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Prologue

You can always tell a cop who’s new to death. You get the bare facts. They don’t look you in the eye. They can’t see past the image in their heads. They can’t get away quick enough, desperate to process what no training course has prepared them for – the grim reality of policing. When it finally lands, some don’t stick around …

Who can blame them?

The on-call detective inspector had been summoned to Wearside shortly after 11 p.m. He’d arrived in Southwick, Sunderland, with no more sense of foreboding on that night than on any other, pulling up behind other police vehicles, their blue lights flashing, all adjacent roads blocked off, police tape restricting public access. A young PC stood at the entrance to the park as he drove in, his face laced with tension.

‘Good job,’ the DI said as he climbed from his car.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Stu. Stuart Wright.’

‘First on scene?’

A nod.

Wright had already learned vital lessons: you never got used to it. This was the end for the victim, but also the beginning of a nightmare for her friends and family, who at that moment were blissfully unaware of anything untoward. And for the MIT, the buzz of a murder investigation beginning to bite.

Turning his back on the rookie, the DI scanned the faces at the windows on the quiet street, a community in shock, residents wondering what was going on, imagining the worst, frantically calling to check on loved ones who’d gone out and not come home.

He swung round. ‘You checked for signs of life?’

A nod. ‘She’s just a kid, guv.’

‘Show me.’

The DI followed him along the footpath, intending to check for himself. He’d once been at a mortuary when a victim was found to be alive. As they closed on the scene, Wright stepped aside. The detective stopped walking, paralysed by what he could see.

He dry-heaved, his world in pause mode.

She wasn’t ‘just a kid’, she was his kid.

A fifteen-year-old going on twenty.

Vibrant, cheeky and smart.

So full of fun.

She lay face up on the ground, body rigid, eyes open, lips parted slightly, a dark patch of blood on her clothing. It looked like a stab wound. Praying that Wright had been mistaken, the detective’s breath came in short, sharp gasps as he placed two fingers on his daughter’s neck, searching for a pulse.

A pitiful wail left him as he found none.

She was cold.

It took a moment to register that he was on his knees, mind and body shutting down, other cops running towards him. They hauled him off the ground, dragging his dead weight away so as not to contaminate the scene, aware that he knew the victim, though not in what capacity. He couldn’t move, couldn’t stop shaking, a cold sweat seeping across his body, an unbearable pain in his chest.

Joanna must’ve been terrified and helpless. He covered his ears, blocking out her imaginary screams, sobbing uncontrollably. He had no sense of time, though before he left for work they’d had words. Joanna had given her mother some lip. He grounded her. She begged him to change his mind and let her meet with friends in Newcastle. He relented, on condition that she was home early, a curfew she swore she’d stick to.

She’d called him earlier.

He hadn’t taken the call.

It wasn’t that he was busy with another violent death in the city’s West End, though that was true. Julie, his wife, had alerted him to the fact that Joanna hadn’t kept her promise. She was late.

He was angry, with their daughter and himself.

Guilt consumed him. He’d ignored her call. The fact that she was no longer breathing was down to him. If he lived to a very old age, he’d never forgive himself. It was the 164th day of 1992, a leap year. The date was now ingrained in his head: 12 June. His name was Frank Oliver.

His life was over.
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Summer, 2019

The first domino had fallen. Others followed, knocking down the next and the next until the last one fell, a solid wall collapsing inside Detective Chief Inspector David Stone’s head – a metaphor of what was to come. If his suspicions were correct, the Murder Investigation Team and those working within it would crash and burn …

Frankie Oliver along with them.

David had been about to slip out of the police club, when he overheard a comment that blew him away. Adam Hall had come to the party with another man he didn’t recognise. He guessed they had gatecrashed, taking advantage of a free bar. As he continued to observe them, harsh words spilled from Hall’s mouth.

Words designed to injure.

Anna Jónsdóttir, an Icelandic DCI who’d flown in as Frankie’s special guest, was standing nearby in a figure-hugging cocktail dress, in stark contrast to those who’d got the memo that the party theme was glam rock. Uncomfortable with the exchange going on next to her, she moved away.

Egged on by his pal, Hall persisted –ignored by those around him …

Except one.

If David had to describe the expression on the face of their target, he’d have said it was a mixture of fear and rage. So strong was the reaction, it triggered one in him too. The hair on his head stood on end, as if a blast of cold air had swept in from the Arctic, bringing with it a ghost he knew by name only. Even if he’d been able to dismiss what had been said, he’d never forget that look.

He was never meant to see it.

Surrounded by family and friends – newly promoted Inspector Frankie Oliver was feeling ambivalent. She wanted and deserved the next rank. She’d earned it. That said, her departure from the MIT was tinged with sadness. Temporarily, she was destined for a new post in Berwick, regulations dictating that she must return for a stint in uniform before re-joining the murder squad. David had reassured her that it wouldn’t be for long. In theory, that sounded great, but in police work there were no guarantees.

That gut-wrenching thought worried her.

All around, beneath congratulatory balloons and streamers, detectives were having the time of their lives. After a complex, often divisive investigation where opinions had been split both in the UK and abroad, the in-fighting was over. Frankie’s colleagues were kicking back, making up for lost time.

Deep in the pit of her stomach, she felt an ache.

Everyone important to her was in the police club, bar one.

For a split second, she imagined Joanna among the crowd, always happy – smart as well as funny. It wasn’t unusual for her to appear during family celebrations … but only as a figment of Frankie’s forlorn imagination.

With every fibre of his being, David felt compelled to step in and punch the recipient of the malicious comment, rather than the instigator. Resisting the temptation to take him by the scruff of the neck and haul him outside, he steadied himself. Surrounded by music, couples dancing, cops eating, drinking, having fun, for a moment he convinced himself that he’d misheard.

The thought left him as soon as it arrived.

Something weird was happening.

It was as if someone had flicked a switch, or spiked his drink, plunging him into the centre of an LSD trip. Spandex and glitter worn by partygoers morphed into a kaleidoscope of colour, swaying with the music. The sound was cut. Everyone faded from view, sucked to the edges of the room. A game of statues. No one moving, leaving Hall playing blink first with the officer he’d been winding up.

David shook his head.

The image stuttered, his heart rate dropping to a level nowhere close to normal. He studied the troublemaker closely, having second thoughts. If he was wrong, he’d be entering unknown terrain and may never find his way back. He knew then that challenging Hall wasn’t an option. Not here. Not now. Lobbing a grenade onto the dance floor would take out people he cared for. There would be multiple casualties.

Hall supped off his beer and was on the move.

David’s laser eyes followed him.

Time to leave?

So soon?

Shadowed by his pal, Hall weaved his way through a sea of bodies, extending an upward nod or handshake with one or two detectives on the way out, a peck on the cheek to wives and girlfriends. There was an arrogance in the way he moved. Too old to strut, he made a fist of it all the same. His jaw was rigid, bloodshot eyes reflecting a small victory as he brushed shoulders with David on the short distance to the exit, like he’d put someone down he didn’t rate and enjoyed doing it. That someone wouldn’t dare knock him on his arse with witnesses present.
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‘What’s up, Frank?’ Her father’s arm slipped around her shoulders. He was taking the party theme seriously, wearing a ripped vest under a silver satin jacket and purple flares. He had big hair, jet-black eye make-up and a huge smile on his face. He lifted his mobile, taking a selfie of the two of them with Frankie’s grandma photobombing in the background, then pulled his daughter into a tight hug, leaning in, dropping his voice to a whisper as the music died. ‘If you don’t cheer up, rent-a-crowd will bale.’

‘I’m fine,’ Frankie said.

‘Your face disagrees. It’s more glum than glam. Just sayin’.’

‘I’m just hoping my new posting will be short …’

She took in the room. PC Indira Sharma was leaning against the bar deep in conversation with Ben, David’s nephew. Behind the counter, Charlie, the MIT’s red-faced office manager, was struggling to lend a hand. He was being hassled by DS Dick Abbott to up his game, goaded by journalist Belinda Wells and Bright, the most senior detective on the force.

It was bloody mayhem.

Now, Frankie smiled at her father. ‘I’m going miss this lot.’

‘Anyone in particular?’

‘Dick mostly,’ was the first thing that came into her head. That was the truth – she couldn’t imagine life without him – though she hoped that throwing her father a crumb would stop him from prying into who she was really going to miss. He too had a soft spot for David, though if he thought she’d slip up while her guard was down he could think again.

‘He’s no longer sulking?’ her dad said.

‘Dick?’ she scoffed. ‘Hell no, we kissed and made up.’

After a kick up the arse from David, Dick had finally accepted that she now outranked him, even though he’d lucked out in the same promotion board despite having been in the job a lot longer.

For a split second, she thought her ploy to steer her father elsewhere had worked.

It hadn’t.

‘Kiss anyone else tonight?’

‘Loads of people …’ She wondered what he’d seen. ‘Including you, as I recall—’

‘I meant anyone special—’

‘You’re special.’

‘Not even tempted?’

‘Dad!’

He stopped teasing.

Frankie had no intention of putting him in the picture. David wasn’t the only reason she wanted to return to the MIT, but he was the main one. She scanned the room, hoping to catch his eye, panic setting in when she didn’t spot him. An intense moment between them earlier had been rudely interrupted by her old man dragging her onto the dance floor.

In the men’s room, David splashed his face with cold water. Lifting his head, he caught his reflection in the mirror. The image didn’t please him. His five o’clock shadow was less designer stubble, more a scruffy individual who hadn’t bothered to shave. A big part of him regretted asking another DCI to cover his on-call duty.

He dried his face.

The last time he’d seen Frankie, she was in hysterics – as happy as he’d seen her. Whatever had gone down between them tonight, or might happen in the future, he couldn’t spoil her evening by telling her what he’d overheard. A potential breakthrough in a cold case was no longer her problem.

Besides, he wasn’t ready to face her, let alone her family. The Olivers spanned three generations of police officers from as far back as the mid-sixties. Her father and grandfather, also called Frank Oliver, would clock his anxiety for sure.

He wasn’t having that.

They had become a big part of his life since he’d arrived back in Northumberland where he grew up – the best decision he’d ever made … until now. If there was any truth in what Hall had said tonight, David had a duty to investigate. As it was, he was confident that he had enough ammunition to revisit an open unsolved case he’d known about for some time. He’d been waiting for the opportunity, for a piece of evidence to emerge that would justify his involvement.

He had a starting point.

No more, no less.

Pre-judging the credibility of what Hall had said or second-guessing the outcome wasn’t in David’s nature. To review a case that had lain on file for decades required time to plan, even longer to execute. The best he could do for Frankie was leave.

Frankie was having doubts. Had she read David wrong when they spoke earlier? Had the wine gone to her head? She was beginning to think she’d made the whole thing up. No one had ever looked at her the way he did. Mutual attraction was one thing. Sexual chemistry was undeniable. You could cut it with a knife.

Frankie could think of nothing else.

A soft voice with a foreign accent came from over her shoulder. She turned to face Anna with a smile so thin and so brief her Icelandic guest almost missed it.

‘You have quite a crew,’ she said.

‘I do.’

‘So why do they seem happier than you?’ No slouch, Anna had spotted Frankie’s melancholy from across the room. ‘Isn’t the next rank what you want? What you’ve always dreamed of? You seem oddly distracted, if you don’t mind me saying so …’ She looked away, eyes scanning the room briefly before fixing on Frankie. ‘Looking for someone?’

Frankie felt herself blush.

Anna caught the tell. ‘I haven’t seen him.’

‘You read minds now?’

‘Maybe … I believe in elves, remember?’

Frankie laughed.

Anna raised a suspicious eyebrow, letting her know that her sleeve had grown a heart. ‘He was with your grandfather a moment ago. Perhaps they stepped outside for some air.’

‘Possibly. Granddad doesn’t do noise.’

Anna eyed her empty glass. ‘Can I get you a top-up?’

‘I’ve probably had enough.’

‘Nonsense. I came a thousand miles. You owe me.’

‘A small one then. I’ll get it. You’re my guest—’

‘Which means I’ll get served quicker.’ Anna took Frankie’s glass, a cheeky smile.

Frankie observed her as she walked towards the bar, bodies parting to let in the enigmatic stranger, detectives young and old smitten with their foreign visitor.

When Frankie turned, David was studying her intently from the other side of the room, an odd look on his face. He remained where he was, making no attempt to approach her, yet holding her gaze intently. Instantly, she knew there was something wrong. Unable to fathom the change in his mood, she frowned: What’s up?

He stared back at her.

Even from a distance, she detected a radical change in his mood, as if he’d done an about-face. Was he trying to tell her something? Or not tell her? She resisted the urge to charge across the room to stake her claim, reminding him that their earlier conversation amounted to a bittersweet goodbye professionally, but a bloody big hint of a personal hello. If he was having reservations about seeing her outside of work, he could think again. Had she not been the centre of attention, she’d grab him by the hand and get the hell out of there.

Instead, she crossed the room slowly. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Doesn’t look like nothing—’

‘It’s been a long day.’

‘Lightweight.’ She tried to take him to one side.

He pulled away, turned his back on her and left.
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The heavens opened as David left the police club, heavy rain bouncing off the ground, pooling in places as he took the road north. It was after 1 a.m. when he arrived at his single-storey seventeenth-century cottage in Pauperhaugh – a tiny Northumberland hamlet with fewer than sixty inhabitants – a place of safety and security since he was a lad. Along with his brother, Luke, David had been raised there by their grandmother when his parents failed to return from a Glen Coe climbing expedition when he was six years old.

No rain here, just an empty village that hadn’t changed in centuries.

Not a soul about as he stepped from his car. An owl hooted in the distance – a consolatory, haunting, welcome home. David sat down on a drystone wall where he did his best thinking, breathing in the cool night air. A fox padded across the road, a small mammal in its mouth. As it reached the other side, it turned, completely motionless, wary of its audience, ears erect, wild eyes.

It skulked away as David had done from Frankie’s party.

You could say that trauma had brought them closer. He had his problems. Frankie had hers. The only difference was that he’d come clean, emerging little by little from the darkness. That was down to her, but when he tried to reciprocate, broaching the subject of what was bothering her, it was like talking to the wall. She was stuck in the past, unable to share her most intimate secrets, even with him.

And now as he sat quietly in the darkness, her voice echoed in his head … I can’t talk about it, David. I’m sorry. It was an admission that there was something. An experience too painful to share. He may not have discovered what it was until much later, but that day he’d recognised the signs.

Frankie was a mirror image of him.

They’d been to hell and back.

Her weird behaviour manifested itself on a four-hander investigation, one of the worst in the history of the force. Four professional female victims, the last of whom happened to be called Joanna. And though it had taken David ages to get to the bottom of what was troubling her, she’d confessed that the case had got to her.

Inside his tiny cottage, he grabbed a beer from the fridge, prising off the top before entering the living room. He sat down in his grandmother’s rocking chair, deep in thought, wondering how Frankie had reacted when he left so abruptly. With no clue how he’d manage to explain it, he considered his options. He could and should consult with his guv’nor. The difficulty was, Bright would demand answers he didn’t yet have.

What he’d overheard was hearsay.

He decided to hold the line and gather intel before kicking it upstairs.

Whichever way he jumped, the investigation would be handled correctly, with as little collateral damage to the Oliver family as he could manage. The ramifications for them and for the MIT were enormous.

For Frankie’s sake, he couldn’t afford to put a foot wrong.

He’d been tempted to pull his guv’nor to one side at the party. In the end, he’d decided to get his head straight before making his move. He was stone-cold sober. Bright was far from it. Frankie had once told David that her sister’s violent death had hit Bright almost as hard as it had the family, dominating their lives and hers since she was eleven. David had seen at first-hand how losing a sister at such a young age had affected her.

He hauled himself out of his chair.

From his desk drawer, he pulled out a statement Dick had once brought to his attention to explain away Frankie’s reaction to a detective who’d been having a go. Had Dick not moved to protect her, she’d have been facing a disciplinary and possibly a demotion. She’d decked the officer who, like Adam Hall tonight, had spoken out of turn, causing her untold grief, disrespecting her father’s inability to bring her sister’s murderer to justice before he handed in his warrant card.

David had read the statement several times.

When he turned around, the rocking chair was moving.

Had he believed in ghosts, it would have added to his sense of dread. He knew it was a downdraught in the chimney, a frequent occurrence in his home. And yet it felt symbolic. For a moment, he imagined his late grandmother sitting there, with wise words and sympathy, telling him not to fret until he had something to fret about.

His nan was a gem.

David eyed the Odin stone she’d given him to ward off childhood nightmares after his parents died. Superstitious nonsense, Frankie called it. He’d kept it all the same, hanging it on the side of the fireplace closest to the front door. Not to ward off evil that might enter through it, but as a comforting reminder of the woman who’d sacrificed the end of her life for the potential of his.

Below, the fire in the grate was neatly set. David put a match to it. There was no way he’d sleep with this case weighing on his mind. Unfolding the statement, he sat down and began to read …

I am Detective Inspector Frank Oliver, Northumbria Police. At 23:05, on Friday, 12 June 1992 I was the on-call DI for the force area. I was called to an incident at Park Terrace, Southwick, Sunderland, described as a fatal stabbing of a young woman. On arrival at the scene, I was shown to the body by PC Stuart Wright. On further examination, I found that the young woman was my fifteen-year-old daughter, Joanna Oliver …

A shiver ran the length of David’s spine. He didn’t read on. He’d read it before, so many times he’d lost count. Having made formal identification, Frank Oliver II had left the scene and contacted senior supervision. He was informed that he could take no further part in the investigation and withdrew, the fact that he had to be ruled in or out as a suspect adding insult to injury.

It was a painful read the first time …

Tonight, it was ten times worse; not only because David now knew Frankie’s father personally, but also because she hadn’t shared the fact that her dad was the first detective to reach the crime scene. Had he not been told, to save her from a disciplinary hearing, a potential assault charge, David may never have known about it.

The document in his hand was a cold hard statement of the facts. A contemporaneous note of how and why Frank Oliver had come to attend the scene and what he discovered when he got there. The short record only told half the story. Hiding between the sterile language was emptiness: helplessness, heartbreak, anger, guilt, and denial of a father in distress. David couldn’t begin to imagine what had really gone down that night. How any parent found the strength to get over such an occurrence was beyond his comprehension, but …

Frank Oliver II was an extraordinary man.
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Did that really happen? That was the question Frankie was asking herself. Living at the coast, forty-five minutes away from Newcastle city centre, she’d arranged to stay with her parents, saving the price of a cab. Now she was having second thoughts. Moping was best done at home …

Alone.

In a crowded taxi Frankie felt disconnected from those around her, lost in her own thoughts. Questions were piling up. Were two pips on her shoulder worth leaving the MIT? Undoubtedly. Would she miss her mates? Of course, but she’d make new ones. The old ones would still be there when she returned.

Would she miss David?

Hours ago, she’d have said yes.

Now, she had to think about it.

She’d put her life on hold for someone to come along who’d care for her in a way that no one else had. Until now, the love of a close family had always been enough. More than enough. Frankie considered herself lucky. Despite a shared loss that had cast a shadow over them, her family had remained solid. But, as the miles flew by, Frankie realised that life had more to offer all of them than chasing ghosts.

She glanced sideways.

Her mum and dad were holding hands. They had each other. The same could be said of her grandparents … and of her sister Rae, who was in a civil partnership with Andrea, a Traffic cop, one of Frankie’s closest friends.

What did she have?

For years, she and David had stared death in the face, personally and professionally, a shared grief drawing them ever closer. Tonight, he’d given her hope that they were meant to be. She’d begun to believe that they’d be good together, always, and for ever. She felt safe in his company. Now she felt vulnerable, a lingering doubt that she could ever trust anyone enough to fall in love and be happy.

From the day he blew in from the Met where he’d spent the first fifteen years of his police career, she’d been attracted to him, though hadn’t acted on it. In fact, she’d ruled it out. The guy had more baggage than British Airways. She didn’t want to complicate his life, or hers. So, pushing a potential relationship away as unattainable seemed like the thing to do, until she was handed her new posting. Then it became not only possible, but essential – a case of not knowing what you’ve got till it’s gone.

And now it was gone.

His loss.

He’d pissed off without a word. No good luck wishes or see you around. No thanks for everything or call me invitation. Why? Had he got cold feet? Did he not think she was anxious too? Wasn’t that half the fun of transitioning from friendship to a relationship? It was hard to describe how she was feeling now. He’d spoiled what had otherwise been a cracking night, a new beginning – in more ways than one.

‘You OK, Fr …’ Mitch hesitated. ‘Boss, I meant boss.’

Frankie felt a stab of pride.

Although she outranked her mentee, he’d never called her that before. Probably never would again if she didn’t make it back to the MIT. He’d cadged a lift home, hopping in the front of the cab, Frankie behind the driver, her mum on the far side in the rear, her dad squashed in between.

‘You may as well talk to the wall,’ he said to Mitch. ‘Her mum’s sending the zeds up.’

‘Wrong. I’m resting!’ Julie said. ‘It’s been an emotional day. A happy day.’

‘Go to sleep, love. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said Frankie was already there. Only her eyes are wide open and currently fixed on me. Full of hell might be an apt description, like someone stole her chips.’

‘Sorry, I was miles away.’ Frankie’s apology was for Mitch, not her father.

‘In which direction?’ her dad pushed.

He knew.

He’d always been able to read her.

The cab pulled over, a chance to ignore him taking her somewhere she didn’t want to go. Mitch jumped out of the car, turning to face her through the glass. Seeing his rueful expression, Frankie wound down the window. ‘Hey!’ She summoned a smile. ‘Keep my seat warm. I’ll be back before you know it.’

‘Thanks, boss.’

‘For what?’

‘Everything.’

He fell over himself to wish her well. Briefly, it made her think of David, which would have brought a tear to her eye had she been less angry. He’d trusted her instinct, bringing Mitch into the MIT as a rookie. Under her guidance, he’d more than earned his place.

She raised the window as the cab sped off.

Her father put his arm around her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. ‘Any idea why David shot off?’

‘Did he?’ Frankie kept her eyes front. ‘I didn’t notice.’

‘Your pet lip says you did.’

She didn’t answer.

‘You were about four years old when you told your first lie,’ he teased. ‘You’re no better at it now than you were then.’

‘Speaks the guy who knows the difference between lying and sidestepping a stupid question,’ Julie said in Frankie’s defence. ‘And doesn’t know when to mind his own business.’

Frankie looked out of the window, stifling a grin.

Her dad continued. ‘Want to talk about it?’

‘There’s nowt to say.’

‘I’m a good listener.’

‘Is that a euphemism for nosy?’ Frankie turned to look at him. ‘Didn’t you once tell me that some things are better left unsaid?’

‘I didn’t mean me, did I? I’m your old man. You can tell me anything—’

‘Especially if you want it broadcast.’ Julie giggled, opening her eyes, turning to face her daughter. ‘Keep schtum, Frances. He’ll get the message … eventually. If he doesn’t, he can get out and walk.’

Grinning at his daughter, Frank changed the subject. ‘You enjoyed the party, didn’t you?’

How could she not? Her family had insisted on shelling out for the lot, Rae taking care of the music, Andrea the guests, her mum and grandma sorting the catering, her old man picking up the bar bill – no mean feat, given the appetite of a team of hungry, thirsty detectives making the most of their freedom while seeing her off with a bang.

Frankie beamed at him. ‘It was really cool.’

‘Did David think so?’

‘Stop digging, Dad.’

‘Only asking.’

‘Sounds like an interrogation to me.’ Julie gave him a playful nudge with her elbow. ‘Zip it or sling your hook. I’m serious, Frank. Your choice.’

He made a face at Frankie.

She laughed, her mood improving.

She could never stay mad at him for long.

There was no one in the world she loved more.

She laid her head on his shoulder, as she used to as a kid with a problem only he could solve. Somehow, he always managed to lift her. He stroked her hair, soothing her, letting her know that when she was ready, whatever was bothering her, he’d be there to help her through it.

Now, her mum was really sending the zeds up.

Her father had clocked it too. He dropped his voice so as not to wake her. ‘You’ll work it out, Frank. You always do. And since when does my girl sulk over boys? David is the on-call SIO—’

‘No, he’s not. He’d arranged cover …’

‘Doesn’t mean he wasn’t required.’

‘True. Why are you making excuses for him?’

‘What other explanation could there be?’

‘You know David …’ She tilted her head, a wry smile developing as she met his gaze. ‘It was probably time for his cocoa.’
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David was facing the investigation of his life. He’d given Frankie his word that he’d catch her sister’s killer, laying the case to rest, Joanna along with it … finally, a promise he intended to keep. One that would end her father’s obsession with her hideous death. Given the time-lapse, reopening the enquiry wasn’t straightforward. Joanna had died before many of the MIT’s records were digitised. The investigation would involve a painstaking study of hard-copy documentation. Time was no barrier to justice, but no fresh evidence had presented itself …

Until now.

David took another swig of his beer. The dilemma he faced was significant. Keeping his suspicions from Frankie would be viewed as a violation of trust in a relationship that was otherwise open and honest. The omission – he had no intention to deceive – didn’t sit well with him. Even though he’d be acting for her own good, there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell she’d see it that way.

If she got wind of it …

David wouldn’t go there.

The best he could hope for was that her new posting would keep her occupied. He had no doubt that she’d give it her all. The cases she came across would consume her, as they always did. By luck, not by accident, her new beat was perfect. Berwick was the most northerly Northumbria Police outpost, a long way from Middle Earth – the squad’s nickname for Northern Area Command owing to its location on Middle Engine Lane. Consequently, she’d be out of his way during her shifts, geographically speaking, breathing space while he got his head straight.

He was grateful for that, though the thought lingered.

Outside of her shift pattern was a different story. She’d be around, keeping in contact with ex-colleagues, possibly in and out of her former base, less than a thirty-minute drive from her apartment at Coble Quay in Amble, a stopping-off point, halfway between her home and that of her parents. There was nothing he could do about that, except pray.

What he had in mind to do she couldn’t be involved in, or even party to, but therein lay the rub. She was one of the smartest detectives he knew. Unless he was 100 per cent discreet, he wouldn’t keep it from her for long.

He stared into the flickering fire, then checked his phone for messages, relieved to see that Frankie hadn’t been in touch. He was about to pocket the device, when it rang in his hand, killing the silence in his tiny living room.

Panic subsided when he saw that the caller was in fact Ben, the nephew-cum-surrogate-son he’d inherited when his father – David’s brother, Luke – died in a car crash on his way to collect him from the hospital.

At the time, David hadn’t reacted well.

He was angry and grieving, unwilling to take the lad in.

It struck David how much his life had changed since then. That was down to Frankie. Family was everything to her. Without her intervention, he’d have none. What would she think of him if she knew he’d promised Ben a lift home, then abandoned the party, leaving his nephew high and dry. Swearing under his breath, David pressed to answer, steeling himself for a blasting he deserved, while trying to sound upbeat.

‘Hey, Ben—’

‘You left me stranded.’ His speech was slurred.

‘No, I didn’t,’ David lied. ‘I’m busy.’

‘Where the fuck are you?’

He sidestepped the question. ‘I’m the on-call SIO—’

‘I asked where you are, not who you are.’

‘Need to know, mate.’

Ben mimicked David. ‘Busted is what you are, mate. I can hear great-grandma’s clock ticking away in the background, so tell the truth. You forgot me and went home … again.’

The kid never missed a trick. ‘Where are you?’

‘Outside the police club like Billy No-Mates with no wheels. Are you coming back for me?’

David eyed his empty beer bottles. ‘Not possible. I’ve had a drink. Grab a hotel and get your head down.’

‘On my wages?’ Ben scoffed. ‘You’re ‘avin’ a laugh.’

‘Can’t you stay with Belinda?’

‘Would you choose to kip at her place without a lock on the door?’

Despite his preoccupation with the night’s events, David laughed. The journalist, Ben’s boss and mentor at North East Times, was a man-eating, daiquiri-swilling, sex-crazed woman who’d once told him that the word age should only ever be used if it followed bond. The scary lady was a close friend who’d nicknamed his nephew the Boy Wonder.

‘I’ll shout you then,’ David said.

‘Really?’

‘Anything to shut you up.’

‘Cool. Meliá?’

‘Premier Inn. And if that’s not good enough, try a park bench.’

David hung up, a smile on his face after their friendly banter.

His life was enriched by having Ben around, even if he didn’t always get fatherhood right. When David’s brother died, Ben was rude and hostile, an orphaned university dropout permanently off his face on weed, but Frankie’s interpretation was sympathetic. She saw the lad as a lost soul, begging to be found.

They had fallen out over it.

Past fights were long forgotten, harsh words not so much. David remembered one heated argument with Frankie. His raised voice echoed in his head …

Since when did my family become your business?

Despite his intransigence, Frankie wouldn’t let go.

She’d single-handedly healed the rift between man and boy, shaken sense into the two of them, convincing David that he’d live to regret rejecting his brother’s only child, that the accident was not Ben’s fault. Pulling Ben up when he was spiralling out of control, giving him a place to live while David got his shit together. And now, several years on, her family had become his business, the roles reversed, a chance to reciprocate.
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Berwick’s nick was on Church Street in the centre of the town. The architectural design of the building was impressive, with mullioned windows and a stair tower at one end, an arched hood at the other. Dating back to the late nineteenth century, it was deserving of its Grade II listing, purpose-built as a law court and police station, centrally located for the community it served.

The upside presented itself as soon as Frankie arrived. For the first time, she had a designated parking spot. That pleased her no end. No jockeying for one, like at Middle Earth. She’d arrived early to meet the team and get to grips with local priorities. She relished the opportunity to get stuck in, though her uniform felt odd after spending years in plain clothes.

Her new office was large, the desk free of paperwork, no murder wall to consult on the way in, no colleagues asking for this or that before her coat was off. The downside hit her the minute she walked through the door. She missed the buzz of human activity, the adrenalin rush of an overnight breakthrough. The peace in a station that was only open on a part-time basis felt decidedly alien.

Having closed the door, she sat down, the isolation hitting her like a brick. In the MIR, her desk was never free. Murder investigations were, by their very nature, complex and time sensitive. Often, they involved a manhunt for a killer on the loose. The first few hours were critical in finding evidence and witnesses. These cases generated hundreds of enquiries. Developments were ongoing, priorities changing on a daily, sometimes hourly, basis – an important and crucial role that kept her busy.

Uniform posts were different.

Everything she did from now on would be reactive: incidents that triggered an immediate response, decision-making on the spot, split-second timing involving life or death, sending troops out to deal, then it would be over. There would be no taking shit home because there weren’t enough hours in the day. It was purely and simply getting over a problem or issue, a situation or offence. Dealing with it, then handing it to the next shift inspector. Forgetting it. That was hard for anyone with major enquiry experience.

Frankie was now a team leader.

She could do this.

Last night, David had fallen asleep in his rocking chair through sheer exhaustion, waking at 5 a.m., freezing cold, the fire having died in the grate. In the shower, he’d cobbled together a strategy, convincing himself that in not sharing with Frankie, he’d be protecting a friend, as well as an asset, should she choose to return to the MIT. On the other hand, he’d be committing professional suicide if he attempted to keep it a secret from his guv’nor.

Bright was not a man to mess with.

Incurring his wrath was never wise.

Given his close connection to the Oliver family, Bright would expect total transparency. So, at the end of a very long day, when he’d finished crossing t’s and dotting i’s on his current murder file to the satisfaction of the Crown Prosecution Service, he made his way to Bright’s office ready to make his play.

The corridor seemed longer, the nameplate on the door shinier: Detective Chief Supt Phillip Reginald Bright, a reminder of his seniority.

David knocked and waited.

‘Come!’ Bright looked up as the door swung inward.

David thought he looked tired. ‘Sir, apologies for the timing of my visit. I’d like a moment, if I may.’ He hesitated. ‘It’s an odd one. I’m afraid it can’t wait.’

Bright put down his fountain pen. ‘You’d better sit then.’

‘Thank you.’

David pulled up a chair, hiking up the knees of his trousers as he sat down, resting his right foot on his left knee, arms relaxed … even if he wasn’t. Regretting the fact that he hadn’t fully rehearsed his delivery, he cleared his throat. ‘I’d like your agreement to run a covert operation in connection with a cold case, guv. I’d rather not say which one at this stage.’

Bright narrowed his eyes. ‘Because?’

‘What I have in mind requires a very close team, sir. Myself and one other—’

‘And who might that be?’

‘Indira Sharma. It’s sensitive—’

‘Then it requires someone with skill and integrity.’

The receiver’s voice arrived in David’s head: Indi is good, reliable too, but Frankie can knock spots off her. Pam Bond was right, but in this instance, Frankie was out of the equation.

David was skating on thin ice. ‘Sir, I sincerely believe Indira is that person—’

‘Are you out of your mind?’ Taking off his reading specs, Bright threw them carelessly on his desk. ‘As nice as she is, as professional as she appears to be, Sharma is an aide, not a detective.’

‘Not for long, if I have anything to do with it.’ David meant it. ‘Besides, it suits me that she’s not part of the team. If that doesn’t suit you, you have the power to change her status.’

‘Why her?’

‘She’s ex-Professional Standards, ex-HR, with the necessary authority to access records and any other systems we require to carry out enquiries that may lead to a full-blown review and hopefully a result. It’s up to you if you make her a substantive detective or not. I’m not bothered, either way. And no one will question it if she makes a detective grade. She’s earned it.’

‘I hear you …’ Bright’s tone was laced with suspicion. ‘What interests me is what’s not coming out of your mouth.’

‘I want the operation off-book, guv. If my request is granted, Indi will be temporarily seconded to an admin role, working for me – or should I say, us. During the last case she surpassed herself, proving invaluable to an investigation that also involved historical elements. She’s a shoo-in.’

‘Is she?’ Bright sat forward, spreading his upper body, one hand on his hip, the other propping up his chin.

‘With respect, I know her better than you do,’ David added. ‘I trust her. What she lacks in experience she makes up for in commitment. She has the skills and abilities and will be working under my guidance. To begin with, only three people will know about it: you … and the two of us. It’s imperative that no one outside of that small circle is in the know.’
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Having introduced herself to those on duty within the curtilage of her new home, Frankie had a word with the station sergeant to see who was doing what. County lines incidents seemed to be a big priority, the exploitation of vulnerable young people a major concern. With a handle on what she might expect going forward, she called in an area car, hoping to meet those who were out and about dealing with the public.

She spent the rest of the day with Sergeant Graham Ross, a Scot of around her age: fit, dark-haired, a small beard, with the look of Glasgow-born James McAvoy. They shared the same dry sense of humour and he’d been good company. Moreover, he had a calmness about him. When he spoke, people listened. Some of the stuff they dealt with had taken hours, others just minutes. Nothing too serious …

That was about to change.

They had just reached the outskirts of Berwick, ready for a break, when the call came in. Now they were heading south at high speed through rural countryside, blue lights engaged, racing to a live incident: a serious RTA, a four-car pile-up on the A1, the main arterial route in and out of the region. Other emergency service personnel were also en route, including GNAAS, the Great North Air Ambulance Service.

Already, Frankie was learning.

She missed the familiarity of her old stomping ground, and everything that went with it, but being back in uniform was a reminder of why she’d entered policing – to preserve life. Some officers spent their whole careers out in the sticks with little or no backup. In Newcastle city centre and its surrounding suburbs, you were never far from help, even if it wasn’t a cop, whereas the isolation of North Northumberland was a very different world.

The light was fading. Rain began to spot the windscreen – an added complication.

Anxious to get to the scene, Frankie glanced into the driver’s side, realising that if she hadn’t been there Graham would be single-crewed, facing God knows what, with finite resources beyond a high-viz jacket and a bit of nous. At night, that was a lonely, scary, sometimes highly dangerous place to be.

The man sitting beside her showed no signs of being fazed by the situation.

The radio burst into life, an update from Control. ‘All units. We’ve had confirmation of one fatality from an off-duty doctor. Ambulance not yet on scene.’

Frankie responded: ‘7151, we’re ten minutes out. Are Traffic responding?’

‘En route from the south. ETA, same as yours, Inspector.’

‘OK, keep us posted.’

‘Shit! This could tie us up for hours.’ Graham glanced at Frankie. ‘You want out?’

She turned to face him. ‘I’m surplus to requirements?’

‘Just asking. I can radio for a vehicle to pick you up if you’d prefer—’

‘Not a chance. The more bodies, the better. Ours, I mean, not theirs.’

Up ahead, cars were pulling over to let them by. Others were not. Graham engaged his siren, an audible shove. Now, other road users were responding. Like David, Graham was an advanced police driver, shifting through the gears smoothy, his sole focus to get to the scene safely, as soon as humanly possible.

Frankie was impressed.

‘Coming from the MIT, this is a bit of a step down for you, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘The price you pay for the next rank, Graham.’

‘We have our moments up here too.’

‘I can tell …’ Frankie did her best to mask her unease. Dead bodies she’d learned to cope with. Dying ones, bleeding out in a mass of mangled metal until machinery arrived to release them, was a new kind of hell. ‘You have my commitment for as long as I’m here. I’m hoping we might learn from one another.’

‘Sounds like a plan.’ Graham threw her a half-smile.

Frankie liked him already. ‘You show me your moves, I’ll show you mine.’

Spotting a gap in the traffic, he floored the accelerator.
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Clever detectives kept their powder dry, but Bright was having none of that. There was more to what Stone was saying. The Chief Super had no intention of leaving for the day without getting to the bottom of it. Using his intercom, he asked Ellen, who happened to be his second wife as well as his civilian PA, if she’d bring in a pot of coffee, making it clear that there were to be no interruptions beyond that. She arrived a couple of minutes later, a big smile for David as she set the drinks down on Bright’s desk.

‘Are you going to be late finishing?’ she asked him.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It might take a while. Take the car. If the DCI needs my ear that badly, he can give me a lift home.’ He waited for her to leave before inviting Stone to carry on.

David reiterated the need to keep his investigation under the radar for the time being. ‘Let me be clear, sir. No resources or finances are to be assigned or linked. You know what it’s like. As soon as we have a budget, it becomes a thing. Everyone in the force will know about it.’

‘Except me, apparently. Stop talking bollocks. I want precise details. Which cold case are we talking about?’

‘I’ll update you in a day or two, guv.’

Bright’s temper flared. ‘You’ll update me now.’

As Graham and Frankie closed on their destination, it began to pour, making driving more hazardous. The road turned red as a stream of brake lights illuminated the wet tarmac, drivers responding to satnav alerts that the road ahead was blocked. Control were reporting that Traffic cars had closed the road south of their position, preventing northbound traffic, setting up a diversion, rerouting drivers away from the crash scene, everyone doing their bit. On minor roads, other units were stationary, preventing entry onto the A1 southbound.

As vehicles moved out of the way to let the area car through, an articulated vehicle put on his hazard lights and came to a stop. Approximately half a mile ahead, strobe lights could be seen, lighting up the night sky. Graham jumped out, asking the HGV driver to create a barrier the width of the carriageway, enabling him and his inspector to proceed safely to the scene of the RTA.

The DCI’s half-arsed plan hadn’t failed yet. It would if he pushed Bright any further without levelling with him. Taking a deep breath, David repeated most of what he’d overheard from Adam Hall less than twenty-four hours ago at Frankie’s party. Having laid it out in more detail than he’d originally intended, there was zero chance that Bright hadn’t worked out exactly which investigation he was asking to reopen, though he didn’t confirm or deny it.

‘What is it you think you know?’ he said.

‘I’m not entirely sure,’ David replied honestly. ‘I wasn’t close enough to catch it all. Hall was mouthing off about an unsolved case where a white van was never traced and a missing jacket, both of which flagged up a case too close to home. Guv, I checked, there is only one murder investigation he could have been referring to.’

‘Joanna Oliver.’

‘Correct. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, especially with the family there. I’m surprised one of my crew didn’t deck him. He seemed to know a lot about the case. I’m going to check if he worked on it.’

‘I can save you the trouble.’

‘He didn’t?’

Bright shook his head. ‘I headhunted the team myself. For obvious reasons I couldn’t use Frank Oliver, just as you can’t use Frankie now. In fact, if I agree to this, neither needs to know squat until I say otherwise.’

‘Understood.’

‘How good is your information?’

‘Not as good as my gut feeling, guv.’

‘Then let me tell you how this is going to go. Frank Oliver was a legend in his time. Still is in my book. He suffered every parent’s worst nightmare, but he’s a survivor. From chaos, he somehow carved out a level of normality for his parents, his grief-stricken wife and his surviving children. As you are aware, they adore him. What you don’t know is, I am … I was, Joanna’s godfather.’

‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t—’

‘Save it.’

‘Sir, what I now suspect but cannot yet prove might uncover the truth of what happened to Joanna. I appreciate that “might” is a modest word for such a colossal responsibility, but you have my word, I’ll give it my best shot.’

Bright considered that for a moment. ‘If my hand-picked team weren’t able to find the perpetrator, what chance is there that you will be able to do it with a rookie wannabe detective and a fucking computer screen?’

‘By making connections in a way that wasn’t available to detectives at the time. All I can promise you is a thorough examination—’

‘Not good enough. Every one of your crew knows that Joanna met a horrible end. They’re not just good at what they do, they’re excellent. And yet you have no plan to take them into your confidence?’

‘With respect, it wouldn’t take a genius to work out why that is, would it, sir?’ The heavy hint made Bright’s jaw bunch, his eyes flare. Before he could respond, David moved on. ‘Guv, all I can see is a red flag. This is your call, not mine.’

For a moment, there was silence.

Bright finally broke the impasse. ‘You had better be right about this, Stone. Because if you cause the Oliver family a nanosecond of angst over this, and it turns out to be nothing more than some loudmouth talking out of his arse, I will see to it that you piss off back to London and stay there.’


9

At the epicentre of the accident, Frankie grabbed her hat off the rear seat and jumped out first. Leaving his blue lights flashing, Graham followed, pulling on his high-viz jacket, handing her a spare he fished from the boot of the vehicle. It was filthy and four sizes too big. She shrugged it on, her eyes widening as she took in the mayhem going on around her, the strong smell of diesel and petrol fumes hitting her senses, filling her with dread. One car was on fire, a couple of civilians attempting to extinguish the flames, at great risk to themselves.

‘Where the hell are the dash and splash when you need them?’ she said.

Graham shrugged. ‘Welcome to rural Northumberland.’

Frankie did up her coat, scanning the scene.

Bits of metal she didn’t recognise were strewn across the road. Behind the crashed vehicles, others whose drivers had managed to brake in time to avoid the collision could not be moved because they were empty, their headlights illuminating the devastation. Fearing a rear-end shunt, doors had been flung open, drivers and passengers fleeing to higher ground. They now stood on the embankment, drenched and shivering, some wearing no outer clothing, one with small children, another with a baby in arms, with no shelter from the driving rain.

Frankie wondered how her sister-in-law dealt with scenes of such devastation daily. Andrea had once told Frankie that when tending casualties, she was on autopilot, stemming the bleeding until medical help arrived, talking to the injured, holding hands, offering reassurance, keeping calm herself.

Easier said than done.

Frankie’s chest was pounding.

The only two officers in attendance weren’t from Andrea’s unit, they were from Frankie’s new station, both male.

Graham moved towards them.

She followed.

As they approached, the tallest of the two, a mountain of a man with rugged features and a worried look, addressed her directly. Introducing himself as PC Richard MacArthur, his colleague as PC Asim Haq, he updated her. ‘There were two casualties in the Toyota, Inspector.’ He’d heard her on the radio. ‘One dead, one badly injured. We managed to get her out. It doesn’t look good.’

‘She has a pulse?’

‘She did when we arrived.’

Frankie looked towards what was left of the Toyota. It was facing the wrong way. A woman was lying on the ground next to it, a torniquet pulled tight around her thigh to prevent blood loss. A younger female she assumed was the off-duty doctor on her knees, working frantically, administering CPR.

‘She’s the doctor?’ Frankie had to be sure.

MacArthur nodded. ‘Dr Gaynor Charlton. Lucky for us, she’s an A&E consultant, Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh. She’s got no chance.’

Frankie shot him a look requiring no explanation. ‘She’s doing her best, which is more than I can say for you.’

She left it there.

MacArthur was showing signs of anxiety. He wasn’t the only one. Everyone in her eyeline had that same gaunt look, visibly distressed, ashen-faced, some civilians unable to hold onto their tears. The stress of a high-speed collision had taken its toll on witnesses and service personnel alike.

It can’t have been easy for first responders.

Ordinarily, the doctor would have been Frankie’s first port of call, but she was working frantically to restart the casualty’s heart.

Another two officers arrived.

Within seconds, Frankie was directing operations. ‘I want photos, reg numbers, IDs if there are any to be found. Then one of you get yourself over there’ – she nodded towards the crowd of onlookers – ’we need names, addresses, statements from everyone.’ She turned to face the man she’d spent the day with. ‘Graham, have I forgotten anything?’

‘No, we stay put until the accident investigator arrives.’

They all looked up, shielding their eyes as the air ambulance appeared from behind the trees, shining a spotlight on the scene, its rotor blades slicing through the rain, a deafening sound above their heads. They would be videoing the lot, deciding where it was safe to put down.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Haq asked.

Graham gestured towards the doctor. ‘Go and give her a hand.’

He hesitated. ‘I’ve never done it before, Sarge.’

‘Well now’s your chance,’ Frankie said. ‘You’ll be fine, Asim … just take your lead from the doc. She looks like she needs a breather.’ When Haq had gone, she turned to MacArthur. ‘Have you checked every vehicle, Richard?’

‘Apart from that one.’ He pointed at a dark Mercedes van. ‘We just got here.’

‘OK, lend Graham a hand, I’ll go.’
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With Bright’s warning ringing in his ears, David left Middle Earth. He’d got his point across, but his guv’nor could and would end his career if he upset Frankie or her family after all they had been through.

David wondered how her first day had gone. He hadn’t heard from her and didn’t expect to.

Having been in the CID for much of her career, she’d told him that throwing on a uniform felt like a backward step. She had a point, reminding him that HMIC – HM Inspectorate of Constabulary – had described the lack of trained detectives as a national crisis, some forces having taken on civilian investigators and retired officers to fill the gap.

There were two sides to every coin.

David couldn’t deny that he shared her opinion. Sending her to the back of beyond was nonsensical. She was too valuable. The MIT needed detectives of her calibre, her diligence and experience. However, in his current predicament, it served his purpose that she was working in Berwick, if only in the short term.

Exchanging her police-issue gloves for a forensic pair, Frankie reached into the Mercedes and killed the engine, getting an eyeful of the occupants, two middle-aged guys. Neither was moving. The driver was slumped over, his shaved head resting on the steering wheel, his passenger tilted sideways, his upper body half in and half out of the smashed nearside window, his neck bent at an odd angle that looked impossible to fix.

Both men were covered in blood.

Frankie swallowed the bile in her throat. Without moving the driver, she felt for a pulse. Nothing. Shifting to the passenger side, she did the same. This guy was warm to the touch – but also beyond help.

A cry from nearby drew her focus.

She swung round, unable to see anyone alive bar Graham, MacArthur, Haq and the female doctor. Dropping to the ground, Frankie shone her flashlight under the van in case someone had been flung from another vehicle, ending up beneath it.

She strained to listen.

Still nothing.

She stood.

No one on the embankment seemed to be in distress, searching for a lost loved one who’d wandered away in the dark. Dismissing the cry as a figment of an inflated imagination, Frankie was about to walk away, when she heard it again, barely a whimper this time. Now she was sure it was real.

There was another casualty nearby.

This one she might save.

David was listening to a report on his car radio about a serious RTA that the police were dealing with on the A1, the road closed in both directions. Simultaneously, a traffic hazard popped up on the digital cockpit in his car, a thick red line showing a substantial blockage for some distance north and southbound. He slowed, grateful that it wouldn’t affect him. Already he was indicating his intention to take the slip road onto what locals referred to as the
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