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Prologue


June 1995


THE WOMAN COULD SEE THE FULL sweep of the bay despite the dark and the absence of street lights where she stood. Sometimes it felt as if her whole life had been spent in the half-light; in her dreams, she was moonlit, neon-lit or she floated through the first gleam of dawn. Night was still the time when she felt most awake.


She was waiting for footsteps, for the approach of the person she’d arranged to meet. In the far distance, she caught the noise of the town: cheap music and alcohol-fuelled high-pitched laughter. It might be Sunday night but people were still partying, spilling out of the bars and clubs, lingering on the pavements because this was June and the weather was beautiful, sultry and still. The funfair at Spanish City was closed for the day, and quiet. She could see the silhouettes of the rides, marked by strings of coloured bulbs, gaudy in full sunlight, entrancing now. The full moon shone white on the Dome, on the tower of the lighthouse behind her, and on the seductive Art Deco curves of  The Seagull. If only you knew, she thought, you sophisticated customers in your dinner jackets and glittering dresses, sitting on the terrace drinking cocktails and champagne. If only you knew what really goes on there.


Lost in thought, she’d stopped listening out for him. She only knew he was there when she felt him behind her, the breath on her neck, the hands on her shoulders.









Chapter One


JOHN WATCHED THE DOOR FROM HIS wheelchair and wondered who’d be dragged in to speak to them today. An orderly carried through a mug of tea and left it on the floor beside him, though he must have realized it would be impossible for John to reach it from his chair. John considered yelling at him to show a bit of respect but decided it wasn’t worth the effort. Because there was a visitor, there were chocolate biscuits on a plate in the chaplain’s office, but they wouldn’t be brought out until after the lecture. A treat released only if the group behaved well. They’d formed a circle in the chapel, a group of elderly men with the same grey skin and ill-fitting clothes, and John wondered how it had come to this. He had no place here. When he’d first arrived he’d been consumed by an anger that had kept him awake at night, planning revenge, dreaming of hurt. But the routine had become reassuring, and now he lived from meal to meal and he was drowsy for most of the time. He seemed to pass his days in aimless half-sleep, waiting for the stretch to be over and for life to begin again, for those small occasional moments of joy that made everything worthwhile. At one time he’d looked forward to these meetings as a break from the everyday boredom of the wing; now he resented them for reminding him of the world outside.


Around him the men were chatting, but the sound washed over him and, despite the background noise, he still heard the visitor arriving before the rest of them. The sound of the key in the lock at the other end of the corridor, the heavy bell sound of the gate opening, then being locked again, and of the keys being returned to the belt pouch. One time he’d been the visitor being shown through the door, but that had been so long ago that it felt as though he was remembering another person. Or a character in a story. There were footsteps on the polished lino, then the keys were out again. Now the other men could hear the sound and there was a murmur of anticipation. Poor suckers. Each week they thought there’d be someone interesting. A bonny young woman or a lawyer who might have ideas to get them out. A journalist who might want to buy their story and make them a fortune. And each week they were disappointed.


The chaplain came through first. He was a pleaser with a nervous laugh and bad breath. John had had yes-men like the chaplain on his team and had got rid of them as soon as he could get away with it. John thought this would be a cushy number for a God-botherer. In prison, you had a captive audience and when people were desperate, you could convince them to believe in anything. Bribe them along to the services with tea in china mugs and chocolate biscuits. Listen to their stories of hardship and innocence. Then they’d get religion. Some of them might mean it; they’d read the Bible in their cells even when the screws weren’t looking, walk away from fights on the landings. But John would bet that it wouldn’t last once they got out.


The chaplain stood aside to let the visitor walk through, before turning to lock the door again. John sensed the waiting men’s disappointment before he looked up. There was obviously nothing to catch their interest in the new arrival. Nothing glamorous to bring a touch of colour to their grey lives. No young lass in tight jeans or flimsy top. No pretty young man for those who were that way inclined. He shifted his wheelchair so that he could see round the men who’d already shifted their attention back to their neighbours. The woman stood just inside the door and was caught in a patch of coloured light; sunshine coming through the one stained-glass window made it look as if she was standing in a pool of red water. She was big and she wore a tent-shaped dress covered in purple flowers. Her legs were bare, and on her feet were the kind of sandals that walkers and climbers might wear. He could tell just from the way she stood and stared back at them that this was the last place she wanted to be. She was impatient, and she wanted this over.


Something stirred in his memory. It was the way she stood there, legs planted apart as if it would take a bulldozer to shift her, brown button-eyes scanning the room. He was in a house in the hills drinking whisky. Sitting here, with the background smell of onions and disinfectant that permeated every space in the institution, he could taste the peat in the whisky and feel the heat from an open fire on his face. He could remember the shared obsession that had lost him his job and had ultimately landed him in this hellish place, away from one of the few people who’d ever needed him. He’d seen this woman since then, of course, but that was the memory that stuck with him. And he sensed a wisp of hope, of an idea, the possibility of escape. The appearance of the newcomer was almost miraculous. He wasn’t a religious man, but occasionally, here in the chapel, he’d prayed for divine intervention and now it seemed that his prayers had been answered. Because this was Vera Stanhope. This was Hector’s daughter, a police inspector. And he had information to trade.







Chapter Two

VERA WAS AT THE PRISON BECAUSE her new boss was a graduate fast-track, with a mind of his own and a charm that could manipulate. He had this thing about sharing the victim experience. She wasn’t sure if he’d dreamed up the mantra by himself or if it had been directed from above. She didn’t have a clue what it meant and she suspected he didn’t, either. His name was Watkins and since his arrival she’d had the uneasy suspicion that he was out to get her. That he felt threatened by her and depended on her, all at the same time. And that he hated her just because he needed her. He’d called her into his office the day before.

‘We’ve had a request from the chaplain at Warkworth for a speaker.’ Warkworth was a Cat. B prison; it had enough security to keep in the scallies and the lifers coming towards the end of their sentence – a former army barracks with a series of accommodation blocks surrounded by a wall and barbed wire. In the winter it was all mud and the wind eddied around the site, chilling the inmates like freezing water. It was September now and it had been a dry summer, so the officers and men might be able to cross the site without overcoats and wellies. ‘They want someone to talk to the men on the EDW.’

‘EDW?’ They changed acronyms as often as Joe Ashworth’s wife gave birth.

‘Elderly and Disabled Wing.’

Vera knew what that meant. It meant historical sex abuse. Old guys who’d committed rape when they had the sense of power and entitlement that went with celebrity. Vulnerable prisoners who’d be beaten up for messing with kids, if they were on the wing with the other prisoners, but who’d grown so old in prison that they needed carers to get them out of bed in the morning. And it also meant bent police officers who’d avoided prosecution for so long that they’d thought they’d got away with it; until a new generation with a different take on the job had thrown them to the wolves. Put those guys onto a wing with a bunch of cons, some of whom they might have put away for years, and they’d be literally torn apart.

‘You can’t send Ashworth.’ Vera knew Joe would hate it. He had kids of his own and turned green whenever children were involved in abuse or neglect. ‘He’s needed here.’

She was thinking hard. She’d have to give the boss someone. Once he got an idea in his head, you could never get rid of it. No good trying to distract him and hope he’d forget all about it. There was something about him that was pitiless; he’d never give up. ‘What about Clarke? She might learn something and it’d be good for her CV. We’ve always had her down as promotion material.’ And it might do our Holly good. Meet a few of the old lags. Make her realize where she’s sending men to, when she wants to lock them up and throw away the key. These days Vera felt better disposed towards Holly, but she still felt her colleague lacked the human touch.

‘I’ve told them you’d do it.’ He looked over his desk, met her eyes. A challenge. Implacable. ‘A senior officer sends the right message.’

She could have made an excuse, but he knew they weren’t busy. And she knew he’d reorganize her whole week, to get his way. Just to prove he could. In the old days she would have dug in her heels, but she was old and canny enough to realize there was no point starting battles you could never win. Not power-struggles like this. Not with a man this cold. She told herself he must have a very small dick, if he saw her as any kind of threat, and nodded. ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘An afternoon out of the office and a nice drive up the coast. Why not?’ She gave him her best smile and walked out of the office.

The bairns had just started back to school, so the road up the coast was quiet. She stopped in at the Drift Cafe at Druridge for an early lunch. Crab sandwiches and home-made lemon drizzle. A bite of bliss. She felt as she’d done when occasionally she’d bunked off school, and it occurred to her that she could take early retirement. Then there’d be no need for guilt if she wanted a day to herself. She was in her mid-fifties, with full service, so she could go whenever she liked. She wouldn’t be forced to leave yet, but maybe the boss wanted rid of her early and forcing her to talk to elderly cons was all part of the message. Sod him! I’ve dealt with harder than him in the job, and I’ll leave when I’m ready. She was tempted by the ice cream but thought she’d stop for that on the way home. There was nothing to rush back to the office for.

She locked her phone and her purse in the glove compartment of her car and strolled to the prison gate. There was a queue at the visitor centre. Young lasses who looked too young to be mams ignoring the babies in buggies, to fiddle with their phones before having to hand them over at the gate. Women, old before their time, visiting layabout sons. Vera didn’t think anyone was here to see the elderly and disabled. The wives would have had a Zimmer frame, and the kids would have disowned their parents years before, just out of embarrassment. She showed her warrant card to the officer in reception, walked through one of the automatic doors and waited in no-man’s-land until the next one opened.

The chaplain talked all the way from the gate to the chapel. Inane burbling that told her the man was nervous, but it didn’t make her any more sympathetic. The one thing she’d inherited from Hector – besides the house in the hills and a freezer full of animal corpses – was a distrust of all things religious. She caught the word ‘redemption’ and that stopped her for a moment in her tracks.

‘You think this place will redeem them?’

‘They’re old men,’ he said. ‘Some of them so close to death that they want to take stock.’

Vera thought that wasn’t much of an answer, but she’d decided to give her talk, tell the criminally elderly and disabled a few stories about the effect they’d had on their victims, then piss off home early, via an ice cream at the Drift Cafe. The men would take no notice and she didn’t care one way or another. It was a game. No point engaging with them, with the chaplain or with any of the officers. After an hour she’d be on her way.

They’d crossed a concrete yard to a newer building. The education-and-admin block. In here the civilian workers didn’t suffer the draughts and discomforts of the old barracks. It was protected by a locked gate that swung behind them with a bell-like clang, and then by a locked door. The chaplain walked ahead of Vera here, pointing out the library and the classrooms, praising the facilities. A woman with short grey hair was standing in front of four men, reading from a book. They all seemed surprisingly interested. ‘That’s Hope, our head of education, with the A-level English class. We have a remarkable success rate in exams.’ The chaplain was a walking advertisement for the prison and its governor. Then they came to another wooden door. He unlocked it and stepped aside to let her in ahead of him, and for a moment she was blinded by the splash of sunlight that came as a shock after the dark corridor.

There were no pews, and about a dozen easy chairs had been arranged in a semicircle. Vera had been expecting old men, but not men with the variety of disabilities that were displayed here. Two of them used wheelchairs. One skeletal prisoner looked as if he should be in hospital; his face was gaunt and the hand gripping the arm of the chair was all bone. A couple of the men were already asleep. A few were rather more sprightly, hardly older than her, tidier than the others, shaved. She thought she recognized one as the headmaster of a private school who’d been convicted of abusing the young boys in his care more than thirty years previously. Another had been a reporter on the local television news – he’d been a fund-raiser for several police charities, jolly and witty, so they’d used him as MC at dinners and auctions. Until women had come forward to allege that he’d raped them while they were still teenagers. It had been hard for the chief constable to squirm out of that one.

She wondered what those victims would make of the concept of redemption.

Then she looked more closely at the men in the wheelchairs. One was asleep, his chin on his chest, so all she could see was the top of the head, his grey thinning hair flecked with dandruff. Occasionally he snored and made a spluttering noise, like a dog dreaming of rabbits or a wide beach with gulls to chase. The occupant of the other wheelchair stared back at her. Not with the kind of vaguely polite interest that the rest of her conscious audience had shown, as she walked in to the chaplain’s over-enthusiastic introduction, but with a fierce intensity. He was demanding to be seen.

She recognized him at once, despite the withered legs and the bloated face. John Brace. Former Superintendent with CID, before Vera had helped to put him away. Egg-collector, obsessive and dealer in stolen birds of prey. Corruptor of lawyers and poor lads from the estates. Hector’s deputy and one of his Gang of Four, his get-out-of-jail-free card, the reason why her father had died at home and not in a place like this.

She did the talk. Described the recognized aftermath of sexual assault, the guilt and the shame. She explained that even a simple burglary could make the victim feel humiliated. Her audience nodded in the right places, the ones who were mentally fit enough to understand, but she thought humiliation was what had turned many of them on. That sense of power. There were a couple of questions from the floor at the end, but only from the ones who liked the sound of their own voices. If she’d been in the mood, she’d have asked them to talk about the times when they’d felt powerless. She’d have bet fifty quid that most of them had been abused as kids. But she was a cop, not a social worker, and her job was to bring them to court, not worry about what had made them who they were. Besides, all she wanted was for this to be over. She wanted to be out of the prison, with its institutional smell of disinfectant and overcooked vegetables, to forget all about John Bloody Brace and to eat rum-and-raisin ice cream looking out over Druridge Bay, a clean wind in her face.

At last the chaplain called time on the Q&A. An orderly carried in more tea and there was an undignified scramble for the chocolate biscuits. She was about to make an excuse when John Brace appeared in front of her, blocking her way. His legs might not be much use, but he was still a big man. Broad shoulders and thick neck. Still a bully. ‘We need to talk.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Because she’d never appeared in court. She’d pointed her colleagues in the right direction, helped them build their case, but the prosecutors had decided she’d be toxic. Hector might have been dead by the time Brace was charged, but her father’s involvement with the detective had gone back years.

Brace called over to the chaplain, ‘Any chance we could use your office, Father? The inspector and I would like to chew over old times.’

‘Sure.’ A pause. ‘I suppose you two must be old friends.’

‘Not quite, Father.’ This was Brace. Oily, confident. That confidence had persuaded his superiors that they could trust him. ‘I knew the inspector’s father, though. I have some information, and I’m sure she’d like to hear it.’

That had Vera hooked, as Brace had known it would. Even as a child, curiosity had been her undoing. And she still had an unhealthy interest in Hector and all his misdemeanours. Brace wheeled his chair ahead of her into the cramped office, not even looking back to check whether she was following.

She cleared a pile of hymn books and leaned against the desk, looking down at him. Outside, the men were waiting for an officer to take them back to their wing. The teacher with the short hair was there too, chatting to a couple of the men. There was a background noise of soft voices through the half-open office door. Only the chaplain was showing any interest in the two of them, and he was too far away to hear their conversation.

‘What can you give me, John?’

He tilted his face to look up at her. His teeth were yellow. ‘I’ve got MS. Did you hear?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s for your lawyers to use the illness, to get you out of here. Nothing I can do.’

He didn’t answer for a while. It was as if he didn’t think her response worth considering. ‘Did you ever wonder what happened to Robbie Marshall?’

Another of the Gang of Four. A man who’d worked in the Swan Hunter shipyard on the Tyne. A middle manager, he’d been in charge of sourcing components. That was like putting a bairn in charge of the sweetie shop, and it had made him popular. Local firms slipped him bribes and he had access to tools and material that he could sell on. He could find lads to do anything for a few quid. So rumour had it. ‘I assumed he made himself scarce when you were charged,’ Vera said.

‘Nah, he went missing years before that.’ John Brace smiled. ‘The word was somebody made him scarce.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m a con now, Vera. Cons don’t give away information for free.’

‘I’ve told you – there’s nothing I can do to get you released early.’

‘I don’t want anything for myself, Inspector.’ The emphasis on the title was pure, bitter sarcasm. ‘But I have a daughter. Patricia Keane. Patty.’ His voice softened. ‘She married a maniac against my advice and he’s run away. Left her with three kids and some mental-health problems. I don’t want her ending up in a place like this, and the kids in care. Specially not the kids in care. You’re a stubborn bitch, Vera. If anyone can get her the help she needs, it’d be you.’

‘And what do I get in return?’

‘I tell you where the body’s buried.’

‘Robbie Marshall’s dead?’ Vera hadn’t realized she’d raised her voice, but the chaplain looked over at them. He frowned. Maybe he had her down as the bully, yelling at a poor, helpless cripple.

Brace slowly inclined his head.

‘Did you have anything to do with that, John?’ She spoke quietly, leaning forward so she was almost touching him. ‘You do know that if I find out you were involved, there’s no deal.’

‘Are you calling me a killer, Vera?’ His voice was mocking. ‘And me an officer of the law.’

‘I wouldn’t put much past you,’ she said.

‘It was nothing to do with me. But I used to hear things, you know. I’m planning to talk to Patty at the weekend. If she tells me you’ve been to see her, I’ll point you in the right direction. You can take all the glory, Vera. My friends on the job tell me you still like to do that. You’re still a one-woman band.’





Chapter Three

VERA FORGOT ABOUT THE ICE CREAM until she was nearly back in Kimmerston and then it only caused a niggle of regret for a treat missed. Her mind was elsewhere. There were roadworks on the bypass again and by the time she arrived at the police station it was knocking-off time. When she met Joe Ashworth on the stairs, his car keys were already in his hand. Sometimes these days she thought he was more taxi driver than detective. There was always pressure to get home, to drive his kids to music lessons or football. She missed the after-work beers and the chat. It had been easier when his children were babies; he might be a new man, but even Sal had realized he couldn’t breast-feed.

‘Can’t they just play out?’ she’d asked once. ‘Like we did.’ Though there hadn’t been many other children near the house in the hills where she’d lived. Her play had mostly been solitary and, when she’d been old enough, she’d been dragged along on Hector’s adventures, acting as lookout or to be pushed up trees to get eggs for his collection, when he knew the branches wouldn’t hold his weight.

Joe had looked at her as if she was mad. ‘You can’t just let kids wander these days. The world’s changed. It’s not safe.’

Vera thought the executive estate where he lived with his family was probably the safest, and most boring, place in the world. And anyway, she’d been born at about the time of the Moors Murders, and that hadn’t caused a moral panic about children playing out. But what did she know about being a parent?

Now Joe paused, his feet on different steps, his body language making it clear he didn’t have time for a long conversation, although he knew her well enough to tell she was fired up about something. ‘I thought you were going straight home.’

‘Aye well, something’s come up.’

There was a moment of hesitation. She could sense his loyalty to the two women in his life pulling in different directions. ‘If it’s important, I could see if Sal can collect Jess from Youth Orchestra.’

‘I wouldn’t want to put her out, pet. It’s only a sniff of a possibility at the moment. And if Holly’s still around, she can make a start.’

That made up his mind. ‘Nah, I’ll just give Sal a ring. It’s not bedtime for the little ones yet. She can just stick them in the car to pick up Jess. She’ll understand.’

Vera doubted that, but allowed herself a little triumphant smile as she carried on up the steps to let him make the call in private, then thought how childish she was being. They weren’t in the playground, fighting over the most popular kid in the school.

Charlie was still at his desk too, and that’s where they gathered, the core of her team: Holly Clarke, bright, ambitious but with the social skills of a computer geek, as much of a loner as Vera herself. Vera had come to appreciate her more recently and thought they were getting along better. Charlie, who was from the same generation as Vera herself, rumpled and lonely but given a new lease of life by the return home of his daughter. And Joe, her favourite. Her boy.

‘As you all know, the boss sent me out to Warkworth today.’ They all called him the boss, the word laden with irony. Some days Vera even forgot his name and had a struggle to remember it when she was sending him an email. ‘I was speaking to men on the EDW.’ She looked at them and they nodded. They’d obviously kept up with the new acronyms. ‘In the audience was one John Brace.’ A brief pause. ‘Ex-Superintendent Brace.’ Nobody interrupted but she knew she’d sparked their interest with this. Brace had been convicted eight years previously for offences carried out over the preceding twenty years. Only Charlie had worked with him, but the others knew all about the case. It had scarred the reputation of the police service in the North-East and everyone had been left dealing with the consequences. All the same, she thought she should spell out the details and make it clear what her role in the conviction had been. Sometimes there were more myths than facts, and some officers saw Brace as a hero who’d broken a few petty rules but had caught a lot of villains along the way.

‘Brace was a friend of my father’s. They shared the same passions, the same obsessions.’ She was on her feet now, in lecture mode, riding her hobby horse big-style. ‘There’s an assumption that there’s no crime in the countryside. No real crime. Rustling a few sheep. Using red diesel on the roads. Not like major theft or murder. But my father and three of his mates managed to make a reasonable living out of seemingly gentle pursuits. They traded in rare birds’ eggs and sold raptors from the wild, for considerable sums. Apparently they love to fly British falcons in the Middle East. My father did a bit of taxidermy too. None of it legal. I knew about all that when I was growing up, but when I left home to join the force as a cadet at sixteen, I lost touch. Hector was already drinking too much and had lost power within the group. Later, it seemed the Gang of Four diversified, and by then he wasn’t any sort of leader.’ They kept him on as a sort of pet. And because he was almost the real thing. Younger son of the landed gentry. Black sheep, but with the bloodline that counted. They were always into bloodline, whether it was peregrines, men or dogs.

‘The Gang of Four?’ This was Holly. She was taking notes on some sort of electronic device on her knee.

‘That was what they called themselves. Pathetic, really.’ Vera had found the secrecy intimidating when she’d been young. Now Hector was dead and John Brace was in a wheelchair. And Robbie Marshall might be dead too.

‘How did they diversify?’ Joe wanted to keep the conversation on track. Maybe Sal hadn’t been so keen on taking on the role of taxi driver and he’d promised not to be too late home.

‘They ran a recruitment service. Muscle for hire. If you wanted to break up a demo of hunt saboteurs, or warn off locals who didn’t like the idea of gamekeepers poisoning hen harriers. Or if you wanted to swell the ranks of a march against the ban on fox-hunting. They picked up lads from the council estates in Newcastle or out towards the coast where the pits were already closing. Fit young lads, who needed ready cash and liked the idea of a scrap. All done at a distance. No way of connecting the muscle to the Gang. Not until the muscle started talking.’

‘Sweet.’ Holly almost sounded as if she admired the business model.

Vera looked at her sharply. ‘Sweet? Not so sweet for the gamekeeper’s wife who came home to find her man dying, because his spleen had burst when two thugs had beaten him up.’

‘I thought you said the muscle was to support the keepers when they were shooting . . .’ Holly consulted her notes, ‘. . . harriers.’

‘Ah, pet, not all gamekeepers are on the side of the devil. Glen Fenwick was a lovely man. Gentle. And he didn’t like the way things were moving, so he decided to come to us.’ Vera paused, felt the old stab of guilt when she remembered the man’s widow spitting accusations into her face, when Vera had approached her after the funeral to offer condolences. ‘He decided to come to me.’ Another pause. ‘And even though the bastards killed him, he’d given me enough information to pass on that they could start an investigation into Brace’s involvement. I should have been the one to blow the whistle. When I was younger. I should have been more aware of what was going on – and braver.’

She paused. The others knew better than to speak. ‘By then I’d moved back in with my father. He’d had a stroke, and that and the booze triggered dementia right at the end. There was enough info in the house for the forensic accountants to track down a link to John Brace. He’d moved on, taken retirement as soon as it was possible and was still living in comfort in a posh house in Ponteland. It must have come as quite a shock when the police officers knocked at his door.’ Vera paused for a moment to enjoy the thought of that. She hadn’t been there, of course. Too close. They all said she was too close. Hector was still alive then. Just. But she’d liked to picture Brace’s face.

‘So Brace got put away.’ Joe was getting impatient again. ‘The lads he’d hired to scare Glen Fenwick got scared themselves when the gamekeeper died, and they confirmed what the gamekeeper had on Brace. There was a lengthy investigation and trial, but in 2009 he got done for planning the attack and for perverting the course of justice. He’d been on the take throughout his career, and that unravelled when the forensic accountants got started on him. So I don’t understand what’s new.’

‘Like I said, they called themselves “The Gang of Four”,’ Vera said. ‘There was Hector, Brace, someone I never met that they called “The Prof.”, and Robbie Marshall. Robbie was the one they sent to make the deals with the lads on the estates. He’d grown up in Wallsend and worked his way up to middle management in Swan Hunter’s yard. He could mix with the scallies in a way that Brace never could. But he disappeared. I’d thought he’d gone AWOL around the time of Brace’s arrest, but in fact it happened before that. He was reported missing in ’95. I checked on the way back. He lived with his mam, in the house where he’d grown up. All his spare cash seemed to go on foreign trips. He was the real obsessive about collecting birds’ eggs and went all over the world to find something new.’ She could have continued talking about Robbie, but again she could sense Joe getting restive and decided that could wait. ‘Today John Brace told me that Robbie Marshall is dead.’ Vera looked around at the group. ‘He said he’d tell me where I could find the body.’

‘So where is it?’ Charlie was sceptical. She didn’t blame him. He hadn’t been there in the chaplain’s office.

‘Ah,’ she said. ‘Well, of course he wants something in return. He wants me to go and see his daughter and her three kids, give her a bit of support. Apparently she’s going through a bad time.’

She heard a stifled giggle and looked around the group to see who’d made the noise. They stared back innocently.

‘You don’t think I can do that? Offer a bit of support to a single mam?’

No reply.

‘He’s given me her mobile number but no address, so those of you who can spare the time this evening . . .’ Vera shot a look at Joe Ashworth – he might be her boy, but sometimes he needed reminding who was boss, ‘. . . can make a start on finding out all we can about her. Before I wade in with my size-seven wellies, playing at Mother Teresa. Brace is phoning her this weekend and he’ll be asking her then if I’ve been able to help. Her name’s Patricia Keane, also known as Patty. Apparently she was married to a chap Brace called a maniac. No name for him, but it shouldn’t be hard for detectives of your calibre to put together a file for him.’ Vera paused again, this time to catch her breath. ‘Hol – Keane and her man are for you.’

Holly nodded. She moved away from the group to her own desk and was hitting the computer keys before Vera had started talking again. The thing about Holly was that she always felt the need to prove herself. Vera had felt the same way as a young officer, but she’d been the only woman in the team, overweight and the butt of all their jokes. Holly was a graduate entrant, smart in every sense of the word. Sharp as a tack, and turned out for work like a PA for some global media company. She had two parents who seemed to care about her. She hadn’t been dragged up by Hector Stanhope. Vera couldn’t see how things could be tough for her.

She continued her instructions. ‘Charlie, you give me all you can about Robbie Marshall.’ She stopped short as an idea came to her. ‘Did you ever meet him?’ Charlie was a plodder, not much given to original thinking, but he had the memory of an elephant. He didn’t answer immediately and she watched him plough through years of policing in his head, fancied she saw the images just as he saw them. The everyday events of a community police officer: drinks with informants in stinking pubs, pulling apart pissed newlyweds when the wedding breakfast turned into a brawl, endless chats with sullen tearaways in soulless interview rooms.

‘He was never arrested,’ Charlie said, ‘but I came across him a couple of times in my early days. I was a beat officer in Wallsend. He was a young man then too, working in the shipyard. I caught him with stuff he shouldn’t have had. Obviously nicked from work. Though, to look at him, you’d think butter wouldn’t melt; he was always smartly dressed. Polite. The company never pressed charges.’

‘Why not?’ This was from Holly, looking up from her computer. It seemed she could multi-task, along with all her other virtues. It was supposed to be a feminine skill but Vera wasn’t sure she’d ever mastered it.

‘He had a good mate who was big in the union,’ Charlie said. ‘The company decided it was better to put up with occasional losses than have a total walkout.’

‘As I remember, he was always one for finding mates who could look out for him. Like our old friend Superintendent Brace. A useful skill to have.’ Vera felt fitter than she had for months. It had been a quiet summer and they’d all been treading water. She’d been overtaken by a terrible lethargy and had started feeling her age. Maybe I just need to feel useful. Perhaps that’s what this is about.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Joe was on his feet now. He still had on the coat that he’d been wearing when she’d met him on the stairs.

‘I thought you had to be away.’

‘I can come in early in the morning.’ So Sal had only given him a temporary reprieve tonight.

Vera suddenly felt sorry for him. It must be hard to think your life wasn’t your own. ‘You dig away at our John Brace. He claims Marshall’s death was nothing to do with him, and I don’t think he cares so much about his daughter that he’d serve a full life-sentence for her, so I believe him. He’s up for parole in less than a year. But he must know who did kill him, so let’s go back through all the files, known associates, friends, rellies, bits on the side.’

‘Brace could be making all this up,’ Charlie said. ‘For a bit of attention, or to get you to go soft on his daughter, or just to make mischief, have a bit of a laugh at our expense.’

‘Well, there’s only one way to find out, isn’t there? We need to track down Robbie Marshall. Whether he’s alive or dead.’ They were all scattering now, but she called for their attention for one last time. ‘One more thing. Let’s have a bit of discretion here. No need for the boss to know we’re digging around. Not until we’ve got something to tell him.’

They nodded. Her team. She could have sung with joy.





Chapter Four

PATTY KEANE WOKE TO HER SIX-YEAR-OLD switching on the TV in the room below her. Somehow, he’d figured out how to put on Netflix and there was a cartoon he was obsessed with. There was always some obsession or other, but this one had lasted for months, and the music that went with the Super-Rabbit hero whizzed around her brain and made her want to scream. She knew she should get up, turn down the TV so the neighbours didn’t complain again, make sure the kids had their uniform, fix the packed lunches. Like last night she knew she should make sure they’d had a bath before they went to bed, make sure Archie’s sheets didn’t still smell of piss and that Jen had brushed her teeth. She’d seen the perfect families on the telly and she watched the perfect parents in the playground, talking about swimming lessons and the price of houses. But her life wasn’t like that. It was as though she lived in a different universe. She knew she’d never be able to match up. Not these days. Not without Gary.

When she woke again it was eight-thirty and Jen was standing by the bed, already dressed in her school uniform. The shirt collar was grey at the neck, but you wouldn’t notice unless you got very close. Jen was twelve and in the comp now, though, and she was sensitive about things like that.

‘I’ve made their lunches but I’ve got to go. I’ve had one late mark already this week. You’ll have to shift your arse and get them to school.’

‘Okay.’ If she’d been well, Patty would have said something about the language. She’d been properly brought up. But today even that was too much effort. She rolled out of bed, pulled on a sweatshirt over the vest she wore as a pyjama top, a pair of jogging bottoms. She was going to ask Jen to stick the kettle on, but she heard the front door bang as the girl went out.

Downstairs another episode of the cartoon was just starting. The children had scavenged something for breakfast. Patty had been feeling a bit better yesterday and had managed to get to the shop. Jonnie was almost dressed, but was plugged into his tablet. She knew without checking that it would be a YouTube video and that young American men would be swearing. Jonnie had been named after his grandfather, who’d bought them this house on the new private estate on the outskirts of Kimmerston. Patty had been a couple of months pregnant with the boy, and she and Gary had thought all their dreams had come true. The purchase had gone through just before the old man had been sent to prison, but he still managed to send them enough to keep them going.

Archie was sitting in his underpants fixated on the television, his lips moving silently to the words of the theme song.

She switched off the TV and cajoled them into school clothes, only losing it with Jonnie at the last minute when he was trying to pull his jersey over his head while the earphones were still in. Got them out of the house with minutes to spare and felt a moment of triumph because they arrived in the playground just before the bell went. Moments like that could buoy her up for half a day. Often she went back to bed when she’d got them to school, but today she thought she’d have a bath and tidy up a bit. Maybe put a load of washing in the machine. The weather was nice and it would dry on the line. It was only when Patty got back to the house that she found the boys’ packed lunches on the bench and it was suddenly as if the world was crumbling around her again. There was a minute when she thought she was strong enough to go back to the school. She could drop the lunches in the office. The receptionist was kind enough. But they looked so meagre, so pathetic. Not in proper lunch boxes but in supermarket carrier bags. And she’d get the lecture about applying for free school meals, and she’d smile and nod, knowing she’d never get round to filling in the forms; and anyway, wouldn’t they find out about the money that appeared like magic in her account every month? She knew it was from her father and he was in prison, wasn’t he? So it was probably dirty money and she might end up in court just for accepting it. Patty stood in the kitchen, with its sticky floor and dishes piled in the sink, and she began to cry. Sometimes she felt that these days all she did was cry.

When the tears stopped, she remembered she hadn’t taken her pill yet and went upstairs. Pushed it out of the bubble pack and swilled it down with water from the sink in the bathroom. Then took another because she was feeling so rotten. The doctor had said only to take two at night, but sometimes she couldn’t face a whole day without the slightly dreamy feeling that two pills gave her. Tonight she’d just take the one and then she might wake up a bit brighter. She put the kettle on for tea, wiped down the surface of the bench, thought she still had time to remake the lunches and get them to school in time. But not yet.

She’d made it through to the front room with the tea, had fallen onto the sofa and just wondered if there was an episode of The Real Housewives she could watch, when the doorbell rang. She ignored it. Most likely it would be the neighbours moaning about the kids again. She could understand that it must be hard for them. Patty wouldn’t want to live next door to a family like hers. But the bell rang again and she looked through the net curtains that the previous occupants had left behind. Sometimes she had fantasies of Gary turning up, clutching a bunch of flowers or a bottle of champagne, saying it had been a dreadful mistake leaving her and the kids and asking if they could start again.

But it wasn’t Gary. It was a big woman with a dreadful frock and a green fleece. She could be collecting for charity. Or she could have escaped from the local loony bin. A couple of extra stone and twenty years or so, and Patty might look like her, if she didn’t pull herself together. It was a sudden, sobering thought. Then the woman took her phone out of the fleece pocket and dialled a number. Patty’s phone, a cheap pay-as-you-go, was sitting on the mantelpiece. It began to ring, and that freaked Patty out altogether. She answered it. ‘Hello.’

‘Is that Patricia Keane?’ It was a local voice and she didn’t sound mad.

Patty had a sudden thought. ‘Are you from the social?’ Sometimes the social workers made unannounced visits. Usually it was Freya, a nice-enough kid, but sometimes they were strangers.

‘Good God, no.’ The woman sounded horrified. She moved towards the window. She must have known Patty was looking out. ‘Do I look like a social worker?’

‘No.’ Patty didn’t like to say she looked more like someone in need of social-work help.

‘I’m an old colleague of your father’s. Your birth father’s. Are you going to let me in? I feel a bit daft, standing out here on the doorstep when you’re on the other side of the wall. Besides, I could murder a cuppa.’ Then she turned to the window and gave a little wave in Patty’s direction.

So Patty went to open the door. She’d always found it was easier to do as she was told. Or to pretend to. And the fact that the fat woman was so scruffy made her less intimidating. She was the right age to be one of the playground grandmas, but she wouldn’t have fitted in there any more than Patty did.

Patty took her through to the kitchen, partly because it was a bit tidier in there – she hadn’t managed the washing up yet, but she had wiped down the bench – and partly because the woman had asked for tea. There wasn’t anywhere to sit. It wasn’t like the kitchen in her adoptive parents’ house, with its scrubbed pine table and sofa against one wall. They both stood, waiting for the kettle to boil. The woman had very round, brown eyes.

‘Your dad asked me to look in on you,’ the woman said. Then she gave an apologetic smile. ‘But you don’t know who I am! You must think I’m daft, turning up on your doorstep without any warning. My name’s Vera – Vera Stanhope.’

Patty was none the wiser. The pills had really kicked in now and this whole encounter seemed unreal. The kettle boiled and she made tea, pleased that the kids had left a bit of milk in the fridge. They stood leaning against the bench and Vera sipped at the drink. Usually the social workers refused, as if they might catch germs just from being in the house. Or they pretended to drink, tipping the liquid down the sink when they thought Patty wasn’t looking. That was even worse.

‘He’s worried about you and the kids,’ Vera said. ‘He wants to know if you’re coping all right.’ Not really expecting any answer. ‘Look, I don’t know about you, but I haven’t had any breakfast and I bet you’ve not had time for much, with three bairns to get ready for school. I saw there was a caff in that row of shops on the way into the estate. Why don’t we wander over there? It’d give us a bit of fresh air too. My treat.’

Patty found herself pulling on her trainers and walking over the patch of green where the kids played after school, listening to Vera talk about what a lovely summer it had been. The cafe was quiet, the breakfasts over and the lunchtime rush not yet started. It seemed out of place on the edge of the new estate, old-fashioned, a place for workers, not for the yummy mummies or the ladies who lunched. Vera asked Patty what she fancied. ‘I’m going for a bacon sandwich. My doctor would have a fit, but what does he know?’

‘I’m veggie,’ Patty said. Her adoptive parents had been veggie and she still couldn’t bring herself to eat meat.

‘Scrambled eggs on toast then?’ Vera passed on the orders to the guy in the grubby apron behind the counter. ‘And a pot of tea for two.’ She seemed to realize Patty was in no state to make her own decisions.

They had the place to themselves and sat by the window. Patty wasn’t worried about being seen from outside. None of the playground parents would come to this side of the green, which was all still social housing. The kids from here went to another school.

‘So why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself?’ The tea had arrived and Vera sat with her hands clasped around the thick china mug. ‘I never knew your dad had a daughter.’

‘I don’t think he knew. Not for sure. Not until I tracked him down after I got married.’ Somehow Patty found herself telling the story about being adopted when she was a baby and taken to the big house on the coast, but never really feeling she belonged there. ‘They were kind, you know, my mother and father, but I always felt somehow that I disappointed them. They were both teachers and they wanted me to do well at school, but I was never a top-of-the-class kind of kid.’

‘Do they keep in touch?’

Patty waited to reply because the food arrived and suddenly, with the plate of eggs in front of her, she was hungry. Vera was squirting tomato ketchup on her bacon roll and seemed in no rush, either.

‘When I said I wanted to track down my birth parents, I could tell they were a bit hurt, but they were okay about it. They’ve tried to keep in touch, honestly, but Gary never got on with them and we kind of drifted apart. They retired not long ago and moved south – they both came from Surrey and never really settled up here.’ And they wanted to move away from me and the kids. They wouldn’t have thought that was what it was about, but they wanted an excuse to let go. That had never occurred to Patty before, but now she thought it, it was true. ‘They phone and they send presents for the kids. Birthdays and Christmas.’ Patty still thought she had a lot to be grateful for and she wasn’t going to slag them off. They’d adopted her, hadn’t they? Helped her escape from care.

‘How did you find your dad, John?’

‘It took a bit of work, and sometimes I didn’t bother for a few months. I couldn’t find my birth mother and, though there was nothing official, the social worker thought she’d died.’ A pause. ‘A heroin overdose. She was an addict. That was why she couldn’t look after me and put me into care. But my father was named on my birth certificate, and in the end the social worker put us in touch. I wasn’t sure he’d want to see me. They’d told me he was a police officer. I was married by then. Jen was in nursery and Jonnie was on the way. Gary had set up his own business, and work came in fits and starts. My dad bought us that house. A lovely semi on a nice estate. We couldn’t believe it.’ But perhaps moving to Hastings Gardens was where it had all started to go wrong. There was that sense of not belonging, all over again.

The woman seemed embarrassed to ask the next question. ‘Did your dad explain how he and your mam got together? A cop and an addict. It seems a bit weird.’

Patty couldn’t help smiling. ‘He said she was beautiful and he’d fallen for her the moment he saw her. He was married, though, and he knew it was never going to work out. But he’d never had kids and he was pleased when she fell pregnant. He was even more pleased when I got back in touch with him.’

‘A real fairy story.’

Patty wondered if the woman was being sarcastic but, when she looked up, Vera only smiled back at her.

‘I should get back to the house,’ Patty said. ‘I need to drop the boys’ packed lunches into the school.’ Knowing she’d probably not get round to it, but feeling a bit jittery now, needing the sofa and something mindless on TV.

‘Tell you what, pet. Why don’t we buy a couple of sandwiches and some buns to take out from here? We can drop them at the school on the way back to your place. Save you coming out again, if you’re not feeling too good.’

So Patty sat in the cafe window while Vera made all the arrangements, and she wondered what it would have been like to have an adoptive mother like this woman. Scruffy and big, fumbling in her bag for her change. Instead of sleek and well-groomed and competent at everything.





Chapter Five

VERA COULD REMEMBER WHEN THIS PART of Kimmerston had been mostly allotments; to the east of the allotments there’d been a couple of rows of pitmen’s cottages, with the 1930s council houses beyond. The cottages and the gardens had gone, the site developed for housing, but the council estate was still there, most of the better homes in private ownership now. Patty’s place in Hastings Gardens still looked very new in comparison, with its raw red brick, but the garden was a mess with its pile of rusting toys, and the front door already needed repainting. The neighbouring houses were immaculate. Vera didn’t go back in after they’d dropped the sandwiches at the school. She stood by the car and waved to Patty until she’d gone inside, then drove slowly away.

She was trying to work out what she felt about Patty. Usually Vera was no sucker for a hard-luck story; her own childhood had been lonely, and Hector had seemed incapable of giving affection or praise. Her mother had died when she was a very young child. But Patty seemed lost. She must be in her mid-thirties but seemed hardly more than a child herself, skinny and frail. Bonny enough, if you looked beyond the lank hair and the greasy skin. Perhaps she took after her birth mother, the beautiful addict who had captured the heart of John Brace. If you believed the fairy story that the detective had peddled to his daughter. Vera wondered if Hector would have cared enough about her to bribe an old enemy to keep an eye out for her, and she arrived back at the police station without having reached any conclusion.

She pushed open the door to the office shared by her team and found everyone working. All summer it had felt like a student common room. There’d been aimless banter, sporadic periods of concentration, the occasional food fight. Now there was an air of purpose. It was the equivalent of exam time. They looked up as she came in, but turned back to their computers without more than a nod of greeting. They knew she’d tell them what she’d got from Patricia Keane when she was ready.

She let herself into her own box-like office and shut the door. This was her space. The window looked onto the blank wall of the Magistrates’ Court next door and then down to the street. No view, freezing in winter and roasting in summer, but in an era of open-plan and hot-desking, she clung onto it, and had threatened that if they took it away she’d resign. She hung her fleece over the back of her chair and switched on the kettle in the corner of the room, made instant coffee. Black, because she couldn’t be bothered to fetch milk from the fridge in the staffroom. She switched on her computer, saw the endless list of unread emails and ignored them. Instead she looked for the number of the social-services office that covered Hastings Gardens and eventually tracked down a social worker who’d had dealings with Patty and her kids.

‘Freya Samson, safeguarding team.’

‘Inspector Vera Stanhope, Northumbria Police. It’s about the Keane family.’ Vera drank the coffee and thought she should get her filter machine repaired. Or buy a new one.

‘Is there a problem?’ The young woman sounded stressed. Maybe her summer hadn’t been so quiet and the last thing she needed was one of her cases to blow up.

‘I was hoping you’d be able to tell me that. What’s your involvement with the Keane family?’

‘I’ll need to phone you back,’ Freya said. ‘Check out who you are.’

‘Tell you what: I can come over and see you. I’ll have my warrant card and we can have a proper chat. It’s always better to talk face-to-face.’ Vera paused, in an effort to come up with a phrase that might persuade. ‘We’re all supposed to be working with our partners these days, aren’t we?’ She wondered if she could use ‘stakeholders’ in another sentence, but Freya already seemed suitably convinced.

‘I’m in a child-protection meeting at twelve. It would have to be before that. Or later this afternoon.’

‘I’ll come straight over.’ Vera replaced the phone and wondered what she was doing. Chasing ghosts. Or finding a project to keep her team motivated after a sleepy summer.

The social-services area office was based in a concrete-and-glass tower block on the edge of town, not very far from the Hastings Gardens estate where Patty lived. Vera had once been allocated a social worker. The woman had turned up after Vera’s mam had died; she’d been intimidated by Hector, or impressed by him, and never returned. Perhaps that had coloured Vera’s attitude to the profession. Perhaps that was why she felt this ache of sympathy for Patty. As she waited at reception for Freya to appear, she thought you’d have to be a brave soul to stray into here. Everything was shiny, especially the women behind the desk in the lobby. It could have been one of a chain of smart American hotels.

Freya seemed in a hurry and almost ran out of the lift. She was young, blonde-haired, dressed in a little floral print dress and ballet pumps. She reminded Vera of Alice in Wonderland, chasing the White Rabbit. She led Vera into a meeting room with a big, pale-wood table. They sat at one end, and Vera slid her warrant card across to the social worker. Freya took it and wrote Vera’s name in her notebook. Her tongue was trapped between her teeth for a moment, and now she looked like a kid concentrating on her homework.

‘What’s your involvement with the Keane family, Inspector?’ Freya looked up from her notebook and frowned. ‘Has Patty been in trouble with the law? I haven’t been notified.’

‘Nothing like that.’ Vera tucked the card back into her purse. She’d lost it once and it had been a nightmare. ‘She might be a witness in an ongoing investigation. I called round this morning and she didn’t seem very well, and I just wanted to check that someone was keeping an eye out.’

‘Were the kids in school?’

‘Aye.’ Vera paused. ‘Is school attendance a problem?’

‘It has been in the past. The kids turning up late, not very well turned out.’

‘How long have you known the family?’

‘Me personally, about a year. The department, nearer five. Patty was married to a man called Gary Keane. Older than her.’ The words came quickly. Freya was still in a hurry. ‘He had his own business selling and repairing computers, but he liked spending the money he made from it better than he liked earning it. Apparently, even when he married Patty there were debts.’

Vera thought of the woman she’d talked to that morning. There’d been a big TV in the house, gadgets for the kids to play on. But perhaps Patty had added to the pile of debt, or perhaps John Brace was still funding the family from inside prison. ‘Patty can’t have been much of a catch, though. If he was looking for a meal ticket.’

‘She had a job,’ Freya said. ‘She was still living with her family when he met her, and they had a nice house out on the coast.’

‘What work did she do?’

‘She was a nurse. Newly qualified, working on the geriatric ward in the city. She had a regular income. I guess Gary would have liked that.’

‘How did social services first get involved?’ Vera struggled to imagine the woman she’d met that morning coping with the responsibility of being a nurse.

‘Patty was admitted to A&E with an overdose of prescription medication.’

‘A suicide attempt?’

Freya nodded. ‘Keane had left her a few months earlier. Archie, her youngest boy, was still a baby. She’d gone to her GP and he’d prescribed antidepressants.’

‘But she was still desperate.’ Vera could understand that. Being left alone on a soulless street, with three young kids. In the same place, she’d want an escape.

‘She’d phoned 999, so I’m not sure how serious she was about killing herself.’ The woman’s voice sounded hard. ‘We arranged for her mother to go in and look after the kids while she was in hospital.’

The adoptive mother, who cared so much about her daughter that she’d since run back to Surrey.

‘And then what did you do?’

‘We called a “children in need” meeting of all the people involved with the family. Teachers, health visitor, GP. Though the GP never came. Too busy, he said. Gary wasn’t around – he’d disappeared for a while, without leaving Patty any contact details. Patty’s parents. Patty herself, of course.’

‘But what did you do practically to help Patty out?’

There was a brief moment of silence. ‘What do you mean?’

‘She was depressed enough to take an overdose, had no friends on the street, and you sent her back to that house with three small children.’ Vera tried to keep her voice even. ‘Then expected her to go through the stress of a meeting with a bunch of professionals, all judging her.’

‘There was no evidence that the children had been harmed or neglected. And Patty’s mother lived locally and seemed extremely competent. She was a teacher.’

She was Patty’s adoptive mother and they’d never been very close. Vera felt like crying. She was ten years old again, back in the house in the hills, watching the social worker’s car disappear down the track, feeling totally alone.

‘Couldn’t you have put someone in? Given Patty a bit of a hand?’

Freya seemed astonished. ‘That’s not our role.’

‘There must be someone! A charity, maybe.’

‘We did refer her for a parenting class,’ Freya said. ‘But there was a long waiting list and, when her name did come up, she didn’t attend.’

Well, there’s a surprise! Send her along to something else she’d think she’d fail at. Of course she wasn’t going to be keen.

‘But you’re still involved with the family?’

‘I visit once a month. Keep a watching brief.’ Freya obviously sensed Vera’s disapproval because she added, ‘Look, Patty loves those kids. She’s a bit chaotic but she cares for them, feeds them and gets them to school on time most days. There are lots of families with much worse problems taking up our time.’

‘And what would happen if you had any real concerns?’ Vera paused a beat. ‘No, let me answer that, pet. I know. You’d call a meeting!’

For the first time in the conversation, Freya gave a wry little smile.

Back in the station, Vera called her own meeting. She’d bought iced buns from the bakery on the corner on her way in and sent Holly to get tea. Then she sat on Charlie’s desk, with her feet on a spare chair. Happy.

‘So what have we got so far? Hol, let’s start with you. I’ve been to see Patty this morning and I’ve had a chat with the social worker with responsibility for the family, but it’d be good to get the background.’

Holly could have been presenting an academic paper. ‘Patty’s not known to us, though her kids are subject to a “children in need” plan with social services. That seems to be down to her mental-health problems.’

Vera nodded. ‘According to her, John Brace fell madly in love with her heroin-addict mother, but was too honourable to leave his wife, so Patty was taken into care. Hmm. And those are little piggies I see flying over Front Street. The adoptive parents were high-achievers and Patty felt a bit lost. Though she did manage to go to Northumbria Uni and get a nursing degree, so she was hardly a failure.’ Vera stopped short. ‘Sorry, Hol. This is your shout, not mine. Back to you.’

Holly gave a little nod, forgiving Vera for the interruption. Cheeky madam. But Vera was secretly pleased that Hol seemed more confident these days.

Holly went on, ‘Her ex-husband Gary Keane is known to us. He’s been done for fraud and receiving stolen goods, but has avoided prison so far.’ A pause. ‘There’s some intelligence that he’s worked for serious criminals, hacking into computers, disabling alarm systems, but he’s never been caught. There’s a file on him, and Organized Crime kept an eye. Recently he seems to have gone quiet.’
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