hand over one eye. She said she’d lost her contact lens and scuttled off. She went home shortly after. I’d talked to her when she was cleaning the unit. Didn’t get much out of her.’

‘Did you see Alissa again?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yeah. She was back around 3 p.m. I’d come out of my room, and I saw her arguing with Ifan.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘Did you hear what they were saying?’

‘I heard him say something like, “I’ve had it with the two of you.” They saw me and stopped talking. Alissa walked away and Ifan went back to the units. I didn’t see Alissa after that.’

Meadows noticed a few people break away from the group and take a seat at one of the tables close by. He lowered his voice. ‘Were you in the bar last night?’

‘I went in for a meal,’ Nesta said.

‘Was Ifan in?’

‘Yeah, but not for long. He looked uncomfortable. Probably because neither Steff nor Nathan was behind the bar. One of the younger women was serving. She is one of the waitresses.’

‘Did Steff or Nathan come into the bar at all?’

Nesta glanced at the people sat at the table who were watching her. She waited until they looked away before answering. ‘No. I didn’t see them all evening. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen Steff since yesterday.’

‘What time did you leave the pub?’

‘Around eleven. I would have sat out in the garden, but there was a lot of talk about the discovery of Callie’s remains.’

‘Did you notice what time Ifan left?’

‘I’m not sure exactly. I’d say around about seven, maybe a little before. He had a pint in front of him. He usually makes it last until he leaves. Sometimes he talks to Nathan or Steff, but mostly I think he’s listening to the conversations going on around him. I’ve watched him every night. Last night I was considering trying to strike up a conversation with him. I was just approaching the bar when he took his phone out of his pocket. He looked at it, then got off the stool and left. He didn’t even drink his pint.’

‘Have you seen Ifan today?’

Nesta shook her head. ‘He hasn’t been in, and neither has Frankie.’

Edris looked up from his notebook and raised his eyebrows.

‘Thank you for the information,’ Meadows said and stood up. ‘I’m still waiting for the go-ahead for you to do a feature on the farmhouse. It should only be a couple of days, then I’ll drop the photographs and a copy of the DVD off to you.’

‘I’ll start working on it.’

‘Please be careful,’ Meadows said.

‘Don’t worry. I’m not intending to go off to meet anyone.’

‘I think we need to pay Ifan a visit,’ Meadows said as he walked back to the car with Edris. ‘Either he knows something about Nathan or it’s the other way around.’

‘Yeah,’ Edris said. ‘From what Dyfan told us, it sounds like Ifan could have been Callie’s boyfriend. Alissa would likely have known. Maybe she had photographs of them together.’

‘I can’t see Alissa protecting Ifan,’ Meadows said.

‘Minor detail,’ Edris said. ‘It all fits. If Ifan did something to Callie and buried her in granny’s garden, then he’d have to move her. Not something you would want your wife digging up.’

Meadows drove out of the car park. ‘What about Melody Harries?’

Edris swivelled in his seat. ‘If you take Melody out of the picture, then things become clearer. Maybe her name was just thrown out there to distract us from Callie. Melody’s name had been all over the internet leading up to Nell’s death. We have a motive for Callie. Underage pregnant girl. Ifan is the most likely candidate to be the father of the baby. He probably had something on Nathan to keep him quiet. We know Nathan was trouble back then.’

What Edris was saying made sense, yet Meadows couldn’t help feeling there was something they were missing. He was sure that the place where they found Callie’s remains was significant. Then there was Coedwig Farm. He was convinced that someone had been held there against their will. They left the paintings. An echo in time of a prisoner who wanted their story told.
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Chapter Twenty-five

The expression on Ifan’s face when he opened the door made Meadows think Edris was on the right track.

‘It’s not a good time,’ Ifan said. ‘We’re just putting the boys to bed.’

‘We can take you to the station if you prefer,’ Edris said.

Ifan paled. ‘Erm… OK. Just a moment. I don’t want the children around. They’re frightened enough by what’s been going on in the village. We try to shield them, but there’s talk in the school.’

‘That’s fine,’ Meadows said.

Ifan closed the door and they could hear him instructing Frankie to take the children upstairs. The door opened again, and Ifan stepped back to allow them inside. As Meadows entered the house, he caught sight of Frankie ushering the children up the stairs. He followed Ifan into the kitchen.

‘As you may be aware, Alissa Evans was found dead in her home this evening. She had been viciously attacked,’ Meadows said.

Ifan stepped back until he was against the worktop. ‘If it’s OK with you, I’d like to wait for Frankie to come down.’

‘OK.’ Meadows took a seat at the kitchen table.

Edris sat down next to him and took out his notebook. The silence grew uncomfortable, and Meadows noticed a tremor in Ifan’s hands. Frankie came into the room and walked straight to Ifan’s side. She pulled the sleeves of her cardigan over her hands and wrapped her arms around her body as if she were cold.

‘They are here because of Alissa,’ Ifan said. He reached out and touched Frankie’s arm. She let her arms drop and took hold of his hand.

‘Perhaps you should sit down,’ Meadows said.

‘We’re fine standing,’ Ifan replied.

‘When was the last time you saw Alissa?’ Edris asked.

‘I saw her walking past the Sycamore yesterday morning,’ Frankie said.

Edris looked at Ifan.

‘She was outside the pub in the afternoon.’

‘Did you talk to her?’ Edris asked.

Ifan shuffled. ‘Erm… I said hello.’

Edris flipped the pages in his notebook. ‘We have a witness who saw you arguing.’

‘We weren’t arguing,’ Ifan said. ‘She said it wasn’t safe around there and she was tired of people asking questions. She was sort of having a rant. I didn’t really say anything. Then she went off.’

‘You didn’t stay long at the Sycamore yesterday evening,’ Meadows said. ‘You left in a hurry. Didn’t even finish your drink. Why was that?’

‘Frankie texted asking me to come home.’

Frankie nodded. ‘I needed him to come back because… well…’ A flush appeared on her neck and started creeping up her face. ‘I needed to go to the shop.’

‘So I came home,’ Ifan said.

Meadows wondered if Frankie was uncomfortable because she was lying. ‘Wouldn’t it have been easier for you to go to the shop and buy what Frankie needed instead of driving all the way home?’

‘It was because I needed erm… personal things.’

‘Women’s things,’ Ifan added. He took his phone from his pocket, tapped the screen, and handed it to Meadows.

Meadows looked at the text.

Wednesday 18.50: Can you come home? My period has come early and I’m out of supplies.

Meadows handed the phone back. ‘Thank you.’ He looked at Frankie. ‘I’m sorry to have caused you embarrassment. How long were you out shopping?’

‘About an hour. I picked up some other things.’

‘She got back when I was putting the boys to bed. Around 8.30.’

‘Did either of you go out after that?’

They both shook their heads. ‘We had dinner together, watched TV, then went to bed.’

‘Neither of you went to work this morning,’ Meadows said.

‘I wasn’t feeling well,’ Frankie said.

‘There wasn’t much to do in the units,’ Ifan added. ‘I have to wait for the carpenter to finish.’

‘So it wasn’t anything to do with the argument you had with Nathan yesterday?’ Meadows asked.

‘No, he was just being a dick about the work. He wants things moved along.’

Meadows gave Edris a nod.

Edris looked up from his notebook. ‘I’d like to ask you a few questions about Alissa. You knew her when she was in school. Is that correct?’

Ifan’s jaw clenched. ‘Not really. She’s younger than I am. I saw her on the school bus with her friends, but that’s about it.’

Meadows saw Frankie look curiously at Ifan.

‘Isn’t it true that Alissa and her friends would make a habit of teasing you after school most days?’

Ifan shrugged. ‘It was just a bunch of girls being silly. I didn’t take much notice of them.’

‘Yet your grandmother asked the local police to have a word with them,’ Edris said.

Colour rose in Ifan’s cheeks. ‘Gran could be a little overprotective at times.’

‘Callie was part of that group,’ Meadows said.

‘Yeah. I think so.’

‘You helped her one evening when she slipped and hurt her ankle.’

‘I gave her a lift home. That’s all.’

Meadows saw Frankie pull her hand away from Ifan and her pale blue eyes filled with tears.

Edris continued. ‘Callie was nice to you after that. The teasing stopped.’

Ifan looked at Frankie. ‘She was grateful, that’s all.’

‘We know now that Callie had a boyfriend. She kept him a secret.’ Meadows watched Ifan for a reaction, but he didn’t show any signs of discomfort. Frankie’s eyes narrowed, and she clenched her fists.

‘She was pregnant when she died,’ Edris said.

Frankie gasped and Ifan turned to her. ‘Callie was never my girlfriend. I swear to you.’

‘Did Nathan or Alissa see you together?’ Edris asked.

‘No,’ Ifan said.

‘Maybe Callie told Alissa about the two of you.’

Ifan shook his head. ‘No. Nathan is lying.’

‘What makes you say that?’ Meadows asked.

‘I was never with Callie. I took her home once and I’d say hello if I passed her on the road, but nothing else.’

Frankie was moving further away from him.

Ifan turned back to her. ‘Please, Frankie, you know I would never hurt anyone.’

‘After Callie disappeared, you moved away. Why was that?’ Meadows asked.

‘For work.’

‘Where?’

Ifan appeared to relax. ‘All over the place. I worked on building sites. Fitting electrics. It was good money. I wanted to save up for a place of my own.’

‘You came back when your grandfather died.’

‘Yeah, just for a few days. To help Gran and for the funeral.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘There was a fight between you and Nathan. You sustained a few injuries. Your grandmother called the police, but you didn’t want to press charges. Why was that?’

‘When was this?’ Frankie asked.

Ifan looked like he was about to be sick. ‘It was before we met.’

‘Around October 2005,’ Edris said. ‘That’s when your grandfather died, isn’t it?’

Frankie’s eyes grew wide with terror. ‘Nathan,’ she whispered.

‘It’s OK,’ Ifan said.

‘No, it’s not.’ Frankie’s bottom lip quivered.

Meadows looked from one to the other. They were both more upset about the beating than any of the other questions. ‘I think you’d better tell me what that fight was about.’

Frankie was visibly shaking now, and Ifan put his arm around her and pulled her close. ‘Come and sit down, love.’

He moved Frankie to the table. She sat down and Ifan took the seat next to her.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you, but if Nathan finds out I talked – well, you can imagine what he’ll do to me.’

‘I take it Nathan will know the information came from you,’ Meadows said. ‘While I can’t promise to keep your name out of the investigation, we will issue a warning for intimidation.’

Ifan nodded. ‘When I left school, I did an electrician apprenticeship. I liked it as I didn’t have to deal with too many people. I just went with the boss and got on with the job. Once I qualified, I’d get odd jobs in the area. Cash in hand for evening work.

‘The quarry manager asked me to look at a faulty switch in the cabin. It was a sort of office. I knew Nathan lived in the caravan on site, but I thought he’d be out for the evening as it was a Friday. Even if he wasn’t, the others would have gone home so he would be less likely to start something.’ He looked at Frankie. ‘No one to show off in front of.’

‘When I got to the quarry,’ he continued, ‘I could see his van was there. I nearly bottled it but went into the cabin quietly and hoped he didn’t hear me from the caravan. I know how pathetic you must think I am.’

‘I can assure you, I don’t think that,’ Meadows said. ‘You’d been bullied for years by Nathan and his gang.’

Frankie nodded. ‘I’ve seen… I know what Nathan is like, and he’s so much bigger than you.’

‘I grabbed my toolkit and went to the cabin. The manager had said he’d leave the door unlocked.’

Ifan ran his hand through his hair. Meadows could see that the memory was making him uncomfortable.

‘I opened the door and… and Nathan and Alissa were going at it.’

‘You mean having sex?’ Edris asked.

Ifan nodded. His face flushed and a bead of sweat trickled down his temple. ‘I just stood there. I couldn’t move. They were both naked and were oblivious to me. I’d started backing out of the door when Alissa noticed me and screamed. Nathan just looked at me and laughed. He told Alissa not to worry, that I just liked to watch.’ Ifan looked at Frankie. ‘I don’t. I would never.’

‘Go on,’ Meadows said.

‘Alissa covered herself and started calling me a sicko, then screamed at me to get out. I turned and ran to my car. Nathan chased after me. He warned me not to say anything.’

‘When did this happen?’ Meadows asked.

‘About a month before Callie went missing.’

‘I don’t understand what this has to do with Callie going missing,’ Frankie said.

Meadows was thinking the same thing.

‘How old was Alissa at that time?’ Frankie asked.

‘Fifteen,’ Ifan said.

‘So he beat you up because you saw the two of them together. He knew if you told anyone, he’d be arrested for having sex with a… a child.’ Frankie shook her head in disgust.

‘It wasn’t just because of that. Alissa wasn’t the only one visiting the quarry in the evenings. A couple of weeks after that, I was driving home from Llandeilo when I saw Callie going into the quarry. After what had happened with Alissa, I was suspicious. I stopped a little further on, then walked back and peeked into the yard. I saw Callie going into Nathan’s caravan. I waited a while, but she didn’t come back out. Two weeks later, she was gone.

‘When I came back for my grandfather’s funeral and there was still no news about Callie, I confronted Nathan. That’s when he lost it. He told me to keep my mouth shut, and if he ever saw me back in the village again, he would kill me.’
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Chapter Twenty-six

The farmhouse wasn’t so bad. It’s surprising what you get used to living without. I didn’t miss my phone, electricity, make-up, a hot bath, or even my friends. My family was the hardest, so I tried not to think about them.

In the first few days, we washed down all the walls and scrubbed the floorboards. There was an old ceramic sink, toilet, and enamel bath. The toilet was a luxury after using a bucket for weeks. The only problem was that we had no running water. He brought a water butt, which we filled from a nearby stream. He allowed me to go with him to fill the buckets.

A camping stove enabled us to have a hot meal. Even if that was beans on bread, or soup. We made do with what we had. The one thing I couldn’t have done without was books.

He left every day and locked me in the house. At first I was in my bedroom, then he let me have the freedom to walk around the house. There was no chance of my escaping. There were bars inside and outside every window. He reinforced both the front and back doors. If I’m honest, I’m not sure I would have tried. I knew too much.

Every time he came back, he would bring books from a charity shop. I lived my life through those stories. Occasionally, he would bring other gifts. My favourite was a set of acrylic paints and brushes. He said I could use the walls as a canvas.

I started off with simple paintings in the kitchen, but then I wanted to do something special in my bedroom. I still had my copy of The Mabinogion that he had given me while I was in the shed. I took my inspiration from that. My favourite was the story of Branwen. She endured suffering but was resilient, clever, and patient. Even though her story didn’t end well, she tried. I had no starling to train to send a message to my family, but I hoped my paintings would serve as a message. That I was here. I wasn’t dead. I didn’t want to be forgotten. I couldn’t paint myself. I had to be subtle.

When I finished the painting, I stood back and admired it. I thought about who might come across it in the years to come. Would they think about the artist? I placed my hand on my stomach, where my child was growing. I tried to imagine what it would be like to be a mother. Would it be a boy or a girl?

He’d already made a crib, and I had a small collection of baby clothes. My next task was to decorate the nursery. I was thinking of a woodland theme. If I concentrated on the small things, I wouldn’t have to think about what would happen when the baby came.

He’d given me books about the different stages of pregnancy. Some of them gave descriptions of the birth. It terrified me. There would be no hospital or midwife. Just the two of us.

I developed a method of dealing with my fears – sitting in the garden. It was mostly wild but had rose bushes. In the spring we planned to plant vegetables. I would have happily sat all day in that garden, watching the birds, but he didn’t want me to catch a chill.

I thought that this would be my life. Me, the baby, and him, but that was not meant to be. I was dealt another cruel blow.

It was a Saturday and we were sharing a meal in the makeshift kitchen when I heard something outside. It took a moment for me to realise it was a car. He leaped up and rushed to the window.

‘Hide,’ he said.

I flew up the stairs, nearly going through the missing tread. I got into my room, shut the door, and slid under the bed. There was nowhere else for me to hide. As I lay on the floor, I could hear voices below. There was no shouting. Then all went silent until I heard footsteps on the stairs. I pushed myself further under the bed and held my breath. The bedroom door opened.

‘It’s only me,’ he said. ‘It’s safe to come out.’

He knelt down and helped me out.

‘Who was it?’ I asked.

‘Couple of guys who claimed to be lost. I didn’t believe them. I think they were scouting the area. Looking for someone.’

‘You don’t mean… but how?’

‘I told you they would never give up. They have resources. Those two didn’t look bright, but I could tell by how they were looking at me they thought they were on to something. We’re going to have to leave.’

‘Now?’

He shook his head. ‘I think we’ve got a few days. I told them it was my house and I was doing it up,’ he said. ‘They will check it out before reporting back.’

He left the next day and I was so frightened on my own. I knew they could come back at any time. I don’t think I slept that night. I was so glad when he came back the following afternoon. He had a plan.

We were going to pack up what little we had and leave as soon as it got dark. It would be safer with less chance of someone spotting us, he said. We made our last meal. As we ate, he told me about the place we were going. He made it sound nice and exciting, but I was nervous.

He had two holdalls. He gave me one and told me to pack up my things. I went upstairs as I wanted to put in the baby clothes first, but I never got the chance.

I heard a vehicle coming up the drive, then the rush of footsteps on the stairs. He came into the room and I could see the fear in his eyes. It was too late.

We sat huddled behind the bedroom door. He pulled me in close as someone rammed the door. The vibrations went through the house and I prayed the door would hold. Then came a splintering sound followed by a crash. They were in.
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Chapter Twenty-seven

Meadows was sitting in his car watching the entrance to the Sycamore.

‘We should just go in there and arrest him,’ Edris said. ‘We should have done it last night.’

‘Nathan isn’t going anywhere,’ Meadows said. ‘He will be confident that Ifan won’t talk. Besides, I want the children out of the house before we go in, in case he makes a scene. We know he can be violent. Steff should come out any minute. I’m still not convinced.’

‘You’re overthinking things,’ Edris said. ‘It’s gotta be him.’

Meadows raised his eyebrows. ‘Yesterday, you were sure it was Ifan.’

‘Yeah, because we didn’t have the full picture.’

‘We don’t have any physical evidence on Nathan.’

‘Yet,’ Edris said. ‘We have enough circumstantial evidence. He got an underage girl pregnant. That’s motive for him to kill her. It sounds like he made a habit of sleeping with underage girls. He was probably sleeping with Melody Harries.’

‘So you think Nathan held Callie at Coedwig Farm?’ Meadows asked.

Edris nodded. ‘He could have persuaded Callie to go there. She gets fed up and wants to go home, so he kills her. Then he takes Melody, only this time he keeps her there until he gets bored. There could have been others we don’t know about. Look at the stats for missing persons in that age group.’

Meadows gazed at the pub. ‘Vulnerable young girls classed as runaways. It doesn’t bear thinking about. Still, I can’t see it. Someone like that wouldn’t just stop.’

The door to the pub opened and Nathan appeared with two boys. He shepherded them into the car and drove off.

‘I guess it’s his turn to take the kids to school,’ Edris said. ‘Told you we should have gone in. We could wait here half the day. When he comes back, we should just arrest him and take him to the station. That way we can get his fingerprints on file to check against any found in Alissa’s house.’

Meadows grinned. ‘Good idea. You arrest him.’

‘What? No, you’ve seen the size of the bugger. We’d better call for backup.’

‘I’m your backup.’

Twenty minutes later, Nathan returned and walked straight into the pub.

‘Let’s go,’ Meadows said.

When they entered the pub, they found Nathan in the restaurant area rearranging chairs. He looked at them and scowled. ‘Whatever you want, it will have to wait. I’m about to lock up.’

‘I’m afraid this can’t wait,’ Meadows said.

Nathan stepped down from the restaurant area. ‘I’ve got to make up two units for guests and clean this place up because bloody Frankie hasn’t bothered to turn up. On top of that, I have to organise staff for lunchtime and this evening, so I’d appreciate it if the two of you pissed off.’

Meadows stepped forward. ‘We’d like you to come to the station to answer a few questions.’

‘Like all you want. It’s not happening.’

Meadows gave Edris a nod.

‘Nathan Ellis,’ Edris said, ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of–’

‘What the fuck!’

‘–the murders of Alissa Evans, Elenor Aubury, and Callie Thomas.’ Edris pulled out a set of handcuffs.

‘Don’t you dare,’ Nathan growled.

‘Don’t make this harder on yourself,’ Meadows said.

Edris moved to grab Nathan’s hand, but Nathan pulled back his fist and took a swing at him. Meadows moved quickly and grabbed Nathan’s wrist before his fist collided with Edris’ jaw. He twisted Nathan’s hand behind his back.

Edris grabbed hold of Nathan’s other wrist and tried to pull it behind his back to secure the cuffs. Nathan struggled and Meadows saw the veins popping on his arms. While Meadows had a height advantage, Nathan was stronger, but between the two of them they managed to cuff him.

Nathan hurled a string of obscenities at them and then swung his foot back so it collided with Edris’ shin.

‘Enough!’ Meadows grabbed hold of the back of Nathan’s neck and forced his head down so the side of his face was resting on the bar. ‘You need to calm down or I will call for backup. Your guests will see you dragged into a police van. Do you want that spread around the village?’

Edris rubbed his shin. ‘You can also add assault of a police officer.’

Nathan panted, his jaw clenched and his nostrils flaring. It took a few moments for him to calm down. Meadows released him.

‘What about my kids?’ Nathan said. ‘I need to pick them up from school.’

‘Where’s Steff?’ Meadows asked.

‘I don’t know. She went off a couple of days ago and hasn’t come back.’

‘Why haven’t you reported her missing?’

‘We had an argument. She’s probably gone off to a friend’s house.’

‘Once we get to the station, we’ll try to contact her and inform her of your arrest. We’ll make sure that someone takes care of the children.’

‘You can’t do this,’ Nathan said. ‘I haven’t done anything.’

‘If that’s the case, you can come quietly to the station and answer our questions.’

Nathan huffed. ‘Fine.’

As they put Nathan into the back of the car, Meadows saw Nesta watching from the doorway of her unit. She gave him a nod and then turned away.

* * *

Meadows sipped his tea while reading through the statements about the morning Nell was murdered. ‘Nathan’s only alibi is Steff.’

‘I’ve left a message on her mobile phone,’ Paskin said.

‘When we get hold of her, we need to see if she is sticking to the same story,’ Meadows said.

Edris looked up from his computer. ‘Interesting that Steff left the night of Alissa’s murder.’

‘Probably terrified of Nathan,’ Valentine said.

Blackwell stood up and stretched. ‘Or she’s the killer.’

At that moment, Mike Fielding from forensics walked in.

‘You got some news for us?’ Meadows asked.

‘That, I have.’ Mike put a folder on Meadows’ desk. ‘We’re still processing the scene at Alissa’s house, but we’ve compared the fingerprints taken from Nathan this morning to those found in the house. We have a match.’

‘We’ve got him,’ Blackwell said.

‘His fingerprints are in every room,’ Mike said.

Meadows flicked through the file. ‘On some things you wouldn’t expect. He’s going to have some trouble explaining this. Any match to the ones found on the rock used to attack Nell?’

Mike shook his head. ‘There were a lot of fingerprints found in the house, particularly in the kitchen. We asked her parents and other regular visitors to provide a sample for elimination. Those that we can’t account for, we’ll run through the system. I’ll let you know if we get a hit.’

‘Murder weapon?’

‘Some sort of fine cord or wire. We didn’t find any. There is the iron that has blood, skin, and hair on it. We’re fairly certain that caused the head wounds, but we are still running tests. Before you ask, Nathan’s fingerprints were not on the iron.’

‘He could have wiped them,’ Edris said.

Blackwell shook his head. ‘It wouldn’t make sense to leave his prints around the rest of the house.’

‘He’s not the sharpest,’ Edris said. ‘He probably only thought we’d check the murder weapon. All brawn and nothing up top.’

Mike turned to leave. ‘Once we’ve completed our tests on the iron and other items taken from the kitchen, I’ll let you know.’

‘Thanks, Mike.’ Meadows stood up and picked up the file. ‘Let’s see what Nathan has to say for himself.’

When they entered the interview room, they found Nathan sitting with his arms folded and a look of loathing on his face. ‘About bloody time,’ he said.

The duty solicitor was sitting next to him and looked tiny by comparison.

Meadows took a seat and Edris started the recording equipment, announcing the time and date, before everyone gave their names.

‘This is all bullshit,’ Nathan said.

Meadows ignored the comment. ‘I’d like to start by asking you about your relationship with Callie Thomas.’

‘There was no relationship. I saw her around the village. That’s about all.’

‘We have a witness that saw Callie going into the quarry on more than one occasion,’ Edris said.

Nathan’s jaw clenched. ‘Your witness is lying.’

The solicitor cleared his throat. ‘Do you have specific times and dates of these so-called sightings?’

‘We are working with the witness to narrow down the dates, but this was in the months leading up to Callie’s disappearance,’ Meadows said.

The solicitor wrote something down on his notepad and then looked up. ‘I’m sure you’ll find that there were several people working at the quarry at that time. Did this witness actually see my client with Callie Thomas?’

‘Your client was the only one living on site, and yes, Callie was seen entering his caravan.’

‘I can’t recall seeing her,’ Nathan said.

Meadows leaned forward. ‘You were having a relationship with Alissa at that time, though. That is when she was fifteen years old.’

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t know who has been spouting this shit, but they’ve got it all wrong. I remember Alissa having a thing for me back then. You know how these schoolgirls can be.’

‘Not really,’ Meadows said. ‘Why don’t you enlighten me?’

Nathan smirked. ‘There was a group of them. They’d walk past the quarry to get a glimpse of me. I’d say hello sometimes. It would make their day. Occasionally, they would ask me to go into the shop to get booze and cigs for them. If I saw them outside the pub, I’d get them a drink and sit with them in the beer garden. Just a bit of fun.’

‘Sounds more like grooming to me,’ Edris said.

The solicitor looked at Edris. ‘That’s a bit of a stretch. Purchasing alcohol for someone underage hardly constitutes grooming. Particularly as there appears to be no sexual or other motivation involved.’

Edris looked at Nathan. ‘Our witness caught you having intercourse with a minor.’

‘Oh, I get it.’ Nathan sat back in his chair. ‘The only person I can think of who would come up with such a wild story is Ifan. He could never get a girlfriend, but he liked to watch, if you know what I mean. If you’re peeping through dirty windows and getting excited, then it’s easy to make a mistake. The guy is not quite right.’ He touched the side of his head. ‘Once, he accused me of having something to do with Callie’s disappearance. Strange he didn’t talk to the police, don’t you think?’

‘Maybe it had something to do with you beating him up,’ Meadows said.

Nathan laughed. ‘We had a fight. Just a few punches.’

‘It was reported to the police,’ Meadows said.

‘They didn’t charge me. Ifan had a problem with me. I guess he didn’t like the attention I got from women.’

‘Young girls,’ Meadows corrected. ‘Alissa Evans and Callie Thomas were fifteen at the time.’

Nathan looked at his solicitor. ‘You going to do your job or what? I want to get out of here.’

‘Did any of these young women make a complaint against my client at the time?’ the solicitor asked.

‘No,’ Meadows said.

‘Given that the alleged victims are now deceased, I don’t see where you are going with this.’

Meadows sat back in his chair. ‘Callie Thomas was pregnant when she died.’ He let the sentence hang in the air and watched Nathan’s reaction. He didn’t flinch. ‘There are still tests being carried out on the items found with Callie and, of course, her unborn child. It’s amazing how far DNA testing has come along.’

Meadows didn’t know if it was possible to run tests on the foetal remains, but at least he got a reaction. He saw Nathan swallow and there was a flicker of fear in his eyes.

Edris nodded. ‘We should be able to isolate the paternal DNA.’

‘I told you I didn’t have a relationship with Callie,’ Nathan said. He looked at his solicitor.

‘Are you intending to charge my client with any crime here?’

Meadows looked at Nathan. ‘Where were you on Wednesday evening?’

‘In the bar, where I usually am.’

‘Can anyone confirm that?’

‘Anyone who was drinking that night.’

Meadows opened the folder and made a show of reading a sheet of paper. He could see Nathan fidgeting. ‘According to witnesses, neither you nor your partner, Steff, were in the bar all Wednesday evening.’

‘Oh, yeah. Me and Steff had the night off. We work flat out, so if it looks to be a quiet night, we get someone in to run the bar and spend some time as a family.’

‘Did either of you go out on Wednesday evening?’ Meadows asked.

Nathan shook his head.

‘You told us earlier that Steff had been away for the last two nights,’ Edris said.

‘Yeah, but she didn’t leave until late that evening. We had a bit of an argument, and she left.’

‘When was the last time you saw Alissa Evans?’ Meadows asked.

Nathan rubbed his hand over his chin. ‘Erm… Wednesday afternoon. She was talking to Ifan outside the pub. They looked as if they were having an argument. Alissa walked off.’

‘Have you ever been inside Alissa’s house?’ Meadows asked.

Nathan sat back and considered the question. ‘Yeah. I popped in a few days ago. I was just checking to see if she was OK as I hadn’t seen her that morning.’

‘Do you often pop in to see her?’ Meadows asked.

‘No.’

‘Can you tell us which rooms you went into when you were there?’

‘The kitchen.’

‘Anywhere else?’

‘The sitting room. We had a cup of tea.’

‘Did you go upstairs?’

‘No.’

‘You sure about that?’

‘Yeah.’

Meadows opened a folder and placed the fingerprint analysis in front of Nathan. ‘We compared the fingerprint samples you provided this morning to those found at Alissa’s house. Investigators found these in the bedroom.’

Nathan ran his tongue over his teeth. ‘OK, you’ve got me. Alissa and I had sex now and again. Nothing serious. Just a bit of fun. You won’t tell Steff, will you?’

‘Perhaps you’d better tell us exactly which rooms you visited in Alissa’s house,’ Meadows said.

‘Obviously the bedroom and the bathroom.’

‘What about the spare room?’

‘Yeah. We’ve been in there.’

Meadows took another sheet from the folder. ‘Did you take something from Alissa’s jewellery box?’

Nathan frowned. ‘No. Why would I do that?’

‘Your fingerprints were found on the box.’

‘I may have touched it. We were very physical. You know, up against the wall, the dressing table, the kitchen table and anywhere really.’

Meadows tapped the paper. ‘Inside the jewellery box, inside the wardrobe, chest of drawers, and underneath the desk drawers. Did you do it in those places as well?’

Nathan squirmed.

‘Paperwork, under the mattress, and even in a shoebox on top of the wardrobe.’

‘I…’

The solicitor put his hand on Nathan’s forearm. ‘I’d like to confer with my client in private.’

‘That’s fine,’ Meadows said. ‘Just so you are aware, a forensic team is at your client’s property collecting clothing and shoes for testing.’ He looked at Nathan, who paled. ‘We’ll give you fifteen minutes.’

Edris paused the recording, and they left the room.

‘Doesn’t look so sure of himself now,’ Edris said.

Meadows leaned against the wall. ‘It’s going to take more than fingerprints for a conviction. All he’s got to say is that he had a nose around the house. No prints on the iron, so that’s in his favour.’

‘Blood on his shoes would be good.’

‘I’m not holding my breath,’ Meadows said.

‘Let’s just hope the solicitor won’t advise him to go no comment. I haven’t got the patience.’

Meadows smiled. ‘It’s all about the body language.’

When they returned to the interview room, Nathan looked defeated. Edris switched the recording back on.

‘My client would like to make a statement against my better judgement.’ The solicitor gave Nathan a nod.

Nathan placed his hands on the table. ‘I’m willing to hold my hands up to some things I’m not proud of, but I’m not going down for a murder I didn’t do. I went to see Alissa again on Wednesday evening at around nine-thirty. The door was unlocked, as usual, so I let myself in. She was already dead. I may have stepped in some blood.’

‘Why didn’t you call the police?’ Meadows asked.

‘I was scared. I thought it would look bad for me.’

‘It’s not looking good for you now,’ Edris said. ‘All you’ve done is give excuses for why your fingerprints are all over the house and how you may have got blood on your shoes.’

Nathan slammed his fist down on the table. ‘I didn’t kill her!’

‘So let me get this straight,’ Meadows said. ‘You took the evening off from working in the bar to spend time with your family, then you went off to see your mistress. Was this before or after you and Steff argued and she left?’

‘She wasn’t my mistress,’ Nathan said.

‘Then why were you visiting Alissa that late in the evening?’ Meadows asked.

‘I needed to talk to her.’

‘Describe what you saw when you entered the house?’

‘Stuff all over the place. She was just lying there in a pool of blood. It was horrible. I went up to her and took a closer look. I don’t know why. Maybe to check she really was dead.’

‘Then what did you do?’

Nathan glanced at the solicitor and then back to Meadows. ‘I looked through the house because Alissa was blackmailing me.’

‘I think you’d better start at the beginning,’ Meadows said.

Nathan sighed. ‘I was seeing Callie. I didn’t mean for it to happen. She was shy and unlike the other girls. I liked the way she’d blush when I talked to her. She was sweet. I saw her walking home one evening when I was driving back to the quarry. She’d been to violin practice and had missed the bus. It was raining, so I gave her a lift home. A few days later, she came to the caravan and gave me a six-pack of lager as a thank you. I invited her in. It started from there. It was consensual.’

‘She was fifteen,’ Edris said.

‘I was only twenty. It’s not like I was some old pervert. Anyway, I thought we were just having a bit of fun. But after a while, Callie started talking about a future together. I didn’t want a serious relationship and I definitely didn’t want things out in the open. I knew there would be trouble, especially from Joe. I tried to let her down gently.’

‘You ended it with her?’ Meadows asked.

‘Not exactly, but I thought if she realised we were free to see other people then she wouldn’t be so clingy.’

Meadows fought to keep his voice impassive. ‘Other people like Alissa?’

‘Another underage girl,’ Edris said.

‘I was seeing others as well,’ Nathan said. ‘Callie still came around. If anything, she became more demanding.’

‘Did Alissa know you were having sex with Callie?’ Meadows asked.

‘Yeah.’ Nathan smirked. ‘She liked that. I think she wanted to get one up on Callie. Have a laugh behind her back. Then Callie goes and tells Alissa that she’s pregnant and she’s going to move in with me. I swear I didn’t know she’d got herself pregnant until that night.’

That’s right. Blame the girl, Meadows thought. ‘Is that why Callie and Alissa had a fight at the party that night?’ he said.

Nathan nodded. ‘Alissa told me about their argument the next day. She said she’d had too much to drink, and when Callie confided in her and said she was going to move in with me, Alissa told her it was bollocks. She said was she sleeping with me and wasn’t the only one. Callie slapped her.

‘Anyway, Callie turned up at the caravan that night. I’d only just got back from the pub. She was upset and I was afraid that the whole thing was going to blow up. I told her Alissa was lying. She eventually calmed down. She had an overnight bag with her and asked to stay the night. I said it was OK. We had sex, and afterwards she dropped the bombshell.’

‘That’s when she told you she was pregnant?’ Meadows said.

‘Yeah. It was a shock, and I guess I acted like a dick. I told her she was trying to trap me. When I think about it, she probably was. I said I wasn’t interested and that the baby could be anyone’s. She put on her clothes and ran off.

‘I followed her after about five minutes. It was pissing down, and by the time I caught up with her, we were both soaked. I tried to persuade her to come back to the caravan, but she said she was going home and was going to tell her parents.’

Nathan ran his hands through his hair. ‘I grabbed her by the wrist, but she pulled away. Her bracelet came off and landed on the road. She didn’t even bother to pick it up. I let her go. That was the last time I saw her. I put her bracelet with the rest of her things. I thought she would come back the next day.’

‘What did you do with her overnight bag?’ Meadows asked.

‘I got rid of it. There was too much heat after Callie disappeared. I kept the bracelet. It didn’t seem right to throw it away – that is until all this shit started up. I chucked it in the river the other day.’

‘I take it Alissa was threatening to tell us you were having sex with both her and Callie if you didn’t give her money?’

‘Yeah. She said she had insurance. I thought maybe she had written something down. That’s why I searched the house, but I found nothing.’

‘I’m struggling to understand why Alissa would keep this information to herself if she thought you killed Callie,’ Meadows said.

‘She never accused me of killing Callie, but she could do enough damage by telling the police about my relationship with her. I thought back then that it was because she was in love with me. Then I started thinking that maybe she had done something to Callie. She was furious when she found out Callie was pregnant. Perhaps all this time she was protecting herself.’

‘That could’ve made sense if she weren’t dead,’ Edris said. ‘If you thought Alissa killed Callie, then why keep quiet about it?’

‘I didn’t know she was dead until you dug her up a few days ago.’

‘What about Nell Aubury?’ Meadows asked.

‘I don’t know anything about what happened to her. Yeah, I wasn’t happy when she turned up asking about Bryn Hafod farm. I knew she would drag up the whole Callie thing.’

‘The thing is, two women are dead along with a teenage girl,’ Meadows said. ‘By your own admission, you didn’t want anyone finding out about your relationship with Callie.’

‘Because I knew how it would look. I didn’t kill any of them.’ Nathan put his head in his hands.

‘You left the village not long after Callie went missing,’ Meadows said.

‘It was months after. I didn’t leave until November.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘A couple of us pooled our money and bought a run-down house in Cardiff. We did it up between us, sold it, then bought another one. We kept flipping houses until we had a tidy profit.’

‘Did you plan on renovating Coedwig Farm?’

Nathan looked puzzled. ‘We didn’t work on farmhouses.’

Meadows took a photo from the file and pushed it in front of Nathan.

Nathan looked down. ‘No. I’ve never seen that place.’

‘Tell me about Melody Harries,’ Meadows said.

‘I’ve heard a lot of talk in the pub about her. That’s all I know.’

‘OK, we will leave it there for now,’ Meadows said.

‘Does that mean I can go?’

‘No,’ Meadows said. ‘We will hold you pending further investigation.’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ Nathan said. ‘I didn’t do anything. I left her on the road. She was going home. She had nowhere else to go, so she must have gone back there.’ He looked at his solicitor and then back at Meadows. ‘You know Callie wanted to leave home. That’s why she did it?’

‘Did what?’ Meadows asked.

‘Got herself pregnant. She saw it as her way out. You must have heard what Joe was like. He hit Callie.’

‘Callie told you this?’ Meadows asked.

Nathan nodded. ‘It was a few days before she disappeared. She came to the caravan after school. She was crying. She told me she couldn’t stand it at home any longer. He even locked her in her bedroom. If she had told Joe she was pregnant, he would have killed her.’
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Chapter Twenty-eight

The team gathered around as Edris filled them in on the interview. Meadows took in everyone’s reaction.

‘Sounds guilty to me,’ Blackwell said.

‘Guilty of what though?’ Meadows asked. ‘He’s admitted to sexual intercourse with minors. I don’t know whether he’s a killer. Alissa didn’t go to the police with the information, so his story of extortion holds up.’

‘Along with his motive for killing her,’ Blackwell said. ‘I think we’ve got him.’

‘I don’t think we have enough to take to the CPS,’ Meadows said. ‘We’ll hold him for now. Let’s see if forensics find anything at Nathan’s home. Meanwhile, we know of at least two minors whom he took advantage of. There could be more. I’m not ruling out Melody Harries either. Same age group. He also employs a few school-age girls to waitress on the weekends. Blackwell and Valentine, I’d like you to follow up on whether there has been any inappropriate behaviour. Or signs of grooming. Also talk to Steff. She provided Nathan’s alibi. She may want to change her story now. Edris and I will talk to Joe Thomas in the morning. I think we should all call it a day. We’ll have an early start in the morning.’

Mike walked into the office carrying another file. ‘I’m glad I caught you before you left. I just wanted to let you know we’ve finished the search on Nathan’s house. We’ve taken shoes and clothing. Nothing visible to the eye but we are running some tests.’

‘Thanks for the update,’ Meadows said.

‘That’s not all,’ Mike said. ‘We’ve been working on eliminating fingerprints from the scene. We had a hit. Prints found in Alissa’s kitchen, on the iron, and in the bathroom, are a match to those found on the rock used to attack Nell.’

‘Fuck,’ Blackwell said.

* * *

Edris stretched his arms and yawned as Meadows drove the winding narrow road towards the Thomas farm. ‘This case is so messed up.’

Meadows nodded. ‘Now we have to question a grieving family.’

‘Yeah, and so early.’

Meadows smiled. ‘If you didn’t take so long preening in the morning, you wouldn’t have had to get up so early.’

‘I have standards to keep up; besides, I don’t think you’re going to help Joe Thomas’ mood by getting him up at this time on a Saturday morning.’

‘Joe’s probably been up for hours. I’m hoping he will have finished milking and be back for his breakfast.’

Meadows turned onto the track leading to the farm. ‘I think we’ll take things slowly. I don’t want Joe flipping out like Nathan. It’s not fair to Trudy.’

‘I wasn’t planning on asking him for his fingerprints straight off,’ Edris said. ‘If there is any arrest to be made, I’ll leave that to you.’

‘I’m really hoping that won’t be the case, but we know Joe has a temper. He could have lost it for a moment. He was adamant that Callie had run away. I think that swayed the original investigation.’ He parked in the farmyard and switched off the engine.

Trudy opened the door and Meadows was pleased to see that she looked better than the last time he had seen her.

‘Sorry to disturb you so early,’ Meadows said. ‘If it is not inconvenient, we’d like to talk to you and Joe.’

Trudy smiled. ‘We’re all up. Joe is in the kitchen.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Since Callie was found, he has not left the house. The boys have been keeping the farm running. Come in.’

Meadows walked through the door and inhaled the aroma of lilies. The source came from three large bouquets that were displayed on the hall table.

‘People have been so kind,’ Trudy said. ‘So many flowers. I’m going to take some to church.’

When they entered the kitchen, Meadows saw the change in Joe. He was the epitome of a broken man. Unshaven, shoulders hunched, and staring into a cup of tea. Christian and Cerith were sitting on the opposite side of the table.

‘Police, Joe,’ Trudy said. She looked at Meadows. ‘Can I offer you a cup of tea?’

‘That would be lovely, thank you.’

Meadows took a seat and watched Trudy preparing the tea. There was also a marked difference in her demeanour. She moved with purpose and there was a lightness in her eyes. He figured she no longer carried the weight of not knowing, though he imagined she still had questions.

Trudy pulled down mugs from hooks and turned around. ‘Do you know when we will be able to lay Callie to rest? We’d like to prepare for her funeral.’

‘It shouldn’t be too long now,’ Meadows said. ‘Your family liaison officer will keep you up to date.’

Trudy nodded. ‘Brianna has been wonderful.’ She continued making the tea.

Joe looked up as if he’d just noticed they were there. ‘I heard you arrested Nathan Ellis.’

Meadows saw Cerith’s fists clench, and Christian had a look of pure loathing on his face. ‘All I can tell you is that we have someone helping us with our inquiries,’ he said. ‘I understand it’s frustrating for you not to have all the information.’

Trudy placed the mugs of tea on the table and added a plate of biscuits before sitting down.

Meadows took a sip of his tea and set the mug down. ‘I know there has been a lot of talk in the village, and you may hear things that are unpleasant.’

Joe’s nostrils flared. ‘Like your teenage daughter was pregnant. That some man took advantage of her, then buried her up the mountain?’

‘Did any of you have any inkling that Callie was seeing someone?’

Trudy shook her head. ‘Now, in hindsight, I wonder about all the times she stayed after school for violin practice. She joined the orchestra, or that’s what she told us. There were some evening performances. We didn’t go because it would be too late in the evening for us. I never questioned it.’

‘We should have watched out for her,’ Christian said.

Meadows looked around the table. ‘In cases like these, we have to ask difficult questions. Trust me, I don’t enjoy having to do so.’

‘It’s OK,’ Trudy said. ‘I understand you need to look at the family. If answering a few uncomfortable questions allows you to move on and catch the person responsible for taking my daughter from me, then ask away.’

‘Thank you,’ Meadows said. ‘Did any of you have suspicions that Callie was pregnant?’

Joe and the brothers shook their heads.

‘I guess I should have noticed that she missed her period,’ Trudy said. ‘But to my shame, I didn’t. The bathroom was always well stocked with provisions. Callie did a lot of chores around the house. She’d be the one to empty the bins, clean the bathroom, her bedroom, and wash her sheets.’

‘Is there someone she would have confided in?’ Meadows asked.

Trudy considered the question for a moment. ‘The only one I can think of is Alissa. Do you think she knew and kept it secret? Was that the reason for her murder?’

‘We are considering that possibility,’ Meadows said. ‘What was your relationship like with Callie? I understand that the teenage years can be difficult.’

‘We got on alright,’ Trudy said. ‘She wasn’t one to go slamming doors. We never had problems with her staying out, drinking, and smoking. She was quiet.’

‘We’d tease her sometimes,’ Cerith said. ‘Mostly about her violin playing.’

Christian smiled sadly. ‘We used to say it sounded like a cat.’

Meadows looked at Joe. ‘Did you and Callie argue?’

‘Sometimes. It was only because I wanted what was best for her. She had ideas about going off to university. I wanted her to stay and work the farm.’

‘Did the arguments ever get physical?’

Joe’s eyes hardened. ‘You’re asking if I beat my daughter?’

‘I’m sorry, I have to ask these things. We received information that you hit Callie and locked her in her bedroom.’

‘You make it sound like I’m some sort of monster,’ Joe said. ‘A few weeks before she went missing, she had wanted to go to a party. I said no. She told me I couldn’t stop her, so I locked her in her bedroom. It was for her own good. I know what went on at those house parties. Irresponsible parents letting their kids get up to all sorts. Then, a few days before that night’ – Joe’s eyes filled with tears – ‘we had a big argument. She said she was going to leave as soon as she could. I slapped her.’

Cerith jumped up from his chair. ‘It’s no wonder she went off and got herself pregnant! She wanted to get away from you!’

‘I’ll regret it for the rest of my life,’ Joe said.

‘Please, love.’ Trudy tugged at Cerith’s arm. ‘We’re not going to get anywhere if we argue.’

Cerith sat down but continued to glare at Joe.

‘We’ve been trying to piece together Callie’s movements that night. It appears that she was heading home. Is it possible that she could have come back to the house?’ Meadows said.

‘No. I would have seen her,’ Joe said.

‘It would have been very late. After midnight.’

Meadows noticed Trudy was staring at Joe with a strange expression on her face.

‘No,’ Joe said. ‘We go to bed early, but we would have heard her. The dogs would have been barking.’

Trudy’s hands were shaking. ‘You… You weren’t in bed that night. You told me you got up to see why the dogs were making a fuss.’

Christian’s nostrils flared. ‘What did you do?’

Joe looked at his family. ‘Nothing. How could you even think that? I didn’t see her. She didn’t come back here and she wasn’t walking home.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ Meadows asked.

‘Because I would have seen her on the road.’

‘You were out that night?’ Meadows asked.

Joe nodded. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter now. Trudy and the boys were in bed. I sneaked out of the bedroom and went to William Wyn Pryce’s farm.’

‘The arson attack,’ Meadows said. ‘Were you alone?’

‘I met up with someone, but I won’t give you their name.’

‘OK,’ Meadows said. ‘Go on.’

‘I left here around 1 a.m., maybe a bit before. It was hammering down, and I didn’t think we’d be able to do what we planned. There was no one about. I would have seen Callie or anyone else walking at that time of the night. I only saw one car. It came around the bend in a hurry and nearly ran me off the road.’ He looked at Trudy. ‘I thought they would say something after the fire, but I guess they thought we had enough problems.’

Meadows leaned forward. ‘Who was driving the car?’

‘Angela Folland.’
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Chapter Twenty-nine

Monday morning Meadows was sitting in his garden shed staring at a joint he had rolled. He so wanted to smoke it, but he put it to his nostrils and inhaled the scent before putting it back in the tin.

The door opened and Daisy stepped in. ‘You should have woken me.’

‘It’s early. I would have come up to say goodbye before leaving.’

Daisy eased herself into a chair next to him. ‘Are you sure about Angela?’

‘I wish I weren’t. Dyfan and Angela share everything, much like us. If Angela had been alone that night, she would have told Dyfan that she had seen Joe out in the early hours of the morning. Joe was sure there was someone in the back.’

‘You think it was Callie.’

Meadows sighed. ‘There would be no reason for Dyfan to be travelling in the back of the car unless…’

‘He was keeping hold of Callie,’ Daisy finished.

‘Edris and I have spent the last two days going through every statement taken at the time for both Callie’s disappearance and the arson attack. Joe said he had been expecting the police to call around and question him about the fire, but no one did. Yet, the house-to-house inquiries showed they visited Joe’s farm, along with every other farm in the area. According to the file, both Joe and Trudy had been home all evening.’

‘I’m guessing Dyfan was the one to record the information.’

Meadows nodded. ‘If it was all innocent, then why didn’t Dyfan question Joe? Why fake a record? Added to that, there would have been questions raised about why Joe was out the night his daughter went missing. Angela wouldn’t have stayed quiet about that without a reason. Dyfan was the one to take the call out when Trudy reported Callie missing. I imagine he wanted to see if Joe would mention seeing Angela. When he didn’t, Dyfan probably knew Joe was responsible for the arson attack and kept quiet.’

‘Because it suited him,’ Daisy said.

‘It’s Dyfan who’s been feeding us information. Subtly turning our attention to Alissa, Nathan, and Ifan.’

‘I don’t understand why Joe would stay quiet.’

‘Because he believed Callie had run away after they had argued.’

Daisy shook her head. ‘Why would Angela want to hurt Callie?’

‘That’s what we need to find out. At the moment, it’s just Edris and me that know. The rest of the team think we are following up leads and they are busy trying to secure a conviction for Nathan Ellis. Anyway, I’d better get going.’

Daisy stood up and wrapped her arms around him. ‘I know how much this is going to hurt.’

‘When I came back to the area, Dyfan was the only one that made me feel welcome. He’d have a chat with me every morning.’ He gave Daisy a kiss. ‘I can get back in just over an hour if you need me.’

Daisy placed her hands on her stomach. ‘Don’t worry about us. I think we can hang on a little longer.’

* * *

A signpost announced they had arrived in Pendine. Meadows could smell the sea air and see the gulls circling, their beady eyes looking for any morsels of food to scavenge. In the passenger seat, Edris was silent as he gazed out of the window.

‘Are you OK?’

‘This feels so wrong,’ Edris said. ‘I’ve known Dyfan since I was a kid.’

‘I understand, but what choice do we have? I think we’d find it hard even if Angela weren’t so ill. I think that in her own way, she wants the truth to come out. Make her peace. It was Angela who told us about Trudy wanting Callie to be laid to rest in view of the castle.’

‘Was it?’

‘Yeah. When we found Callie, it came to mind, but I dismissed it.’

Meadows entered the caravan park and spent some time finding the caravan Dyfan and Angela were using.

‘This is the one,’ Meadows said. ‘Dyfan’s car isn’t here. I’m guessing they are on the beach. It would be too far for Angela to walk, and if the tide is out, they can park on the sand.’

Meadows drove the short distance to the beach. The attendant took the parking fee, and he inched down the ramp and onto the beach. There were only a few cars parked, so it was easy to spot Dyfan’s vehicle. Meadows parked next to it and got out of the car.

The salty breeze ruffled his hair as he looked out at the sea. A group of schoolchildren wore wetsuits and carried surfboards. They were following an instructor into the water, and the laughter and squeals carried on the wind.

‘I remember coming here for a school trip,’ Edris said. ‘I got to spend the week. We’d be in the sea in all weather and then sleep in dorms. It’s good the school still does it.’

Meadows spotted Dyfan and Angela sitting halfway between the car and the sea. They were on a blanket with Angela leaning back against Dyfan’s chest. She had a shawl wrapped around her. Both were gazing out at the sea.

‘They look peaceful,’ Meadows said.

Edris nodded. ‘I wish we didn’t know.’

‘We don’t know exactly what happened. It’s just guesswork.’

‘I thought of nothing else all night,’ Edris said. ‘I can’t imagine Dyfan being involved in taking a young girl. I thought perhaps he had a fling with Callie and Angela found out and did something in a fit of jealous rage, and Dyfan covered it up. Just can’t see it. He’s devoted his life to the job. I’ve never heard one whisper of him doing anything untoward.’

‘I don’t think it’s anything as sinister as you think.’ Meadows had also been thinking of scenarios after going through everything they had learned. He was sure now about the events that had happened that night. He just needed confirmation. ‘Come on. We’ve delayed long enough.’

They walked across the sand, and Meadows was surprised that Edris didn’t complain about getting sand on his shoes. When they drew level with the couple, Meadows could see that there were tubes in Angela’s nostrils which led back to an oxygen bottle. She looked up at him.

‘I expected you to come sooner,’ she said. ‘Come sit next to me.’

Meadows sat down in the sand with his legs stretched out in front of him. Edris hesitated until Dyfan took a towel from a bag and handed it to him.

‘I’m sorry we have to disturb you,’ Meadows said. ‘We left it as long as we could.’

‘Is it just the two of you?’ Dyfan asked.

Meadows nodded. ‘No need for a fuss.’

‘Thank you,’ Dyfan said. ‘It’s me you need to talk to. I can answer any questions you have.’

Angela took hold of Dyfan’s hand and brought it to her lips. She kissed it gently. ‘No. They need to know the truth. We both know there isn’t much time. You need to let me do this. You’ve protected me all these years, and we’ve had a wonderful life together.’

Dyfan kissed the top of Angela’s head. ‘OK. If that’s what you want.’

‘I thought I’d be at peace when you found Callie and gave her back to Trudy, but she needs answers so she can move on. Imagining her daughter’s last moments must be torture for her. I’m dying, and I know this is my punishment. It’s why I wanted to put things right.’

‘You sent the letter to Nell Aubury,’ Meadows said.

Angela nodded. ‘Dyfan knew nothing about it. I wrote a few letters, put the one to Nell and Nesta among them and gave them to my carer to post. I thought if Nell and Nesta started asking questions, Joe might tell them he was on the road that night and saw me. People would have forgotten about the arson attack, and I thought he’d feel safe to tell you. After all this time, I was sure he’d want to know what happened to his daughter. Then someone murdered Nell.’

Angela started coughing, so Dyfan opened a bottle of water and gave it to her.

Meadows could see that the effort of talking was taking its toll on Angela. ‘It’s OK. Take your time.’

Dyfan looked at Meadows. ‘I recognised Angela’s writing on the letter pinned to the incident board. I asked Angela about it when I got home. The burden had become too much for her and she wanted an end to it. She knew I wouldn’t agree to her coming forward.’

‘I couldn’t go to the station or make a call. Not when Dyfan was still there,’ Angela said. ‘I didn’t know how much time I had left. I thought Nell and Nesta would start asking questions and it would eventually lead back to me.’

Tears misted Dyfan’s eyes. ‘I couldn’t let that happen. I wanted our days filled with peace and nice memories. Not questions, anxiety, and shame. I knew you would come to me for information, but I’m afraid I wanted to distract you a little. Just so we could have more time together before…’

‘I didn’t send the second letter,’ Angela said.

‘We guessed there were two writers,’ Meadows said.

Angela handed the water back to Dyfan. ‘I wrote the last letter. I wanted you to find Callie. I…’ Angela closed her eyes and her face creased with pain.

‘It’s OK, love,’ Dyfan said. ‘I can tell them. We’d better start from the beginning.’ He looked at Edris. ‘Get your notebook out and write this down. You can type it up later, and I’ll sign it.’

Edris nodded and took out his notebook.

Dyfan looked out to sea. ‘We received an invitation to Councillor Gwyn’s retirement party. It was a black-tie affair and everyone was going. Angela’s mum had the kids for the night, and it was the first time we’d been out in a long time.

‘It was a great evening, and we were both mingling among friends. We got mixed up about who was supposed to drive home that evening. We both ended up drinking and decided we would walk home later.

‘I can honestly say that I don’t remember the exact time we left, but it must have been close to midnight. As soon as we stepped outside, it started raining hard. It was bouncing off the tarmac. We waited a while, but it didn’t show any signs of stopping. I decided–’

‘Dyfan,’ Angela said.

‘It doesn’t matter whose idea it was,’ Dyfan said.

Angela shook her head. ‘I was the one to get in the driver’s seat. I wasn’t as drunk as Dyfan. I thought, it’s only a few miles down the road. No one around, and it’s not like I’m driving on the main road. We set off, and I had to put the windscreen wipers on double speed to see. I don’t know how fast I was driving. We were talking about the evening. Laughing. Then…’ Angela took a shaky breath. ‘Then there was a horrible crash as the car hit something. I slammed on the brakes.’ A tear slid down Angela’s cheek. ‘I didn’t see her.’

Dyfan wrapped his arms around Angela. ‘I got out of the car to look. She was lying on the road behind the car. The impact must have thrown her over the top. The blood…’ Dyfan choked on his words. He took a moment and then cleared his throat. ‘The blood was pooling on the road and mixing with the rain. That image has haunted me every day since.’

Dyfan paused and the sound of breaking waves filled the silence. He rubbed his hands over his face and continued. ‘I took out my phone to call for an ambulance, but there was no signal.

‘She wasn’t conscious. I checked for a pulse. It was very weak. My training taught me not to move someone who had been run down, but I had no choice. I guessed she had very little time. I grabbed a blanket from the car, wrapped her up and placed her on the back seat. I got in and told Angela to drive.’

‘I remember little about the drive,’ Angela said. ‘At one point I nearly ran Joe off the road, but I just kept going.’

‘I had Callie in my arms,’ Dyfan said. ‘I was watching my phone for a signal. She made a gurgling sound and then she was gone. I tried CPR, but I couldn’t get her back.

‘The signal came back on my phone. I could have called for help then, but I needed time to think things through. I told Angela to drive home. I opened the garage, and we put the car inside. Then we just sat there.

‘I knew what would happen. Angela was over the limit. Death by drink-driving would have meant a prison sentence. A copper’s wife. Can you imagine what would have happened to her inside? I couldn’t let that happen.’

‘He wanted to call it in and say he was driving,’ Angela said. ‘I could never live with that.’

Dyfan wiped a tear from his cheek. ‘We thought about sobering up first, but there were too many witnesses that saw us both drinking. Besides, it would take too much time. Paramedics would know she had been dead for a few hours, so that wouldn’t work.

‘There was nothing we could do for Callie. I buried her in the garden and planted rose bushes and hydrangeas. Their blooms were a constant reminder of what we had done. I cleaned the car the best I could and took it to the scrapyard a week later.’

‘You took the call when Callie was reported missing,’ Meadows said.

Dyfan nodded. ‘I was on lates that day, but I went in early. I’d been up all night. I was on pins, expecting them to report Callie missing. I was surprised that I didn’t hear anything. Only talk about the arson attack. The call didn’t come in until that evening. I put myself forward to respond as I lived nearby. No one thought anything of it. I wanted to see if Joe would mention seeing Angela on the road. He didn’t mention it, and he believed Callie had run away. I suspected then that he was involved in the arson. I got involved in the house-to-house inquiries and put in a report that I had spoken to Joe and effectively cleared him. That was it until I saw Callie’s name on the incident board along with the letter.’

‘Why did you move her?’ Meadows asked.

‘Because of me,’ Angela said. ‘Trudy started coming to church, and we became good friends. Most of the time she would pray for Callie to come home. Then she’d have days where she believed she was dead and said she wanted her laid to rest in view of the castle. All I could do was be a comfort to her. I’d take her out on trips although she was always in a hurry to get back to make food for Joe.

‘Ten years ago I was first diagnosed with breast cancer. I saw it as a punishment. I wanted to tell Trudy the truth.’

‘I persuaded Angela to stay quiet,’ Dyfan said, ‘and I moved Callie.’

‘It worked for a while. I went into remission. Ten more years is more than I deserved.’

‘It was an accident,’ Dyfan said.

‘I took a life and ruined that family’s lives. I want her to know how sorry I am.’

Meadows nodded and stood up.

‘The tide is nearly in,’ Dyfan said. ‘I guess it’s time to go.’

Meadows looked at Angela. ‘I think you can stay a little while longer.’
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Chapter Thirty

Rain lashed at the windows, and rivulets of water ran down the glass. The dry spell had ended, and the gloom outside reflected the mood in the office. The team gathered around for the morning briefing, and Meadows filled them in on what had been disclosed on the beach.

‘I still can’t believe it,’ Blackwell said.

‘I hope you all understand why we didn’t bring them in yesterday. Angela has days, if that. She wouldn’t be deemed fit for interviewing. She’d likely die in hospital, which is not her final wish. I should add that they both would have come back with us. Dyfan will come as soon as he loses Angela. He gave his word, and I don’t doubt it. Until then–’

‘We keep it to ourselves,’ Valentine said.

‘Only if we are all in agreement.’

‘Trudy Thomas has waited twenty years,’ Blackwell said. ‘A few more days will not make a difference. She’ll get the truth and justice for her daughter.’

‘What will happen to Dyfan?’ Paskin asked.

‘That will be up to the court, but I imagine a sentence.’ Meadows didn’t want to dwell on the consequences of Dyfan and Angela’s actions. There was nothing more he could do. He walked up to the incident board and took down Callie’s photograph.

‘This was never about Callie,’ he said. ‘Angela’s letter brought Nell to the area, but that is as far as her involvement goes. Angela couldn’t have killed Nell or Alissa. She hardly has the strength to walk across a room, let alone walk to the burial cairns. Dyfan was on duty the day Nell was murdered. He was at the custody desk. I checked the CCTV. He leaves for only a quick break during the day.’

‘So somebody murdered Nell because she knew something about Melody Harries,’ Edris said.

‘I still think Nathan Ellis is involved,’ Blackwell said. ‘I’m pissed we had to release him.’

‘Released under investigation,’ Meadows said. ‘Just because his fingerprints were not on the murder weapon doesn’t mean he’s in the clear.’

‘What about sexual activity with a child?’ Valentine said.

‘It will be up to the CPS to decide if there’s enough evidence to bring a charge against him. How did you get on with the waitresses at the pub?’

‘A couple of them said he was flirtatious,’ Valentine said. ‘One of them had only praise for him. I’m going to talk to her again. It could just be a crush, but if she is involved with him, she’s unlikely to say.’

Paskin’s phone rang, and she moved away from the group.

Meadows glanced back at the board. ‘Two things we know: Melody and Callie’s cases are not linked, and Melody’s kidnapper or murderer is probably someone local. Nell turns up and talks about Melody; her killer possibly thought she’d tracked them down. I just can’t see how Alissa fits into it.’

Paskin rejoined the group. ‘Hywel Lane is down in reception.’

‘Who?’ Blackwell asked.

‘Owner of Coedwig Farm,’ Paskin said.

‘Great,’ Meadows said. ‘I’ll go and talk to him. Meanwhile, we need to go through everything we have on Melody again.’

Meadows grabbed a file and hurried down to reception. He saw a man standing facing the wall and who appeared to be reading the posters. He looked to be in his late seventies and wore a pair of jeans and an olive-green T-shirt.

‘Hywel?’ Meadows asked.

The man turned around and smiled. ‘That’s me.’

Meadows introduced himself.

‘Sorry it’s taken so long to get back to you,’ Hywel said. ‘I’ve been travelling. I only arrived back early this morning, and as I’m doing a detour to see my brother, I thought I’d just pop in.’

‘I appreciate you taking the time.’

Meadows led Hywel into one of the interview rooms and, after fetching him a cup of tea, they sat down at the desk.

‘You wanted to talk to me about Coedwig Farm,’ Hywel said.

Meadows nodded. ‘You owned it in 2005, is that correct?’

‘Yes. My grandfather left it to me. It should have gone to my mother, but you know what they were like back in the day. He thought a woman wouldn’t be capable of running a farm, and he never liked my father. Mum was more than capable. Would have done a better job than I. Still, we had the last laugh. I bet the old man is still rattling his chains when he’s looking down on an old queen like me. He would wish he’d left it to my younger brother.’

Meadows smiled. ‘I take it you had no interest in the farm.’

Hywel took a sip of his tea and set the cup down. ‘I rented out the land at first. Then I sold some of it off.’

‘Did you ever live there?’

‘I already had a place in Scotland with my partner. He didn’t have any interest in farming either. I could have offered it to my brother, but we weren’t talking at the time. He was pissed at being left out of the will just because he was two years younger.’

‘When was the last time you were at the farm?’

‘About 1990, or around then. When I sold some of the land.’

‘According to the records, you sold the house and remaining land in 2012.’

Hywel nodded. ‘There was no point in keeping the place, and I wanted to take some time out to see the world.’

Meadows took the photographs from the file and handed them to Hywel.

Hywel raised his eyebrows. ‘It didn’t look like that the last time I saw it. All those bars on the windows. I heard there were squatters there. When I decided to sell, I contacted a local estate agent for a valuation. After visiting the farm, he phoned me to say that there was a man in the house who claimed he owned it. I still had a few mates in the area, so I sent them around to see what was going on.

‘A few days later, they called me to say they’d had to ram the door down. They found a man and woman living there, so they threw them out and secured the place.’

‘Did they give you a description of the couple?’

‘Young. The woman was pregnant. They said they felt bad about frightening her. They left straight away with no argument. Took nothing with them. They had a red minivan from what I recall.’

‘Are any of these mates still around?’ Meadows asked.

‘A couple.’

‘I understand it’s twenty years ago, but they may be able to give us a description.’

‘I’m sure they wouldn’t mind.’ Hywel gave Meadows the names and addresses.

Meadows stood up. ‘Thank you for coming in. You’ve been very helpful.’

Hywel drank the last of his tea. ‘You’re welcome.’

As he was seeing Hywel back to reception, a thought struck Meadows. ‘You said you were visiting your brother. Does he live locally?’

‘Just outside Llandeilo.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Glyn Lane.’

The name sounded familiar. As soon as Meadows returned to the office, he checked the list of people who had been at the Sycamore when Nell was staying there.

‘Got him,’ he said. ‘He’s a regular at the Sycamore and spoke to Nell.’

‘That’s the old guy Nesta said told her about the arson attack,’ Edris said.

‘These mates of Hywel Lane would have recognised his brother and told Hywel he was squatting,’ Blackwell said.

‘Yeah, but he could have told someone about the farmhouse being empty,’ Meadows said. ‘He would have been in his fifties twenty years ago. He could be involved. It’s worth talking to him and getting some background information.’

Blackwell huffed. ‘You are too fixated on Coedwig Farm. First you thought Callie was there, and now you think it was Melody. It was probably just squatters.’

‘Who put the bars on the windows? Locks on the inside doors?’ Edris asked. ‘I’m with the boss.’

Meadows was grateful for the support. He knew Blackwell had a point, but he felt strongly that the farm was connected to the case. ‘We at least need to rule it out. It’s the only lead we have. Did you give the photos to Nesta yesterday?’

‘She wasn’t at the Sycamore while we were there,’ Valentine said. ‘We left the envelope with Steff to pass on. I hope that was OK.’

Meadows nodded. ‘We’ll talk to Nesta later. If it were squatters, then maybe our artist will see the post and get in touch. Paskin, can you talk to these mates of Hywel Lane? See if they can give us a description. Maybe get them in for a Photofit. I think a frightened, pregnant woman would be memorable at least.

‘Hywel also mentioned a red van. Check to see if there was any mention of a van in the area when Melody went missing. Dyfan mentioned that Nathan used to drive a van at the time. That’s worth following up.’

Meadows picked up the forensic reports and read through them again. ‘I don’t think these killings were planned.’

Edris looked up from his desk. ‘They certainly weren’t forensically aware.’

‘That’s what’s troubling,’ Meadows said. ‘Everyone is these days. All these true crime documentaries and TV dramas. Alissa was hit several times before being garrotted. This is rage, not some carefully carried out murder. Nell was the same. Hit first. Why the vicious attack?’

‘Could be the killer felt threatened, or Nell and Alissa were about to expose them,’ Valentine said.

Meadows considered this. ‘We’ve been working on a theory that it’s a man because we were looking for a boyfriend that got Callie pregnant.’

‘Steff?’ Edris suggested. ‘She left the pub on Wednesday evening. Perhaps she thought Nathan was having an affair with Alissa.’

‘What about Nell?’ Valentine asked.

Edris looked through the statements. ‘Steff said she was in the pub on the morning Nell went missing. No one was with her the whole time.’

‘Motive?’ Meadows asked.

Edris shrugged.

‘What do we know about Steff’s background?’

‘Not a lot,’ Paskin said.

‘We need to widen our net to include everyone that Nell came into contact with. Male or female,’ Meadows said, ‘although it’s more likely to be a man that abducted Melody.’

‘I think we should look at Nesta,’ Blackwell said. ‘She’s put herself right in the middle of this investigation.’

‘She’s got a solid alibi for the morning Nell was murdered,’ Meadows stated.

‘Has she though?’ Blackwell asked. ‘She could be in it with that cameraman of hers. They finish filming, meet Nell and kill her, then go back to Cardiff. There is enough of a window with the time of death.’

‘I can’t see a motive for Nesta to kill Nell and Alissa,’ Valentine said. ‘Unless…’

‘Unless what?’

‘I suppose Alissa could have seen Nesta in the area on the morning that Nell was murdered. We know Alissa tried to blackmail Nathan, so she could have done the same thing to Nesta.’

‘How does Melody fit in?’ Paskin asked.

‘Maybe she doesn’t,’ Valentine said.

‘Both Frankie and Ifan’s names keep cropping up,’ Meadows said. ‘Ifan was seen arguing with Alissa even though he denied it. Added to that, I’m not convinced that Nathan is innocent in all this. Steff may have been helping him.’

He raked his hand through his hair and looked at his team. ‘Right, we go back to the beginning. Take away all the information relating to Callie and see what we’re left with. We’ve got a lot of work to do.’

They all returned to their desks. Meadows started going through the statements taken at the time of Melody Harries’ disappearance. According to witnesses, a lot of people had turned up to the house party, and not all of them were tracked down. There were descriptions of some of them, and he was looking to see if any of them stood out. It was slow-going. He was about to call lunch break when PC Hanes walked into the office.

‘We’ve just had a call about a missing person,’ Hanes said. ‘Thought you’d want to take this one. It’s Nesta Jones.’
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Chapter Thirty-one

Meadows and Edris walked into the Sycamore and found Steff waiting for them.

‘You reported Nesta missing,’ Meadows said.

‘Yeah. I haven’t seen her since yesterday. I checked her room. Her stuff is all there, including her laptop. The bed hasn’t been slept in. She could have gone off somewhere, but she had booked in for an evening meal and was supposed to check out this morning.’

Meadows looked at Steff and wondered if she was capable of killing two people. She had opportunity, and now Nesta was missing.

‘Why didn’t you report her missing last night?’ he asked.

Steff bit her lip. ‘I don’t know. It was only a missed meal, and I don’t know her well. She could have just met up with someone. I would have looked like a right idiot if I had called you out and she was in some restaurant somewhere. This morning, I’ve been busy with the kids and sorting things out. I’m trying to run things on my own. I tried calling the phone number she gave when booking in, but it just goes to voicemail. Anyway, as she didn’t come back to check out, I called.’

It seemed like a reasonable explanation to Meadows, although he thought Steff was rambling. ‘OK. Exactly when was the last time you saw her?’

‘Yesterday morning. I’m not sure of the exact time. Perhaps half ten or eleven.’

‘I’d like you to talk us through the morning up until the last time you saw Nesta. That includes anyone you saw, even if they were just walking past.’

Steff nodded. ‘Nesta came in early for breakfast. There was another couple staying. They talked to Nesta and then went off by around eight. They were going to do the Beacons three-peak hike. Nesta said she would take her coffee out to the garden. Then Ifan arrived to pick up the boys.’

‘Just Ifan?’ Edris asked.

‘Yeah. Ifan and Frankie have been helping since you arrested Nathan. Anyway, there isn’t room in the car for my boys and Frankie’s three. Ifan was doing the school run, then he was picking up Frankie. He left the kids out in the garden and then came in. It took me a while to get the boys because one of them remembered they had PE and needed a kit. Ifan was still in the bar when we came down.

‘I went outside to see them off. Nesta was talking to Rhiannon.’

‘Who is Rhiannon?’ Edris asked.

‘Frankie and Ifan’s daughter. She’s the oldest; she’s in a different school. For the last couple of days, she has walked from here to the bus stop and caught the school bus. Usually, Ifan and Frankie drop her off, but with a full car, she said she didn’t mind walking.

‘I waved the boys off, and as I was going back into the pub, I saw Nesta take off in her car. She seemed to be in a hurry.’

‘Which way did she go?’ Meadows asked.

‘Right, towards Llandeilo. Not long after that, one of your lot came with more questions. They told me that Nathan had been released. They left an envelope for Nesta and then went off.

‘I knew Ifan wouldn’t be too happy if he came back with Frankie and found Nathan here, so I rang him. It went to voicemail and I left a message.’

‘Did Ifan say why he didn’t want to run into Nathan?’ Meadows asked.

‘He told me he thought Nathan had been arrested because of something he said. He thought perhaps I wouldn’t want him and Frankie working here.’

‘And was that the case?’ Meadows said.

Steff shook her head. ‘If Nathan had something to do with what happened to that poor girl, then I want nothing to do with him either. I told Ifan he had done the right thing and not to worry.

‘Ifan came back with Frankie, and they started work. A little while later, I saw Nesta out in the garden. She was talking to Glyn. I told her about the envelope, and she said she would come in to get it and have a cup of tea.’

‘Did you hear what Nesta and Glyn were talking about?’ Meadows asked.

‘Not really. Glyn likes to have a chat. I think they were discussing her work. He was looking at her laptop. Whatever it was, Nesta looked very interested.

‘I went in and made some tea and put a slice of cake out for her. She took a while to come in and her tea was getting cold. Then she came and sat at the bar, and I think she wanted to have a chat, but Ifan came in.’

‘Do you think she didn’t want to talk in front of him?’ Edris asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Steff sighed. ‘I just wanted to get on with my day. I didn’t have time to talk to either of them. Ifan said he had a call about some work and if I didn’t mind, he’d drop Frankie home after she’d finished her work then go straight to the job. He said he’d be back in plenty of time to pick up the kids. Then he left and things got chaotic.’

‘In what way?’ Meadows asked.

‘Nesta was chatting away, asking about different people in the village. I told her I didn’t grow up in the area, so I couldn’t help her. Anyway, Nathan turned up. He wanted to talk. I sent him upstairs and told him I would come up in a few minutes and talk to him. I asked Nesta to find Frankie or Ifan and tell them that Nathan was home. She didn’t ask any questions, just left.

‘I went up to deal with Nathan. He kept saying he had done nothing and wanted to explain what had happened with Callie. I asked him to pack a bag and leave. He wasn’t too happy but said he would go to his mother’s for a few days until I had time to think about things. After he left, I stayed upstairs for a while. To be honest, I was upset and couldn’t face anyone. You can forgive someone for a mistake in their youth, but two teenage girls…’ She shook her head.

‘They were just kids, and he took advantage,’ she continued, ‘but it’s difficult to just walk away. Our money is tied up in the business, and he is still the boys’ father.’

‘How long did Nathan stay?’ Meadows asked.

‘Not long. Maybe half an hour. He said he needed to check the stock before he left. When I went back down, he was gone, and so were Frankie and Ifan.’

‘What about Nesta?’

‘No sign of her. I didn’t see her after that.’

‘What about Ifan, Frankie, and Nathan? Did they come back?’

‘I haven’t seen Nathan. Ifan picked up the children from school as promised, then he checked the work in the units. He was here again this morning to take the boys to school.’

‘What about Frankie?’ Meadows asked. ‘Did she come into work this morning?’

Steff shook her head. ‘Neither of them are coming in today. I can’t blame them. They probably thought Nathan would be back again.’

‘OK, thank you. Can I have the keys to Nesta’s room?’

Steff disappeared behind the bar and returned with the keys.

Edris closed his notebook, and the two of them returned to the car park where Blackwell and Valentine were waiting.

‘We shouldn’t have let Nathan go,’ Blackwell said.

‘I can’t see Nesta going off with Nathan,’ Meadows said. ‘Then again, if no one was around, he could have grabbed her, but why? Better track him down.’

‘There’s an APB out on Nesta’s car,’ Valentine said. ‘I’ll ask Paskin to put one out on Nathan’s vehicle. Tech is working on tracing Nesta’s phone.’

‘Nesta’s car is probably going to be parked in some obscure place. It could take days to find,’ Meadows said. ‘She may not have that much time. Alert search and rescue. There’s a better chance of them spotting it from the helicopter.’

Meadows could see the doubt in Blackwell’s eyes. Valentine and Edris looked grim. It was clear they thought it was already too late for Nesta.

‘Let’s not give up hope yet,’ Meadows said.

Valentine nodded and moved away to make the calls.

Meadows looked over at the garden. ‘What would make Nesta take off in a hurry?’

‘We don’t know that she took off,’ Blackwell said.

‘I mean before Nathan turned up. Steff said she saw her taking off after Ifan took the kids to school.’

‘Maybe she saw something in the photographs of Coedwig Farm. She probably knew the Melody Harries case better than any of us,’ Edris said.

‘The photos were delivered after that. Where did she go?’ Meadows thought for a moment. ‘She was talking to Rhiannon. Could she have said something to Nesta?’

‘Nesta was also talking to Glyn,’ Edris said. ‘He has a connection to Coedwig Farm.’

‘Let’s take a look at Nesta’s room.’ He looked at Blackwell. ‘I need you to get Nesta’s laptop over to tech. We need to see what her last searches were, and what angle she was working on. Edris and I will talk to Glyn and Rhiannon. Uniform can pick up Nathan, and you can see what you can get out of him.’

As Meadows turned towards the units, he heard Steff calling out. She hurried across the car park with a large envelope in her hand.

‘Nesta didn’t take this with her,’ she said.

Meadows took the envelope. ‘Thanks.’

Steff didn’t make a move to leave, so he left her with Blackwell when he went to Nesta’s room with Edris.

‘It wasn’t the photographs that sent Nesta off,’ Edris said.

‘No.’ Meadows put the key in the lock, opened the door, and stepped inside.

A faint smell of polish hung in the air. The bed was made, and an open suitcase was placed on a chair with a few clothes inside. Nesta’s laptop was open on a desk with a pen and writing pad next to it. Meadows’ attention was not on these things but on the walls. He stared, fixated on what he saw. Edris had stopped talking and followed his gaze.

‘Bloody hell,’ Edris said.

Someone had painted a knight on the wall behind the desk. He was kneeling with his hand on the hilt of a sword. His long hair hung forward, obscuring his face, as he bowed his head. Light rays from above cast a glow on his armour.

Another figure was painted on the wall behind the bed. It was this one that sent shivers down Meadows’ spine. It depicted a woman standing waist-deep in a lake. Her hands trailed through the water, and her long black hair cascaded over her shoulder. Her eyes were startlingly blue, and pale skin framed crimson lips. Other than the colour of her hair, she was the same woman that was painted on the wall of Coedwig Farm.

‘Got that laptop for us?’ Blackwell came through the door followed by Valentine.

‘That’s… it’s the same…’ Valentine said. She lowered her voice. ‘Melody Harries is still alive. Steff? Right age.’

Meadows shook his head. ‘Come on.’

Steff was sitting on a bench in the garden. Meadows hurried over to her, with the others following.

‘Who painted the walls in the unit?’ Meadows knew the answer before Steff spoke.

‘Frankie.’

‘Tell me what Rhiannon looks like.’

‘She’s small and petite. Long chestnut hair, brown eyes, a sort of heart-shaped face. Why?’

‘How old is she?’

‘Thirteen.’

‘What time do the children get out of school?’

‘The boys at ten past three. Rhiannon at half past. By the time she walks from the bus stop to here, it’s nearly four.’

‘Had Nesta met Rhiannon before yesterday morning?’

Steff shook her head. ‘Ifan usually picks her up from school; she doesn’t normally come here.’

Meadows checked the time. ‘You’ll need to pick your boys up from school, and when Rhiannon arrives, I’d like you to keep her here.’

‘What’s going on?’ Steff asked.

‘I’ll explain later.’ He hurried across the car park, with the others following.

‘You can’t think that Frankie is Melody Harries,’ Edris said. ‘She has blue eyes. Melody’s eyes are brown.’

‘You can change your hair but not your eyes,’ Blackwell said.

‘You can with contact lenses,’ Meadows said. ‘Nesta mentioned Frankie lost a contact lens and had to go home. I suspect it’s because her eyes would have been two different colours without it. Thirteen years ago, the woman at Coedwig Farm was described as being heavily pregnant. The paintings are by the same artist.’

‘You think Melody ran away with Ifan and Ifan killed Nell because he didn’t want them found?’ Blackwell said.

‘I think Ifan took her,’ Meadows said. ‘Frankie and Ifan are always together. Think about how timid she is. She hardly speaks to people and has no friends or family. He held her prisoner at Coedwig Farm for seven years in isolation, and she had a child with him. She likely formed a reliance on him. A bond.’

Valentine nodded. ‘Stockholm syndrome.’

‘We’re going to have to handle this carefully,’ Meadows said. ‘Melody has spent years as Frankie. She became a different person. We don’t know the circumstances of her abduction or what she went through. Ifan and the children are her entire world. She will see us as a threat. We haven’t got long before Ifan picks up the children. If he knows we are on to him, he may try to run with Frankie and the children, or worse.

‘Edris and Blackwell, go to the school and intercept Ifan. Be careful. He’s already killed twice. You’re going to need backup. As many unmarked cars that can get there in time. Go in silent. Once you have him, take him to the station and see if you can get him to tell you where Nesta is. I’ll get Frankie. I think I can persuade her to come with me to get the children without alarming her.

‘Valentine, go with them and stay with the children inside the school. I don’t want them coming out in case Blackwell and Edris have problems spotting Ifan. It’s going to be busy at pickup time, and we can’t risk him getting the boys. Once I get there, you can help with Frankie. She’s going to need a lot of support.’

Valentine nodded. ‘Are you sure you’ll be OK on your own?’

Meadows was touched by her concern. ‘If I see Ifan’s car there, I’ll call for backup, but I don’t think he would leave the boys waiting.’

Meadows got in the car and drove off. He glanced in his rear-view mirror and saw the others drive off in the opposite direction. Once he was on the mountain road, doubts crept in.

Maybe I should have gone to pick up Ifan, he thought. No, Blackwell can handle it, and Frankie hasn’t met Valentine or Blackwell. She may get jumpy if two strangers turn up at her door when she’s alone.

By the time he reached the driveway, he’d chased away the doubts, although there was still something that troubled him. He just couldn’t figure out what that was.

He parked and got out of the car. A garage was attached to one side of the house, stretching to meet the wall. On the other side was a tall wooden fence. He didn’t think that Ifan would have put the car in the garage. He stepped up to the door and knocked. No answer. He tried again, but there was no sign of movement. He moved to the kitchen window and peered inside. It was tidy. No plates or cups were out, and the kitchen table was bare. He moved to the window on the opposite side of the door and looked into the sitting room. Five suitcases were in a line. Now he knew Ifan was planning on running with Frankie and the children. He needed to find her. It was possible she was hiding inside or out in the garden, but the fence was too high for him to get over.

He moved away from the house and inspected the fence. Halfway down, he noticed a latch. He pressed it down and one panel opened.

‘Frankie. It’s Detective Meadows,’ he called out as he stepped through the gateway. ‘Nothing to worry about. I just need to have a chat.’

No reply.

He walked further in. ‘Frankie!’

The sight that met Meadows’ eyes almost took his breath away. He was standing in a magnificent garden. Different-coloured shrubs mingled with plants of every variety. Pathways of stone wound between colourful blooms. He inhaled and recognised the scent of Mexican orange blossom. In the centre of the garden was a fountain that fed into a pond. As Meadows stepped closer, he could see goldfish swimming in the clear water. It looked like a scene from a stately home and not the ramshackle cottage that was attached.

The garden stretched on. At the back, he stepped through an archway that was covered in vines. He came out onto a lush green lawn. Someone had set up a large wooden climbing frame, swings, and a playhouse for the children.

Another archway led to a vegetable plot, and between bamboo sticks with climbing green beans, were four long polytunnels. Meadows entered the first tunnel. A rich, earthy smell permeated the warm, humid interior. Two concrete paths led through the plants, which were elevated on metal benches. Cross sections appeared at regular intervals.

As he walked further in, the thought struck him that it would be easy to hide Nesta in a tunnel or somewhere in the vast garden.

The sudden hiss of the sprinklers made him jump, and a fine mist spread over the plants. It made everything look hazy. He was passing the second cross section when a noise made him stop. As he turned, he felt something smash against the side of his head. He instinctively put his hand to his head as another blow made his knees buckle, then all went black.
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Chapter Thirty-two

Meadows could hear the jingling of his phone and for a moment he was confused. Pain seared through his head. His face was resting against concrete. He tried to move, but his hands and legs were bound. He looked around and saw the plants above him, then it came back. He’d been looking for Frankie.

His phone continued to ring and his first thought was of Daisy.

‘You’re awake.’ Frankie appeared from behind him. She crouched down and started searching his pockets.

Meadows could see she was trembling as she located his phone. ‘I need to answer that,’ he said.

Frankie shook her head. She stood up, walked a few feet away and dropped the phone in a bucket.

Meadows heard a splash and the phone went silent. He thought his best approach was to appeal to her as a mother. ‘Frankie, you need to untie me. My wife is expecting our first child any time now. She’ll be worried and on her own.’

‘She’ll be OK. I want you to tell me where Ifan is.’

‘He’s just gone to the police station to help. We needed some more information. I was coming to take you to the school to pick up the children.’

‘You’re lying.’ Frankie started pacing. ‘We had a plan. Ifan was picking up the children, then we’re leaving. It’s not safe here. You’ve left my children alone.’

‘It’s OK. An officer is staying at the school with them until we arrive.’

Tears filled Frankie’s eyes. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘Let me take you to get the children.’

‘I can’t do that.’

‘If I don’t turn up at the school soon, officers will come looking for me.’

‘I moved your car into the garage. I need time to think.’ She stopped pacing. ‘I need to go.’ She walked past him.

Meadows twisted around. ‘Don’t go, Melody. You’re safe now. There is no need to run anymore.’

‘Don’t call me that.’ She spun around. ‘Melody died twenty years ago.’

‘Ifan took you twenty years ago,’ Meadows said. ‘Melody, your parents have been looking for you all this time. They’ve never given up hope.’

‘Stop!’ She put her hands in her hair and pulled. ‘Don’t talk about my parents. I’m Frankie now. The only family I have are Ifan and the children.’ She walked back to Meadows and looked down. ‘Don’t you understand? You can’t say that name. You’ll get us all killed.’

‘Then help me understand.’

Frankie sat down on the floor and put her head in her hands. Meadows shuffled around so that he was facing the back of the tunnel.

Frankie lifted her head and looked at Meadows with eyes full of pain. ‘I wish I’d never. How often have you heard that phrase? I wish I’d never lied. I wish I’d never met him. I wish I’d never cut my hair. All these regrets people have. They don’t realise how lucky they are to be alive and have regrets. I didn’t have that luxury. My actions cost me my life…’

Meadows listened to Frankie’s story, and he felt a deep sadness for the fifteen-year-old girl who had been abducted and held in a shed. Her account was so vivid that he could picture her there. Sounds, smells, and tastes became real. He could see the fear, the helplessness, and the moment she gave up fighting. She’d been broken down, and that sort of trauma left a mark. Untreated PTSD. It explained her nervousness and her reliance on Ifan. It also explained something else. Rage. Suppressed anger. Anger at being taken and held prisoner. Anger at the people who had caused this situation. Anger with no outlet.

She was rocking back and forth by the time she stopped talking.

‘The door crashing down. That was friends of the owner who came to get you out of the house,’ Meadows said.

Frankie nodded. ‘I loved what we made together there. It was safe.’

‘It was a prison. Ifan kept you there with locks and bars on the window.’

‘It was for my safety. Ifan saved me. He risked his own life. He never laid a finger on me. It was I who fell in love with him and made the first move. That was over a year after we’d been living in the house. I had my own bedroom, and I kept it the whole time. He wanted me to have my space.’

Meadows tried to move his hands to see if he could loosen the binds. ‘So after that, you moved in with Ifan’s mother when you left the farmhouse?’

‘Yes. She was lovely. I’d already been Frankie for years. Ifan sorted it all out. I only had to cut my hair and wear coloured contact lenses. I still had to be careful. I couldn’t get a proper job or a driving licence, but it didn’t matter. We invented a story. Told everyone my family were Travellers, and I’d never been registered with a doctor. The GP surgery accepted it, and I could get the care I needed for me and the baby.’

‘I don’t understand why Ifan would think it safe to bring you here. Wouldn’t these criminals have been keeping a watch on any of Ifan’s relatives?’

‘No. We’d been hiding for years. Besides, the gang were not local and they only ever used first names.’

‘Did Ifan give you the names of the people involved in the gang that organised your abduction?’

Frankie shuddered. ‘No, and I didn’t want to know. It was bad enough to know my father allowed it to happen.’

‘How was he involved?’

‘He worked in banking. Ifan said he was laundering money using dummy accounts. Sometimes he would travel to the head office. I’m guessing he met these people there.’

Meadows couldn’t move his hands. He could feel the binding cutting into his skin. ‘When we mentioned that Nathan had beaten up Ifan, did you think he was part of the gang?’

‘I never liked Nathan. He gives me the creeps. Ifan says that Nathan had nothing to do with what happened to me, but I think he is trying to protect me. Maybe Nathan got away like Ifan, and it suited him to keep quiet.’

All the time they had been talking, Meadows was trying to calculate how long he had been in the tunnel. He’d been unconscious long enough for Frankie to move his car, but he could have been out a while. How long would it take the team to realise something was wrong? Then they had to find him. Even if they came to the house, his car was hidden. The house was too far away for him to hear them and call for help. They couldn’t even track his phone.

‘Nell turning up must have been a shock for you and Ifan,’ Meadows said.

Frankie nodded. ‘I like to watch true crime programmes, and Last Seen Wearing was my favourite. I hoped that one day I would see myself and maybe my mum. I like to think that she didn’t know what my father was up to. I thought about what it would be like if I lost Rhiannon. I don’t think I could go on. Then it happened. I saw an appeal for me… well… me as I was. I hardly recognised the girl they were talking about. I saw my mum.’ Tears rolled down Frankie’s face and she didn’t bother to wipe them off.

‘Then I came face to face with Nell. I thought she’d tracked me down, but she didn’t appear to recognise me. I didn’t tell Ifan about it as I knew he’d want to run. The children are happy here, and it would be so much harder to hide with five of us. I met Nell at the viewpoint. I told her I had information about Melody. I got her to follow me to Pal y Cwrt. Then she got in my car and we returned to the viewpoint. I told her I didn’t want anyone to see us together.

‘I hadn’t planned to kill her. I just wanted to find out what she knew and if it was my father who had sent her after me. We started walking towards the burial cairns. I said there was something there I needed to show her. She wasn’t very fit and was struggling on the steeper part. She could hardly get her words out.

‘I told her I’d heard a criminal gang was involved in the abduction and that Melody’s father was involved, that she should be careful. She seemed very interested in this but wasn’t giving much away. She tried to push me for more information. I told her I was afraid, as I had a family. I asked her to tell me what she already knew. By the time we had got to the burial cairn, she had gone through everything I had already seen on the channel. Then she brought up the farm. She said that things had been left behind and she was going to see the couple that owned the house.’

Frankie bit her hand, and Meadows wasn’t sure if she was going to continue. She was looking past him now, her eyes unfocused. The memory was clearly triggering, and the only person she could lash out at was him. He was a threat to her. From his position, he could see that the legs of the tables holding the plants were metal. If he could position his hands, he could use the metal to break the binding on his wrists. He shuffled sideways a few inches.

‘You knew that if the painting you left in the house was still there, Nell would use it in the appeal.’

Frankie’s attention snapped back to Meadows. ‘It would have led them straight to me. This woman was putting the lives of my children in danger. For entertainment!’

Frankie’s eyes were wild. ‘I was so angry. So scared. I picked up a rock and smashed it into her head. She fell forward. I always have string in my pocket. It’s a habit, from tying things up in the garden. I went behind her and wrapped it around her neck and strangled her. I dragged her to the base of the cairn and then covered her with stones. I ran down the mountain and drove home.’

‘Did you tell Ifan what you had done?’

‘No. I couldn’t. I think he suspected after he had heard Nell was missing. I knew we should have left then. I told him I wanted to go away because of the police and the people filming for social media.’

‘You sent a letter to Nesta.’

Frankie twisted her hands. ‘I didn’t want her to get hurt. Ifan had heard talk in the pub that Nell had been in the area because she had received a letter about Callie Thomas. I felt sick. I wanted to draw your attention away from me. It only made things worse.’

‘Tell me about Alissa.’

Frankie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Nathan implied that something had gone on between Ifan and Alissa. He said Ifan had seen a lot of her. I knew what he meant by that. I was worried. When you came to the house, you said that Ifan had been friendly with Callie. You made it sound like it was more than friendship. I started thinking maybe the same thing had happened to Callie that had happened to me. Perhaps I wasn’t the first girl that Ifan had taken. Maybe he had kept her in the farmhouse before me. He’d have spent time with her and fallen in love. My life would have been built on a lie. I would have just been a replacement.’

Meadows rubbed his hands up and down the metal table leg. Frankie didn’t seem to notice that he was positioned at an awkward angle. ‘You thought Ifan had a thing for schoolgirls.’

Frankie nodded. ‘I needed to find out for sure. I should have trusted Ifan. I knew deep down he could never hurt anyone. I went to see Alissa. She laughed at me. She said Ifan was a pervert and he liked to spy on girls. Her and Nathan were planning on telling you that Ifan killed Callie. I just… I lost it. I hit her with the iron. Afterwards, I showered and changed into some of her clothes. I dumped mine on the way home. When I got back, I went straight upstairs, took a bath and changed into my pyjamas. I told Ifan I was tired.’

There was a rustling outside and Frankie looked towards the entrance.

‘Frankie,’ Meadows said. ‘We need to get to the school now. The children will be worried.’

‘No, you’re going to take Ifan away. He hasn’t done anything wrong. Someone forced him to take me.’

‘Then you need to tell your story. Ifan has protected you all these years. He won’t go to prison for his part.’

Meadows could see the fear on Frankie’s face, and her whole body was trembling. She appeared to have no concern for herself and the consequences of killing two women. All she cared about was Ifan and the children. She stood up and picked up a ball of string.

‘I’m sorry. I need to get the children and take them somewhere safe.’ She cut the string and tied a knot in one end before threading it to make a noose.

If there was someone outside, they were taking their time to come in, Meadows thought. He forced down the panic. He needed to keep her talking. ‘What did you do with Nesta?’

Frankie stopped twisting the end of the noose around her hand. Confusion creased her face. ‘I did nothing to Nesta. She followed Ifan home yesterday morning, after he dropped the boys at school, then drove on. I think it’s because she saw Rhiannon. She looks very much the same as I did at that age.’

‘You thought Nesta would confront you, or go to the police?’

Frankie nodded. ‘I wanted to get the children from school and leave then, but Ifan said he needed some time to sort out a place for us to stay. He said that even if Nesta guessed my identity she would do some digging into my background before going to the police or posting anything online.

‘I went to work as usual. I was terrified and avoided Nesta until she came out to tell us that Nathan was back. Ifan brought me home and told me to stay in the garden until he came back with the children.

‘When he got back he said everything was sorted. We made our plans. I packed the cases when he took the children to school this morning. I was just taking some cuttings from my plants when you turned up. This wasn’t supposed to happen.’ Her bottom lip quivered and tears leaked from her eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’ She walked behind him.

‘Frankie, please. I’ve got a wife and a child on the way. You don’t have to do this.’

Meadows could hear Frankie sobbing behind him, then he felt the noose around his neck. He struggled as she pulled. Every instinct screamed to protect his throat, but the binds on his wrists wouldn’t give way. Pulling forward only increased the tension, so he tried to throw himself backwards. His shoulder hit the metal leg and rocked the table. Frankie groaned as she pulled. Plants crashed down around them. Meadows couldn’t breathe. Black spots were forming in front of his eyes and his blood vessels felt like they were about to burst. As he started to lose consciousness, he heard a shout from behind and the pressure eased on his throat.

Meadows’ vision cleared and Edris came into focus. ‘Take a deep breath,’ he said as he removed the noose.

Meadows inhaled. He could hear Frankie screaming as Blackwell read her her rights.

Valentine crouched down beside him. ‘Are you alright?’

Meadows nodded. ‘Ifan?’ His voice came out as a croak.

‘We got him.’

‘Did you find Nesta?’

He saw the answer on Valentine’s face before she shook her head.
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Chapter Thirty-three

Meadows felt the sting as Valentine applied antiseptic to his head, and he tried not to wince.

‘How did you find me?’

‘Your GPS tag,’ Edris said. ‘Paskin located you.’

‘You should go to the hospital,’ Valentine said.

‘I’m fine.’

Paskin handed him a mug. ‘Lemon and honey. It should help your throat.’

‘Bloody idiot,’ Backwell said. ‘What were you thinking?’

Edris shot Blackwell a look. ‘To be fair, none of us thought Frankie was dangerous.’

Blackwell grunted.

Meadows stood up. ‘We haven’t got time to discuss my stupidity. We need to find Nesta.’

‘Uniform are searching the garden,’ Blackwell said. ‘Frankie could have buried her anywhere in there. It’s a massive plot of land.’

‘I think Frankie was telling the truth when she said she doesn’t know where Nesta is,’ Meadows said. ‘She admitted to killing Nell and Alissa.’ He moved to the incident board and pointed to the photograph of Coedwig Farm. ‘We know Ifan used derelict buildings in the past. The shed and the farm. He may be keeping Nesta in one.’

He could see the doubt on the team members’ faces and knew himself that there was no reason for Ifan to keep Nesta alive. ‘We have to try,’ he said. ‘Ifan would have been scoping out places for a new home. Somewhere remote. He wouldn’t have had much time to take Nesta and get back to pick the boys up from school.’ He drew a circle on the map. ‘Look for empty buildings in this area. I’m going to talk to Ifan.’

‘Looking like that?’ Blackwell said.

Meadows looked down and saw that blood had dripped onto his shirt and mixed with earth from where the plants fell. ‘I’ll clean up first.’

He left the team and went to the bathroom. When he looked in the mirror, he had to admit he looked a state. His black curly hair was matted with blood and there was a livid line across his throat. He washed his face and used a paper towel to clean off some of the blood in his hair.

Edris entered the bathroom and gave Meadows a black polo shirt with “POLICE” in white lettering on the arm. ‘Chris from tech dropped this off for you.’ He handed Meadows a phone. ‘He said it’s the best he could do. He’s put your SIM card in.’

‘Thanks.’ Meadows changed into the shirt.

‘You sure you want to do this? Your head must be pounding. I can handle it.’

Meadows saw Edris was carrying a file. ‘I’ll be fine. Let’s go.’

* * *

Ifan was sitting in the interview room with PC Matt Hanes. He appeared calm and gave Meadows a nod of greeting as he sat. Edris started the recording and made the introduction before taking a seat.

‘I understand that you have refused legal representation,’ Meadows said. ‘I strongly advise you to reconsider. We can provide a solicitor for you.’

‘There is no need,’ Ifan said. ‘Did Frankie pick up the children from school?’

‘Frankie has been taken to the hospital for a psychiatric evaluation,’ Meadows said.

‘No!’ Ifan jumped up from the chair. ‘She’s supposed to be with the children. She should be gone by now. I don’t want her around when all this gets out, and where are our children?’

‘Sit down, Ifan,’ Meadows said. ‘The children are safe. They are staying with Steff.’

Ifan sat down.

Meadows touched the file that Edris had placed on the table. ‘Frankie has confessed to killing Nell Aubury and Alissa Evans.’

Ifan stiffened and his eyes were wild with panic. ‘She’s only doing it to protect me. I’ll sign a confession or whatever it is you need. Just let Frankie go.’

‘Witnesses saw you at the Sycamore at the time Nell was murdered,’ Meadows said.

‘They’re lying.’

It was like a role reversal with Ifan arguing his guilt and Meadows giving evidence of his innocence. It wasn’t helping with the pain in his head. He grabbed a photo from the file and put it in front of Ifan.

‘These are fingerprints taken at both crime scenes.’ He took out another photo. ‘These are Frankie’s fingerprints taken when she was arrested. They match. What we don’t have is your fingerprints at either crime scene.’

‘Please.’ Desperation shone through his eyes. ‘I’m the one to blame.’

‘Frankie needs your help now,’ Meadows said. ‘She told us everything. The abduction, the shed, how you stopped the others going in, and how you moved her to keep her safe. You need to give us the names of the gang members that were involved.’

‘I can’t,’ Ifan said.

‘Melody’s parents will–’

‘Don’t call her that,’ Ifan said. ‘She’s Frankie.’

‘Her parents will want to see her,’ Meadows continued. ‘They will also want to see their grandchildren. As they are the closest relatives, they will be granted custody. If Mel… Frankie’s father is involved in some criminal activity, surely you don’t want that to happen.

‘At the moment, you are only looking at charges for abduction. If someone coerced or threatened you, the courts will probably be lenient, especially with Frankie’s testimony. You may not get a custodial sentence, which means you will be able to take care of the children.’

A tear leaked from Ifan’s eye, and he brushed it away. ‘I can’t give you names because there wasn’t a gang.’

‘Are you willing to go to prison to protect these people?’ Edris asked.

‘You don’t understand,’ Ifan said.

Meadows understood, and now he felt nothing but distain for the man in front of him. ‘You lied to her.’

Ifan nodded.

‘How?’ Edris asked.

Meadows sat back and folded his arms. ‘I think you’d better explain. If not for my sergeant’s benefit, then for Frankie’s. She needs to understand exactly what you did to her.’

‘I liked Callie a lot,’ Ifan said. ‘We sort of became friends. She’d talk to me, and I enjoyed her company. I would have liked it to be more, but she was so young. I was happy to wait as long as it took. The only problem was I knew she would never see me that way. I wasn’t like Nathan and his friends. Strong, confident, and good-looking. They were the ones to get the girls. I didn’t stand a chance. They just saw me as a joke, but I thought Callie might be different.’

‘You saw her going into Nathan’s caravan,’ Meadows said.

‘Yeah. I wanted to say something to her, but then she disappeared. I thought Nathan had done something to her, but I was too afraid to speak up. I know if she had given me the chance, I would have looked after her. Sometime after she disappeared, I left the village and started working for a company. It was when I was rewiring a house that I first saw Frankie.’

Meadows bit back the correction.

‘She would walk past the house every day and say hello.’

‘Weren’t you working inside the house?’ Edris asked.

‘Yeah, but I usually arrived when she was walking to school, and I made sure I was getting something from my van when she was on her way home. She was such a lovely girl. I began to worry about her, so I started following her.’

‘You stalked her,’ Meadows said. ‘She was fifteen years old.’

‘It wasn’t like that. I thought she was a bit older. I just wanted to make sure she was safe when she went out. I didn’t want the same thing happening to her as it had to Callie.’

‘Go on,’ Meadows said.

‘She went to that house party and left alone. I could see that she was drunk. I picked her up and kept her safe.’

‘You abducted her and kept her prisoner in a shed. You planned it, didn’t you?’

A flush spread up Ifan’s neck. ‘I came across the shed and thought it might be useful. I took her there to sober up, but the next morning she was scared. I realised my mistake, but I couldn’t let her go. I brought her food, water, and even books. After a while, she got used to me, but I needed her to understand that I was protecting her. So I made up the gang. I’d gotten to know Frankie’s father while I was working on the neighbours’ house. He stopped by and asked about some renovations on his property. We got talking and he told me about his work. It gave me an idea. I made a recording from a clip of a film and recorded my voice in between. It was a film about a kidnapping and included a scene with a fight among the gang members. I played the recording outside the shed. I wasn’t sure she’d fall for it, but she believed she was in danger.’

‘That’s why you provoked Nathan into beating you up,’ Meadows said.

Ifan nodded. ‘I had to make it look real. I’d gone back home for my grandfather’s funeral. Nathan was still around, so I accused him of being involved in Callie’s disappearance. I was scared, but it was worth it. It worked. She trusted me.’

‘You terrorised her,’ Meadows said. ‘You made her believe that her life was in danger and she could never go home.’

‘I found us a house. She was happy there. She fell in love with me. I never once forced myself on her. She will understand, won’t she? We were meant to be together.’

Meadows had heard enough. ‘What did you do to Nesta?’

‘She followed me home after I dropped the boys at school. She was going to ruin everything. I knew she would try to speak to Frankie alone. I persuaded Frankie to come back to the Sycamore with me. I stayed close to her until I saw Nesta go to the bar. I followed her in and told Steff that I had a job in the afternoon. I knew Nesta would take the bait.

‘When I dropped Frankie home, I told her to stay in the garden, then put the car in the garage. Nesta turned up not long after. I grabbed her. I didn’t hurt her. I just wanted to keep her quiet so I could have time to find us all somewhere to go. I would have phoned in an anonymous tip when we were safely away.’

Meadows’ head throbbed. ‘Where is she?’

Ifan looked down at the table. ‘If you give me some paper, I’ll draw you a map.’

Meadows gave Edris a nod, and he handed Ifan a sheet of paper and a pen.

As Ifan drew, there was a knock on the door. It opened, and Blackwell peered in.

Meadows excused himself and left the room.

‘How’s it going in there?’ Blackwell asked.

‘Unbelievable,’ Meadows said. ‘He is about to give up Nesta’s location.’

‘I thought you’d like to know that Angela has died. Dyfan is on the way in. Do you want me to deal with it?’

Meadows’ phone buzzed and he whipped it out of his pocket. He saw Daisy’s name flash across the screen and his stomach flipped. He hit answer.

‘Everything alright, love?’

‘It’s time,’ she said.

‘On my way.’

He couldn’t speak for a moment. He looked at Blackwell. ‘It’s time… Daisy… the baby.’

Blackwell grinned. ‘Then get the hell out of here.’
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Chapter Thirty-four

A gentle breeze ruffled Meadows’ hair as he put his arm around Daisy and smiled down at their sleeping child before looking around at the people gathered at the commune. His mother and brother were standing on either side of Daisy’s father, Tom, and each had an arm around his waist. He saw Edris, Blackwell, Valentine, and Paskin, who looked at ease among the members of the commune.

Meadows couldn’t think of a better place to hold the baby-naming ceremony. This had been his childhood home, and the people who lived here were his family. He wanted his child to have a part of that.

‘Thank you all for gathering here today,’ he said. ‘Daisy and I would like to introduce our daughter, Ember. Her name symbolises light and warmth, and her arrival has set our hearts aglow. We, as parents, promise to love and nurture Ember, to guide her with love and wisdom, so that she may grow to be kind, loving, and compassionate. May love and happiness always surround her.’

A cheer went up, followed by hugs, congratulations, and gifts.

‘Can I have a cuddle?’ Valentine asked.

Daisy placed Ember into Valentine’s arms.

‘She’s beautiful,’ Valentine said.

Edris came to join them. ‘Are you enjoying your paternity leave?’

Meadows nodded. ‘The weather is good, so we’ll probably stay here for a while.’

‘Lucky you,’ Edris said. ‘Don’t stay away too long. I don’t think I can last much longer with Blackwell in charge.’

‘How are things going?’ Meadows asked.

‘All good,’ Blackwell said from behind Edris.

Edris grimaced, and Meadows tried not to laugh. ‘I’d better mingle,’ he said.

As Meadows moved away, he spotted Nesta. She was standing away from the main group and was talking to Iggy, one of the commune’s elders.

‘I hope you don’t mind my coming,’ Nesta said. ‘Your sergeant said it would be OK.’

‘Everyone is welcome here,’ Iggy said. He patted Meadows on the shoulder. ‘I’ll leave you two to catch up.’

Iggy walked away, and Meadows turned to Nesta. ‘How are you doing?’

‘I’m good.’ She handed him a gift. ‘For your little girl. I just wanted to come and say thank you in person.’

‘For what? You solved the case all by yourself.’

‘If it weren’t for you and the team, I would still be tied up in that abandoned house.’

‘I didn’t fare much better myself,’ Meadows said. ‘I noticed you haven’t posted anything about the case online.’

‘I didn’t think it would be fair to Melody’s parents. They’ve just got their daughter back only to discover she killed two people. I think they’ve been through enough. They got in contact and want Melody’s story told, just not yet. The sad thing is, if Melody – or Frankie, as she is known – had explained to Nell, I’m sure she would have tried to help. I still don’t understand why she had to kill her.’

‘Melody had been living in fear for twenty years. The people she thought responsible for her abduction were very real to her. That kind of sustained threat can damage a person. To her, she was defending not only herself but her children. I know this is no comfort to you, but without Nell, the truth would never have come out.’

‘I think perhaps the truth caused more pain in the end.’

Meadows thought of Dyfan, Callie’s family, Melody’s family, and Melody herself. Each of them was suffering, and only time would tell if they would heal.

‘What will happen to Melody?’ Nesta asked.

‘She’s making some progress with therapy. Her parents have been to see her, now that’s she’s accepted that her father had nothing to do with her abduction. In time she may be able to see her children. As for if she’ll ever be released…’ Meadows shrugged.

‘Part of me wants to see her punished for what she did,’ Nesta said, ‘but I can’t help feeling sorry for her. She was only a child herself when she was taken. I guess I also need some time to heal.’

‘What will you do now?’ Meadows asked.

‘I’m going to take a couple of weeks’ break and then go back to what Nell loved doing. Finding missing people. I was reading up about a young man who went missing near here thirty years ago. I can send you the information.’

Meadows looked across at his wife and daughter as family and friends surrounded them. ‘Thirty years? I think it can wait a little longer.’

THE END
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Police:

DI Winter Meadows

DS Tristan Edris

DS Stefan Blackwell

DC Reena Valentine

DS Rowena Paskin

PC Matt Hanes

PS Dyfan Folland

Others:

Mike Fielding – forensics

Chris Harley – forensic tech

Daisy Meadows – Meadows’ wife

Fern Meadows – Meadows’ mother

Rain Meadows – Meadows’ brother

Angela Folland – Dyfan’s Wife

Callie Thomas – victim

Joe Thomas – Callie’s Dad

Trudy Thomas – Callie’s mother

Alissa Evans – Callie’s friend

Ifan Maddox – Callie’s friend

Frankie Taylor – Ifan’s partner

Nesta Jones – vlogger

Nell Aubury – victim

Melody Harries – victim

Lucy Harries – Melody’s mother

Carl Harries – Melody’s father

Nathan Ellis – pub landlord

Stephanie Ellis – Nathan’s wife
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UK www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B08S41S8FY

US www.amazon.com/dp/B08S41S8FY

Haunting truths resurface from the depths of the past in this unputdownable mystery

When her old family friend Eddie asks her to write his memoirs, little does journalist Dora Lewis know he has a bag full of secrets to unburden. All of them dangerous.

So dangerous, in fact, that Eddie is murdered.

Dora wants to get to the truth, but all she has to go on is a set of cassette tapes that Eddie left hidden for only her to find.

Piece by piece she must put the puzzle of his life together. But as the picture takes shape, Dora realises that she too is in danger.

The same people are gunning for her, and they have a very special reason to.

Justice for Eddie won’t just mean going up against powerful and dangerous people. It will mean confronting the truth of Dora’s own past.

BLUE HOLLOW is a totally gripping standalone novel by Cheryl Rees-Price, bestselling author of the DI Winter Meadows crime fiction series.
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Glossary of English Usage for US Readers

A & E: accident and emergency department in a hospital

A levels: exams taken between 16 and 18

Aggro: violent behaviour, aggression

Air raid: attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets

Allotment: a plot of land rented by an individual for growing fruit, vegetables or flowers

Anorak: nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket)

Artex: textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings

Au pair: live-in childcare helper, often a young woman

Auld Reekie: Edinburgh

Barm: bread roll

Barney: argument

Beaker: glass or cup for holding liquids

Beemer: BMW car or motorcycle

Benefits: social security

Bent: corrupt

Bin: wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb)

Biscuit: cookie

Blackpool Lights: gaudy illuminations in a seaside town

Bloke: guy

Blow: cocaine

Blower: telephone

Blues and twos: emergency vehicles

Bob: money, e.g. ‘That must have cost a few bob.’

Bobby: policeman

Broadsheet: quality newspaper (New York Times would be a US example)

Brown bread: rhyming slang for dead

Bun: small cake

Bunk: escape, e.g. ‘do a bunk’

Burger bar: hamburger fast-food restaurant

Buy-to-let: buying a house/apartment to rent it out for profit

Car park: parking lot

Care home: an institution where old people are cared for

Carrier bag: plastic bag from supermarket

CBeebies: kids’ TV

Charity shop: thrift store

Chat-up: flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments

Chemist: pharmacy

Childminder: someone paid to look after children

Chinwag: conversation

Chippie: fast-food place selling chips, battered fish and other fried food

Chips: French fries but thicker

CID: Criminal Investigation Department

Civvy Street: civilian life (as opposed to army)

Clock: punch (in an altercation) or register

Cock-up: mess up, make a mistake

Cockney: a native of East London

Common: an area of park land or lower class

Comprehensive school (comp.): a public (i.e. state-run) high school

Cop hold of: grab

Copper: police officer

Council: local government

Coverall: overalls, or boiler suit

CPS: Crown Prosecution Service, who decide whether police cases go forward

Dan Dare: hero from Eagle comic

DC: detective constable

Deck: one of the landings on a floor of a tower block

Deck: hit (verb)

Desperate Dan: very strong comic book character

DI: detective inspector

Digestive biscuit: plain cookie

Digs: student lodgings

Do a runner: disappear

Do one: go away

Doc Martens: heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole, also DMs, Docs

Donkey’s years: long time

Drum: house

DS: detective sergeant

Eagle: children’s comic, marketed at boys

Early dart: to leave work early

ED: emergency department of a hospital

Eggy soldiers: strips of toast with a boiled, runny egg

Enforcer: police battering ram

Estate: public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects)

Estate agent: realtor

Fag: cigarette

Falklands War: war between Britain and Argentina in 1982

Father Christmas: Santa Claus

Filth: police (insulting)

FMO: force medical officer

Forces: army, navy and air force

Fried slice: fried bread

Fuzz: police

Garda: Irish police

Garden centre: a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold

GCSEs: exams taken between age 14 and 16, replaced O levels in 1988

Gendarmerie: French national police force

Geordie: from Newcastle

Gob: mouth, can also mean phlegm or spit

GP: general practitioner, a doctor based in the community

Graft: hard work

Gran: grandmother

Hancock: Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s

Hard nut: tough person

HGV: heavy goods vehicle, truck

HOLMES: UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents

Home: care home for elderly or sick people

Hoover: vacuum cleaner

I’ll be blowed: expression of surprise

In care: refers to a child taken away from their family by the social services

Inne: isn’t he

Interpol: international police organization

Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman

ITU: intensive therapy unit in hospital

Jane/John Doe: a person whose identity is unknown/anonymous

JCB: a manufacturer of construction machinery, like mechanical excavators

Jerry-built: badly made

Jungle: nickname given to migrant camp near Calais

Lad: young man

Lass: young woman

Lift: elevator

Lord Lucan: famous British aristocrat who allegedly killed his children’s nanny and disappeared in 1974 and was never found

Lorry: truck

Lovely jubbly: said when someone is pleased

Luftwaffe: German air force

M&S: Marks and Spencer, a food and clothes shop

Miss Marple: detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie, often used to imply a busybody, especially of older women

Mobile phone: cell phone

MOD: Ministry of Defence

MP: Member of Parliament, politician representing an area

MRSA: A strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria

Myra Hindley: famous British serial killer

Naff: tacky/corny, not cool

Naff all: none

National Service: compulsory military service, in the UK ended in 1960s

Net curtains: a type of semi-transparent lace curtain

NHS: National Health Service, public health service of the UK

Nick: police station (as verb: to arrest)

Nowt: nothing

Nursery: a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale)

Nutter: insane person, can be used affectionately

O levels: exams taken between age 14 and 16 until 1988 (replaced by GCSEs)

Old bag: old woman (insulting)

Old Bill: police

OTT: over the top

Owt: anything

Pants: noun: underwear, adjective: bad/rubbish/terrible

Para: paratrooper

Pay-as-you-go: a cell phone on which you pay for calls in advance

PC: police constable

Pear-shaped: gone wrong

Petrol: gasoline

Pictures: movie

Pillbox: a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence

Pillock: fool

Pips: police insignia indicating rank

Piss off: an exclamation meaning go away (rude), can also mean annoy

Pissing down: raining

Planning Department: the local authority department that issues licences to build and develop property

Playing field: sports field

Pleb: ordinary person (often insulting)

PNC: police national computer

Portakabin: portable building used as temporary office etc.

Post: mail

Prat: idiot, can be used affectionately

Premier League: top English soccer division

Proms: annual concerts held at the Albert Hall

PSNI: Police Service of Northern Ireland

Public analyst: scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes

RAF: Royal Air Force

Rag: newspaper

Ram-raiding: robbery where a vehicle is rammed through a shop window

Randy: horny

Recce: reconnaissance

Red Adair: famous oil well firefighter

Resus: resuscitation room

Right state: messy

Ring: telephone (verb)

Roadworks: repairs done to roads

Royal Engineers: British army corps dealing with military engineering etc.

Rozzers: police

RSPB: Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

RTC: road traffic collision

Rugger: rugby (posh American football)

RV: rendezvous point

Sarge: sergeant

SCO19: Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command

Scrote: low life

Section: to have someone committed to a mental hospital under UK mental health laws

Semi: semi-detached house, a house with another house joined to it on one side only

Shedload: a large amount

Shop: store

Shout the odds: talk in a loud bossy way

Sickie: day off work pretending to be ill

SIO: senior investigating officer

Sixth-form college: where students study A levels

Skell: a homeless person, aka ‘tramp’ (insulting)

Skip: a large open container used for building waste

Slapper: used to label somebody as overtly sexual, typically a younger woman, aka ‘skank’ (insulting)

Smackhead: heroin addict (insulting)

Snout: police informer

SOCO: scene-of-crime officer

Sod: an annoying person

Solicitor: lawyer

Sort: to do or make

Sparky: electrician

Spook: spy

Spuds: potatoes

Squaddie: a soldier of low rank

Stunner: beautiful woman

Super: superintendent (police rank)

Surveyor: someone who examines land and buildings professionally

Sweeting: endearment, like sweetheart

Tabloid: newspaper, typically known for a sensationalist style of journalism

Tea: dinner (Northern English)

Tea towel: drying cloth

Till: cash register

Tip: a mess, e.g. ‘This room is a tip’, or a local garbage dump

Tipsy: a bit drunk

Top oneself: die by suicide

Torch: flashlight

Tower block: tall building containing apartments (usually social housing)

Tutor: university teacher

Twoc: steal a car, often just for joyriding (taking without owner’s consent)

Upmarket: affluent or fancy

Wacky baccy: cannabis

Wally: silly person (can be used affectionately)

War Cry: Salvation Army magazine

Wash: the washing machine

Water board: company supplying water to an area

White van man: typical working-class man who drives a small truck

WI: Women’s Institute, organization of women in the UK for social/cultural activity

Widow’s weeds: black clothes worn by a widow in mourning

Wilco: will comply, i.e. ‘yes’

Wrinklies: old people

Yellowbelly: native of Lincolnshire (not to be confused with yellow-belly, meaning a coward)

Yob: a rude or aggressive youth or person

Yorkie: type of chocolate bar
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