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​PROLOGUE

​THE VOTE
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Seven years ago

My father counted on his fingers when he wanted a room to think he was being simple with them. Thumb, forefinger, middle. Three things, he'd say, and whatever came after would already be decided, because Ray Mercer never opened his mouth at that table without knowing where every hand in the room would land.

He did it that night in the back office first, just the two of us, before church. The mill was quiet under the rain and the office smelled of ledger paper and the cheap cigars he never smoked past halfway.

"Three things," he said. Thumb. "The Radleys lose a man, they need a body or they take three of ours, and they can. We're bleeding, son. Don't pretend we're not." Forefinger. "The law needs the same body. One name closes their file and gets them out of our garages." Middle finger. "The gun was in the boy's hand when it counted. That's not me saying it. That's evidence."

"He's a prospect," I said. "He's twenty-two. He carries what he's told to carry."

"And he'll carry this. Two years, Cole. I've had word. Money follows him in, protection follows him in, he does his time soft and comes out with a full patch waiting and every man in this club owing him. Tell me a better door out of this war. Take your time. I'll wait."

I stood there and tried to build one. A trade, a payment, a body from their side matched against ours and called even. Every road ran through more funerals. The war had already put Whistle's lad in hospital and a bullet through the front window of a house with a cot in the front room. My father watched me not find it, and he nodded like I'd said something wise.

"It's arithmetic," he said. "It's ugly, but it adds. And Cole. The wife doesn't hear it from you before it's done. She'd run to the boy, the boy runs, and then he's a fugitive instead of a man doing short time with the club at his back. You'd be killing him with kindness. You keep your mouth shut because you love her. That's what it looks like from inside, whatever it feels like."

I want to say I argued longer than I did.

Church filled at ten. Fourteen men around a table cut from a beam that had held the mill roof for a century, smoke crawling the light, rain loud on the tin above the old loading bay. My father laid it out the way he'd laid it out for me, calm as a man reading gas meters. Three fingers. The room went along the walls in silence when he finished, and I watched brothers I'd bled beside do the same sum I'd done and get the same answer and hate it the same amount.

Brick spoke first. He was newer at the table then, still heavy with the accent he'd brought over from Cork, and he put both fists on the wood.

"He's ours," he said. "Prospect or not. We don't feed our own to the law. That's the whole point of the patch or there's no point to it."

"He'll be protected," my father said. "Arranged and paid for. This club looks after what's ours inside as well as out. Ask anyone who's done time on our books."

"Then let it be a full member who goes. Let it be me." That was Ged Barnes, Whistle, fifty-odd and grey and quieter that night than I'd ever known him. He'd been in the thick of the war from the first punch of it. "I'll carry it. Boy's got a life in front of him."

"The evidence carries a name already," my father said, gentle as a nurse. "It isn't yours, Ged. Wishing won't move it."

Ged looked at the table for a long moment. There was something in his face I read as grief and filed away as everyone's grief, because we all had it that year. I have spent seven years taking that look back out and reading it again.

The vote went round the table like something being passed hand to hand that nobody wanted to hold. Ayes from the old guard, the men who owed my father their houses and their parole and their sons' apprenticeships. Nays from Brick and the young end. It came down the table and it came to me, and it was six and six with mine left, and my father had known it would be, and he watched me with the patience of a man watching bread rise.

Danny Vane had helped me rebuild a shovelhead engine that spring. He laughed like his sister. He'd stood at my wedding eight months before in a borrowed suit with the sleeves too short and given a toast that started terribly and finished with the whole yard on its feet. He wanted the patch more than anyone I'd ever prospected, wanted it clean, wanted to earn it, and he was in a cell across town that night believing his club was coming for him. Because that's what the club was. That's what I'd married his sister believing, what I'd been raised inside like a religion. We come for our own.

Two years, soft time, protected, paid, patched on release. Or a war that would put more cots behind more broken windows.

I raised my hand.

Nobody cheered. My father brought the gavel down once, quietly, the way you close a door in a house where someone's sleeping, and said, "Carried," and that was Danny gone.

I found things to do until four in the morning. There were things to do; that's the mercy and the curse of a night like that, there's always a bike to move and a phone to answer and a man to drive home. I was still in the yard when the light came up grey over the moor and the first van from the fish market went through the town below us with its brakes crying at the corner.

Jessa came at seven.

She'd been at the station all night. Someone had rung her, one of the girls from the caff whose cousin worked custody, and she'd sat in that waiting room until they told her Danny had been charged and then she'd driven up the hill to the mill because she was my wife and this was her club now too and there had been a mistake, obviously, there had been some mistake.

I met her at the gate. I didn't open it.

I can tell you everything about those four minutes. The gravel was wet and she'd come out in the jumper she slept in with her coat over it, and her hands were shaking, and she kept them flat against her legs to hide it because she hated shaking in front of the club. Behind me the yard was full of men finding reasons to be elsewhere. She asked me what happened. She asked me what the club was doing about it. She asked me who Danny's solicitor was and when the table was meeting and whether I'd eaten, she asked me that in the middle of it all, whether I'd eaten, because that was Jessa, half her fear always went sideways into looking after someone.

And I stood on my side of the gate with my father's arithmetic in my mouth and I said the only sentence that was safe.

"The club's handling it."

She went still. I'd seen her angry before. This wasn't that. She looked at me the way you look at a word you've read a thousand times that has suddenly stopped making sense.

"Cole. It's Danny."

"The club's handling it."

"Look at me and tell me you didn't know."

There it was. The door out. She'd built it for me herself and left it open, and all I had to do was walk through it with the truth. He'll be protected. There's a deal. Two years and he's home patched and safe, I swear it on my mother's stone. It would have gutted her and she would have fought me and maybe she'd have gone anyway. But she'd have gone knowing.

Explaining meant confessing. Confessing meant she'd know what this club could do to its own, and that I'd stood in a smoke-filled room and raised my hand and let it.

I said nothing.

She waited. The fish van came back up the hill empty. Somewhere in the yard behind me somebody dropped a spanner and swore under his breath, and she waited, and I gave her the same face I gave the law when they came asking, the face my father taught me, the one that isn't a lie because it isn't anything.

"Right," she said.

She was gone by that evening. I stood at the gate and watched her taillights take the moor road, two red points getting smaller through the drizzle, holding steady past the quarry turn where everybody brakes, and I remember thinking she was driving too fast for the wet, and I remember making myself stay on my side of the gate, and I remember the exact lie I told myself as the dark closed up behind her car.

Two years, I thought. The deal holds, Danny comes home, and then I explain, and she forgives me, because by then it will all have been worth it.

The deal held for eleven days.
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​CHAPTER ONE

​SEVEN YEARS OF INTEREST
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The canal still smelled of diesel and wet stone. Some things about Denbridge had changed, the betting shop was a vape shop now and somebody had painted the war memorial railings a hopeful blue, but the canal smelled the way it had smelled when I was nine and fishing a shopping trolley out of it with Danny for a dare, and I stood on the towpath in a coat that cost more than my mother's car had and let the town come back to me like feeling returning to a dead leg. Pins and needles. Then the ache.

Gary Pemberton from Pemberton Lettings walked me along the wharf with a folder under his arm, talking about footfall. He was fortyish and eager and he had no idea who I was, which I was enjoying more than I should have.

"Now this unit's been empty two years," he said, rattling a padlock on a boarded shopfront. "Previous tenant did wool crafts. Lovely woman. The rates finished her, and, well." He glanced up the hill without meaning to, at the black bulk of the old mill above the rooftops, and then back at his folder. "There's costs to trading in this town beyond the rates, if I'm honest with you, Ms Vane. I'd be doing you a disservice not to mention it."

"What sort of costs?"

"Insurance," he said, after a moment. "Local insurance. Informal."

"Informal insurance." I looked at the boarded window. Under the hoarding you could still read the old sign, DALE YARNS, hand-painted, the ampersand done with real care by somebody who'd expected to stay. "And who underwrites that?"

Gary put the folder between us like a windbreak. "There's a motorcycle club up at the mill. They've been here longer than me. Most folk find it simpler to stay on the right side of them, and in fairness, we've no trouble with break-ins." He tried a smile. "Swings and roundabouts."

"And the mill itself. Who's the landlord up there?"

"Some property company bought the freehold off the council years back. It gets managed from away." He flipped pages, professionally embarrassed to be caught not knowing. "Tenrose Estates, it was. Then it changed hands last autumn. I'd have to look up the new crowd."

He wouldn't have to. The new crowd was standing next to him asking him questions she already knew the answers to, but I only nodded and let him show me the rest of the wharf, the lock-ups, the yard behind the old dye works, all of it tired, all of it cheap, most of it mine. Seven years of buying quietly through holding companies with forgettable names, and in the last six months, less quietly, the three purchases that mattered: the freehold of Vane's Autos on Corporation Road, which had been called Serpent Autos for two decades and laundered every pound the club taxed out of this valley. The paper on four loans the club had taken through a broker in Leeds who owed me a favour and sold cheap. And the mill.

Gary shook my hand at the bottom of Chandler Street and gave me his card and said Denbridge was on the up, he could feel it, and I said I could feel something too, and we parted both satisfied.

I walked up Chandler Street because it was the long way, and I wanted the long way. Past the church hall where I'd done ballet for one catastrophic term. Past the Feathers, where the smokers outside the door were two old men and a dog, all three of whom watched me go by with the same expression. Past the top of Marsh Lane, where you could see between the terraces all the way up to the mill gate.

There were bikes in the yard. Even at this distance I could hear one of them running, that low agricultural rumble that used to mean home is coming home, and my body did an inventory it had no business doing. Steady hands. Steady breath. A pull behind the ribs like a stitch from running, in a woman who was standing perfectly still.

Seven years. Compounding.

I turned down the hill and went to buy a teapot for a house I intended to leave within the year.

The house was a two-bed terrace on Milton Street with a yard the size of a snooker table, and I'd taken it furnished on a twelve-month let under my own name, first thing in Denbridge I'd ever put my own name on. The landlord thought I was mad, paying twelve months up front. Half the street knew whose sister I was by the second morning. That was fine. That was, in fact, the point.

Danny was in the yard when I got back, doing pull-ups on the washing-line post. He'd been out three weeks and he still ate standing up, still slept with the light on, still moved through doorways with a half-second check of the room that he didn't know he was doing and I hadn't found a way to mention. Five years inside had taken my brother, who was made of jokes and appetite and terrible ideas about motorbikes, and posted back this lean, quick, watchful man who did pull-ups on washing-line posts because sitting still felt to him like something being done to him.

"You bought a teapot," he said, dropping down.

"I bought a teapot."

"We're stopping, then. Putting down roots. Should I get a paper round?"

"It's camouflage, Dan. Women who own teapots aren't threats."

"Women who own teapots are the most dangerous women there are. Nana had four." He followed me into the kitchen, took the teapot out of its box, turned it over, checked the underside of it, checked the box, folded the box flat. Everything he touched got assessed and squared away. The kitchen already looked like a cell inspection was due. "Well?"

"Notices go out tomorrow. All four loans called to their default clauses, the garage gets a new management letter, and the mill gets a rent review." I filled the kettle. "By Friday they'll know everything they owe, they'll know it's all owed to the same place, and they'll know the name on it."

"And then?"

"And then they panic, and scramble, and start selling things, and find out that the only buyer in the valley for anything they own is also me. It's a squeeze, Danny. It works slow or it doesn't work."

He was quiet while the kettle climbed. Outside, next door's radio came through the wall, the racing results, a murmur like weather. When he spoke again his voice was light, and the light voice was the one I'd learned to listen to like a smoke alarm.

"I had five years of slow. Every day of slow, all day. You know what I did with it. I memorised things. Names, plates, routes, who carried what for who and when, every word every Serpent said on every visit, and there were plenty of visits the first year, they were very attentive the first year." He set two mugs down, precisely, handles at the same angle. "I didn't do all that so my sister could play Monopoly with them for a decade. There are men in that clubhouse who should be in a cell, and I can put them in one."

"You can put some of them in one," I said. "Maybe. If the right people care, and if nothing you carry cuts towards you, and if it's done
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