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PROLOGUE

For a few seconds after the petrol tank goes up, the woods are shocked into silence.


At least that’s how it seems, as though it takes those moments of quiet and stillness after the whump of the explosion for every bird and insect and small mammal to release the breath it has been holding. For the wind to begin moving through the trees again; although, even then, it dares do no more than whisper. Obviously, as far as the men watching the burning car are concerned, it might just be that it takes that long for the ringing in their ears to die down.



And, of course, the man inside the car has finally stopped screaming.


Ten minutes earlier, dragging him towards the Jag, the younger of the two men had needed to slap the poor bugger a few times to keep him quiet. As soon as he’d been bundled into the passenger seat, though, there was no shutting him up. Not when he’d seen the handcuffs come out and the petrol can that had been taken from the boot.

Not once he’d realised what they were going to do.

‘I didn’t think he’d make such a racket,’ the older man said.

‘They always make a racket.’ The younger man sniffed and smiled. ‘You’re not normally around for this bit, are you?’

‘Not if I can help it.’ The older man shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his Barbour jacket, looked up at the trees crowding in on the small clearing. The light was already starting to go and the temperature was dropping fast.

The younger man grinned. ‘Don’t worry, it’ll warm up in a minute.’ He opened the back door of the Jag and started sloshing petrol around.


The man who was handcuffed to the steering wheel threw himself back and forth in the front seat, the cuffs rattling against the walnut steering wheel and the spittle flying on to the dash and windscreen. He started shouting, begging the man with the petrol can to stop. He told him he had a family, told him their names. He said, ‘You don’t need to do this.’ Then, ‘For Christ’s sake!’ and ‘Please . . .’


The older man winced, like he had a bad headache, and told his colleague to close the door. Shut the bloody noise out a bit. The younger man did as he was told, tossed the empty petrol can back in the boot, then walked across and offered his employer a cigarette. It was refused, but he still took out a Zippo and lit one of his own.

‘Happy?’

The man in the Barbour nodded. ‘Just needed to get the details right. The clothes, you know? Jewellery, all that.’

The younger man nodded towards the car. ‘Shame about your watch.’


The older man glanced down at the outline of a wristwatch, pale against a Barbados tan. ‘It’s all just . . . stuff, isn’t it?’ He shrugged. ‘Watches, cars, what have you. Means nothing at the end of the day. Living is what counts, right?’


The younger man drew smoke deep into his lungs then hissed it away between his teeth. He took two more fast drags then flicked the nub-end into the trees. Said, ‘Shall I get this done, then?’

He took out the lighter again and a rag from the other pocket, which he twisted between his fingers as he walked back to the car.

The man inside the Jag was crying now and banging his head against the side window. His voice was rasping and ragged and only audible for as long as it took to open the door, fire up the lighter and toss the burning rag on to the back seat. No more than a few seconds, but it was easy enough to make out what was being said.

Those names again. His wife and son.

Said for nobody’s benefit but his own this time, and he repeated them, eyes closed, until the smoke stopped them in his throat.

The two men moved back towards the trees and watched the fire take hold from a safe distance. Within ninety seconds the windows had blown and the figure in the front seat was no more than a black shape.

‘Where you going to go?’


The older man nudged the tip of his shoe through the mulch. ‘Now, why would you think you need to know that?’


‘Just asking, is all.’

‘Yeah, well. Just think about the worthless crap you’ll be spending your money on.’


‘Your money, you mean.’


‘Right. Can’t be too many like this, can there? How many times you been paid twice for one job?’


‘Never had a job anything like this one—’



That was when the petrol tank caught and went up . . .

Half a minute later, they turn and walk back to where the second car is parked; away from the sounds that have begun to roll and echo around the clearing after those few dead seconds. The wind and the leaves and the creak of branches. The crackle and hiss as flames devour flesh and leather.


A hundred yards or so from the main road, the older man stops and looks up. ‘Listen . . .’


‘What?’

He waits, then points when he hears the sound again. ‘Woodpecker. Can you hear him?’

The younger man shakes his head.

‘Great spotted, I’m guessing. He’s the commonest.’

They start walking again, the woods growing darker by the minute.

‘How do you know stuff like that?’

‘Reading,’ the older man says. ‘Books, magazines, whatever. You should try it some time.’

‘Yeah, well, you’ll have plenty of time on your hands now, won’t you?’


The younger man nods back in the direction of the car, the blaze clearly visible a mile or more behind them, through the dark tangle of oaks and giant beeches. ‘You can read about fucking woodpeckers till the cows come home. Now you’re dead . . .’





PART ONE

A DECENT TRICK




ONE

Anna Carpenter had eaten sushi only once before, when some bloke she’d gone out with for about five minutes had been trying to impress her, but this was her first time in one of these conveyor-belt places. She thought it was a good idea. It made sense, having the chance to look at the food before you took the plunge, and it didn’t matter if you let it go by half a dozen times while you made your mind up, because it was cold anyway.

Fiendishly clever, these Japanese . . .

She reached for a plate of salmon nigiri from the belt and asked the man sitting next to her if he could pass the soy sauce. He slid the bottle towards her with a smile, then offered her the pot of wasabi.

‘God, no, that’s the really hot stuff, isn’t it?’

The man told her it was just a question of not overdoing it and she said that she’d rather not risk it, that she was something of a novice when it came to eating raw fish.

‘This your lunch hour?’ the man asked.

‘Yeah. You?’

‘Well, I’m my own boss, so I usually manage to sneak a bit more than an hour, if I’m honest.’ He expertly plucked what looked like a  small pasty from his plate and dipped it into some sauce. ‘You work nearby?’

Anna nodded, her mouth full of rice, grunted a ‘yes’.

‘What do you do?’

She swallowed. ‘Just temping,’ she said. ‘Trying not to die of boredom.’

A waiter appeared at her shoulder with the bottle of water she’d ordered and by the time he’d left, she and the man sitting next to her were all but strangers once more. Anna felt as awkward as he obviously did about picking up their conversation, and neither needed any condiments passing.

They ate and exchanged smiles. Glanced and looked away. A nod from one or the other when something was especially tasty.

He was in his mid-to-late thirties – ten years or so older than she was – and looked good in a shiny blue suit that probably cost as much as her car. He had a crinkly smile and had missed a bit just below his Adam’s apple the last time he’d shaved. He looked like he worked out, but not too much, and she guessed he was not the sort who moisturised more often than she did.

He was still sitting next to her by the time she had finished.

‘Maybe I’ll be brave and try the wasabi next time,’ she said.

‘Sorry?’ He looked round at her in mock-surprise, as though he had forgotten she was there.

Anna wasn’t fooled for a second. She had been aware for the last ten minutes that he had finished eating. She’d seen the pile of empty plates next to him, watched him eke out a cup of green tea, and known very well that he was waiting for her to finish.

She leaned in close to him. ‘We could go to a hotel.’

Now the surprise was genuine. He had not been expecting her to make the first move. He opened his mouth and closed it again.

‘Seeing as you can sneak more than an hour.’

He nodded, but could not make eye contact with her.

‘Why don’t we find out how much you really like eating sushi?’ It was deliberately crude, and she felt herself redden as she said it, but she could see straight away that it had done the trick.

He muttered, ‘Christ!’ as the crinkly smile became a stupid grin. He waved the waiter across, pointing to Anna’s empty plates as well as his own to indicate that he would be paying for both of them.

 



The hotel was a five-minute walk away. Tucked behind Kingsway and within conveniently easy reach of Holborn Tube Station and a well-stocked chemist. A notch or two up from a Travelodge without being silly money.

He took out his wallet as they approached the reception desk.

‘I’m not a hooker,’ Anna said.

‘I know that.’

‘I’m perfectly happy to pay my share of the room.’

‘Look, it’s not a problem,’ he said. ‘You said you were temping, so . . .’

‘Fine, whatever.’ She caught the eye of the young man behind the desk. He nodded politely, then looked away, sensing he should not show any sign that he had seen her before. ‘If you want to be flash, you can order us a bottle of something,’ Anna said, then turned and walked across the lobby.

In the lift, he finally asked her name.

She shook her head. ‘Ingrid . . . Angelina . . . Michelle. Whatever turns you on the most. It’s more exciting that way.’ She closed her eyes and moaned softly as his hand moved to stroke her backside.

As the lift juddered to a halt at the first floor, he said, ‘My name’s Kevin.’

The room was larger than she had been expecting – a decent-sized double – and she guessed that he had splashed out, which made her feel oddly sorry for him.

‘Nice,’ he said, slipping off his jacket.

She headed straight for the bathroom. ‘Give me a minute,’ she said.

She sent the text while she was using the toilet, then stood in front of the mirror and wiped away the excess make-up. She could hear him moving around on the other side of the door, heard the bedsprings creak and imagined him pushing down on the mattress, testing it out like some sitcom gigolo, with that grin still plastered to his face.

When she came out, he was sitting on the edge of the bed in his boxer shorts, his hands in his lap.

‘Where’s that sushi, then?’ he asked.

‘Aren’t we going to have a drink first?’

As if on cue, there was a knock at the door and he nodded towards it. ‘They didn’t have champagne,’ he said. ‘So I got some sparkling wine. It’s more or less the same price, actually . . .’

Anna moved quickly to the door and opened it, then turned and saw Kevin’s face whiten and fall when his wife stepped into the room.

‘Oh, shit,’ he said, one hand still covering the rapidly dwindling erection, while the other scrabbled for shirt and trousers.

The woman watched him from the doorway, clutched her handbag to her stomach. Said, ‘You sad wanker.’

‘She picked me up, for heaven’s sake.’ He jabbed a finger in Anna’s direction. ‘I was just having my bloody lunch, and this . . . tart . . .’

‘I know,’ his wife said. ‘And she had to drag you here kicking and screaming, right?’

‘I can’t believe you did this. That you set this up.’

‘What, you can’t believe I didn’t trust you?’

Anna tried to squeeze past the man’s wife towards the door. ‘I’d better get out of your way.’

The woman nodded quickly and stood aside. ‘The money’s already gone into your firm’s account,’ she said.

‘Right, thanks . . .’

‘You bitch,’ Kevin shouted. He was still struggling to yank his trousers on and almost tumbled, bracing himself against a chest of drawers.

Anna opened the door.

‘And don’t flatter yourself either, love. It was only because it was on offer.’

The wife had tears in her eyes, but still managed a look that was somewhere between pity and rage. It seemed to Anna that both were aimed as much at her as at the woman’s husband.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Anna said.

She stepped quickly into the corridor as Kevin began shouting again, and winced as the door slammed shut behind her. She walked quickly past the lift and took the stairs down to the lobby two at a time.

Tried not to think of his face and his pale, hairless body and the things he must have thought they were going to do.

The words he’d shouted after her.

‘You’re kidding yourself, love,’ he’d said. ‘If you think you’re not a hooker.’

 



On the tube back to Victoria, Anna picked up a tattered Metro and tried to read. Did her best not to think about her afternoon’s work.


You’re kidding yourself . . .

She knew that the man whose marriage she had probably screwed up was bang on the money in more ways than one; that almost everything about what she was doing was wrong. She’d seen some of the flashier websites and knew how the bigger and better agencies handled the more radical end of ‘specialist matrimonial investigations’. There were always at least two investigators involved in any honey-trap operation. The well-being and safety of the investigator were always put first. There were hidden cameras and microphones and pre-arranged secret signals.

Yeah, right.

She could see the sneer on Frank’s face; hear his gravelly voice thick with sarcasm.

‘So, why don’t you sod off and work for one of the bigger and better  agencies, then?’

She imagined herself calmly dishing it right back. Blithely announcing that one of these days she just might do exactly that. The truth was, though, even if she had walked into that sushi restaurant with armed back-up, a concealed tape-recorder and a pen that squirted acid hidden in her knickers, she would not have felt any better about what she was doing.

The direction her life was taking.

Money might have helped a little, might have eased her discomfort,  but there was not a great deal of that, either. In one of those rare moments when Frank Anderson had not been angry or pissed or unreasonably vituperative, he had sat Anna down and tried to explain the financial situation.

‘I’d love to pay you a bit more,’ he had said, sounding almost, just for a second or two, as though he meant it. ‘I’d love to, but look around. Everything’s gone tits up in specialist services like ours and this credit crunch is biting us all in the arse. You understand?’

Anna had considered reminding Frank that she had a good economics degree, but guessed where the conversation would end.

‘So, why don’t you sod off back to that flashy bank, then?’

That was a tricky question to answer.

Because you promised me things. Because I thought this would be a challenge. Because I was bored stupid playing with other people’s money and you told me that if there was one job that was never predictable, that was always interesting, it was this one.

Because going back means giving up.

Anna thought back to the day she’d phoned F.A. Investigations, excited about the ad she’d seen in the local paper; keen as mustard and green as grass. Eighteen months and a lifetime ago. What the hell had she thought she was doing, walking out on a well-paid job, on friends and colleagues, for . . . this?

Ten pounds an hour to make tea and keep Frank’s accounts in order. To answer the phone and come on to men who couldn’t keep it in their pants.

And yet, despite the way things had panned out, Anna knew that her instincts had been right, that there had been nothing wrong with her ambition. How many people were stuck, too afraid to make a change, however much they yearned for it?

How many settled for jobs, partners, lives?

She had wanted something different, that was all. She had thought that in helping other people she would help herself. That, at the very least, it would stop her turning into one of those hard-faced City bitches who click-clacked past her all day long in their Jimmy Choos.  And, yes, she had thought it might be a little more exciting than futures and sodding hedge funds.

Kidding herself.

Same as she had been when she picked up the leaflet about joining the army, or when she’d thought about a career in the police force for all of five minutes. A year and a half ago, several of her friends had described her radical career shift from banker to private detective as ‘brave’. ‘Braver than me,’ Angie, a triage nurse, had said. Rob, a teacher in a rough north London school, had nodded his agreement. Anna had suspected they really meant ‘stupid’, but she had relished the compliment all the same.

A soldier, though? A copper? Certainly not brave enough for  that . . .

Anna stood as the train pulled into Victoria and caught the eye of the woman who had been sitting opposite. She tried to summon a smile but had to look away, convinced suddenly and for no good reason that the woman had got the measure of her. Could see what she was.

She felt over-wound and light-headed as the escalator carried her up towards the street; desperate now to get back to the office and change. She wanted to get out of the stupid heels she was click-clacking around in and back into her trainers. She wanted the day to end and the dark to wrap itself around her. She wanted to drink and sleep. It wasn’t until she got to the ticket barrier and fumbled for her Oyster card that she realised she had a torn page of the Metro crushed into her fist.

The office was wedged between a dry-cleaner’s and a betting shop; a cracked brown door with dirty glass. As Anna was reaching into her handbag for the keys, a woman who had been hovering at the kerb walked towards her. Forty-odd, and something fierce in her eyes.

Anna backed off half a step. Got ready to say ‘no’. The typical London response.

‘Are you a detective?’ the woman asked.

Anna just stared. No, not fierce, she thought. Desperate.

‘I saw your ad, and I need a bit of help with something, so . . .’

There was no light visible through the glass, and Anna guessed that Frank’s lunchtime drink had turned into several. He would have diverted any calls for F.A. Investigations to his mobile and would almost certainly not be back for the rest of the afternoon.

‘Yes,’ Anna said. ‘I am.’ She took out her keys and stepped towards the door. ‘Come on up.’




TWO

Had they been sitting side by side or staring at each other across the table in an interview room, the crucial difference between the two men might not have been obvious. Not to the casual observer, at any rate. Had one not been standing in a dock and the other in the witness box, it would have been tough to tell cop from killer.

Both were wearing suits and looking unhappy about the fact. Both stood reasonably still and, for the most part, stared straight ahead. Both seemed collected enough and, although only one was talking, both gave the impression, if you searched their expressions for more than a few moments, that there was plenty going on behind the façade of unflappable calm.

Both looked dangerous.

The man on the witness stand was well into his forties: stocky and round-shouldered, with dark hair that was greying a little more on one side than the other. He spoke slowly. He took care to say no more than he needed to as he gave his evidence, choosing his words carefully, but without letting that care look like doubt or hesitation.

‘And there was no question in your mind that you were dealing with a murder?’

‘No question whatsoever.’

‘You have told us that the defendant was “relaxed” when he was first interviewed. Did his demeanour change when you questioned him subsequent to his arrest?’

As Detective Inspector Tom Thorne described the five separate interviews he had conducted with the man on trial, he did his best to keep his eyes fixed on the prosecuting counsel. But he could not quite manage it. Two or three times, he glanced across at the dock to see Adam Chambers staring right back at him; the eyes flat, unblinking. Once, he looked up for a few seconds to the public gallery, where the family of the young woman Chambers had murdered was gathered. He saw the hope and the rage in the faces of Andrea Keane’s parents. The hands that clutched at those of others, or lay trembling in laps, wrapped tight around wads of damp tissue.

Thorne saw a group of people united in their grief and anger, and for whom justice – should it be meted out to their satisfaction – would be real and raw. Justice, of a sort, for an eighteen-year-old girl who Thorne knew beyond any doubt to be dead.

Despite the fact that no body had ever been found.

‘Inspector Thorne?’

His voice stayed calm as he finished his testimony, reiterating dates and times, names and places: those details he hoped would linger in the minds of the jurors; combining to do their job as effectively as those precious, damning strands of blonde hair, the lies exposed by a mobile-phone record, and the smiling face of a girl in a photograph, taken days before she was killed.

‘Thank you, Inspector. You may stand down.’

Thorne slipped his notebook back into the pocket of his jacket and stepped from the witness box. He walked slowly towards the rear doors of the courtroom, a fingertip moving back and forth across the small, straight scar on his chin. Eyes moving too, as he drew closer, towards the figure in the dock.

Thinking:


I don’t want to see you again . . .


Not in the flesh, obviously not that, because you’ll be banged up, thank God, and growing old. Watching your back and feeling that great big brain of yours turn to mush and staying on the right side of men who’d be happy to carve you up for looking at them funny. Because of what you are. I don’t want to see you at night, I mean. Hanging around where you’re not wanted and messing with me. Your smug face and your croaky ‘no comment’ dancing into my dreams . . .

As he passed beneath the dock, Thorne turned his face towards Adam Chambers. He paused for a second or two. He found the man’s eyes, and he held them.

Then he winked.

 



Thorne shared a ride back to Hendon with DS Samir Karim. As Exhibits Officer on the case, Karim was responsible for the evidence chain and for maintaining the integrity of its key pieces.

A hairbrush. A mobile phone. A glass with Andrea Keane’s fingerprints.

It was a typical February day that had begun for Thorne by scraping frost from his windscreen with a CD case, but still he opened his window and leaned towards it as the car moved slowly out of central London in heavy traffic. Over the rush of cold air, he could hear Karim telling him how well he had done. That there was no more he  could have done. That it was as good as in the bag.

Thorne hoped the sergeant was right. Certainly, without the most conclusive piece of evidence, the Crown Prosecution Service had to be pretty confident of securing a conviction before they would go to trial. On top of which, Thorne and the rest of the team had done everything that was asked of them. They had worked as hard as Thorne could ever remember to prove the three things vital to securing a conviction in a ‘no-body’ murder case.

That Andrea Keane was dead.

That she had been murdered.

That she had been murdered by Adam Chambers.

Andrea Keane had disappeared eight months earlier, after a judo  lesson at a sports centre in Cricklewood. Adam Chambers, a man with a history of violent sexual assault, had been her instructor. When he was initially questioned, he denied that he had seen Andrea after the lesson had finished, though later, when forensic evidence was found in his flat, he admitted that she had been there several times in the past. While Thorne and his team began to build a case against him, Chambers maintained that he had not seen Andrea the night she went missing, claiming that he had gone straight round to his girlfriend’s after his lesson. It was an alibi that the girlfriend confirmed, up until the point when cell-site data proved that Chambers had phoned her that night from his own flat. Then the story changed. Andrea had come round after her judo lesson, Chambers had said, but had only stayed for one drink before he’d told her she needed to go. She had been a bit emotional, Chambers told them, ranting at him about his girlfriend.

He had leaned across the table in an interview room at Colindale station, with a leer that Thorne would need a long time to forget.

Said, ‘She had a thing for me. What do you want me to say?’

From the moment he and his girlfriend had been charged and the lawyers had been appointed, Chambers changed his tactic. The ebullient swagger was replaced by a sullen refusal to cooperate; the wide-boy patter by two words.

No comment.

Thorne started a little as Karim leaned on the horn, cursing a cyclist who had jumped the lights ahead of him. Karim turned to look at Thorne. ‘Yeah, in the bag, mate,’ he said again. ‘I’m telling you.’

‘So, what are the odds?’ Thorne asked.

Karim shook his head.

‘Come on, you’re not telling me you haven’t worked them out.’

Karim was something of a gambler, and often ran a book on the result of a major case. It was officially frowned upon, but most of the senior officers turned a blind eye, had the occasional flutter themselves.

‘No point,’ Karim said. ‘Odds against are way too long. Besides, who’s going to bother?’

Thorne knew what his colleague meant. With a case like this one,  with a defendant like Adam Chambers, nobody would want to bet, or be seen to bet, on an acquittal.

Nobody would want to tempt fate.

Karim slapped out a drum-roll on the steering wheel. ‘It’s solid, mate, this one. Solid.’

As the investigation had gathered momentum and the circumstantial evidence had begun to mount up, Thorne had set about the task of proving that Andrea Keane was dead. Checks were run with every medical facility in the city. Unidentified bodies were re-examined and eliminated from the inquiry. Phone and financial records were analysed, CCTV footage was studied, and all travel companies supplied the documentation to prove that Andrea had not left the area voluntarily. While a massive search continued nationwide and all the major social networking sites were monitored round the clock, a criminal psychologist constructed a detailed and credible profile of a young woman with genuine ambition.

Someone who had made plans for her future.

Someone with no reason to run away or take her own life.

The media had, of course, been utilised extensively, but as was often the case, had proved to be more trouble than it was worth. A good deal of time and effort had been wasted chasing up dozens of ‘sightings’ phoned into the incident room every week after appeals on TV or in the newspapers. Each one, including those from overseas, had to be thoroughly checked out and discredited, but that had not stopped Chambers’ defence team seizing upon them. Had not stopped his bullish, female solicitor suggesting in court that while Andrea Keane was still being spotted on a regular basis, it would be frankly ridiculous to convict anyone of her murder.

Thorne had stood his ground, drawing the jury’s attention to the ‘Presumption of Death’ chart – a fourteen-page document outlining every inquiry undertaken to support the assertion that Andrea Keane was no longer alive. He had brandished his copy, looked hard at Chambers’ solicitor, and told her it was frankly ridiculous to believe that Andrea Keane had not been murdered.

He had lain the document down again as calmly as was possible, aware of the movement, the noise of a muffled sob or grunt from the public gallery. He had kept his eyes on the chart, swallowed hard as they fixed on a highlighted bullet-point in the clinical psychologist’s report:



Hopes and Aspirations 
• The missing girl was variously described by friends as ‘happy’, ‘full of beans’, etc.

• She was looking for a flat to rent.

• She was training to be a nurse.







‘Stick some music on, Sam.’

Karim leaned across and flicked on the radio. It was pre-tuned to Capital, and Karim immediately began nodding his head in time to some soulless remix. Thorne toyed with pulling rank, but decided he could not be arsed. Instead, he closed his eyes and kept them shut, tuning out the music, tuning out everything, for the rest of the journey north.

When they finally turned into the car park at the Peel Centre, it was almost lunchtime. Walking towards Becke House, Thorne was trying to decide between braving the canteen or a pub lunch at the Oak when an officer on his way out told him that he had a visitor waiting.

‘A private detective.’

‘What?’

‘Good luck.’

The officer clearly thought this was hilarious, and that Thorne’s reaction made it funnier still: a groan and a slump of the shoulders as Thorne continued, with no enthusiasm, up the steps and into the foyer at Becke House.

Thorne spotted his visitor immediately and made his way towards him. Fifty-ish and unkempt, a symphony in brown and beige with dirty hair and Hush Puppies, confirming just about every prejudice  Thorne had about sad little men who drove Cavaliers and stuck their noses into other people’s business for a living.

‘I’m DI Thorne,’ he said.

The man looked up at him, confused. ‘And?’

‘You’re not much of a detective, are you?’

Thorne turned at the voice from across the foyer. He saw a young woman take a step towards him, reddening as she did so.

‘I think you’re looking for me.’

Thorne reached instinctively for his tie and loosened it. ‘Sorry.’ He could sense the man he had spoken to smirking behind him. ‘I’ve been in court all morning, so . . .’

‘Did you get off?’

Thorne just stared as the woman reddened still further.

She mumbled, ‘Sorry, stupid joke,’ and proffered a business card. ‘My name’s Anna Carpenter, and—’

Thorne took the card without looking at it and gestured towards the security door. ‘Let’s go up to my office.’ He swiped his ID and gave the finger to the desk sergeant, who was still chuckling as Thorne ushered Anna through the door.




THREE

Thorne stared down at the card and the photograph on the desk in front of him. He tapped a finger against the dog-eared business card. ‘F.A. Investigations’. The name ‘Frank Anderson’ beneath and an address in Victoria. It looked like one of those you could get printed up in batches of fifty from DIY machines at railway stations. Thin card and a font that made the lettering look like broken-down typing. A cheesy picture of a bloodhound with a magnifying glass.

‘Don’t you get your own card?’ Thorne asked.

The woman sitting opposite picked at her thumbnail. ‘Mr Anderson keeps saying he’ll get around to it,’ she said. ‘And he makes the administrative decisions. Right now, I think he’s got more important things to spend his money on.’

Thorne nodded his understanding. Like keeping his Cavalier on the road, he thought.

‘This is my case, though.’ She waited until Thorne looked up and across at her. ‘I mean, Donna’s my client.’

Thorne could see the determination clearly in Anna Carpenter’s face, could hear it in her voice. A desire to impress, to impose herself, even if she didn’t quite look the part in jeans and a black corduroy  jacket. Like a superannuated student, Thorne’s father would have said. She was late twenties, Thorne guessed; round-faced and pretty. When she wasn’t picking at her fingernails, she tugged at a strand of long, dirty-blonde hair and shifted around in her chair like someone who found it difficult to keep still for more than a few seconds at a time.

‘I never said she wasn’t,’ Thorne said. He looked down again, turned his attention to the photograph. A man was squinting into the sunshine, grinning at the camera and holding up a glass of beer. He was probably mid-fifties, with the hair on his head a little darker than it would have been naturally, judging by the grey tangle on his flabby, nut-brown chest. The sky behind him was cloudless, with the jagged line of a mountain sloping down to a dark blue streak of sea in the background, a small sail-boat in the far distance. He might have been sitting on a boat himself, or at the end of a pier. In a restaurant near the water’s edge, perhaps.

‘Greece? Spain? South of France?’ Thorne shook his head. ‘Florida, maybe? Your guess is as good as mine.’

‘It’s not Birmingham,’ Anna said. ‘That’s about as far as I’ve got.’

The man’s eyes were all but closed against the glare, but the grin seemed unforced, effortless. ‘He looks happy enough.’

‘Got every reason to be,’ Anna said. ‘Actually, I thought you might recognise him.’

Thorne looked closer. A bell was ringing, but faintly. ‘What’s your client’s name?’

There was a pause, the hint of a satisfied smile. ‘She was sent that picture last December.’ Anna moved her chair forward until she was tight against the desk. ‘That was two months before she was released from prison.’

‘What did she do?’

‘Conspiracy to murder her husband.’

‘How long?’

‘Twelve years. She served ten.’

‘Langford?’ Thorne stared at her. The penny had dropped, hard, but it made no sense. ‘Your client is Donna Langford?’

Anna nodded. ‘She’s using her maiden name now, but, yes, she was.’

‘Somebody’s winding you up, love.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘You know what she did?’ Thorne stabbed a finger at the photograph. ‘Why this can’t possibly be who she thinks it is?’

‘She told me some of it.’

‘Let me tell you all of it,’ Thorne said. ‘Then we can both stop wasting our time.’

Thorne had worked on cases within the last six months that he could not remember as clearly as this one, even though it had been more than a decade since Alan Langford was murdered.

They’d called it the ‘Epping Forest Barbecue’ in the office.

Langford had always been a man who made news. He had kept a good few journalists busy over the years, crime and business correspondents both; his property empire growing as fast as his competitors retired suddenly, vanished or met with unfortunate accidents. He finally became front-page fodder when his charred remains were discovered in his burned-out Jag in Epping Forest. Then the column inches became feet and yards when it emerged that his wife had arranged his murder.

Donna Langford, an immaculately turned-out businessman’s wife, patron of several local charities and lady who lunched, had paid someone to kill her husband.

‘She used her old man’s own contacts,’ Thorne said. ‘Maybe the bloke she hired was in Langford’s address-book . . . under “H” for “Hit-men”.’

‘Look at the picture again,’ Anna said. ‘It’s him. You must remember what he looked like back then. You can see that he’s aged, surely?’

Thorne glanced down. ‘Yes, well, he’s certainly looking a lot better than the last time I saw him.’

‘If you’re talking about the body in the car, that wasn’t him.’

‘Donna identified him.’ Thorne was doing his best not to sound patronising, but it was a struggle. ‘It was his car and his jewellery. That was pretty much all that was left, mind you . . .’

‘She never knew that was how he was going to do it,’ Anna said. ‘The man she hired.’

‘She never asked.’ Thorne leaned back in his chair. ‘She calmly paid an Irishman called Paul Monahan twenty-five thousand pounds. He used a few quid of it to buy some petrol and a pair of handcuffs.’

‘When did you know she had been involved?’

‘About thirty seconds after I met her,’ Thorne said. ‘When she came in to identify the body. I’ve seen people react in all sorts of ways, but she just stood and . . . shook. I asked her if she was all right, and she more or less made a confession on the spot, with her old man still stinking like overcooked meat in the corner.’

‘How did you catch Monahan?’

‘Donna gave us his name and then we matched his DNA to a cigarette butt we found at the crime scene. It couldn’t have been more straightforward in the end.’ Thorne slid the picture across the desk towards Anna. ‘Trust me, cases as piss-easy as that one don’t come along every day.’

Anna nodded and cleared her throat. ‘Donna’s served ten years in prison, Inspector.’

Thorne took a few seconds, gathered together some papers on his desk. He summoned the same calm expression he had been relying on in court all morning, but he could still remember the smell of that Jag, the taste of the smoke and the ash that was not just ash, and the pale globules of fat that were stuck to the seats.

‘She got off pretty lightly, if you ask me,’ he said. ‘She pleaded guilty, which always does you a favour, and it didn’t hurt that her old man was a scumbag who was probably knocking her about when he wasn’t busy having people’s legs broken. Yeah, Alan Langford got what was coming to him, probably, but it was still a seriously nasty way to go.’

‘Look at the date,’ Anna said, She pushed the photo back towards Thorne. ‘Bottom right . . .’

Thorne picked up the photo. The date had been stamped automatically by the camera: a little over three months earlier. ‘They can do  that sort of thing with Photoshop,’ he said. ‘Besides which, this could be a photo of anybody.’

‘Donna says it’s her husband,’ Anna said. She shook her head, searched for something else, but in the end she just shrugged and said it again. ‘She swears it’s Alan.’

‘Then she’s lying.’

‘Why?’

‘Because . . . Look, maybe she went a bit funny inside. She wouldn’t be the first. Maybe she wants money. Maybe she’s trying to get some big “miscarriage of justice” thing off the ground.’

‘She doesn’t even know I’m here,’ Anna said. ‘She came to me because she doesn’t want the police involved.’

Thorne was taken aback. ‘OK, so how are you going to explain this conversation to your client?’ He could not suppress a smile and felt more than a little guilty as he watched her start to fidget and redden again.

‘I’ll just be honest and tell her that I was getting nowhere,’ Anna said. ‘That I couldn’t think what else to do. I’ll tell her I’ve spent a fortnight staring at that sodding photo and that I’m none the wiser.’

‘Why did you come to see me?’ Thorne asked.

‘I thought you might be able to get a bit more information from the photograph.’ She looked at Thorne, but got no response. ‘Don’t you have ways of . . . enhancing pictures, or whatever? I mean, there must be some way to tell where this picture was taken. I don’t know, geographical profiling, a computer programme or something?’

‘This isn’t CSI,’ Thorne said. ‘We haven’t even got a photocopier that works properly.’

‘I also thought you might be interested.’ Anna was leaning towards him suddenly. ‘Stupid of me, I can see that, but it seemed like a decent idea at the time. It was your case, so I hoped that if you saw the photo you might at least think that maybe it wasn’t . . . finished.’ She stared at Thorne for a few seconds longer, then sat back and reached for a strand of hair to pull at.

‘It’s a waste of time,’ Thorne said. ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got more  important things to worry about. Actually, I can’t think of anything that isn’t more important than this.’ He pushed back his chair and, after a moment or two, Anna got the message and did the same.

‘I’ll get out of your way, then,’ she said.

She took a step towards the door.

Thorne thought she looked about fourteen. ‘Look . . . I’ll run it past my boss, all right?’ He saw her expression change and raised a hand. ‘He’ll only say the same as me, though, so don’t hold your breath.’ He picked up the photograph again, nodded down at it. ‘Could do with a bit of that myself,’ he said. ‘Sun and sand.’

‘Tom?’

Thorne looked up to see DI Yvonne Kitson standing in the doorway. They shared the office and most of the time Thorne was happy enough with the arrangement. He certainly liked her a lot more than he had back when she was a high-flier, and suspected that she felt the same way about herself. Like Thorne, she could still put noses out of joint without much effort, but it was hard not to admire the way she had rebuilt a career that had plunged so calamitously off the tracks after an extra-marital affair with a senior officer.

‘Like a self-assembly wardrobe,’ she had once said to Thorne. ‘One loose screw and the whole thing fell to pieces.’

Now, she had one eye on Thorne’s visitor. He gestured towards Anna, the photograph flapping between his fingers, and introduced her.

Kitson nodded a cursory greeting and turned back to Thorne. ‘I just thought you’d like to know that the jury’s gone out.’

‘Right.’ Thorne stood and moved around the desk.

Anna was doing up the buttons on her jacket. ‘The case you were in court for?’

Thorne nodded, thinking about the wink he’d given Adam Chambers. ‘One that isn’t quite so . . . piss-easy,’ he said.

 



DCI Russell Brigstocke’s office was twenty feet along the corridor from the one Thorne shared with Yvonne Kitson. When Thorne  walked in, Brigstocke was on the phone, so Thorne dropped into a chair and waited. He thought about an eighteen-year-old girl whose bones still lay waiting for an inquisitive dog and about a man who had died screaming, handcuffed to the wheel of a car in the middle of nowhere.

He tried to separate the two murders, committed so many years apart. To tease out the tangle of pictures, real and imagined.

He wanted to worry about the right thing . . .

Brigstocke put the phone down and reached for a mug of coffee. He took a sip, grimaced.

‘You know the jury’s out?’ Thorne asked.

Brigstocke nodded. ‘No point thinking about it, mate,’ he said. ‘I heard it went really well this morning.’

‘Sam tell you it was in the bag, did he?’

‘I’m just saying we’ve done everything we could.’

‘Everything except find her,’ Thorne said.

He felt chilly suddenly, aware of how thin and flimsy his suit was, missing the heavy familiarity of his leather jacket. As it went, most coppers dressed the way he was at that moment. It was as if each one graduated to a plain-clothes unit and instantly acquired the fashion sense of a low-end estate agent, but Thorne had always resisted the pull of the off-the-peg M&S two-piece, the easy-iron shirt and shiny tie.

‘It’s bloody cold in here,’ he said.

Brigstocke nodded. ‘There’s air in the radiator and nobody’s got a key.’

Thorne got up and walked across to the radiator, bent and put his hand to the metal, which was no better than lukewarm. He stood up, pressed his calves against it. Hearing a sound he had come to recognise and dread, he looked round and saw Brigstocke shuffling a pack of cards.

‘I’ve got a new one for you.’

‘Do you have to?’ Thorne asked.

For reasons nobody could quite fathom, Brigstocke had developed  a keen interest in magic over the previous few months. He attended classes at a club in Watford and had started performing close-up magic for beer money at assorted Met parties and conferences. He also insisted on trying out new tricks on anyone who could not escape quickly enough.

‘Just think of a card,’ Brigstocke said, slipping into the patter. ‘Don’t tell me, though. I mean, what kind of a trick would that be?’

The trick was pretty good, and Thorne did his best to sound encouraging, but he had never really seen the point of magic. He had no real interest unless the magician explained how a trick was done. Russell Brigstocke was a decent copper, but he was certainly not a wizard.

‘Who was the girl in your office?’ Brigstocke asked, putting away the cards.

Thorne told him about Anna Carpenter and the Curious Case of the Suntanned Corpse. Brigstocke had not worked on the Langford inquiry, but he remembered the investigation well enough.

‘Coming back from the dead,’ he said. ‘Now that’s a decent trick.’

‘It would be impressive.’

‘Anything in it?’

Thorne took the photograph from his pocket and passed it over. ‘God knows what Donna Langford’s up to,’ he said. ‘I just hope that detective agency’s screwing a decent wedge out of her.’

‘Does it even look like him?’

Thorne stood at Brigstocke’s shoulder and looked again. The dyed hair, the squint, the grin. That faint bell was ringing a little louder now, but surely that was just because Anna Carpenter had told him who it was supposed to be. ‘Looks like a lot of people,’ he said. ‘Looks like a bad actor playing a gangster on his holidays.’

‘What did you tell her?’

‘That she was wasting her time and we couldn’t afford to waste any of ours.’

‘Absolutely right,’ Brigstocke said. ‘Not when we’ve got the latest Police Performance Assessment Framework to read and twelve-page  reports on Standard Operating Procedure to complete by the end of the day.’

Thorne laughed and felt it take the chill off.

They talked about football for a few minutes, then families. Thorne asked after Brigstocke’s three kids. The DCI asked Thorne how on earth his girlfriend was handling her job on the Kidnap Unit and managing to share a flat with someone who supported Spurs and listened to country music.

‘How does she cope with all that pain and stress, day after day?’ Brigstocke asked.

Thorne shook his head and let the punchline come.

‘And the kidnaps must be even worse . . .’

They joked and chatted. Piss-takes and bullshit. Killing time and pretending not to think about the twelve strangers arguing in a room on the other side of the city.




FOUR

Anna bolted her dinner.

It was always fairly awkward when it was just her, Megan and Megan’s latest boyfriend – on this occasion the admittedly gorgeous, but palpably brain-dead, Daniel – and it didn’t help that Megan had done the cooking. Anna’s housemate could only really manage pasta, and usually just threw in whatever happened to be lying around in the fridge. Her latest creation involved carrots, tinned peas and hard-boiled eggs, and watching Daniel slather brown sauce all over it didn’t do much for Anna’s appetite. Half a plate was filling enough, in the end.

It still tasted better than sushi, though . . .

After ten minutes’ idle chat, during which nobody asked how her day had been, and ten more growing increasingly annoyed as Daniel sprawled on the sofa, smoking and dodging the washing-up, Anna went upstairs to her room. She lay on the bed and watched TV. Channel-hopped through the local news, a quiz show that left her utterly baffled, and a pointless remake of a sitcom that had been pointless first time around.

That had to be a sign of getting old, Anna thought: when they  remake something you’ve grown up watching. It had to be a bad sign, surely. Looked at objectively by almost anybody – her parents, for example – it made her present circumstances seem that much sadder.

Working for peanuts and living like a student.

The house was only a couple of minutes’ walk from the office which, along with the lower-than-average rent, justified for Anna the fact that she hated the area. It helped her forget, some of the time at least, that she had nothing in common with her nineteen-year-old housemate and had actually lived in a far nicer place when she was a student.

Back then, of course, her parents had been happy to chip in a little and help her do the place up. They had arrived unannounced, beaming on the doorstep with the radio she was always borrowing when she was at home and a brand-new microwave. They sent funny letters and food-parcels. Later, though, all of that had changed.

‘What the hell did you think you were doing?’

Her father did not often lose his temper, and seeing him looking so lost, so genuinely confused, when Anna had announced that she had thrown in her job at the bank had been hugely upsetting. She felt ashamed just thinking about it; prickling with sweat and as close to tears as he had been when she’d told him.

‘What are we supposed to think, your mum and me?’

Her mother had risen slowly from her seat as soon as Anna had begun saying her piece, but had made no response. She had just stared, red-faced and breathing noisily, as though she were trying her very best not to march across the carpet and slap her daughter.

‘I’m really sorry you’re upset,’ Anna had said. Standing in her parents’ overheated front room, she had heard her mother’s voice in her own. The tone that had been reserved for those occasions when Anna or her sister had done something more than usually idiotic. ‘But I think I’m old enough and ugly enough to make my own decisions, don’t you?’

Her father had opened and closed his mouth. Her mother had just sat down again.


My own seriously stupid decisions . . .

Detective Inspector Tom Thorne knew nothing about Anna’s history or her questionable lifestyle decisions, but clearly he thought she had been stupid to take on Donna Langford as a client. Thinking through their conversation on her journey back south of the river, she had decided he’d been pleasant enough, if a little condescending. No, more than pleasant, but he had made his scepticism and his distaste  perfectly obvious, so she had not been holding out much hope.

A text message had been waiting for her when she came out of Victoria Tube Station: ‘Like I thought. Not much we can do with this. Good luck with Donna.’

She was halfway through a reply, trying to word a jokey comment about Thorne’s broken photocopier, when she changed her mind and erased what she had typed.

Luck was hardly likely to help her, Anna decided. She could not imagine where it might come from and how it would turn things around. It would not prevent her having to make the phone call she was dreading; giving back the money she’d been paid in advance and admitting to her client – her only client – that she had run out of ideas.

Downstairs, housemate and housemate’s stupid boyfriend had put on some music. Anna turned up the volume on the TV. She flopped back down on the bed, muttered a barrage of swear-words and slapped her palms repeatedly into the softness of the duvet.


I’ve got more important things to worry about, Thorne had said. Well,  she hadn’t. She needed the money and she needed something to get her blood pumping a little faster. Whatever Tom Thorne thought about her, Donna Langford had nowhere to turn and she was even more desperate than Anna had guessed when she’d first laid eyes on her.

There was something about Thorne, too; something that told her she could not quite write him off. She had seen it in his face when she’d challenged him, when she’d told him she thought he might be interested. When she had shamelessly done her very best to sound disappointed.

She sat up and reached for the remote. Smiling now, thinking about her poor put-upon father. He was a man who could always be relied upon for a decent homily, whether one was needed or not.

If you want something doing, gift horses and the price of politeness. Always wear clean underwear in case you’re in an accident, that sort of thing.

You make your own luck . . .

 



‘He’s got a point,’ Louise Porter said.

‘Yeah, right.’ Thorne had told her about Russell Brigstocke’s joke: the kidnaps and the country music.

Louise held out her wine glass and Thorne topped it up. ‘It’s a wonder I don’t throw you out.’

‘It’s my flat.’

‘I’m fully expecting the Pope to make me a saint.’

‘I think that only happens once you’re dead.’

‘See? Everything Russell said is true and you’re a smartarse.’

They had spent more evenings together recently, at Thorne’s place or occasionally at Louise’s in Pimlico, than was usually the case. Louise’s team on the Kidnap Unit was less busy than it had been in a long time and Thorne had not caught a murder that necessitated too much overtime. Certainly nothing as all-consuming as the Andrea Keane inquiry.

He had picked up a takeaway en route from Hendon, ignoring the Bengal Lancer – his usual port of call – and opting instead to try a new Greek place a little further south on the Kentish Town Road. The food had been fine, but looking down at what was left of his chicken souvlaki, Thorne wished he had not been so adventurous.

It wasn’t like him, after all.

They drank their wine and a silence grew between them, while Louise flicked through the Evening Standard and Thorne watched the ten o’clock news. It was comfortable enough, as it should have been, more than two years into their relationship. But since Louise had lost a baby the year before, Thorne had found it hard to take anything for granted.

An equilibrium had returned, but it felt precarious.

Often, it seemed to Thorne, they moved too cautiously around one another, circling their loss like wild animals. Curious, but wary. She got angry if she felt that he was treating her differently, and he would overcompensate, storming around the flat and taking out his bad day, his foul mood, his grief on her.

It was difficult.

The mildest of disagreements, a furious row, a fuck . . .

Sometimes it felt wrong to Thorne how easily one could lead to the next, and that any of them was really about a hundred different things. He had tried to explain it to Phil Hendricks – his closest friend and a good one to Louise, too – one night in front of Sky Sports.

‘I bet the row lasts longer,’ Hendricks had said.

‘I just can’t bear the thought of her in pain,’ Thorne had said, at which point Hendricks had stopped joking.

‘Tom?’

Thorne looked over and saw that Louise was watching him over the top of her paper.

‘There’s no point worrying about it,’ she said. She laid down the paper and reached for the cat, curled up next to her on the sofa. ‘There’s nothing you can do, unless you fancy trying to nobble a couple of jurors.’

Thorne sighed, nodded. He knew she was right, but it wasn’t helping. ‘A couple of them are no older than Andrea was,’ he said.

‘So?’

‘So, you worry they can’t make a . . . mature decision.’

‘“Mature” meaning “guilty”.’

‘That they won’t see what Chambers is really like.’

‘You want to raise the legal age for jury service? To what – twenty-one? Forty?’

‘I’m just saying.’

‘You don’t think an eighteen-year-old knows exactly what the likes of Adam Chambers is capable of?’ She jabbed a finger at her Standard. ‘Kids half that age are doing worse things every day of the week. Knifing each other for an iPhone.’

Thorne shook his head.

‘Come on, you’ve dealt with enough of them.’

‘Not the same,’ Thorne said. ‘You’re right . . . but most of the time there’s a reason at least. I’m not justifying it, course I’m not, but it’s not the same as what Chambers did to Andrea Keane.’

‘You don’t know what he did.’

‘They don’t enjoy it.’

Louise picked up her paper again, read for a minute, then asked Thorne if he’d remembered to put the leftover souvlaki in tin-foil. He was on his way to the kitchen when the doorbell rang.

Louise asked the question with a look. Thorne shrugged a ‘no idea’ and moved towards the door.

‘Look, I know I should have called, so I’m sorry if it’s a bit late . . .’

Thorne’s flat was on the ground floor, but the entrance to the building was half a dozen steps up from the street. He peered down at his visitor from the edge of the half-open door, his expression making it abundantly clear that he was cold and less than delighted to see her.

‘How did you get my address?’

She smiled. ‘I’m a detective.’

Thorne waited.

‘I’ve got a friend who works for the DVLA.’

‘Used to,’ Thorne said. ‘She just lost her job.’

‘Oh come on—’

‘What do you want, Anna?’

She climbed a couple of steps, then leaned towards Thorne and held out a hand. He took the piece of paper she was brandishing.

‘It’s Donna’s address.’

‘Haven’t we been through this?’

‘Just go and see her,’ Anna said. ‘Please.’

‘There’s no point.’ Thorne rubbed at his bare forearms, shook his head. ‘Look, I don’t want to see her and I very much doubt she’d be too keen on seeing me.’

‘I phoned her. She knows I’ve spoken to you.’

‘So, phone her again. Tell her I’m not coming.’

‘Just go round there for half an hour.’ Anna took another step up towards the door. ‘That’s all I’m asking. If you still feel like it’s a waste of time, fair enough.’

‘I will.’

‘Meaning you’ll go, right?’

‘I thought you were just misguided this morning,’ Thorne said. ‘Now I think you’re misguided and pushy.’ He looked down at the slip of paper. An address in Seven Sisters.

‘You got changed.’

Thorne looked up. ‘What?’

‘This morning,’ Anna said, pointing, ‘you looked like you couldn’t wait to get out of that suit.’

Thorne suddenly felt rather self-conscious in his rattiest jeans, socks and T-shirt; even more so when he sensed Louise at his shoulder. He opened the door a little wider, so that she and Anna could see each other, made the introductions.

‘I’m really sorry to disturb you,’ Anna said. ‘I’m just being pushy.’

‘It’s OK,’ Louise said, not really getting it. ‘And you’re welcome to come in, you know. I might go to bed, but if the pair of you have got stuff to talk about . . .’

Anna mumbled a thank-you and looked at her feet.

‘It’s fine,’ Thorne said. ‘We’re about done.’




FIVE

For a few uncomfortable seconds, before reaching into his pocket for his warrant card, Thorne could only stare at the woman who had opened the door. She had short, bottle-blonde hair and a blank expression, her face thin and hard in spite of the bronze foundation and dark brown eyes.

Thorne was trying to keep the reaction from his face, the amazement that Donna Langford could have changed quite so much, when a second woman appeared from a doorway a few feet down the hall. Realising his mistake, Thorne nodded his recognition and she did the same. She said, ‘It’s OK,’ and the woman at the door stepped back, her face finally softened by a sly smile, to let Thorne inside.

‘You haven’t changed much.’ Donna said.

The flat was in the middle of a two-storey block on a busy road between the stations at Seven Sisters and South Tottenham. There were ornamental plastic animals – rabbits, turtles, herons – lined up along the path to the door and scattered around a front garden almost completely cast into shadow by a giant satellite dish. The orthodox Jewish community of Stamford Hill lay half a mile away, with the up-and-coming middle-class enclave of Stoke Newington a few minutes  further south, but Donna Langford was living in one of the few areas in London where you could still buy a place for less than six figures and the pound shops outnumbered the Starbucks.
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