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CHAPTER ONE 

One Monday morning, Emma Jones received a cheque in the post for fifty thousand pounds, left to her in her grandmother’s will. It was to change her life for ever—but not in a way she ever could have imagined. 

‘Oh, Steve!’ she said, laughing as he put his arms round her waist, swinging her off the ground while he kissed her. ‘We can do so much now. No more falling over each other in this cramped little flat. We can afford the deposit on a house. New furniture. A better car. And a baby.’ 

He lowered her to the ground, his arms still holding her. ‘It’s only fifty thousand, Emma—not millions in the Lottery.’ 

‘Only! Steve, it’s a fortune.’ 

Picking up the slip of paper, he frowned slightly as he gazed at it. ‘Then don’t leave this lying around to get lost. Now that your bank has closed its local branch, you’d better pay it straight into my account today—in case we need to get at the money easily.’ 

Emma nodded happily. ‘Yes, I will do. Now that we’ve got this, let’s go house-hunting at the weekend, shall we, Steve?’ 

‘Okay, if that’s what you want, we’ll go house-hunting,’ he promised. ‘But tonight we’ll celebrate. How about Antonio’s?’ 

She rested her cheek against his. ‘Where you proposed to me? Mmm, very romantic. And expensive. But can we—?’ 

‘Afford it?’ He held out the cheque and grinned. ‘Somehow I doubt there’ll be any problem. Off you go, or you’ll miss your bus. And don’t forget to pay this in. It’ll take a day or so to clear, and the bank will probably need you to sign something first, transferring it into my account.’ 

* * *

The restaurant overlooked the river and, gazing out through diamond-paned windows, Emma could see the soft glow of candles on their table reflected in the ripple of water. 

Steve’s eyes smiled at her, his long fingers curving round his glass of deep red wine as he lifted it in a toast. 

‘To a far better future,’ he murmured. 

‘Our future,’ she said, shivering a little at the sharpness of the wine. 

Maybe she was a little drunk that night. She couldn’t really remember. Everything was a delightful blur of enjoyment. And their lovemaking was intense. She’d never known Steve to be so passionate. But then, it was only three months since their marriage. 

Three months. The most wonderful months of her whole life. And now, she thought, this legacy would make their life together even more perfect. 

Her grandmother’s married life had been long and contented. ‘Perfect bliss,’ she had frequently told Emma. ‘And I hope that yours may be the same one day, my dear.’ 

Sadly Gran hadn’t lived long enough to be at their register office wedding, but the wording in her will, making the bequest, read like a blessing. 

To my beloved granddaughter Emma Louise, so that she may find everlasting happiness. 

* * *

‘You will be home this weekend, won’t you, Steve?’ Emma pleaded, as they ate their evening meal a day or so later. ‘I hate it when you’re called away so often.’ 

‘You know that any time I spend away from you is agony, Emma, but I have to go where the problems are,’ he said, leaning across the table to stroke her cheek. ‘It’s all part of being an insurance assessor, sweetheart.’ 

‘Not this weekend. Please,’ she begged. 

His dark eyes narrowed as he smiled and linked his fingers with hers. ‘Can’t help it, love—if there’s a hurricane, or torrential rain, or the rivers decide to burst their banks, then . . .’ 

She smiled triumphantly. ‘No, they won’t! The forecast is for sunshine.’ 

‘So—it’ll be a fire, then,’ he laughed, squeezing her hand. 

The following day was Friday. Planning the weekend of house-hunting ahead of them, Emma decided to call in at Steve’s bank. The cashier was a girl she’d been at school with, who smiled in greeting. 

‘Hi, Emma. Everything okay?’ 

‘Fantastic, Jane! Steve and I are off viewing houses tomorrow. I’ve got my eye on one of those new ones over near the park. Could you just make sure that cheque I paid into his account has gone through all right? We may need to put down a deposit straight away, you see. They’re being snapped up so quickly.’ 

‘Well, it is his account and, officially, I’m not allowed to tell you, Emma. But now you’re married, why don’t you open a joint account here?’ 

Emma laughed. ‘Oh, we’ll get round to it eventually. Since the local branch of my bank closed, my own account has been moved to the main one in town, but it’s not so easy to access there. Anyway, has the cheque been cleared? I’m sure you can tell me that.’ 

Jane tapped the keys of her computer. ‘Yes, it was cleared yesterday,’ she said slowly, her forehead creasing into a frown. 

Noticing, Emma asked, ‘Is something wrong?’ 

‘Fifty thousand pounds was withdrawn from the account at nine thirty-eight am—just after the bank opened this morning.’ 

‘But it can’t have been. Steve would have told me if he was going to do that. You’ve made a mistake—pressed the wrong key or something.’ 

Jane spoke quietly. ‘There’s no mistake, Emma. Maybe you should contact Steve and . . . ’ 

Without waiting to hear more, Emma turned and, pushing her way past a growing queue of customers, escaped through the heavy door. 

There had to be some simple explanation. She needed to phone Steve. It was something he’d always told her not to do. He could be in the middle of a ruined building. Any distraction would be dangerous. 

Flipping through her diary, she found the number, and pressed the keys on her mobile. Silence. 

She tried again. Nothing. 

Obviously, his mobile wasn’t switched on. Oh, Steve, why now? she raged. If only she knew which company he was working for that day. Being freelance, he went wherever, and whenever, a job occurred. That’s what he’d always told her. 

Maybe his cash card had been stolen and someone else had used it, she thought. But fifty thousand pounds—could you get so much money from a cash machine? There must be a limit. And what about the pin number? 

Even by travelling from one cash dispenser to another, it would take days to make up fifty thousand. Besides, Jane had said it was withdrawn at nine thirty-eight that morning. That meant it had been done in one transaction. 

It could only be Steve. Maybe he needed the money temporarily, Emma reasoned. Do insurance assessors pay out instantly to people who have lost their property? Surely not in cash, though? 

Steve’s job was to go to properties to check on claims made, work out that the value stated was correct, and report back to the insurance company. Oh, if only I knew more about the way he works, she thought. Anyway, she knew that when he returned home that evening, he’d explain, and everything would be all right. 

The afternoon crawled. She couldn’t concentrate. Her brain raced. Her head ached. Her heart pounded so loudly she felt sure that everyone else in the office would be able to hear it. 

It was raining when she left. So much for believing that sunshine forecast. Her umbrella was in the hall cupboard at home. Every passing car threw up spray, spattering her legs. The bus came late. She sat hunched, her skirt drenched and clinging to her knees in damp, uncomfortable folds. Mud squelched as she ran along the grass verge and up the path of the old Victorian terrace that had been converted into tiny flats. 

Her wet fingers fumbled with the front door key, rain dripping from her hair and down her forehead. She raced up the stairs to the door of their flat and unlocked it. Inside, it was silent and dark. Steve wasn’t back yet. 

Emma kicked off her shoes in the hallway and went straight into the bathroom. Dragging off her soaking clothes, she turned on the shower and stood under it, feeling the hot water creep over her chilled body. 

As she dried herself, she could see her face blurred by steam on the mirror, mascara panda eyes, mouth trembling, lower lip chewed. 

Slipping on a towelling robe, she sleeked back her damp hair and padded into the kitchen to make coffee. Holding the mug in both hands, warming them while she sipped it, she went into the bedroom to find fresh clothes. In the doorway, she stopped. 

Every drawer was open. The wardrobe, too. The bed was still unmade from this morning, duvet slipped sideways. Steve always took more than his share. The pillows lay dented, hers resting against his. The alarm clock on the bedside table was gone—and so was Steve’s dressing-gown from behind the door. 

Emma went back to the bathroom. The steam had cleared now. She opened the cabinet. No razor. Only one toothbrush—hers—stood in the glass tumbler. Even the tube of toothpaste was gone. His aftershave. Everything. Gone. 

Her legs crumpled and she sank down onto the bathroom stool as the realisation sliced through her. Steve had gone. 

But he couldn’t have done. Steve wouldn’t do a thing like that. He’d been called away! That was it. Many times during their brief married life, he’d received a phone call to go somewhere. Unexpectedly. One of the companies he worked for had some disaster and needed him, immediately. 

There’d be a note. She gripped the edge of the washbasin and dragged herself upright. The kitchen! That’s where it would be. She hadn’t noticed it in her haste to get warm again. 

So why didn’t he phone me at work? The thought worried her. 

On leaden legs, she walked into the kitchen, her eyes searching. It must have fallen onto the floor. A draught when she opened the door, maybe. She knelt, scanning every inch. 

The living room. Of course—that’s where it would be. How stupid of her not to look there first. 

There was a space where the portable television had stood. Another for the DVD player and box of DVDs. Books leaned sideways on the shelves, trying to fill empty gaps. The wall clock was gone. Emma turned slowly, eyeing the room, mentally listing missing objects. 

But there was no note. 

It was impossible. Steve wouldn’t do this. She knew him too well for that. Or did she? 

They’d been married for three months, and met only weeks before that. A whirlwind romance. But you know, don’t you, if you’ve fallen in love? And Emma was quite sure. There’d never been anyone like Steve in her life before. He was the most fantastic man she’d ever met. At thirty, he was almost ten years older, but even so, it had been instant attraction—for both of them. She knew he adored her. He kept telling her so—and men don’t say things like that unless they mean it, do they? 

Emma went back into the kitchen and made more coffee. Black, with plenty of sugar. Caffeine. That’s what you needed for clear thought. And sugar, for shock. 

Back in the sitting room, she perched on the arm of the sofa, staring around, sipping the strong dark liquid. 

And then she realised. It was so obvious. The open drawers and wardrobe. The missing items. They meant only one thing. Burglary. 

The flat had been ransacked! Someone had broken in and stolen everything of value. 

But the money withdrawn from the bank? 

Ice crept down her spine. Steve must have been there that morning when they came! They’d forced him to go to the bank with them and draw out that money. So where was Steve now? 

Her heart lurched. Had they taken him with them? Not as a hostage, though. What use would he be? They already had the money. So there was only one thing they could do. Steve would have seen their faces. Could describe them. Her imagination raced on. That meant . . . 

Hot coffee splashed over her legs as she stood up quickly. The police. She had to phone the police. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe Steve was still alive. He had to be alive. 

She was shaking so much she could barely press the keys. Nine, nine . . . 

‘Which service do you require?’ The response was clipped and efficient. 

‘Police. It’s urgent. Please hurry.’ 

The deep tones of a man answered. Calm. Strangely reassuring. 

‘My husband’s been kidnapped. They’re going to kill him.’ 

‘Now, madam, just slow down. What’s your name?’ 

‘Emma, Emma Taylor. No, sorry. Emma Jones. Mrs Jones.’ 

‘Your address, please?’ 

‘You must do something! Quickly!’ 

His voice was quiet and soothing. ‘We will, but first I need to know a little more, Mrs Jones. Now, where exactly do you live?’ 

She stammered out the address, panic tearing through her. Steve could already be dead, while this man was wasting time asking questions. 

‘Right, Mrs Jones. There’s a squad car on its way to you now. If I could just take a few more details.’ 

She could hear the wail of a siren, see the flash of lights reflected on the ceiling, and dropped the phone. Within seconds she was out of the flat, down the stairs and opening the front door. Two figures stood in the rain—a stern-looking woman in uniform and a younger man, wearing a dark suit. 

Her eyes scanned their warrant cards while the man spoke. ‘Detective Inspector Goring and Police Constable Cole. Now, Mrs Jones,’ he said gently, as they climbed the stairs. ‘You say your husband’s been kidnapped? That he’s about to be killed?’ 

‘I’ve told someone everything on the phone!’ Emma shrieked. ‘Why aren’t you out there looking for him?’ 

‘I’ll make us all a cup of tea, shall I, Emma?’ the policewoman said. 

The Inspector’s smile was reassuring. ‘I’m afraid I do need to know exactly what happened. Step by step, Mrs Jones. Without that, we can’t even begin a search for your husband. Now, let’s start at the beginning.’ 

Nails pressing into her palms, Emma tried to keep her voice level. 

‘I found the flat like this when I got home. Ransacked. And Steve gone.’ Three mugs of tea appeared on a tray. Mechanically, she took one, gripping it between her hands. At least it kept them steady. 

‘You carry on, sir, while I check out the flat,’ the female officer said. ‘What time did you return home?’ 

‘About ten to six.’ 

‘Was the flat door open?’ 

Emma shook her head. ‘No, it wasn’t—I remember I had to unlock it.’ 

He was jotting down notes in a black leather notebook. ‘No break-in, then. Does anyone else have a key?’ 

‘Only my husband.’ 

The policewoman returned from the bedroom and was moving round the living room, pausing where objects had obviously gone. 

‘Is anything missing from the bathroom?’ she asked. 

Emma drank some of the tea, aware that it was unbearably sweet. ‘My husband’s razor, toothbrush and his toothpaste. You think Steve’s just walked out on me, don’t you?’ she blazed. 

‘It is unusual for burglars to take such personal items,’ the policewoman pointed out. ‘Is any money missing, Emma? Credit cards? Building society passbooks? A cheque book, maybe?’ 

Emma hesitated, anticipating their reaction. ‘Fifty thousand pounds was withdrawn from his bank account this morning,’ she faltered. 

The atmosphere became electric. 

‘Rather a lot to have in an account, isn’t it, Emma?’ 

The constant use of her first name was beginning to annoy her. ‘It was a legacy. My grandmother died six months ago. The cheque arrived on Monday. Tomorrow we were going to look at some houses. There’d be a deposit. Furniture. Steve said we’d need ready cash.’ 

Emma’s throat constricted, reading their thoughts. Tears burned her eyes. 

‘Don’t upset yourself, Emma. There’s probably a simple explanation. Where does Steve work? Have you tried to get in touch with him?’ 

Tea slopped onto the table as Emma slammed down the mug. ‘Of course I’ve tried! It was the first thing I did, but his mobile isn’t switched on.’ 

‘Give me the number and I’ll try it again. In the meantime, can you tell us who it is he works for?’ 

Closing her eyes, Emma swallowed. ‘He’s freelance. An insurance assessor. Different companies employ him. It changes from day to day.’ 

More glances were exchanged. 

The inspector stopped taking notes and raised one eyebrow. ‘How long have you been married, Mrs Jones?’ 

‘Three months, but what’s that got to do with it?’ she demanded. ‘Look, Inspector, something has happened to my husband and you’re making no effort whatsoever to find him.’ 

‘We will, Mrs Jones. But we need to have a clear picture of events first. Can we just go over these details again?’ 

He turned back a couple of pages in his notebook and started to read. ‘Around midday today you discovered fifty thousand pounds had been withdrawn from your husband’s bank account. On returning home at approximately seventeen fifty hours, you found items to be missing from the flat that you share, but no apparent forced entry. Personal items belonging to your husband, Steven Jones, including all clothing, are also missing.’ 

He paused, while she waited, stomach churning. 

‘And the mobile number given to you by Steven Jones is non-existent.’ 

‘What?’ she gasped. 

‘We’ve had it checked out and there’s no such number, I’m afraid.’ 

‘Then you’ve written it down wrongly.’ 

‘May I check it again with the one in your diary?’ 

She fished in her bag, riffled through the pages and read it out carefully. 

He shook his head. ‘There’s no record of such a number.’ 

‘Then I must have written it down incorrectly. Misplaced a digit, or something. It’s easy to do.’ 

His blue eyes were solemn. ‘Maybe.’ 

Emma sat up straight in her chair. ‘You believe that Steve’s taken the money and everything, and left me, don’t you?’ 

‘It’s a possibility, Emma,’ the policewoman said gently. ‘What do you know about his background? Is he a local man? How long have you known him? What about his family? Hobbies? Friends?’ 

Emma felt as though life was draining out of her. She could answer none of the questions. She’d never even thought to ask Steve. They loved each other. Nothing else mattered. 

Until now. 

When they stood up, she saw the man was a head and shoulders taller than his female colleague. Leanly built. Cheekbones sharply accentuating the contours of his face. His eyes were filled with compassion when he looked at Emma. It surprised her. 

‘We’ll work on the information you’ve given us, Mrs Jones,’ he said, slipping the notebook into a pocket of his suit. ‘But I think you can rest assured that nothing violent has happened to your husband. I doubt he’s been abducted. It would appear that, maybe, he’s left—temporarily.’ 

He turned in the doorway. ‘Oh, just one more thing. Does your husband have a car?’ 

Hope flared through her. ‘Yes. Yes, he does. A Ford Focus. White.’ 

‘Do you know the registration number?’ 

Trying to remember, Emma closed her eyes. ‘Wait a minute! We went on honeymoon in it. There are some photos.’ 

She scrabbled through the bookshelves, fearing that Steve had taken the album, too. But he hadn’t. Pulling it out, she flicked through the pages. 

‘Look. The car’s in the background of this one.’ Her heart sank. ‘But it’s too far away, isn’t it? The number is blurred. Impossible to read.’ 

For a moment, his hand rested beside hers on the table, as he studied the page. It was a strong hand, she noticed, with long tapering fingers, the back of it covered in a faint scattering of dark hairs. 

‘Can I borrow this photo? There’s a chance we can enhance that number plate to a readable standard.’ 

She eased the picture from its transparent sleeve. 

‘Would you say this is a good likeness of your husband, Mrs Jones?’ 

She stared down at the picture of Steve. Casually dressed in jeans and a vivid green sweatshirt. Fair hair ruffled by the wind. His brown eyes laughing back at her. How could he be a liar and a cheat? 

‘Yes,’ she said, looking up into the steady blue gaze that met hers. ‘It’s a very good likeness of Steve.’ 

The Inspector’s smile was comforting. ‘Then there’s a very good chance that we’ll be able to trace your husband as well.’ 
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