
   [image: Cover: Five Silver Spoons by Sam Steele ]

   
      
         1

         
            praise for five silver spoons

            ‘There go my fingernails! Five Silver Spoons is a perfect start to the DI Hope Fenton series. From its shocking start we are whisked on a thrilling and satisfying ride into the darkness. Pacey and accomplished, this is surely one of this year’s most stylish crime debuts’

            Janice Hallett

            ‘A pacy bloody thriller with a terrifically twisty narrative’

            Emma Flint

            ‘Admirable – a powerful and artfully constructed crime debut in which wild justice runs wilder still. With strong characterisation and a plot that constantly surprises, this looks like a winner’

            Andrew Taylor

            ‘Revenge, murder, intrigue and an ending which gave me chills – bring on the next in the series!’

            Jackie Kabler

            ‘A highly original revenge thriller, with a gripping plot that wrong-foots the reader at every turn’

            Aline Templeton

            ‘I was hooked from the beginning: long-held secrets, characters with messy lives, and a compelling and twisty plot. Unputdownable!’

            Jane Bailey

            ‘A gripping police procedural set with plenty of twists and a brilliant cliff-hanger ending – can't wait for the next one!’

            Catherine Cooper 2

            ‘Five Silver Spoons was deliciously dark and exciting … I loved the clever, twisty plot and the mix of flawed characters from the entitled to the desperate. A perfect thriller to keep you up all night’

            C.L. Swatman

            ‘I loved this book! Such an enjoyable read, plot twists and turns galore. Hope Fenton is a modern classic detective, and the characters of Hope and Adam are heart-breakingly relatable. The investigation, so well-drawn, left me breathless, and that ending … I’m desperate to read the next one!’

            Melanie Golding

            ‘Wow, this is such a tense and twisty novel! The pacing barely lets up and there’s enough forensic detail to feel grounded without slowing the pace. This is a page turning read with a superb cast of characters and some jaw-dropping scenes right from the start’

            Tracy Buchanan

            ‘This crime debut sizzles with snappy dialogue and a pacy plot, plus a hero in Hope Fenton who readers will laugh, cry and identify with. She's human and flawed – she’ll run and run’

            MJ Robotham

            ‘Tough as nails on the outside and broken within, DI Hope Fenton is a heroine to really root for. Emotionally intelligent and hugely gripping, welcome to your new favourite police procedural’

            Kate Riordan

            ‘DI Hope Fenton is a wonderful creation we can truly root for – a flawed human, driven by pain, and all the more real for that. A riveting read building to a satisfying, poignant conclusion’

            Daniel Sellers
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            Prologue

            June 2001

         

         He returned slowly to consciousness, forcing breaths from his crushed lungs, each sense gradually awakening until he was aware of the muffled silence. Darkness clawed at his eyelids as cold, mulchy grit pressed itself into his nostrils and mouth. His fingers twitched, thick, crumbling matter packed beneath his fingernails and gripped within the palms of his hands.

         As muscles attempted to flex, they met resistance pressing on and around him, as though he had been rolled tightly in a mouldy carpet. Was he in some lucid dream? He squeezed his eyelids, trying to wake himself, but when he forced them open, grit scratched his eyeballs and trapped itself between his lashes.

         And then he realised what he could taste, what had crept into his nostrils so that he was forced to breathe through his barely open mouth.

         Earth, its loamy scent suffocating him.

         This was no dream – he had been left for dead in a grave of damp, cold soil.

         He tried to scream, but opening his mouth only allowed more dark, musky soil to creep inside.

         He began to panic now, imagining worms blindly seeking him out as his scent wove through the earth and lured them to feed. Despite pain coming in brutal waves, he twisted his head violently from side to side until he had dislodged the packed soil 8enough so that flecks of weak purple light pushed through, and he could breathe thimblefuls of clean air. He was close to the surface: whoever had done this had been in a hurry, certain no one would ever find him.

         He tried to move his legs, but one of them screamed in protest, so using his other he pushed against his damp prison, scrabbling with his bare hands until his fingernails ripped. Eventually he hit cool fresh air, and shovelled earth from his face and chest, breathing greedily as the soil was cleared away, a sharp pain suggesting he had broken a rib or two.

         He sat up, bursting from the earth like a graveyard corpse in a child’s nightmare as he looked around. He was in a long pit, around three feet deep, in woodland, with nothing in sight other than a dilapidated stone building. Pain was his immediate concern, but he gritted his teeth against it as he tried to recall his last waking hours.

         How long had he been here? Long enough that he felt faint with hunger and thirst, his mouth dry and lips cracked. Long enough that it was dark, the woods vibrating with nightlife.

         Long enough that whoever had left him here was confident he was dead.

         As he looked at his filthy clothing, it started coming back to him – the cycle along the country lane after a night at his mate’s, the first stop on his fortnight of leave from the barracks. He’d been heading home, looking forward to seeing Mum, even if that creepy bloke of hers was still hanging around, treating the house like his own.

         But how the fuck had he ended up here?

         And then he remembered hearing a car behind him on the road. It had still not been properly light, but light enough for him to be seen. The lane was narrow, with barely room for two cars, 9and he’d pulled the bike as far over as possible.

         Except that as the car turned the corner, it hadn’t slowed down, oblivious to his shouts. For a split second he and the driver had made eye contact, the man’s expression shocked as he realised what was about to happen, and knowing it was too late to stop it. The car had thumped into him, lifting him onto the bonnet and punching the breath out of his body, and just before his head hit the ground he’d lost consciousness.

         They must have thought they’d killed him, wondered what to do with the body and brought him here. Or maybe they hadn’t even cared if he was a body yet? He remembered snatches of voices – posh kids arguing with one another, deciding he was better dead than alive to tell the tale. There’d been a woman amongst them, driving the debate – he’d seen a flash of her red clothing, but her face? He wasn’t sure. It was all still a blur, fragments of memory struggling to make sense.

         Scraping the rest of the loose soil from himself, he leant his elbows on the ground, pushed his aching body out of the pit and forced himself to standing. He spotted his rucksack thrown into a bush nearby and pulled out a water bottle from it, drinking messily until he felt his stomach bloating, then wolfing down two chocolate bars he found in the bag.

         He changed out of the filthy, mud-soaked fatigues into a spare set of clothes, using what was left of the water to remove the worst of the mud and blood caked in his hair and on his face.

         He had to get out of here. Whoever had done this to him might come back, just to make sure he really was dead.

         A snarl close by made him spin around. An Alsatian was crouched ten feet away, its teeth bared. He must be on private property, somewhere that merited guard dogs. He held his hands out to ward the animal off, but it crept closer, its haunches raised, 10ready to spring. He picked up a stick, growling back at it, but this creature had been trained to kill, and whoever owned it might be equally hostile.

         He was groggy still, but somehow he managed to retaliate as the dog leapt at him, clamping its jaws around his arm, so close that he could smell its meaty breath and the pelt that reeked of dirty kennels. He loved animals, always had, preferred them to people, but he’d got his life back once, and he would not give it up again easily. He knew what to do, but still it didn’t feel good, hearing that animal’s yelps.

         Night was giving way to day as he threw the rucksack onto his shoulder and walked until he found a five-bar gate leading to a quiet lane. Bracing himself against the pain, he marched on, oblivious to his surroundings as he focused on putting one foot in front of the other.

         It must have been a couple of miles later that he managed to thumb a lift to the village nearest home, from a security guard on his way back from a shift. The man looked strangely at him when asked the date, but replied anyway.

         Two days. He’d been unconscious underground for two days.

         He would wait a lifetime if he had to, but one day he would find those fuckers and make them pay for what they’d done.

         Even if they forgot the seventeen-year-old kid they buried had ever existed, he would hunt them down until the day he died.
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            London, 15th September 2025

         

         Polly Desai held up a white envelope as she sorted through the morning’s post, a half-eaten piece of toast in one hand. ‘For you. Hand-delivered, by the look of it,’ she said to her husband.

         Ajay took the letter from her, turning just in time to catch the bowl of cereal his son was about to knock to the floor. ‘For God’s sake, Harry, be careful.’

         ‘Mira made me,’ the boy whined, lashing out at his sister.

         Not for the first time that morning, Ajay longed for the calm and order of the operating theatre, where he wouldn’t be assaulted with Cheerios or have to mop milk off anyone’s school uniform. He spent too much time at work or thinking about work, he knew, and so he took Polly’s hand and pulled her towards him. ‘Anyway, I thought we could have a date night tonight?’

         ‘Ajay, I’ve got the Ofsted inspectors in at school all day …’

         He brushed a lock of peach-blonde hair from her eye. ‘There’s that new place near Putney Bridge. Lebanese or something.’

         ‘And who’s meant to look after these revolting small people?’

         He shrugged. ‘I could ask Mum?’

         ‘What? And have the third degree about how terrible it is that I go to work instead of polishing our children’s trophies all day? Jeez, look at the state of that child.’ Polly pulled away from him, pinning Mira down in her seat to tidy her daughter’s hair. ‘Anyway, I have a parents’ evening tonight,’ she said through the 12hair clip clamped between her teeth. ‘And you’re looking after them.’

         ‘Oh. Right. Yes, of course.’ Probably not the moment to tell her about the paediatrics conference at which he was booked to speak about neonatal cardiac surgery in Edinburgh the following month.

         She nodded towards the letter. ‘So what’s in it?’

         As soon as he ripped open the envelope and pulled out the postcard inside, he knew that when he looked back at this moment – one that had been walking at his shoulder for more than half his life – it would define everything to come. As he raced to comprehend how to navigate the next minutes, hours, weeks, he was aware of Polly staring at him.

         ‘Are you OK?’ she said, shoving the children’s reading books into their school bags.

         He looked up at her, not knowing how to respond.

         ‘Ajay, you’re being weird,’ Polly said. ‘Give me that card.’

         ‘It’s nothing,’ he said. ‘Polly, please, let’s just chuck it away.’

         She took the postcard from him. ‘Wasn’t that your college at Cambridge?’ Polly turned the card over and read the two words written in marker pen on the back in capital letters.

         She looked up at him. ‘What’s going on, Ajay?’

         What’s going on is that our world is about to come crashing down.

         
             

         

         Gideon Makepeace pressed a button on the stainless-steel coffee machine that had cost an average person’s monthly mortgage payment. At least it would have done, had he not been given it for free by a manufacturer eager for an endorsement. Of course Gideon wouldn’t endorse it – the coffee tasted like shit – but it looked good in the prize-winning oak-framed glass-cube headquarters of Makepeace Environmental Solutions. Besides, 13clients were impressed by the capsules that doubled up as compost accelerators, and by the manufacturer’s offset investment in sub-Saharan renewables. Blatant greenwashing, but then that was Gideon’s speciality. That and turning up with a megaphone every time a few crusties decided to picket an oil company’s headquarters. Funding the reintroduction of otters and shouting about affordable trains that ran on time were also in his repertoire.

         Yes, Gideon Makepeace, riding high after the in-depth interview in last week’s Sunday Times, had his green fingers in many pies. While his background as an Old Etonian made him palatable to the golf clubs, his willingness to use it for good appealed to others. His father may be a viscount, but that was hardly Gideon’s fault, was it? And while his accountant knew the full extent of the MES profit margins, Gideon’s trademark scruffy hand-knits, mended jeans and just-out-of-bed shoulder-length hair painted him as a man of the people.

         He glanced through the glass partition at his team, catching the eye of the new girl, Effie. Despite the blue hair and metalwork studding her ears and nose, he’d recognised in her that hardening of the plummy vowels acquired at boarding school, a desire to be taken at face value. They probably knew the same people, had been to the same country house parties – not that either of them would admit to being part of that tribe. They had a new tribe now, its eye to the future rather than the past. And he was its leader.

         He smiled at her, noting her blush as she turned back to her computer screen. She was working on the Spindrift Woods project, a tricky one that was bringing out the Nimby in the locals. Wind power was all very well, if it was generated out of sight. He should have a catch-up with Effie, perhaps at the pub after work. And if the conversation drifted from work – well, Gideon had been single for two years since divorcing Mrs 14Makepeace II, and from what he gathered, Effie was unattached. And interested. If at twenty-three she was close to the age of the daughter he’d fathered on a one-night stand at Glastonbury when he was crewing there in 2005, then at least she’d be cheaper.

          He was interrupted by Jamie tapping on his door. ‘Come in,’ he called out to his assistant, a dewy-eyed new recruit complete with pristine Greenpeace T-shirt.

         ‘Hi,’ Jamie said. ‘The chair of the Spindrift Action Group is here for your meeting?’

         ‘Shit. I’d forgotten.’

         Jamie frowned. ‘Oh, and this arrived at reception for you. Shall I leave it here?’

         ‘Sure.’ Gideon waited until the door was closed before picking up the white envelope. Who the hell wrote out addresses these days, especially with handwriting this bad?

         He ripped it open, bracing himself for another hold-up on Spindrift, but as he read the two words on the postcard enclosed, he almost literally felt the blood drain from his face and into the organic coir matting. ‘Holy fucking fuck,’ he whispered.

         
             

         

         Alistair Monroe needed to get out. Almost as much as the fifty per cent of his students who hadn’t turned up that day. He’d probably been the same in his first year at university – bunking off in Jesus Green with Lois and the others and a cheap bottle of wine, until they learnt that Cambridge would not tolerate truancy.

         He checked his watch once more. Three-twenty, and his last tutee must also have suffered from the mass seafood-poisoning that had coincidentally occurred on the same night a rave was shut down in the first-year halls.

         He scooped a pile of marking into his satchel, grabbing his scuffed corduroy jacket off the coat stand. Was he becoming a 15cliché? he wondered, as he locked his office and ambled along the corridor past noticeboards advertising houseshares and student counselling: the forty-something economics lecturer who kept fags and whisky in his desk for the students, even the ones who had a crush on him?

         Idiot. He should have known it would happen eventually. One time – that’s all it had been – and besides, twenty-year-olds went to war, for God’s sake. How was Alistair meant to have known the boy – man, he corrected himself – had fallen so hard and that it would end with a hunger strike? Ethically the dalliance might have been ill-advised, though he hadn’t broken the law, but the young man’s father had forced the dean to issue Alistair a dressing-down and a six-month sabbatical until things settled again and the student was relocated.

         ‘Skiving off?’ his colleague Anya said as he passed her in the corridor.

         ‘No, but my last one of the day has, so …’

         Did he imagine a slight recoil? Support from his peers hadn’t been universal, but surely it was all water under the bridge now. ‘Have a good evening,’ she added tightly as she walked away.

         He would indeed have a good evening – a third-date kind of good evening. He’d met the guy only a couple of weeks ago, when they’d struck up a conversation at a book launch. They got on, fancied each other, were the same age, and so a coffee had followed, then drinks. Maybe it was time to let someone mess up his perfect Camberwell flat.

         ‘Alistair?’

         He turned around to see the faculty secretary chasing after him. ‘Hi, Sharon. Did I forget something?’

         She stopped, pausing as she caught her breath. ‘Just some post. Delivered by hand.’ 16

         He took the white envelope from her. ‘Thanks. And enjoy Zumba tonight,’ he called after her. It was always worth sucking up to the department secretary. You never knew when you’d need an ally.

         Alistair headed out of the building into the bright glare of the sunny September afternoon, tourists and Londoners alike caught out by the unexpectedly warm weather. He suddenly remembered the envelope in his hand, and curious, ripped it open.

         As he read the postcard inside, the sounds of the passing traffic, police sirens and chattering crocodiles of backpacked foreign schoolchildren merged into an underwater white noise. How could he have been stupid enough to imagine this would ever be over? It had only just started.

         
             

         

         The new Junior Minister for Justice threw her handbag and green House of Commons lanyard on the kitchen table and headed straight for the fridge. If the debate in the chamber hadn’t gone on till 10 p.m., Lois Blackstock might have been tempted by the fish pie the housekeeper had left, but the only refreshment she needed now came from a French vineyard. She could have joined some of her colleagues in the Strangers’ Bar at Westminster, but she’d had enough of the corridors of power for one day. And besides, she couldn’t wear that tight red skirt for one minute longer. It had served its purpose in cajoling the chair of the all-party parliamentary group on literacy in prisons to back her latest bid for legacy, but now she needed loungewear. And wine.

         ‘Want one?’ she asked Crawford, pulling out a bottle of Chablis. ‘No, of course you don’t,’ she muttered. ‘On duty …’

         ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he shrugged.

         ‘And if I tell you you’re dismissed for the night?’ Damn, he was inscrutable – probably a good thing in a bodyguard, but 17bloody annoying when your husband was away again and you wanted a drinking partner. Crawford had only been on the job a few weeks, drafted in after a series of death threats she’d received after taking a hard line on lowering the age at which babies would be removed from prison mothers.

         ‘Still got to drive myself home,’ he said, his accent a nomadic blend of London and wherever else his life story had taken him. ‘And it’s an early start tomorrow.’

         There was an obvious answer to that one. Crawford was picking her up again in six and a half hours – it was hardly worth his going home to Reigate, Ruislip … somewhere beginning with R. Not for the first time, she wondered what it would be like to spend the night with him. Don’t shit on your own doorstep, she told herself.

         ‘Fine. You get off,’ she told him.

         ‘You’ll be all right?’ he said, jingling the keys to the ministerial car. ‘After what happened at lunchtime?’

         ‘Listen, if you want to be in public life, you need to get used to the public.’

         ‘But that guy ripped your jacket. Could easily have been armed.’

         ‘And now he’s in Charing Cross Police Station, wondering why the duty solicitor hasn’t turned up and no one will even bring him a cup of tea.’ She laughed, but at the time it had been no joke. Being jostled by angry protestors as she arrived at a youth detention centre she’d inherited from the previous incumbent was her first experience of smelling the proletariat’s anger up close. She hadn’t spent a lifetime bashing out chinks in the armour just to let some woke, Guardian-reading student scare her, however.

         ‘Right. I’ll see you at six sharp. The Radio 4 interview briefing’s at six-thirty.’

         She calculated quickly: by having had a gym installed in the 18basement of her home she saved at least an hour a day, and she could get in a quick workout at five. Years of early starts as a criminal prosecution lawyer at the Old Bailey had trained her well. ‘Fine, and then we need to hotfoot it to the House. Prayers in the Chamber’s at eight.’

         ‘Prayers, ma’am?’

         ‘If I want my usual seat for the policing debate, I need to bagsy it with a prayer card.’

         He shook his head. ‘Don’t think I’ll ever get the hang of that place.’

         ‘You and me both. And Crawford, thanks for today. I think we’re going to get along fine.’

         As Crawford made his way out, Lois pulled off her high-heeled black court shoes, possibly the most uncomfortable items she had ever worn. With power came pain, it seemed. She was about to collapse on the sofa with her notes for tomorrow’s meeting of the Home Affairs Committee when Crawford reappeared suddenly, holding out a slim envelope. ‘It was caught under the doormat. Need me to check it?’

         She took it from him, her eye glancing across the scruffily handwritten address. ‘I think we can safely assume it’s not an explosive device. Besides, it’s addressed to home. Must be someone who knows me.’ One of the advantages of marrying David had been his Notting Hill villa. Another had been that instead of terminating their dead donkey of a union, he had taken a second house and they had agreed to prop up each other’s high-profile career with the veneer of marital respectability expected of a diplomat and a government junior minister tipped for promotion. The odd photo opportunity at David’s daughter Amanda’s sports day back in the early days of the separation, or dressing up to network at official occasions, was a small price to 19pay for their freedom – as long as she remembered to bring a spare insulin shot with her, she noted, spotting the prescription the housekeeper must have collected earlier. Even with her crazy schedule, Lois didn’t mind still organising his diabetes medication when he was back in the UK. David Clifton was more use alive to her than dead for the lack of a well-timed insulin shot, especially when they were out networking at drinks parties or black-tie dinners.

         She waited until Crawford had left, then undid her skirt zip and loosened the silk pussy bow at her collar. Only once she was supine on the sofa did she pick up the envelope. As she pulled out a postcard of the Cambridge college she had attended twenty years ago, the Chablis turned sour in her mouth.

         Who’s next? read the two words written on the back.

         She felt her hands shake and told herself to calm down. This could be a prank, a sick joke.

         Who’s next? ‘Not me,’ she muttered to herself as she stuffed it back into the envelope and put it at the bottom of a pile of paperwork on the coffee table.

         She didn’t have time for ghosts right now.
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            London, 17th September 2025, 4.33 a.m.

         

         This was his sitting room, he was sure, but it was all wrong. He lay slumped in the corner of the white leather sofa, looking at the framed record covers on the walls. They seemed to be shimmering, dancing on their hooks. Was that his face in the posters that hung beside them? And who was he anyway? What was his name? Zac? Mack? Close but not right, and as he felt himself begin to panic, he gave up trying to remember. It didn’t matter. He just needed to get to the other side of this coal-black, death-train hit, and it would all come back.

         He wanted to run away, but couldn’t make his legs work, looking down at them as though they belonged to someone else. Was he dead? Is this what it was like at the end? If he’d known how scary it was, he would have thought twice about the amount of drugs he’d taken in his pathetic life.

         Jack Garrett: that was the name. Failed rock star, successful junkie. He’d got high before, but this was different. It didn’t usually hurt like this, and it usually helped him forget, rather than remember.

         He flinched as the faces of his old friends appeared to him: Al, Lois, Gideon, Ajay. He saw them as they had been that early morning on the side of a quiet road, arguing about how to solve the almighty fuck-up that had just happened, while a kid lay there half-dead. 21

         What had he taken? He couldn’t remember. He recalled someone coming to visit him, a guy he’d met at a party, or bar or somewhere. He’d promised to get him some good coke – pure, expensive – and must have brought it round that night. His vision was blurred, but he could make out patterns on the rug swirling around in a nausea-inducing kaleidoscope of colours, traces of white powder on the table alongside scraps of charred tinfoil. A webbing belt was tied tightly around his upper arm. Fuck, what had he done? He didn’t inject. He was a coke man, maybe LSD or an MDMA pill laced with heroin, but he’d never done needles. Hated the things. But now his heart felt like it was going to burst, and terrified, he imagined the heavy, slow heart of an ox fighting painfully for space in his chest, trying to squeeze the blood around his paralysed body. It sat heavily beside his lungs, which fought to take the next breath, so that he didn’t know whether he was dizzy from lack of oxygen or from the drugs. Wake up, he told himself, with his last few strands of lucidity.

         But he would never wake up. He knew that now as one lung collapsed, and then the other, and he began to suffocate slowly, his heart exploding with pain. He suddenly remembered the postcard he’d received a week ago. Whoever had sent it meant the two words they’d written on the back. He caught a movement in what remained of his peripheral vision, sickened with the sense that he was not alone. And if that was the case, whoever was here with him was not here to help, but to watch him die.

         Just before he passed out in a red mist of excruciating pain, he recalled those two words on the postcard one final time.

         You’re first.
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         Hope Fenton was not ready to get up. This stretch of London’s Regent’s Canal was usually a peaceful oasis, disturbed only by scrapping ducks and low-flying Heathrow traffic, but occasionally the gentle equilibrium was disturbed by party boats, ruffling the feathers of the barge-dwelling community Hope had recently joined. At the beginning of a string of early shifts that would undoubtedly become late ones, she could have gone and waved her police ID at them, but instead she had knocked back a couple of stiff whiskies and silently seethed all night.

         She threw the duvet aside and climbed out of bed, executing the neat manoeuvre developed to avoid smacking her head in the confines of the tiny bedroom. She had inherited her father’s tall bearing, something that hadn’t put him off buying the boat thirty years earlier as a ‘bed near the office’, when long night shifts at the police station made the trek back to Pinner a step too far, even with a flashing blue light. It was still Dad’s boat really, even if he hadn’t been able to step foot on it for the last eight years. She’d promised to look after it until he was well enough to use it again, but they’d both known DCI Derek Milsom was never leaving the care home he’d entered years after his wife's death from cancer, unless it was feet first.

         Adam and Hope had talked about selling Hope Springs, back in the days when life was normal, if you counted a dad in a 23care home, six-year-old twins, and the routine examination of murder scenes as normal. Conversations over the Fenton dinner table were not for the faint-hearted, but a forensic scientist and a detective inspector were hardly going to chat about the weather. And then they stopped chatting about anything.

         Just as well they hadn’t sold the boat. Just as well they hadn’t known what was around the corner. Just as well no one knew.

         Hope pulled back the tiny curtain over the galley porthole, screwing her eyes up against the bright sunlight bouncing off the brown canal water outside. She pulled her hair into a ponytail, then poured water into the espresso pot, tamping down as much coffee as she could before lighting the gas burner with a match. Within minutes, arabica fumes began their Pavlovian task of bringing her to. She suddenly panicked that Lily had overslept and would miss school, until she remembered that it was Wednesday, and back at the family home Adam was responsible for today’s homework/lunchbox/take-that-make-up-off routine.

         Was it bad that some mornings Hope didn’t miss all that? She’d had a tough one the day before, following up on interviews about an elderly woman who’d been attacked in her flat, and so coming back to a peaceful, hormone-free boat with a takeaway and a new book had been more than welcome. Some of their old friends still struggled to believe she had walked out of the family home further along the canal at Dalston, and a few of the other mums had distinctly cooled on her – but one of them had had to do it, and at least Hope had somewhere to go.

         It didn’t mean she never woke in the night wondering what the hell had happened to her life, how she had let go of one of the nicest men on the planet and allowed her daughter to drift away, so that all she had left was her work.

         Her phone pinged. Adam. Where’s Lily’s swimming stuff? 24

         How should I know? she began to reply, then stopped herself. Lack of sleep was no reason to upset the finely balanced apple cart of their year-long separation. Adam was doing all right, but then he’d always done most of the domestic admin. Where Hope had always been on the frontline of the kids’ tantrums over the years, Adam had a way of stepping in quietly and smoothing the waters. ‘You’re the one trained to break up fights,’ he’d say. ‘I just deal with the blood-spattering afterwards.’ Well, he was learning fast, especially with Lily gunning to be captain of Team Teen Witch.

         Tell her to try the top-right drawer.

         Thanks, he texted back.

         Hope waited a few seconds as she watched the three dancing dots that suggested he wasn’t done yet.

         Can we talk? Red Lion tonight 8pm?

         Hope sighed. Not again. Once or twice she had allowed herself to be dragged into conversations about how they could make it work, how they still loved one another. Yes, they did – probably always would – but the time for conversation was over. It always ended in tears. Once it had ended in bed, which was even worse. Their marriage had been over from the moment they got that phone call from Hope’s own station – it never stood a chance, even if it limped along for six more painful years, until eventually Hope’s self-destructive sexual rampage had finished off her relationship and almost her career.

         She’d become that cliché: the hard-boiled female detective who overdid it on the Pinot Grigio to hide her loneliness. Shame she hadn’t managed to hide the drinking from her boss, and DCI Nicola Cannon’s sympathy bank was almost overdrawn.

         It was testament to Adam’s patience and grace that he still spoke to her at all.

         Had he too remembered that it was the eight-year anniversary 25in a few days? Hoped they could mark it with warm lager and another round of self-destructive, pointless questioning?

         She poured herself a cup of treacly black coffee, cradling it in both hands as she watched Mrs Miller water her pots of late-flowering geraniums on a neighbouring deck. Hope jumped as her phone rang and her subconscious instantly screamed Noah. Heart racing and hoping against hope that after eight years there was finally news, she picked up, but of course it was work.

         ‘DI Fenton?’ the desk sergeant said. ‘We’ve had a job come in. Officers in Highgate have found the body of a male in his forties, at his home address. You all right to get over there?’

         Hope felt a fleeting sense of guilt at her relief over it being someone else’s tragedy today. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Send me the details.’

         She threw back the dregs of the coffee and pulled on a pair of obscenely expensive navy trousers whose sharp tailoring made up for her unwashed hair, then reached for the top of the pile of freshly ironed identical white shirts. Hope had made enough tough decisions in her life – choosing what to wear to work couldn’t be another of them.

         A brush of the teeth, a slick of lipstick, phone, warrant card, keys, and she was ready. Having almost blown it on her last case, when a hangover had meant she nearly missed the importance of a call from the arsonist who had tried to burn down a primary school, she needed a win.

         Come on, then, London, she said to herself. Let’s see what fuckery you’ve come up with today.
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         Bar the proliferation of luxury cars, Heath Rise Gardens was filmset-ready, with its Dickensian cast-iron street lamps and jigsaw puzzle of quirky red-brick villas. It was the sort of street where one might come for lunch with a Booker Prize winner or legend of the theatre. It was not, Hope thought as she grabbed her murder bag out of the boot of the car, the sort of road usually closed off with blue-and-white tape and blocked off by police cars.

         A uniformed officer nodded as she flashed her police ID at him. ‘Sergeant Willow,’ he said. ‘Hampstead Police Station.’

         ‘You were first on the scene?’ Hope asked, taking a fresh white forensics suit from her bag and pulling it on over her clothes.

         He nodded. ‘Just started an early. Neighbours had been complaining all night about loud music. Well, he won’t be disturbing them again, that’s for sure.’

         Hope recoiled. A dead body was lying in that house, a mass of blood, bones and cells that had been alive until some point to be determined by Forensics. Hope wouldn’t tolerate gallows humour on her team, particularly after having been on the other side of a Misper case herself. ‘Has the Crime Scene Manager arrived yet?’ she asked curtly.

         He gestured towards the house. ‘She’s in there now. And your DC arrived five minutes ago. Said to tell you he got you coffee and a croissant.’ 27

         Fresh out of Hendon, DC Christie Okoro could occasionally be overkeen, but if that meant caffeine on tap, Hope was not going to complain. Besides, he’d the makings of a good detective.

         Hope let herself through a wooden gate and gave her name to the PC checking off visitors in a small book, before slipping on a face mask, latex gloves and pair of overshoes.

         It was hard to tell what was crime scene and what was lifestyle, the hallway clogged with unopened post, coats, boots and musical instrument cases as she was directed to a high-ceilinged sitting room at the front of the house. The deceased was slumped half-on half-off a white leather sofa, and one glance at the framed album covers and photoshoots covering the white walls told her that this was Jack Garrett, who had fleetingly been bass guitarist for The Dead Poets, before one drugs bust too many. She had vague recollections of the rock bad boy who had hidden his upper-class roots behind a Mick Jagger twang and led supermodels astray before disappearing into obscurity.

         She made her way across the elevated steps placed to protect the crime scene, towards the Crime Scene Manager, busy coordinating a video account of the scene. Caz Spencer was someone you always wanted on your team: efficient, calm, steely. ‘Jack Garrett,’ Caz said. ‘Forty-six years old, been at this address for fifteen years.’

         The room was chaotic, matched by Garrett’s vomit-streaked black T-shirt and the coke-infused blood that had leaked from his nostrils.

         ‘Possibly an overdose,’ Christie Okoro said, voicing Hope’s own thoughts. ‘Plenty of drugs detritus on that coffee table.’

         ‘Recent?’

         ‘The victim was still alive at midnight. Neighbours heard some kind of argument. Then around 4 a.m. he began playing loud 28music. One of them telephoned to complain but got no answer, so called 999. The PC who arrived at the scene got no response, so looked through the window and saw this.’

         ‘Neighbour a likely suspect?’

         Christie shook his head. ‘Elderly woman in her eighties.’

         Hope raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Forgotten your ABC already, Christie?’

         He sighed. ‘Assume nothing. Believe no one. Check everything.’

         ‘Correct. Although you’re probably right in this case,’ she said, gesturing towards the belt tightened around Garrett’s left bicep. ‘Any sign of the syringe he was using?’

         ‘Not yet. It might turn up once the coroner’s taken the body. Shall I set up the door-to-door in the meantime?’ he asked.

         ‘Sure.’ She looked at her young DC, fast-tracked from Oxford to the Greater London Constabulary detective training course, his eyes fixed on the victim. ‘First dead body?’ she asked, and he nodded. ‘You’ll never forget it. Mine was a guy who’d dropped dead in the middle of Christmas dinner. His grandkids were hysterical. I wasn’t much better – only nineteen and wet behind the ears.’ She tapped his arm. ‘There’s nothing shameful in caring. The knack is learning to leave it at work.’

         ‘And have you? Learnt to leave it at work?’

         ‘Fuck, no. Now tell me where we are with Forensics.’

         ‘Biologist is due here any minute.’

         ‘Which one?’

         Christie hesitated. ‘Adam Fenton.’

         By the look on the young DC’s face, her private life was not as private as she’d have liked. She shrugged. ‘Good.’

         ‘Fingerprints and fibre-collection should be here in a couple of hours.’ 29

         ‘Two hours?’ Hope asked. Even though this looked straightforward, every minute counted in the aftermath of a suspicious death, the chances of catching a perpetrator diminishing as witness memories faded and alibis were cemented.

         ‘Everyone’s stretched, ma’am. There’ve been two stabbings overnight, a drive-by shooting and an aggravated robbery. And that’s just our patch.’

         Hope sighed. ‘The joys of an Indian summer in the city.’ She watched the crime scene photographer taking close-ups of the dead man, her eye caught by something in Garrett’s mouth as the camera flashed. ‘What was that?’ she said.

         ‘Gold tooth?’ Christie suggested.

         Hope crouched beside Garrett, so close that despite the overriding stench of Garrett’s regurgitated last meal, she could smell the cigarettes on him and the ripeness of a T-shirt worn just a few times too many, see the inky-black hair dye staining his scalp, where something resembling dried blood was smeared in the hair behind his right ear.

         ‘Coroner’s not examined him yet, so don’t mess with my crime scene, OK?’ warned Caz.

         Hope took a torch from her pocket and shone it into Garrett’s mouth. Just beyond the tooth line lay the handle of what looked like a small salt spoon, which had been pushed down towards the dead man’s throat. ‘Can we get this checked out?’ she asked. ‘Seems a bit odd.’ As far as she knew, most crack addicts didn’t shove a spoon down their throat just as they were shooting up – especially a silver one. Was this a strange kink or some kind of calling card? she wondered.
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         He opened a can of beer and settled down on the sofa with his phone. For the hundredth time since he’d got back from work that day, he opened the news app, scanning it for the story that had surely broken by now. Jack Garrett had been dead for hours, and even a waste of space like that would be missed by someone.

         People like Garrett had families who gave a shit, people who knew he’d been off-radar.

         People like Garrett didn’t spend two days in a shallow grave, just for their mum not to have even noticed they’d gone.

         They didn’t go to the police to report what had happened, only to be dismissed. Where was this grave? He didn’t know – he’d been unconscious when he was put in it, and too terrorised when he escaped to remember much about where he had found himself. Who had put him in it? See answer above.

         Jack Garrett would get flowers on his grave, obituaries in the newspapers. He would leave a small hole in the world.

         But Garrett had suffered – he’d made sure of that. Instead of begging to live, he’d have been begging to die, the pain worse than anything the dead-loss junkie had ever experienced before.

         Had Garrett, as his heart finally stopped, remembered the kid he’d helped put into the ground and then turned his back on? Because not one of those fuckers had come back to help him.

         Not Monroe, or Makepeace. Not even Desai, whom he’d 31thought might prove to have some backbone. They’d all done what Lois Blackstock told them to that morning, and probably still did now.

         He scrolled down further, and there it was: Ex-Dead Poet found dead in Highgate home.

         One down. Four to go.
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         ‘So, what have we got?’ Hope’s boss asked from the head of the table in the incident room that afternoon. DCI Nicola Cannon was a fast-track Oxbridge graduate who had not looked back in thirty years – or down, as would testify the trail of collateral she’d trampled underfoot en route. She’d been a mentee of Hope’s father, back in the day, and still visited Derek Milsom, a kindness for which Hope was grateful. Major Investigation Team 21 at the Greater London Constabulary was DCI Cannon’s ship, and hers alone, and as long as everyone remembered that, things ran smoothly.

         Hope had enjoyed a good working relationship with Cannon until a couple of years ago when she’d let her personal life interfere with her work. Two warnings about Hope’s drinking had been issued unofficially, as a nod to the difficult circumstances in Hope’s life, but Cannon had made it very clear that the next one would go through the books.

         ‘Jack Garrett, forty-six,’ Hope intoned, bringing up an image of Garrett’s body at the scene of death and sharing it on the large screen on the wall. ‘Found at his home this morning, belt around the upper arm but no syringe recovered yet. Some evidence of head trauma – we’re waiting on confirmation of how recent.’

         ‘What else?’ Cannon asked.

         ‘We found a silver spoon in the deceased’s mouth.’ 33

         Cannon raised an eyebrow. ‘Part of the drugs paraphernalia?’

         Hope moved to the next slide on her laptop, showing a photograph of Garrett’s coffee table, covered in a jumble of silver foil, cigarette lighters and a scorched teaspoon. ‘Unlikely. You can see here that Garrett had already used another one.’ She clicked again, and a photograph of a slender antique spoon appeared, measuring 6.2 centimetres against the rule placed beside it. ‘This is the one found in his mouth. Solid silver. Most likely a salt spoon. We think it’s antique, Georgian perhaps, designed for distributing salt at the dinner table. Too small for preparing your average crack hit.’

         Cannon nodded. ‘So most likely a prop. Anything back from toxicology?’

         Hope nodded towards Christie, who cleared his throat and passed round photocopies of a report. ‘The lab have worked flat out to turn this around for us. Evidence of cocaine was found in Garrett’s left nostril, but a massive dose of ketamine showed up in his bloods. It’s likely this was injected directly into his arm, causing his death.’

         ‘Self-administered?’ Cannon asked.

         Hope shook her head. ‘He wouldn’t have been alert enough to ditch the syringe. We’re still waiting for the full PM, but the pathologist has noted that the spoon was probably inserted post-mortem, causing scratching to the roof of the mouth but no bleeding.’

         ‘So someone put it there to make a point?’ Christie suggested.

         ‘Potentially. No sign of forced entry into the property, so whoever was with Garrett either let themselves in or was expected. The fingerprinting team are still at the scene.’

         ‘Neighbours spot anything unusual?’ Cannon asked.

         ‘Garrett mostly kept to himself,’ Hope explained, ‘but his ex-girlfriend 34visited occasionally. Skip, can you tell us what we’ve got so far?’

         DS Dave Kent, months away from his GLC long-service medal and Hope’s long-standing sergeant, loosened the shirt collar from around his wide neck. ‘We checked out CCTV at the corner of the road. A black Jeep registered to a Bogdan Stoyanov was seen two days and five days before Garrett died. Neighbours reported it visited Garrett’s address regularly.’

         Hope looked around the room. ‘Anyone know this guy?’

         PC Gemma Sands, Hope’s uniformed member of the team, quickly tapped into the police database. ‘Small-time dealer. Bulgarian. Has a record for handling stolen goods and possession. Two years for ABH in 2018. Most likely was supplying Garrett with drugs.’

         ‘Let’s show the neighbours a photograph of him. See if that rings any bells. Christie, you OK to do that? Then we need to find out what we can about Stoyanov: where he lives, who works for him.’

         Nicola Cannon scribbled in her notebook then looked up. ‘Anything unusual come up on the victim’s phone?’

         ‘Not yet, ma’am,’ Hope said. ‘We have, however,’ she went on, ‘recovered data from the doorbell cam of the neighbours opposite.’ She made a few taps at her keyboard, and some grainy footage appeared on a screen on the wall. ‘Here,’ she said, pausing the film after a few seconds. ‘At 3.58 a.m. a figure wearing black clothing and gloves is seen walking up Garrett’s drive and being let in the front door. Fast-forward twelve minutes, and they leave again.’

         ‘Any clear visuals?’

         ‘Face is obscured by his hood, unfortunately, and there are no identifying markings on the clothing. CCTV at the end of the 35road shows him there a minute later, but then we lose him.’

         ‘Any neighbours recognise this man as Stoyanov?’

         ‘Not yet.’ Hope frowned. ‘There was something that came up, though. The woman next door said Garrett had been on edge. She’d not seen him for a few days, which was unusual, as they sometimes chatted over the hedge. And then last week he had the locks changed.’

         ‘Like he was expecting trouble?’ Cannon said.

         ‘Maybe. We’ve got clearance to examine his financial history and laptop, which may throw something up.’

         ‘And anything back from Fingerprints?’

         ‘At least half a dozen different specimens so far – could be friends, girlfriends, dealers … they’re running checks as we speak.’

         Cannon clipped the lid back on her pen. ‘Hope, I’m making you senior investigating officer on this one. Keep me informed, right?’ The look on her face added silently, Don’t let me down. Final warning.

         ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Hope replied.

         She waited until the DCI had left the room, then clapped her hands together. ‘OK, guys. Good work so far, but we’ve still got no suspect. Christie, check out Garrett’s background – family, friends, school. Everything. I’ll talk to Garrett’s agent and see if there’s any beef we need to know about. And let’s track down the ex-girlfriend for an interview.’

         As she headed back to her office, she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. Adam. Still OK for a drink tonight? She sighed. Not really.
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         Adam chose a table in the far corner of the Red Lion, down the road from the house they’d bought before anyone knew Dalston was a thing. High on the opposite wall, the Arsenal game was playing out on a vast TV screen – only a pre-season friendly, but it was hard to ignore your first love, even when they were playing like donkeys.

         He glanced at his phone, placed next to the pint of Guinness he’d already nearly finished. She was late. He was dreading this conversation and already needed another pint. He was about to get up when the door of the pub opened and Hope stood there. She looked knackered, her suit rumpled and her expression telling of the kind of day that used to end in him running her a bath and taking over the kids’ bedtime. He felt a pang of nostalgia and, if he dared admit it, love. He’d insisted his love was enough for both of them, but here they were anyway.

         She pointed to his glass then made her way to the bar, heading back shortly afterwards with another Guinness and what looked like a double whisky, but he hoped wasn’t. ‘Tough day?’ he said, ripping open the fresh bag of crisps she dropped on the table.

         ‘The Garrett case. You were there later today, right?’ she said, hanging her jacket on the back of the chair and rolling up her white shirtsleeves. ‘Any sneak preview to share?’

         ‘Not yet. You’re the SIO?’ 37

         She nodded, swirling the ice in her glass before taking a long gulp. ‘First one in three days, in case you were going to ask.’

         ‘I wasn’t.’ He was, but let it go. ‘We went to see his band, years ago. Dead Poets. Remember? In that pub at the Angel.’

         ‘I don’t know how you remember all this stuff.’

         Because it mattered, he felt like saying.

         A silence hung between them, broken eventually by Hope. ‘So, how’s Lily?’

         ‘She’s … Look, I’m sorry she refused to come and stay with you the other night.’

         ‘And the week before. And the week before that.’

         ‘She’s struggling. Trust me, I’d be more than happy to have her come to you.’

         ‘But instead I have to come to Lenthall Gardens. Adam, it’s weird. You know why I had to get out. Please, can’t you talk to her?’

         ‘Can’t you talk to her? What do you do when I’m out on a shift?’

         ‘What, on the few occasions when your mother doesn’t leap in and play Saint Brenda?’

         ‘She just wants to help.’

         Hope snorted. ‘Yeah right. I bet she had a party the day I left. She never liked me.’

         ‘That’s not true,’ Adam said, but felt himself breaking into a smile that even Hope at her bristliest couldn’t help but return. ‘Well, maybe it is. A bit.’

         ‘I don’t honestly care. I just want my own daughter to like me.’

         ‘She does.’

         ‘Adam, she hates me. She’s told me so a million times. She was supposed to be staying with me tonight, but all of a sudden she wants to do homework?’

         ‘She’s a teenager.’ 38

         ‘So she hates you too?’

         Adam didn’t know what to say. How could he reassure Hope, when Lily still resented her for walking out a year ago? Hope found it hard being in the house where it felt as though Noah might walk back through the door, still six years old – but then they all did, especially Noah’s twin sister. ‘Anyway, I heard Jimmy Lake’s being moved,’ he said.

         She looked up. ‘Lake? Why should I care what happens to that prick?’

         ‘Because your dad put him away? Because he threatened our family?’

         She took a long mouthful of her whisky. ‘He can die in prison, as far as I’m concerned. And, thankfully, the judge agreed.’

         ‘I know. And I agree too. But Lake also lost a kid, and he thinks that makes us the same.’

         ‘We are not the same! Danny Lake was scum, just like his father – ask the girl who turned up for a day at work at the bank and ended up being raped and held hostage. I don’t feel sorry for Jimmy. You take sawn-off shotguns and your only son to a bank robbery, you take your chances.’

         Adam turned his pint glass in his hand. ‘What if he takes advantage of the move to do it again?’

         ‘Do what?’

         ‘Wind us up?’

         ‘If he thinks I’ll fall for false information about Noah again, he’s deluded. Noah’s dead.’

         ‘We don’t know that.’

         ‘For Christ’s sake, Adam. You know better than most that if a missing kid isn’t found within a week, it’s over.’

         ‘But what if—’

         She lifted her glass and finished the whisky, reaching for her 39jacket. ‘I haven’t got the energy for this, Adam. Save it for your therapist.’ She paused, staring at him. ‘Is this why you wanted to meet up? To trawl through theories about our son, just a few days before the … anniversary?’

         ‘We should do something to mark the day.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘We can’t just ignore it.’

         ‘What, you want us to release a balloon on Hampstead Heath?’

         He caught himself – determined not to let her decide how the family grieved. If you could call this limbo grief, with no proof Noah was actually dead. ‘I just meant maybe you come over? We could eat together, hang out for the evening – it might help Lily, if we feel like a family.’

         Hope shot a look at him. ‘You think she’ll want me there?’

         Adam fought an instinct to reach his hand across the table and console her – not his place any more. Not his wife. ‘Don’t be hard on yourself.’

         ‘When she’s already told me she blames me for what happened to Noah?’

         ‘She knows it wasn’t your fault, but she’s fourteen, she’s going to lash out. Even the parenting books warn you that one’s coming.’

         ‘Yeah, but they don’t tell you what to do when one kid is kicking off in the supermarket and the other gives you the slip.’

         Adam glanced up at a sudden roar as the Arsenal striker missed an easy back-of-the-netter, then looked back at Hope, her head turned away, eyes brimming with tears. ‘Just come to the house on Friday, OK? Stay for dinner. It would mean a lot.’

         ‘Maybe.’ She smoothed her hair back into its ponytail, mask once more in place. ‘Anyway, you said you had something to tell me?’

         He hesitated, wondering whether his timing could be more off. ‘Nothing important – it’ll keep.’ 40

         She sighed, folding her arms. ‘Adam, do you know how irritating it is when you do that?’

         She was going to be pissed off with him whatever he did, and even more so if she found out from someone else. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ve met someone.’

         She was silent, her jaw working. ‘Right.’

         ‘I think you’d like her.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter a shit whether I like her. Do you like her?’

         He did. At least, it was early days, but yes, it seemed to be going well. ‘I guess.’

         ‘Where did you meet her?’

         ‘Yoga.’

         There was a brief pause before she burst out laughing. ‘You’re doing yoga now?’

         ‘It helps. With … well, you know how I get.’

         ‘And what, she’s your instructor?’

         ‘No. But she’s in the same class. In that place off Kingsland Road. We all go for coffee after, sometimes.’

         Hope pursed her lips. ‘Not a hemp shake?’

         ‘Don’t take the piss. It helps me. She helps me. She’s actually a family therapist.’

         ‘Of course she is,’ Hope said, crossing her legs. ‘And does she have a name?’

         He braced himself. ‘Eve. She’s called Eve.’

         ‘Jesus Christ. Adam and Eve.’ She shook her head as she stood to leave. ‘You’d better polish up your armour. They’ll murder you in the lab.’

         He waited until she’d left the pub, then picked up his phone. How did it go? Eve had texted.

         Oh, just brilliantly, he said to himself as he looked up in time to see Arsenal let a penalty through.
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         The night shift was clocking off as Hope pressed her pass against the security barrier the next day. Half her team would still be in bed, and she liked an empty office where she could hear herself think. Frankly, she was glad to get off the boat and not have to see the frozen pizza she’d bought for Lily’s dinner, and which was now defrosting in the bin. It wasn’t that Lily didn’t like the boat: she used to love visiting her grandad there after Noah disappeared, able to relax away from the trauma and bickering of Lenthall Gardens. But then Grandad left the boat, and Hope took his place.

         Suddenly she missed Dad, and who he’d been before the stroke: her rock, her sounding board, her moral compass, her inspiration. Derek Milsom was the reason she’d joined the force, a career police officer with a fierce reputation and high arrest rate.

         Hope made herself a strong instant coffee in the little kitchen that lay off the main office, and while her desktop powered up, she idly browsed her phone, opening Lily’s Instagram only to find a photo of her daughter ‘and the crew chilling!’ at her friend Sasha’s the previous evening. Not a homework book in sight.

         Irritated, she instead Googled ‘Eve Family Therapist Dalston’, only to find a flicky-haired, fresh-faced young woman.

         A few emails caught her eye, including one from an assistant prison governor informing Hope that Jimmy Lake
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