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      Trevor felt the steering wheel shift under his hand as he rounded the traffic island. In the back seat, his four-year-old grandson looked up from his book.

      Trevor smiled into the rear view mirror. “Sorry, kiddo. Just a bump in the road.”

      Harry yawned and went back to his book. The Gruffalo. The boy took it everywhere with him.

      Trevor sailed past his exit – the A452, heading towards the M6 and a day out in Stratford – and took the island one more time. Harry was only four. He wouldn’t notice his grandad acting a bit doolally.

      As he passed the spot again Trevor checked his mirrors and slowed a little. They were still there. Birds, hurtling into the centre of the island, swooping through the trails cast by the vast metal sculptures of Spitfires. He drove past here every day on his way to work, and he’d never seen that before.

      Relax, he told himself. You’re getting jumpy in your old age. Probably just some worms. A nice juicy breakfast for those birds.

      Another one swooped past his windscreen. Without thinking, he raised his hand to protect himself.

      “Bird!” came the voice from the back seat.

      “Crows,” Trevor told him. “Big ones.”

      “Lotsa crows.”

      The boy was right. There were at least twenty of them, fighting over something beneath the sculpture. Worms wouldn’t get them all worked up like that, would they?

      Trevor’s wife Sheila liked to watch birds. She kept binoculars in the back bedroom, on the windowsill, just in case she spotted something interesting in the trees behind their garden. Sheila would know if this was normal. She’d be able to give him chapter and verse on the behaviour of crows, whether he wanted to hear it or not.

      He circled for a third time and opened his window for a better look. Eight am on a Sunday, and the island was quiet. No one to honk their horn at him, to cut him up. No one to wave a fist in irritation.

      He sniffed. Castle Vale was dominated by the Jaguar plant behind him, where they’d made Spitfires in the war, and the motorway junction up ahead. Not a spot that smelled sweet. But this was something new. It was rancid and sharp, attacking the back of his throat like it was solid.

      He wound the window down.

      “Eww!” cried Harry. He waved his hands around in the air to make the smell go away. Trevor smiled back at him, trying to hide the worry.

      There was a turn-off just behind them, heading into the rabbit warren that was Castle Vale. He’d need to go around again.

      He took the roundabout one last time, glancing towards the centre as he did so. The birds were multiplying. Not just crows now, pigeons too. Circling, diving, wheeling. Shrieking.

      He took the exit and found the first spot he could safely park the car. He looked round at his grandson.

      He was being a stupid old man. Harry was four. He couldn’t leave him here on his own. But he couldn’t take him on some wild goose chase trying to cross a busy traffic island, either.

      If his daughter heard, she’d never let him take the boy out again.

      She didn’t need to know.

      “Come on, kiddo.”

      He opened the rear door and hoisted Harry out of his car seat. Harry wound his hands around Trevor’s neck and clung on. Trevor squeezed him for a hug. He smelled of jam.

      “Come on H, let’s go see what those birds are up to.”

      Harry giggled. He liked it when Trevor called him H. Trevor said it was Harry’s spy name.

      He hauled Harry higher in his arms and made for the traffic island. The smell thickened.

      He stopped at the junction. This was daft. He shouldn’t have brought the boy. Should have carried on driving and let those birds get on with whatever it was they were doing.

      But there was something pecking at the back of his mind.

      The roundabout was all but empty. No more traffic than he’d see crossing his own road at this time of day. He licked his lips, waited until there were no cars approaching, and hurried across. Not running, that would be foolish. Harry jiggled in his arms, pawing at his face.

      “Danda.” Harry could say Grandad now but preferred to stick with the name he’d used when he was little.

      “Just checking out the birds, kiddo. Won’t be long. Then we’ll be back on our way.”

      “Birds.”

      “Yeah. Lots of them.”

      Harry clapped his hands together. He waved his hands like they were wings. Trevor struggled to hold onto him.

      They were on the grass now, the birds huge at this proximity. Trevor hesitated. He shifted Harry round so the boy was behind him, almost riding piggyback.

      I’ll be quick, he told himself. A quick look and then we’ll get out of here.

      He clamped his lips between his teeth, trying to shut out the smell. He should turn back, he knew. Protect Harry. He was too curious for his own good, that’s what Sheila said. Maybe she was right. But he was here now. He couldn’t leave it. If it was what he thought it was…

      “Secret mission from T to H,” he muttered.

      “Mission!”

      “Hands over eyes. Top secret. Only move them when T says so.”

      “Aye, aye.” The boy clapped his hands over his eyes. Trevor took a deep breath and pressed on.

      The steel vapour trails soared over him, huge from this angle. They rose into the sky, the Spitfires at their ends weightless in the pale February sky. He took another step forward, glancing upwards to check that Harry wasn’t peeking. The boy was humming something to himself, the theme tune from a TV show. His eyes were closed, his hands in place.

      As he neared the centre, the birds took off as one, flapping into the sky in a thunder of noise and movement.

      Trevor gasped, not so much a gasp as a whimper. He’d seen what they’d been attracted to.

      And it wasn’t good.
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      “I don’t want you coming in.”

      Zoe Finch stood on the threshold of the thirteenth-floor flat. The woman glared back at her, half-shielded by the door.

      “You made a complaint, last night. I’ve been sent to ask you some questions.”

      The woman, Kelly Thomas, shook her head. “I was wrong.”

      “Where is Mr Coots now?”

      Kelly gave her an accusing look. “Mr Coots?”

      “Dale. Your boyfriend.”

      “He’s my partner.” Kelly wrinkled her nose. Zoe felt hopelessness wash over her. Two weeks on CID and this was the third case that looked like it was going the same way. Woman calls 999 when her partner gets too physical. Uniform turn up to find partner gone. Bottom-feeders from the lower ranks of CID get sent in next day to listen to the woman retracting everything she said the night before.

      “Partner. Sorry,” said Zoe. “Have you seen him since he left last night?”

      Kelly looked past Zoe into the hallway of the tower block. It was less a hallway, more a dark and dingy corridor. Only one of the three fluorescent lights worked and there was a smell of urine mixed with dog, with a heavy dose of body odour laid over the top. So many of these calls were to the same kind of place. If it wasn’t the Lyndhurst (and about half were from one of that estate’s seven high-rise blocks), then it would be another house or flat with the same air of cooking fat and squalor. Some of Zoe’s colleagues looked down on the people living here, in flats the council had been promising to fix up for years. But anyone could end up here, with the wrong kind of luck.

      Kelly’s eyes were glazed. She’d probably had a drink, or taken something, to dull the memory of what had happened last night. Zoe had checked the woman’s face for bruises when she’d first answered the door, but there was nothing obvious.

      “Have you seen him?” she repeated.

      “Who?” Kelly sniffed. She dabbed her nose with a sleeve.

      “Dale. Has he been back here? We could get a restraining order—”

      “Why the fuck would I want one of them?”

      “To keep you safe.”

      “Look at this door.”

      The door was plain, with flaking blue paint and no fewer than four locks.

      “What about it?” Zoe asked.

      Kelly leaned in. “You think I’m not safe, behind a door like this?”

      “Does Dale have a key?”

      “Of course he’s got a key, he lives here. For a so-called detective, you ain’t very bright. How old are you anyway?”

      None of your business, Zoe thought. She was twenty-two. Older than she looked. Although not by much.

      “If you’ll let me in, we can talk about your options. I want to make sure he doesn’t hurt you again.”

      Kelly laughed. Zoe heard the lift doors open behind her, along the dingy corridor. She hoped it wasn’t Dale.

      Kelly’s eyes widened for just a moment, then narrowed again. “I’m fine. Leave us alone.”

      There was movement behind Zoe. A woman with a pushchair, groaning with shopping bags on the handles and a huge child in the seat. He grinned up at Zoe. She smiled back.

      “Alright, Kel?” the woman said.

      “Yeah, Marnie. How’s Jaden?”

      “Greedy as ever. Little bugger won’t stop eating.”

      Jaden giggled, seemingly proud of himself. Kelly threw him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “He’s a good kid,” she said. “Too many of ’em won’t eat.”

      Marnie sighed. “Yeah, guess so. Gets expensive, though. Who’s your visitor?”

      “She’s leaving.” Kelly gave Zoe a look of disdain. “Jehovah’s Witness.”

      Marnie laughed. “Don’t go knockin’ on my door. Full of shit, the lot of ya.”

      Zoe waited for Marnie to heave the pushchair to the next door and go inside.

      “You ’eard me,” said Kelly. “You’re leaving.”

      Zoe reached into her pocket. Kelly shrank back, suddenly nervous. Zoe frowned as she brought out her card.

      “If you change your mind,” she said. “Call me.”

      “At Erdington nick? You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Ask for DC Finch. If he hurts you again, or you decide you want it to stop.”

      “No idea what you’re on about.” Kelly pushed the door.

      Zoe put out a hand to stop it. “Wait.” She grabbed the card off Kelly and pulled out a pen. She scribbled her mobile number on the back. She wasn’t supposed to give it out, but it was clear Kelly didn’t trust the police. Maybe she’d trust another woman.

      “Here,” she said as she shoved it back into Kelly’s hand. “Call me if you want to talk. You don’t have to press charges. Just someone to talk to.”

      Kelly pocketed the card, shrugged and closed the door.

      Zoe shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans and made for the lift. She pressed the button, then remembered how the inside had smelled on the way up. She looked up and down the hallway for stairs. Thirteen floors. But she was going down, not up. And she needed exercise, after the curry Jim had taken her for on Friday.

      Halfway down, her phone rang in her pocket.

      “DC Finch.”

      “Finch, where are you?”

      Her boss, Detective Sergeant Chris Donnelly.

      “Lyndhurst Estate, Sarge. Just leaving.”

      A sigh. “You’re the closest, then. Get yourself over to Spitfire Island.”

      “What’s up?” It would be empty at this time on a Sunday morning, the Jag closed and the Sainsbury’s up the road not open yet.

      “Some old geezer found a body. Bit of a mess. I can’t find DC Weeks. You’ll have to do.”
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      Douglas Finch walked into the kitchen. It was 9am on Sunday morning and his daughter Zoe was out at work. He was proud of her, getting her transfer to CID, but that didn’t stop him worrying. He wondered who would worry after he was gone.

      The surfaces weren’t as bad as he’d been expecting. Zoe must have tidied up before she went out. But there were a few items that had been added afterwards. A glass, he could smell the dregs from here. A Greggs bag hanging out of the bin. So his wife Annette had made it as far as there, at least.

      Douglas put the kettle on, trying to ignore the pain in his shoulder, and wandered into the living room. No point hurrying, nowhere to be today. No doctors’ appointments. No chemo. No Macmillan nurse visiting. Just him and his lovely wife.

      She was on the settee, a bottle overturned on the floor next to her. From last night, or had she already made a start?

      She was awake, just, staring up at the ceiling. He cleared his throat. He hadn’t heard her come to bed last night.

      “Morning, love.”

      She shifted on the sofa, making a half-hearted attempt to sit upright before giving up. She grunted.

      So she hadn’t started yet. She was hungover.

      He picked up the ashtray next to the bottle on the carpet. Her hand shot out, grabbing his wrist. He winced. He shouldn’t have bent over.

      “Leave it.” Her voice was rough.

      “It’s overflowing. I’ll bring it back.”

      “Leave it.”

      He stared at the ashtray. If she dropped one more fag in there, she’d burn the carpet.

      “Sorry, love.” He took it and left the room.

      The kettle had boiled. He made two coffees. One for him and another (strong, black) for her. He knew she wouldn’t drink it but still he made her one every morning. He put some bread in the toaster. They were out of butter.

      He was still in his pyjamas. Did he have the energy to get dressed and walk to the Spar on the corner?

      Toast would be fine with just marmalade.

      He emptied the ashtray into the bin, ignoring her shouts from the next room, and rinsed it under the tap. The smell made him gag. He’d never smoked. Annette hadn’t until three years ago. She’d hidden it at first, from him for about six months and then from Zoe for another year. But now she didn’t care what they thought.

      He sighed as he walked back into the living room. He placed the ashtray on the table beside her. She was asleep.

      Asleep, she couldn’t put any more poison inside her body.

      He padded back to the kitchen and sat in the solitary chair by the window, waiting for the toaster to pop. They didn’t have space for a table, but he’d brought this chair in here, so he could enjoy the quiet and the view of the garden. His garden. He hadn’t looked after it much this year, and it was getting overgrown. He tried not to think about who would tend it next year.

      A plane passed overhead, white trail faint against the pale sky. He craned his neck to watch. Last time he’d been on a plane they’d gone to Malta. Zoe’s treat, she’d saved up her police salary. The three of them had gone together but Annette had spent most of it staggering between the local bars. He’d lost track of the number of times he’d apologised on her behalf.

      The plane disappeared. The toaster popped. He leaned back, fighting the pain that came at him in waves.
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      The island had been blocked off by squad cars and bollards, traffic backing up past the retail park and the Jaguar plant. A uniformed officer stood in the road diverting passing traffic through the retail park. Even on a Sunday morning, it was chaos.

      Zoe showed him her warrant card. She still found it odd having to prove who she was. She was used to the uniform doing it for her.

      The PC waved her through and she crept towards the Spitfires that soared ahead of her, looking for somewhere to park.

      She reached the second cordon and found a spot at the edge, out of everyone’s way. She didn’t know how long she’d be here or how soon they’d reopen the road.

      The air was cold and still, birds wheeling overhead. They would approach the island then suddenly bank and turn away, deterred by the human presence.

      She swallowed. First murder case. She’d seen dead bodies before. In Uniform, despite what the TV shows would have you believe, there were a lot more bodies than in CID. Two of them had been people she knew.

      Bit of a mess, the guv had said. What sort of mess? The second of the two bodies that she’d known, an old school friend, had been hit by a car not a mile from here on the Kingsbury Road. She’d seen mess before.

      It didn’t make it any easier.

      She hauled herself onto the raised central grass area and made for the white suits already gathered at the centre. Donnelly spotted her and peeled away from them.

      “Finch.”

      “Boss.”

      “You took your time.”

      She gestured back where she’d come from. “Traffic’s snarled up halfway along the Chester Road.”

      “Hmmm.” He gave her a look like he was sizing her up. “Seen a dead body before?”

      “Plenty.”

      “Good. Come with me. Be careful where you walk.”

      She rolled her eyes as he turned his back. I do know crime scene procedure, you know. Probably better than he did, given she was so fresh from her training.

      Three people in white suits huddled in the centre of the island, right beneath the sculpture. It was huge from here. The planes felt alive, as if they might break free and take flight.

      “Fellas, I’ve brought my new girl.”

      One of the white suits turned and looked at the two detectives. He pulled down his mask to mile at Zoe and held out his hand. “Adi Hanson, Scene of Crime Officer.”

      “DC Zoe Finch.” She shook his hand, nodding her appreciation at being treated with a little respect.

      Adi stood back to let her and the sergeant pass. In the centre of the island lay a body. Male, middle-aged to elderly, heavily built. His arms and legs were splayed out like he was making a snow angel. He wore a grey-brown bomber jacket and a pair of what her dad would call slacks.

      He faced directly up, his head tipped back and his mouth open. Staring at the Spitfires overhead.

      Or he would have been, were it not for being dead.

      And having no eyes.

      Where his eyes should have been were two hollows, filled with congealed blood the colour of old brick. It spilled onto his face, staining his cheeks. Trailing towards his chin, rather than his ears.

      Other than that, there wasn’t a mark on him. Nothing Zoe could see from here, at least.

      She pulled her coat tighter, glad she’d brought it. “How long’s he been dead?”

      Adi smiled. “Good question. Luke?”

      A white suit kneeling over the body stood up. He nodded at Zoe. “I’m Dr Luke Gillam. You’re new.”

      “She’s my new girl,” said Donnelly.

      The pathologist gave Zoe a look of appraisal then turned back to Donnelly. “A while.”

      “A while,” grunted Donnelly. “What the bloody hell is a while?”

      “More than two days, less than five.”

      “What, and no one saw him?’

      The pathologist shrugged. “It’s pretty remote here.”

      Zoe looked back at where her car was parked. They were in the middle of one of Birmingham’s busiest road junctions, thousands of cars circling it every day. How had no one spotted a body, for as long as five days?

      “Who found him?” she asked.

      Donnelly pointed. “Old fella, over there.”

      A man stood at the edge of the grass, talking to another detective. DC Mohammed Uddin.

      “You didn’t tell me Mo was here,” she said.

      Donnelly raised an eyebrow. “Did I need to?”

      “I just got the impression I was the only person you could find.”

      “Well, I found him too. He’s talking to the witness.”

      “Yeah. Mind if I—?”

      “You stay here, with the SOCOs. The killer might have dropped something, left something behind.”

      “If he did that a few days ago, it would have blown away by now.” It had been stormy the day before, heavy showers of rain in between squalls of wind. She surveyed the body again. “He’s wet.”

      “Yes,” said Dr Gillam. “That’s one of the ways we know he’s been here a while. That, and the state of decomposition.”

      Zoe leaned over. She’d been reading up on this, in a textbook she’d borrowed from the library. She knew it was the pathologist’s job, but she wanted to be informed. “Go on.”

      Gillam looked up at her. “He’s in the bloat stage. See how his face is puffed up and waxy?”

      She looked at the man’s face. The rest of his body was hidden by his clothes, which seemed to be straining at the seams.

      “That’s why his clothes look tight,” she said.

      “Exactly. You’d think he was overweight, but I don’t reckon he was. Not much, anyway.”

      “He wasn’t killed here,” she said.

      “When we want your opinion, we’ll ask for it,” said Donnelly.

      She pointed at the man’s face. “The bloodstains.”

      Dr Gillam nodded. “Yes. They were dry before he was moved.”

      Donnelly shifted from foot to foot, giving Zoe a look she tried to ignore.

      “Do we know who he is?” she asked.

      “We don’t,” said Donnelly. “That’ll be your first job. Get back to the station and see if you can find a match in mispers.”

      Trawling through missing persons records was a laborious task. But Zoe knew her place.

      “No problem. Have we got photos?”

      “SOCOs are taking a bunch of them. Why?”

      “Might help me make a match.”

      “Sorry, Sherlock. You’ll have to wait.”

      “Right.” Zoe gave the victim another look over, trying to burn his features into her memory. Strong jaw, drab clothes, thinning hair. Just like a thousand other men of his generation. And without the eyes…

      “Go on then. What you waiting for?”

      “Sarge.” She turned away. Adi gave her a wave which she returned.

      As she headed to her car, Mo approached her. “Didn’t know they’d called you here too.”

      “I was up on the Lyndhurst. Domestic violence follow-up. The sarge said I’d do.”

      “He said the same to me too.”

      “Where were you?”

      “About a mile that way.” Mo gestured towards Castle Vale. “Following up on a break-in at an off-licence.”

      “Seems we got lucky.”

      “You could say that.”

      Zoe and Mo had gone through training together. They’d bonded over a shared birthday but then been separated when they took their first postings. Here they were again, working together. Chris Donnelly’s favourite DCs.

      “What did the witness say?” she asked.

      “Poor guy. He was with his grandson.”

      She winced. “The kid didn’t see it, did he?”

      “The grandad says not. Played a game, told him to put his hands over his eyes. His mum came to take him away a few minutes ago, while we spoke to the grandad.”

      “How did he know? When thousands of cars must have passed this way, how did he know to look?”

      “Customs officer at the airport. Naturally curious. He saw the birds. Then he smelled it.”

      “Poor guy.”

      “Yeah,” said Mo. “Anyway, there isn’t much he can tell us. What’s the sarge got you on?”

      “Identifying the body.”

      “Nice.”

      “It’s not going to be easy with him having no eyes,” she said.

      “No. I’d offer to help, but…”

      “It’s OK.” Zoe looked past Mo. DS Donnelly was beckoning him back. “He wants you.”

      “Better go.”

      “Yeah. I was thinking.”

      “Dangerous, doing that.”

      “It can’t have been easy, dumping a body here,” she said. “Someone must have seen him.”

      “Him?”

      “The victim’s a big bloke. A woman could never have brought him here.”

      “She might not have been acting alone.”

      Zoe raised an eyebrow. “Occam’s razor.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know it’s the most logical. But don’t go jumping to conclusions.”

      “I won’t. Identify the victim, that’s what the boss wants me to do. And there might be CCTV.” She looked over to the car factory. “The Jag’s bound to have security cameras. Why don’t you try there?”

      “And take the credit for your idea?”

      “I never said to do that.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll tell him who thought of it.”

      “So he can take the credit instead.”

      Mo looked down. It was Donnelly’s MO, lifting insights his DCs had and passing them off as his own. But if it got the job done…

      “See you later,” Zoe said. “I’ll be slaving over a hot computer.”
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      Zoe leaned back and stretched her arms above her head. She’d spent the last three hours trawling through missing persons reports. None of them resembled the victim at Spitfire Island.

      The first stage in solving a murder was always to identify the victim. Chances were his killer would be someone he knew. And if they knew who he was, then they’d be able to trace his associates.

      She pushed her chair back and headed to the kitchen. She needed a coffee. She’d been up early, cleaning up her mum’s mess so her dad wouldn’t have to deal with it. The lack of sleep was catching up with her.

      She trudged back to her desk, blowing on the coffee. The office was eerily empty on a Sunday afternoon. She slumped down and stared at the screen, weighing up her alternatives. Going through the reports again was one option, but there seemed little point.

      She placed the mug down and picked up the phone. It was answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, Zoe.”

      “Hi Carla, how’s things?” Carla worked the main switchboard for the station. She knew everything that went on around here.

      “Knackered,” Carla said. “I went to that new club in town last night. Mechu. You shoulda come. What can I do for you?”

      “I don’t suppose any missing persons calls have come in over the last few days? Middle-aged man, IC1? In the last five days, maybe a week.”

      “You got nothing on file?” Carla asked.

      “I’ve gone through the whole lot backwards and sideways. Can’t find what I’m looking for.”

      “Is this to do with the Spitfire Island body?”

      “News gets round fast.”

      “News gets to me fast, Zoe. Who d’you think it was picked up the call from 999?”

      “I forgot that. Anyway, could there be any cases we haven’t got on file yet?”

      “I’ll have to check. Give me an hour or two.”

      “Thanks Carla.”

      “You owe me a drink.”

      “No problem.”

      Zoe went back to the first entry in the file. Yawning, she started sifting through again, filtering them by age and gender. Perhaps she should widen the age filter. The bloating might have made him look older.

      Her phone rang.

      “That was quick.”

      “What was?” It wasn’t Carla. It was Sergeant Jim McManus, Zoe’s boyfriend of eight months.

      She cupped her hand over the phone and lowered her voice. “What are you doing calling me here?”

      He chuckled. “Heard you’d been put on the Spitfire job. Nice one.”

      “Yeah, well. DS Donnelly said I’d do. I was up the road.”

      “He’ll change his mind about you, when he sees what you can do.”

      Don’t patronise me, she thought. “You working today?”

      “Day off. Tomorrow, too.”

      Jim was Uniform. His shifts were erratic, but she didn’t mind. Her family was erratic.

      “Fancy going out for a quick bite?” he said. “To celebrate you being the big murder detective?”

      Zoe thought of her mum and dad at home. “A quick one, when I get off.”

      “Lovely.”

      “I can’t stay long.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna kidnap you. See you at the Digby, six-thirty.”

      “It’s a date.” She put the phone down and smiled at it. Then remembered what she’d been doing and dropped her smile as she returned to the screen.
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      Zoe sat at the back of the Monday morning briefing, watching her boss squirm as DI Helen Jamieson took over the case. Donnelly sat at the front beside the detective inspector, his arms folded across his skinny chest and his eyebrows knitted. His skin was even greyer than usual and Zoe was sure she could see his lips twitching.

      It was the first time she’d seen DS Donnelly since Spitfire Island. He’d rung her at five the previous afternoon, telling her to go home, there wasn’t much they could do on a Sunday. She’d hung around for a bit then met up with Jim. He hadn’t said anything, but he’d been irritated with her. She was distracted: the case, her dad’s health. Her mum’s drinking. It felt good to be back in the office this morning and able to focus.

      “Right,” said Jamieson, “do we know who the victim is yet?”

      Donnelly pointed at Zoe. “I’ve put DC Finch on it. No joy yet.”

      Zoe straightened her back. “I’ve gone through mispers and I’ve spoken to the switchboard. Nothing yet.”

      “Talk to 999 control,” said Jamieson, “see if they’ve had any calls relating to an attack, or a potential suicide.”

      “I don’t think he’d have gouged his own eyes out,” said Donnelly. There was a low ripple of laughter.

      “I’m not going to dignify that with a response,” said Jamieson. The laughter stopped.

      Zoe focused on the DI, careful not to meet Donnelly’s eye. Inside, she was high-fiving DI Jamieson, but she couldn’t let that show.

      “How about I speak to Pathology,” she said. “See if they’ve found any distinguishing marks, run it against criminal records. You never know.”

      Donnelly shook his head. Zoe knew as well as he did that it was a long shot. The victim had been in his sixties, well dressed. Unlikely to have a record. But she had to try something.

      Jamieson nodded. “Good. Now, CCTV. Did we get anything from the Jaguar plant?”

      “That’ll be DC Uddin,” muttered Donnelly. At least he was letting his team speak, not something he always did. But then, he’d only arrived at the station five minutes before the briefing. He had little idea what his team had been up to.

      Mo cleared his throat. “We’ve got grainy footage of what might be someone dragging him onto the island at 4:30am on Saturday morning.”

      Donnelly whistled. “More than twenty-four hours. Poor bugger.”

      “Seems like it.”

      “Not what Gillam said. He said two to five days since death.”

      “It’s exposed out there. It rained heavily on Saturday,” said Mo. “That could speed up decomposition.”

      “He wasn’t killed there,” said Zoe. “Or at least that’s not where he lost his eyes.”

      “You need to get yourself a posting with the SOCOs,” Donnelly said. Zoe said nothing.

      “Well done, DC Finch,” Jamieson said. “We need to find any other footage, other cameras. Surely there’s traffic cameras on that island?”

      “They’re being installed next week,” said Mo.

      “Hmm. I wonder if our killer knew that.” Jamieson turned to Donnelly. “Follow it up with CCTV control. See who know about the schedule.”

      “It’s a long shot,” said Donnelly.

      Jamieson narrowed her eyes. Donnelly shrugged and made a note on his pad.

      The door to the briefing room opened. DI Jamieson turned to it, irritation crossing her narrow face. She was a tall woman, slightly taller even than Zoe, with a wide-shouldered build that made Zoe wonder if she was a swimmer.

      “Yes?” she snapped. Zoe’s friend on the switchboard, Carla Dunn, stood in the doorway.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” she said. “But we’ve had a call. Missing person report, matches your body.”

      Jamieson visibly perked up. “Who?”

      Carla twisted her hands together. “Laurence Steed.” She gave an address.

      Laurence Steed was known to everyone in the room. He’d been the local councillor for twenty years before retiring in 1990.

      “Who was the call from?” asked DS Donnelly.

      “His wife,” Carla replied.

      Zoe felt her stomach dip. She imagined Mrs Steed, sitting at home, waiting for her husband to return.

      “Thanks, Carla.” Jamieson turned back to the room. “This stays here. It may be unrelated. It may not. But I don’t want this going public until we’re one hundred per cent sure.”

      “Right, boss,” said Donnelly. He pointed at each member of his team one by one, eyeballing them to make sure the message got across. When his gaze fell on Zoe, she held it. There was no way a leak would come from her.

      “Go and see Mrs Steed,” said Jamieson. “Take DC Finch.”

      Donnelly looked from Jamieson to Zoe and back again. “Finch?”

      Jamieson nodded. “That’s what I said. But make damn sure you’ve got the right man before you tell the wife.”

      Donnelly looked at Zoe, his lip curled. “Yes, boss.”
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      “You let me do the talking,” Donnelly said, standing at the Steeds’ front door. It opened before Zoe had a chance to reply.

      “Mrs Steed,” he said.

      “Er, yes.” The woman was in her seventies, with thick, almost white hair. She clutched a handkerchief.

      “I’m Detective Sergeant Donnelly,” he told her. “We’re with Erdington CID. Can we come in?”

      Mrs Steed glanced at Zoe. “Of course. Is it about Laurence?” She stared at Zoe as if hoping she could extract information from her by force of will. Zoe smiled at her.

      “Thank you.” Donnelly waited for the woman to stand clear and then walked past her into the house. Zoe followed.

      The house was a modern detached in Walmley, about two miles from Spitfire Island. The walls were decorated with cheap prints of classic landscapes, and a statue of a shepherdess sat on a side table.

      “Come through,” said Mrs Steed. She dabbed her cheek with the hanky and ushered them into a living room which would have felt generous if it hadn’t been crammed with heavy furniture and more ornaments. Ducks, dogs, sheep, birds. A porcelain menagerie.

      Donnelly lowered himself onto a floral settee. Zoe remained standing. Mrs Steed sat upright in a large armchair. She glanced up at Zoe who took a seat next to her boss. He shuffled away from her.

      “Mrs Steed,” he said, “I gather you reported your husband missing this morning.”

      “Yes.” Her voice was thin and rough. She’d been crying.

      “When did you last see him?”

      “Friday morning.”

      “Three days ago.”

      Mrs Steed stiffened. “I wasn’t expecting him back till last night. He was on a golfing weekend with three of his old council colleagues.”

      “Can you give us the names of the colleagues?” Donnelly asked. Mrs Steed’s gaze flicked to Zoe again. She blinked. “Yes, of course. Ted, Karim and Mike.”

      “Their full names, please,” said Donnelly. Mrs Steed flinched. Go easy, thought Zoe. The woman’s husband was missing, possibly dead.

      Probably dead.

      “Sorry.” A sniff. “Ted Kramer. Karim Aydin. Mike Richards.”

      “Have you spoken to any of them?”

      “I spoke to their wives this morning. Apparently Laurence called Ted on Friday morning and said he couldn’t make it.”

      “What reason did he give?” asked Zoe. Donnelly clenched his fist on his lap.

      “I’m not sure,” replied Mrs Steed. “Something about his hip, I think. It plays up. But it doesn’t stop him playing golf. Sorry, I’m a bit fuzzy. Do you know where he is?”

      Zoe leaned forwards. “Do you have a recent photo of your husband?”

      Donnelly made a slicing gesture with his hand. Shut up.

      Mrs Steed went to a bureau next to the ornate fireplace and picked up a framed photo of a man with thinning grey hair and a heavy face. “Where do you think he is?”

      Zoe reached out for the photo. “Can we keep this?”

      Mrs Steed nodded, her eyes brimming. “Of course. You think it’ll help you find him? Will you do an appeal?”

      “We can’t say what form the investigation will take just yet, Mrs Steed,” said Donnelly.

      “No. Of course. Sorry.” The woman shrank back in her chair.

      “What was he wearing, when he left on Friday?”

      Mrs Steed hesitated, looking towards the door. “I’m not sure. He took a suitcase.”

      “But he wasn’t going on his golfing weekend,” said Zoe.

      Mrs Steed shrugged. “Maybe he thought he was. Maybe someone… he was attacked. I don’t know.”

      “Do you remember what he was wearing?” Donnelly asked again.

      “One moment.” Mrs Steed went to the door. Donnelly gestured for Zoe to follow. She followed the woman into the hall, where she opened another door into a pokey cloakroom.

      Mrs Steed rifled through a selection of coats and jackets, all neatly hung on brass hooks. “His bomber jacket’s missing,” she said. “He’ll have been wearing that.”

      “What colour is it?” asked Zoe.

      “Beige. I hate it. Makes him look old.”

      Zoe felt her stomach clench. “Do you perhaps have a photo of him wearing that jacket?”

      “Oh.” Mrs Steed turned to her. “You’ll need that, to release to the public. Laurence was an important man, until not long ago. People will want to help.”

      Zoe nodded. She hated letting this woman believe her husband was still alive. But if she told her here, Donnelly would have her on a plate.

      “A photo would be helpful,” she said.

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Mrs Steed led Zoe back into the living room, wiping her eyes with the hanky as she went. She opened a drawer in the bureau and brought out a photo album. She leafed through it and then took out a photograph. It showed the couple together smiling. They sat on a bench, the sea behind them. Mr Steed wore a beige bomber jacket. He was heavily built, with pale skin.

      Zoe passed the photo to her boss. They exchanged glances. He shifted his face into an expression of sympathy. He leaned forwards.

      “I’m very sorry to tell you this, Mrs Steed,” he said. “But we believe your husband was murdered.”
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      “I told you to let me do the talking.”

      Zoe was in the passenger seat of Donnelly’s car, heading back to the station. They’d left Mrs Steed with a family liaison officer, SOCOs trawling through her husband’s belongings for evidence.

      “She kept looking at me, sir. She wanted me to speak.”

      “Is she your senior officer?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then.”

      Zoe stared ahead through the rain that lashed at the windscreen. She wasn’t about to apologise when she’d done nothing wrong.

      “I want you and DS Uddin to go and interview Aydin and Richards. I’ll take Kramer.”

      “Anything in particular you want us to find out, boss?”

      Donnelly shook his head. “I thought you were one of the bright ones.”

      She stared ahead. Donnelly braked for a teenager who’d stepped into the road, yanked off the pavement by a Labrador. The girl stared at them, open-mouthed.

      At last she stepped back onto the pavement and Donnelly sped up. Zoe clutched her seatbelt.

      “Work it out for yourself, DC Finch. What do you think you should be asking them?”

      “Why Steed didn’t turn up for the golfing weekend. What excuse he gave. Whether he’s done this before.”

      “And?”

      “Whether there’s anyone he might have pissed off. Money problems, anything like that.”

      “That’s better.”

      They arrived at the station and Donnelly gestured for her to get out. He drove off, leaving her standing in the rain.

      She shook herself off and headed into the station, finding Mo on his way out.

      “Hi Zo.”

      “Mo. Am I glad to see you.”

      He grinned. “We doing some interviews?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My car’s just over here.” He led her to a gleaming Rover 200. It was cream-coloured and looked like it had been recently cleaned despite the rain.

      “You a fan of car wax?” she asked as they got in.

      “Doesn’t do any harm to have a nice vehicle.”

      “A Rover too. I approve.”

      Zoe’s dad had worked as a fettler at the Longbridge plant. His job was to run the final checks on these vehicles, until he’d been forced to retire due to ill health.

      “How is your dad, anyway?” Mo asked.

      “Third round of chemo. It’s taking its toll.”

      “Yeah.” The two of them fell silent.

      Zoe surveyed the interior of the car. She had to admit it was better inside than the ten-year-old Metro she drove. Originally her mum’s, Zoe had commandeered it after joining CID. Right now it was in the garage after her mum had found the keys and backed it into a lamp post.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      Mo grabbed a Birmingham A-Z and chucked it at her. He reached into his pocket for a sheet of paper with names and addresses. “Richards first. He lives in Hodge Hill. Then Aydin’s the other side of town.”

      “OK.” She thumbed through the map book, finally tracking down Mike Richards’s address. “Turn right.”
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      Twenty minutes later they pulled up outside Mike Richards’s house. It was a modest terrace in a row of identical houses, but this one stood out, with its new roof and PVC windows. They’d had money to spend on the place, but not to move away.

      “Where was he a councillor for?” Zoe asked.

      Mo shrugged. “Dunno.”

      “I bet it’s this ward,” she said. “He’s done alright for himself, but he’s stayed put. Let’s see what he’s like.”

      A man in his seventies answered the door. His shirt was neatly ironed and creases ran down the front of his trousers. His face fell when he saw them.

      “This is about Larry,” he said.

      “Mr Richards?” asked Mo.

      The man nodded.

      “We’re from Erdington CID. I’m DC Uddin, this is DC Finch.”

      The man gestured for them to come inside. He took a look along the street as they passed him.

      “Come in,” he said. “Take a seat.”

      They went ahead of him into a compact living room that was devoid of ornament, but lined with bookshelves. They were filled with romances and thrillers, as well as files that looked like they went back decades.

      Richards caught Mo looking. “I know I’m not a councillor anymore,” he said. “But people still come to me when they’ve got a problem. I try to do what I can.” He took a seat and waited for them to do the same.

      “I’m afraid we’ve got bad news,” said Zoe, as Mo sat next to her.

      Richards rubbed his chin. “I know,” he said. “Maureen called me.”

      “Mrs Steed?”

      “Yes. Dreadful, she must be distraught. Have you seen her? Does she need support?”

      “If you or your wife can go and be with her. I’m sure that would help, yes,” Zoe replied. “But first we need to ask you about Mr Steed.”

      Richards nodded. He brought his fingertips up to his cheeks and pulled at the skin. He had a tan line around his neck but his face had lost its colour.

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “Thank you,” said Zoe. “Mrs Steed said you had a golfing weekend with her husband, but he cancelled on Friday. Is that right?”

      “He called Ted. Not the first time he’s done it, we weren’t all that surprised.”

      “So he’s cancelled before?”

      “Yes. Not last time, the time before. We go away once every six months. Just a bit of fun.”

      “What reason did he give for cancelling?” asked Mo.

      “Ted said it was his hip. He had a hip replacement eighteen months ago. It gives him jip sometimes, but didn’t stop him last time. At least, he didn’t say anything at the time.” He looked up, his face drawn. “Maybe he was in pain, but didn’t tell us.”

      “Did he say if he was going to be anywhere else instead?” asked Zoe.

      “Sorry. You’d have to ask Ted.”

      “Our colleague is doing that. But what we really wanted to find out from you is whether Laurence had anyone who wanted to hurt him.”

      Richards raised his gaze to the ceiling, his jaw tight. “No. Not anymore.”

      “Anymore?” asked Mo. He’d stopped writing.

      Richards swallowed. He looked back at Mo, his eyes wet. “Do you know anything about a man called Fred Kimble, son?”

      Mo pursed his lips. “Sorry, no.”

      “Frederick Kimble,” said Zoe. “The Lucas plant. 1976.”

      Richards nodded back at her. “You remember.”

      “I wasn’t born. But my dad…” She hesitated. “Was Laurence one of the monkeys?”

      “He was, Constable. They were a fine group of men. Tried their damnedest to get justice for those workers. But there were those at the time who hated them for working together. A councillor, a union man and one of the bosses. Not done, in those days.”

      Mo shifted in his seat. He would be wondering what they were talking about, and what it could possibly have to do with monkeys. Zoe thought of the victim’s injuries. His eyes.

      “Mr Richards,” she said. “The nickname, three wise monkeys. Was it general, describing the three of them? Or was each of them associated with a particular monkey?”

      Richards tightened his jaw. “They were,” he said. “See No Evil, Hear No Evil, Speak No Evil. Larry was the first one.”

      “See No Evil,” Mo whispered.

      “Yes.”
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      “Go on then,” said Mo. “Tell me about the three wise monkeys.”

      “I wasn’t born,” Zoe said. “It’s not as if I remember it or anything. But my dad talked about it, when I was a teenager.”

      “What did they do? Lucas, you said?”

      “They worked together to get a deal for the Lucas plant in 1976. It would have gone under without them. They managed to get the council, the board and the union humming from the same hymn sheet.”

      “Didn’t do any good,” said Mo. “That plant closed down in the nineties.”

      “Late eighties. They kept it going for a bit though.”

      “You think it’s related to this murder? It happened a long time ago.”

      Zoe bit a fingernail. “His injuries. It’s a hell of a coincidence.”

      “What about Fred Kimble? Who was he?”

      “He was one of them. I think. He died.” She spat out the nail. “I’ll have to ask my dad.” She slumped in her seat. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      “No,” said Mo. “He turned to her. “I’m sorry, Zo. It must be rough.”

      She nodded. If she spoke about what her dad was going through, she’d have to think about it, and then she would cry. She wiped her eyes, determined not to arrive back at the station with red eyes.

      “Let’s get to Aydin’s,” she said. “He might know more about why Laurence cried off the golfing weekend.”

      “Or where he was.”

      “Yeah.”

      Zoe’s Nokia rang. “DC Finch.”

      “Finch, it’s Donnelly. Where are you?”

      “I’m with DC Uddin, on our way to Aydin’s house.”

      “Forget that.”

      “What? Did you get what you needed from Ted Kramer?”

      “No. I need you to get over to the Jaguar plant. We’ve got another one.”
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      The body was hidden deep within the site of the Jaguar plant, box-like manufacturing buildings looming on either side. Yellow tape had been strung between them to cordon it off and two uniformed officers were talking to a group of men in blue overalls.

      Zoe and Mo approached the cordon, showing their badges and ducking beneath the tape.

      The SOCOs were busy already, a tent erected to protect the body from the drizzle and white-suited techs coming and going. No sign of Donnelly.

      Zoe approached the tent. Adi Hanson, the SOCO she’d met at the last scene not more than two hundred yards away, came out.

      “Hello again,” he said. “We must stop meeting like this.”

      “Is DS Donnelly in there?”

      “Yup. He’s with Luke Gillam.”

      Zoe eyed Mo and the two of them stepped into the tent. Donnelly was crouched over the body, next to the pathologist.

      “Sarge.”

      Donnelly looked up. “Ah. You two. What did you get from Richards?”

      “Laurence Steed was a monkey,” said Zoe.

      “A what?” said Donnelly.

      “One of the three wise monkeys. Lucas plant, 1976. The men who…”

      Donnelly looked back at the body over the crouched form of Dr Gillam. He stared for a moment.

      “I know what they did,” he said, his voice low. He turned back to Zoe. “You sure about that?”

      Zoe shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be? You can look it up.”

      Gillam stood, revealing the face of the body behind him. A man in his seventies, wearing a tweed coat and a blue scarf crusted with blood. “He’s been dead less than twenty-four hours, judging by the progress of rigor mortis and my temperature reading.”

      “Oh God,” said Mo.

      “I think we can safely say the two are related,” said Donnelly.

      Zoe nodded. The man was slender, unlike their first body. His face wasn’t bloated, but pale and hard, like a doll’s. His eyes were still there, staring up at the roof of the tent. But where his ears should have been were two mangled lumps of flesh and congealed blood.

      “Roger Jakes,” she said. “The second monkey.”
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      The investigative team had outgrown the meeting room on the top floor of Erdington police station, and the latest briefing was being held in the canteen. The shutters were closed but Zoe could hear clattering behind them, as if the catering staff were trying to drown out the sound of the briefing.

      “Right,” said DI Jamieson. “Tell me what you’ve got, Chris.”

      DS Donnelly stood up in front of a board that had been hastily dragged into the canteen. Someone would have to manhandle it back upstairs later. He yanked at his tie to straighten it. His shirt was crumpled and his grey suit had a stain on the lapel.

      Photos of the two victims were at the centre of the board. Laurence Steed in his bomber jacket, in happier times. A photo of Roger Jakes with another man, both wearing dinner jackets. Some sort of awards ceremony, by the looks of it. Shaking hands, eyes shining, whether through pride or alcohol consumption she couldn’t say. Jakes looked ten or fifteen years younger.

      “We need a recent photo of Jakes,” Zoe muttered to Mo.

      “Uniform have gone to his house. They’ll get one from his wife, I guess.”

      She swallowed. Poor woman.

      Beside the mugshots were photos from the two crime scenes. Steed with his eyes gouged out, Jakes missing his ears. At the bottom of the board someone had written Three Wise Monkeys.

      “Our two victims are Laurence Steed and Roger Jakes,” Donnelly told the room. “Steed seventy-three years old, found on Sunday morning at Spitfire Island. He’d been dead for at least two days, according to Pathology. Eyes removed with a sharp tool, probably a knife, pre-mortem. No defensive wounds, but we did find some blue fibres under his fingernails. They’re being analysed by the SOCOs, see if we can find a match.”

      “Was he killed at the island, Sarge?” asked Mo.

      “He was taken there after his death. No blood at the scene, and the blood trails from his eyes head in the wrong direction. His wife saw him Friday morning. Which means he was killed on Friday, and dumped at the island early on Saturday morning.”

      “Have we got witnesses?” asked Jamieson.

      “Not yet, apart from the old guy who found him. We’ve got CCTV though, showing someone dragging a heavy object onto the island early hours Saturday. Has to be the killer.”

      “What about Jakes?”

      “Roger Jakes. Seventy-five years old. Found earlier today by three men coming on shift at the Jaguar plant. Death more recent, less than twenty-four hours ago, but again not at the scene where he was found. No defensive wounds, no fibres this time.”

      Donnelly pointed to the crime scene photos. “Jakes had his ears cut off, again pre-mortem. We’re working on the assumption that the killings are linked to the men’s reputation as two of the three wise monkeys.”

      DI Jamieson stood up. “Thanks, Chris. For those of you too young to remember it, the three wise monkeys were a group of men involved in keeping the Lucas plant open in 1976. They apparently worked together to try and rescue the plant, not that it did much good in the long run. But they weren’t popular.”

      “If they were killed because of that, why didn’t it happen years ago?” said Mo.

      Donnelly shook his head. “Let’s not jump to conclusions, eh?”

      “What about the third monkey?” asked Zoe. Donnelly turned his stare on her.

      Jamieson nodded. “We need to find him. He could be a suspect, or at risk.” She turned to Donnelly. “What do we know about him?”

      Donnelly shrugged. “We’re working on it.”

      Zoe raised her hand.

      “Go on, DC Finch,” said Jamieson. “Impress us with your knowledge.”

      “Sorry, ma’am. I don’t know who he is. But Mike Richards, Laurence Steed’s golfing friend. He mentioned a Fred Kimble.”

      “Fred Kimble? Was he the third monkey?” Jamieson asked.

      “No. He hanged himself, about five years ago. I’m not sure if there’s a link.”

      “So who was the third monkey?”

      “I think it was someone from management at Lucas,” Zoe replied. “I can’t remember a name. But my dad will.”

      Jamieson raised an eyebrow. “Your dad?”

      “He was a shop steward at Longbridge. He knows all ab—”

      “I’m sure we have officers whose understanding of this case is better than DC Finch’s dad,” said Donnelly. He laughed. Jamieson joined him, her gaze cold on Zoe.

      Zoe pushed back her shoulders, determined not to show embarrassment. Jamieson and Donnelly huddled together at the front, planning their next steps.

      Mo had a hand on her shoulder. “Ignore it,” he said.

      She shrugged him off. “It’s fine.”
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      Zoe leaned across the front seat of Jim’s car and gave him a soft kiss on the lips.

      “That all I get?” he asked.

      “Sorry. I need to go in. My dad…”

      “How is he?”

      She looked at the house. The light in the front room had come on. She was hoping it was her dad who’d spotted the car, and not her mum.

      It wouldn’t be her mum.

      “He’s getting worse.” A chill crept through her. She’d tried to push away what was happening, to convince herself the doctors would make some sort of breakthrough. That he’d get better. But it wasn’t happening.

      Jim grabbed her hand. She brushed away a tear and pulled back. “Don’t.”

      “I’m only trying to help.”

      She turned back to him. “I know.” She put a hand on his cheek. “But I don’t want to go in there after I’ve been crying. I have to be strong.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t want you to be strong.”

      “He needs me to be strong.” She undid her seatbelt. “I’ll see you soon.”

      His eyes left hers. “Yeah. Sunday, if I can get away.”

      He looked down at his hands. His son had a learning disability, and his estranged wife still depended on him.

      “It’s OK,” she said. “I know what it’s like.”

      He took her hand, gently this time. He gave it a squeeze. “Thanks. I love you.”

      She looked back into his eyes. Jim was handsome, in a quirky kind of way. Tall and muscular, with a lopsided smile and eyes that crinkled when he looked at her.

      “I love you too,” she said.

      They kissed again. She opened her door before it became too hard to leave. She gave him a wave and a tight smile as she headed up the path to her parents’ tidy Kings Norton semi.

      Her dad was right behind the door when she opened it. “You should bring him in.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      He shrugged, looking unhappy. They both knew why she wouldn’t invite Jim in.

      “How are you?” she whispered.

      He smiled. “Fine, love. Don’t worry about me.”

      She looked over his shoulder. The house was quiet.

      “How is she?”

      “The usual.”

      The door to the kitchen banged open and Zoe’s mum appeared. Her hair was dishevelled and her shirt buttons had been done up wrong.

      “What have you done with it, you bastard?”

      Douglas gave Zoe a look then turned to his wife. His movements were heavy.

      “I told you, love. You finished it.”

      “No, I didn’t. There was a bottle at the back of the airing cupboard. You hid it.”

      “You drank that last week, Netty love.” He advanced on her, putting his hands out to grab her. She swayed and blinked, struggling to focus on him.

      Zoe stepped forward. “Come on, Mum. I’m ready for bed. Can you come up with me?”

      “It’s too early.”

      “It’s gone ten. Early start for me tomorrow. Dad, too.”

      Douglas had chemo in the morning. Zoe would give him a lift before work, and if she could snatch a few minutes away, she hoped to join him for some of it. She’d asked her mum if she’d go with him, but Annette would have forgotten it was happening. And the nurses wouldn’t welcome her.

      “Go up to bed if you want to,” said Annette. “I’m staying here. Gonna find that fucking bottle.”

      Douglas put an arm around his wife. “Come on. Let’s sit down, you and me. Watch some telly.”

      She brushed him off. “Don’t talk to me like I’m a child.”

      “Sorry, love, that’s not what I meant. Let’s just go and sit down, huh?”

      He tightened his grip around her. Zoe couldn’t be sure which of them was holding the other up, or whether the kitchen doorway was doing it for both of them.

      “Let me help,” she said. She reached for her mum and let Annette lean on her. Douglas pulled away and went into the living room at the front of the house. His face was drawn with pain.

      “You still seein’ that married copper?” Annette asked as Zoe guided her into the living room.

      “I’m a copper too Mum, remember? And he’s separated.”

      Annette spat. “Same difference. You watch out for him, he’s bad news.”

      Zoe felt her heart constrict. Annette had never met Jim. Never would if Zoe had her way. But if she hoped to have a future with him, she’d have to bring their families together. His son Geordie was only two and had severe autism, among other undiagnosed problems. How would Annette react to him?

      She guided her mum onto the sofa. Annette flopped down like a ragdoll and closed her eyes. Zoe watched as her body relaxed and softened into the sofa. At last the snoring started.

      “You want to try and get her into bed?” she asked her dad.

      “Let’s leave her here. You get the blanket.”

      She went into the unused dining room next to the kitchen and fetched a blanket and pillow from their spot on the dusty table. She placed the pillow under her mum’s head as her dad lifted it, then draped the blanket over her.

      Douglas looked down at his wife. “She’s peaceful when she’s asleep.”

      Zoe registered the snoring. “Noisy, more like.”

      “No, love. It’s not her fault. She’s sick.”

      “You’re sick.”

      “We’re both sick.”

      They’d done this argument to death, and Zoe never won. She yawned. “Alright if we leave at seven thirty tomorrow morning?”

      “That’s fine.” He checked his watch. Zoe knew he wouldn’t sleep well tonight.

      “Sorry I can’t stay with you,” she said. “Tomorrow.”

      “You have work. It’s fine.”

      Annette snorted and shuffled on the sofa. For a moment Zoe thought she might fall off, then she shifted towards its back. Zoe felt her breath release.

      “Dad,” she said. “Can I ask you something? About work?”

      He sat in the armchair opposite. “Go on.”

      She took the other chair, the final part in the three piece suite that Douglas and Annette Finch had bought when they married in 1979.

      “Do you remember the three wise monkeys?”

      He flinched. “I do.”

      “Who were they?”

      He eyed her. “Why?”

      “It’s not public yet, but two of them have been killed.”

      “Oh, good lord. Which two?”

      “Laurence Steed  and Roger Jakes.”

      “See No Evil and Hear No Evil.” Douglas looked up. “What happened to them?”

      “Sorry.”

      “No. Of course. What about Walter Ryton?” he asked.

      “Was he the third?”

      “The only one from management. Speak No Evil.”

      “I’m not sure if DS Donnelly even knows who he was.”

      “Well, you do now. You should tell them.”

      “You’re right.” Zoe stood up. “Who was Fred Kimble?”

      Douglas’s face turned even paler. “Who gave you his name?”

      “A man who was friends with Steed. Kimble was the accountant who hanged himself, I remember it in the news. But how was he linked to the monkeys?”

      Douglas stood up. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “What is it? Should I be worried?”

      Douglas put a hand on her shoulder. His gaze was on the door, his breathing heavy. “Let me go to bed, Zoe.”

      “Did you know him, Dad? Why did he kill himself?”

      Douglas was inches away. He looked into her eyes, his face grave. “You just make that call. Tell them about Ryton. I’m going to bed.”
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      “Walter Ryton?”

      “Er, no. I’m his son, Andrew. Who’s asking?”

      “My name’s Detective Constable Finch. This is Detective Constable Uddin. Is your father at home?”

      “He’s always at home. Has something happened?”

      Zoe allowed herself a sigh of relief. If Ryton was always in, then they weren’t about to be landed with a third victim. “We need to speak to your father, please.”

      “Very well.” Andrew led them into the house. He was a grey-faced man who’d appeared older on first glance but Zoe could now see he was in his fifties. He walked with a stoop and kept glancing back at them like he wanted them gone.

      The Rytons lived in a large detached house in Selly Park. Walter had done better for himself than any of the other monkeys, Zoe thought. But then, he’d been the one representing management.

      They were led into a sunny living room at the back of the house. An elderly man sat in a wheelchair next to the window, facing a long garden bathed in winter sunshine. Zoe could barely make out its end, it was so generous.

      “Walter Ryton?” she asked.

      Andrew Ryton gave her a look of irritation then went to his father. “Dad, it’s two detectives for you. I’m not sure what they want. Are you happy to talk to them?”

      Walter Ryton grunted. He pulled a lever on his wheelchair and turned to face them. He looked a decade older than his seventy-four years. His face was almost skeletal and his legs were concealed by a blanket.

      “What is it?” he asked, his voice thin.

      Andrew gestured to the armchairs closest to his father. Zoe and Mo each took one.

      Zoe had spoken to Donnelly the night before but he’d been dismissive, unhappy that she was talking to her dad about the case. When she’d offered to visit Ryton, she’d been surprised when he said yes. The only proviso was that she shouldn’t go alone.

      Walter had his back to the window, meaning Zoe had to squint to see him. He was firm-jawed, with a full head of white hair that shone like a halo in the backlight.

      “Sorry to trouble you, Mr Ryton,” Mo said. “I’m Detective Constable Uddin. This is Detective Constable Finch. I’m afraid we have some bad news.”

      Andrew Ryton stepped closer to his father. “You should have told me first. I could have prepared him.”

      Walter frowned. “I’m not so frail I can’t handle these things for myself, you know. Go and find your mother. Tell her to bring these officers a cup of tea.”

      “I should stay with you.”

      Walter turned to his son, his eyes blazing. “Go.”

      Andrew gave Zoe and Mo a look of contempt and left the room. His dad relaxed in his chair, eying them. “Who’s died?”

      Mo leaned in. “I’m afraid that both Laurence Steed and Roger Jakes have been murdered.”

      Ryton brought his fingers up to his throat. “Good God. How?”

      “We can’t give all the details yet, I’m afraid,” Zoe said. “But we would like to ask about your relationship with the two of them.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it that,” Ryton spat. “Devious sods, the pair of them. I trusted them, you know. Thought between us we’d rescue the factory I’d devoted my life to. But they were both in it for themselves.”

      “Can you tell us what happened?” Mo asked.

      “It was all pretty well documented at the time.” Walter said. “The Lucas plant was threatened with closure. The three of us, plus Fred Kimble, got together to try and rescue it. Poor Fred.” He scratched his throat, unable to speak for a moment, then brought himself out of it. “Anyway. They had no interest in the company. Just wanted to protect their reputations. Steed wanted to get re-elected. He had eyes on Westminster, not that it did him any good. And Roger… God knows what motivated him. He was just slippery.”

      “When did you last see each of them?” asked Zoe.

      The door opened behind them. A willowy woman with short grey hair walked in, her head held straight. “Walter sweetheart, this isn’t good for you.”

      “Stop fussing, Diane.” Walter glanced at his wife them back at Zoe and Mo. “Diane, my wife. She likes to cluck.”

      “I’ve brought tea for you all,” Diane said. She pulled the smallest table out from a nest of tables and placed a tea tray on it. “Biscuits too.”

      Walter rolled his eyes. “Leave us.”

      Diane smiled at Zoe then gave her husband a sharp look. “If you need me…”

      “I won’t.”

      Diane backed out of the room like she was leaving the presence of royalty. Zoe and Mo exchanged glances.

      “We were asking when you last saw Laurence and Roger,” Zoe reminded him.

      “Yes. Pass me a cup, will you? She makes bloody good tea, my wife. Has her uses. Pour yourselves one while you’re at it.”

      Mo was closer to the tea tray, so he poured himself a cup. Zoe shook her head. She hated the stuff. She watched Ryton, waiting for him to speak. He was stalling.

      After a long slurp from the tea, he cleared his throat. “Over ten years ago,” he said.

      “Was that both of them, or just one?” Zoe asked.

      “Both of them. Roger got in touch, said he wanted to bury the hatchet. I agreed to a drink. Bloody bad idea. Turned out he’d brought Laurence with him. He’d lied to me about that, of course. That was the kind of men they were.”

      “And did you?” asked Mo.

      “Did I what?”

      “Bury the hatchet.”

      “No, of course I didn’t. I’d no more break bread with those two con artists than I’d eat my own grandmother. Is that all you wanted to know? You think I saw them a few days ago, bumped them off?”

      “Where were you last Friday?” Zoe asked.

      “Hah! You want an alibi. Have you not used your detecting skills to notice that I’m a paraplegic? Legs haven’t worked for twelve years, not since some jumped-up fucker in a car he wasn’t old enough to drive rammed my Audi on the M6.”

      “I’m sorry about your accident, Mr Ryton,” Zoe said. “But I’d be grateful if you could—”

      Ryton waved a hand. “I know, I know. I was here all day. Always am. That’s what I’m reduced to. Looking out at the garden, putting up with my fussing wife and my lazy son. I’m waiting for the council to put in a ramp so I can go outside, you know. All the taxes I paid, and they can’t even build me a damn ramp.”

      “Will your family be able to confirm that you were at home?”

      “Diane went out to the shops for a bit. But I can’t leave without her. I’m a cripple.”

      “Right,” said Zoe. She wrote in her notepad, as much to avoid Ryton’s glare as anything else.

      “Is there anybody who would want to harm Laurence and Roger?” Mo asked.

      “Ha! The whole city, as far as I’m concerned. But now, apart from me and poor dead Fred, no one in particular that I know of. Although who’s to say who they might have pissed off in the last ten years.”

      “Do you know anyone specific they might have upset?” Zoe asked.

      “Of course I don’t. I keep myself to myself. I can tell you one thing though.” He leaned forward, his breath sharp in Zoe’s face.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m bloody glad they’re dead.”
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      “Well, he was a bunch of laughs,” said Mo.

      “A very bitter man,” replied Zoe. They were in Mo’s car, driving through the Queensway tunnel beneath the city centre.

      “It doesn’t get us any further,” said Mo.

      “No. Maybe Donnelly’s got something useful from the pathologist.”

      “I don’t see what. Unless they can ID the person dragging Steed onto Spitfire Island on Saturday morning, we’ll be reliant on forensics.”

      “Maybe we should call in and see Adi Hanson.”

      “The SOCOs won’t want two lowly DCs bothering them,” Mo told her. “I know you’re keen, but it’s Donnelly’s case.”

      “And Jamieson’s.”

      “Yeah.”

      “The CCTV of Steed being dumped, that was from the Jag, right?” she said.

      “I got it from one of their techs.”

      “So why didn’t they have anything with Jakes being left on their own site?”

      “I asked. It was daytime. Seems they’ve got an agreement with the unions not to use CCTV during certain times of the day.”

      “That’s insane.”

      He shrugged. They left the tunnels behind and joined the Aston Expressway. “Privacy, apparently.”

      “So what time are they switched on and off?”

      “They’re off for half an hour around shift changes.”

      “That’s a bit specific.”

      “Computerised.”

      “In which case, Jakes must have been dumped there during a changeover… what time was he found?”

      “It was three guys coming on shift. Tuesday afternoon. Not sure of the exact time.”

      “He’d have been dumped either just before they found him, or during the changeover for the previous shift. Which means whoever did it knew about the shift patterns. And the cameras.”

      “Someone who works there?”

      “Or used to.”

      They filtered off the Aston Expressway, joining the queue to squeeze onto the main road through Gravelly Hill and Erdington. The station was five minutes away.

      “Let’s take a detour,” Zoe said.

      Mo glanced at her. “To the Jag?”

      She nodded. Mo indicated right and took a side road, eventually looping back to the roundabout connecting the M6 and A38. The Jaguar plant was just off the A38.
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      They were waved through by a security guard who recognised Mo. In the CCTV room, they watched as a tech called Julie Hill, who’d helped Mo with the video from Spitfire Island, flicked through archive tapes.

      “Thanks for this,” said Mo.

      “No problem,” she said. “This is freaking everyone out. The quicker it’s sorted, the better. You want to see the footage right before and after shift changes yesterday?’

      “That’s right.”

      Julie took out a tape and placed it in a machine. A black and white picture came up on the screen. “This is just before the 6am shift change. First one of the day.”

      “How frequent are the changes?” asked Zoe.

      “There’s another one at 3.15, then work finishes at quarter past midnight.”

      The picture was of the alleyway between buildings where they’d found Jakes. The time stamp was 05:35. There was no movement, no sign of human activity. A fox slunk past, paused to look behind it, then left the shot.

      The screen went black after five minutes and then came back to life with the same view, 6:10 time stamp.

      “This is after shift change,” said Julie.

      “How do you know everyone’s in by the time you turn the cameras on?” asked Mo.

      “We don’t. But the guys know they’ll be penalised if they’re late. And at the end of shift, everyone’s ready to go home. People think it’s cushy work here, especially now we have robots. It’s not. It gets hot and noisy on the production line.”

      Zoe nodded, her eyes on the screen. There was no fox this time. They watched for ten minutes then she sat back in her chair.

      “We need to skip ahead to the next change. Afternoon.”

      “Already got it here.” Julie took out the first tape and slotted in a second. There was daylight this time, but still no body.

      “The light keeps shifting,” said Mo.

      “Clouds. It had been raining earlier.”

      “The body was dry,” said Zoe.

      “It’ll cut out in five minutes,” said Julie. Five minutes later the screen went dark for a moment, then sprang back to life.

      The scene was very different this time. A group of figures stood to one side, huddled over an unidentifiable shape on the ground.

      “They’ve found him,” said Mo.

      “They’ve called security, too,” said Julie. She pointed at the screen “That’s Dave and Abed. Solid guys.”

      “So he was left during the afternoon changeover,” said Zoe. “Can we go back to the shot before that?”

      “You already watched that.”

      “We might have missed something.”

      “Fair enough.” Julie rewound the tape. Once again, the alley was empty. Zoe leaned in, Mo doing the same next to her. A shadow crossed the bottom of the screen.

      “What’s that?” said Zoe.

      The screen flickered and went black.

      “Stop,” said Mo. “Rewind it, please.”

      They stared at the screen, three pairs of eyes watching for the shadow. Now they knew what they were looking for, all of them saw it at once: the possible outline of a head and shoulders. It grew, moving into shot from the bottom of the screen. It took shape, the distorted shadow of a human figure. Then the screen went black.

      Zoe turned to Mo. His breathing was shallow. “3pm exactly. They knew when the cameras would go off.”

      “Julie,” Zoe said. “Can you get pictures from other parts of the site? The entrance, any other alleyways?”

      “Sure.”

      They trawled though more video. The footage from over the front entrance showed visitors coming and going, security guards doing their job. The interior cameras showed nothing.

      “Whoever it was, they knew this place,” said Zoe.
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      Mo and Zoe pushed into Erdington police station, not sure whether they should be excited by what they’d discovered. On the one hand, it narrowed things down. On the other, it didn’t narrow them down by much.

      DS Donnelly was in the CID office, barking orders at DC Fin Weeks, normally his favourite. He looked up to see them enter.

      “Where the hell have you two been?’

      “We went to interview Ryton,” said Zoe. “Then we went to the Jag.”

      “What you do that for? Did I tell you to start inventing jobs for yourselves?”

      “Sorry, boss,” said Mo. “But we wanted to check out the CCTV. You told me to get everything I could…”

      “I didn’t put DC Finch on CCTV.” Donnelly looked between the two of them. Zoe stared ahead, not meeting his eye for fear she’d tell him what she thought of him.

      “Anyway,” he said. “That’s not the priority right now.”

      “Yes?” asked Zoe, meeting his eye.

      “Another body.”

      Zoe felt herself hollow out. “But Ryton was at home. There was no way he could…”

      Donnelly shrugged. “We don’t know who it is yet, Finch. All I know is that we need to get over there asap.”

      “Where?” asked Mo. If another body had been found at the Jag, why hadn’t they been told when they were there?

      “Other side of town,” said Donnelly. “We need to get over there quick, before it’s pinched by the local station.”

      “No problem, Sarge,” said Zoe. “Where?”

      “Lowhill Lane,” he replied.

      Zoe knew that address. “Longbridge?”

      “Yes, Finch. The Rover plant. Where your precious dad used to work.”
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      Once again, Zoe and Mo were heading across the city. They sat at the traffic lights near the university on the Bristol Road, Mo drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. Donnelly was somewhere ahead of them, having told them to come in a separate car.

      “You live over this way, don’t you?” he asked her.

      “Kings Norton.”

      “Right.”

      “My dad’s just over there right now,” she said. She pointed towards the Queen Elizabeth Hospital.

      “Hmm?” Mo followed her finger.

      “He’s having chemo at the QE.” She checked her watch. “Four hours in, one to go.”

      “That’s rough. He got anyone with him?”

      “My mum’s sitting by his side, the devoted wife.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I was joking. She’s at home, sleeping off last night’s booze.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Not your fault.”

      “Still… D’you want to go and see him, after this?”

      “Donnelly’d have my hide.”

      “He doesn’t need to know. I can drop you on the way back, drive round the block a couple of times. We’ll say we were stuck in traffic.”

      “You’d lie to Donnelly?”

      “Your dad needs you.”

      “Thanks, Mo.”

      He gave her a tight smile, still looking ahead at the road. She’d never known Mo to break the rules before. She was a bad influence.

      “Anyway, let’s get over to this crime scene. We don’t want to miss out,” he said. They were past Selly Oak now, heading into Northfield.

      “Got any theories?” she asked.

      “This three wise monkey thing you know all about,” he said.

      “Not me. My dad.”

      “OK, your dad. You think one of them would have a reason to kill the others? Or someone else might?”

      “The only one of the three who’s left is Walter Ryton. He’s in no state to be dragging bodies around.”

      “Mike Richards mentioned a fourth man. Fred Kimble.”

      “I asked my dad about him.”

      “And?”

      “He clammed up on me.”

      “Why? Sorry, tell me to back off if I’m prying.”

      “No. I think he knows something he’s not telling me. I’m torn between trying to get it out of him, and leaving him alone. He doesn’t need any more stress right now.”

      “No.”

      They passed what remained of the Longbridge car plant. In its heyday, when Douglas Finch had worked there, it had spanned over a hundred acres and employed twenty-five thousand staff. Now, since its ten-pound sale to a group of local businessmen, it was half the size and only six thousand people worked there.

      “Next left,” she told him. Mo indicated and turned into Lowhill Lane.

      To their right, where once there’d been a car park for employees, was wasteland. Weeds sprouted through the tarmac and litter drifted around, driven back and forth by the wind. At the other side of the space was a tent.

      “Forensics are already here,” Zoe said.

      “Yeah. Donnelly too.”

      Donnelly stood outside the cordon, barking into his mobile phone. They approached him, expecting a tirade. Instead he looked up and nodded, gesturing for them to go on ahead.

      Zoe looked at Mo, who gave her a shrug.

      They ducked under the tape, signing in with the duty constable, and approached the tent. Two SOCOs were inside, and a third woman Zoe didn’t recognise.

      The woman looked up. “Who are you?”

      “DC Finch, DC Uddin. Are you the pathologist?”

      “I’m Dr Adana Adebayo. Who let you in?”

      “DS Donnelly.” Zoe pointed back towards where they’d left their boss.

      Dr Adebayo sighed. “Too many goddamn police officers. Leave us to it, will you?”

      “We’re working two other cases that might be connected. We need to see the body,” Mo told her.

      She gave him a look of exasperation. “You do, do you?” She stood up and pulled her mask away from her face. She was young, barely more than Zoe’s age, and wore pink lipstick, bright against the protective coveralls. “Go on, then. Join the queue.”

      “Thanks.” Zoe took a step forward. The victim was another man in his seventies. His eyes and ears were where they should be. His face was paler than any corpse Zoe had seen before, rendered even paler by the ring of almost black blood around his lips.

      “His mouth?” Zoe asked. “Why all the blood?”

      Adebayo eyed her. “His tongue was cut out.”

      Zoe exchanged a worried look with Mo. She turned back to the pathologist. “Do we know who he is?”

      “You want me doing your job too now?”

      “Thanks for your help.” Mo steered Zoe out of the tent. They headed towards Donnelly, who was still on the phone.

      “Look, Norris,” he said. “We’ll tell you more when we’re good and ready. There’s family to think of. In the meantime, just back off.”

      He plunged the phone in his pocket. “Bloody press.” He looked between the two DCs. “What?”

      “The victim,” said Zoe. “Who is it?”

      “Not the third monkey, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      Zoe nodded. She’d have recognised Walter Ryton. For a start, the victim was solidly built. Ryton had been a shadow of a man.

      “Who, then?” she asked.

      “That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it, DC Finch? Is this poor bastard a substitute for the third monkey, or are we looking at some sort of copycat?”
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      “I’ll drive round a couple of times. See you back here in twenty minutes,” said Mo.

      “You sure about this?” Zoe asked him.

      “I’m here, aren’t I? Now go, quick. Twenty minutes exactly. Or I’ll have to head back without you.”

      Donnelly had stayed at the crime scene after sending them away. But they couldn’t risk getting back to Erdington after him.

      Zoe gave Mo a grin. “Thanks, Mo. I owe you one.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just give your dad my best.”

      Mo’s phone rang. He grabbed it while Zoe waited.

      “Thanks, will do,” he said. He hung up and looked at Zoe. “That was Donnelly. We’ve got a name, wallet found near the scene. Adam Williamson. Mean anything to you?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. But Ryton was the third monkey. The ‘Speak No Evil’ one. Who was this guy?”

      Mo shrugged. “I thought you’d be more likely to know than me. Anyway, Donnelly wants us to find where he lived so he can do the family visit this time.”

      Zoe looked towards the hospital, her stomach hollow. She pulled her seatbelt back on. “Come on, then.”

      “What you doing?”

      “We need to get back.”

      “Uh-uh. Your dad needs you. Ten minutes. Then I’ll have to head back. Be here then.”

      “Sure?”

      “Sure.”

      “Thanks.” She jumped out of the car and sprinted to the building where Douglas would be having his chemo. Once inside, she caught a harsh glance from a nurse and slowed down, walking as fast as she could instead.

      At last she was at the chemo ward. Sasha, her favourite nurse, was on duty.

      “Hi, Zoe.”

      “Hi. How’s he doing?”

      “He’s almost done. You nearly missed him.”

      “Can I go through?”

      “Course you can. Slow down, though. I saw the pace you came running down that corridor.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s OK. You wanted to be with your dad.”

      Zoe took a moment to compose herself then pushed through the double doors into the chemo ward. Inside was a quiet room painted in pastel colours. Two beds sat off to one side and a circle of chairs was at the centre. A young woman in a bright blue wig gave Zoe a wave which she returned. She tried to join her dad for each of his chemo sessions, and was getting to know the other regulars.

      Douglas was in a chair under the window, tube snaking up from a machine next to him and into his arm. He was chatting to a man around his own age wearing smart grey trousers with a crisply ironed shirt and shiny black shoes. He hadn’t spotted his daughter.

      She stood in front of him, smiling. “So you didn’t need me after all?”

      His face broke into a smile. “Zoe! Have you met Charles?”

      She nodded at Charles. “Twice. You introduce us every time.”

      Consternation crossed Douglas’s face. “Sorry. I forget things.”

      “Hey, it’s OK. I forget my own name sometimes.”

      “It’s not funny, Zoe. I’m old.”

      “Sorry.” She pulled up a metal and plastic chair. “How’s it going?”

      “The usual. Boring, more than anything. Took them a while to find a vein this time. I’d be finished by now if it hadn’t been for that.”

      Sasha was by Zoe’s side, checking Charles’s bag. “You’re all done now. You can go home.”

      “Ah,” said Charles. “I was planning on taking my friend here for a few pints.”

      Sasha gave him a playful frown. “You need to rest, the both of you. You’ll see each other again in three weeks.”

      She removed Charles’s cannula and tidied away the equipment. “I’ll give you a couple of minutes before we need the chair.”

      “Thanks, sweetheart,” said Charles.

      Douglas leaned towards Zoe. “You skiving?”

      She put a finger to her lips. “Hush. We had to go to a crime scene in Longbridge, stopped off on the way back.”

      “Longbridge?”

      “Lowhill Lane.”

      “That’s just across from where I worked.” He turned to Charles. “Did I tell you about when I was a fettler?”

      “You never stop going on about it.”

      Douglas laughed. “Sounds about right.” He lowered his voice. “Is it another one, love?”

      “Not the third monkey, if that’s what you’re thinking. We went to interview him. But it might be connected.”

      “Why?”

      She scanned the room. “I don’t think this is the place, Dad.”

      “Tell me, love.”

      “It wasn’t Ryton. But the man’s tongue had been removed.”

      “Removed?”

      “I’m not giving you the gory details.”

      “Sorry. If his tongue was cut out, then—”

      “Removed.”

      “Cut out, same thing,” Douglas said. “Means it’s linked to the other two.”

      “We’re working on that basis. Look Dad, I shouldn’t be telling you all this. But when I mentioned Fred Kimble last night, you…”

      He raised a hand. “Please. I don’t want to talk about it. Let an old man put the past behind him.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I know, love. You’re just doing your job. But I’m tired. I need to rest.”

      A beeper went off. “I’m cooked.”

      Sasha approached, giving Charles the nod to leave and unhooking Douglas. While she pulled down his sleeve, he turned to Zoe, his face grim. “You got a name?”

      She nodded. “You told me to leave it.”

      “I just want to know.”

      “OK. It’s Adam Williamson. Mean anything to you?”

      His eyes widened, then bulged in his head. He slumped forward, his weight landing on Sasha’s shoulder. She grunted and hauled him upright.

      “Douglas? You OK? Did I pull the needle out too fast?”

      Zoe stared at her dad. His gaze was fixed on her, the colour draining from his face. She put out a hand to steady him. He opened his mouth but nothing came out.

      “Dad? You’re scaring me.”

      He opened and closed his mouth again, then his eyes fluttered closed. He fell forward onto Sasha.

      “Douglas!” Sasha’s voice was strained. She turned to Zoe. “What did you say to him?”

      “I… nothing… what’s happened?”

      Sasha shook her head. “I need to get a doctor, fast.”
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      Mo checked his watch for the tenth time. He leaned across the car and looked in the direction Zoe had taken when she’d left him twenty-five minutes earlier.

      He considered getting out and going in search of her, but he was on double yellows. And he had to be back at the station. Donnelly would want that address.

      “Where are you?” he muttered. He opened the car window as if it might help.

      Could he risk going around the block one more time?

      He started the engine, his eyes on the path Zoe had taken when she left the car. Had she forgotten her promise to come back? And if he left, how would she get back to the station?

      He turned his phone over in his hands again. He’d already called her twice and got voicemail. She’d have hers turned off in the hospital.

      He gave it one last try.

      “This is DC Finch. Leave a message.”

      “It’s Mo. Where are you? I’ve been sitting here for ages. I’ve got to go. Sorry.”

      He took one last look towards the hospital and pulled away, still watching for her. He felt cold as the hospital disappeared from sight in his rearview mirror, knowing he was letting her down. But he’d stuck his neck out already. If Donnelly knew what they’d done…

      He took a couple of deep breaths, trying to focus on the case and not his missing colleague. He headed through the roads around the hospital and back to the Bristol Road, reluctantly crossing the city and leaving Zoe behind.
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      Donnelly was waiting at the station. Mo stiffened as he saw his boss in the office, wishing he’d used the journey time to come up with a good excuse.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Stuck in traffic.”

      “There wasn’t any traffic. I’ve just come back from the same crime scene as you.”

      “Sorry, boss. I took a wrong turn. I’ll get that address for you.”

      Mo rushed to his desk. If he could get Donnelly out of here quickly, the boss might not notice Zoe was missing.

      Donnelly stood next to his desk. “Where’s Finch?”

      “She had to go to the loo. Won’t be long.”

      Donnelly narrowed his eyes. “What you doing?”

      “Getting Williamson’s address for you.”

      Donnelly hit the back of Mo’s chair, making him flinch. “Don’t waste your time.”

      “You asked me to…”

      “You think I’ve been sitting here picking wax out of my ears while you’ve been dawdling? Already got it. Come on.”

      “Boss?”

      Donnelly looked at him as if he was something that had come in on his shoe. “The Williamson family, Uddin. I want you with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoe raced along corridors, her heart racing. Her dad had been whisked off on a trolley, not having regained consciousness since he collapsed onto Sasha in the chemo ward. Sasha had barked the name of a ward as she’d pushed him away: acute care.

      She still didn’t know what had happened, or if it was because of what she’d told him.

      She raced past the doors she’d come in by, cold air hitting her as they opened automatically, and suddenly remembered Mo.

      She checked her watch. Twenty-five minutes had passed since she’d left him.

      He’d have gone. She hoped he had.

      She grabbed her phone and searched through her contacts. She hadn’t added him yet, not to the CID phone they’d given her. And she couldn’t remember his number.

      He’d go back to the station. Donnelly would be there.

      She knew the next call she got would be from her sergeant.

      An alert flashed up on her phone: three missed calls and two voicemail messages. There wasn’t time.

      “Sorry, Mo,” she muttered.

      “Where’s acute care?” she asked a receptionist. The woman pointed to the right. Zoe nodded thanks and hurried along the corridor, following signs.

      At last she reached the acute care ward.

      “My dad, Douglas Finch. He’s just been brought here.”

      “Wait a moment.” The nurse checked a list. “He’s not on here.”

      “He’s only just come in. You might not have him on there. He collapsed while he was having chemo.”

      “I know the one you mean.”

      Zoe resisted the urge to shout at the woman. “Can I see him?”

      “He’s with Dr Payne.”

      “Do you know when I’ll be able to see him? How is he?”

      “I can’t tell you that until the doctor has finished now, can I?”

      Zoe bit her tongue. “I’ll wait here.”

      She turned to a row of red chairs against a wall. She slumped into one of them, her body alive with nerves. The nurse looked up from her paperwork to eye her from time to time. Zoe resisted an urge to frown back.

      After twenty minutes of waiting, she decided she had to call Mo. She went to the desk.

      “I need to call work, tell them where I am. I’ll be five minutes.”

      The nurse shrugged. Zoe clenched a fist and headed outside.

      Mo picked up on the second ring.

      “DC Uddin.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “How can I help you?”

      Zoe hesitated. “Who are you with?”

      “DS Donnelly and I are on our way to see the victim’s family.” His voice was forced, too cheerful. Who was he pretending to be talking to?

      “My dad collapsed. He’s in acute care, being seen by a doctor. I don’t know what happened, if he’s going to… I’m really sorry, Mo. I hope you didn’t wait too long.”

      “Not too long.”

      “Can you tell Donnelly for me?”

      “The truth?”

      “Please. I don’t want you taking the fall for me.”

      “Fair enough. I hope your dad’s OK. Give him my best, huh?”

      “Of course. I’m sorry, again.”

      “Don’t worry. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Yes, but it was, she thought as she hung up. She’d accepted Mo’s offer of help and now she’d got him into trouble. She’d dragged her dad into this case when he was ill and now he was unconscious.

      She turned her phone off. At least she wasn’t available for the inevitable bollocking.

      The nurse cocked her head when she returned. “You missed Dr Payne.”

      Zoe’s shoulders slumped. “What did he say? Is he coming back?”

      “She said she’d try again in five minutes. I told her you’d had to call your work.”

      Zoe felt guilty for her feelings about the nurse. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

      “No problem. Try not to worry.”

      “That’s not exactly easy.”

      A door behind the desk opened and a grey-haired woman in a white coat emerged. “Miss Finch?”

      “That’s me. How is he?”

      “He’s stable right now, but he’s had a hell of a turn. Has this happened to him before?”

      “After the chemo?”

      “Yes.”

      “No. Never.”

      “Is there anything else you can think of? What was he doing when it happened?”

      “We were talking. I told him something that I think gave him a shock.”

      “What kind of something?”

      “I’m a police officer. I can’t really talk about it.”

      The doctor raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s about a case,” Zoe said, lowering her voice. “I think my dad might know the victim.”

      “That would be a shock. Hopefully that’s all it is. But we’ll have to run some tests, keep him here so we can watch him. We’ll move him up to a ward in a couple of hours. But I don’t know if you’ll be able to visit him.”

      “How is he now? Is he awake?”

      “Just. Groggy. If it was you who gave him the shock, it might not be a good idea for him to see you. Are there any other family members around?”

      “My mum. But she’s not well herself.”

      “Is she here?”

      “No.”

      “Look. One of the nurses will tell you when he’s moving upstairs. It won’t be till six at the earliest. Meanwhile there’s a café by the entrance. Get yourself a coffee, come back here later.”

      “Will you come and find me?”

      “No. You’ll have to come back here. But I’ll make sure whoever’s on the desk knows who you are.”

      “Thank you.”

      Zoe turned towards the hospital entrance. She needed to speak to Mo again, find out what was happening. And Donnelly would have left messages for her. She sighed and trudged towards the main doors, ignoring the café.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Mo followed DS Donnelly towards the Williamson house. On the driveway, they had to squeeze past a brand new Mazda MX5.

      A plump, red-haired woman in her thirties answered the door. “We don’t buy on the doorstep, sorry.” She started to push the door closed but Donnelly stopped it with his hand.

      “We aren’t salespeople.” He introduced himself and Mo. “Are you Mrs Williamson?”

      “I’m her daughter, Celia Williamson. What’s wrong?”

      “Can we come in please?”

      She gave Donnelly and then Mo a worried look. “OK.”

      They followed her through a narrow hallway into a dark living room, the curtains closed against the sunshine. The room was filled with heavy mahogany furniture and smelled of decay. It took Mo a moment to adjust to the dark.

      “Mum?” Celia said. “There are two police officers to see you.”

      A shape shifted against the curtains, a woman in a high-backed chair. She’d been impossible to make out, dwarfed by the chair.

      “Mrs Williamson?” Donnelly said.

      The woman coughed. “Who is it?”

      “My name’s Detective Sergeant Donnelly. I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.”

      Celia gasped. “Is it John?”

      Donnelly turned to her. “Who’s John?”

      “My brother. Bought himself a motorbike for his fortieth birthday. Has he crashed the bloody thing?”

      Donnelly shook his head and turned back to Mrs Williamson. “I’m afraid it’s your husband.”

      “What husband?” The woman’s voice had sharpened.

      “Adam Williamson. I have you as his next of kin.”

      The woman started laughing, a laugh that turned into a coughing fit. “Tell him, Ce,” she spluttered.

      The daughter pushed past them and knelt beside her mother. She grabbed a tissue from a low table and handed it to her. Mrs Williamson coughed noisily into it. When her breathing had steadied, her daughter turned back to the officers.

      “We haven’t seen him for twenty-two years,” she said. “He left, right after the scandal.”

      “What scandal?” asked Mo.

      She stood up. “Come into the kitchen.”

      They followed her into a sparse kitchen that looked like it had been installed in the 1970s. Celia put the kettle on and turned to them.

      “Him and his damn mates. I was just a kid, I can’t remember much of it. But I got enough grief about it at school.”

      “What did they do?”

      “They embezzled money from British Leyland. Back in 1980, before they turned into Rover then MG.”

      “He wasn’t at Lucas?” asked Mo.

      “Not him. Two of the others were, before that. Can’t remember their names. But they’d left under a cloud, a few years before. Dad worked with them at Leyland. My mum’s never forgiven him, best thing he could do was to walk out.”

      “Can you remember any names?” said Donnelly.

      “Sorry. I was a kid. And I don’t want you badgering Mum about it, she’s got lung cancer and she doesn’t need the stress.” She wrinkled her nose. “You’ll have to look it up.”

      “It happened in 1980,” Mo said. “They didn’t have Google in those days.”

      Celia shrugged. “That’s not my problem. But that man stopped being my dad when he walked out. She narrowed her eyes. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

      “I’m sorry,” said Donnelly. “He was…”

      “You’re going to tell me he was murdered.”

      Mo frowned. “How..?”

      “You’re CID. Why else would you be here?” She shrugged. “We won’t be mourning him.”

      “Do you have any idea where he was living? If he had a second family?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care. Now please, I’d be grateful if you could leave me and my mum alone. We can’t help you.”
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      Zoe sat opposite Mo in the café at the entrance to the hospital. Café was too grand a word for it: it consisted of a row of tables and chairs bolted to the floor, and a hatch selling liquids masquerading as tea and coffee. Zoe had managed to get a pack of custard creams but that was all the food on offer this late.

      “How is he?” Mo asked.

      She shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything for three hours now. The doctor’s vanished and the nurse is keeping shtum.”

      “I’m so sorry. What happened?”

      “He collapsed just after he’d finished chemo. They brought him over here for tests. That’s all I know.”

      “D’you think it was a reaction to the chemo? Is he allergic?”

      She sipped her coffee. It tasted of mud. “It’s his third session. If he was allergic, it’d have happened before.”

      “They haven’t changed anything? Given him new anti-emetics or anything?”

      She eyed him over the coffee. “Since when were you the expert?”

      He gave her a sad smile. “My uncle Ajit. Bowel cancer.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “It was before I joined the force. I didn’t expect you to.”

      “Yeah.” She blew on her coffee then placed it on the table between them. She took the last custard cream from the packet and ate it in one bite. She hadn’t eaten all day.

      “I told Donnelly,” he said.

      Zoe sat back. “Sorry to make you do that. How was he?”

      “He didn’t say anything. Nothing at all. It was worse than if he’d yelled at me.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Has he called you?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve had my phone switched off most of the time, but he hasn’t left any messages.”

      “Maybe he’s leaving you alone.”

      “Donnelly?”

      “You never know.”

      “I skived off work to visit my dad in hospital.” She counted on her fingers. “I got you to lie to him for me. I never came back, never rang him.” She dropped her hand. “He’s going to kill me.”

      “Maybe he’ll be sympathetic.”

      “Let’s not talk about Donnelly,” Zoe said, swallowing the last of the coffee with a grimace. “What news on the case?”

      “I went to see Mrs Williamson, with the boss.”

      Zoe raised an eyebrow. “Privileged.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, he left her in 1980. She hasn’t seen him since.”

      “OK. So has he got a second wife? Family?”

      “We’re still looking. There’s a son and daughter, seems like he lost all contact.”

      “We need to work out what he’s been up to for the last twenty-two years.”

      “I think this might be more to do with what he did just before he went missing.”

      She crumpled up the biscuit wrapper and shoved it in her pocket. “Go on.”

      “He worked at Longbridge, back when it was British Leyland. His daughter said he embezzled money with his mates.”

      “What mates?”

      “She wouldn’t tell us. Not sure if she remembered names, she’d have been a kid. His wife was sick, wasn’t telling us anything.”

      “Did it go to court?”

      Mo shrugged. “If Williamson disappeared, then he can’t have gone to prison.”

      “Have you checked the files?”

      Mo leaned forward. “We weren’t born yesterday, Zo.”

      “Sorry.”

      “The boss has requested a list of cases from 1980. Tomorrow’s job is to go through them. It’s all on paper, no one bothered to transfer anything to computer. He’ll be expecting you there. We need all the hands we can get.”

      She looked down at her hands. “I’ll stay here as long as I can tonight, but I’ll be in work tomorrow. It’s not as if I can take a day off cos my dad’s ill.”

      “He might be sympathetic.”

      “And this coffee might turn out to be finest Brazilian roast. I’ll be there.”

      “Good. It’ll help to take you mind off things.”

      She eyed him, not so sure herself. The station was all the way across town. She wished she could be closer to the hospital.

      “I told him about Williamson,” she said.

      “Your dad?”

      “Yeah. Soon as I said his name, that’s when he collapsed.”

      “A coincidence, surely.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “You think he knows Williamson? That he’s connected?”

      “If you think my dad was involved in embezzling money, then you can bloody well think again.”

      “That’s not what I meant. But it was at Leyland. He was working there in 1980, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you going to ask him?”

      “Mo, I don’t even know if he’s conscious.” She wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “Sorry. We can find another witness. Give your dad my best, won’t you.” He stood up. “I’m supposed to be meeting Catriona in half an hour.”

      Zoe leaned back and tried to relax her aching muscles. She hadn’t met Mo’s girlfriend yet, but she liked the sound of her. “Good. Someone needs to enjoy themselves. Have fun.”

      He brushed her hand with his own. “I will. Call me if you need me, huh?”

      “No. Enjoy your date.”
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      Zoe stepped out of the cab, surveying the house. It was eleven pm and the hospital staff had finally convinced her to go home. Her dad was stable, they said, but now he was on a ward they weren’t allowing visitors. She’d been told to come back the next day, during visiting hours.

      The light in the hall was on, shining through the window above the front door. Zoe steeled herself and unlocked the door.

      The chest of drawers under the stairs had been opened. The top drawer was on the floor halfway across the space, its contents scattered across the carpet. Keys, glasses, a couple of bills. She wondered what her mum had been looking for.

      Zoe slid the drawer back into place and gathered up the mess. She pushed open the living room door, preparing herself for the sight of her mum snoring on the sofa.

      Instead, Annette sat upright in an armchair, staring ahead of her. Her eyes were red and she was surrounded by a pile of balled up tissues.

      “Mum?” said Zoe, wary.

      Annette dragged the back of her hand across her face and looked at her daughter. “Where were you?”

      “I was with Dad, at the hospital. I tried to call, but… are you OK?”

      “Of course I’m not bloody OK. I thought you’d left me, the pair of you.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Look at me. I’m a piece of shit. You and your dad, you love each other, you don’t want me.”

      “We do love you, Mum. It’s just…”

      Annette’s stare hardened. “There. You hate me.”

      Zoe clenched her fists, raking her thumbnail across her palm. “No one hates you, Mum. Promise. It’s past bedtime. I’ll help you get upstairs, if you want.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      Annette was shaking. Her eyes, although red, were less dull than usual. Zoe scanned the room for empty bottles.

      “Have you had a drink tonight, Mum?”

      “Couldn’t find any. Nor money. You took all the cash out, you and your dad. You’re trying to kill me.”

      “We’d never do that, Mum. You look well.” Zoe took in her mum’s face, blotchy and tear-stained. Her blue floral blouse, un-ironed and baggy. At least it wasn’t stained with cheap wine or food. “Better than I’ve seen you in a while.”

      “Don’t lie to me, you’re always lying to me.” Annette slumped in her chair and let her head fall back. She stared up at the ceiling. “It was all OK, till you came along.”

      Zoe ignored the insult.

      “Mum, can I ask you about something? Something that happened before I was born?”

      Annette jerked her head down to stare at her daughter. “Why not?”

      Zoe held her stare. “Did you know anything about someone called Adam Williamson? Did Dad work with him?”

      Annette stiffened. “Don’t say that man’s name.”

      “Why? What did he do? I said his name to Dad and he…”

      Annette stood up. “He what? You never talk about all that to Douglas. You want to kill him?”

      “You haven’t asked where Dad is.”

      “Avoiding me.”

      “No, Mum. He’s in hospital. He collapsed after his chemo.”

      Annette fell onto the chair, limp. Zoe was torn between consoling her, helping her up, and telling her just what she thought about the way she treated her family.

      Annette closed her eyes. A knot tightened in Zoe’s stomach. She wanted to scream at her mum, to tell her to wake up and look at what was happening to her own husband. He was dying, and she wouldn’t even go with him to chemo.

      She wanted to ask her about Williamson. But she couldn’t face a conversation with her, not now. She was too tired.

      She stood up. “I’m going to bed. You do what you want.”
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      “DC Finch.”

      “Boss.”

      “Glad to have you gracing us with your presence.”

      Zoe felt the eyes of the room on her. “Sorry, boss.”

      “Hmm. Go and talk to Rebecca, she’s got the master list. Grab some files and then come and see me.”

      Zoe swallowed the lump in her throat. PC Rebecca Wareham offered her a pile of files which she took and put on her desk. Mo was at the next desk, his head bowed over his own set.

      “How’s your dad?” he whispered.

      “Awake. I still haven’t seen him though.”

      “That’s good, isn’t it?”

      “Wish I could see him.”

      “When’s visiting?”

      “Three till seven.”

      “Ouch. Let’s hope the sarge doesn’t keep us late.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Finch! I told you to get over here when you had the files.” Donnelly leaned on his desk, staring at Zoe and Mo. The officers between them bowed their heads, pretending not to hear.

      “Sorry, boss.”

      “Course you are. Come on.” Donnelly cocked his head, gesturing towards the door. Zoe glanced back at Mo then left the room. Donnelly would be taking her to a meeting room or office. At least it would be a private bollocking.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Canteen.”

      That was a surprise. Zoe made for the stairs down to the canteen at the back of the building. The smell of bacon intensified as they approached and she wondered if they were still serving. Not that Donnelly would let her grab her first meal for over twenty-four hours.

      “Sit down,” he said. The hatch was shut and one of the canteen staff was mopping the floor around the tables. She looked from Zoe to the DS and retreated through a door next to the shutters.

      Zoe took a seat at the table farthest from the shutters and the door. She rubbed her damp palms on her jeans.

      Donnelly took the seat diagonally opposite her. He leaned back and licked his lips. After a few moments surveying her, he pushed his chair back and crossed an ankle over his thigh. She met his stare, determined not to let him intimidate her.

      “How is he?” he asked.

      “Sorry?”

      “Your dad. I heard he collapsed.”

      Zoe felt like she’d been pricked with a pin. “He’s awake, thanks. Better than he was.”

      “Do they know why it happened?”

      “He’d just finished chemo. They’re doing tests. I don’t know.” She shook her head, tears springing to her eyes. It made it harder, Donnelly being nice to her.

      “You were with him, at his chemo?”

      Here it comes. “Yes. We were driving back from Longbridge. I was only going to stay for ten minutes.” She pulled her shoulders back. “It was my idea, not Mo’s. He shouldn’t be blamed for this.”

      Donnelly folded his arms across his chest. His shirt was creased and his face lined. She wasn’t the only one with worries.

      “Next time, why don’t you just ask?”

      “I’m sorry, Sarge. I know I shouldn’t have…”

      He leaned forwards. “Ten minutes to be with your dad when he’s having treatment for cancer. You think I’m so much of a monster I wouldn’t let you have that?”

      “No. I’m not sure what…”

      He chuckled. “Just ask me, next time. Have you seen him today?”

      “No. Visiting is from three.”

      “Let’s see how we’re getting on with tracking down this embezzlement case, and then maybe I’ll let you get off early.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem. I know you’ll work hard, in return. Put in the hours, not keep pleading for overtime. Huh?”

      “Er, yes.”

      “Right. So let’s get back to those files.” He made to stand.

      “Can I ask something?”

      “You can.”

      “Why are we going through case files? Why don’t we just ask someone at Longbridge?”

      “Longbridge has been through two different sets of hands since then. It was still owned by the government in 1980.”

      “You never know.”

      “You think they’ll be able to help?”

      “It’s worth a shot,” she said.

      He chewed on his bottom lip for a moment. “Alright. I’ll let you run with it.”

      “Shall I go over there, Sarge?”

      “Is that what you think you should do?”

      “Yes.”

      “Right then. Take DC Uddin with you. And when you’re done, as you’re over that side of town, you can go and see your dad.”
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      “I think he’s had a brain transplant,” said Mo as they approached the main reception to what was now MG Rover and had once been British Leyland.

      “Don’t knock it,” Zoe said. “If it means you and me doing some proper police work instead of trawling through old files.”

      “You don’t like documentary evidence?”

      “To be honest, it’s not something I’ve done before. Maybe it’s more fun than a date with Johnny Depp. I don’t know.”

      “Well, you’ll get your chance. Plenty more to work on when we get back.”

      “Donnelly said I could go and visit my dad, after this.”

      “Really?”

      “I know.”

      “Good. I’ll drop you. Will you need picking up?”

      “No, I’ll go straight home.”

      “I hope he’s OK, Zo.”

      “Thanks.”

      Inside, a slim receptionist wearing heavy make-up greeted them with a smile. Mo showed his ID and her smile fell.

      “Are you here about the –” she leaned in and lowered her voice – “body?”

      “We need to talk to someone about an incident we think might be connected.”

      “Nothing else has happened here the last few days, nothing unusual. I’d know.” She squared her shoulders, wriggling in her chair. “You get to see everything from here.”

      “This incident happened in 1980,” said Zoe.

      The receptionist looked at Zoe as if she’d told her to take her knickers off in the lobby. “1980?”

      “Yes. We know this was a different company back then, but we were wondering if you had archives, any financial records.”

      “No idea, sorry.”

      Mo smiled. “We didn’t expect you to know. But can we speak to someone in your finance department?”

      She twisted her lips. “They’re in a meeting.”

      “What, all of them?”

      “Everyone above grade six. Senior finance officers.”

      Mo sighed. “I know they aren’t expecting us, but someone has died.” He pointed. “Out there, right by your site.”

      The receptionist shivered. “Tell me about it.”

      “So if someone can help us find out how, that would be good for your company,” said Zoe. “Helping us would reflect well on you.”

      She stood up. “I’ll go up there myself.” She eyed Zoe. “Not because I want to look good, mind you. Because I want to help.”

      Zoe nodded. “Thanks.”

      The receptionist headed through a barrier and up a set of wide steps.

      “That was a bit cynical,” said Mo.

      “You know what receptionists are like. Last line of defence between management and the outside world.”

      “Well, hopefully she’ll be able to get us someone.”

      A few paces behind them was a row of low leather chairs. Zoe took one while they waited. Mo stood in the centre of the space, fidgeting.

      “Stop it,” she said. “You’re distracting me.”

      “It’s healthier to stand than to sit, you know.”

      “It’s more comfortable to sit.”

      The receptionist returned with a thin man who kept pushing his glasses up his nose. He held out a hand. “Miles Packer, assistant finance manager. How can I help?”

      Zoe stood up while Mo opened his notebook.

      “We’re here in connection with the murder that took place on your land yesterday,” he said.

      Packer nodded. “Terrible business. Nothing to do with the company, though. Anyone has access to that stretch. We’ve been trying to sell it off, but…”

      “We think there might be a connection with some financial irregularities at this plant some time ago.”

      Parker frowned. “I know the press likes to give us a drubbing, but our finances are tightly monitored. I assure you there’s been—”

      “In 1980,” said Zoe.

      Parker coughed. “1980? I was in school.”

      “Do you keep records, from the British Leyland days?”

      “We have an archive. I wouldn’t call them records.”

      “We need to know about an alleged embezzlement, in 1980. Who was involved, who discovered it. Any relevant names you can find.”

      “That won’t be easy.”

      “Anything you can find will be helpful,” said Mo.

      Parker shook his head, then shrugged. “Wait here.”

      He retreated through the barrier and up the stairs. Zoe took her seat again.

      “You think they might let us in at some point?” she said.

      Mo sat down next to her. “Who knows.”

      She stood up, feeling restless. The air in here was still, warmed by the sun through the glass planes that fronted the building. The company had been all but bankrupt before they’d sold it to the current owners, but they had money to spend on refurbishments. She wondered if any of that found its way to the workers. To pensioners like her dad.

      Parker reappeared, alone again. Zoe approached him as Mo heaved himself out of the uncomfortable chair.

      “Any joy?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “There’s no record of any of that here. Nothing about the finances, nothing about personnel.”

      “Nothing at all?”

      He shook his head again. He shifted from one foot to the other.

      “You’ve been gone two minutes, and in that time you’ve been able to check through all your records?”

      “Yes.” A pause. “We can’t help you.”
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      “That wasn’t a can’t’,” said Zoe. “It was a won’t.”

      Mo indicated to turn onto the Bristol Road. “Something definitely happened there in 1980.”

      “Hopefully it’ll turn up in the old case files.”

      “Only if a prosecution was brought. They might have covered it up.”

      “Yeah. But if my dad knew about it…”

      “You want me to drop you at the hospital? It’s half two.”

      “You reckon Donnelly’ll stomach it?”

      “He told you to look after your dad. Might as well make the most of it.”

      “True.” And she was only getting more worried about her dad with all this talk of British Leyland in 1980. It was the year after he’d married Annette, the year they’d moved into the Kings Norton house. Zoe wasn’t born yet, her mum would have been pregnant. She wondered what it had been like for them in that house, just the two of them, before Annette’s drinking. She thought back to what her mum had said. It was all fine until you came along…

      She rubbed her arms, suddenly chilly. Traffic sped past them. Mo was taking his time, making sure he didn’t get her there too early.

      At the hospital he dropped her at the same place as before.

      “See you in the morning. Give him my best.”

      “Thanks.”

      Mo had never met her dad. But she knew they’d get on. Once this had all blown over…

      She shivered again. Whatever had made her dad collapse might be nothing. But the cancer wasn’t going anywhere.

      Stop it, she told herself. If she was about to visit him in hospital, she needed to be cheerful.

      She checked her watch as she entered the department he’d been taken to yesterday. Three p.m. exactly. The same nurse was on duty.

      “Hello again.”

      The nurse raised an eyebrow. “He’s not here.”

      “Sorry?” Zoe felt a stab of dread.

      “He’s been moved to a ward on the fourth floor. Here.” She handed over a photocopied map and pointed to the ward where he’d been taken. “Use the lift, it’s over there.”

      “Thanks.” Zoe hurried to the lift and made her way to the ward. She pulled her fingernails out of her palm and tugged at her sleeve as she rose, nervous.

      Douglas was sitting up in bed, dressed in a pair of pyjamas she didn’t recognise. His face was its normal colour and he smiled as she entered.

      “Zoe love!”

      “Dad. You look great.”

      “I feel great, believe it or not. They gave me steroids.” He winked. “I can see why all the bodybuilders go for them.”

      “Have they told you what happened?”

      “They’re not a hundred per cent sure, but they think it’s my heart.”

      She put a hand to her chest. “A heart attack?”

      “Don’t you go jumping to conclusions like that. No. They said it looked like a murmur, whatever one of them is. I’ve to have more tests, but there’s no use me staying here. They’re letting me out.”

      Zoe felt her face split into a smile. “That’s bloody brilliant.”

      “Oi. I know you coppers like your effing and jeffing, but there’s no need.”

      She gave him a look. Car plant workers liked their language just as blue as coppers, and she knew it. “When?”

      “Soon as the consultant has signed me off.”

      “Today?” She grabbed his hand. He winced and she let go. “I can take you home, then.”

      “You can. How’s your mum?”

      “Surprisingly lucid. Did you hide all the booze?”

      “I threw it away. She’ll have been climbing the walls. I was going to go slowly with her, get her some when she really needed it. I guess this has made her go cold turkey.”

      “You should have told me.”

      “Sorry, love. You were so busy at work.”

      “Never too busy for you.”

      “Or your mum.”

      She ignored that. “How long till they sign you off?”

      “I’ve got to wait till the big fella does his rounds, then I’m home free.”

      “OK. I’ll see if I can get you a cuppa while we wait then.”

      “Sounds lovely.”
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      Two hours and three cuppas later, the paperwork finally came through discharging Douglas. The consultant never appeared, but had been happy enough to sign Douglas off on the word of his team. Zoe guided her dad to a taxi and then home, dread rising as they approached the house. What state would her mum be in?

      She led Douglas up the path, noting that she needed to weed it. She unlocked the front door. He had no belongings with him, the borrowed pyjamas having been returned. All they had was the newspaper he’d taken to his chemo appointment and his wallet.

      Zoe cleared her throat as they entered the house. “Mum?”

      Annette came out of the living room, her eyes glazed. She leaned on the doorframe and glared at Zoe, whose heart sank.

      “I’ve brought Dad home.” Not that you care, she thought.

      “Good.” Annette turned on her heel and returned to the living room.

      Douglas put a hand on Zoe’s shoulder. “Leave us for a bit, please.”

      “You want me to help you in there?’

      “I’m not an invalid.”

      She watched her dad walk towards the living room, his hand brushing the wall as he went. She pushed back the threatening tears, her limbs heavy. As the door closed behind him the doorbell rang, making her jump.

      She opened the front door. “Sorry, did we leave something in your cab?”

      “What cab?” It was Jim. She felt relief wash through her.

      “Jim. Am I glad to see you.”

      “What’s up?”

      “My dad. He collapsed yesterday, he’s only just got back from the hospital.”

      “Oh.” Jim’s face fell.

      “Why?”

      “We had a date, remember? That new Chinese place in Selly Oak.”

      “Oh, hell. I’m sorry Jim, but I don’t want to leave him.”

      “Just a quick drink?”

      She looked back to the living room. She didn’t want to leave her parents alone together, not when her mum had been drinking. But she needed to talk to Jim.

      “Just one,” she said. “Wait there.”

      She headed to the living room and knocked softly then opened the door. Her parents sat in the two armchairs, both looking uneasy.

      “Everything OK?” Zoe asked.

      Douglas gave her a smile. “Fine. You’re here to ask if you can go out.”

      “Just for half an hour. I need to talk to Jim about something.”

      “Work?”

      She gritted her teeth. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “Go on then. Don’t you worry about how long you are. Your mum and I are enjoying sitting together.”

      Zoe looked at her mum, disbelieving. Annette stared into the empty fireplace, her head wobbling vaguely. Sitting with her wasn’t an enjoyable experience at the best of times, but maybe her dad saw something she didn’t.

      “I’ll be half an hour.”
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      The pub was half empty. Zoe found a table while Jim went to the bar. He put a half of lager in front of her and she grimaced.

      “Thanks,” she said. She didn’t pick it up.

      Jim gulped down half of his pint of shandy and smacked his lips. “I needed that. Tell me what’s been happening.”

      “My dad collapsed after his chemo yesterday. They say he had a heart murmur. What does that mean?”

      Jim shrugged. He reached for Zoe’s hand and clasped it between his own. They were warm and damp. Zoe let herself relax, feeling safe for once.

      “They’ve got to do more tests,” she said. “But he’s already ill with the cancer. I’m worried whether he can take it all.”

      “Surely that’s for the doctors to judge.”

      “Yeah. But I worry, you know.”

      “I do.”

      “How’s Geordie?”

      His hands tightened on hers. “The usual. Seeing a specialist. It’s not easy.”

      “No.” She knew that Geordie could be uncontrollable, his mood swings a long way from normal toddler tantrums. A month ago he’d bitten Jim on the nose, so hard he’d needed stitches.

      “This case I’m working on,” she said.

      “Your first as the big detective.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Sorry. How’s it going?”

      She shook her head. “Difficult to say. There’s these three men. We thought they were connected by something that happened at the Lucas factory twenty-five years ago. Turns out it’s more complicated than that.”

      “How so?”

      “British Leyland. 1980.”

      “I was in primary school then.”

      And I wasn’t born, she thought.

      “But I reckon my dad knows something about it,” she said. “It was when he was working there.”

      “You think he’s involved?”

      “Not involved. But I told him the name of one of the victims and… I think that’s what made his heart…”

      Jim turned her hands over and started stroking her palm. It was raw with her jabbing it so much. “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault.” She took a breath. “And there’s something else.”

      “The cancer?”

      She looked down at her drink, untouched. “Not that.”

      “What then? You can tell me.”

      She raised her eyes to meet his. “I have to tell you something.”

      She’d pushed this to one side with everything that had been going on, but it couldn’t wait any longer.

      He frowned. “You’re dumping me.”

      “No.” She smiled. “Nothing like that.”

      “What then?” He stopped stroking her palm, his finger resting on her skin.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      He tensed. “Pregnant?”

      She nodded. He looked around the pub as if worried someone had heard. “You sure?”

      “I did three tests.”

      “Shit.”

      She pulled her hand away. “You don’t sound happy.”

      “Are you?”

      “I told you. I did three tests.”

      “No. I mean, are you happy?”

      She sat back. “I don’t know. I wasn’t planning it. But I’m not going to get rid of it, if that’s what you mean.”

      “That’s not…”

      “Anyway. I thought you should know.” She felt sick, and not because of the baby. She’d been expecting this to go better.

      “Is it because of Geordie?” she asked. “Are you worried that…?”

      “No. I don’t know.” He stood up. “I need some time.”

      He tugged on his jacket, not meeting her eye. She clamped her mouth shut. She wouldn’t plead. She wouldn’t be pathetic. She watched as he hurried out of the pub, not once looking back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoe closed the front door quietly. She felt hollow, as if Jim had taken her insides and scooped them out.

      She eyed the living room door. She couldn’t tell them. Not yet.

      She slipped off her shoes and headed up the stairs. She’d been gone only twenty minutes. She needed to catch her breath, splash some water on her face.

      In the bathroom, she looked at herself in the mirror. She was pale, her eyes dark. She hadn’t slept well all week, worrying about her dad, the case. And this baby. She could only be five weeks pregnant, six at the most. She didn’t know if she was ready to think of it as a baby yet.

      There was a soft knock on the door. “Zoe, it’s Dad. You just got home?”

      She flinched and jumped away from the mirror. “Sorry, I just needed the loo. I’ll be right down.”

      “It’s fine. You take your time.”

      She flushed the toilet and splashed water on her face again, rubbing her eyes. She went into her bedroom to find him sitting on the bed, waiting.

      “You were quick,” he said. “With Jim.”

      She avoided his eye. “I didn’t want to leave you.”

      “I’m fine, look. Made it up the stairs all on my own.”

      “Where’s Mum?”

      “She’s watching the telly. She’s only had a couple of beers, she borrowed them off the Wilkinsons next door.”

      “Oh God.”

      “Don’t worry, we can replace them.” He pulled on a smile. “With interest. So how was Jim?”

      Zoe felt guilty that she’d never introduced her dad to Jim. He normally waited for her in the car when he picked her up, and she never asked him in when he dropped her home.

      “He was fine. I was talking to him about this case I’m working on.”

      “The one with Adam Williamson.”

      She looked up. “Oh, God. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

      He waved a hand. “It’s OK. You think I didn’t remember, when I came round?”

      “I didn’t know what to expect.”

      “You don’t forget a thing like that.” He patted the bed next to him. “Sit with me.”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and sat next to him, careful to keep her movements gentle.

      He rubbed his nose a few times, collecting his thoughts. “I was there, Zoe.”

      “You were there?”

      “At Leyland, in 1980.”

      “I knew that. You started in ’73.”

      “Let me finish, love. This isn’t easy.”

      “Sorry.”

      He turned his hands over in his lap and surveyed them. “I was working in the main building in 1980. It was the year after that they moved me across to fettling.”

      He hesitated. She waited, her heartbeat loud in her ears. Downstairs, the EastEnders theme tune started up.

      “There were some men. They set something up, getting money out of the company. I never knew where it went.”

      “How did you know about it?”

      “I was mates with a guy from Finance. Fred. His wife, she was younger than him. She went to school with your mum, they were best mates. Well, they were then.”

      “Fred Kimble?”

      Douglas looked at her. “That’s him.”

      “He died. He committed suicide, that’s what I’ve been told.”

      Douglas slumped. “Poor Fred.”

      “Why, Dad? Why did he kill himself?”

      “Let me finish. Please. We lost touch, after it all happened.” He sighed. “Anyway. He talked to me, didn’t want to tell his boss or any of his colleagues in the office. Didn’t know who to trust. He’d worked with a couple of them, at Lucas. Jakes and Ryton. They thought they could trust him, so they picked him to be their man on the inside. They were fiddling the books. Four of them. None of it made much sense to me. But I could see the holidays those men were going on, the cars they drove.”

      “I thought you all drove Leyland cars? On the discount.”

      “You didn’t have to, not everyone did.”

      “OK. So the four men, who were they?”

      “I think you know that.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Roger Jakes and Walter Ryton. Another man whose name I didn’t know. Adam Williamson was the ringleader. They bribed poor Fred, left money in his car. Just twenty quid here and there to start with, he thought maybe he’d dropped it out of his wallet. But then it started getting to be larger amounts, and he’d already spent the first lot of money. They had him.”

      “D’you think that’s why he killed himself?”

      “I can’t say. But he left the company not long after.”

      “He told them? He was the whistleblower?”

      Douglas held her gaze. “No, love. That was me. There was an anonymous phone line.”

      Zoe leaned back, winded. “You?”

      He nodded.

      “And what happened?”

      “Nothing was said, but Williamson disappeared. Didn’t come into work one day, Fred never saw him again. The other two, they carried on as if nothing had happened. I got moved. I was in the bosses’ good books. My manager, he took a shine to your mum. I think that saved me.”

      “Mum? Did she—?”

      His face clouded. “I never asked. I kept my job, she stuck with me, we carried on. Then you came along the next year.”

      Zoe felt bile rise in her throat. “Did Mum have an affair with your boss?”

      “I don’t know, love. I think it was just a flirtation. I put it behind me a long time ago.”

      “Could I… is there a chance…?”

      He grabbed her hand and held it in front of her face. He raised his other hand and held it next to hers.

      “See those fingers, love.”

      She looked at their hands. They both had long, thin fingers. It was what had made him so good at his job, making the tiny adjustments to cars before they went out. The kind of work women did now.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “The same. And our chins. Exactly the same. I don’t believe your mum had a fling with that man, and I certainly don’t believe that you aren’t my daughter.”

      Zoe nodded, her throat tight. She brushed her stomach with her free hand.

      Douglas kissed her hand and held it next to his face. “You’re the best daughter any dad could hope for, you know that?”

      She blinked back tears. “Don’t.”

      “Yes, love. We have to say these things. Before it’s too late.”

      She yanked her hand away. “Please. Not today.”

      There was a box of tissues on Zoe’s bedside table. She reached across and blew her nose.

      “Did they know it was you?” she asked.

      “The whistleblower? I don’t know. Fred and me, we weren’t really friends at work. Just through our wives. They wouldn’t have made the connection.”

      She bit her lower lip. “I’m worried, Dad.”

      “Don’t be. The doctors are looking after me.”

      “No. Not that. Two of those men have been killed. And Laurence Steed, who was linked to them at Lucas. What if whoever killed them knew what you did?”
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      Donnelly finally appeared in the office at three in the afternoon. Zoe had spent the day with Mo, sifting through the files they’d been given. They’d gone through everything twice, but there were no arrests relating to embezzlement or fraud at Leyland that year.

      Zoe was surprised to find she enjoyed sifting through the files. More than an imagined date with Johnny Depp, even. She didn’t go for larger-than-life men anyway. She’d found a kind of calm as she worked through the sheets of paper, numbers and names blurring in front of her eyes and forming patterns without her even noticing.

      She’d seen plenty of patterns. Multiple burglaries for which no one had made the connection back in 1980. A man who’d clearly murdered his wife, despite it being marked down as misadventure. And patterns of vandalism and drug abuse showing the emergence of gangs in the south of the city that only hit the police radar five years later.

      Zoe wondered if she should tell her boss about the deductions she’d made, or just keep her mouth shut.

      As she heaved the final box back into the pile, Donnelly walked through the office door, muttering to himself. Zoe exchanged glances with Mo. Neither of them knew where the boss had been all day. And the mood he was in, she wasn’t about to ask.

      But she did need to talk to him about the case.

      She stood up, stretching legs that ached from squatting over boxes.

      “Boss. Can I talk to you about the monkeys case?”

      He sucked his teeth. “I’ve just walked through the door, DC Finch. Give a man a minute to get his coat off.”

      Zoe watched him remove his coat and hang it on the back of his chair, her breathing shallow. The Donnelly who’d been sympathetic about her dad had gone. The Donnelly she knew was back.

      “Sarge?”

      He whistled. “Bloody hell. Go on then.”

      She pulled a chair up to his desk. “I’ve got a lead on the embezzlement. But I’m worried.”

      “You find something in the files?”

      “No. Nothing. Although there’s quite a lot in there that might be useful…”

      “Cut to the chase, Finch.”

      “Right. So I spoke to my dad.”

      Donnelly raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

      “He knew Adam Williamson. I told you yesterday that he collapsed when I said his name.”

      “He still in hospital?”

      “No, he’s home now. Thanks for letting me see him.”

      Donnelly waved a hand. She could see Mo from the corner of her eye, eavesdropping.

      “He knew the other men too,” she said. “And he knew about the embezzlement.”

      Donnelly pushed his chair back and turned to face her. He steepled his hands in front of his face. “Was he involved?”

      Zoe felt heat rise to her face. “No. Not at all. He was the one who blew the whistle on them.”

      “So why isn’t it in the files?”

      “The company must have covered it up. Dad said that Adam Williamson disappeared, while the others just got on with their lives. Jakes and Ryton. He didn’t know anything about Steed, but he could have been the fourth man. He – Dad – had a mate in finance, a Fred Kimble.”

      “The one who hanged himself. You think his suicide is related to him embezzling money decades before?”

      “He wasn’t one of the ones stealing money. But they bribed him. Made him cover it up.”

      “Makes him an accessory.”

      “I know.”

      “So you think this is why these old blokes are being bumped off? Seems a bit odd to do it now, after all these years.”

      “I know. But maybe something’s happened, someone’s discovered something they didn’t know before. And the current finance people at Longbridge are hiding something from us.”

      “Really?”

      “Mo and I went over there, like you said. They clammed up, wouldn’t talk to us. It was just… off, Sarge. Definitely not how you’d act if you really couldn’t help.”

      “Alright then. That gives us two interviews to do.”

      “Two, Sarge?”

      “The head of Finance over at MG Rover. And Fred Kimble’s next of kin.” Donnelly cocked his head, considering. “And a third.”

      “A third?”

      “Your dad.”
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      “Finch, I want you to go find Kimble’s next of kin and speak to them. I imagine it’s a wife. Find a death certificate, press coverage, anything.”

      “It’s alright, Sarge. I know how to track someone down.”

      “Hmm. DS Uddin, over here.”

      “Yes, boss?”

      “I want you back at Longbridge. Get them to talk. I’ll speak to DI Jamieson, get us a warrant. They won’t be able to fob you off.”

      “Er, Sarge?” Zoe said.

      “What?”

      “My car’s in the garage. Once I’ve tracked down Kimble’s wife…”

      “Take PC Wareham with you. She’ll grab a squad car.”

      “That’ll put the wind up Mrs Kimble.”

      “Well, maybe for the best.”

      “Where are you going, Sarge?”

      “I told you. Your dad’s at home, right?”

      Zoe felt as if her stomach had hit the floor. “He’s very sick, boss. I think I should…”

      “He’ll be distracted if you’re there. You’ll compromise the integrity of any evidence. No, I want you nowhere near this.”

      She closed her eyes. Sorry, Dad. “Yes, Sarge.”

      “Right, get onto tracking down Mrs Kimble.”

      “If there is a Mrs Kimble.”

      “Kids, uncles, his cat’s nephew. I don’t care, just find me someone who can tell us why the man killed himself.”

      “Sarge.”

      Donnelly flung on his coat. “Fin, with me.” DC Weeks followed him out. Mo opened his mouth to speak to Zoe but she stopped him with a raised hand. She went back to her desk and picked up the phone.

      It rang out: three times, four.

      “Come on,” she muttered.

      On the sixth ring, the answerphone kicked in. “This is the Finch house. Leave a message and we’ll call you back.”

      “Dad, it’s Zoe. About what we talked about last night. I told my boss and he’s on his way to see you. I tried to stop him, he knows you’re ill. Just wanted to warn you. I’m so sorry.”

      She hung up. Mo was watching her. “Is he going to be OK?”

      She shrugged. “Let’s hope so.”

      They shared a look. Both of them knew what Donnelly could be like when he had the wind in his sails.

      “I’ve got digging to do,” she said. “And you’ve got to get back to Longbridge.”

      “Yeah. Good luck.”

      “You too.”

      Zoe walked over to Rebecca Wareham’s desk as Mo left the room. She needed any help she could get tracking down Fred Kimble and his family. She started by trawling through death certificates between 1995 and 1998, her estimated time frame for his death. Rebecca checked the electoral register.

      “Got a Kimble here,” said Rebecca.

      “Let’s see.”

      Rebecca had an address with Veronica Kimble registered.

      “It’s not exactly a common name,” said Zoe. “It could be her.”

      “Shall we cross-check the census?”

      “Good idea.”

      The census before Fred’s death was from 1991. At the same address were Fred, Veronica and Charles Kimble. Fred was registered as an accountant.

      “Bingo,” said Rebecca. “Charles must be their son. Moved away.”

      “Nice one,” Zoe told her. “I need you to drive me.”

      “Only if you let me sit in on the interview.”

      “Deal.”
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      The Kimble house was a tidy semi in Weoley Castle, on the south west side of the city. As they pulled up in the squad car, a group of boys who’d been playing on the pavement outside scattered as if they’d been caught up to no good.

      Zoe and Rebecca got out. “Don’t scratch it!” Rebecca called, to no one in particular.

      Zoe eyed the car: a Vauxhall Corsa. Nothing special, just a basic panda car. “That happen a lot?” she asked.

      “Not really. But you see those shows, y’know, where they give the kids a fiver to keep an eye on the car. I’d hate to come back and find they’d taken the hub caps off or something.”

      Zoe looked up and down the street. There was no sign of the boys, no movement from anywhere. She wondered how many people were peering at them from behind curtains right now.

      “I think you’ll be fine,” she said.

      Rebecca shrugged but kept glancing back at the car as they approached the house.

      A woman with thick grey hair wearing an orange shirt and clashing yellow beads answered the door. She clapped her hand to her chest as she saw Rebecca’s uniform.

      “Oh my Lord,” she said. “Is it Charlie? What’s he done now?”

      “Mrs Veronica Kimble?”

      The woman nodded.

      “My name’s Detective Constable Finch. This is Constable Wareham,” said Zoe. “Can we come in please?”

      “What’s he done? Tell me.”

      “It isn’t about your son.” Zoe looked round to see that a couple of the kids had reappeared and a man stood in an open door opposite, unashamedly watching. “I really think it would be best if we talk inside.”

      The woman sniffed as she looked over Zoe’s shoulder. “Nosey so-and-so, that Mr Ball,” she said. “Neighbourhood watch co-ordinator. Takes it literally.”

      Zoe exchanged a knowing smile with Rebecca as they followed the woman inside. She led them into a bright kitchen with large windows overlooking the garden.

      “Please tell me what Charlie’s done.”

      “I’m afraid this really isn’t about your son. It’s about your husband.”

      Mrs Kimble seemed to shrink by six inches. “Late husband,” she whispered.

      “Your late husband, Fred,” Zoe confirmed. “We need to ask you about his time at British Leyland.”

      Veronica grabbed the yellow beads. “No.”

      “Sorry?”

      “It’s too painful.”

      “I’m sorry, but this is in connection with a murder enquiry. We need to find out what happened to Fred at Leyland.”

      Veronica lowered herself into a chair. “Who’s died?”

      “Three men, I’m afraid. Laurence Steed, Roger Jakes, and Adam Williamson.”

      Veronica’s expression hardened. “Them. They killed Fred, you know. Oh I know they didn’t actually do it. But they killed him as sure as if they’d hung him from the garage ceiling themselves.” Her eyes flicked in the direction of the wall separating the kitchen from the garage.

      How had she stayed here, after her husband had killed himself just a few feet from where Zoe stood?

      “I’m so sorry to bring back difficult memories for you, Mrs Kimble,” Zoe said. “But if you could tell us more about what happened between your husband and those men, it might help us.”

      “Williamson,” Veronica said. “He was the biggest bastard of the lot.” She tugged so hard on the beads that Zoe thought they would break. She looked up. “What about Ryton? William, or Walter.”

      “Walter Ryton. The third monkey. He’s a paraplegic. I interviewed him.”

      “Hmm.”

      Zoe was about to ask Veronica if they could sit down somewhere to ask more questions, when they were disturbed by a knock at the door. Zoe and Rebecca stood back to let Veronica pass.

      “You think she’s going to be any help?” Rebecca muttered once they were alone.

      Zoe shrugged. “I’ll ask if her husband left a note. If he talked to her about how he was feeling.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket, checking if Douglas had returned her call. Donnelly would be there by now. She wished she hadn’t brought him into this.

      Mrs Kimble returned with a man of about thirty wearing blue overalls. He froze when he saw Rebecca’s uniform.

      “I ain’t done nothing Mum,” he said to Veronica. “I was at work.”

      “We’re here to talk to your mum,” said Zoe. “Not for you.” She made a mental note to check Charlie Kimble’s record when they got back to the station.

      He stared at them, saying nothing. The tension came off him in waves, so thick you could almost taste it. Like a cornered animal. Zoe glanced at Rebecca, wondering if they had grounds to arrest him just for acting shifty.

      “Charlie won’t be long,” Veronica said. “He just comes to see me after he gets off shift at the Jag sometimes.”

      “The Jag?” asked Zoe. “The car plant?”

      Veronica nodded. “He wanted to work at Longbridge, like his dad. But the writing’s on the wall for that place. I told him to steer well clear.”

      “How long have you worked there, Charlie?” Zoe asked.

      Charlie shrugged. “Three years, bit more.” His face was twisted in contempt. “Why?”

      “We need to sit down with both of you,” she said. “We’ve got more questions about Fred.”

      “If you must,” said Veronica. “I do wish you could have warned me, though.”

      Zoe tried to soften her voice, aware of Charlie staring at her. “We’ll be as quick as we can, but this is important.”

      Zoe gestured towards the front door, indicating for Rebecca to watch it. She had a feeling Charlie might run if they pushed him too hard. Rebecca stationed herself in the open doorway, only too happy to keep an eye on the car.

      As they walked into the living room, Zoe’s phone rang. Donnelly.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to Veronica. “But I’ve got to take this.”

      She went into the narrow hall and stood next to Rebecca. “DC Finch.”

      “Finch, where’s your dad?”

      “Sorry?”

      “You told me he was at home, recuperating. There’s no sign of him.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “I’ve been ringing the bell for ten minutes now. He’s not asleep, is he?”

      Zoe swallowed the dread rising in her stomach. “There’s a spare key round the side, on top of the window frame. Let yourself in and call out when you go in. Tell them you’re with me.”

      A loud sigh came down the line. “You know what we tell the public about leaving keys out.”

      “Yes, boss,” she said. What he didn’t know was that Annette forgot her keys as often as not. “Just do it, please?”

      She heard rustling as Donnelly squeezed through the narrow gap separating her house from the neighbours and took the key from the top of the laundry window. There was more rustling, a bang and muffled voices.

      “Mr Finch! My name’s Detective Sergeant Donnelly, I work with your daughter. Are you at home?”

      “Who are you?” Annette’s voice. Zoe felt her heart gather pace.

      “Mrs Finch, is your husband in?”

      “How should I know? Check upstairs.”

      “Sarge,” Zoe called. “Put me on the line. Let me speak to my mum.”

      But Donnelly hadn’t heard her. She heard thumping as Donnelly checked the downstairs rooms then thundered up the stairs. She imagined her dad in bed, asleep. Donnelly barging into his room.

      “Be quiet, please!” she called. “Don’t give him a shock.”

      The living room door opened behind her and Veronica Kimble emerged. “Are you going to keep us waiting long?”

      Zoe put a hand over the phone. “Sorry. My sarge is just trying to access a witness’s property. He needs my assistance.”

      Veronica tutted. “Charlie needs to go. He’s got things to do.”

      Zoe nodded. They could talk to Charlie later. His mother went back to the living room and beckoned him out. Zoe shuffled into the front garden to let him pass, listening to Donnelly’s footsteps and muffled voice. She noticed Charlie had a tear in his overalls as he passed, on the elbow.

      “Can you give me your address?”

      Charlie turned to her, his face hard. He mumbled an address in Hodge Hill, as far from Weoley Castle as you could get. But not far from Spitfire Island.

      Donnelly’s voice came back onto the line. “He’s not here, Finch.”

      “He has to be.”

      “You sure you gave me the right information? Your mum says she has no idea where he is.”

      “What state is she in?”

      “She’s a bit… bleary.”

      Donnelly was being tactful for once. Annette had found some booze, again.

      Zoe thought of her dad, slumping over in his chemo chair. Of him sitting up in the hospital bed yesterday. If he’d gone out, would he have told Annette? Or could he have had another attack?

      She thought of the three victims: two at Castle Vale and one at Longbridge. A chill washed over her.

      “I’m on my way,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoe jumped into the car next to Rebecca.

      “Can you put the blue lights on?”

      “Sorry. I’m not qualified. This is only a panda car, not a response vehicle.”

      “Right. Fast as you can, then.”

      “I can’t break the speed limit.”

      Damn. “Fair enough. Just get me to Kings Norton. Quick as you can.”

      Rebecca clamped her lips shut and pulled out of the tight space with skill, hitting thirty faster than Zoe thought possible in a Corsa. She navigated the maze of streets surrounding the Kimble house steadily, but with determination. Zoe was impressed. She’d driven a panda herself, in Uniform, but wasn’t sure she could drive like this under pressure.

      They sped past the vast Lodge Hill cemetery, overtaking a funeral procession as it slowed to turn into the gates, and were across the Bristol Road in a couple of minutes. Traffic was heavy and Zoe wished they could put the lights on. Rebecca turned onto the outer circle and made for Kings Norton. The cars ahead of them bunched up as they approached, eager not to be caught speeding.

      “I hate this,” Rebecca said. “Everyone slows down when they see me in their mirror.”

      “You sure you can’t blue light it?’

      “Sorry, Zoe. But I’d lose my job. I’m going on the response vehicle training next week.”

      At last they reached the dual roundabouts where the outer circle met the Pershore Road. “Second right, then first left,” Zoe said.

      Rebecca nodded and followed Zoe’s directions. They pulled up outside Zoe’s house. The front door hung open, Donnelly barking into his phone outside.

      As Rebecca parked the car next to Donnelly’s, Zoe’s phone rang.

      “Mo,” she said. “I’m a bit busy.”

      “They’ve found another body.”

      “What?” She looked up at her house. Dad, where are you? “Where?”

      “Longbridge. In a building they stopped using two years ago.”

      Zoe felt her guts churn. “Does Donnelly know?”

      “I’ve just got off the phone to him. I know you’re over this side of town. Thought you should know too.”

      “Thanks.” Her voice was hoarse. She plunged her phone into her pocket and sprinted to Donnelly, who was heading for his car.

      “There’s another body,” she panted.

      “I’m on my way there now.”

      “Have you found him?”

      “Your dad?” He shook his head. “No. Your mum’s got no idea where he is. I’ve got DC Weeks knocking on doors, asking if the neighbours have seen him.”

      “Could it be…?”

      Donnelly put a hand on her shoulder. “You stay here, help Weeks. The neighbours will talk to you.”

      She shook her head. Her face felt numb. “I’m coming with you.”
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      Donnelly’s car, though unmarked, was equipped with blue lights and he turned them on as he drove off. Rebecca had stayed behind with Fin Weeks, knocking on doors and trying to track Douglas down. Zoe could only hope he’d just popped out for some milk, or maybe gone to visit a neighbour.

      She clutched the dashboard as they raced along the Pershore Road out of the city, cars pulling over to let them pass.

      “Calm down, Finch,” said Donnelly. “I know what you’re thinking and you’re jumping to conclusions.”

      She swallowed, her eyes fixed on the road. If she spoke, she’d throw up. Her stomach churned and she thought of the baby. What effect would panic have, this early on?

      The building where the body had been found was on the far side of the Longbridge plant. They turned onto Longbridge Lane and came to the Bristol Road, Donnelly cursing the road system.

      “How do I get across?” he asked.

      “Hang right at the roundabout towards Bromsgrove, then you can cross the central reservation straight after.”

      “Right.” He yanked the car round the roundabout, almost scraping a Polo that was struggling to get out of the way. “Bloody move,” he muttered.

      Zoe eyed him. He was panicking, too.

      They turned into the unused part of the site and Donnelly jammed on the brakes. Mo’s car was already there, plus a squad car. Another car pulled up behind them: Luke Gillam, the pathologist.

      Zoe didn’t wait for Donnelly to give instructions. She threw the door open and ran across the pocked tarmac, racing past Mo’s car towards the abandoned building.

      She ran inside, her senses alert.

      “Mo? Anyone?”

      “Over here.” Mo’s voice was faint.

      “Slow down, Finch!” shouted Donnelly, coming up behind her. “You’ll compromise—”

      “I know!” She ran towards the sound of Mo’s voice. It was darker inside, the empty building eery. She ran through a puddle and realized the roof was broken in places.

      “Where are you?” She was blinded by panic, worried she’d gone the wrong way.

      Mo appeared from around a concrete pillar up ahead. Zoe gritted her teeth and sped towards him.

      He held out a hand. “Wait, Zo. Calm down.”

      “Who is it?”

      He shook his head. “Male, early to mid-seventies. Thick white hair.”

      She stared at him. Douglas’s hair was grey and thinning. And he was younger. “I need to see.”

      Mo nodded. His hands shook. “Of course.”

      Mo pulled back. She stepped forward, careful not to place her feet too close. The man’s expression was still, peaceful even. He was stick-thin, with a full head of white hair. Blood stained the chest and had begun to pool on the concrete floor.

      She let out a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding. It wasn’t Douglas.

      “Ryton,” she whispered.

      Luke Gillam was behind them. “Get away from the bloody scene, you morons.”

      Zoe and Mo stood back as the pathologist shoved his way through. He knelt and opened his bag.

      “It’s Walter Ryton,” said Mo. He turned to Gillam. “We interviewed him just a few days ago. Poor bastard.”

      Zoe felt her legs weaken. She cast around for something she could sit on, then stumbled over to a concrete block fifty feet away. She lowered herself to it, fighting back tears.

      Mo was by her side. “What is it, Zo? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “My dad. He’s gone missing. I thought it was him.”

      “Shit.” Mo put a hand on her shoulder. “When?”

      “Donnelly went to his house but he wasn’t there. My bloody mum’s got no idea where he is.”

      Her phone buzzed. Two missed calls. One from Sasha, her dad’s chemo nurse. Some results, no doubt. The other was Rebecca Wareham.

      She called PC Wareham first. “Rebecca,” she panted. “What is it?”

      “It’s your dad, Zoe. One of your neighbours saw him leave in an ambulance about an hour ago.”
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      Zoe sat in the Oncology department waiting room. Donnelly had ordered the squad car to bring her. She’d been so grateful she’d wanted to kiss him.

      As she’d left, he’d pulled her to one side.

      “I will still need to speak to him,” he’d said. “But I’ll do it with you there too.”

      “Thanks.” She had no time to think about the case now. Her mind was racing, her body trembling. It was all she’d been able to do to hold herself upright as she’d climbed into the squad car that had brought her here.

      Sasha emerged from a set of doors. She sat down next to Zoe and gave her a concerned look that made Zoe want to cry.

      “That was quick,” she said.

      “What happened? How is he?”

      “He’s had renal failure, his kidneys. He had the presence of mind to call 999, and was just about conscious when they got to the house.”

      “How did they get in?”

      “He left the door open. He was on the sofa. He was in a lot of pain, but he’s stable now. We’ve put him on a morphine drip.”

      “What about my mum?”

      Sasha shrugged. “The paramedics didn’t say anything about her. Sorry.”

      Zoe nodded. She was used to this, and knew Sasha was too. “Can I see him?”

      “He’s pretty drowsy, so just for a few minutes.”

      Zoe wiped her cheek and nodded.

      Douglas lay in bed, tubes and monitors attached to him. Zoe blinked hard to push back tears. She felt for his hand. He blinked and turned to her, his face softening. His forehead creased: pain? She bit her lip.

      “Zoe,” he whispered.

      “Dad. I came as soon as I heard.”

      He closed his eyes and opened them again in recognition.

      “You called the ambulance yourself. I’m proud of you.”

      Another slow blink. He glanced at Sasha and his eyes crinkled. She’d always been his favourite nurse.

      Zoe was about to tell him that Donnelly had said she’d be with them in any interview, but stopped herself when she realised her dad wouldn’t know that Donnelly had wanted to see him in the first place. Would he have got her message?

      Sasha gestured towards the door as Douglas’s eyes fluttered closed.

      “Come on,” said Sasha. “He needs to sleep.”

      Zoe squeezed her dad’s hand then followed Sasha to her office. As a specialist oncology nurse she had her own office, along with responsibilities Zoe had thought would be reserved for doctors.

      Zoe sat down and accepted the box of tissues Sasha held out. She placed it in her lap, ignoring the tears that dripped onto it.

      “What happened?” she asked. “His heart again?”

      “Nothing to do with that. It’s the cancer. We think it’s spreading.” Sasha clasped her hands together on the desk. “I’m afraid he’s getting worse, Zoe. This round of chemo doesn’t seem to be having any effect. And he’s in no fit state to have any more right now. I’ll be requesting for him to be taken off it.”

      “But the chemo…” Zoe spluttered.

      “It’s only worth doing if it’s working. Your dad’s very ill, Zoe. We knew this would happen eventually. I’m just sorry it’s now.”

      Zoe blew her nose. “Is he going to die?”

      “He was always going to die, since he got his prognosis two years ago. But he’s not going to die today, or tomorrow. We don’t expect so, anyway. But you have to prepare yourself for the worst. It could be weeks.”

      Zoe tried to breathe through the tears. She grabbed a tissue and shoved it into her eyes.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said.

      Sasha’s face crumpled. “Oh.” She forced a smile. “Congratulations.”

      Zoe nodded. She pushed another tissue across her face and forced the tears back. “I have to tell him.”
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      Zoe stood outside the hospital building, desperate for fresh air. It was dusk, streetlights coming on around the hospital. Douglas was asleep again, and Sasha had told her not to come back till the morning. She’d warned her to look after herself and the baby, to get what rest she could.

      Douglas had taken the news well. He’d given her a weak hug of congratulations and said nothing about the fact that he’d never even met the father of his grandchild. Neither of them had voiced what they were both thinking: that he’d probably never meet his grandchild. They’d both cried, then they’d both laughed. She’d asked Douglas what name she should give the baby, and he’d told her whatever name she wanted. She had no idea what she wanted.

      She needed to speak to Jim. And she needed to tell Donnelly what was going on.

      She took her phone out of her pocket and took a few deep breaths before dialling.

      “DS Donnelly.”

      “Boss, it’s Zoe.”

      “Zoe. How’s your dad?”

      “Not good. They say…” She gasped in a shaky breath. “They say weeks.”

      “I am sorry. You’re owed some leave. Take it.”

      “I’d like to reduce my hours, Sarge. While he’s in hospital. But I don’t want to stop working. I think that would kill me.”

      “Fine. I’ll have a word with HR, see what we can do.”

      “Thanks.”

      She slumped against a wall, her mind going over the case. If she hadn’t brought her dad into this…

      She straightened up, remembering something.

      “Boss?”

      “Yes, Finch.”

      “When we went to see Mrs Kimble.”

      “Did she tell you why Fred killed himself?”

      “No. But it was her son. Charlie. He works at the Jag. And he had a rip in his overalls. Mo and me, when we watched the CCTV there, we said it would have to be someone who works there, knows the shift pattern and the deal with the cameras.”

      “Charlie Kimble, you say?”

      “Yeah. From what his mum said I think he’s been in trouble with the police a fair bit.”

      “I’m on it.”

      “How did he get to Ryton?” she asked.

      “Maybe Ryton was more able than he made out to you and Mo.”

      “You think he left the house by himself and was attacked?”

      “No idea. But hopefully talking to Charlie Kimble will clear things up.”

      “What about Williamson, Sarge? How did Charlie find him?”

      “Let’s not go jumping to conclusions.”

      “But he disappeared.”

      “He came back,” Donnelly said. “Maybe that started the whole thing.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’ll find out, Zoe. You get back to your dad.”

      “Thanks. Let me know how you get on.”

      “Will do. Don’t worry about it, Finch. You take care of your dad.”

      She hung up, wondering if he’d be so understanding when she finally plucked up the courage to tell him about her pregnancy.
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      Zoe closed the door to the taxi and looked at Jim’s house. She’d never been here before. He always came to her.

      She took a deep breath and opened the metal gate. Seeing his car parked on the drive reminded her of all the times they’d sat in it together. The intimacy they’d shared.

      She pushed her shoulders back and pinched her cheeks before ringing the doorbell.

      A light came on and the door opened.

      “Can I help you?”

      A pretty woman in her mid-thirties smiled at Zoe, her face expectant. Zoe stared at her, rooted to the spot.

      “Er, is Jim in?”

      “Yes, he’s putting our son to bed.” The woman’s face tightened. “Who are you?”

      “I’m a colleague. DC Finch. Can I speak to him please?”

      The woman visibly relaxed. “I’m Shula, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      Zoe didn’t trust herself to reply.

      “Give him five minutes,” Shula said. “D’you want to come in?”

      “I’ll wait outside.”

      “You sure? It’s chilly.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll wait.”
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      Three minutes later, Jim slipped out of the front door, closing it quietly behind him. He walked silently towards Zoe, who was sitting on his front wall.

      He glanced up and down the street as he sat next to her, careful not to make physical contact.

      “Jim,” she said.

      “This is a surprise,” he replied.

      “I bet it is.” She turned to him. “When were you going to tell me? Before the baby was born? After?”

      “It’s not how it looks. Geordie needs his mum, she’s—”

      Zoe clenched a fist. She so longed to deck him right now. “Don’t lie to me. Not anymore. She still lives here. I’m a DC, Jim. I can tell when I knock on a door if the person answering it lives there.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She stood up. “I bet you are.” She unclenched her fists, tugging on her fingernails.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “No, you don’t. You can’t even say that without worrying someone might hear.”

      “I’m a shit, Zoe. I’m sorry. But please, we’re having a baby together.”

      “No, we aren’t.”

      He stepped towards her. He was about to grab her hand but stopped himself. “You said you wouldn’t get rid of it.”

      “And I won’t. I’m having this baby. If you want to be part of its life then that’s fine. Good even. For the baby. But we won’t be doing this together. You won’t lie to me anymore, Jim McManus.”

      She didn’t wait for him to reply but turned and walked away, her footsteps echoing off the front of the houses.
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      Zoe pushed into the CID room, hoping no one would notice her. She’d had three days off and was now back on reduced hours, at least until her dad got out of hospital. A woman called Marjorie from HR had rung to tell her how it would work and she hadn’t had the energy to protest.

      She put her head down and made for her desk. She hadn’t heard anything from Donnelly since their phone call and was wondering how the case was progressing. She’d probably been wrong about Charlie Kimble. Which meant her dad would have to face an interview.

      Mo looked up from his desk. A smile broke across his face when he saw her. He stood up and started to clap.

      Zoe stopped walking. She frowned at him. “What are you doing?”

      He only widened his smile and clapped harder.

      Rebecca Wareham, two desks away, stood and started to clap along with him. One by one, colleagues rose from their desks and applauded, their eyes on Zoe. Fin Weeks came up and patted her on the back. She stared back at them all, confused.

      Donnelly opened the outer doors and saw what was happening. He approached Zoe, clapping along with the rest of the team. DI Jamieson was behind him, also applauding.

      Zoe wanted the floor to eat her up. She didn’t deserve this.

      At last the applause died down. Donnelly waved a hand for everyone to stop and put out his hand. Zoe took it and surrendered to the violent handshake.

      “What?” she asked. “What’s happened?”

      DI Jamieson rounded the sergeant. “We got a confession from Charlie Kimble this morning,” she said. “Thanks to you.”

      Zoe felt herself smile for the first time in days. “He was the killer?”

      Jamieson nodded. “He found out why his dad killed himself only a month ago. He wanted revenge. He was already unstable, his dad’s death hit him hard. But this pushed him over the edge.”

      “How did he find out?”

      “Some bugger wrote a book. Darker moments in the history of Longbridge.”

      “Blimey.”

      “Yeah. Bad move, huh?”

      “What about the three wise monkeys thing?”

      “Trying to throw us off the scent. He knew there was a connection and thought it might send us in the wrong direction.”

      “So he wasn’t entirely stupid.”

      “Maybe. He got them muddled, which was why Williamson had his tongue cut out,” said Donnelly.

      “He wasn’t Speak No Evil.”

      “That was Ryton.”

      “Where did Williamson go, for all that time?”

      Donnelly folded his arms. “Seems he took a load of the cash with him, money the other three didn’t know about. We’re working on the assumption that it ran out. His wife’s being questioned now, we have to verify her story.”

      “She seemed to hate him.”

      Donnelly shrugged. “We asked if she wanted to take the body but she refused. Even so…”

      Mo was behind Zoe. She turned and let him hug her.

      “How’s your dad?” he whispered.

      Zoe tightened her grip. “I told him he’s going to be a grandad,” she muttered in his ear.

      “What?” Mo pulled back, his gaze flicking to her stomach. She gave him a warning look. His eyes brightened. “Congratulations,” he whispered. “Does Jim know?”

      “Jim’s history.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Zo.”

      She pursed her lips, not wanting to talk about Jim for now.

      Donnelly pushed Mo to one side. “You did a great job, DC Finch.”

      “Thanks.”

      “He means it,” said Jamieson. “Your first job in CID, and you cracked the case.” She cocked her head. “You’re going to be my boss one day, I imagine.”
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      Zoe slumped onto the settee, blowing on her coffee. Douglas sat next to her, watching the local news.

      “Sorry you had to go through all that,” she said. “Donnelly, the interview.”

      “It was easier with you there.” He turned to her. “You don’t have to protect me, sweetheart.”

      “I want to.”

      DI Jamieson appeared on the TV, in a press conference with someone from MG Rover. Senior people had been speedily dismissed, people who’d known about the historic embezzlement.

      She waved her mug at the TV. “D’you remember him?”

      “They all look the same to me, these managers. So young.”

      The man wasn’t all that young to Zoe: in his late forties maybe. He’d have been her age when it all happened. She wondered how many people involved were still there, how well it had been hidden. Miles Packer, the man she’d spoken to, had been one of the people sacked.

      “I’m tired,” she said. “Think I might have an early night.”

      “Like your mum.”

      Zoe looked up at the ceiling. Annette had stayed off the drink for two days now. She was asleep, worn out from the effort. She’d done this before. It never lasted.

      Douglas looked into her face. “You get your rest. Look after my grandson.”

      “Who’s to say it’s a boy?”

      He tapped his nose. “He’ll be a fettler.”

      “Girls can be fettlers too. Can’t they?”

      “Not sure there’s much need for fettlers anymore.” He sighed. “Old codgers like me.”

      “Don’t.” She thought of the conversation she’d had with Sasha. They’d skirted around it, her dad reluctant to talk about his health. They’d have to discuss it eventually.

      Her mobile rang on the coffee table. She frowned and grabbed it, not recognizing the number.

      Douglas’s eyebrows lifted in a question. She shrugged and stood up as she answered the call, expecting it to be Jim. She’d been avoiding him.

      “Zoe Finch,” she said.

      “Hello, is that DC Finch?”

      “Er, yes. Who’s this?”

      “You gave me your number. You said it’d be OK.”

      “Yes. It’s fine.” Zoe looked down at Douglas and gave him a nervous smile. “It’d be a help if you told me your name though.”

      “It’s Kelly.”

      “Kelly Thomas?” Zoe’s mind went back to the dingy corridor in the Lyndhurst Estate. Kelly and Marnie and – she tried to remember the child’s name – Jaden, that was it.

      “Has he hurt you again?”

      Silence.

      “I can send a squad car round. We can stop him.”

      “He’s not here.” Kelly’s voice was shaky.

      Zoe sat back down. Douglas put a hand on her knee and she grabbed it.

      “Kelly,” she said. “We can help you. Go round to your friend’ s flat, if it’s safe. Marnie. Is she at home?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good. Then we’ll find you somewhere to stay. I know the number of a refuge. Do you want to get away from him?”

      A sob. “Yes. Yes please.”
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