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For my new friends in the North









Chapter One


LORNA LIFTED THOMAS FROM HIS HIGH chair and held him for a moment on her knee. She still couldn’t quite believe he was real. In the darkest days of her illness, she’d been warned that a child of her own might never be possible. Now here he was, more than a year old, walking a few steps, the centre and the love of her life. She tickled his tummy to make him giggle and held him tight. She would fight for him, with all the weapons she had. She’d fought the illness and come back stronger, done that by herself, and this was far more important.


Outside, the light had almost gone, and in the street light’s beam she saw flakes of snow. In a house further along the street, there was a tree in the window, artificial, strung with gaudy baubles. Soon, it would be midwinter, the longest night of the year. There was a temptation to stay where she was, to turn up the heating and decorate the room for Christmas. She’d bought sticky coloured paper to make old-fashioned paper chains, silver foil to turn into stars. Perhaps she’d invite her parents to come for wine and mince pies. It was the time of year for reconciliation.


She knew, though, that any sense of celebration would have to wait. Still with the boy on her knee, she pulled on his snow suit and his little red wellies, then set him on the floor while she found her own outdoor clothes. She took a set of keys from a hook on the kitchen shelf, looked around the room, distracted for a moment by thoughts of decoration, the presents she still had to buy for her son, then she stepped out into the cold.









Chapter Two


IT WAS DARK AND FREEZING and Vera was starting to panic. Halfway home, she’d known the journey was a mistake. She should have listened to the team and spent the night in Kimmerston, waiting for the storm to blow over, but she’d thought she knew better. She’d mocked her colleagues for their anxiety, told them that extreme weather was unusual this early in the winter, even in rural Northumberland. And when was the weather forecast ever accurate?


She’d left the police station in a light dusting of snow, a gusty wind blowing it away from the street and into tiny drifts at the kerbs and in shop doorways. Now, on the higher ground, there was a blizzard and the flakes were so big and so thick that she had to lean forward and peer through the windscreen in an attempt to see her way. There were no lights, and even with four-wheel drive she was anxious that she’d come off the narrow road. She’d seen no other traffic since leaving the last village and felt completely alone, disorientated. She drove this route most days, had told her sergeant Joe Ashworth she could do it blindfolded, but now she was lost and felt bewildered and scared.


She came to a crossroads and changed gear, preparing to stop, so she wouldn’t have to use the brakes and cause a skid. There was a finger sign but the village names were covered with snow. She had a moment of real fear then, a complete lack of recognition. In her headlights she saw trees on one side of the road, a thick plantation of spruce. She must have missed a turn earlier. She left the engine running but climbed out to clear the signpost. In one direction was Sawley Bridge and in the other Kirkhill. Kirkhill would bring her closer to home, so she turned right. The road started to rise and her wheels spun. The snow was so deep here that she worried she would get stuck, but there was one set of tyre tracks for her to follow now. Some other foolish soul had been here not long before her and must have made it through.


She seemed to reach the top of a low hill and, in the distance, saw a light below her, almost hidden by the blizzard. The outskirts of Kirkhill village, perhaps. There was a pub in Kirkhill, and she had a feeling that it did food and had rooms. There were worse places to spend a night. The team need never know she’d made an arse of herself. Already she was starting to relax; she could feel the fire warming her bones and taste the first pint of beer. But when she turned the next bend, she almost drove into a car that had slewed off the road and come to a stop just before hitting a five-bar gate. The vehicle was white, almost camouflaged in the snow. The foolish soul hadn’t made it through after all. Vera pulled slowly past the car and came to a stop. The driver’s door was open and it was possible that someone had fallen out. She found a torch in the dashboard and climbed down from the Land Rover. The wind eased for a while and everything was very quiet and still.


Any footprints had been covered by the blown snow, but it seemed that the driver had been able to walk away from the crash. There was no sign of a casualty nearby and, now she was close to it, Vera could see that the car was unharmed. She was about to return to the Land Rover and continue her drive, when she heard a noise. A cry. She shone her torch into the back of the car and saw a toddler, strapped into a seat. The child was wrapped up in a red snow suit and wore small red wellies. It was impossible for her to guess gender or age. Vera’s experience of small children was limited.


‘Hello!’ She was aiming at jolly, friendly, but the child started to whimper. ‘What’s your name?’


The child stopped crying and stared impassively.


‘Where’s your mam, pet?’


Nothing. Vera pulled her mobile phone from her pocket. There was no signal. Not unusual here in the hills. She supposed the driver had walked away to see if she could get better reception to call for help. Vera had already decided that the car had been driven by a woman. A small woman. The seat was pulled right forward towards the steering wheel. She must have left the child, knowing she wouldn’t get very far carrying it. Even if the toddler, staring at Vera from the seat in the back of the car, was old enough to walk, the snow was so deep that it would be impossible for the child to move through it. The red boots were so small that they were more fashion statement than practical bad-weather footwear.


But Vera was troubled. Wouldn’t a mother have shut the door, to keep out the bitter wind? She felt the prospect of a fire and beer disappearing. She lifted out the child’s car seat and strapped it beside her in the Land Rover, struggling to slot the seat belt to hold it firmly in place. It seemed a complicated sort of set-up. Parenthood must be a challenging business these days.


Vera jotted down the white car’s number plate on the back of a receipt she happened to have in her bag, then scrabbled for a clean scrap of paper. She wrote a note and left it inside the white car’s dash. ‘I’ve got your baby. It’s safe.’ With her phone number. Then she thought again and put her work business card beside it. The last thing she needed was an accusation of kidnap.


She drove on, even more slowly than she had before, hoping to catch a glimpse in her headlights of a struggling woman. She’d thought she’d come across her sooner than this. Vera swore under her breath. This was going to take longer than she’d expected. At least the child beside her was quiet, asleep and breathing gently.


The snow thinned and then stopped. The clouds broke and a slight crescent moon appeared. Vera drove round a bend in the road and suddenly she knew exactly where she was. There was a long wall covered with frozen ivy, two pillars marking the entrance to a drive which once must have been very grand, a sign with a coat of arms, faded and covered with snow. But Vera knew what was there. One word: Brockburn. The coat of arms would belong to the Stanhope family.


The light she’d seen from the hill must have come from here. At the entrance she paused and the memories came tumbling in. She’d been dragged here a few times by her father, Hector, when he’d been on his uppers and demanding that the family recognize that he too had a claim to a place in the sun. Each year they’d gatecrashed the gathering before the New Year’s Day hunt. Hector would be in his element, chatting to the local farmers who remembered him as a boy. The black sheep returned to the fold, to drink whisky out of a small plastic glass, while the hounds grew restive and the glistening horses paced outside the big house. Proving that he too honoured tradition.


The family had been unfailingly polite. That branch of the clan used politeness as a weapon of mass destruction. But Hector had always come away humiliated and angry. Vera, who’d never felt any obligation to be loyal to her father, had understood the family’s point of view. Hector would be rude and demanding, usually halfway drunk on the most recent visits. She’d been hugely embarrassed and they’d been kind to her.


On the last visit Vera had been a teenager, perhaps fifteen years old, already a little overweight, awkward, defensive. She couldn’t remember now why she’d been there. Hector had no qualms about leaving her home alone, even as a young child. Perhaps he’d been more nervous about the encounters than she’d realized and had seen her as some kind of shield, or perhaps he’d thought the family would be more sympathetic if they saw he had a daughter to support. It had been a summer afternoon, the sun full and warm, flooding the place with light. They’d sat on the terrace drinking tea, eating thin sandwiches that disappeared in two bites. There’d been meringues. Even now Vera could remember the meringues – all at once crisp and chewy, the intense sweetness contrasting with the soft, bland double cream – more clearly than she could recall the other people who sat at the table. The background sound had been the call of wood pigeons and the faint strains of Bach, coming from a radio in the house.


Sitting with them had been three generations of women: Elizabeth, white-haired and wiry, wife of Hector’s elder brother Sebastian; Harriet, the very glamorous wife of Hector’s nephew Crispin; and her daughter Juliet, a toddler with blonde curls and a knowing stare. If the men were in the house, they’d kept well away. There’d been a conversation, which must have been about money, but which was so hedged around with euphemism that Vera hadn’t been able to work out what was being said. Besides, she’d been focused on the meringues, wondering if it would be rude to take the one which remained on the plate. As always, Hector had left empty-handed and bitter, swearing revenge all the way home.


Now Sebastian and Elizabeth were long dead. Even Hector’s nephew Crispin had passed on. Vera had seen the notice in the local paper but hadn’t gone to the funeral; she’d known it would be a showy affair and anyway, she wouldn’t have been welcome. Only the two women, Harriet and her daughter Juliet, were left, and by now Juliet would be an adult, approaching middle-age.


The baby in the car seat stirred and Vera was brought back to the present. The heating in the Land Rover had never been very effective and she was starting to feel cold. She turned into the drive. The snow was churned by tyre tracks; she hoped that didn’t mean her smart relatives had left the house. She felt strangely anxious about seeing them again, but they would have a phone and the child’s mother might have made her way here. It was the closest form of habitation to the abandoned car. Besides, Vera thought, if she could face murderers and rapists, she wasn’t going to be intimidated by a few weak-chinned minor aristos.


There were more cars than she’d expected parked on the long drive. Some were covered with snow, so had been there for a while, others had clear windscreens. It seemed the Stanhopes had guests. Vera looked at the sleeping baby, lifted out the car seat and made her way to the house.


The sight was like something from a fairy tale. Magical. The flurry of snow had passed and there was moonlight, and a sky flecked with stars. A large cedar stood close to grand stone steps, which were lit from below. The tree had been decorated with hundreds of fairy lights, all white, all twinkling. The ground-floor curtains had been left open and Vera saw a huge Christmas tree, decorated completely in silver. A handful of people, most of them young or very well-preserved middle-aged and all grandly dressed, glasses in their hands, were gathered around an open fire. She checked her watch. Only seven o’clock. Too early in the evening for a party surely? A gathering before dinner perhaps. The house was big enough to accommodate all the guests and this branch of the family might be wealthy enough for lavish entertaining. She wouldn’t know. Some of them had turned out for Hector’s funeral but, since then, there’d been no contact. She paused for a moment, Cinderella looking in: the fifteen-year-old girl again, excluded. Suddenly aware of a different, more glamorous life which would never be hers.









Chapter Three


WHEN THE DOORBELL RANG, clanging and tuneless, Juliet couldn’t think who might be there. Her guests had come early, freaked out by the weather forecast. Two couples had cancelled but six people had made the journey, each carefully chosen by Mark for their wealth and professional standing, and then the vicar and her husband for local colour. Had there been another invitation? Someone she’d forgotten? She felt a return of the panic that had been lingering all day, fended off in the last hour by supermarket champagne and a sense that things hadn’t turned out as badly as she’d feared. Earlier, the day had been a bit of a nightmare, to be honest, because people had started to arrive before she was ready for them, anxious about the forecast of snow. Full of apologies: ‘So sorry, darling! Don’t mind us, we won’t get in the way.’ But wanting to be made comfortable, to be given tea, obviously shocked that the bedrooms were so cold.


They managed to heat the reception rooms downstairs – wood from the estate was free and the ancient boiler just about managed to work down there – but upstairs it was fucking Arctic. That was what Mark said, laughing it off, because the whole lord-of-the-manor thing was still a novelty to him; in her more depressed moments it occurred to Juliet that this stately pile had been a major influence on his proposal of marriage three years before. She could tell, though, that there were times when he thought longingly of his single life, the smart apartment, which he still held on to, on Newcastle’s quayside, his work at the Live Theatre, the easy access to bars and good restaurants. She’d loved Mark so much when they’d married. Now the relationship seemed complex and fraught, and she wasn’t sure how they’d move forward. She thought that somehow, she’d failed him.


When the doorbell went, she excused herself from her guests and made her way into the hall. Dorothy would be up to her ears preparing dinner and her mother Harriet, deep in conversation with Jane, the priest from the village, still seemed to believe that they had staff to respond. Harriet had blossomed after her husband’s death, taken to the solo role of lady of the manor with aplomb and seemed hardly to miss Crispin at all. Away from the fire, the hall felt chill. Juliet thought again about the bedrooms and made a mental note to remind Dorothy about hot-water bottles. Juliet hoped that their city friends might see them, and the electric blankets she’d put on some of the beds, as charming, a part of the country-house experience. Dorothy was brilliant and almost certain to remember, but it was the small details that counted. This was about business more than friendship.


Juliet opened the door and felt a blast of icy air. The snow had stopped and it had started to freeze. There was a moon and the park looked glorious, a fairy-tale setting with the circle of black forest as a backdrop. She had a sudden moment of cold exhilaration, of love for the place. After all, Mark was right: this effort was worthwhile. On the doorstep was a woman. Definitely not a late-arriving friend who’d been forgotten. This woman was large and shabby. She wore wellingtons and a knitted hat. She reminded Juliet of the homeless people she encountered occasionally outside Newcastle Central station, wrapped in threadbare blankets, begging. Then there was a flash of recognition. She remembered a funeral. Her great-uncle Hector’s funeral. Hector, her grandfather’s younger brother, a mythical black sheep of whom stories had been told in whispers when she was growing up. It had been a bleak, rainy day and she’d been surrounded by strangers. She’d been sent along to represent their side of the family, because in death Hector could be forgiven. He would no longer be around to cause trouble.


‘Vera, we weren’t expecting you!’ She realized immediately that she’d let dismay creep into her voice. How rude that must sound! Was it possible that her mother, who was becoming ever more eccentric, had invited the woman without letting Juliet or Mark know? ‘I’m sorry, do come in out of the cold.’


‘Hello, pet.’ Vera came in and stamped her boots on the mat to get rid of the snow. ‘I’m not gatecrashing, honest. I’ve got a bit of a situation.’


‘What sort of a situation?’


‘Well, there’s this.’ Vera looked down and Juliet saw a sleeping child in a car seat. ‘Do you think I could bring it in? It’s freezing out here. It’s asleep at the moment.’ She looked at Juliet as if her opinion mattered.


Juliet felt a tug in the gut. She’d wanted children ever since she could remember, but it hadn’t happened and she was approaching an age when perhaps it never would. Sometimes she couldn’t help an overwhelming feeling of jealousy when children were mentioned. If it’s not mine, I don’t care if it freezes to death. Sometimes a gentler longing, which was just as desperate. ‘Of course, bring him in. Or her. Which is it?’


‘Good point,’ Vera said. ‘I haven’t checked.’


Juliet, who looked at mothers’ forums on the Internet in secret, with shame, as if she were accessing pornography, thought it could be about twelve months old. It might just be walking. Not properly talking. But really what did she know? In the drawing room, she heard the sound of voices, a sudden shrill laugh. It was clear that they weren’t missing her. Mark and Harriet would keep things going. She looked again at the baby and found herself unclipping the straps and lifting it out into her arms. It smelled of fabric softener and baby oil. And poo. ‘I think it needs changing. We might have nappies somewhere. Dorothy, our housekeeper, has a baby.’


Duncan. Fourteen months old. Soft dark hair and round cheeks.


‘You must be Juliet,’ Vera said. ‘You were at Dad’s funeral. We didn’t really have a chance to speak.’


‘No.’ Juliet felt defensive. These days she often felt defensive. ‘I’m sorry. I had to rush away.’ Then, in an attempt to assert herself:


‘What’s the story behind this child? Why are you here?’


‘A car came off the road in the blizzard,’ Vera said. ‘I found this in the back. No sign of the driver. I need to use your phone, see if we can track down its parents.’


‘Oh, of course. You must.’


‘I don’t want to get in the way.’ Vera nodded towards the sound of laughter.


‘There’s a phone in the kitchen.’ Juliet found herself becoming decisive, useful. ‘You can use that. It’s warmer in there anyway. And we’ll get a nappy from Dorothy, make him more comfortable.’ Because, despite the gender-neutral colour of the clothes, Juliet had decided that this was a boy.


In the kitchen there were good smells; they’d decided on pheasant, cooked slowly with red wine and shallots. Lots of pheasants, because they were cheap as chips here, and the city people would love them and find the dish exotic, authentic at least. And a vegetable casserole for the vegans and veggies. Roast potatoes and parsnips and sprouts because it was nearly Christmas. A variety of puds, hot and cold, because even the skinny women liked dessert and that way nobody would go to bed hungry. Dorothy was in charge, calm and capable, and Juliet felt a rush of gratitude. She wasn’t quite sure now what she’d do without the woman.


‘Dorothy, we’ve got a bit of a crisis.’


Dorothy turned away from the pan she was stirring. Real custard made with eggs and cream. ‘Just give me a minute. I don’t want this to catch or separate.’ It was just a minute, then she looked at Juliet. ‘Sorry about that. What can I do for you?’ She was wearing jeans and a hand-knitted jersey. Her long hair was tied back with a red cotton scarf. Dorothy didn’t need to frock up, because she never went front of house, except in an emergency. That was part of the deal.


‘This is Vera, my cousin. Sort of. She’s found a baby in an empty car that ran off the road. We think the parents might have gone to find help. But he definitely needs changing. Do you have a spare nappy we might borrow?’


‘In the cupboard in the hall.’ And because Dorothy was efficient, there was also a changing mat and lotion and wipes. Juliet came back into the kitchen with the bag. She still had the child on her hip. Dorothy smiled. ‘Shall I do it?’


‘No,’ Juliet said. ‘You’ve got enough to do. I’ll manage. I’ll just take him upstairs.’ She was aware of Vera watching her.


‘Can I use your phone?’ Vera said. ‘Let the office know I’ve got an abandoned child in tow. See if we can track down the parents.’


‘Of course!’ Dorothy nodded to the extension on the dresser.


Juliet saw that the baby was awake, staring at her. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’


She walked past the drawing-room door but it seemed that still nobody had noticed that she was missing. Mark had a crowd around him and she heard him give a sudden guffaw, head back. Either it had been a very good joke or he was trying hard to impress. She looked at her watch. Another half an hour and they’d all go through to dinner.


Upstairs she put the changing mat on their bed and the child on the mat. She wished again it wasn’t quite so cold. She would have liked to take her time over this. She took off the boots and snow suit and then a pair of dungarees, pulled off the nappy. She’d been right, it was a boy. When the child was dressed, she lingered again, standing by the window, the boy in her arms, looking out at the snow which had started to fall again, silent and relentless. It occurred to her that Vera wouldn’t get out now, even in the old Land Rover, and that the baby would be hers for the night.


‘Jules! Where are you, darling?’ It was Mark, shouting up the stairs. That false, loving voice he put on for strangers. The actor in him made it entirely credible to his listening audience, but she knew him well enough to hear the irritation. She set the thought aside. Mark was tense, that was all. He’d put so much effort into this evening. It mattered to him and she couldn’t spoil it.


‘Just coming! We’ve got rather a mysterious guest. Look, everyone!’ She was halfway down the stairs and through the open door; they all stared at her, at the child in her arms.


‘Where did you get that?’ The question hadn’t come from Mark, but from Harriet. Juliet’s mother had got up from her chair and moved out into the hall. Even in her late sixties, she was the most beautiful woman in the room. Silver hair, immaculately cut. Eyes icy and blue. A dancer’s grace and a model’s instinct for the clothes that most suited her. She was looking up at Juliet. ‘Is there something you haven’t been telling us, darling?’ The bad joke took the edge off her original question and the tension in the room dissipated.


‘Nah.’ It was Vera, who’d emerged from the kitchen and was standing on the edge of the crowd in the hall. ‘It belongs to me. Sort of.’


‘He.’ Juliet turned to Vera and smiled. ‘It’s definitely a boy.’


‘Well, why don’t you hand him over then, pet? You don’t want your dinner spoiled. Dorothy and I can take care of him. I’ve put the word out. We should have the car owner traced in no time and your mystery will all be sorted.’ Vera turned to face Harriet. ‘You probably don’t recognize me. I was just a bairn myself last time I was here, or not much more than.’ Vera smiled. ‘Vera Stanhope. Hector’s daughter.’


For a moment Harriet didn’t move. Juliet even wondered if there might be a scene, or as close to a scene as her mother could ever contemplate. A snide and disparaging remark about Hector, perhaps, or some comment about Vera’s appearance. Instead she decided to be gracious and reached out her hand. ‘Vera, what a lovely surprise. No, I didn’t recognize you, though I should have done. There’s definitely a family likeness. Something about the chin and the forehead. Will you join us for dinner?’


Juliet thought Vera might do the unforgivable and accept the invitation, just to be mischievous, but the woman shook her head. ‘I need to find out what happened to this little one’s mother. It’s not a night for anyone to be traipsing around outside.’ She sounded genuinely concerned.


Mark took over then and led the guests into the dining room, where there was another fire. Juliet handed over the baby and followed them in. It did look magnificent. Shadows thrown by candlelight and firelight hid the shabby corners, and the heavy curtains kept out the draughts, which made their way through the ill-fitting sash windows even on the warmest of days. The tablecloth was starched and white and the silver heavy and gleaming. Dorothy had hired in a couple of sixth-formers, daughters of a tenant farmer, to wait at table, slender young women in black dresses and black ballet pumps. According to Dorothy they were Goths during their spare time, so the black clothes hadn’t been a problem, but this evening they seemed willowy and charming, insubstantial, more ghost than vampire. Juliet thought of the snow; perhaps they too would need a bed for the night. Thank God for Dorothy. She would already have thought of the problem, had probably even phoned their parents. Without her, this would be a logistical nightmare.


Mark didn’t begin his pitch until the meal was almost over. There was port on the table and the remnants of a Northumberland cheese board. They’d decided that everything should be as local as possible. If the Wylam Brewery had made port, they’d be drinking that too. Everyone was relaxed. He stood up and threw a couple more logs on the fire. Juliet watched him from the far end of the table and thought how easily he’d slipped into the role of country gentleman. It was hard to believe that he’d been brought up in a modest semi in one of the suburbs of Newcastle, and that he’d been educated in a state comprehensive. He even looked the part in his rather shabby clothes but fine, handmade shoes. He’d always been a quick learner and had known how to research a character.


His voice was deep and musical; it had been the first thing to attract her. ‘Thanks to all our friends for turning out in this beastly weather. I’m sure you can see what a beautiful place this is, even in midwinter. We’ve decided it’s unfair to keep the house to ourselves. How can we justify all this space just for three people?’


Four, Juliet thought, if you count Dorothy. She thought it rather unfair of Mark not to have counted Dorothy, then realized she’d drunk a little too much, because Dorothy of course had a family of her own.


He was still speaking. ‘We’ve come up with the idea of a novel project that would allow the space and the beautiful landscape to be enjoyed by more people. A theatre, we thought, here in the heart of Northumberland. Opera has Glyndebourne, so why shouldn’t we have an artistic space in the North?’


‘Because up here, it rains all the bloody time!’ A shout from one of his college friends, the words slightly slurred.


‘We’re not talking outdoor performance.’ Mark smiled, but again Juliet could pick up the irritation. He wasn’t a stand-up comedian to be heckled. ‘Not necessarily, though of course with these gardens that would always be a possibility. We’re thinking an auditorium within the main house, as well as a studio space. We’d look to attract good touring companies and to support new local writing. We’re already looking into grant applications, but of course we need match funding. And that’s where you come in. This is your opportunity to invest in this project, to become sponsors and have your name or your organization involved right at the beginning.’ He paused and looked at them all. ‘You didn’t think we’d invited you here just for your company, did you?’ His grin grew wider. ‘Of course not! We need you to give us your money!’


He had them hooked. Juliet could tell that right away. Now he was moving round the table, squatting so he was level with each individual, his face at once earnest and passionate, waving his arms as he described his vision, his grand idea. Charming his guests, making them believe they were special, that they could buy into a piece of the whole thing: grand house, grand family, a piece of history: the Northumberland Reivers. Of course, he did have a vision; it was for a theatre, away from the city. But he’d been truthful when he’d said it was really their money he was after. He’d seen within his first few months in the house that it was crumbling beneath them, and, by then, he’d come to love it as much as she did.


Harriet got to her feet and waved to the room. ‘I fear I’m feeling my age. I’ll see you all in the morning.’


Juliet watched her go. Her mother still had the stamina of a marathon runner. Harriet knew they had to do something to keep the house going, but she thought this talk of money was vulgar and wanted not to be a part of it. Mark was writing names in a notebook. He seemed pleased with the response he was getting. Juliet slipped quietly out of the room and made her way to the kitchen.









Chapter Four


VERA SAT AT THE KITCHEN TABLE and looked at the mound of pheasant bones, which was all that was left of her meal. The baby was back in the car seat close to the Aga, awake but drowsy. Watchful. Two black Labradors were curled together in a basket. They raised their heads occasionally then went back to sleep. Vera wondered what Hector would have said about her sitting here, in the servants’ quarters, with the housekeeper and the dogs. He’d probably have been affronted and made a scene on her behalf. Vera wasn’t sure what she made of it. Perhaps she should have accepted Harriet’s dinner invitation and sat with the bright young people in the grand dining room, but then she wouldn’t have been so warm or so comfortable. She’d never much seen the point of pride for its own sake. Besides, much of the time she’d been on the phone and she wouldn’t have wanted all those people listening in. Bad enough that she’d been forced to talk in front of Dorothy.


Dorothy intrigued her. The housekeeper had a posh accent, more clipped and regal than Juliet’s. Tall with a rather long horsy face and big feet, but with a certain style and confidence. Perhaps because of that, it was hard to age her. Late thirties? No more than that despite the old-fashioned name. Vera carried her plate to the bin and threw away the bones. Dorothy was already loading the dishwasher with plates from the first course. The teenage lasses had carried through the mains to the dining room and were outside the kitchen door smoking an illicit tab. Vera nodded in the direction of the closed door. ‘They must be bloody freezing.’


‘They’re young. They don’t feel it.’


‘Juliet said you had a bairn. Boy or a girl?’ The one thing Vera knew about parents was that they liked talking about their offspring.


‘Boy. Duncan.’


‘What have you done with him then?’


‘He’s with Karan, my partner.’ A pause. ‘We’ve got a cottage on the estate.’


‘You didn’t recognize him?’ Vera nodded towards the toddler in the car seat. ‘I don’t know, from playgroup or mother-and-baby club? He might be local. You wouldn’t be driving around in this if you weren’t on your way home.’


‘No,’ Dorothy said. ‘I’ve never seen him. But I don’t socialize much. Karan would be more likely to know. He does the toddler group. He’s the main carer.’


Then she was back, bent over the big double sink, up to her elbows in water, scrubbing out the giant pans. The young women floated in from outside, their arms wrapped around their bodies. They’d been standing in a covered porch so their feet were dry, but in the moment that the door was opened there was a blast of freezing air and Vera saw the falling snow, as heavy as it had been earlier, caught in the light from the kitchen.


‘Can you clear the plates, girls?’ Dorothy looked away from the sink for a moment to speak, but her back was turned to Vera. It was obvious that she was in no mood for conversation with the strange woman who’d blown in with a baby. ‘Then come back for the puddings. They can go on the table so people can help themselves. And leave the cheese on the sideboard. Juliet or Mark will deal with that. Then you can get off.’


‘Will they get home?’ Vera thought she didn’t need more dramas tonight.


‘Their dad farms the land around Brockburn. The Home Farm. The house isn’t far and he’s coming with a tractor. The girls can squeeze in the cab with him. He’s already on his way. That’s why I’ve told them to leave the desserts for Juliet and Mark to serve.’


The phone rang. Vera looked at Dorothy for permission to answer it. The housekeeper nodded. ‘Vera Stanhope.’


It was Holly, her DC. Vera had caught her still in the office and had left a list of instructions. ‘I’ve got a name for you. The registered owner of the car.’


‘Hang on.’ Vera scrabbled in her pocket and found a scrap of paper and a pencil. ‘Go ahead.’


‘Constance Browne. Aged sixty-seven. Address in Kirkhill.’


That was the last thing Vera had been expecting. Not the address. Kirkhill was just over the hill. But the age. Was this kid, eyelids drooping now, almost back to sleep, a grandchild? And was an older woman wandering around in the snow? Surely someone of that age would have been more cautious about driving in bad weather. More sensible. ‘I don’t suppose the car has been reported stolen?’


‘No record of that.’


‘Have you got a phone number for her?’


‘Just a minute.’ Holly rattled off a landline number and Vera scribbled it down.


‘Are you OK to hang on in the station for a while? I don’t know what the weather’s like there, but it’s a nightmare here and I don’t like the idea of an elderly woman out in it alone. We might need to get some sort of search under way. Mountain rescue maybe. People who know the area.’


There was a pause. Holly always thought she was taken for granted within the team, that Vera made allowances for the others when it came to putting in extra hours, because Joe had his family and Charlie had experienced problems with depression in the past. Holly felt hard done by.


‘If you’ve got anything planned for tonight,’ Vera said, ‘I’ll get the duty team on to it.’ She knew this was playing dirty. Holly very rarely had anything planned. The job was her life.


Another pause. Holly wasn’t daft. She knew she was being played. But she was like Vera. A natural detective. Curious. She’d regret leaving with the story still untold, and if it did develop into a more interesting case, she’d want to be in at the beginning.


‘Nothing special,’ Holly said. ‘I can stay for a bit. The snow’s not so bad down here and the ploughs are already out keeping the main roads clear.’


‘Let me just give this woman a ring. If she’s made her way home, you’d think she’d be on to us about the baby. She’d want to know it was safe. I’ll give you a bell when I’ve called her.’


‘Yeah, that’s fine. Want me to do anything while I’m here?’


If Dorothy hadn’t been listening, Vera might have asked Holly to find out about her and her partner. In fact, everything that there was to know about this branch of the Stanhopes. Arriving at Brockburn had been like wandering into a world that was alien – apart from those occasional visits with Hector she’d had nothing to do with this branch of the family – yet it was part of her own history, and she was intrigued. Fascinated. Instead, she said, ‘Give the hospitals a call. See if anyone’s been brought in with hypothermia, anyone at all, not just our Constance.’ She still couldn’t rid herself of the notion that the baby’s mother had been in the car.


She’d just replaced the receiver when the waitresses came in. Now they were wrapped up in thick duvet jackets and looked like ordinary young women. Solid. At the door they pulled on boots.


‘Your dad should be here any minute,’ Dorothy said. ‘He said he’d come around to the back door, so just keep an eye out for him here. No point freezing outside.’ She dried her hands on a towel that was hanging over the range and pulled an envelope of cash for each of them from a drawer. ‘If there are any tips, I’ll give you a shout.’


Vera was on the phone again. She dialled the number Holly had given her for Constance Browne. The snow had piled onto the outside window ledge, but the top panes were clear and she could see headlights; the tractor must be on its way.


At the other end of the line a voice gave the number Vera had dialled. An older voice, a little prim but firm, confident, with the hint of a question when she added, ‘Hello.’


‘Is that Constance Browne?’


‘Who’s calling?’


‘Vera Stanhope. Northumbria Police.’


A moment’s pause. ‘Yes, this is Miss Browne.’ Another pause. ‘Is anything wrong?’


‘It’s about your car, Miss Browne. It was found abandoned near Brockburn. It had come off the road.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Has it been stolen?’ Vera wished she was in the same room as the woman. She always found it hard to judge a person’s reaction on the phone. ‘Or have you lent it to someone?’


There was no reply and Vera continued. ‘There was a child in the car. A little boy. A toddler. He’s quite well. I have him with me now in the big house at Brockburn. But I’m anxious about the safety of the driver, who seems to have left the car to get help. There was no phone signal out there, you see.’


There was another pause and then Constance Browne spoke. ‘I let Lorna use my car sometimes. Lorna Falstone. She assured me she was insured to drive it.’ This seemed to trouble the woman. ‘I’m sorry. Perhaps I should have checked.’


‘You’re not in any trouble, Miss Browne, and neither is Lorna. We’re just anxious about her. Does she have a baby?’


‘Yes. Thomas. A lovely little thing. But Lorna didn’t ask to borrow the car today and she would never take it without my permission.’


‘Is there some way you can check if your car is there, Miss Browne?’ Vera was starting to lose patience. Her colleague Joe Ashworth was much better with witnesses like this.


‘Just a moment.’ The woman returned almost immediately. ‘I’ve just looked out of the window. You’re right, Inspector. The car isn’t where I parked it.’


‘Who is Lorna?’


‘She’s a neighbour. Her parents are farmers. I taught her in the village first school here and I’ve known the family for years.’


‘Is there a husband? A partner? Someone we should contact about Thomas?’


The question was followed by a silence that stretched so long that Vera wondered if Constance Browne had hung up.


Eventually she spoke. ‘Lorna has been very unfortunate in her choice of men, Inspector. She’s a very gentle soul.’


‘Could you give me a name of her most recent partner? An address?’ Vera wondered if, after all, somebody else had been in the car with Lorna. This might turn out to be more than an unfortunate accident. She still couldn’t believe that a caring mother would leave her child with the vehicle door wide open to let in the cold.


It seemed that this question was too direct for the woman on the other end of the line. ‘This is very difficult over the telephone. But no, I’m afraid I can’t give you any contact details for her child’s father.’


‘What are the roads like there?’ Vera said. ‘If it’s possible to drive I could ask one of my officers to talk to you in person.’


‘Oh, no! That wouldn’t be sensible at all. We’ve all been advised to stay indoors.’


‘If Lorna was in trouble,’ Vera asked, ‘is there anyone she might go to? Her parents? Could she have been making her way to them?’


Another moment of silence, but now Constance seemed to have appreciated the need for frankness. ‘Really, I don’t think so, Inspector. They had very little in common. Robert Falstone is a rather unforgiving man and it seems his wife hasn’t the courage to stand up for herself. I like to think that if Lorna was in trouble, she would have come to me.’


‘She didn’t, though. Not today.’


‘But I was out all afternoon! The old folks’ lunch club was holding their Christmas tea in the church hall. I’m on the committee and of course I was there to help out. Perhaps she did try to come and I wasn’t there for her.’ Now, Constance sounded distraught.


Vera’s attention was caught by the tractor headlights, right outside the window. She expected the girls in black to run out to their father and disappear into the night, but before they could move, the door opened and a man in overalls and a heavy jacket came in. He banged his boots on the floor and took off a balaclava so Vera could see his face. It was red with cold. He filled the room with the outside chill, so the warmth from the range and the girls’ cheerful chatter seemed overwhelmed by it. The conversation fizzled out like hot coals doused with water. They looked at him as if he was a stranger. Usually, she could see, he didn’t behave like this. He stared at Vera. ‘I need to use that phone.’


‘Sorry, pet. This is important.’


‘There’s a woman out there. A dead woman. I doubt what you have to say is more important than that. The police need to know.’


Vera returned her attention to the woman on the other end of the line. ‘Constance? Sorry about this. I’ll have to get back to you.’ She ended the call. Then she turned to the man. ‘I am the police.’ She saw his incredulity, allowed herself to enjoy it just for a moment, then introduced herself properly.


Vera pulled on her coat and followed him out into the night. He’d parked the tractor so the headlights shone out into the garden. This was a competent man who thought things through. A practical man, not given to shock, though she could tell this had shaken him. ‘I wouldn’t have seen her if I hadn’t nearly driven over her. She was almost covered in snow. But the wind must have blown some of it away, because I could see her face.’


They were at the back of the house. Vera wouldn’t have seen her when she was walking from the Land Rover to the impressive front door. There was a track from the Kirkhill road, which the tractor must have taken, nowhere near as grand as the front drive. As Vera remembered, there was nothing to mark the turning but two cottages, owned by the estate, once let to workers. Vera supposed Dorothy and her partner lived in one. Perhaps the other had been sold off, or was rented out to provide income. Had the dead woman walked that way? If so, she must know the house, the lie of the land.


The snow was fine and powdery. She could see how the wind might have caught the tiny flakes. It was deep enough to trickle into her boots. Thank God for fat legs so there wasn’t much of a gap. The man in front of her stopped.


‘Sorry,’ Vera said. ‘I don’t know your name.’


‘Neil Heslop.’ It came out as a mutter. His focus was on the mound of snow ahead of him.


‘Can you just move away now? Let me see what we’ve got.’


He nodded and backed away, stood to the side so he wasn’t blocking the light.


‘Did you get down from the tractor to look?’


‘Aye. I couldn’t believe it and I had to check she wasn’t still alive.’


‘You did check?’


‘I’m a voluntary first responder. We’ve had training. To check for a pulse. And you’ll see the wound on the side of her head. She’ll have had no chance.’


Vera didn’t get any closer to the body. She’d do that when she was on her own. There was no sign of the man’s boot prints. The wind and the snow had cleared any mark that he’d made. Any marks that had been here before. There was no way to tell if the woman had walked here with the person who’d killed her or if she’d been dragged.


‘Did you recognize her?’


‘I’m not sure. Hard to tell when I could only see part of her face, but it could be Robert Falstone’s girl.’


Of course. We’re not going to have two young women disappearing into the night. Vera wondered how she’d let Constance Browne know. The woman was already guilty and distressed, and now it seemed that her neighbour, the ‘gentle soul’, was dead. She turned to Heslop. ‘Go back into the warm and wait with your girls. It’s time for me to take over. But if you could leave the engine running and the lights on? So I can see what I’m about?’


He nodded and turned away. The flurry of snow had passed and the night was clear again. So icy that Vera struggled to breathe. She walked towards the woman, then moved beyond her, so the tractor headlights wouldn’t throw her shadow on the body. As Heslop had explained, the face was only partly clear; a layer of hoar frost gleamed on the woman’s forehead and chin.


She reminded Vera of a child, buried in sand, but a beach scene would have been vivid and noisy and this image was monochrome, drained of colour and sound. Vera took photos on her camera. Heslop had said there was a gash on her head, and it was as he’d described, just above her left ear. It was more brutal than she’d expected: the bone and the brain exposed. Blood. Vera wondered if they’d find blood spatter under the top layer of snow to indicate that the woman had been killed here. She was glad that wouldn’t be a job for her. She needed Paul Keating, the pathologist, and Billy Cartwright, the crime-scene manager, here before the evidence melted away, and the difficulties of getting them to Brockburn preoccupied her for a moment.


From the house came the faint sound of music. A heavy bass line. The guests were partying, maybe they’d be dancing until dawn. The notion seemed disrespectful, obscene, but how could they know that a dead woman was lying here? Unless one of them was a killer.









Chapter Five


JOE ASHWORTH WAS AT HOME when the call came. They’d got the younger kids to bed and Jess was in her room on her phone. She spent more and more time hidden away from them these days. Sal said Jess was nearly a teenager now, only a few weeks to her birthday, so what could they expect? Sal said it was the age that caused the attitude too: the rolled eyes, the sullen silences, the slammed doors. ‘It’s all raging hormones. She’ll come through it.’ Joe missed the old Jess, though. The daughter who held his hand and giggled a lot, and lost herself in Harry Potter.


They’d decided to have a late supper on their own and to open a bottle of wine. He’d just poured the first glass. Sal had made a casserole that had been in the slow cooker all day, but they were relaxing for half an hour before she dished it out. There was a movie they wanted to catch on the television. When his work mobile rang, he didn’t recognize the number.


‘If that’s bloody Vera . . .’ Sal didn’t finish the sentence.


He shook his head. ‘It’s a landline I don’t recognize. Best answer it.’


Only of course it was Vera, shouting as if the phone had never been invented and she needed to yell to make herself heard. So Sal, stretched in front of the fire in the same room, could pick up every word.


‘We’ve got a body. I need you here. Brockburn House, just outside Kirkhill.’


He wondered what Vera was doing already at the crime scene, but looked at Sal’s face and knew better than to ask. ‘I’m not on duty tonight.’


The boss pretended she hadn’t heard that.


‘You might have a bit of trouble getting here with the weather, so I’ve arranged for a tractor to pick you up from Kirkhill. You and Holly.’ A pause. ‘Paul Keating reckons he’ll be able to get through with his fancy four-wheel drive and winter wheels and he’ll bring Billy Cartwright with him.’


Joe began to speak but Vera ignored him. ‘So, you’ll sort out the details with Holly? She’s got the contacts and knows what’s happening.’


And before he could say anything else, the line went dead.


Joe knew he should be angry at the way Vera treated him, but deep down he thought she was doing him a favour. She knew what she was doing. If she’d asked him if he minded putting in the extra shift, he’d have had to say, yes, he did mind, with the food almost ready and Sal already angry with the hours he’d put in this month. This way he had no choice and Vera would be considered the villain, not him. In his heart, he’d rather be out in the freezing night investigating a murder, than here in his comfortable suburban home with his family. The notion scared him – what sort of monster did that make him – and he pushed it away while he dug his wellington boots from the cupboard under the stairs and placated his wife. ‘I’m sorry, but you know what she’s like.’


‘It’s time you moved from that team,’ Sal said, mouth in a straight line, sullen as her nearly teenage daughter, ‘find a boss who appreciates you.’


But Joe knew he would never move while Vera Stanhope was in charge of his team. Because she did appreciate him and that’s why he’d been summoned in this way, with Vera putting herself in the firing line. And, anyway, she needed him; she’d go ape without him to talk sense to her. She’d never really understood the difference between her own morality and the constraints of the law. He walked to the end of the street to the main road where the snow had already been cleared, to wait for Holly, feeling shit for abandoning Sal when she’d been planning the evening for days, but experiencing too the thrill of excitement and exhilaration that compensated for the boredom of family life, and made it possible for him to be a reasonable husband and father at home.


When they arrived, it was midnight. The last couple of miles had been weird and disorientating. No street lights. A scattering of stars, hidden when the cloud blew across them again, or by a flurry of snow. The only sound the crunch of the tractor’s giant tyres flattening the snow beneath them. The cab was open on either side. Holly was crouched on the seat next to the driver and he was perched on the wheel arch. The cold had seeped through his down jacket and gloves. It seemed to find any gap where there was bare skin: his wrists, his neck. Holly was wearing a ski suit and hat. He’d teased her when he’d first seen her getting into it. ‘You about to climb Everest?’ Now he envied her.


They swung around a corner and suddenly there were lights reflected in the snow. The downstairs rooms of the big house still seemed to be lit. The tractor stopped. ‘That’s the kitchen door. Your boss is waiting for you in there.’ They climbed down and Joe pushed his way in. The tractor drove away.


Inside there was a wall of heat and noise. Voices talking and a child crying. That high-pitched scream that gets under your skin and makes you want to yell back. Or do anything to stop the noise. Joe was confused by the sudden contrast with the dark world outside. A stylish, slender woman in a black dress and heels scooped up the baby from a high chair. On the tray there was an empty pot of yoghurt and a plastic spoon, a couple of toast fingers. ‘I’ll take him upstairs, try and get him settled.’ When she left the room, the other voices faded and everyone was looking at the arrivals.


Now he’d adjusted to the new environment, Joe realized that he knew most of the people there. Keating the pathologist and Cartwright the crime-scene manager were sitting at the table, hands clasped around mugs of steaming coffee. Joe could smell it. And there was Vera, in her element and her stockinged feet, at the head of the scrubbed pine table, beaming. The only stranger was a woman, angular and tall, of indeterminate age. She moved a large kettle back onto the hotplate of the range, scooped more coffee into a jug and poured on the hot water. It was as if she’d guessed what Joe was dreaming of. She pulled a tin from one of the shelves and lifted pieces of flapjack onto a plate. They oozed syrup and the pieces stuck to each other. She set the jug and the plate in the centre of the table.


‘I need to go home.’ She had a deep, educated voice. Not local. Not what Joe had been expecting in a housekeeper. ‘I told Karan, my partner, I’d get back. My baby’s playing up. He needs me.’


‘Will you be okay to go on your own?’ That was Vera.


‘Of course. I can walk. The cottage is just at the end of the track, where it meets the road. I have a head torch.’ She looked at Vera. ‘That is all right with you? I won’t be . . .’ she paused, ‘. . . contaminating evidence?’


‘No, you get off.’ Vera thought for a moment. ‘Billy, you go with her. Make sure she’s safe. You can mark where she’s been walking. Set up an access path a good way from our body.’


Cartwright seemed about to object but thought better of it and drained the last of his coffee. ‘Just leave me some of that flapjack. I know what you buggers are like.’ The kitchen door opened and the two disappeared. Joe and Holly shed their outer garments and took their places at the table.


‘So.’ Joe found a clean mug. ‘Are you going to fill us in?’


Vera looked at him. ‘I got a bit lost in the snow. There was more of a blizzard than I’d been expecting.’ She sounded sheepish, but moved on before he or Holly could get anywhere near I told you so. ‘A car had come off the road up the bank not far from the main entrance to this house and there was this bairn on his own in the back.’ A pause. ‘I know the folk who live here. At least, I know Harriet, who must own it since her husband Crispin died, and her daughter Juliet, the lass who took away the baby just now. They’re distant relatives. On Hector’s side.’


Joe was astonished. Vera lived in the cottage which had once belonged to Hector, her father. It was small and scruffy, a hovel perched on the edge of a hill. There’d never been any indication that she might belong in a place like this.


‘You can shut your gob,’ Vera said. ‘You just look gormless, staring like that.’


Joe heard Holly snigger beside him, but he sipped his coffee and waited for Vera to continue. There was no point talking to the boss when she was showing off.


‘So, there was a kiddie in one of those child seats. I thought the mother must have gone to get help or a phone signal. But what worried me was that the door had been left open. I couldn’t see that a woman would do that.’


‘You were sure it was a woman driving?’ Holly asked. Holly saw it as a mission in life to challenge Vera’s outdated sexist assumptions. ‘It could have been the father.’


Vera shook her head. ‘The driver’s seat was pulled right forward. It must have been a small woman. I drove on and brought the baby here and arrived in the middle of a social gathering. A kind of weekend house party. There are three couples staying overnight . . .’ Vera looked down at her notes, ‘. . . the Blackstocks and the Wallaces, and Jennifer Abbot and Peter Little. Juliet gave me a list of names and addresses. The only locals at the party were the priest and her husband and they left straight after dinner, before the body was found. We can get someone round in the morning to take a statement. We can chat to the others tomorrow too, see if any of them has any connection with the dead woman.’ She paused and eyed up the remaining pieces of flapjack. ‘Then of course there are the family – Juliet, her husband and her mother Harriet – and Dorothy Felling, the wonder woman who’s been feeding and watering us.’


Joe shifted in his seat. ‘What’s the husband’s name?’


‘Mark Bolitho. I don’t know him. He arrived on the scene long after I had any contact with this side of the family. According to Dorothy, he ran a theatre in Newcastle before moving out here, still does, part-time. He’s a writer and director, apparently. She thought I should have heard of him . . .’ Vera’s voice tailed off.


‘I know his work,’ Holly said. ‘He’s done some film and television too. I heard him speak at the Tyneside Cinema.’


Of course you did, Joe thought. Holly saw herself as the office intellectual.


‘Well, you can do the interview with him in the morning then, pet.’ Vera’s voice was bright. ‘It seems he’s dreaming up some scheme to set up a theatre here and the party last night was all about tapping his mates for cash to support it.’


Holly nodded. ‘Did you speak to the car owner? Was it stolen?’


‘Nah. It belongs to a retired woman, a former schoolteacher called Constance Browne. She thought a neighbour called Lorna Falstone might have been driving. Apparently, they had an arrangement. A kind of informal car share. Neil Heslop, the farmer who gave you a lift, found the body and thought he recognized her as Lorna too. We’ll need confirmation – her parents live at Broom Farm further across the valley between here and Kirkhill – but all the indications are that it’s her. It wasn’t an accident or hypothermia. There’s severe blunt-force trauma to the side of the head.’


‘That couldn’t have happened when the car came off the road?’ Holly had been taking notes and looked up, pen poised.


‘I’ve looked at the body too.’ Keating was an Ulsterman, precise and a little dour. Sentimental when nobody was watching. ‘There’s no way anyone could have staggered nearly a mile from where her car left the road with an injury like that.’


‘And there was no sign of damage to the vehicle.’ Vera reached for a flapjack. ‘The kiddie wasn’t hurt at all and nor was the car. It just seemed to have slid off the road. It can’t have been going at any kind of speed.’


‘So definitely murder then?’


‘Oh, yes,’ Vera said, and Joe caught the gleam in her eye. ‘Definitely murder.’









Chapter Six


JULIET SAT IN THE BEDROOM SHE shared with Mark and looked out at the garden. She’d heard Vera talk about bringing in a generator to light the patch of lawn where the body had been found, but there was no sign of that yet. No rumble of the engine or intense white light. Already a tent had been erected, flimsy enough for Juliet to see a shadow of a person inside, backlit by a torch.


Their room was on a corner and she could see both to the front – the formal garden – and along the side track that led up to the cottages on the Kirkhill road. She watched a small group of people at work, lifting equipment from the back of a large SUV. Everything was lit by the security light fixed to the wall above the kitchen door. It felt unreal, like wandering into one of Mark’s film sets. She could imagine him following the action from a distance, completely focused, shouting the occasional note, before someone yelled, ‘Cut.’ Now, he was still downstairs in the drawing room drinking with his friends, more interested, it seemed, in their promises of money than in a murdered young woman.


Thomas was on her knee, wide awake, squirming. Juliet put him on the carpet and he scuttled away, exploring. It was a strange crab-like crawl; the child used his feet rather than his knees.


Your mother’s dead. What will happen to you now?


Vera had spoken of grandparents living in the valley, people who might take the child in. ‘The Falstones. An old farming family. You must know them? They’re nearly neighbours.’


Juliet had muttered something about Robert Falstone being a tenant. ‘They’ve farmed our land for years, but they keep themselves to themselves.’ What else could she say?


Then Vera had persisted, poking away with her questions, like a disturbed child picking at its skin. ‘You’d have known Lorna though? She was younger than you and I daresay she went to a local school, not that fancy place in Newcastle where you were sent, but in this sort of community you’d all know each other. The New Year’s Day meet, everyone turns out, don’t they? She’d likely have had a pony when she was a bairn.’


‘She was a lot younger than me.’ Juliet had tried to be firm. ‘By at least ten years, maybe fifteen. I was aware of her, bumped into her in the Co-op in Kirkhill. As you say she came to the meet from time to time. But I’ve not met her recently.’


‘Heard any rumours? Apparently, she was a gentle soul. Given to depression perhaps. Anxiety.’


‘I try not to listen to rumours, Vera.’ And that, at least, was true.


‘Ah, rumours are what my job is all about.’ And the woman had given a little laugh, making Juliet wonder what she might have heard about her.


Dorothy had found an old camping cot, which they kept in the house for guests with babies, and at last, it seemed, Thomas was ready for sleep again. Juliet laid him in the cot, wrapped up in a blanket, and climbed into bed too. She was awake for a long time, waiting for Mark to appear. At one point she considered going downstairs to see what was happening there, but what would that look like? A harridan wife in her dressing gown chasing a recalcitrant husband to bed. Mark would be mortified. In the end, she took a sleeping pill, an over-the-counter remedy that would have no real strength to it but might help a little. She slept fitfully and didn’t properly wake until she heard Thomas muttering to himself. He wasn’t crying, but making odd soft noises that could have been the beginning of speech. Mark was in the bed beside her, still in his socks and underwear, his other clothes and shoes scattered over the floor.
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