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PROLOGUE


The door handle creaks and she opens her eyes. The man who enters does not like her, and he has promised to make her life hell. But hell is relative, and at least his return will hold back the nightmarish memories, if only for a while.


He closes the door behind him and, instead of taking the seat across the table from her, he sits in a chair in the corner of the room. The metal legs scrape against the floor, a loud, jarring noise, and Angela jumps.


“Still twitchy,” he says.


She does not reply.


Detective Inspector Volk has a big coffee mug in one hand, its outside stained with drips that might be two or three days old. Something dry and crispy is stuck to the mug’s base—a crushed cookie, perhaps—and Volk’s shirt is speckled with whatever he had for dinner the previous day. He holds a pastry in his other hand. His hair is unkempt and in need of a trim. He’s stubbled and scruffy, but she can smell the minty waft of shower gel, his nails are trimmed and clean, and his athletic form is difficult to hide. It’s only the image of distraction he wants to project.


In reality he’s a man very much in charge.


“Cake for breakfast,” he says, taking a bite of the pastry.



It snows crumbs down his front. “God bless America. Hungry?”


“I’ve eaten,” Angela says.


He nods, and chews.


“We know everything that’s happened,” he says, slurping coffee, staring at her through the steam. “They’ve put it together back home. Forensics are still collating their reports, but we’ve got enough to tie you to four of the murders, at least.” She can smell that it’s real coffee, not that instant shit they’ve been giving her. There’s probably a grinder in Detective Hey’s office.


“Then you don’t need anymore from me,” she says, glancing down at her hands. They’re crossed on the table in front of her. The back of her left hand is bruised and scratched, and she has a flash-memory of how that happened. A chill runs through her. She shudders, and from the corner of her eye she sees Volk stiffen.


He doesn’t miss anything.


“‘Anymore’? You haven’t given us anything.”


“Shouldn’t you be recording this?” she asks.


Volk shrugs. “I’m on my break.”


“Then you shouldn’t be talking to me. I’m under arrest. Any questioning should be recorded, otherwise whatever case you think you can put together will be flawed. You know that.”


“And I know you know that, too. The longer you’re here, the more I’m finding out about you, Angela. You’re a brilliant woman. A first class degree in criminology. Studying for your doctorate in subcultural theory. I’ve got some theories for you, we should chat some time.”


If it’s an invitation, she disappoints him by remaining silent.




“You volunteer at a local school back in the UK, helping kids with their reading. You grow rare orchids. Spend quite a lot on them, evidently. You’re fit and healthy. You look after yourself, run quite a bit, gym. Probably work out at home, too. You care about yourself and your body.”


“Takes one to know one.”


Another slurp of coffee. She can feel Volk staring at her, but she keeps her gaze fixed on her hands.


All the things they’ve touched, she thinks. All the things they’ve done. She blinks and wonders whether those awful red memories will be forever imprinted on the insides of her eyelids.


“This isn’t you, Angela,” he says. For a moment she almost falls for the softness of his voice, the concern she hears there, and opens up. The moment surprises her because she thought she was more guarded than that, but perhaps everything she’s been through has damaged her more than she believes. Maybe she’s changed forever.


Of course I have. Everything has changed forever, and that’s why I’m sitting here in this run-down precinct, saying nothing. Because the change has to stop somewhere.


“I’m ready when you want to continue the interview,” she says.


Volk sighs and stands suddenly, sending the chair skidding against the wall. She jumps again at the sound of metal on the concrete floor. That high, painful screeeeee! that bites into her ears and claws down her spine.


“I don’t understand,” he says. “Angela, this isn’t you, and I don’t believe it’s your boyfriend, either. Wherever he is.”


“Vince is dead,” she murmurs. She’s told them that a dozen times.


“Perhaps, but that doesn’t change the facts. The worst



you’ve ever done is get a parking ticket. And while Vince certainly isn’t whiter than white, he’s no killer. You’re not murderers!”


“Evidence would suggest otherwise,” she whispers.


“Really?” He sits opposite her now, but doesn’t turn on the recorder. This is still just him and her.


She looks up and meets his gaze.


“Really?” he asks again. For the first time she thinks she sees the real Volk. He’s haunted and damaged, and she wants to ask what he’s seen, what he knows. He’s from London, after all. Then he looks over her shoulder and continues. “Last time I saw that many bodies was the day those bastards bombed the Underground. I was a beat bobby then, one of the first on the scene at Tavistock Square, where the bus was blown up.” He shakes his head and looks like he’s going to say more, but instead he glances at Angela and then looks down into his coffee mug, pausing for a second before taking another drink.


“I’m not a terrorist,” she says. It seems important to emphasise that. However many murders she’s taking the blame for, she needs them to know that there are reasons.


But I can’t tell them anything, she thinks. It all has to be silence.


Volk chuckles. It surprises her.


“You’re being deported back to the UK like one.”


“Well, I’m not.”


“Honestly, with some of those you killed you did us a favor. Scum. We’re well rid of them. Best way to cleanse the world of some of these people, that’s what I say.”


Angela isn’t drawn in. She looks down at her hands again.


The things they’ve touched.


“Detective Hey will be back in a minute, and the recording



will start again. He’s a nice enough bloke, very accommodating, but so… American.” Volk smiles. “No offense.”


“None taken.”


“So tell me now, just for my sake.” He pauses and leans in. “Come on, Angela. There’s no way you and Vince killed all those people. I know that and so do you.”


She sighs heavily. Maybe Volk thinks it’s her resistance breaking, but it is nothing of the sort. This is fear.


“So tell me the truth,” he says. “Are you afraid I won’t believe you?”


“No,” she says, and closes her eyes again. “I’m afraid you will.”













FIVE DAYS EARLIER...













1


Angela definitely wasn’t a morning person. Sunlight filtered through the gap between the curtains, traffic noise rumbled outside, the noisy dog from the next street barked to be let in, and barked, and barked, but she dozed in and out, relishing the comfortable warmth of her bed. She stretched, ankles clicking, body tensing, and relaxing again brought a satisfied sigh to her lips.


She was aware of the noises from upstairs. She knew that Vince was lying there awake, listening, but she wanted these last few moments before confronting the new day.


Sometimes the best dreams came in the final seconds of sleep.


“Less than five minutes this morning,” Vince said. “Hang on.”


Now that he’d brought her attention to it, Angela couldn’t help listening to the sound that came from the apartment above. The creaking bed had fallen silent, and she smiled as she realised she was holding her breath until…


“Yeah, there you go,” Vince said. “He’s finishing her off with his fingers.”


“Jesus, you’re such a romantic,” she mumbled into her pillow.




“You know it.”


She tried to stretch down into the bed, but now that they’d both acknowledged the sounds, they seemed so much more obvious. Virtually every morning the couple upstairs started the day with a screw. Sometimes it went on for quite a while. Other times, like today, it was a quickie followed by a few more minutes groaning and creaking. She and Vince had always made a joke of it. It didn’t bother her much, and Vince freely admitted that it turned him on. Sometimes, that didn’t bother her either.


But when he rolled against her back and she felt his interest, she offered a tired shrug.


“Wasn’t last night enough?”


“Never enough,” he said, nuzzling her neck. “Come on, let’s make a noise.”


“Make me tea.”


“Tea? You’ve got me here, naked, and you want tea?”


“One sugar.”


“You sure?”


She rolled onto her back and stretched again, then turned to face him.


“Mmm. Second thoughts… no, two sugars this morning.”


“Tease.”


“Need to refuel after last’s night’s exertions.”


Vince made a mock-annoyed face, then rolled from bed and padded out into the hallway.


“You’ll regret it later!” he shouted back to her. “Stuck here on your own, thoughts drifting, thinking about what you missed.”


“Yeah, right, I’ll regret it.”


He reached the kitchen and started whistling, so he missed the single cry from upstairs.




“Keep it down, girl,” Angela muttered, though really it was kind of sweet.


Over the three years she’d been living here, she had barely swapped thirty words with the couple living above her. They seemed nice enough. He was a tall, bald guy, quiet but always offering a nod and a smile. She was short and round, always dressed in black, and her hair changed colour and style pretty much every week. Angela had no idea what they did, where they worked, or where they went when they weren’t at home. That was just the London way. In a city of eight million people, everyone kept to themselves.


The sound of the couple upstairs, getting up and walking around, made her realise that her own lie-in was over.


She sat up on the edge of the bed and stretched again. Yawned. Reached for the curtains and drew them open. That was one advantage of having such a small place—you could do pretty much anything from sitting down. Her apartment had a small living room made smaller by stuffed bookcases, a bedroom, a kitchen/diner and a bathroom. Vince moving in the year before hadn’t made it feel as crowded as she’d feared, but simply more cozy. It was their home now, not just hers.


She liked the idea of that. He contributed to the mortgage, they split the bills, and anything left went into a joint bank account. Her parents had always told her that was the only way to be together.


While Angela was sitting on the edge of the bed thinking about visiting the toilet, Vince came in with two cups of tea. He often made a quip about Americans preferring coffee, but today he let it go. He handed hers over and sat carefully on the bed, leaning back against the headboard.


“What’s today?” she asked.




“Today is a trip to Chelsea to visit a couple of new places, back to the office for a lunch meeting, then Clerkenwell to meet a client.” He glanced in her direction. “You? Planning your commute already?”


“Bathroom, kitchen, living room. Work. Lunch at Merton’s with Lucy. Home. Bathroom, kitchen, living room.”


“Watch out for the hallway, traffic’s heaviest there around nine in the morning.”


“You’re just jealous.”


“Fucking right I’m jealous! I’ve got to head out with the unwashed masses while you get to sit here working in your underwear.”


“I never work in my underwear.”


“Naked, then?”


“One thing, always on your mind.” She took a sip of tea. Vince made good tea, always better than her, and she wasn’t sure how. He said it was because Americans couldn’t make good tea. She said that was racism, and had come to the conclusion that it was better simply because someone else had made it.


“All your things on my mind,” he said, reaching for her. She squirmed aside and stood, wincing a little as her knees clicked.


“Keeping fit isn’t good for you, you know,” he observed.


“Says the man who does obstacle courses where they electrocute you.”


“Good for the libido.”


She rolled her eyes, left the bedroom and walked along the hallway. He’d already got eggs from the fridge and cut a couple of thick slices of bread. She smiled. She really did love the randy bastard.


In fact, she’d known for a while that he was the one.



Vince knew as well. They’d never actually talked about it, because the idea that they’d be together forever just seemed so natural that it didn’t need discussing. They’d fallen in love and made a future together without even trying.


Sometimes she had to pinch herself.


* * *


Angela had escaped the fate of many of her friends and avoided living eighty percent of her life online. She had a Facebook page which she checked a couple of times each day, and though she maintained a Twitter account, she’d never quite got the hang of it. Social media was great for keeping in touch with family and friends back home in Boston, but she refused to let it become an obsession. She enjoyed living in the real world.


Her phone stayed with her virtually everywhere, true, although she hadn’t enabled it to download her emails. She used it to phone and text, and that was more than enough for her. She and Vince usually swapped a few random texts throughout the day. It was a nice way of keeping in touch.


How’s things?


Cool, lunching, cinema tonight?


Sounds good. Lucy got laid last night.


Who’s the lucky guy?


Her husband. Pick up a takeaway?


Indian or Chinese?


You decide.


After which I want to go down on you for about three hours.


Nothing too spicy, then.


Jokey, light, aimless chatter that they’d both forget, but which gave them a feeling of still being with each other.



Angela smiled every time her phone pinged, and laughed when Vince forwarded a comedy selfie or took a photo of a passing stranger and made a comment.


How does she get those trousers on?


Check out the beard!


Obama in high heels.


Aside from these irregular messages, she lived most of the day on her own. Immersed in research, or perhaps staring thoughtfully from the window, musing over a problem in her thesis or just… thinking.


She knew that she was lucky. Twelve grand a year to sit and write, and think, and be her own boss. With Vince earning decent money it meant that she had the opportunity to indulge her passion and chase her ambitions. When she was younger she’d dreamed of becoming a police officer, but the more she progressed into her doctorate, the more she regarded teaching and lecturing as her future. Part of that was because she saw benefits in imparting her knowledge, but more than that she loved reading, interviewing, and analyzing cases. Investigating and absorbing theories established by other people.


This encouraged her to develop her own ideas, and lecturing would give her ample opportunity to continue her research, publish papers, and perhaps even write books. Most people would kill to be in her position. For that matter, in the pages of the books and the files of printed materials that constantly covered the dining table, there were people who had killed. The very idea made her eager to get started.


“Delightful.”


That was the word Vince used to describe her fascination with criminology. You’re delightful, he’d say when she relayed the story of a particular murder, or read the description of



a gang attack, or a riot that had resulted in death and destruction. He didn’t mean it in a purely ironic way, either. He loved her complexity, and loved even more the way he couldn’t quite understand these aspects of her character.


His idea of a relaxing night in was feet up watching a movie.


Hers was sitting in the bath with a glass of Pinot and a book about subcultures, deviancy, and messiah complexes. So many people spent their lives trying to discover what made a mind work. Her interest lay in what made a mind tick in all the wrong ways. Evil people fascinated her.


Some days she spent the whole morning just getting ready to work. Pacing the apartment, making endless cups of tea, changing into comfortable clothing, slipping along to the corner shop to buy a pack of biscuits, reading, swapping texts with Vince or Lucy or her mom or dad in Boston, tending her orchids.


Leaning on the kitchen sink and staring out over their small garden and the backs of the terraced houses in the next street, she’d agonise over the wasted time but also knew that it was simply her way of working. She’d eat lunch and have a productive afternoon, so embroiled in whatever task she’d set herself—to write a thousand words, or research and make notes on a particular chapter—that she’d barely notice the time flashing past.


Other days, like today, her passion was aflame, and she was into it from the first moment. She drifted away from the world and even turned her phone off, because the ping of a text would bring her back to safe, boring reality.


All morning she sat at the dining table, laptop open and research materials spread across the surface. Her current chapter played social class against environment and desire



in juvenile delinquency, discussing whether gang culture and criminal intent arose more from the simple need and desire for money, or was rooted in the social structure. In effect, nature versus nurture. There were good arguments for both, and Angela was forming the data that would lead her to her own conclusion.


As yet she didn’t know what that conclusion might be, and that was the most exciting aspect to what she did. She was constructing theories and personal opinions as she went. Expanding her mind. So many people of her age had already stagnated, but she was still growing.


She broke off only to make tea or visit the bathroom. Now and then she changed albums on her phone to add background noise. She barely even noticed the music, but she had never enjoyed working in complete silence.


By the time she surfaced and glanced at the clock it was almost 1:00 P.M., and she’d be late meeting Lucy for lunch.


“Shit!” She stood and snatched up her phone, turning it on and leaving it to power up while she slipped on her boots and a light overshirt. Opening the back door she breathed in the daylight. It was warm, but not too hot. The row of gardens backing onto each other were relatively quiet, only the soft grizzling of a distant baby disturbing the peace. Beyond the terraces, traffic rumbled along streets, but this enclosed space felt private and isolated, an island in the middle of the city.


Something bothered her, though…


It took her a while to figure out what it was.


No pings, she thought, and she went back inside to check her phone.


Vince always messaged her before lunch. Every day, like clockwork. He knew he wouldn’t always get a reply, but



that never stopped him.


Today there was nothing.


“Huh,” she said. Oh well. Perhaps he had a busy day. She sent him a quick text.


All good? Been working hard today. Fancy a drink at The Bear later?


She put the phone in her pocket, pulled the door shut behind her. Stepping past the tiny front garden she turned and walked briskly along the street, passing neighbours whose names she didn’t know, offering smiles and sometimes receiving one in return. There was a dead pigeon on the road, a fresh kill flattened by vehicles, soft feathers stuck to bloody marks along the middle of the road.


A crow pecked at the mess.


* * *


“Sorry,” she said quickly as she arrived at Merton’s. Lucy had taken an outside pavement table so she could smoke, and she smiled up at her friend. Shorter than Angela, slinky and athletic and—Vince assured her—extremely hot, Lucy had been her friend since travelling to Tufts University on a lecturing exchange five years before. Angela had been in the second year of her degree, and the two of them had hit it off and remained in touch ever since. They’d ended up living and working close enough in London to be able to see each other frequently. It almost made Angela believe in Fate.


“Your gangs get you?” Lucy asked.


“Totally in their grasp.”


“Weirdo. Punishment will be severe.”


“Lunch on me,” Angela said.


“Good enough. I’ve already ordered… hope you don’t mind? Got to get back on time today.”




“No problem.” Angela sat, and moments later two cappuccinos were placed before them. They drifted into the sort of casual, unimportant chat that easily filled an hour but would mostly be forgotten come evening. It was the comfortable talk of friends who knew each other very well.


Angela welcomed it. Sometimes her research drew a dark, heavy veil across her mind, especially after an immersive morning such as this one. Reading account after account of youth gangs and extremes of juvenile crime—at times it got to her. She did her best to keep it from Vince, though she wasn’t really sure why. He supported her in everything she did, was there for her if she needed him, but for some reason, when her work depressed or disturbed her she didn’t want him to know. She didn’t want her research to come between them.


Somehow Lucy always made that dark veil disappear.


Yet all through lunch Angela glanced at her phone. The screen remained locked. No messages came in, and that was odd. She wanted to send Vince another text, but she couldn’t do it while she was sitting here with Lucy. Though her friend always seemed to have her own phone surgically attached to her hand, Angela always berated her about it.


If she broke her own rule, Lucy would never let her forget it.


“So I’m thinking France this year instead, but Max is a pain in the ass and says he doesn’t want to go anywhere they eat molluscs that don’t come from the sea. What’s that about? What a tit. Still, I’ve always fancied Brittany, what do you think?”


“It’s lovely there,” Angela said, nodding. She’d finished her food and was halfway through a second cup of coffee, content to listen, throwing in an occasional comment. Lucy



seemed to be having an argument with her husband while he wasn’t even there, and it was diverting, amusing, almost sweet. They were the most loving of couples, destined by cruel fate to never have children but still as open and giving as anyone Angela knew.


“Yeah, right, that’s just what I said to him, you can’t judge a country by what the people there eat, and if you don’t want to eat something you don’t have to, right? So anyway, I’m just going to book it without telling him, maybe go out for a meal next weekend and spring it on him, see if—”


Angela’s phone pinged, and she snatched it from the tabletop, knocking her cup and spilling coffee onto the wooden surface.


“Woah, you on a promise?” Lucy asked.


The text was from her phone provider, offering her a new phone. Something inside her sank.


“What?” Lucy noticed her expression.


“Haven’t heard from Vince today, that’s all.”


“And?”


Angela shrugged. And? Maybe he was just super-busy, or stuck somewhere with no reception.


“You look worried.”


“Yeah,” Angela admitted. Voicing her concern made it real.


“Maybe he’s got no signal, or his battery’s dead.”


“Right, that’s what I’ve been thinking.” She tapped her phone, willing the screen to light up. Her research gave her insights into darker, grimmer aspects of modern life, and her imagination sometimes went into overdrive. Vince not texting her didn’t mean he was lying dead in an alley somewhere.


It really didn’t.


“What is it he does again?” Lucy had asked maybe a dozen times before. Angela always gave the same answer,



and wondered why she never seemed to remember.


Maybe it’s just too boring, she mused. “He works for a property firm, assessing the rentability of private and commercial properties around the city.”


“Right,” Lucy said. “Yeah.” She looked at her own screen as she replied, thumb stroking, light reflected in her eyes.


Angela checked her messages one more time and scanned for missed calls. Made sure the volume was up, even though she’d just heard it.


“So are you guys always in touch?” Lucy asked, smiling coyly.


“Most of the time. Just texts through the day, usually. You know.”


“Young love.”


“I’m older than you!”


“Yeah, but me and Max have been together over ten years. You’re still in that can’t-be-without-you, get-home-and-shag-on-the-floor-before-the-front-door’s-closed part of your relationship.”


“Hey, now,” Angela said, and she felt some of the tension lifting. “We’ve never done it with the front door open.”


A raised eyebrow.


“Honest!”


Lucy tilted her head.


“Okay. Maybe on the floor behind the front door. Sure.”


“Lucky bitch. I usually have to get Max drunk. If it’s a choice of me or Match of the Day…” Lucy used her hands as imaginary scales, laughing. She glanced at her watch, then waved at the waiter. “I’ve gotta dash! Why not just give him a ring?”


“Maybe,” Angela said. “I told you, I’ve got the bill. I’m going to stay and do a bit of reading.”




“The hard life of a mature student.”


“Damn right. I see a chocolate cake in my future.”


“Fat and ugly.”


“Takes one to know one.”


Angela stood and hugged her friend. Lucy pulled back to look at her.


“You’re really worried,” she said.


“I can’t help it,” Angela said, trying to laugh away her concern. But the laugh caught in her throat.


“Want me to do anything? Drive you to his office or something?”


Angela knew that Lucy had to get back to work. She smiled and shook her head, pecked her friend on the cheek. “Chocolate cake,” she said again, smiling.


“Lucky bitch.” Lucy dashed away, pausing along the sidewalk and turning, hand at her ear. “Call me?”If you need help, she meant. If you want to talk.


Angela smiled and waved her friend away. She was glad to have her, and watching Lucy leave somehow made her calmer. She knew that good people had her back. After she paid the bill and said she’d be staying for a while, she took out her book, stretched her legs, leaned back, and opened to her current page.


Then she picked up the phone and dialed Vince’s number. It rang, and rang, and eventually went to voicemail.


“Hey, it’s me,” she said. “Just wondering how your day’s going, haven’t heard from you today.” A police car flew past at the end of the road, siren screaming. The familiar London concerto. “I’m having coffee in the metropolis, just ate lunch with Lucy, she sends her love. Call me or text, yeah? See you later. Love you.” She disconnected and placed the phone on the table so she could see the screen.




Even though she started reading, nothing registered because she expected Vince to call back at any moment. She rarely rang him during the workday unless it was something important, and she knew he’d sense her disquiet.


But what was there to be worried about?


She was just troubling herself over nothing. He had a busy day, that was all, and maybe he was stuck in some high-powered meeting with a property developer or planning officer, or whoever else he had to deal with. In truth, even she wasn’t sure what he did all day. He didn’t talk about work that much, and when he did it was with a distracted air. He didn’t like bringing work home, he said, because home was for the two of them.


She tried reading for half an hour, then ordered a cup of tea and some cake.


Her phone was silent.


Angela watched pedestrians passing by. She loved people-watching, and enjoyed trying to tell their stories from what they wore, how they walked, whether they smiled or frowned, whether they saw themselves as a part of the world or apart from it. This man walked quickly, half-smiling, perhaps on his way to an illicit lunchtime meeting. That woman’s distracted air might be concern for a sick relative. He wore clothes too large for him, perhaps from a charity shop. She was trying to cover a tattoo on her forearm.


Sometimes she and Vince would make up a story about someone sitting at the next table or working in a nearby shop, but their combined tales would always expand into the ridiculous. Alone, Angela tried to discern the truth, because separating truth from fantasy was an integral part of her work.


“Damn it, Vince.” She texted him again—terser this time,



shorter, demanding a response. When she looked up she locked eyes with someone across the street. The woman held her gaze for just a little too long before looking away and disappearing behind a parked van.


She had yellow eyes.


Angela caught her breath. That was weird. People in London kept to themselves, and the woman’s brief stare made her uncomfortable. Yellow eyes? Really? She waited for her to appear around the other side of the van, but when the vehicle pulled away to reveal no one there, Angela frowned.


“Ducked into a shop,” she muttered, but the awkwardness of that swapped glance stirred her from her seat, and she decided to walk home.


It was almost three in the afternoon. Maybe when she arrived home Vince would already be there.


* * *


Angela sat in the back garden for the remainder of that afternoon. She’d tried briefly to work on her thesis, but failed, and she shoved aside the guilt as she closed her books and poured a glass of wine. At least she’d made some progress that morning.


Something was wrong.


Vince often told her that he wished he was like her—calm, laid-back, not rattled by anything. She wasn’t a worrier. She let life roll by and rode the waves. But now something had changed, and she wished she could place what it was.


Maybe his battery’s just run down, Lucy had suggested. Angela tried to grab onto that idea, because it made some sense. Her texts would still show up on her phone as “sent.” But Vince always, always charged his phone before going to bed, and she’d seen him check it before he left that morning.




London sounds rolled across the garden. There were more than twenty gardens set in two rows, backing onto each other with no pathway in between. The two long terraces were enclosed at both ends, blocked by two more houses, and as far as she knew there was no access to the large garden area other than through the buildings. Most people grew large shrubs or small trees around their plot’s perimeter, forming a sort of urban forest landscape, and the sounds that did intrude from beyond were distant and faint. A siren, perhaps, or sometimes the drone of a plane passing high overhead.


From the buildings came the cries of babies, chattering of children, the buzz of television sets, occasional raised voices, music, and during the weekend the sounds of clinking glasses and laughter. Considering they were packed so close together, she hardly ever saw any neighbours, and the couple upstairs never seemed to take advantage of the garden they shared. The plot was large enough for some patio furniture, a barbecue, and a few plant pots.


She and Vince had made love out there once, lit only by starlight, the danger of being seen a delicious thrill. They had argued out there, too. Raised voices, then an uncomfortable silence. Sometimes they sat together and read, a bottle of wine on the table between them.


She wished for any of those things now.


Angela caught her breath, remembering something.


She stood quickly, went inside, and started searching through her handbag for her notebook. She’d written down his workplace number a while ago, though she’d never before had cause to call his firm. He was always available on his mobile, and he’d told her it was best not to call him at the office.




Screw that.


“For fuck’s sake, Vince,” she said as she rooted through her handbag. This was stupid! When he came home he’d take the piss at how touchy she was, and ask her why.


The phone pinged and her heart leapt.


Heard from Vince?


Lucy had texted. It was almost 5 P.M.


Pulling out the notebook, she scanned through it, found the number of his firm, and dialed. A woman answered.


“Anders and Milligan.”


“Hi, is Vince there please?”


“No, I’m afraid he hasn’t been in the office this afternoon. Who’s calling?”


“Angela.”


“Angela who?”


“His girlfriend. So have you seen him today?”


“Oh, hi! Yes, I saw him this morning, he had a quick meeting in the office then said he… er.”


“He what?”


“He said he had the afternoon off.”


“Right,” Angela said, frowning. “Anything else?”


“I’m sorry, I don’t know where he is. I’m sorry.”


“Could you tell him I’m looking for him, if he does come back to the office?”


“Sure.”


“Thanks.” Angela hung up. She thinks he’s fucking someone else, she thought. Whoever the woman on the other end of the phone had been, she’d immediately been thrown when Angela said who she was.


But no. She didn’t believe it for a moment.


She paced the apartment for a few minutes, wondering what to do and who to call, and the third time along the



hallway she saw that the postman had been there. She ignored the mail and strolled into their living room, looking at the three rare orchids she was growing and tending right now, trying to take comfort from their beauty and unique perfection. One of the plants had cost her almost fifty pounds. She’d thought Vince would object, but he seemed to accept her strange little hobby.


“There’s money in rare things,” he’d said, smiling strangely.


The post already came!


The idea hit her like a flash, driving all other thoughts aside. She ducked back into the hallway and snatched the single folded sheet of paper out of the cage behind the letterbox. Opening it up, she saw what might have been Vince’s spidery, hasty scrawl.


Sorry. Love you. Goodbye.
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Angela was done with just waiting for him to call. He wouldn’t call. He wouldn’t text. The brief, strange note felt so final, and she found herself shivering with a cold that was more than skin deep.


Nothing had gone wrong. Everything had felt so right. They’d made love the previous evening, and it was as good as ever—passionate, close, as if they were made for each other. Their conversations involved casual, easy plans for the future. She’d only known him for a couple of years, true, and Angela would be the first to admit that it wasn’t long enough to really get to know someone. But sometimes it felt like they’d been together forever.


He finished her sentences.


She knew what he was thinking.


Vince couldn’t have left her. Not like this.


She rushed around the apartment, trying to look with different eyes. He had never been one for physical possessions, but there were things here she knew he would never abandon—the Robin Hood book his late mother had bought him when he was eleven, with her written birthday greeting on the inner flap. The classic car mug his father had passed down to him.




Her.


Pulling on her boots and grabbing a light jacket, she punched in Lucy’s number and pressed the phone between ear and shoulder.


“Heard from him?” her friend asked as soon as she picked up.


“No, nothing.” For some reason she didn’t mention the note. It would feel too much like an admission that he’d gone for good.


“Oh, well, I’ll bet he’s… gone for a drink after work, or something.”


“He never does that,” Angela said. “You don’t believe that.”


“I don’t know him as well as you.”


“I’m going out to wander around.”


“Wander around London? Yeah, you’ll find him in no time. Listen, Angie, it’s probably best you stay home, and wait for him to contact you.”


He has, she thought, but she still didn’t say anything. The note was folded in the back pocket of her jeans, and she heard it crinkle as she bent to lace her boots.


“Just the places we go together, you know. Local. Maybe his friends’ places. I just need to get out, been cooped up here all day.”


“Want me to come?” Lucy asked.


“No, no, I’m fine. Fresh air will do me good.”


“In London? Call me when you find it, and I’ll come and get some.”


“Call you later?” It was a plea more than a question.


“Sure. Take care.”


“I’m only going for a fucking walk.” She laughed, but worried that she’d sounded too harsh.




“Max says hi.”


“Hi back. See you soon.”


They disconnected and Angela stood frozen in the living room. The box set of the sixth season of Game of Thrones was open on the floor beside the Xbox. They were only halfway through.


“No way he’d leave it like that,” she whispered.


Slamming the front door behind her, she struck up a brisk pace. The warm summer evening smelled of exhaust fumes and fast food.


* * *


She went to The Bear. It was an old pub on a street corner less than ten minutes from where they lived. Nothing distinguished it from a hundred other pubs all across London. It had leaded windows, an L-shaped bar, a pool table, a selection of board games stacked beside the unlit fire, and an old man called Clarence who seemed to be a permanent fixture at the corner table.


Every single time Angela and Vince had been there, so had Clarence. He told them that he’d seen the pub through a score of landlords, two fires, one murder, and World War II, and neither of them had any reason to doubt him. He seemed out of time, and his constantly half-full glass of Guinness only added to the illusion.


Clarence raised an eyebrow as she entered, his eyes flickering slightly as he looked for Vince. Then he went back to staring across the room.


Angela approached the bar and ordered a glass of Pinot from the barman, Mike. As he poured, she glanced around at the mid-evening drinkers. You could almost tell the time of day by the clientele. The early drinkers on the way home



from work had mostly gone, apart from some strangers in the corner with loosened ties and liquid smiles. The late night boozers on their way into town had yet to arrive. Now was locals’ time, and she knew at least half of the patrons by sight. She and Vince had chatted with a few of them, but she was here on her own. Apart from some nods and smiles, nobody approached. No one said a word.


Mike handed over her wine and took her money, friendly but silent. Then he moved along the bar to serve someone else.


She hadn’t really expected Vince to be here. That would have been too easy, and this didn’t feel like an easy situation. It was starting to feel surreal and… frightening. She was dislocated. She considered asking around, yet approaching their casual drinking friends and asking them if they’d seen or heard from Vince felt like weakness. She had no desire to look like a failure.


Why would it feel like failing? she wondered, and it took her a few moments and long sip of wine to pin it down.


“He hasn’t left me,” she muttered into her glass. She looked furtively over the rim. No one had heard, but she was worried they’d see her talking to herself.


She checked her phone. It was somewhere to retreat, even though she didn’t like using the screen as a hiding place. There was one message from Lucy. Take care. But nothing else.


He’d gone to the trouble of delivering that note to her, why not a text? Perhaps he’d lost his phone. Maybe he’d thrown it away. She clicked on the news app, focused on London, and before she even realised it she was scanning for news of street muggings, accidents, murders.


But he left that note!




She tucked two fingers into her back pocket and felt the folded reality of it. He’d touched that piece of paper, taken time to write those final words to her. Goodbye had been his intention.


“No Vince tonight?” a voice asked. Nathan was a young kid approaching twenty, good company and wise beyond his years. He was usually on their quiz team when they came on a Sunday evening. Vince called him their Font of Sport.


“Working late,” Angela said, lifting the empty glass to her lips to hide the lie.


“Get you one?” Nathan asked.


“Nah, I’m off—just popped in for a quickie.”


“Quizzing on Sunday?”


“Yeah,” Angela said, and a flush went through her, a sudden realisation that not only had Vince gone, but there would be a future without him. She was living minute by minute as she waited for contact from him, but barren days and weeks stretched ahead, and she had no fucking idea what she was going to do.


Nathan nodded, and moved on to join his friends. Angela watched him go. Then she walked from the pub, eyes down so that she didn’t see anyone else. She wanted to leave. There were other places to look, and it was already edging toward nine o’clock.


Cars grumbled along the road, horns sounding at junctions. A dog or something else howled at the setting sun. A siren sounded in the distance. London never slept, but it was slipping from day to night.


* * *


She went to their favorite Indian restaurant, the Spice Garden, and looked in through the front window past the



display menu. It was buzzing. There were a few people eating alone, but none of them were Vince.


Walking north toward Clapham Common Tube, she passed a couple more pubs they sometimes frequented, shielding her face against the windows and seeing so many people inside, none of whom she knew.


Night fell as she walked. Checking her phone every few minutes, she had three texts but none from the man she loved. Lucy checking in again, her mother asking what she wanted for her birthday, her childhood friend Andy sending a pic of his new daughter from back in the States. She replied to none of them. She didn’t feel that she could, because injecting false bonhomie was beyond her now.


Close to the Tube station she paused, bought a coffee from one of those all-night coffee shops that seemed to lose its identity come darkness, and leaned outside against a wall. She had to take stock. Was she panicking, just walking all over London looking for one person in millions? Was she stupid?


There was no way she could call the police. In reality he was only a few hours late, and maybe he was already home and wondering where she was. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to text him to find out.


The note might have been a trick. A random coincidence. Someone playing with her. Maybe it was Vince messing with her, some strange, contrived scheme to get her out of the house while he drew together intricate plans for a surprise birthday party. She was thirty-five in two weeks, perhaps now was the only time he’d been able to bring all her family and friends together for a surprise bash.


But on a Thursday?


She shook her head and took a swig of coffee. It was



scorching hot and tasted of nothing. She burned her top lip and cursed, licking it slowly and waiting for the pain to fade. Then Angela closed her eyes and wished she could make everything go back to normal. But as time ticked on, so normality moved further and further away.


* * *


She was surprised when her watch beeped midnight. Evening had turned to night, and things had changed, though it had been so gradual that, at first, she barely noticed. The safe, chatty noise of people had faded, replaced with sirens and swearing, the angry growl of engines, the staggering waltz of drunks looking for pubs that might still be open.


A gang of teenagers laughed their way out of the Tube station, and although they seemed good-natured, Angela felt threatened. They didn’t even look at her. But she was on her own, and it was very rare that she’d be out on her own at this time of night. Out without Vince by her side.


She realised just how used she’d become to being half of a couple.


A sudden panic washed over her. Unsettled, disturbed, she walked back and forth in front of the Tube entrance, wondering what to do. Part of her wanted to go further afield, deeper into the chaos that London became at night, but the city was vast, and larger still after the sun went down. Another part of her wanted the safety of home. At least there it would smell of him, familiar things around her would form a cocoon of safety, and if and when he did come home she’d be there for him. Whatever his problem might be, he’d need her there to help him through it.


If it was their relationship, they needed to talk.




She rang Lucy. Her friend picked up on the second ring.


“What?”


“Nothing,” Angela said, looking around at the cruising taxis and police cars, hurrying people, prowling dogs, and shifting shadows that constituted nothing. She felt eyes upon her, but then this was London, and there were windows and watchers everywhere. She searched the shadows and saw no one. Still, that feeling of being watched persisted.


“You home yet?”


“No. No, I’m going home now. There’s no sign of him. What do I do, Lucy?”


“I don’t know, babe. Get home. Get some sleep. Want me to come over?”


“No,” Angela said. Bless her friend, but no.


Something moved along the street, a shape ducking into a doorway. She paused, watched, waiting for it to emerge.


“I’ll come by in the morning, yeah? On the way to work?”


“Would you?” She turned away from the dark doorway. It was a hundred yards away and none of her business.


“Sure. I’ll bring croissants. Where are you?”


“Clapham Common.”


“What? Well get a cab home, and text me when you’re in.”


“Okay, yeah. Okay.”


“It’ll all be fine,” Lucy said, and Angela broke the connection.


Moments later a man approached. He was young, smiling, vaguely threatening.


“Want to buy something?” he asked.


“Like what?”


“Something precious. Something rare.”


“Are you offering me drugs?” She injected as much



confidence and disapproval as she could into her voice. The man’s smile slipped, he looked her up and down, then he moved on.


Angela hailed a cab. Time to go home and leave the night to itself.


* * *


She saw a fox.


The taxi rolled from the main road and twisted through a network of residential streets, a route she could only assume was a quicker way home. The fox was trotting along the pavement, purpose in its gait, sleek and low to the ground. It appeared healthier and larger than the usual urban foxes. It glanced at the cab as it passed and paused, head down as it watched the vehicle move away. It was hunched in the penumbra between streetlights. Even when she could no longer see it, Angela felt its attention upon her. Her neck tingled.


She’d seen city foxes before. They were shy but confident animals. Vince always said they knew which time was theirs. Turning to look through the rear window, she wondered where that one lived during the day.


A few minutes later, as the cab turned into her street and threw headlights across parked cars and curtained windows, a shadow shimmered in the front garden. She leaned forward in the cab, holding her breath so that she didn’t steam the dividing window between passenger compartment and the driver.


This was no fox.


“Vince!” she whispered. The shadow moved again, seeming to flow against the night, leaping through the headlight beams and curling around the base of a streetlight.



The taxi stopped and the shadow moved a little more, before it too came to an angled rest beside a neighbour’s car.


Nothing there. Nothing.


She blinked, no longer seeing things, and handed the driver a twenty.


Minutes later she opened the front door and closed it behind her, leaning back against it and breathing in relief. She smelled the familiar scents of home, looking along the hallway and waiting for Vince to step out from the kitchen. She expected it so much that she almost saw movement, but it was tiredness playing with her vision.


It was only as she turned to draw the security chain over the door that she saw the paper in the mail cage.


She pulled it out quickly, unfolded it.


Be safe. Don’t look for me.


Crying at last, Angela sank down against the wall, and knew that now she would only look harder.
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For a while after waking he tried to keep his dream alive. In his twenties he’d spent a long time trying to perfect lucid dreaming, reading books, watching instructional programs, and enrolling in a course at the local adult education center that turned out to be more about the instructor’s bank account than anything else.


Nothing had worked. His goal of dreaming himself afloat on a drifting island, with countless naked beauties surrounding him, had never come to pass.


Now, his senses were firing and telling him the truth, but he struggled to allow the lie to persist. The lie that he was safe, secure, and at home with the woman he loved. He didn’t reach out a hand, in case she wasn’t there. He didn’t open his eyes, in case he wouldn’t see her hair swept across the pillows. Not yet.


He listened intently for the sound of lovemaking from the floor above. Maybe he’d slept through it, but he hoped not. He wanted to hear the groaning and creaks because they’d encase him in familiarity.


The stench of blood and sweat touched his nostrils. The taste of uncleaned teeth filled his mouth. His head throbbed dreadfully, the pain pulsing in time with his heart. He



could feel the cold floor through the thin, dirty blanket on which he’d been sleeping, and his left arm was numb where he’d been resting his head on the bicep.


Vince opened his eyes, and he was still there.


He groaned, rolled onto his back, and sat up.


The room was large but virtually bare. There was a bucket in one corner that he’d already used too much, its stink filling the stale air. The walls were rough concrete, dripping with condensation and decorated with the memory of tiles. The only remnants were straight lines of pointing and dabs of mortar. The ceiling was low and gray, strung with wires spanning both diagonals, a couple of bare bulbs on each length. The weak lights were permanently on.


There was a single metal door in the opposite wall. He knew that it was locked. He couldn’t remember being brought down here, but he could feel the weight of rock beyond the room, the pressures of the deep underground pressing down upon him.


They’d taken him down. Of course they had. He tried not to think of the room as a dungeon.


He felt like shit. Dried blood coated his hands and bare arms, and he could feel the crisp of it on his face, too. He wasn’t sure that all of it was his own. There were several cuts on his left arm and a deeper wound across the inside of his left elbow, but he didn’t think that could explain so much blood.


He frowned, trying to remember what might.


Something rattled against the other side of the door, tumblers turned, and it swung inward. Vince squinted against the stark light that flooded in from outside, then a shadow passed through the doorway and it closed again.


The woman stood there. She’d visited him twice before,



but this time she carried a tray holding food, and across her arm were slung several damp towels. She had barely said a word to him during the other two visits, and he hadn’t felt much like talking.


Now, things were different. His head still throbbed from the blow he’d taken, but vague memories were beginning to surface. A story was forming, and perhaps she could fill in the missing chapters.


She walked across the subterranean room toward him. Her step was so light that he could not hear it, and she moved with a fluid, casual grace. She almost flowed. She was extremely short, her athletic frame obvious even beneath the loose trousers and long-sleeved shirt. Dark hair tied in a ponytail, cute, pointed ears, piercing green eyes, her expression was so calm that it was almost a blank. She was beautiful and made his heart ache with a shameful desire. He could read nothing in her face, and knew she probably wanted it that way.


As she knelt beside him he heard the soft click of her knees. Good. The sound was the first thing that made her real.


“It’s not much, I’m afraid,” she said, placing the tray beside him. Her voice was music. On the tray were a bowl of porridge, several slices of buttered toast, and a cup of steaming tea. Vince’s stomach rumbled and he reached for the toast, biting into it.


It was the best he’d ever tasted.


“Good,” the woman said. “Nice to see you have your appetite back. Here, let me see that arm.” She reached for his left arm, lifted it, and studied the deep cut briefly before starting to wipe at it with a wet towel. It stung, but Vince was happy to let her tend him. There was a power about



her, even though she was so gentle that she barely seemed to touch him. He suspected the towel was soaked in more than water.


“Who are you?” he asked.


“Mainly scratches, although the wound on your elbow should have been stitched. Too late, though. You’ll carry a nice scar, but then don’t we all?” She appeared to sniff his arm. “No infection. You’re lucky. I know someone who could help you if there was, but everyone’s lying low right now. Too much risk being out on the streets, even at night.”


She dropped the towel and picked up another, turning her attention to his face. She watched him chewing the toast and he tried to hold her gaze, but had to turn away. She’s so beautiful! As he took another bite of toast she started wiping his face.


“Sorry I haven’t done this before, but I thought it was best to let you rest. I’ll try to get some fresh clothes for you soon. Best that you stay here for now. Stay hidden.”


“What are you?” Vince asked. The question didn’t throw her at all. A chill stroked his spine, his balls tingled.


“You killed two of them, and they’ll want revenge for that. They’ll want to make us suffer, but we can’t forget that you helped us—and we never will.” She stared into his eyes. “I never will.”


Behind the pulsing pain in his head flashes of memory formed, and even when he closed his eyes they were still there. He wished they’d go away. Violence, blood, and death danced before him, flooded red with every beat of his heart.


“Angela is looking for you.”


“Angela!”


“We’re trying to warn her off.”


“I’ve got to go to her.” Vince struggled to rise, but dizziness



took him, and the woman’s gentle grip eased him back down. Though small as a child, she was incredibly strong. Her hands seemed to press against him, kneading his shoulders, and he smelled her breath, her scent. It was mysterious and thrilling, fragrant and unknown. Her warmth reached him, and his skin tingled all over. He felt himself growing instantly hard. His breath came faster.


She smiled gently, then let go of him with a single shake of her head.


Vince sat against the cool wall and she pressed the hot mug of tea into his hands.


“Drink. You have to stay here. I’m looking after you, but you must stay hidden away, and you can’t go to Angela.”


“Why?”


“Because they’re watching her, waiting for you.” She looked him over, glanced at the tray she’d brought, then stood and backed away. “I’ll come back later to collect that.”


As she turned and opened the door, Vince placed the mug on the floor beside him, pushed himself up, and staggered across the room.


The woman turned in the doorway and he saw past her into the corridor beyond. The carpeted, smooth-walled corridor, its lights glaring and wide, panoramic windows offering a high view all across the city. A million lights burned. Traffic moved in distant streets, and aircraft lights flashed on other tall buildings. He’d thought they were way down low, but the opposite was true.


Seeing his surprise, the woman smiled for the first time.


“Hiding in plain sight,” she said. “How do you think we’ve survived for so long?” She pulled the door toward her, and moments before she closed and locked it she



whispered through the crack, “I’ll be back later.” The words hung in the air like a promise.


Alone once again, Vince sat back against the wall and closed his eyes, willing the pulsing pain in his head to settle.


Angela, he thought, I’m so sorry. The idea of never seeing her again was dreadful, so he tried to think of other things.


By the time he ate his porridge it was almost cold.
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