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Prologue

She can’t feel the pain any more, but she can hear the scream of the sirens. She sees firemen cutting through the wreckage. There’s a medic in green overalls kneeling down beside her, his voice gentle, telling her everything is fine, they’ll get her out of here. My baby. Where’s my baby? She’s trying to say it, and she knows she’s moving her lips, but there is no sound coming from her. She tries to move her head a little to see if she’s in the back, strapped into her seat. But a pain shoots up her neck like an explosion. She can see raindrops on the side window, trickling down like tiny tears. My baby. From somewhere, she finds strength to grasp the medic’s arm and tries to say it again. She sees the confusion in his eyes as he leans in to her and listens. My baby, she mouths again, but still she cannot hear her voice. His ear is at her lips. He pulls back, his grey eyes locking on hers for a second, then he looks away. Now there is the sound of metal being dragged and twisted, and she can see the grass verge through the space they’ve opened up. They are trying to move her, three of them. She can see her shin bone sticking through her skin, blood dripping from it, but she cannot feel her foot. She’s dizzy now. Sick rises up her throat and she throws up onto her shoulder as they pull her out. Flashing blue lights, and a siren. She’s on a stretcher, and she can hear people talking, radios crackling. But something is happening to her, because now she’s icy cold and her whole body is jerking uncontrollably. She can hear her teeth chattering, as someone comes at her with a needle. She hears them saying she’s going into shock. Then as they push her into the ambulance, a man’s voice, but he’s not talking to her.

‘She keeps saying “My baby, where’s my baby?” But there was no baby in the car.’

Everything goes black.




Chapter One

I’d read about Jackie Foster and her missing baby in the papers. It had sent shivers through me and gave me a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach. Then I didn’t see it any more. It disappeared. Like everything, life moves on.

In my line of business, you don’t get much time for contemplation, which is probably just as well, given that some of what I do doesn’t bear up to moral scrutiny. When something’s done and dusted, I move on, whether or not it’s a happy ending. I’m a private investigator, not a shrink or a counsellor. I find people who don’t want to be found, and I find things out for people looking into buried secrets. Sometimes I even find people out, and that can be a real revelation. Stories like Jackie Foster’s can bombard my head for a few days, and for good reason . . . Then they slip away. I hadn’t thought about it for weeks – until the day she walked into my office unannounced.

*

I was on the phone to an insurance company who wanted me to look into a widow’s claim on her missing, presumed dead, husband’s wealthy estate. It was shaping up to be my next case. Insurance companies pay well and, unlike some clients, they don’t need answers yesterday. But I could hear Millie out in the front office, telling some woman who’d turned up out of the blue that she needed an appointment to see me. The woman kept insisting, and I heard Millie tell her to take a seat. I wrapped up my call and replaced the receiver. I squinted through the space of my slightly ajar door and caught the woman’s lean, tired face, the hollow cheeks beneath a shock of lush, jet-black shoulder-length hair. There had been no pictures of her in the news, but from where I was sitting, from the little snapshot I had of her, I could see she was haunted, desperate. I looked away from her and out of the window at the steady drizzle on the red-brick building across the street. I was dog tired. I’d had no more than four hours’ sleep, and that was in my car, waiting and watching on an overnight stake-out – the kind of thing I seldom do these days, but sometimes it’s the only way to get the picture. The last thing I needed was an unhinged client making demands before I’d even met them. I can be tetchy like that, which isn’t always helpful in this business, but I’m not about public relations. I’m not selling anything here, except hope. Mostly to people who hope they’ll find some justice or closure, or whatever it is they look for when they turn up at my office and walk through the half wood, half frosted-glass door. Most of the time I am, in fact, their last hope, their last resort. This makes me feel responsible as well as tetchy, if that makes sense. But then again, I also have this sympathetic streak that sometimes bubbles up to the surface. It’s part of my historical make-up, part of who I am. And here it was, bubbling up again. There was something about Jackie Foster’s face that morning, something about that look, that meant I found myself pushing my chair back and pressing the buzzer for Millie, knowing at that precise moment I might live to regret it.

‘Just tell the lady to come in, will you, Millie,’ I said with a sigh.

And so she did. The door opened and Millie came in ahead of her, wearing that kind of resentful bouncer look she sometimes has if she’d told someone I’m not available, and I overruled her. You had to get past Millie to get to me. She’s what you might call my front-of-house lady in what passes for the office I occupy, three floors up in Mitchell Lane, right in the middle of the city centre. It’s a good, discreet address for a private investigator, because of where it’s tucked away. You wouldn’t wander down Mitchell Lane unless you had some specific place to go.

‘Jackie Foster,’ Millie said, a perplexed look on her thirty-fags-a-day face.

I nodded and stood up. ‘Thanks, Millie.’

When Millie closed the door, I took a long look at the thirty-something woman before I said anything. She looked back at me, then around the room. Big, watery blue eyes. Something of the frightened rabbit about her. A strikingly beautiful frightened rabbit. She was wearing a powder-blue raincoat, a chic, big-collar, three-quarter-length job, the belt unbuckled. The shoulders were splashed with droplets of rain. And she was limping.

‘Hi.’ I stretched out a hand. ‘Take a seat.’ I motioned her towards the faux leather chair opposite my desk.

‘Sorry for coming without an appointment.’

‘That’s all right.’ I looked at her as she hobbled over and sat down. ‘You could have phoned. I’m in the phone book.’

I said it not to be mean, but to demonstrate that though she’d got this far and inside my office, this was my domain. From here on in, I get to make the decisions whether she goes or stays. And I also just said it to see how she would react. Sometimes, the way someone reacts in a moment like that says a lot about them, and in turn how you will deal with them.

‘I didn’t know I was coming until I was almost here,’ she replied, a rapid flush rising in her razor-sharp cheekbones. ‘I mean, I was going to call yesterday, then I decided, no, leave it. You can’t do this. And today. Well. I’m here now.’

Edgy. She might be on the verge of ranting. I was watchful. You never knew in this business. I was once sitting here and a man came rushing into the front office with a baseball bat – a case of mistaken identity. He was looking for Joey Balkan the debt collector on the floor above. And he got him. I heard Joey screaming for a full twenty seconds.

‘Tell you what, Jackie,’ I opened my hands, ‘let’s just start at the beginning. How about that? You tell me what you’ve come here for.’

‘I don’t know where to start.’

‘Well, how about why you need a private eye.’

‘I . . .’ Her voice croaked.

She glanced around the room, up to the ceiling, then down at the floor, as though looking for a way out. I could see it coming with the lip trembling, then her face began to crumple.

‘I want you to find my baby.’

Then the floodgates opened. Jesus! Heaving sobs like she’d been holding it in for ever. So much so that Millie came in the door again to check if I was okay. I waved her away. She came back a minute later with a box of hankies and a cup of tea. Good old Millie. A real softie at heart. I smiled at her as she backed out.

Jackie stopped crying and was now dabbing her eyes with a tissue.

‘You all right?’ I said eventually, but I could see she was far from all right.

‘Yes. I’m . . . I’m okay now, I think. I just get so . . . I mean it’s so difficult for me.’

I said nothing, just watched and waited. It had to come from her. No prompting. But her words ‘find my baby’ had sent a jolt right through me.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you what happened. Well. Firstly, from the moment my baby disappeared. From the accident. The car crash. It was in the papers, on the television and stuff. Did you see it?’

I nodded. ‘I did. I remember seeing it. A crash. But not for a while. There was no name and no pictures.’

‘I know.’ She drew a breath. ‘Well, I was in a crash. My car was forced off the road, into the ditch. Overturned, and I was trapped. I keep trying to remember the moments before it, and sometimes things come back to me, little flashes and stuff, little images of what was going on. But then it’s nothing, and I’m in the crash, and there’s blood and pain, and sirens and all that chaos around me. My shin bone was sticking out of my leg. I remember that. And then I can see in the back seat that my baby isn’t there. I . . . I . . .’

She stopped, and I hoped she wasn’t going to break down again. I kept my patient face on.

I let it stay that way for a long moment, and then I said to her, ‘What about your baby? How old? Boy or girl?’ I wasn’t taking notes yet. Notes were for later, once I’d established if I was in or out.

‘She was two and a half. Elena. Beautiful, blonde. Like a little angel.’

‘And she was in the back of the car as you drove – I mean, before the crash.’ I raised my eyebrows, studying her face.

‘Yes. Of course. We were singing nursery rhymes. “Miss Polly had a dolly . . .” That one. It was her favourite. She always finished every line for me and she was giggling.’ She looked at me. ‘I didn’t imagine it. I’m not making this up. We were singing and laughing.’

While she was saying this, I was picturing the scene, almost hearing the sound of the little tinkling voice singing in the back seat. Just listening to her describe it gave me an ache in my chest. Because I know that sound too well. It comes to me in the night, haunts my dreams, follows me everywhere, reminding me of the gentle slap of tiny feet on a wooden floor, running towards me with outstretched arms. She paused talking, looking at me, puzzled. I snapped back to the moment.

‘The police at the time reported a missing child,’ I said. ‘Then I saw something in the papers a couple of days later that they were no longer looking for it. What does that mean?’

She avoided my eyes.

‘I told them I must have been in shock or something. That I had no baby.’

‘Why did you do that?’

‘Because whoever ran me off the road must have taken my baby. I’ve been scared to make any moves since this happened. And I don’t think the cops can find her. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust anyone.’

I looked at her with a ‘how do you know you can trust me’ expression, which she seemed to read.

‘Well, sorry. I don’t mean you. I was told to think about talking to you.’

‘By whom, if I might ask?’

Now I was curious. It’s not as if I advertised all over the shop. Most of my clients were discreet, and few would admit to ever having hired me.

‘Somebody told me that there was this woman private investigator – an ex-police detective. That you left the force after a shooting incident. Actually, I remember the shooting. It was in the papers . . .’

Her voice trailed off a little, and I stared at her, wondering why she would bring that up at a time like this. The newspaper headline flashed back: ‘Left under a cloud . . .’ I didn’t need reminding of it.

I said nothing. The more I looked at her, and listened to her, I wondered what her background was. Her olive skin gave her a Mediterranean look. Italian or Spanish maybe, but the blue eyes told a different story. Her accent was Scottish, but with the edge off it that people sometimes have if they live in England or further away.

‘Sorry. None of my business,’ she added quickly. ‘But I met a guy I know.’ She shifted in her seat. ‘He’s not a cop.’

I waited, silent.

‘And . . . well, not a criminal, not exactly. But he’s connected. He said I should talk to you. But I still didn’t know if I was doing the right thing.’

I let out a sigh, ran a hand through my hair, pushing it back from my face.

‘Jackie. Let me just recap all this. You tell me you have a missing child. You’ve already told the police at the time and had your story in the papers. That’s how people normally go about finding a missing child. But no. You change your story and apparently tell police that you imagined it or something.’ I paused, leaned forward. ‘I have to say, you’re not endearing me to your case and that’s the truth. Look, I know you’re upset. But if you really do have a missing child, then you need the massive resources the police have to help find her. Okay, they might be wary of you after what you’ve done – changing your story. But it’s the police you need, not me. You must have birth certificates, documents and stuff. You can prove to them you have a child. There must be hospital records – where she was born?’

‘That’s the problem. I can’t prove it. That’s why I can’t do this in the normal way.’ Her voice went up an octave. ‘But please, listen to me. I do have a baby. I did have a little girl with blue eyes singing in the back of my car that morning. And she’s gone. I think I know who took her, or something of what happened.’

Christ! This woman was either mixed up in something dangerous, or just a nutcase. There were alarm bells ringing all over the place. Yet I couldn’t just send her away because I know what it feels like to know that you haven’t tried hard enough. That somebody died, because you looked the other way.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll help you, Jackie. I’ll take your case. But you have to be completely honest with me. I’m telling you right now, and watch my lips: if I find one time that you lie or leave things out anywhere in your story or background you give me, that’s it. I’m out. I walk away.’ I paused. She nodded in agreement.

I explained my fee and upfront payment.

‘Do you have money?’ I asked.

‘I do.’

‘Okay. Then let’s get started.’

She went into her black leather bulky handbag and pulled out a brown envelope. It was unsealed, and she pushed her hand inside it. I was waiting for her to fish something out, but she didn’t. She simply slid the envelope across my desk towards me.

‘There’s a thousand pounds in there. Cash. That’s more than you asked for upfront. But I’d like you to have it.’

I looked at the envelope and placed my hand over it.

‘Hold on, Jackie. You don’t have to give me cash right now. It’s not necessary. That’s not what I meant. You can do a bank transfer or something.’ I pushed it back towards her. ‘And I don’t need that much upfront. We haven’t even gone through your case yet.’

She reached across and pushed it back towards me. ‘But you said you’d take my case. You said you’d help me.’

She looked crestfallen, and there was a twinge of desperation in her voice.

‘I will. Of course. I said I’d take your case and I will.’ I glanced at the envelope but left it where it was. ‘But please, can we have a conversation first? Just take it easy, Jackie. Let’s start at the beginning. I need to know all about you. So don’t start thinking about how much money this will cost or anything else right now. I need you to tell me your story, as calmly and with as much detail as you can. Every detail counts. You understand what I mean?’

She nodded. ‘Yes. Okay. Sorry. I will. I’ll start at the beginning.’

She took a deep breath, and I sat forward, with my hands clasped together on the desk. She was about to start talking when her mobile phone jangled in her bag. Without a word, she reached in and pulled it out. Her face froze, and she seemed to be reading a text. Then, suddenly, she jumped to her feet, wincing in pain at the movement.

‘I’m sorry. I have to go now. I . . . I need to get out of here.’

‘What?’ I looked up at her. ‘What’s the matter?’

But she was already on her way to the door.

‘Please,’ she said, her voice shaking. ‘Please. I’ll be back. Just take the money. Hold onto it. I have to go.’

Now I was on my feet and out from behind my desk.

‘But, Jackie, I have no details about you. I need more information. A contact number.’

She grasped the door handle. ‘I’ll be back. Please. I promise. But I have to go now.’

She yanked open the door and fled out, limping as fast as she could past Millie, who looked up from her desk as puzzled as me.

‘Nutcase.’ Millie shook her head.

From what I’d known of Jackie Foster so far, I should have agreed. But I didn’t.
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