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Prologue






It was almost six o’clock and the tube was full to bursting. The carriage was hot and sticky, humming with the stink of sweat, of overly powerful perfume and damp coats. As the human cattle truck rocked along the tracks, bodily contact was impossible to avoid. Arms brushed against arms, thighs against thighs. No one paid Connie any particular attention. Dressed in the bland uniform of an office worker, and with a pair of ugly glasses perched on her nose, she was just another weary commuter on her way home.


Connie Tomlin was always careful in her choice of victim: they were usually men, the type who wore designer suits and flashy watches, City boys with more money than sense. The younger ones were the best; cocky and careless, they were usually too busy posing or eyeing up the talent to notice her deft fingers relieving them of their wallets. It was surprising how many suckers kept them in their back pockets. She already had three in her bag from her previous journeys. Plenty of credit cards, she was sure, not to mention a fair wad of cash. She hadn’t had time to check them out yet. Hopefully it had been a lucrative couple of hours.


Connie had already chosen her next mark: he was a twenty something male sporting a Rolex and a February suntan. He was holding on to one of the straps attached to the ceiling of the carriage, and his jacket had risen at the back. She smiled. This was going to be easy. The silly sod hadn’t even bothered to do up the button on his pocket. That wallet was simply calling to her!


Connie glanced around to make sure no one was watching. The commuters who were sitting down all had their noses in newspapers, magazines or books. The ones who were standing were all studiously avoiding each other’s eyes. That was the law of the tube: never meet another’s person’s gaze if you could possibly avoid it. It was a law that had served her well over the past couple of years.


This, she decided, would be her last job of the day. No point in pushing her luck. Anyway, her feet were sore from all the standing around in her cheap high heels. She wiggled her toes. What she needed was a hot bath, some soothing music and a good strong drink. She’d pick up a bottle of voddie on her way home, and later, when Pony came round to pick up the credit cards, she’d buy a bit of weed off him.


Sometimes Connie worked with the other girls, but today she was playing it solo. As usual she was standing by the doors – always useful for a hasty exit – and she waited until she knew they were close to the station. When the train gave a jolt and everyone lurched forward, she made her move. She was carrying her coat over her arm, and from beneath its cover her hand snaked out to whip the wallet from its resting place.


She had the usual adrenalin rush as she waited to see if he’d realise. It was a heady mixture of excitement and dread, the biggest kick she’d ever known: better than drugs or alcohol or sex. Her heart was thrashing as she waited for a reaction, but the man continued to gaze straight ahead, utterly oblivious. There was no indication that anyone else had clocked her either. She breathed out a soft sigh of relief. Once again she’d got away with it.


Connie didn’t feel guilty as she stepped briskly out on to the platform. Why should she? You had to take care of yourself in this city; no one else would do it for you. The flash git probably earned more in a day than most people did in a week. He didn’t give a toss whether she lived or died and so she didn’t care that he mightn’t have quite as good a Friday night as he’d originally been planning. And it wasn’t as if she’d stolen all his worldly possessions. In fact, she was doing him a favour, teaching him a useful lesson about securing your valuables when travelling on public transport. He’d never make the same mistake again.


As the train pulled away from the platform, Connie made her way up to Liverpool Street station, crossed over the forecourt and went down to the Ladies’. Rummaging in her bag, she found the change she needed to get through the turnstile. Once inside, she picked out a cubicle at the far end and locked the door behind her.


First she took off the glasses and placed them in their case. Then she removed the mousy-coloured wig and folded it neatly into her bag. She shook out her long dark brown hair and ran a comb through it. Using a compact mirror, she applied mascara to her lashes and put on some lipstick. Finally she turned her reversible raincoat inside out and put it on so that the blue side was showing. No matter how convinced you might be that you were free and clear, it was always worth taking precautions.


Next came the bit she looked forward to most. Please God, let it have been worth her while. After pulling down the lid of the toilet, Connie perched on the edge and took the stolen wallets from her bag. Her smile widened as she slipped out their contents. Four hundred and twenty quid in all, a fistful of credit and store cards – including one Gold American Express – and a bit of loose change. Yes! She couldn’t complain about that little haul. It was a damn sight more than she’d get tending bar or flipping burgers.


She could have dumped the wallets in the bin, but Lana had taught her to be careful. You could never tell when the bins were going to be emptied, and if some cleaner happened to remember you leaving the cubicle . . . There were other bins of course, but then there were CCTV cameras to be wary of; the streets were full of them these days. There were fingerprints to worry about too. Connie never wore gloves when she was working – your fingers had to be free and nimble – and so every wallet, if it was being disposed of, had to be properly wiped. It was easier to take them home and do it there. She put the cash and cards in her own purse and dropped it, along with the empty wallets, back in her bag.


The only time Connie ever felt a pang of guilt was when she came across photos, especially of kids. On those occasions she told herself that no one with any sense would carry around the only copy of a picture. But it still niggled, taking the edge off her pleasure in the other spoils.


Before leaving, she checked the floor to make sure she hadn’t dropped anything. Then she stepped outside the cubicle and went through the process of washing and drying her hands. A few minutes later she rejoined the bustle of the forecourt. The trains ran every twenty minutes at this time of day, and there was already one waiting on the platform. She jumped on, and after a quick walk through the compartments found an empty seat by a window.


It was only a short journey from here to the East End borough of Kellston. She settled down, happily anticipating the hours ahead. No more work for her today; she was going to have a well-deserved drink and chill out in front of the TV. Tomorrow, as usual, she’d go up West with Lana and cruise through the crowds. There were always good pickings on a Saturday.


About six months ago, she’d discovered a tiny gold cross and chain tucked into a pocket at the back of a black leather wallet she’d lifted in Piccadilly. There had been over eight hundred quid in the wallet, the best result she’d ever had from a single lift. She should have thrown the cross away, or given it to Pony to get rid of, but she hadn’t. Something had held her back. Connie wasn’t religious, she wasn’t even particularly moral, but she’d still baulked at passing this particular item into the grasping, nicotine-stained fingers of Pony Adams. Lana would kill her if she ever found out. One of the first rules of the game was never to hang on to anything you thieved – well, nothing but the cash. Connie didn’t wear the cross, but sometimes, if she was feeling down, she’d take it out of the box she kept her special things in and hold it in the palm of her hand. It was like a good-luck charm that always made her feel better.


Connie only ever wore one piece of jewellery. Lifting her fingers to her neck, she touched the silver locket that nestled at her throat. She thought of her mum and dad, both dead now. The locket had been a gift for her tenth birthday. Scenes from the past rose up in her mind, but she quickly pushed them down again. That time was over. There was no going back.


It was dark and still raining when Connie got off the train. At the exit to the station, she turned right, in the opposite direction to the high street and its fancy shops. Tanner Road was a five-minute walk away. Because of its location, sitting right on the edge of the local red-light district, property was more affordable than in other parts of Kellston.


Even in this rather dubious area, Connie never worried about walking around on her own. She glanced to her left, along the length of Albert Street. Some of the girls were out already, loitering near the kerb, puffing on cigarettes while they scanned the passing cars for likely punters. She knew most of them by sight, skinny regulars touting for trade. She shivered, not from the cold, but from the knowledge that she could quite easily have been standing there beside them. If it hadn’t been for Lana, for the twist of fate that had brought them together, she too could have been desperate for her next fix and willing to do anything to get it.


She pushed her hands deeper into her pockets and hurried on, not wanting to dwell on what might have been. She was young and had her whole future ahead of her. The bad years, the ones she didn’t like to think about, were behind her now. Her life might not be perfect, but at least it was tolerable. She smiled. No, it was better than that. She had a warm place to sleep, food to eat and friends she could rely on.


When she reached Tanner Road, Connie stopped at the corner and went into the shop. Jamal was standing at the counter, his arms crossed over his chest, staring up at the TV. The news was on, some politician gazing earnestly out of the screen, spewing out the usual slimy lies.


‘Hey,’ he said, giving her a nod. ‘You all right, love?’


‘Not bad, ta. Give us a bottle of voddie, will you, and a bottle of red wine. That Merlot stuff if you’ve still got it on offer.’ Her eyes scanned the shelves behind him. ‘I’ll have a pack of fags too. The usual. Oh, and some Rizlas, the green ones.’


She watched as Jamal carefully put her purchases into a carrier bag. He was a plump middle-aged man with wily dark eyes in a heavy face. A small brown mole lay just above the left corner of his upper lip.


‘You should watch yourself out there. Another girl almost got it a couple of nights ago. Left her for dead, the bastard did.’


‘I know,’ Connie said. ‘I heard about it.’ Gemma Leigh was the third working girl to have been violently assaulted that month. The first had been in Hoxton, the second in Bethnal Green. And now it was Kellston. The attacker was clearly concentrating his attentions on the East End. She glanced up at the TV. ‘Any more news on her?’


Jamal shook his head. ‘Still in intensive care. And you shouldn’t be walking around on your own. It’s not safe.’


‘It’s early yet,’ Connie said, suppressing a shudder. She didn’t want to think about that poor girl lying in the hospital, or what her assailant had put her through before dumping her in an alley near the Mansfield Estate.


‘First there was that business with the funeral parlour, and now this. Where’s it all gonna end, huh?’ Jamal slowly shook his head again. ‘That’s one sick bastard out there. Men like that . . . they should string ’em up, get them off the streets for good.’


Connie turned up the collar of her coat. It was warm in the shop but a chill had just run through her. It wasn’t only Gemma’s fate that was making her skin crawl. Any mention of that funeral parlour gave her the creeps. The business had been closed down a couple of months ago after a young man had been killed in the basement. The story had hit the headlines, been splashed all over the front of the papers, because Toby Grand hadn’t just been murdered – he’d also been meticulously embalmed.


Jamal spread his hands on the counter. ‘Anything else, love?’


‘That’s it, ta.’ Finding her head full of the kind of images that only ever gave you nightmares, Connie quickly got out her purse and paid. She wanted to get home, to close and lock the door behind her. Grabbing the carrier bag, she mumbled a hasty goodbye, and left.


Back on the street, she headed towards the flat. The cops were keeping quiet about the more disturbing details of the attack on Gemma Leigh, but Lana had heard rumours from the girls, tales of disgusting brutality and torture. She’d recited the details over breakfast. It was an attempt, Connie knew, to scare the hell out of her. And what if it’s him? Lana had said, peering at her over the rim of her mug. Danny Street’s a psycho and everyone knows it. Stay away from him. You want to be the next poor cow on his list?


Connie felt her stomach twist. Maybe Lana had a point, but nothing was going to stop her from searching for the truth. She might be playing with fire, but how else was she going to find out what had really happened to her dad? There were some risks that simply had to be taken. She was halfway down Tanner Road, hoping that the bottle of vodka might help her get back in Lana’s good books, when she heard the sound of heavy footsteps behind her.


‘Stop there! Police!’


Connie stopped dead in her tracks, her brown eyes widening with alarm. She remembered the empty wallets in her bag, the stolen cards in her purse, and her heart began to race. Damn, damn, damn! Should she try and make a run for it? But she didn’t stand a chance of escaping in the high heels she was wearing. Turning, she stared at the man behind her – and suddenly realised who it was. A wave of relief flowed over her. Raising a hand to her chest, she heaved out a groan. ‘You rotten sod! I thought . . . ’


He grinned. ‘Jesus, that’s one face you’ve got on you there. If I was the filth, I’d arrest you just for looking so guilty.’


‘Good thing you’re not, then. What are you doing here?’


He frowned, pretending to be offended. ‘Now what kind of a welcome is that?’


‘The best you’re gonna get after scaring the bloody life out of me.’ Connie finally gave him a smile. ‘Shouldn’t you be at work? I thought you usually . . . ’


‘Yeah, I’ve got to get back. I just wanted to run something by you if you’ve got ten minutes. It’s to do with that stuff you were talking about the other day.’


Connie looked towards the flat, where a light was shining from the living room window. Someone was home. ‘Okay. But we’d better not do it here.’


‘How about I buy you a drink? You look like you need one.’


‘And whose fault is that? God, you could have given me a heart attack.’ She raised her free hand to her chest again. ‘It’s still going like the clappers.’


‘Sorry, love. Shall we go to the Fox? I’ve left the car there, so I can drop you off after.’


‘Okay, just a quick one then.’ The Fox was a large, busy pub near the station with a car park round the side. Most of the local streets were permit parking only, or so jam-packed that it was impossible to find a space. They started walking back in the direction she’d come from, but as they turned on to Station Road he stopped.


‘Not that way,’ he said. ‘It’s quicker to cut through the lane.’


Connie hesitated. She could see Railway Lane from where she was standing, a thin, straight alley, bordered on one side by a ten-foot fence and on the other by a series of abandoned station buildings. Had she been alone, she wouldn’t have considered walking down it. It was long and shadowy, lit only by a thin orangey light escaping from the end of the platforms.


‘What’s the matter?’ he said. ‘Scared I’ll get the urge to jump you when we’re halfway down?’


She narrowed her eyes and laughed. ‘I’d like to see you try.’


They were ten yards in when Connie, who had taken hold of his arm, felt his whole body stiffen. It was the kind of flinching that made her glance automatically over her shoulder. There was no one there. There was no one ahead of them either. She looked at him. ‘What’s the matter?’


His mouth, which had been smiling a moment ago, was now tight and grim. ‘Nothin’.’


‘Yes there is.’


‘You want the truth, hun?’ He stopped walking, shook off her hand and glared down at her. ‘As it happens, I have got a bit of a problem – a problem with you, that is.’


Connie was aware of the sudden change in his voice, of its ominous overtones. His expression had altered, becoming hard and cold. Jamal’s warning flashed into her head. ‘What do you mean?’


‘What I mean,’ he said, leaning down to bring his face closer to hers, and lowering his voice to a whisper, ‘is that I know everything. You think I don’t know what you’ve been up to?’


‘I haven’t . . . I don’t understand. I don’t—’


Connie didn’t have time to finish her protestations. He grabbed hold of her shoulders and pushed her back hard against the fence. She felt the force of his shove resound down the length of her backbone. Wincing with the pain, she tried to fight him off. But it was too late. He had her firmly pinned.


‘You know what you are, love? You’re a bitch! A fuckin’ lying bitch!’


‘What are you—’


Connie had barely opened her mouth before she felt his hands move to grip her throat. The carrier bag slipped from her fingers and fell to the pavement. She was aware of the clatter of the bottles on the concrete. Had they smashed? Even as the thought entered her head, she realised how ridiculous it was. She had more to worry about than a couple of broken bottles.


His voice was now a menacing hiss. ‘And do you know what happens to bitches like you?’


Clawing at his hands, Connie desperately tried to free herself. She could barely breathe. His fingers were tightening round her windpipe. She struggled, but he was too strong for her. His voice, full of hate, full of venom, was the last thing she heard before her knees buckled and she crumpled to the ground.





Chapter One





Hope was standing by the sink when the doorbell rang. She paused for a second, in two minds as to whether to answer it. She wasn’t expecting anyone, and her friends knew better than to call round unannounced. Then the sound came again, another two sharp rings. She sensed, although she wasn’t sure how, that the caller wouldn’t stop until someone eventually responded.


With a sigh, she flapped the excess water off her hands and dried them on a towel. Then she strode through to the hall and yanked open the door. There was a man standing on the other side. He was in his late thirties, about five foot eight, lean and thin-faced. She scowled at him, certain that he was about to try and sell her something – gas or broadband, politics or God. Well, whatever it was, she didn’t want it.


‘Yes?’ she said sharply.


‘Hope Randall?’


It briefly crossed her mind to deny it, but some fundamental streak of honesty – or maybe simply the fear of being found out – prevented her from going through with the deception. Instead she gave a small, barely perceptible nod.


‘I’m sorry to disturb you. My name’s Flint. I was wondering if I could have a word.’


Hope glared back at him. ‘What about?’ Just one mention of favourable energy rates or the love of Jesus and she’d be ending this exchange pronto.


The man hesitated, screwing up his eyes. ‘It’s a bit, er . . . delicate. Could we talk inside?’


‘No,’ she said bluntly. Although the small resort of Albersea was hardly renowned for its mad rapists or sweet-talking conmen, Hope had no intention of inviting a total stranger into her home. She’d lived in London for eight years before coming back up north, and had developed a healthy suspicion of anyone she didn’t know.


‘But you are Jeff Tomlin’s daughter? I’ve got the right Hope Randall, haven’t I?’


Hope stared at him, suspecting now that he might be some kind of debt collector. He didn’t really look the part, although never having met one before she wasn’t entirely sure what they did look like. He was casually dressed in a pair of faded blue jeans and a navy blue jumper. His face was pale, fine-boned and clean-shaven. It was a pleasant, almost sculpted face, only marred by a small kink in the centre of his nose, as though it might have been broken once. A lock of pale brown hair flopped over his forehead, and although he seemed friendly enough, there was something determined about his cool grey eyes. His accent was southern but she couldn’t exactly place it; neither coarse nor refined, it occupied that vague middle ground in between. He was holding a supermarket carrier bag in his left hand.


‘Who?’ she said, playing for time. She had a bad feeling growing in her guts and was beginning to wish she’d never answered the door.


‘Jeff Tomlin,’ he repeated patiently.


Hope knew very little about her biological father, other than that he was (according to her mother) ‘trouble with a capital T’. He’d left before she’d even been born and she had no idea of where he’d gone or what he’d done next. And she hadn’t been interested either. His name might be on her birth certificate, but that didn’t make him anything more than a casual sperm donor. It was Lloyd Randall who was her real dad, who’d always been there for her.


‘I don’t have any contact with him,’ she said firmly. ‘And I don’t know where he is. If it’s money you’re after, you’ve come to the wrong place.’


‘This isn’t about Jeff, or money,’ he said. A frown appeared on his forehead. He glanced briefly down at his shoes before looking up again. ‘Christ, you don’t know, do you?’


Hope, although she rarely thought about her father, felt an unexpected tremor run through her. She could tell from Flint’s expression what was coming next. ‘Is he . . . ?’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, with what seemed like genuine concern. ‘I presumed you’d have heard. It was years ago.’ He paused as if doing a swift calculation in his head. ‘About twelve, I think.’


Hope wasn’t upset. How could she be? She’d never even met her father. But she did feel something. It was a kind of bewilderment, along with a growing resentment that now she’d never get the opportunity to tell him exactly what she felt about men who abandoned their children, who couldn’t or wouldn’t face up to their responsibilities. She wondered if her mother had known that he was dead. Well, it was too late to ask her now. Fay Randall had succumbed to cancer over six months ago. To cover up her confusion, Hope put her hands on her hips and kept her voice sharp. ‘So what are you doing here? What do you want with me?’


‘It’s about your sister.’


‘I don’t have a sister.’


As if she was being deliberately pedantic, Flint’s voice assumed a slightly caustic edge. ‘Sorry, your half-sister then.’


‘I don’t have—’ Hope stopped abruptly, suddenly realising that she had no idea whether she had a half-sister or not.


‘Connie? Connie Tomlin?’ As he looked at her, Flint’s face twisted. ‘Ah, you didn’t know about her either. She was never sure. I mean, she knew about you, but . . . ’


‘What do you want with me?’ Hope said again.


‘Your help,’ he said simply.


‘With what exactly?’


Flint hesitated again. He glanced over his shoulder at the house across the road, instinctively aware perhaps of the twitching curtains. Hope followed his gaze. She still hadn’t readjusted to the inquisitiveness of her neighbours, especially the likes of Edith Barry. In London, people had kept their distance – she’d liked that – but here there was always someone in your face, watching everything you did. It had bothered her when she was a teenager, and it still bothered her now.


‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather do this inside?’


Hope thought about it, but then shook her head. ‘No. I’m sorry. I’m busy.’


‘I’m a friend of Connie’s,’ Flint said. ‘She’s disappeared. I’m trying to find out what’s happened to her.’


‘I don’t see what that’s got to do with me.’ Hope knew it sounded cold, callous even, but she didn’t give a damn what this stranger thought of her. She was still trying to deal with the grief of losing her mother and had no room in her heart for anyone or anything else.


‘You’re her only living relation,’ he said harshly. ‘If you don’t care about her, who will?’


Hope raised her eyebrows at the vehemence of his reply. She thought of suggesting that he clearly did, but instead she asked a question of her own. ‘How did you find me?’


‘It wasn’t hard,’ he said. ‘Connie mentioned where you lived. She didn’t have the exact address, but she knew that you’d grown up in Albersea. I got the details from the electoral register. To be honest, I thought it was a bit of a long shot – you could have moved away years ago.’ He gave a small smile. ‘But here you are.’


Hope could have told him that twelve months ago he wouldn’t have been quite so lucky, but she wasn’t prepared to furnish him with any more information than he already had. It made her feel uneasy being tracked down like this. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but I don’t see what use I can be. As you already know, we never met.’


‘You could come to London and help me search for her.’


Hope barked out a startled laugh. ‘What?’


‘Why not?’ he said.


‘Don’t be ridiculous!’


Flint gave her a long, steady look, his gaze travelling over her face. Suddenly, as their eyes met, something unexpected happened. It was as if a connection had been made between them, a spark ignited. His lips parted a little. ‘There’s nothing ridiculous about it. I want to find out what’s happened. Someone out there knows more than they’re saying. You could help me get to the truth.’


Hope’s breath caught in her throat. What had just happened there? A faint blush had risen to her cheeks. ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I can’t.’


‘Can’t or won’t?’


Hope couldn’t work this man out. He had an unpredictable quality, one moment sympathetic, the next provocative, as if he were trying to goad her into some kind of reaction. ‘Both,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m sorry, but you’ve had a wasted journey. I don’t want to get involved.’


‘You’re already involved. You’re her sister.’


‘No,’ Hope said again. Eager to be rid of him, she took a step back and prepared to close the door. ‘Now if you wouldn’t mind, I really have to get on.’


Flint gave a light shrug of his shoulders. ‘Okay, I get the message.’ He lifted the carrier bag and offered it to her. ‘Here are some of her things. Her landlady gave them to me. Connie’s been gone a while now and she didn’t know what to do with her stuff. There’s not much, just a few bits and pieces, but I thought you might like to have them.’


‘I don’t,’ Hope said, shrinking back.


Flint, ignoring the response, put the bag down by her feet. ‘I’ll be here for a few days. I’m staying at the King George on the front. My number’s in the bag. Give me a call if you want to talk.’


Without another word, he turned and walked away. Hope watched as he sauntered down the street, his hands deep in his pockets. He had a graceful sort of walk, smooth and light-footed, utterly devoid of any male swagger. Quickly she transferred her attention to the bag, and frowned. Why had she let him leave it? But it was too late to give it back now; he’d already disappeared around the corner. She picked it up, went inside and slammed the door behind her.


She flounced through to the living room and threw the bag on the sofa. She wasn’t sure why she was feeling so angry. The past few minutes had had a surreal quality that she was still trying to come to terms with. She felt disoriented, upset. Part of her distress was down to her privacy being invaded; ever since her mother’s death, she’d done her best to avoid unnecessary contact with other people, to keep her barriers in place, but Flint had just crashed straight through her defences like some invading army.


What right did he have to come here, to tell her that her father was dead, to ask for her help in finding someone she’d never known? She stared resentfully at the carrier bag. So she had a half-sister. So what? Her reckless biological father could have spawned an endless number of kids. Was she expected to feel responsible for them all? But maybe, mixed in with her anger, was just a tiny bit of guilt. The missing Connie Tomlin, whether she liked it or not, was still connected to her.


Hope walked over to the window, folded her arms, and looked outside. It was a bright September afternoon, but cold, with a brisk, chill wind sweeping off the Irish Sea. If she opened the window she’d be able to smell the salt on the air. It was only a five-minute walk to the beach, and she was tempted to take a stroll, to get out of the cottage and let the wind whip away her bewilderment. There were so many thoughts buzzing around her head, she couldn’t think straight.


She sighed as she gazed down the street. The trees were at the start of their magnificent transformation, their leaves turning from green to gold, to russet and bronze. She drank in the colours, grateful for the distraction. She wasn’t sure what she was still doing in Albersea. Her intention had always been to return to London, but after her mother’s death she had felt so numb, so bereft, that she hadn’t been able to summon up the energy to pack her bags and leave. And then there’d been her stepfather Lloyd to consider. He’d descended into a deep depression, barely talking, barely eating. She’d been scared that he might do something stupid, but he was past that stage now, wasn’t he? She wondered if she should call him, tell him about the visit from this man called Flint, but decided not. The last thing he needed was reminders of the past.


Hope knew that she ought to be getting back to work – there was a stained-glass panel waiting to be finished – but still she stalled. Glancing over her shoulder, she glared at the carrier bag. The damn thing wasn’t going to go away. And until she looked inside, she wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything else.





Chapter Two





Hope sat down on the sofa, and after a short hesitation pulled the bag towards her. She realised, as she peered tentatively inside, just how little she’d asked Flint about the missing girl. (She still couldn’t think of Connie Tomlin as her sister.) Like how old she was, for example. Probably younger than herself, but by how many years? And how long had she been missing? Long enough, she thought with a shudder, for her landlady to presume that she wasn’t coming back.


Hope had already felt from the weight that there wasn’t much in the bag. Perhaps Connie was the kind of person who always travelled light, who never accumulated things. Or perhaps she simply hadn’t been able to afford much. That was something else Hope hadn’t asked about. What kind of a life had this girl led? She shook her head. She wasn’t getting involved. She couldn’t afford to. She’d satisfy her curiosity and then return the bag to Flint. Not in person – she had no desire to see him again – but by taxi. The driver could drop it off later in the foyer of the King George.


Now that she’d decided what she was going to do, Hope took a breath and reached inside the bag. The first item she drew out was a small brown bear. It was obviously old, with one ear missing, and the stuffing poking out from a split in the seam. A legacy, presumably, of Connie’s childhood. She stared at the bear for a moment. Its black eyes seemed to gaze entreatingly back at her. Before she could start attributing human emotions to this ragged piece of fur, she smartly put it to one side and delved inside the bag again.


This time she retrieved a bundle of cards tied with a piece of frayed pink ribbon. Slipping off the ribbon, she opened the first one. To our darling daughter on her tenth birthday, love Mummy and Daddy. She opened the next one. Happy Christmas, love Mummy and Daddy. She quickly flicked through the rest. They were in reverse order, going back to when Connie was a baby. Hope, despite her determination to remain dispassionate, couldn’t help being curious as to why the cards had apparently stopped at the age of ten. And then she suddenly remembered what Flint had told her: Jeff Tomlin had died about twelve years ago. But surely Connie’s mother had still given her cards, still celebrated her birthdays? Or had something happened to her mother too?


Hope paused for a second, disturbed by this notion. She couldn’t help but recall her own privileged childhood: the parties she’d been given, the expensive gifts, the beautiful birthday cakes. She had been raised in a happy and harmonious family home, a house that had been full of joy and laughter. Perhaps Connie had not been quite so fortunate.


Hope frowned, but then shook her head, refusing to embark on a guilt trip. Whatever Connie’s circumstances had been, they were nothing to do with her. She had no reason to feel bad. Before any more doubts could worm their way into her thoughts, she reached inside the bag again and pulled out a piece of folded paper. This had Flint’s name and mobile number written on it. She threw it on to the coffee table.


Next she retrieved a half-full bottle of perfume. It was a brand she’d never heard of, and she gave it a sniff before squirting a little on the back of her hand. It had a soft, rather subtle smell. Why did that surprise her? Perhaps because it was the kind of scent she might have chosen for herself.


The next item was a black address book. She turned over the pages, noticing the large, almost childlike handwriting. Most of the sections were empty; Connie probably kept the numbers she needed on her mobile phone, and that would have been with her when she . . . Hope screwed up her face, not wanting to dwell too much on Connie’s fate. She hurriedly snapped shut the book and laid it down beside the perfume.


The final item she pulled out was a hinged oblong metal box, about eight inches by five. The lid was enamelled with a symmetrical pattern of blues and reds. She placed the box on her knees and opened it. Inside, on top, was a birth certificate. She unfolded it and quickly read the details: Connie’s parents were Jeff and Sadie Tomlin – Hope was faintly surprised that anyone had actually got her father down the aisle – and she’d been born in Shoreditch, London. From the date, Hope worked out that Connie was now twenty-two, five years younger than herself. She thought back to the collection of cards – so they had stopped at around the same time as Jeff Tomlin’s death.


Underneath the birth certificate were a couple of photographs. The first was of three girls sitting on a sofa – well, two girls of about twenty and an older woman in her late forties. Hope stared at the girl on the left, a girl with long, straight dark brown hair exactly like her own. Although their features were far from identical, there were some similarities: the same oval face, the same thick-lashed brown eyes. Their mouths were different, though. Connie’s was wider, more generous, as if she was often quick to smile. Clearly she didn’t share Hope’s natural reserve. Hope wondered if the older woman was Connie’s mother, Sadie, but as she flipped it over, she saw written in that large, rather clumsy writing, Me, Lana and Evelyn.


Before she could start to ponder on what it meant to see her half-sister for the first time, she moved on to study the second picture. This one was old, badly creased and slightly out of focus. One corner was missing and the remaining edge was tinged brown, as if the photo had been in a fire. It showed a little girl of about three years old standing in a yard, holding the hand of a man. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but Hope couldn’t see his features clearly. She turned the photo over. Me and Daddy was carefully inscribed on the back in red felt-tip. The words, even though they weren’t entirely unexpected, sent a tiny shockwave through her. She turned the picture back again and stared intently at his face. So this was her blood father. Was it also the person she’d inherited most of her features from? Her mother, Fay Randall, had been a typical English rose, fair-haired and blue-eyed, but Jeff Tomlin had, perhaps, possessed the same brown eyes, the same dark hair, even the same slightly faltering smile as herself.


How had he died? Yet another question she hadn’t thought of asking Flint. They were starting to accumulate. But that didn’t mean she was going to see him again. Her mouth set in a firm, straight line. Absolutely not. The past was gone, irretrievable. There was no point in raking it all up.


The only things left in the box now were a few cheap bangles, a man’s gold wedding ring, some flimsy earrings and a little gold cross and chain. That was the lot. Hope gazed at the items gathered beside her on the sofa. Not much to show for a life. She wondered vaguely what had happened to Connie’s clothes and make-up – perhaps her landlady had disposed of them.


Slowly, Hope put everything back in the bag. The tattered teddy was the last to go in. His small black eyes gazed sadly up at her. Her resolve, as she stared back, began to waver. Perhaps Flint had been right. If she didn’t care about what had happened to Connie, who would? No sooner had the thought entered her head than she pushed it away. ‘No,’ she said tightly to the bear. ‘I don’t care what you think. I’m not getting involved.’





Chapter Three





It was the second time Hope’s hand had slipped as she was scoring the glass. ‘For God’s sake!’ she hissed. It was five o’clock, and she was still trying to finish the panel ordered by Mrs Hopkins. Progress, since Flint’s unexpected visit, had been painfully slow. Normally she loved her work, loved the feel of the glass, the vibrant colours, but this afternoon she just couldn’t concentrate. If she wasn’t careful, she’d make a mistake and ruin the whole damn thing.


She put down the cutter and moved back, taking a breather. She looked around. Her current makeshift studio had been converted from the old garden shed. It didn’t compare to the lighter, more spacious studio she’d had in Spitalfields, but it did have two advantages: one was that it was within walking distance of her own back door, the other that it was free. She’d organised heat and electricity, installed a long workbench and put up half a dozen shelves. It wasn’t perfect, but she’d worked in far more trying conditions when she’d been a student.


Her eyes alighted on the sheets of glass carefully stacked in the corner, and she automatically smiled. She worked mainly with the antique variety, more expensive than the machine-made but, in her opinion, worth the extra cost. It was Lloyd who’d first introduced her to the beauty of stained glass. She’d only been a child then, about eight years old, but she could still remember being entranced by some of the names he’d recited: streaky, crackle, flashed, Baroque, fracture and streamer. Even now, repeating them to herself, she experienced the same inner thrill.


She was standing by the window and could see the small two-bedroom cottage Lloyd had bought before he’d married her mother. Since then he’d been renting it out. Hope had moved in when her mum had got sick and had been living there ever since. It was a pretty whitewashed building, partly covered with ivy – the perfect place to retire to, but perhaps not entirely suitable for a twenty-seven-year-old woman still brimming with unfulfilled ambitions.


Hope turned away from the view, stepped forward again and gazed down at the panel. It was for a porch window and was the last in a flurry of orders she’d received after the local paper had published a piece about her. They’d included a few photographs, illustrations of her work, and this one, with the tall pink flamingo at its centre, had proved especially popular. She was glad of the orders, but felt faintly uneasy about them too. Did this mean she was planning on staying in Albersea? The more commissions she took on, the less likely she was to leave.


Her stomach gave a lurch. She was worried about becoming trapped, sliding back into a way of life she had fought so hard to escape from. She had once seen London as her salvation, a chance to free herself from the constrictions of a small town, but now she was almost afraid to return. Since her mother’s death, everything had changed. She’d lost her determination, her drive and most of her confidence. In the city you had to fight to be noticed, to stand out from the crowd; here, when it came to her work at least, there wasn’t so much competition.


Thinking of London reminded her of Alexander. She felt that familiar painful squeeze in her chest. They’d been together ever since he’d turned up at her college to give a lecture on Caravaggio. Tall, handsome, cultured and amusing, he’d been her idea of the perfect older man. She’d fallen head over heels for him, and embarked on a roller-coaster ride that would last for two years. She wondered now whether she hadn’t been searching for a father figure, someone to fill the gap that Jeff Tomlin had left. Lloyd had been a good stepfather, kind and patient, but she’d always been aware that he was a substitute for the real thing.


As the image of Alexander lingered in her mind, she sighed. Well, so much for love. He’d dumped her a few months after she’d come back to be with her dying mother. Not that she’d expected much else; he wasn’t the kind of man who could do long-distance relationships. Although it still hurt, the rational side of her was glad that it was over. She’d invested too much time and emotion in something that had been doomed from the start. She had made the same mistake as so many women before, believing she could change him, that she would be the one to make him want to commit.


She still had lots of friends in London, though. Or did she? It was surprising how quickly you could drift apart from people. As the weeks, and then the months had slipped by, her contact with them had become more irregular. Preoccupied with her mother, she had neglected emails and ignored phone calls. Of course she still had friends here, people she’d known from school, but most of them had partners and small kids. A part of her envied their settled, comfortable existence, but another part railed against it.


Hope frowned, suspecting she was starting to feel sorry for herself. She could hardly complain about her current situation. Solitude was what she’d chosen; it hadn’t been forced upon her. If she wanted something different, it was up to her to make the change. She thought of the carrier bag, still sitting on her sofa. Why hadn’t she sent it back to Flint? All she had to do was pick up the phone and order a cab. Tomorrow, she told herself. But why put it off? In her heart, she knew exactly why – she was still undecided as to what she intended to do next.





Chapter Four





Hope, dressed in a black polo-neck sweater, black trousers and a black wool coat, walked briskly along the front. She’d tied back her long hair to stop the wind from blowing it across her face. Last night she’d finally made the call and arranged to meet Flint at eleven o’clock this morning by the entrance to the old pier. She was already ten minutes late. Lloyd had rung her on the landline just as she was on her way out and she hadn’t wanted to hurry him. They’d had a chat, talked about this and that, but she hadn’t mentioned Flint’s visit or her forthcoming assignation.


Hope felt guilty about the deceit but didn’t want to cause unnecessary worry. She didn’t want Lloyd to imagine that now her mother was dead, she was reaching out towards the ghosts of the past. He might start to think that she didn’t consider him as real family. Anyway, it wasn’t worth making a fuss over. She was only going to talk to the man, to find out more about Connie. She wasn’t committing herself to anything, least of all to some madcap scheme of going back to London with him.


Flint was already there by the time she arrived. He was in the same blue jeans and sweater as yesterday, only this time he was wearing a brown leather jacket. As she came up beside him, he turned his cool grey eyes on her and smiled. She felt a tiny jolt inside, but couldn’t explain exactly what it was. He didn’t bother with any of the usual niceties, didn’t say hello or even ask her what had made her change her mind, but glanced away and said instead, ‘What is it with piers? They seem to be in the habit of burning down.’


Following his gaze, Hope stared out towards the blackened skeleton. It was over six years since the blaze, but funds still hadn’t been found to start any major restoration work. ‘I’ve no idea,’ she said.


‘Something to do with that perpetual battle between fire and water?’


Hope gave a light shrug, unwilling to embark on an abstract debate with him. ‘Or just sheer carelessness.’ If she recalled correctly, the fire had been started by an unfortunate spark from a welding iron. She gestured towards the beach. ‘Do you want to walk?’ She suspected he’d been intending to conduct their meeting in a nice warm café, but had no intention of pandering to his southern ways. Even though she had chosen to come – he’d hardly twisted her arm – she still felt a simmering resentment. After all, if it hadn’t been for his unexpected and unwanted appearance on her doorstep, she would be at home right now, concentrating on the unfinished panel and happily oblivious to the existence of a half-sister.


As if he guessed what was going on in her head, that smile played around his lips again. ‘Sure. Whatever’s good for you.’


They strolled a little way along the front and then cut down on to the shore. The tide was way out, the sea only a distant glimmer on the horizon. They weren’t alone – the beach was rarely empty – but their only other company was an elderly couple walking a dog, some teenage kids kicking a football around, and a guy with a metal detector. The golden-brown sand was hard and rippled; she could feel the ridges through the soles of her shoes. It was littered with the usual flotsam and jetsam, bits of rotting wood, old tin cans and tangles of seaweed.


Hope was the first to speak again. ‘I’ve only come to talk, nothing else. I’m not making any promises. Is that clear?’


‘As crystal,’ he said.


There was something close to mockery in his voice, but she let it pass. If she wanted information, she couldn’t afford to be too touchy. ‘So tell me about Connie.’


Flint hesitated for a moment, as if gathering his thoughts together. He gazed out briefly towards the sea before turning to look at her again. ‘I first met her about fifteen years ago. She was just a kid then. I was working with Jeff and I got to know the family.’


Hope was tempted to ask what her father’s work had been, but refused to give in to her natural curiosity. She was here to find out about Connie, no one else. ‘Go on.’


‘Sadie – that was her mother – was a great woman, lovely, but she went to pieces after . . . after Jeff died. She simply couldn’t cope. I stayed in touch for a while, but . . . Well, let’s just say that she wasn’t the easiest person to be around. She developed all kinds of problems: depression, booze, drugs, and that’s only the highlights. It took her a couple of years, but she finally managed to kill herself. Connie was about twelve, I think. There were no other relatives on the scene so she was taken into care.’


Hope flinched. There were five years between the two of them, so she would have been seventeen then, attending high school, and with nothing more pressing to concern her than the latest gossip and whether to spend her allowance on CDs, clothes or make-up.


Flint gazed out towards the horizon again. ‘If you’re wondering if I feel guilty, then yes, of course I do. The truth is that by then I’d stopped seeing Sadie, stopped calling her even. She was getting too difficult to deal with. I walked away and left her to it.’


‘I wasn’t thinking that. She wasn’t your responsibility.’


‘She was Jeff’s wife. And Connie was his daughter. I should have made more of an effort.’


Hope, still battling with her own conscience, offered him a reasonable excuse. ‘You can’t have been that old yourself.’


‘Old enough,’ he said. ‘And Jeff was a mate, a good one. He deserved better – they all did.’ He gave a long, bitter sigh. ‘God, I didn’t even know that Sadie was dead until three months after it had happened. She’d cut herself off from the old crowd, moved to another area; it was only by chance that someone heard about it and told me. If I thought about Connie at all – and to be honest I didn’t, not that much – I just presumed that someone decent had taken her in. It was easier to think that way, to not have her on my conscience.’


Hope could understand what he was saying, and it went some way towards explaining what he was doing here, but just because he felt guilty didn’t mean that she was obliged to follow suit. And she still wasn’t sure if everything he was saying was true. Her natural suspicion told her to be cautious. She kept silent, and after a while he continued.


‘Connie was nineteen by the time we met again. She’d been chasing up some of Jeff’s old friends, and one of them suggested my name. She thought I might be able to help.’


‘In what way?’


‘She wanted to know about her father’s death.’


‘I don’t understand.’


Flint screwed up his face, pushing his hands deep into his pockets before he looked at her again. ‘Sorry, but there’s no nice way of putting this: Jeff didn’t die from natural causes. He was murdered, shot through the head.’


Hope gasped. Whatever she’d been expecting, it certainly wasn’t that. The revelation briefly took her breath away. She stopped dead in her tracks and stared at him. ‘Why would anyone . . . I don’t . . . ’ Unable to find the right words, she ceased trying.


‘There were rumours that it was some kind of gangland hit, but the cops never discovered who did it. Connie, understandably, found that hard to live with.’


High above them, a gull gave a screech. The sound seemed unnaturally loud, and Hope jumped a little. ‘Why?’ she finally managed to splutter out. ‘I mean, why would anyone want to kill him?’


‘That’s what Connie was desperate to find out. She was asking questions, digging around for information. That’s why she came to me. She thought I might know something.’


‘And did you? Do you?’


Flint shook his head. ‘Nothing useful. Unless Jeff and I were working together, we kept quiet about what we were doing. It was better that way. And yeah, we both came across some dodgy characters from time to time, but he never gave any hint that he might be in trouble. If he’d been seriously concerned about anything, he’d have told me. I’m sure of it.’


Hope was still thinking about that gangland connection. She knew she had to ask the question, even though she probably wasn’t going to like the answer. ‘So what was it he did for a living?’


Flint hesitated again, his eyes growing wary.


She met his gaze and gave a rueful smile. ‘I take it this is something else that I’m not going to like too much.’


He looked down and for a few seconds dug his heel into the sand. When he glanced up again, his mouth was twisted at the corners. ‘Your mother hasn’t told you anything about Jeff?’


‘No,’ she replied, ‘other than that he was trouble.’ Still shocked by his earlier revelation, and trying not to show it, she was speaking more out of bravado than anything else. ‘And I get the feeling you’re about to prove her right.’


He gave a snort. ‘From what I’ve heard, she wasn’t too bothered about that when she was with him. Fay might not have approved of what he did, but she never objected to spending the money. You should ask her about it.’


Hope glared at him. ‘I wish I could, but she died six months ago.’


He winced before his head went down again. ‘God, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise. I shouldn’t have . . . ’


Hope turned away from him. She didn’t care about his embarrassment. And she didn’t want or need his sympathy. When she’d gathered herself enough to look at him again, her voice was cool and steady. ‘So are you going to tell me what my . . . what Jeff did for a living?’


Flint pushed back his shoulders, looked her straight in the eye and nodded. ‘He was an artist, and a damn good one at that. He should have been able to make a decent living, a legitimate living, but he couldn’t. He never got the breaks he needed to really succeed. They say talent will out, but that, if you’ll pardon the expression, is just a pile of shite. If you don’t know the right people, don’t have the right background, you’re buggered.’ He stopped, took a quick breath and then went on again. ‘There are, of course, a few working-class artists who’ve made it big, but they’re the exception to the rule. They’ve succeeded despite the odds, not because of them.’


Hope could hear the frustration in his voice and wondered if it was purely to do with Jeff Tomlin. Perhaps there was something more personal about this particular diatribe. She glanced sideways, her eyes settling briefly on the guy with the metal detector. He’d stopped to investigate some hidden treasure and was poking about in the sand. Flint carried on talking.


‘The whole scene made him angry. Maybe he wanted to prove a point, I don’t know, but he started painting forgeries, and excellent ones at that. He didn’t go for anything big – we’re not talking Rembrandt or Picasso here; more middle-of-the road stuff, Victorian watercolours, that kind of thing. He could churn them out and feed them through to dealers and auction rooms in different parts of the country without rousing any suspicion, or too much attention. He’d started getting into Russian art too – there was plenty of Russian cash sloshing around, and those guys liked to think they were buying a bit of the old country’s heritage. It could be that he sold a painting to the wrong person, someone who realised it was a fake. No one likes being taken for a fool.’


Hope’s head was starting to spin. Even putting aside the fact that her father had met such a grim end – and that wasn’t easy – she was still trying to come to terms with the fact that he’d actually been an artist, albeit a somewhat renegade one. For some reason she’d always presumed that her own interest in art had come exclusively from Lloyd. That it hadn’t made her feel confused and curiously defensive too. ‘Look, why are you telling me all this?’


‘Why not? You’ve a right to the truth, haven’t you? Anyway, if you want to know about Connie, you need to understand her background, where she came from, how her mind worked. I mean, that is why you’re here, isn’t it?’


But Hope hadn’t expected to hear anything like this when she’d set up the meeting. It was all too much to take in. ‘You said you used to work together sometimes. So is that what you do too? Are you an artist, a forger?’


‘No, I never had his talent. Not in that direction. I’m more of a fixer. I sourced the materials, brushes, canvases, et cetera. Anything he needed, I’d find it for him. And I put him in touch with . . . well, let’s just call them interested parties, people who had connections to private collectors, or dealers who sold abroad.’


Hope found the matter-of-fact way he talked about it thoroughly disturbing. His morality, it appeared, was as severely flawed as her father’s. ‘I could go to the cops with what you’ve told me. Get you locked up.’


Flint gave a small, tight laugh. ‘Oh, I don’t think so. It’s not as though you’ve got any actual evidence. And would you really want the whole world to know that your daddy was a crook? It might not do much for your own prospects.’


‘Are you trying to blackmail me? Because if you are—’


‘Christ,’ he said. ‘Don’t be so touchy! I’m just saying it like it is. You can walk away any time you like, forget we even had this conversation. You’re not under any obligation, and I’m hardly about to go shouting the truth from the rooftops.’ He paused. ‘So do you want me to go on?’


Hope glared back at him, then simply lifted her shoulders in a light, angry shrug. She knew that she was being unreasonable, but somehow she couldn’t stop herself.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Let me tell you about Connie. She was in care – not a happy time – until she was sixteen, and then she got a place in a hostel. After that she found a grubby little bedsit in Hoxton. For the next three years she drifted in and out of badly paid jobs, mixed with the kinds of people who were never going to do her any favours, and began the slow descent that would probably have landed her in the same morgue as her mother if she hadn’t had the good fortune to meet Lana Franklin.’


Hope remembered the photograph she’d found in the metal box. ‘So who is she, this Lana?’


‘Lana’s a dip. Connie was working with her up until she disappeared.’


Hope frowned. ‘A dip?’


‘A pickpocket,’ he said.


‘Yes, I know what a dip is,’ she said curtly. ‘I’m just . . . just surprised that Connie was doing that.’


Flint pulled a face. ‘There are worse ways for a girl like her to make a living.’


Hope felt a light flush rise to her cheeks. ‘A girl like her?’


‘Yeah, a girl who’s been through what she has. Those years she spent in care, and the ones that followed, weren’t exactly a bed of roses. Connie’s smart and funny, but she’s kind of screwy too. Nothing can eradicate the misery she went through. It’s going to be with her for ever. Plus she didn’t get much of an education. Her prospects weren’t exactly the brightest in the world.’


‘Whereas being a pickpocket is one rung on the ladder to ultimate success.’


Flint slowly shook his head. ‘You really don’t have a clue, do you? As if you’ve ever wanted for anything in your life . . . ’


Hope heard the contempt in his voice and reacted to it. ‘You don’t know anything about me. So I’ve got a few principles; why’s that so terrible? I’m hardly in the minority when it comes to thinking that stealing off other people isn’t the right way to live.’ And although she believed in what she was saying, she was also aware that she sounded like a small-town, stuck-up prig.


‘Hey,’ he said, ‘there’s no need to take it personally.’


But he was passing judgement, and perhaps rightly so. Connie hadn’t had the same choices or the same advantages and could quite easily have ended up on the streets. Hope couldn’t help thinking about her own much happier time in London. She’d had no idea while she was there that she had a half-sister living in the same city, a girl who must have been in desperate need of help. She took a moment to gather her thoughts together and then said, ‘If Connie knew about me, why didn’t she try and get in touch?’


Flint looked at her. ‘Because she didn’t know how. And even if she had, she probably wouldn’t have bothered. After Jeff died, Connie didn’t come too high on the list of her mother’s priorities – and if Sadie wasn’t interested in her, then what were the chances that you would be? She wouldn’t have wanted to be rejected again.’


‘I wouldn’t have—’ Hope stopped abruptly, aware that yesterday she had done exactly that. But she would have behaved differently, surely, if Connie had approached her directly.


‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘I doubt if Sadie painted a pretty picture of your family – if you’ll excuse the pun. After Jeff died, she was off her head for most of the time, day and night, and what she told Connie was probably tinged with more than a hint of bitterness. Sadie couldn’t stand your mother and wouldn’t have shown much restraint when it came to passing on those feelings.’


Hope was confused. ‘Sadie knew my mother?’


‘Sure. Sadie was Jeff ’s girlfriend before he met Fay. He left her for your mother – and then went back to her when he got dumped.’


‘No,’ Hope insisted, ‘he dumped my mother when she got pregnant.’


‘From what I heard, it was the other way round.’


‘Well then you heard wrong.’


‘Or maybe you did.’


It had started to rain, a thin drizzle that fell on their heads and shoulders and made tiny pockmarks in the sand. The old couple had gone and the kids were starting to drift towards the promenade. Hope noticed the metal-detecting guy looking up at the sky. She automatically glanced up too. Great dark clouds had gathered overhead. Flint was mistaken, she was sure he was, but now wasn’t the time to be debating the point. ‘So when did Connie go missing?’


Flint hesitated before he answered. ‘In February.’


It was now almost the end of September. ‘That’s seven months,’ Hope said, astounded. Her stomach shifted at the thought of what that might mean. ‘If it was so easy to find me, why has it taken you so long?’


‘I’ve been . . . how shall I put it? Indisposed. A small misunderstanding over some forged passports.’


Her eyes widened as she realised what he was saying. ‘You’ve been in jail?’ She remembered what she’d said earlier about getting him locked up, and her cheeks coloured again.


‘If I told you I’d been stitched up, would that make a difference?’


‘Were you?’


‘Well, grassed up might be a more accurate description. I think someone wanted me out of the way, didn’t want me asking questions about Connie’s disappearance.’


Hope had never met anyone who’d spent time in prison before. She scrutinised him whilst pretending not to, her gaze sliding over the plains of his face. There was nothing, absolutely nothing, to indicate where he’d been. What had she been expecting? Some kind of defining mark, perhaps.


He must have noticed her expression, because he smiled back and said, ‘Don’t worry, it’s not catching.’


Hope smartly transferred her gaze to the ground. ‘Do you think Connie’s dead?’ she blurted out. ‘I mean, if she’s been missing for this long . . . ’


‘Or just running scared. She could be hiding out somewhere, keeping her head down.’


Hope raised her eyes again, suspecting that was wishful thinking. ‘Has it been reported to the police?’


Flint stared at her. ‘Course it has. But to the cops, she’s just another missing girl from Tanner Road.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Hope said, not for the first time.


‘That’s where she lives . . . lived . . . with Lana and Evelyn. It’s Lana’s flat, but she rents out a couple of rooms. It’s in Kellston, close to the red-light district. So far as the cops are concerned, Connie’s just another hooker who’s decided to move on to pastures new.’


‘But she wasn’t . . . isn’t a hooker. And even if she was, that doesn’t give them any right to ignore her disappearance.’


‘Spoken like a true liberal,’ he said.


Hope frowned at him. ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’


‘That you haven’t a clue as to how the real world works.’ His voice had slipped into its more caustic mode. ‘Thousands of people disappear every year, just walk out of their homes and never go back. Some of them are ill, or confused, or running away from a problem they can’t face, and others are just plain sick of their lives. The cops have got limited resources. If someone doesn’t want to be found, it’s unlikely that they will be.’


‘So what are the chances of finding Connie?’


‘It doesn’t matter what the chances are; it’s the trying that’s important.’ He paused for a moment. ‘But maybe someone like you wouldn’t understand that.’


‘You don’t know anything about me!’ she retorted.


‘Enough,’ he said.


‘You think?’


Flint dug his heel into the sand again. ‘What I think is that you’ve already made a decision as to what you’ll do next, and nothing I can say or do will change your mind.’


Hope, still annoyed by his comments, huffed out her reply. ‘There’s plenty you can say and do. Like how exactly I can make a difference. Even if I did come to London, why should anyone talk to me? If she’s been missing for this long, it’s going to be a waste of time, isn’t it?’


‘If you say so.’


‘I thought you wanted my help.’


‘I do, but only if it’s given willingly. I’ll understand if you don’t want anything disrupting your tidy little life.’


Hope glowered back at him. He knew nothing about her life. How dare he judge her like this? But as quickly as the anger flared, it died back again. He was just trying to play her, to manipulate her feelings. ‘Don’t take me for a fool,’ she said.


A hint of a smile played around the corners of Flint’s mouth again. ‘Okay, I’ll tell you how you could help. No one need know you’re Connie’s sister. Or that we’ve ever met. You can mix with her crowd, talk to her friends, see what you can pick up. They may not be as cautious with you as they are with me.’


‘But they don’t know me from Adam. They’re going to get suspicious if I start asking questions.’


‘Not if you’re subtle about it.’ Flint gave her a glance, as if trying to figure out whether subtlety was in her repertoire. ‘And Lana will help. She’s the one person we can trust. You can stay with her; she’ll show you the ropes, introduce you to the right people.’


‘You mean in Kellston?’


‘What’s the matter?’ he said. ‘Not upmarket enough for you?’


‘I didn’t mean that. I just wasn’t expecting . . . ’ She shook her head. ‘Forget it. It doesn’t matter.’


‘Look, you’ve got some big decisions to make. Why don’t you go home, think about it and give me a ring when you’ve made up your mind.’


Hope suddenly found herself eager to put some distance between them. She needed time alone, time to absorb everything she’d learned today. ‘I’ll do that,’ she said. ‘And if I say no?’


‘Then I’ll carry on without you.’


‘Even if you’re not getting anywhere?’


‘That doesn’t mean I have to stop trying.’


Hope wasn’t sure how much she liked him, but she couldn’t fault his determination. As she was about to go, something else occurred to her. ‘I don’t even know your first name.’


‘Michael,’ he said, ‘Michael Flint. But everyone calls me Flint.’


She nodded. ‘I’ll call you.’


‘I’ll be waiting.’


Hope turned and walked away. She’d just reached the promenade when the heavens opened and the rain came bucketing down. Pulling her umbrella from her bag, she quickly put it up. She looked back to see Flint still standing on the beach. He was the only person left; everyone else had run for cover.





Chapter Five





Chris Street stood in the bathroom and stared morosely into the mirror. He was still a couple of years off forty, still theoretically in the prime of life, but he didn’t like what he was seeing. He reckoned the last nine months had added at least ten years to his face. The frown lines on his forehead were deep, his skin was even more sallow than usual, and his eyes were red and sore from lack of sleep. And he had plenty to be sleepless about. It was all falling apart, the whole bloody business. Everything was in freefall and he was the only one who seemed to give a damn.


He glanced at his watch. It was almost midday. He hadn’t got back from Belles until close on five, and by then he was too hyped up on caffeine to even think about going to bed. Although the club closed at two, he’d had a mountain of paperwork to go through. Licences didn’t get renewed by themselves, or booze ordered, or receipts properly filed. There had been those dodgy passports to be sorted too. Sometimes he wondered if the girls were worth the bother.


With a groan, he ran his fingers through his dark, almost black hair, convinced that it was receding slightly. He leaned his face against the glass of the mirror, grateful for its coolness. It wasn’t just the business that was causing him grief; his personal life was in ruins too. It was six weeks now since Jenna had left. She’d given him an ultimatum – either we move out of this house together, or I’m going on my own. He’d thought about it, but not for long. Leaving his father and brother alone was tantamount to putting two wild tigers in a cage and waiting for them to tear each other’s throats out. He just couldn’t do it.


Chris showered and shaved, and then got dressed. As he approached the kitchen, he could hear the sound of arguing. His heart sank. Couldn’t he even have his breakfast in peace? As he opened the door, he knew he was walking straight into another family row.


‘Are you completely fuckin’ stupid?’ Terry Street was trying to shout at his son. His voice, ever since he’d been shot in the throat, had a peculiar rasping quality.


‘Me stupid? Shit, man, you don’t even know what day of the week it is.’


Chris stared at them both. Danny was standing by the sink with his hands on his hips. He had that pinched, tight-lipped look and his eyes were blazing. His father wasn’t a pretty sight either. Unwashed and unshaven, he was sitting at the table with a bottle of whisky in front of him. It was nine months now since he’d got out of nick, but he was still knocking back the booze like it was going out of fashion. And once he’d had a skinful, he’d be straight on the phone to that Kathleen bitch, trying to find out where his daughter had gone. Chris still couldn’t get his head round the fact that the redhead who’d worked at the old funeral parlour was actually his sister. He had no interest in his father’s bastard child, and she clearly had no interest in any of them either. She’d taken off as soon as she could and hadn’t left a forwarding address.


‘What’s the hell’s going on?’ Chris said.


Terry jerked his thumb towards Danny. ‘Your fuck-brained brother here wants to put the screws on the girls, slap ’em around a bit, get ’em back to work.’


‘There’s no need for that,’ Chris said sharply. He had no general objection to the use of violence – it was as good a way as any for getting what you wanted – but you had to know when and how to use it. Danny had always been too quick with his fists; punch first and ask questions later. That volatility could be useful on occasions, but this wasn’t one of them.


‘While they’re sitting on their arses, we’re losing money,’ Danny said. ‘Someone’s gotta sort it out.’ He glared at Terry, the contempt clear on his face. ‘And he’s too fuckin’ pissed to find his way to the bathroom, never mind make a decision.’


Chris raised a hand, trying to calm things down. ‘It’s okay. It’s under control.’ The East End attacks had stopped for a while, but had recently started up again. Two girls had been viciously assaulted in the past couple of weeks. They were both still in hospital, and even when they got out – if they got out – they had the kind of injuries that meant they wouldn’t be working again. With a madman on the loose, the other girls were naturally nervous. ‘They’ll settle down before long. Believe me, their need for a fix is gonna drive them back faster than any threats you can make. I’m putting Solomon on Albert Street.’ Six foot six of solid muscle should provide them with some reassurance. ‘He’ll keep an eye on things. In a few days’ time it will all be back to normal.’


‘A few days?’ Danny sneered. ‘And how much is that gonna cost us?’


‘Not half as much as losing them completely. If we’re not careful, they’ll just sod off, find themselves somewhere safer to work. There are plenty of other streets to walk. Kozlov’s sniffing around, looking to pick up anything he can. Is that what you want? You want to push the girls straight into his welcoming arms?’


‘I’d like to see him try – or them, come to that.’


‘Yeah, right.’ Chris reached for the kettle, jabbed at the switch and pulled a jar of instant coffee out of the cupboard. If Jenna had been here, there’d have been fresh coffee in the percolator. He could have made it himself but couldn’t be bothered to wait. He needed a caffeine fix and he needed it quick.


Danny glared at him. ‘What’s the matter with you? You growing soft in your old age?’


Chris tried not to rise to it. His younger brother could be a pain at the best of times. His head was banging and he rubbed at his temples. ‘You ever heard of the subtle approach?’


Terry snorted into his glass. ‘He doesn’t know the meaning of the word.’
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