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To my husband, Ken,


who died on November 25th 2019.


Then,


As sudden silence fell, a kestrel,


An armstretch away, flung against the sun


And flaunted a moment vivid rustglow and flickering wing


Before a graceful bank, a swoop, a swishing dive


Took it beyond.


From A Dying, by Ken Reah










Chapter 1


Sunk Island


Andy Yeatson was twenty-four, and he was becoming more and more certain that he was going to die.


Tonight.


He shifted on the back seat of the car as though he was trying to get comfortable and touched the door to feel where the lock was. ‘How long is this going to take?’ he asked. The girl who was driving didn’t respond.


The woman in the front passenger seat half turned her head. ‘Don’t worry. It isn’t far now.’ He caught her gaze in the mirror. There was something in her face that sent a chill through him. This woman was dangerous.


How the fuck had he got into this mess? And how was he going to get out of it? He’d been stupid, letting himself get distracted. He hadn’t been thinking about his own safety – he’d been worried about Becca. She hadn’t been replying to his texts. Maybe she was just pissed off with him, but if he was right, if his boss DS Mark Curwen was right, things were starting to kickoff at the pub where she worked, and some nasty people went in there.


It was a vile night – heavy rain whipped up by one of the storms that battered the town at this time of year. He should have stayed at his desk where he was supposed to be, but the worry kept nagging at him until he’d shoved his chair away, muttered vaguely about checking something out, headed for his car and driven off. He’d decided not to park near the pub – he was supposed to keep out of Becca’s way for the next few days and he didn’t want anyone spotting him there, but at this time of night, he could just park a couple of streets away, nip in, say hi and make sure she was OK.


He’d been walking along the road thinking about Becca, keeping to the wall for what shelter it gave, when the woman called to him.


‘Hey! Andy!’ He’d looked round and seen the car on the other side of the road. He knew the woman who was leaning out of the front passenger window, or knew her a bit – the girlfriend of one of his pub contacts. Harmless.


Or so he’d thought.


‘You going to the pub? Want a lift?’


He was cold, he was worried, he wasn’t thinking. So just like that, he’d got in. The woman was in the front passenger seat, a girl he hadn’t seen before was behind the wheel. He’d heard the clunk of the central locking, and realised, too late, he was trapped. ‘What’s happening?’ he’d said.


The woman had turned and smiled. ‘What you wanted. We’re going to meet Stoner.’


Shit, shit and shit again. He’d been in the pub night after night, posing as a buyer, someone after a big deal. He’d been waiting for the meet, and as soon as it was set up, he was supposed to alert his colleagues and get the backup he’d need.


Instead, he was stuck in the car, heading south. No one knew where he was, and there was no one to give him support. He’d made a mistake, and now his mistake could kill him.


Or could it? As far as they were concerned, he was just a small-time dealer who was trying to move into the big time. Maybe they were just going to make him an offer, and all of this was just to be sure there was no one following him.


Or… what if they knew he was a cop?


The woman chatted in a desultory manner as they drove down the road that followed the coast south. The girl said nothing, just followed the woman’s directions. Andy caught her eye in the mirror once and smiled at her. She went a bit pink and looked away. She was a pretty girl with a mop of fair hair – seemed too nice to be hanging out with this lot.


He had a choice. Go through with the meeting, play dumb. Tell them that he couldn’t do a deal like this with no warning. They couldn’t just kidnap him off the streets and expect him to come through.


But they knew that, and they’d done it anyway.


He glanced out of the back window, and realised someone was following them. He’d been aware of a motorbike in the road behind them for a while, but instead of passing them and driving on, it stayed about forty metres behind, shadowing them all the way. The rider wasn’t concealing himself, just keeping steadily on the same route as they headed further south. The woman must have been aware of it, but she didn’t comment.


The girl who was driving asked, ‘Why do we need to go all this way?’


‘Do I pay you to ask questions?’ the woman snapped.


Andy listened with half an ear, looking out for landmarks as they drove down the coast, the bike a constant, on their tail.


The fair-haired girl didn’t look like a threat, so it was him against the woman and the unknown biker. Time to change the odds.


They were close to Hornsea. He reached surreptitiously into his pocket for his phone. It would blow the operation out of the water, but he had to send for help.


But the woman was watching him. ‘I’ll have that,’ she said. ‘You’ll get it back.’


If he pressed the emergency button now, she’d see, and it could take as much as half an hour for his colleagues to locate the phone and get here. They’d still have time to disable the phone, get rid of him, and drive off. Reluctantly, he drew it out of his pocket and handed it over.


The woman looked at it. ‘Yours?’


He’d recently changed his screen image to one of Mia at her first birthday party, holding a balloon and grinning. Now he wished he hadn’t. ‘Yeah.’ He wasn’t discussing Mia with her, with any of them.


‘You’re doing this for your kid? Cute.’ Her mockery made him angry, but it gave him hope – she was talking as though the deal was on, as though he hadn’t been blown. Maybe, just maybe, he was going to get away with this.


She fiddled with the phone for a bit, checking his contacts, his messages – but there was nothing there that could worry her. To his surprise, she handed it back to him. She’d taken the battery out but given it back with the handset, and the tension released a bit more.


Focus, he told himself. If it’s the meeting with Stoner, then just go along with it. Play a bit angry about the way they picked you up. If it’s something else, then you get away. You can do this.


The road stretched ahead between flat, empty fields. He hadn’t seen a building for miles. If they kept going this way, they’d end up in the Humber Estuary.


His stomach gave a lurch. He didn’t like the thought of the estuary.


The lights caught a road sign as they passed a junction – one narrow lane meeting another narrow lane; Stone Creek Road – and then it was gone.


And now the car was slowing. Andy felt the bump and sway of rough ground. The car lights illuminated a low, red-brick wall. Beyond, still some distance away, he saw the gleam of water.


His fears were confirmed. The estuary. They had arrived.


The car drew to a halt, the bike pulling up behind it. The woman got out. ‘Doc,’ she said. There was no surprise in her voice. She’d obviously known all along who their shadow was. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to join us.’


The biker, Doc, grinned at her as he stretched. ‘Thought you might need me.’


Andy was caught off guard. This was Doc? Doc was one of the dealers he’d been trying to contact for weeks – and now it turned out he’d known the guy all along. Doc looked relaxed and affable and just for a second, Andy thought it was going to be OK… But then he caught a glimpse of the woman’s face. One look at her hungry, avid expression told him he all he needed to know.


His cover was blown and they’d decided to get rid of him.


He heard the clunk of the central locking system being switched off and reached for the car door to get out. Now he had to bring all his training into play. He pulled himself slowly out of the car, mapping in his head the location of the people around him.


Doc, standing behind him; the woman, moving a bit too eagerly round to his side of the car so he’d be boxed in; the girl still sitting in the driver’s seat. And somewhere around, this other guy, this Stoner, might be waiting. He was outnumbered – surprise and speed were the only things that would save him.


Make a plan. Now.


In front of him, dimly lit by the moon, was an inlet. Andy could see small boats pulled up in the mud and make out the name painted on the bows of one: Joie de Vivre. It was the perfect place to bring drugs in. Small boats, going in and out of the estuary, never going far afield – who’d even take a second look these days when the coastguard had been cut to nothing?


He’d had no idea this place even existed. This was information he needed to pass on – if he could.


Surprise and speed. Behind him was the bridge they had just crossed. That was the way back to the road, and it was the way they’d expect him to go. Opposite him on the other side of the car, there seemed to be nothing but a deep tangle of undergrowth.


But there was a fingerpost.


That meant there was a path. There had to be.


His few options raced through his mind. Over the bridge and into the water? The tide was coming in. He’d drown in the currents and the lethal mud. That way was closed. The fingerpost? It would be a massive gamble. Any path might be too overgrown to follow. Back along the road? They’d be expecting that and they’d try to stop him, but it looked like his best bet. He’d have to move fast and keep going.


He took a second quick look round. He’d have one chance, and he’d have to get it right.


But there was a man standing on the bridge. Andy’s way was blocked. Then the man turned, and as Andy saw his face, relief flooded through him. He knew this guy. He was OK, he was a mate – and then the chill came back. This wasn’t a mate at all.


This must be Stoner.


He’d known them all these past few weeks, and he hadn’t realised. He’d thought he’d been mixing with the small-timers, the help, and now, because he’d got it so wrong, he was going to die.


Unless he had a plan.


The fingerpost. It was the only way.


Now!


He could feel the adrenaline flooding through him. Time slowed down. Even though there was only the moon to light the scene, everything around him seemed bright and clear as daylight.


He could hear the sound of Doc moving closer behind him, and he braced himself.


Andy’s foot shot out as he spun, delivering his kick straight into Doc’s knee. Doc dropped to the ground, his mouth gaping. Andy cracked the second kick into his groin and then he was vaulting over the car, sliding over the roof and onto the ground. He dodged the man on the bridge – who moved forward just too late to stop him – and ran, feeling the long grass catching at his feet. He’d been right. His gamble had paid off. There was a path along the top of an embankment where the fingerpost stood.


It was barely a chance, but if he could get far enough away, he could find a house, find somewhere to hide, call in for help.


As he reached the top of the embankment, he glanced back. Doc was struggling to his feet, still doubled over, his hands clutched over his balls. Andy could hear a stream of curses apparently aimed at the other man, who was trying to help Doc up.


The girl was half out of the car, frozen.


There was no sign of the woman.


Andy spun round and forced himself to move faster. He wasn’t a sprinter, but if he could put the distance between them, he could keep going. He headed east along the embankment. Try and cut across to the road? No. He could tell from the gleams of water that the land was criss-crossed by drains. It was probably marshy as well. He couldn’t risk getting cut off. He was better off higher up.


For the moment.


He couldn’t work out which way to go. There were no lights, no buildings, just the dim shadows of flat expanses and the occasional glint of water running in straight lines across the land.


Now he knew where he was. He was in Sunk Island; the marshy area near the mouth of the estuary where only the drains kept the land from flooding. Almost no one lived here. There were just scattered farms and isolated buildings, and vast expanses of emptiness.


If they hadn’t seen which way he went, then he might make it.


The path was leading down now, away from the exposed embankment.


His chest was starting to burn. He needed his second wind as he pushed himself forward, listening all the time for the sound of footsteps behind him, or a car engine shadowing him from the road.


Where were they? What the fuck were they doing? He slowed down. There was no sign of pursuit, but they must be after him. They must be somewhere. Where the fuck were they?


The estuary gleamed below him, a barrier he couldn’t pass, but he could see something ahead of him. Trees.


Trees, here on the emptiest part of the coast? But trees could hide him. He could climb, get up high where he could see all around, stay safe and make his way back in the morning.


He fumbled in his pockets and pulled out his phone. It took seconds to get the battery in place, but then he had to wait as it powered up. What else did he have with him to help him through the night? Cigarettes, but he couldn’t risk smoking. Some gum – that would help to fool the thirst and the hunger.


His phone chimed the start-up signal. Right. Right. His fingers were clumsy with urgency as he pressed the keys – call it in, officer down, they’d be here from Hull in twenty minutes, less.


But nothing happened. The signal was gone.


He looked around him. The path stretched away from him in either direction, empty and featureless. Beside him, he could hear the surge of water, the vast and powerful estuary. The trees were the only place to hide.


Then he heard the beat of a bike engine. Cars couldn’t cross this ground, but a bike could.


This was it. They were coming. They must know the area well. They knew the path and they just had to get ahead of him.


He spun round and was running, away from the trees, away from the direction of the sound, anywhere.


What was that? A flicker of movement in the darkness close by! He veered away, and something hit him hard. It felt like someone had punched him in the side. He staggered, almost fell, then regained his momentum.


Run.


He was in the open, on a concrete hardstanding, a mesh fence between him and the surging waters of the estuary. A deep culvert at his feet cut the hardstanding in two.


Nowhere to go! He had to keep—


All the strength drained out of his legs. He sank to his knees. There was pain – he’d been aware and not aware of it – was he having a heart attack? He fumbled at his chest, then stared in bewilderment at his hand, stained with a dark, shiny substance…


Blood.


He tried to get back to his feet, but his legs wouldn’t do what he wanted them to. He was gasping, as if the air he was sucking in wasn’t air at all and… It was like he was watching from a long way away, and it was OK. He was dancing with Becca, watching the way her hair swung round her face as she moved. Oh, Jesus. Had he got her into trouble as well? He was singing to Mia as he bathed her. Row, row, row… If you see a crocodile, don’t forget to scream… and Mia was laughing, laughing…


He couldn’t find the breath to scream.


He fell forwards, face down on the cracked, dirty ground, and a dark stain spread out around him, running in trickles into the drain as the rain kept on falling.










Chapter 2


The land where the South Holderness plain meets the north Humber foreshore lies in deep isolation; a flat, waterlogged landscape formed over the centuries from the mud of the estuary.


Sunk Island.


Detective Sergeant Mark Curwen left his car by the side of the road and followed the straight line of a drain towards the water that glittered in the early morning light. After the heavy rain, the ground sucked at his feet as if the sea was trying once more to reclaim this land. Ahead, he could see the solitary figure of the constable standing guard over the scene.


He was here to do a job he didn’t want to do.


‘Where are they?’ he asked after flashing his ID at the constable. He took the mandatory white coveralls and overshoes from the man and pulled them on.


‘It’s over this way, sir. Near that fence, right by the river – or the sea, I don’t know…’


‘It’s called an estuary, Constable.’


The constable was keen to direct Curwen towards the body that lay on a hardstanding by the shoreline. Curwen was in no rush. He knew what he was going to find. A member of his team, DC Andy Yeatson, had gone missing three nights before.


When there was no sign of the young detective constable, Curwen knew what must have happened, knew it was just a matter of time.


And it was. The call had come through an hour ago. The body of a man, found by – what else? – a dog walker. The serious crimes team was already here. He could see the SOCOs going over the flat damp ground, men in wetsuits in the deep ditch of the drain, looking for whatever evidence was left after the heavy rain of the past few days.


Curwen walked along the track to the small group gathered around a tent that had been erected to preserve the scene from the weather. He made himself focus on what he was seeing, on the problems the scene presented. Curwen’s role was simple; he was here to identify a body.


The path ended on the cracked, uneven surface of a hardstanding. The drain he’d been following emptied into the estuary via a tidal gate: Spragger Drain sluice. A mesh fence protected the edge, with bright yellow signs warning of the dangers of slipping. Curwen looked down into the water.


One side of the fence was broken and sagging. Water flowed past below him, smooth and dark, the swirls and eddies telling of currents that would quickly overwhelm anyone unfortunate enough to fall in. The drain itself emptied into a deep, stone-walled culvert, crossed by thin beams of wood.


Two men and a woman were waiting for him. One of the men stepped forward, a tall man he vaguely recognised. ‘DS Curwen? DCI Hammond. East Yorkshire Serious Crimes.’ Ian Hammond. A good officer as far as Curwen knew.


He nodded. ‘You want to show me?’


The other man held back the flap of the small tent that was protecting the body. Curwen took a brief look. It was still recognisably Andy, as he’d known it would be. The face had the blankness of death that was often confused with peace. In Curwen’s experience, the horror of a death was rarely reflected there. Across the white throat, a dark red wound gaped. Curwen closed his eyes against a sudden, unexpected surge of emotion and turned away.


Hammond said, ‘You know him?’


Curwen nodded. ‘Yeah. Andy Yeatson. He’s a DC with the drugs squad based at Brid.’


‘And you’ve been working with him?’


‘He was on my team. We’ve been chasing down the street dealers in Bridlington.’ Curwen looked round, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Why would you bring someone here to kill them? If you killed them somewhere else, why carry a body so close to the estuary and then dump it on dry land? The drain dropped away beside him, barely protected by some planks of wood. If they’d dumped Andy in the water, the powerful currents would have carried the body miles out. It would probably never have been found.


Hammond responded to Curwen’s unspoken question. ‘He was in there.’ He indicated the deep culvert. ‘He was caught in the gate – they must have been in a hurry.’ Hammond paused, briefly. ‘I’ll need to ask you some questions, DS Curwen. What was DC Yeatson working on? What would he be doing here?’


A good question, and one Curwen couldn’t answer – or wasn’t prepared to, yet. This wasn’t where Andy was supposed to be. He was supposed to set up a meeting and alert Curwen to provide backup, not go off on his own. What had happened that he ended up here, miles down the coast? They must have brought him here to kill him, but Curwen couldn’t understand why. He pictured the dead face again; the blue lips, the red wound on the livid neck. ‘They cut his throat?’


‘That’s not what killed him.’ It was the woman who answered him. She was small with dark hair and a sharp face. He realised she must be the medic come to check the body in situ, pronounce life extinct, before it was taken away.


The body.


It.


‘There’s a knife wound here.’ She touched the side of her chest. ‘It will have penetrated the heart – more than enough to kill him. They probably cut his throat to be sure before they dumped the body. I’ll be able to tell you more after I’ve had a closer look.’ She turned to Hammond. ‘I’ll get back. I’ll be doing the PM first thing in the morning.’ A murdered police officer was always priority.


Hammond nodded. ‘I’ll be there.’ He waited until she was gone, then turned to Curwen. ‘I need all the information you can give me, DS Curwen. This is a murder investigation.’ He hadn’t missed Curwen’s lack of response to his original question.


‘Of course. What about his phone?’


‘We haven’t found it. I’ll ask you again; what was he doing here last night?’


‘I don’t know, sir. He was supposed to be in the station in Bridlington.’


‘OK. What was…?’ Hammond stopped as someone called from across the field, one of the SOCOs. The voice was urgent. ‘Hang on.’ He turned away and hurried across the field.


Curwen had no time to think about his next move; he acted on instinct. Under the guise of looking at something more closely, he slipped his fingers into the inside pocket of Andy’s jacket, where he usually kept his phone. Nothing. He tried the other pockets, but the phone wasn’t there. Shit! No time for anything else.


He hurried across to where Hammond was waiting for him. They walked together over the field to where the coveralled figure was crouched over something on the ground.


It was a dead animal, maybe a cat – the fur was a dull, dark brown. It had been dead for a while, and there was evidence of predation, but there was clear evidence of damage to the head. ‘Something hit it,’ Hammond said. ‘A car? A bike?’


‘A boot?’ Curwen added.


‘Get it preserved.’ Hammond’s gaze met Curwen’s.


Curwen knew what he was thinking – after all the rain, much of the evidence that should have been here would be gone. But some might remain intact on this creature – assuming its death was anything to do with what had happened just a few metres away.


Hammond was distracted by the new find, so Curwen took the opportunity to get out of there, telling the senior officer that he’d be available for an interview back at base.


He had things he needed to do.










Chapter 3


Bridlington


The sky was deep blue, like a summer’s day, but with a chill in the air to say that autumn was almost over and winter was fast approaching. The sun cast sharp shadows on the ground and glinted off the metal of the supermarket trolleys stacked in rows by the door. Becca Armitage leaned back against the wall and lit a cigarette, her first since getting out of bed that morning.


Six days a week she worked here, eight thirty until five thirty. Evenings, she worked behind the bar in a town-centre pub, which gave her just about enough to pay the rent, buy food, keep herself going, marking time until… what? She didn’t really know.


But today, she didn’t care. Today – or rather tonight – something good was happening. She turned her face up to the sunshine, and couldn’t stop herself from smiling.


‘What are you so happy about?’ Jade, another of the supermarket assistants, had joined her for a smoke before their lunch break ended. ‘Sheryl caught her tits in the till roll?’ Becca gave a snort of laughter. Sheryl was one of the other assistants, an older woman who was always complaining about Jade and Becca’s work to the manager, Bryan, and always told him if either of them was a couple of minutes late back from their break.


‘No. I’m just, you know…’ She gestured at the sky. ‘It’s a nice day.’


‘It must be something,’ Jade persisted. ‘It can’t be this place. New boyfriend?’


Becca kept her gaze on the parked cars, trying to look cool, but she could feel her face going pink.


Jade laughed. ‘You’ll learn.’ But she said it kindly and Becca found herself laughing too.


A movement caught her eye. Jade looked up and stiffened. A kid was riding a mountain bike across the car park towards the small space where the delivery trucks unloaded and where the staff went if they wanted to smoke. He was speeding towards them, his head down. Becca just had time to take in the gleaming metal, the bright trim before she braced herself. It looked as if he was going to run right into them. But he glanced up at the last minute and saw them. Alarm crossed his face. He pulled the orange handlebars round in a sharp turn, then did a triumphant wheelie before speeding away.


‘You get back here,’ Jade yelled after him. ‘Little shite,’ she said as the kid vanished round the corner.


Becca looked at her in surprise. ‘Who’s that?’


‘Our Lewis.’ Jade had two kids, a boy of eleven whose dad had never been around and a girl of two. ‘He’s bunking-off again. I send him off to school every morning, but he never gets there. I’ve got the social services all over me but what do they expect me to do? Walk him through the gate? I’ve got to be in work. Little bugger.’ But she sounded more defeated than angry.


It sounded like Lewis was trouble, but there was something about the way he’d sailed past them on his board that reminded Becca of crazy motorbike rides up the coast with Jared, her boyfriend from almost a year ago, and the sense of speed and freedom she had felt. Lewis had been playing, having fun, and she could get that. She knew where she’d rather be. ‘Do you want to go after him?’


‘And get the push? I can’t afford to lose this job. I’ll get sanctioned.’


Becca didn’t know what to say. She didn’t have kids – she didn’t want them, either. Who would?


‘We’ve got people selling drugs all over the estate,’ Jade said, scowling as she nipped her cigarette out. ‘Our Lewis is out there with them all the time. And the police? They don’t give a shit. Maybe it’d be best if the social does take him. He won’t listen to me.’ Her phone chimed and she checked it. ‘Text from the fucking school. Again. What do they expect me to do?’ She sighed. ‘We’d better go back.’


Becca put out her own cigarette and followed Jade back into the shop for an afternoon of shelf-stacking and working the tills.


Her shift finished, she stepped out of the hard, fluorescent lighting into the tail-end of a late-autumn afternoon. The light was starting to fade, but the sky was still clear, and the air felt mild, even though the breeze off the sea carried a cold bite. She used to think Bridlington was a dump, but she was starting to find things about it she actually liked.


Last winter, things had gone badly wrong. She hadn’t meant for any of it to happen; she’d just been trying a help a mate. Not even a mate, really, just someone in trouble. But it meant she’d got on the wrong side of people she should have kept right away from, and she’d nearly ended up in jail, or worse. Some of the people she’d upset might still be around, though she didn’t know who they were or where they were. She thought about Jade, angry and upset about her kid, Lewis. The people she’d crossed were just the kind of people who’d sell drugs to kids, no question.


Were they back?


She didn’t want to think about it.


Her phone chimed, distracting her. A message on WhatsApp. She looked at it and smiled. Jared. Her first real boyfriend. He’d sent a photo – somewhere with blue skies and high, pointy mountains all around, and he was grinning at the camera. Cool or what? The message said. She smiled and texted back Cool. Jared had been part of what had happened last year. He was off somewhere doing what he did, leading a kind of random life. Becca could have gone with him when he left, but she had no money. Jared wouldn’t have minded supporting her – but she did.


She took care of herself. She didn’t take money from anyone, not even her foster-mother, Kay.


What happened last year was over, and what was happening to kids like Jade’s Lewis was none of her business.


The summer was long gone and most of the visitors had left, but even now, as winter was approaching, she could see people on the beach; dog walkers, kids digging in the sand, families wandering along the seafront in bright colours. Music from the funfairs and the smells of chips and candy floss floated through the air – the smells of a seaside town.


Last winter, Brid had been a dark place where bad things happened, but maybe this winter, things would be better.


Then she remembered, and found she was smiling again.


Tonight, Andy was back.










Chapter 4


Scarborough


Kay McKinnon pulled on her warm trousers, a wool jersey and a fleece. Despite getting up at five thirty, she was running late. She hated the commute from Scarborough to Hull. At least today would be the last time. Since a fire had more or less destroyed her cottage near Whitby, she’d been camping out in this bland box of a flat. It had been a roof over her head, but she had never felt at home here. Most of her possessions were in storage, and what little she’d brought with her was packed. Tonight, she was moving.


She grabbed her backpack and took thirty seconds to glance at her reflection. She sighed.


Her husband, Matt, used to say she always managed to look stylish. Not these days. What was the point? The deep well of grief inside her stirred and started to rise up. She rode it, let it wash over her and subside. In the early days, in the weeks and months after Matt’s death, the sheer magnitude of a pain she had no choice but to endure had the power to drive her to her knees. It was a beast she had learned to control, but not one that was ever diminished.


Matt. He was gone and this was her life now. She had no choice but to get on with it. ‘It doesn’t mean I’ve got to like it,’ she muttered under her breath, wrapping a scarf round her neck.


Milo watched her resignedly from his bed. He didn’t like these early morning starts, when she dropped him off with the dog-sitter on her way into work. She cast a quick eye over the flat, then clipped on Milo’s lead. He made a great show of reluctance as he climbed out of his basket, sighing and stretching. ‘Come on, Milo,’ she said, and grabbed her keys. It was time to go.


As she drove, she mulled over her move. She’d been looking for somewhere closer to Hull, but countrified, somewhere she could go for long walks with Milo, somewhere with birds and the sea…


Somewhere Matt would have liked.


A car cut across in front of her and she braked sharply. Pay attention, Kay!


It took almost an hour to drive to the outskirts of Hull where she dropped Milo off. Ten minutes later, she pulled up outside the offices of Tania’s House, the small charity she worked for that gave support to young drug users in Hull and the small towns up and down the East Yorkshire coast.


The road – as usual – was parked-up, so she stopped on the double yellows – she’d be out again in a few minutes – and went in to collect her files. She was on home visits all day today, which was the kind of work she liked best.


Her boss, Dev Johar, was already at his desk as she arrived. ‘Morning Kay. I wanted to discuss those budget changes you asked about, at the meeting this afternoon. Dave and Cath are coming in at—’


‘I have home visits all day today,’ Kay said, trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice. This was the arrangement – she only worked three days a week, on a varying timetable that was agreed with Dev at the start of the month. She always scheduled her out-of-office appointments on Fridays, and he knew that. Or should know, as it was the system he’d suggested.


‘I posted the details of the meeting on Monday, Kay,’ he said. ‘You should have had plenty of time to rearrange things.’


‘I wasn’t working on Monday, Dev.’ She nodded towards the large sheet on the wall where they all logged their work hours. ‘I can’t switch appointments around at the last minute.’ They drilled into their clients the importance of consistency, of discipline, of keeping up with commitments. The last thing recovering addicts needed was a support worker who didn’t follow those rules rigorously herself.


Dev sighed. ‘Xanthe always managed to attend meetings. Who are you seeing today?’


‘Kyle Clarkson, Ian Taylor and Jassy Greene this morning, Poppy Brooke this afternoon. Jassy’s a new client, so I’ll need to spend more time with her, and I need to chase Kyle up – he missed his last appointment and he hasn’t been keeping up with his probation officer.’ Which probably meant Kyle – seventeen, troubled, given to solving the huge problems in his life by self-medication – was back on the drugs again.


‘Poppy. You could cancel Poppy and come in for the meeting. She’s doing well. She doesn’t need this close supervision any more.’


‘Actually, I need to talk to you about Poppy.’ Nineteen-year-old Poppy had been doing well. Kay’s predecessor, a young woman called Xanthe Adamos, had found her a part-time job, and Kay had picked up her case with high hopes of getting Poppy back into college to complete the course in beauty therapy she’d dropped out of when drugs took hold of her life.


But in some way that Kay found hard to pin down, Poppy was struggling. She was keeping up with the job, but not much else. Kay had heard just yesterday that Poppy had missed two appointments with her probation officer – something the man had only just got round to telling them.


Dev listened, then shook his head. ‘But she’s reasonably stable, she’s holding down her job. I want you to start the process of moving her on – group support, I think. It’s such a shame Xanthe had to leave before Poppy was fully back on track.’


Xanthe had apparently been very cool and down with the kids, and Dev Johar never missed an opportunity to tell Kay how much she was missed. Kay was well on her way to disliking her unknown predecessor, who, for all her skills, had effectively walked out of the job. She’d gone to America to continue her academic studies and left Tania’s House in the lurch. It had taken over three months to replace her, and then only with a part-time post. Budget reasons, Johar had told her, which surprised Kay. Tania’s House had a turnover of more than £300,000 a year, thanks to some generous donors. But that wasn’t the issue now.


‘I can’t cancel my appointment with Poppy,’ she said briskly. ‘Let me have a copy of the minutes and I’ll respond. I’ll talk to you about group therapy for her after I’ve seen her today.’


Before Dev could extend the discussion – which wasn’t going to get them anywhere – she collected her files and made her escape, making it back to the car just as a traffic warden hove into view. She pulled out into the traffic, ignoring a few angry horns as she did so – if you waited for a space, you’d never get out – and drove to her favourite greasy spoon, where she had an egg sandwich and a huge mug of tea to marshal her resources for the day ahead.


But by the time her third appointment was finished, her resources had just about run out. It was almost three. Each appointment had overrun – which was par for the course – and there had been no time for a break or for any lunch. On the other hand, she was feeling optimistic. The delinquent Kyle had admitted to using pills again, but seemed ready to have another go once Kay spelled out the options to him, and the new client, Jassy, seemed well-motivated.


She ate an energy bar as she drove to her last appointment with Poppy. Kay braced herself. Things might look good on paper, but something was wrong. Poppy was starting to slip back, and Kay had to catch her before she slipped too far.


Parking on Poppy’s road was always difficult, so Kay parked on the main road and took her stuff out of the back, hoping her car would be too scruffy to interest any passing twoccers. She checked her backpack. All the folders were there – you didn’t leave confidential stuff in the car – and what she thought of as her teenage revival kit; cans of coke, cigarettes, sweets – the kind of stuff that had got her through doors in the past, and was always useful for navigating sticky periods in support sessions.


Poppy lived in a shared house in a run-down part of the city. It was an area full of industrial sheds, takeaways, budget food shops, bookies.


A steady stream of traffic flowed past her. The air made her skin smart and there was a chemical taste in her mouth. She was the only pedestrian, walking briskly along the cracked pavement. And yet there were green spaces – a patch of wasteland where a building had been demolished colonised by brambles and dandelions, an old car park, virtually empty, where weeds were forcing their way through the concrete, a buddleia clinging on to a cracked gutter.


She was in the edge lands, spaces where the urban sprawl began to decay, and nature, battered and struggling, began its fight back.


And where people who had lost their way might find a place to survive.


She turned onto the road where Poppy lived. It was a dark street, aligned so it never seemed to get the sun. On one corner there was a vacant, weed-filled space, and on the other side of the road a grey industrial shed. As she walked along the pavement, she passed houses with all the obvious signs of multiple occupancy – uncared-for gardens, overflowing bins, tatty curtains pulled across windows even during the day.


Kay came to the last house. The window was covered with what looked like an old blanket. The gate to the gennel that led to the back of the houses was hanging off its hinges. Looking down the passage, she saw a bike, quite a powerful one, against the wall.


She knocked on the door and waited, her hand poised to knock again. After a few minutes, it opened a crack, and a Poppy’s face peered cautiously round it. She was yawning and rubbing her eyes. ‘Oh, it’s you. What do you want?’


She was like a flower in the middle of a scrapyard, her fair hair hanging in tangled curls round her shoulders, her face pink and white as if she had just woken up.


‘It’s our appointment,’ Kay said.


‘Oh. Yeah. Look, I’m a bit… I think I’ve got the flu, you know, so…’ Poppy made no attempt to open the door further; in fact, she looked ready to close it in Kay’s face.


Alcohol flu, pill flu or worse? It didn’t look good and Kay wasn’t leaving until she found out more. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Let’s have a cup of tea.’ She smiled and moved towards the door, as if she had no idea Poppy didn’t want to let her in. Poppy, after a moment’s hesitation, stood back from the door and pulled it open. She was wearing a pair of loose shorts, an oversized T-shirt with the slogan ‘The Sorting Hat Said Broadmoor’ on the front, and not much else. Her bare feet were grubby, but they had the pink plumpness of a child’s.


There was a sour smell as Kay stepped through the door. The corridor was bare boards with a random carpeting of mail – junk, official-looking envelopes, free newspapers. Kay suppressed the urge to pick it up and sort it. They usually had their meetings upstairs, where Poppy had made herself an attractive bedsit amid the general squalor. Today, however, Poppy led her into the small kitchen at the back of the house and snapped the light on, illuminating a sink full of scummy liquid and a draining board piled high with unwashed cups and plates. Trays and wrapping from past takeaways were strewn across the table, and falling out of the over-full bin. Kay noticed, but didn’t comment on, screwed up foil on the table and a spoon scorched black underneath. Her heart sank.


There was a horrible smell, partly like something gone off and partly like an uncared-for public toilet. Kay tried not to let her reactions show on her face, but Poppy must have seen something because she said, ‘Ew. It smells like Greg’s been peeing in the sink again.’ The look she gave Kay was a challenge.


‘I wondered what it was,’ Kay said mildly, mentally deleting Greg, whoever he was, from her list of future house guests. What else had gone wrong? Poppy never paid much attention to the rest of the house, but she was always fastidious in her own space, keeping her room and the adjacent bathroom clean and attractive. Kay sat down at the table and Poppy, after a moment’s hesitation, sat down too.


‘Tea?’ Kay asked. Poppy nodded and looked vaguely round. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve brought some with me,’ Kay added, getting out her flask.


As she poured tea and offered Poppy a handful of the sugar sachets she’d collected from various cafés, there was the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Poppy tensed as the footsteps came along the corridor.


‘There you are. I thought I said…’ The woman who came into the kitchen stopped speaking abruptly as she saw Kay. She was tall and model-slim with long, fair hair. Her face was half-concealed by dark glasses and a scarf draped with precise carelessness around her neck. It was hard to estimate her age. At first glance, Kay put her in her twenties but as she studied the woman’s face, she realised she was probably in her forties.


‘Who are you?’ Her voice had the huskiness of the habitual smoker.


‘I’m Poppy’s support worker,’ Kay said. ‘Kay McKinnon. And you’re…?’


Poppy looked at the two of them, clearing her throat, her hands tearing a tissue into small pieces, and when the other woman didn’t speak, she offered, ‘This is Leesha.’


The woman spoke to Poppy, not Kay. ‘This is what you’ve got instead of Xanthe?’ She lit a cigarette and took a long pull. ‘I think I preferred the original.’


It wasn’t remotely funny, but Poppy glanced at Kay, then at the woman, and giggled dutifully. Leesha turned slightly to exclude Kay. ‘Are they digging them up now or what?’ Poppy gave that same nervous giggle. It was the way the playground bully cuts the victim off by enlisting the support of others. Kay could tell that whatever hold this Leesha woman had on Poppy, Poppy wasn’t going to go against her. Whatever this woman wanted, Poppy would do it.


Retreat? Come back when the field was clear? It went against her nature, but sometimes it was the best—


Poppy slumped at the table, her face looking paler, shining with the faint sheen of sweat. ‘Are you all right?’ Kay said, anxious at this sudden change.


‘I’m thirsty,’ Poppy said. She pushed the cup of tea away. ‘This tastes like shit.’ The freshness had gone from her face. The debris on the table – the scorched spoon, the tinfoil wraps – coupled with Poppy’s sudden collapse told Kay all she needed to know. Poppy had been on opioids when Tania’s House had taken her on, her engagement with the charity being one of the conditions placed on her by the court when she was arrested and convicted of possession.


This, to Kay, looked like severe withdrawal. If Poppy was back on hard drugs, she would be back to full-scale addiction very quickly. She was also in breach of her probation, which could have serious consequences. Kay had to stand her ground and fight.


Before Leesha could speak, Kay reached into her backpack again. ‘Have some of this.’ She produced a bottle of water and a can of coke. Poppy held out her hand, waving the water away and reaching for the soft drink.


She popped it open and gulped it down, then belched. For a moment it looked as though she was going to throw up, but she managed to get herself back under control. Kay nodded at her and turned her obvious attention away from Poppy, while keeping the girl in her peripheral vision as she fished in her bag again and produced a packet of cigarettes. ‘Here,’ she said. Poppy looked at her. It was like a flash of understanding between them. Kay’s gesture said I know you need something. And Poppy’s said, More than this, but she took a cigarette and lit it, drawing on it hard. Her hand shook. She looked at Leesha. ‘Did you…?’


‘I’m going,’ Leesha said abruptly. She looked directly at Poppy, who looked back at her, a kind of mute plea in her eyes. Leesha jerked her head and Poppy followed her out of the kitchen.


Kay stood up and moved quietly until she was in a position to see down the corridor. The two women were talking, their heads close together. Kay heard Poppy say, ‘… don’t like him…’ and Leesha’s response, ‘… doesn’t matter. If you want…’ Her masked gaze moved towards the kitchen. Kay stayed where she was. Let this Leesha woman see that Poppy had support.


She went back to her seat at the table when she heard the front door close behind Leesha, then there was the sound of Poppy’s feet running up the stairs. She listened as Poppy moved around on the floor above her, then there was silence. After waiting about fifteen minutes, Kay was ready to go upstairs and check, but then she heard movement and Poppy came back down and into the kitchen. There was more colour in her face, but her eyes were unnaturally bright. She’d clearly taken something, but not enough to knock her out. While she was upstairs, she’d changed into a tiny skirt and top, pulled her hair back from her face and fixed it with a clip. It looked pretty – casual but stylish. ‘I like the way you’ve done your hair,’ Kay said, stifling all the other things she wanted to say.


Poppy mulled this over, accepting another cigarette from Kay. ‘Yeah. I got to go out.’


Kay ran her hand through the shapeless mess her own hair had become. Since a fire that had just about destroyed her cottage near Whitby, she hadn’t been bothering with a hairdresser. She’d cut it herself, keeping it cropped brutally short. No wonder that Leesha woman had made fun of her. ‘I don’t know what to do with mine,’ she admitted. ‘What do you think?’


Poppy looked surprised, but pleased to be asked. She squinted at Kay over the smoke from her cigarette. ‘It needs some product on it. And colour. You could, you know, get it shaped a bit. Feather it round your face. It’d hide the… make it look, you know, softer.’


‘You think I should keep it short?’ she asked, deferring to Poppy’s expertise.


‘Yeah. Suits you, or it would if it wasn’t a mess.’


Fair enough. It was a mess. She smiled at Poppy. ‘Thanks. Are you still doing hair? Would you do mine for me next time you come to Tania’s?’


She thought she saw a flicker of interest on Poppy’s face before it smoothed back into cool indifference. ‘If you like.’ Poppy shrugged. ‘Only I’m, you know, too busy to come in. For a bit.’


Push it, or step back? Kay had just seen Poppy being intimidated. She couldn’t ignore it. Poppy had to know Kay was on her side. ‘Who’s Leesha?’ she asked.


‘Just a mate.’ Poppy looked down, rejecting Kay’s invitation to talk.


‘You need to come to Tania’s House,’ Kay said gently but firmly. ‘You’ve been missing your appointments with Graham.’ Graham was Poppy’s probation officer.


‘Yeah, well, he’s useless.’


Kay rather agreed with that, but this wasn’t going to help Poppy. ‘But you need to see him. And if you need some more help, we can find that for you.’


‘I’m fine,’ Poppy said.


‘Are you? Listen, Poppy, whatever you say to me, when we’re having a support session, is confidential. Whatever you tell me, whatever it is, I can help.’


Poppy’s eyes filled with tears suddenly, and she turned away so Kay wouldn’t see. ‘There’s nothing to tell.’ Her voice was muffled.


‘I can’t make you tell me anything,’ Kay said carefully. ‘And I wouldn’t try. Sometimes, if you’ve got a problem, even talking around it can help. I know you’re back on stuff. Is Leesha selling it to you?’


Poppy’s laugh was jerked out of her. ‘You think you know everything, don’t you?’


‘No,’ Kay said slowly. ‘I obviously don’t. Come in and talk to me, or let me call you if you’d prefer that. You need help, Poppy. That’s what I’m here for.’


Poppy didn’t deny it. Her head drooped and she wouldn’t meet Kay’s gaze. ‘It’s too late for that. I want you to go,’ she said.


It was important now to show Poppy she had control. ‘Of course. But you’ll come in to Tania’s, won’t you?’


Poppy looked at her. ‘Just to do your hair?’


‘Just to do my hair.’


‘OK…’


Kay left, having obtained Poppy’s agreement to come to Tania’s House the following Monday. But in the meantime, Kay needed to check her schedule, try and clear a bit of time to give Poppy some additional support. This was more than just a return to drugs – people had relapses, and it wasn’t good, but they could find their way back again. Poppy’s It’s too late made Kay think that there was more to this than drugs.


And there was the problem of this woman, Leesha. Was she Poppy’s dealer? Dealers had a strong influence over their clients – the clients relied on the dealer for their fixes – but it was a commercial relationship, the dealers relying on the users for their market and their money. What Kay had just seen looked like more than a drugs deal. This Leesha woman was putting pressure on Poppy to do something, and whatever it was, Poppy didn’t want to do it.


She had been sycophantic in her interactions with the other woman, and in that exchange by the door, she had sounded scared.


There were dealers who were even more malign than the ones who simply sold the stuff. There were the ones who used the power of supply to make the users, the addicts, do things they wouldn’t otherwise do. What kind of pressure was Leesha putting on Poppy?


Kay wasn’t going to give up. She needed to get Poppy away from this Leesha woman, and that would involve… She thought hard as she walked back to her car. How could she stop Leesha? Get the police onto her? Kay had no proof. Physically remove Poppy from her influence? Residential rehab? Tania’s House offered some short-term residentials a bit further north, near Bridlington, but apparently places were like gold, and Kay couldn’t see Poppy agreeing to a stay in Bridlington, especially not the way she was at the moment.


As she drove back, she made her decision. She’d fought battles before to win back young people who seemed to be lost beyond hope. She thought about Becca, the foster-daughter she was closest to. She and Matt had been told more than once that Becca was a lost cause, and look at her now.


Not that Becca was in such a good place at the moment.


Kay sighed. That was a different problem for a different time. But she was going to fight for Poppy. She would get Poppy back.










Chapter 5


Bridlington


Becca’s flat – or more exactly, her bedsit – was above a shop on one of the main roads out of the centre of Bridlington. The shop was a sell-everything hardware sort of place, and if Becca had wanted mop heads or tin buckets, it would have been handy. As it was, it was just the place she had to get through to reach the stairs to her room.


It was a twenty-five-minute walk from the supermarket, maybe twenty if you walked as fast as Becca did. Walking saved on the bus fare, and anyway, the service was pretty much crap. The weather, that had been so good earlier, was turning. Clouds were gathering. She pulled up her hood and huddled into her waterproof to protect herself from the early evening chill.


When the shop was closed, she had to go in through the back of the building, along a narrow alleyway where people dumped the kinds of stuff you didn’t want to look at too closely. Becca had seen needles and used condoms among the dumped rubbish. She always watched where she was putting her feet when she came along here.


She let herself into the backyard, noting again that her landlord, George, the guy who owned the shop, hadn’t repaired the lock on the gate yet; it was still held by a loop of string.


Becca unhooked it and stepped through, pulling the gate closed behind her. There were high walls separating the yards along the terrace, and the limited space was crammed with discarded storage boxes, an industrial-sized wheelie bin, some cracked paving slabs and bits and pieces of broken furniture. A metal fire escape ran down the wall from the attic window of Becca’s room, ending about three metres off the ground, where a drop-down ladder provided access.


Tucked away under the fire escape and hidden under a tarpaulin was a small motorbike that Kay, Becca’s foster-mother, had bought for her at the beginning of the year. Not that Becca could afford to run it, though she hadn’t told Kay that.


The yard could have been nice. In the summer, the sun had shone on it all day, and plants had grown up through the cracks in the asphalt, making it look green and garden-y, but right now, it was just a place where all the junk from the shop got dumped.


She let herself in through the back door, checking round as she did so for any sign of the kitten that had appeared just a couple of days ago. She’d often see it pouncing on leaves blown across the ground, and vanishing as soon as it became aware of her watching. It looked very small to be out, and she hoped it had a home somewhere.


There was no sign of it, so it probably did.


Upstairs, she had a quick shower – cold, because the water heater hadn’t been on, and anyway, her card was short of credit – then pulled on trousers and a T-shirt, loose, with long sleeves. Carl Lavery, her boss at the pub, could get a bit grabby, so she never gave him anything to grab if she could help it.


She pulled her hair up into a high ponytail. When they were dancing, that time they had gone clubbing, Andy said he liked it. As she looked at her face in the mirror, she saw her cheeks flush. She could remember him watching her that night, here in this flat, when she’d pulled the clip free and her hair had fallen down round her shoulders.


And he was back tonight. She felt a tension inside her that was half painful, half nice as she finished getting ready. A bit of make-up, just to hide the scar that ran down from the side of her nose to her lip, and a brush of eye stuff to make her eyelashes and eyebrows a bit darker, because otherwise they tended to vanish.
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