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About the Book
   

Have you discovered DI Marnie Rome yet?


Winner of the Theakston’s Crime Novel of the Year, and a Richard and Judy Book Club pick.


In a debut deemed ‘stunning’ by Mark Billingham, DI Marnie Rome is called to a women’s refuge to take a routine witness statement, where she instead walks in on an attempted murder.


Trying to uncover the truth from layers of secrets, Marnie finds herself confronting her own demons. Because she, of all people, knows that it can be those closest to us we should fear the most . . .


Followed by the visceral NO OTHER DARKNESS, in which the bodies of two young boys are discovered, trapped in an underground bunker, huddled against one another for warmth.


Who put them there? Why has it taken five years to find them? Who are they?


So begins one of the most difficult and traumatic cases of DI Marnie Rome’s career. Her only focus is the boys. She has to find out just who they are and what happened to them. For Marnie, there is no other darkness than this . . .


Once you’ve discovered Marnie Rome, you won’t want to let her go.




About Sarah Hilary
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Sarah Hilary has worked as a bookseller and with the Royal Navy. Her debut novel, Someone Else’s Skin, won the Theakstons Old Peculier Crime Novel of the Year 2015. It was the Observer’s Book of the Month, a Richard & Judy Book Club bestseller, and has been published worldwide. No Other Darkness, Tastes Like Fear, Quieter than Killing and Come and Find Me continue the DI Marnie Rome series. Sarah lives in Bath.




Praise for the DI Marnie Rome novels:





Praise for Quieter Than Killing:


‘Hilary belts out a corker of a story, all wrapped up in her vivid, effortless prose. If you’re not reading this series of London-set police procedurals then you need to start right away’ Observer (Thriller of the Month)


‘Sarah Hilary’s debut, Someone Else’s Skin, was widely acclaimed and won lots of awards. Quieter Than Killing, her fourth, is even more impressive, and DI Marnie Rome is up there in the top division of fictional female detectives’ The Times


 ‘Sarah Hilary writes beautifully and unflinchingly; a dark, disturbing and thought-provoking chiller of a thriller’ Peter James




Praise for Tastes Like Fear:


‘Brilliant. I put everything else aside when I have one of her books in the house’ Alex Marwood


‘A tense, terrifying tale of obsession and possession . . . a writer at the top of her game’ Alison Graham, Radio Times


‘A truly chilling exploration of control, submission and the desire to step out of a normal life’ Eva Dolan




Praise for No Other Darkness: 


‘Riveting . . . Sarah Hilary delivers in this enthralling tale of a haunted detective, terrible crime, and the secrets all of us try to keep’ Lisa Gardner


‘Sarah Hilary cements her position as one of Britain’s most exciting and accomplished new writers. Complex, polished and utterly gripping, this is a book to make your heart pound’ Eva Dolan


‘The skill of the prose produces a deft and disturbing thriller’ Sunday Mirror




Praise for Someone Else’s Skin:


‘An exceptional new talent. Hilary writes with a beguiling immediacy that pulls you straight into her world on the first page and leaves you bereft when you finish’ Alex Marwood


‘An intelligent, assured and very promising debut’ Guardian 


‘So brilliantly put together, unflinching without ever being gratuitous . . . it’s the best crime debut I’ve ever read’ Erin Kelly 



By Sarah Hilary and available from Headline

Someone Else’s Skin

No Other Darkness

Tastes Like Fear

Quieter Than Killing

Come and Find Me



[image: Logo Missing]


 

 

 

 


[image: Logo Missing]




Five years ago


 


They’ve cordoned off the house by the time she gets home. A uniformed stranger is unwinding police tape, methodically.


Marnie watches from the safety of the car, her fingers icy on the ignition key, the engine running as if she might make a quick getaway, drive past and keep driving . . .


She knows she won’t get through the police cordon, but she also knows she has to. Whatever else is in the house – and she’s scared, so scared her teeth ache – answers are in there. She needs to get inside.


She cuts the engine, burying the keys in her fist, their teeth biting the hollow pocket of her palm. She’s shivering before she’s out of the car.


An ambulance, there’s an ambulance, but it’s standing silent, no sirens or sweeping lights. The crew’s in the house, no one’s in a hurry to leave. That’s not good. It means there isn’t any hope, the worst possible thing has happened. Her face is wet and she looks for rain, but the sky’s empty, grey, as if someone has dragged a tarpaulin across it. There’s no rain, just the dull, raspy pressure that comes before a storm.


It’s been raining all month. Like the rest of London, she’s got used to it; there’s an umbrella in her glove compartment, another in her desk back at the station, and in the bag at her shoulder. She’s not going to get wet queuing for coffee or coming out of the tube station, or standing around at crime scenes. Be prepared isn’t a motto, it’s common sense. When you can pull it off. When it’s not something so huge and horrible you’re afraid to get close.


She looks for the PCSO.


There, wearing a fluorescent vest over his uniform by the side of Dad’s car, the brown Vauxhall, his pride and joy. The car manages to shine even without the sun, like the windows to the house, dazzling her. As if everything behind the tape is made of glass, breakable. Even the hanging basket of petunias over the door. Breakable.


Marnie stands on the pavement, her teeth knocking together with cold, knowing she has to get into the house, knowing she can’t.


She’s fourteen again, home late, hoping to sneak in under her parents’ radar. Her eyes are itchy with mascara, her tongue dry and patchy with tequila. It feels like a snake’s crawled inside her left boot and strangled her toes to sleep. She’s limping, heroic and guilt-stricken. She’ll never make it in there alive . . .


She shakes herself back into the present. She’s not fourteen. She’s twenty-eight, petrified of what she’s going to find the other side of the police cordon. Silence, and that dark zoo stink that’ll be in her clothes for hours and on her skin for longer.


She forces herself to think of something else. A different crime scene, one she’s survived, worse than whatever’s waiting in the house. Albie Crane . . .


She thinks of Albie Crane. A homeless old man, no next of kin. Burned alive in a doorway down by the docks, by kids high on pocket-money-priced pills. Back before the rain started, while it was still dry enough for an old coat and six flattened cardboard boxes to burn all night so that what’s left is a sticky mess of flayed ribs, a blackly lacquered skull. Old Albie Crane with no one to cry for him, and she made herself repeat the lie, ‘He was sleeping when it happened,’ as if you could sleep through a thing like that. The worst she’d seen, or smelt, until the next thing: a couple in a house fire, melted together by the flames.


The PCSO is young enough to have acne, but it doesn’t make any difference. He’s in charge here. He could stop the Chief Constable crossing that line.


Something – a breeze, traffic – makes the police tape stiffen and turn. The sound it makes is snick-snick-snick.


The edge of her eye catches Mrs Poole, her parents’ neighbour, huddled in the porch of number 12. Her face is spotty with shock and there’s a foil blanket around her shoulders, but no one is with her. All the action is next door. No one else is hurt, or the cordon would be wider. 


Normally, that would be a comfort, the fact that the damage is contained. Private.


Seeing Marnie, Mrs Poole moans, a hand coming up to hide her mouth.


Marnie ducks to pass under the tape.


‘Miss. You can’t go in there.’ Up close, the acne is lurid, red and yellow. The PCSO squares up to her, authority lending him an inch in all directions.


She shows her badge, remembering too late that after the DS, it gives her surname. Rome, like the couple in the house. DS Marnie Rome. Greg and Lisa’s little girl.


A big hand on her shoulder makes her jump.


Tim Welland, her boss.


Now she knows it’s as bad as it gets.


‘DS Rome,’ he says quietly. ‘Marnie.’


Using her first name. It’s worse, much worse.


‘Please.’ She just wants to get inside the house. She’s shaking with cold out here. ‘Sir, please . . .’


He steers her with his hand on her shoulder, back towards the tape. She feels it tap the waist of her shirt. ‘Sir . . .’


Welland has a scab above his left eyebrow, too high to be a shaving scar. It’s crusty, ringed like a bull’s eye. Red veins spoil the whites of his eyes. He looks ill. Old.


‘Let me go in,’ she says. ‘Please. Let me go in to them.’


‘Not yet. Not – yet.’


He holds her in place with his bear’s paw, but he can’t stop her seeing past his shoulder to where a SOCO is coming out, bloody knees to his white overalls and a polybag held in front of him, at arm’s length.


A knife. Mum’s bread knife, its steel teeth full of tattered red skin.


There’s a low noise of protest, like an animal in chronic pain, before a dry barking sob. Marnie can’t stand it, wants to block her ears, but it’s her mouth she needs to block; the sound’s coming out of her.


Welland lowers her to the kerb. She fights him. She’s not this person. She won’t be this person – the one who collapses and weeps at the roadside, who can’t take the knock on the door, who falls and never gets back up again.


The victim. She won’t be the victim.


‘Take a minute, Detective.’ Welland’s hand is heavy on the back of her neck. She has no choice but to put her forehead on her knees. ‘Just . . . take a minute.’




PART 1
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Now


From the road, DI Marnie Rome’s flat was stucco-fronted, very neat and narrow. Noah Jake imagined she’d furnished it plainly, with an eye for functional style. Wooden shutters at the windows, a stone-coloured vase filled with upright orange flowers. A hall-floor flat, two bedrooms, Noah guessed. He was curious to see inside, but not enough to make a nuisance of himself, resting his hands on the steering wheel instead and waiting, seeing the light lift from the stucco as the sun broke through London’s cloud cover.


Some days it was easy to remember the city was built on plague pits. Nothing stood still, not even the road, throbbing with traffic from the main drag into the West End. He’d read somewhere – probably in one of Dan’s exhibition guides – that Primrose Hill had narrowly missed being a mass graveyard; nineteenth-century plans were drawn up for a multi-storey pyramid taller than St Paul’s, to house five million of the city’s dead. This was back when the town planners were obsessed with Egyptology, hurling hieroglyphs at everything, on the advice of returning tomb-raiders. Now it was the all-seeing London Eye that dominated the city’s skyline, its spindle like a church spire, turning.


Noah checked his watch, and then the flat.


DI Rome’s front door was dark blue, glossy. Like her eyes. The kind of door with deadlocks. In another minute, she’d be running late. He’d never known her run late. Should he knock on the door? No, that’d be intrusive. He hadn’t learned much about Marnie Rome in the five months he’d been working with her, but he’d learned that she was an intensely private person.


The blue door opened in any case, before her minute was up. She came down the steps to the car, wearing a dark trouser suit over a white shirt, a tooled leather bag at one shoulder. Everything about her was neat, from her short red curls to her low heels.


Noah checked the passenger seat of the car, even though he knew it was clean, dusting the sleeves of his suit in the hope it would pass muster. He reached across to push open the door for her. ‘Morning.’


‘Good morning.’ She slipped into the car, dropping her bag on the floor. ‘You were lucky with the parking.’


‘I got here early, thought we’d better not be late.’


‘You thought right.’


Noah started the engine, waiting for Marnie to put on her seat belt.


She saw him waiting and smiled, fastening the belt with extravagant care. ‘Safety first, Detective.’


Safe was the last thing Noah Jake felt, half an hour later, looking at the photographs on OCU Commander Tim Welland’s desk.


‘Nasif Mirza.’ Welland tossed down the photos, one after another, as if he was dealing a pack of cards. ‘A person of interest in a serious assault. Involving a scimitar, in case that wasn’t clear yet.’ The photos made his desk look like the storyboard for a horror film. A glossy 18-certificate horror film with DVD-extra deleted scenes.


Marnie Rome picked up a photo and studied it before putting it back down. Noah kept his hands out of sight, under the lip of the desk.


Welland said, ‘You’re looking at what’s left of Lee Hurran’s right arm.’


What was left was yellow, knuckled by fat, frilled by torn flesh. The scimitar had severed Hurran’s hand at the wrist. Not a clean amputation; it had taken two or three blows to get the hand off, the raw stump of wrist bone splintered by the impact.


Noah’s palms prickled with sweat. It was stiflingly hot in this office; Tim Welland was in remission from skin cancer and kept the heating turned up all year round. Immune to the heat, Welland never broke a sweat. Nor did Marnie Rome. Noah glanced in her direction, seeing the crisp edge of her shirt, the cool skin of her neck. A bead of perspiration inched its way between his shoulder blades, itching.


‘Hurran won’t give evidence. Popular theory is that he’s scared of losing his other hand, or possibly his balls.’ Welland nodded at the photos. ‘Nasif isn’t fussy when it comes to butchery.’


‘Hurran’s still in hospital.’ Marnie’s eyes flicked across the litter of photos. ‘They’re monitoring for infection. There was a lot of dirt in the wound . . . Maybe he’ll feel safer when he’s back home.’


‘Home being the shithole estate where they found him? I tend to doubt that.’


‘We have the scimitar. With Mirza’s prints on it. That’s no good?’


‘Not even close. The Crown Prosecution Service,’ Welland served each syllable as if it was an individually foul taste in his mouth, ‘need more evidence before they’ll make a move against Nasif. Apparently this . . . dog’s dinner isn’t enough.’


Marnie picked up the worst of the photos for a closer look. Noah wished he had her backbone for this part of the job. He was too easily disgusted, needed to toughen up, get used to seeing things like this. Things like . . .


Lee Hurran’s hand, half eaten. By rats, or a feral cat. The hand wasn’t found in the warehouse where the attack happened. Nasif Mirza, or someone, had tossed it over a wall, into a fly-tipped piece of scrubland.


‘Ayana Mirza . . .’ Marnie started to say.


‘CPS wants a statement from her,’ Welland said, ‘about her brother’s violent temperament. Better still, they’d like her to press charges for what was done to her.’


‘We can arrest Nasif without her testimony.’


‘For this?’ Welland pointed at the photographs. ‘Or the other thing?’


Noah didn’t want to think about the other thing – what Nasif Mirza had done to his sister, in their family home. The pictures of Hurran’s half-eaten hand were bad enough.


Neither he nor Marnie had met Ayana Mirza. They’d inherited the case from another department, a casualty of the recent public-sector cuts.


‘CPS is cagey about the chances of bringing Nasif to trial,’ Welland said. ‘Other prints on the scimitar, the chance it was stolen, blah-blah. They think Ayana’s evidence might swing it. She’s a walking testament to Nasif’s worst tendencies. No denying she’d look good in court.’


‘And they don’t see this as victim harassment?’


‘They’re cagey, Detective. You and I know what happens when the CPS gets cagey.’


‘I know what happened to Ayana.’ Marnie’s eyes were dark. ‘It wasn’t just Nasif, either. It was three of them – her brothers.’


‘The crap that happens in families . . .’ Welland winced, as if he’d said something tactless, cutting his eyes away from Marnie.


She shrugged. ‘It’s a good living, if you’re a psychiatrist.’


Noah felt he’d missed a beat, tuned out for a vital second. The heat was boiling his brain in his skull. How could Welland work like this?


‘You’ll want to tread carefully. She’s terrified of her brothers tracing her. She’s hiding . . .’ Welland consulted a notepad.


‘In a women’s refuge in Finchley,’ Marnie supplied. ‘I spoke with Ed Belloc.’


‘Finchley.’ Welland nodded. ‘What’s Ed got to say about her?’


Ed Belloc worked in Victim Support. Noah hadn’t met him, but from what Marnie said, he was a good man doing a difficult job. He’d helped the police to trace Ayana Mirza after she escaped her family.


‘She won’t risk upsetting the refuge,’ Marnie said, ‘or losing her place there. She doesn’t have many options, can’t afford rent. If she gets a job or starts claiming benefits, there’s the danger her brothers can trace her through her National Insurance number. So . . . she’s trying to stay missing.’


Welland nodded. He climbed to his feet. ‘DS Jake, you’ll want to check your emails. DI Rome, a word?’


Marnie waited while Noah left the office, knowing what was coming. She folded her hands in her lap as a contingency against fidgeting. The ends of her fingers were sticky from touching the photos; she wanted to wash. It didn’t help that Tim Welland kept this place heated like a sauna. She’d bet Noah Jake was running a cold shower in the station’s washroom.


When they were alone, Welland leaned back, steepling his thumbs under his chin. ‘How’re you doing?’


Under the hot light, the dome of his head was glassy and freckled. His face, with no eyelashes or brows, looked naked. Open. Good for drawing confidences, or confessions. He’d come close to losing an eye to the cancer. Even now, in remission for two years, the shadow of the disease tugged at the skin there, keeping the eye bleakly peeled so that those who didn’t know about his operations – his battle – joked that Tim Welland slept with one eye open.


‘I’m fine.’ She smiled across the desk at him. The heat shone on the photos scattered between them. Teeth marks on Lee Hurran’s dead hand. Had he asked to see it? she wondered. Hurran. Had he asked to see his hand, even though there was no hope of surgeons reattaching it? By the time they found it, it was long dead.


‘I’m fine,’ she repeated.


Welland searched her face for another answer. Some of this, she suspected, was box-ticking. Management 101: Show concern for those under your command, especially at times of stress. He wasn’t enjoying it. ‘I may do a terrific impersonation of an insensitive shit, but I know what day it is.’


‘It’s Friday,’ she deflected, still smiling.


He nodded at the wall calendar. Pictures of bridges. Welland loved bridges. March’s picture was the rolling bridge in Paddington Basin. It looked like a giant hamster wheel. 


‘Tomorrow . . . it’ll be five years to the day. How’re you coping?’


‘By not counting,’ Marnie said.


Not counting, not remembering. Not sharing.


‘But you’re still seeing him.’


‘Yes.’ She’d never made a secret of her visits, knowing Welland would find out anyway; murder detectives didn’t go into secure units without lighting flags on the system. ‘Tomorrow, in fact.’


‘Tomorrow,’ Welland repeated. ‘On the anniversary.’


‘It was booked ages ago. I’m not taking balloons.’ The smile hurt her face but she stuck with it. ‘If that’s what you’re thinking.’


‘Of course I’m not thinking of bloody balloons. I’m thinking of what he did, five years ago . . .’


‘A long time, five years.’ She picked up a photo of Lee Hurran’s hand, pretending to study it again. It meant she could lose the smile, for one thing. ‘For him. Five years is a long time, for Stephen.’


‘Not long enough,’ Welland growled. He cleared his throat. ‘Detective Inspector . . . Marnie.’ He grimaced. First names weren’t his thing. It’d been hard on him five years ago, outside her parents’ house, calling her Marnie, holding her in his arms.


She decided to spare him any further discomfort. ‘I’ve got a job to do.’ She stood up. ‘Clearing the way for the CPS, right?’


Welland looked relieved, hunching back in his chair, freeing his fingers to wash at his face, where the skin was taut from repeated surgery. ‘Right.’
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In Finchley, the clouds had beaten the sun into submission.


The women’s refuge was brown concrete, built low to the ground, its flat roof swollen with too many coats of tar. Scaffolding cross-hatched the facade, red and white tape making barber’s poles of the metal struts. A shallow wall of rain-welted polythene ran around the lip of the roof. With every window blacked out, it would’ve been easy to mistake the place for a condemned building, derelict.


‘First impressions?’ Marnie asked, as she cut the car’s engine. ‘I can’t say I’m digging the prefab chic.’


‘It’s a serious contender for the most depressing place I’ve ever seen.’ Noah peered through the windscreen. ‘Maybe it’s better inside . . .’


‘That’s what Ed says. About the average refuge, anyway.’ Marnie climbed from the car. ‘Not sure about this one.’


Noah followed her. Passing traffic shifted the polythene sheeting, the sound like sand under shoes. From the scaffolding, a seared metal smell. Holes pitted the path to the main entrance, where a dodgy tarmac job hadn’t taken. The place was a dump.


‘What’re they doing to the roof?’ Noah asked.


‘No idea. Maybe it’s leaking.’ Marnie stood looking at the blind windows of the refuge. ‘Imagine living like this, without trace. I don’t think I could do it. Could you?’


Noah said, ‘If I was desperate, maybe. If there was no other choice.’


‘Sure, if you were desperate.’ She put a hand to the side of her neck. ‘If this is where Ayana Mirza feels safe, we need to respect that. If we can persuade her to give evidence against her brothers, that’s a bonus. But let’s tread gently.’


Noah nodded. Above them, the clouds were gleaming, grey. ‘It’s going to rain,’ he said. ‘I hope they’ve got the roof properly sealed.’


‘That’s not rain.’ Marnie glanced at the sky. ‘It’s a storm. Can’t you smell it?’


Inside, the air felt stripped dry, charged with static. Now Noah could smell the storm. The silence in the refuge was artificial. Untrustworthy. Marnie tensed, turning back to consider the door as it swung shut behind them. ‘What happened to the security?’


The Cyclops lens of a CCTV camera, mounted on the wall outside, gave back their faces in miniature. Marnie had her ID in her hand, but no one was asking to see it.


‘The door was on the latch,’ Noah said. ‘Was it?’


‘Yes.’ Marnie stood taking stock of the silence.


‘Maybe they’ve evacuated the building, while the scaffolding’s put up.’


‘Not according to Ed. Support staff work nine to five, Monday to Friday. There should be someone in charge. Come on.’


They started down an empty corridor that smelt of stale cigarettes, talcum powder and milk. At the far end: a fire exit, closed. The silence was thicker than ever.


Noah rubbed his fingers, chilled. It wasn’t just the quiet; everything felt wrong about the refuge, as if they were walking into a trap or—


A scream tore up from their right.


Marnie Rome broke into a run.


Noah stayed at her heels, the back of his neck spooked into goose bumps.
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As they reached the room, the screaming stopped. Abruptly, as if someone had thrown a switch. An obese girl in a black tracksuit stood with her hands over her mouth, in the middle of a huddle of silent women. The room had wide windows hidden by curtains, and murals on the walls: jungle animals in tall grass. Surreal.


A man was on the floor, a woman standing over him with a knife, bloody and wet.


DI Rome put out a hand to her. ‘All right. It’s all right now.’


The woman’s eyes swung at her, wildly. The knife jumped in her fist.


Noah, who’d been reaching for his phone, stopped. Wanting his hands free in case she went for Marnie, or one of the others. His heart was pelting in his chest. On the floor, the man’s feet kicked. Noah needed to get down there and help, but he was afraid to move while the woman looked like this: frantic, capable of anything. Static had stuck her long blonde hair to her face in spikes.


Marnie said, ‘This is DS Noah Jake.’ Her voice was rock-steady, calm. ‘I’m DI Rome. We’re here to help.’ She nodded at Noah, her eyes not leaving the woman’s fist.


The knife stopped jumping. The woman tensed with listening, as if her whole body was an ear, watching the calm expression on Marnie’s face, hypnotised by it.


Noah had forgotten Marnie Rome could do this. Talk people down. He’d seen it at the station, but never in an armed situation. Keeping his eyes on the knife, he took out his phone and dialled 999. ‘Ambulance, please.’ He gave the address, aware of the breach of protocol; the refuge address was a closely guarded secret, for the sake of the women’s safety.


It was a kitchen knife, an ordinary kitchen knife. In the woman’s fist.


Someone had thrown a big bunch of yellow roses on the floor. The man’s feet kept kicking, smearing petals into the carpet. He was wheezing, red spreading on his chest.


‘DS Jake,’ Marnie prompted.


Noah pocketed his phone and crouched, checking for a pulse in the man’s neck, searching with his free hand for the source of the blood: a single stab wound at the base of the ribs on the right side. His fingers slipped in the mess of torn tissue and he pitched forward a fraction, sickened. ‘Sorry, I’m sorry . . .’ He put a fist to the floor to get his balance back, keeping his other hand tight over the wound.


‘It’s all right,’ Marnie said. It took Noah a second to realise she was speaking to the blonde woman behind him. ‘Put the knife down, or give it to me. I’ll take care of this. Of you.’


The wounded man’s face was square and pitted, pasty. The air staggered in his chest, pink froth bubbling from his lips. Noah glanced up, trying to get some measure of what had happened here. The woman’s face was white, her eyes black. Her fist was red. She’d pushed the knife as far as it would go into the man’s chest, deep enough to wet her fingers with his blood. An eight-inch blade. All the way in. That meant . . .


Noah felt the suck of the wound under his palm. Bright spittle frothed from the man’s mouth. His lung was perforated.


Shit.


Noah needed to stop the lung collapsing. He had to stop it, right now.


He pressed his left palm to the sucking wound, sliding his free arm under the man’s neck so he could prop him into a sitting position. It wasn’t easy. The man was over six foot and heavily built, padded everywhere with fat and muscle.


Blood filled Noah’s palm hotly. He had to stopper the stab wound, make it airtight.


He knew this . . .


Trauma training. In theory, he knew it. First time in practice.


‘Here.’ A slim dark girl knelt next to him, holding out a Pay As You Go phone card and a cotton scarf, orange and pink. ‘Use these.’


A flood of relief pushed adrenalin into the right places. ‘Thanks.’ Noah could use the phone card, but not the scarf. ‘Is there cling film? In the kitchen?’


She gave a sharp nod and straightened, disappearing from his line of vision. Noah took the man’s weight, saying, ‘Spit, if you can.’ The less froth in his mouth, the better.


Behind them, DI Rome was holding the blonde woman. Noah couldn’t see the knife now, but he could hear the woman sobbing, her teeth snapping with shock. One of the others said, ‘How did he get in here?’ It was a girl’s voice, rising to a scream as she repeated it: ‘How the fuck did he get in here?’


Marnie murmured something and the screaming stopped. The dark girl returned to Noah’s side, with a roll of cling film. He covered the stab wound with the phone card in the hope it would stop more air escaping from the punctured lung, before reaching for the film, struggling with it until the girl knelt, the two of them passing the roll between them, the girl helping to support the injured man’s weight. She was strong, despite her small frame. She tore the cling film with her teeth when Noah had enough to bind the man’s chest three times, making the wound airtight.


‘Thanks.’ He looked at her for the first time, seeing a straight sheet of black hair, an oval face, almond eyes, the left one a milky ruin, burned at the lid and brow. ‘Ayana?’


‘Yes.’ She was Nasif Mirza’s sister, the woman they’d come to question. She was nineteen years old, but looked younger.


DI Rome crouched on her heels by their side. ‘How’s he doing?’


‘His lung’s collapsing. We’ve done what we can, but he needs to get to a hospital.’


Marnie shoved a stray curl from her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘His name’s Leo. Leo Proctor.’ She nodded at Noah. ‘Good job, Detective.’


‘I had help.’


Marnie nodded at Ayana. ‘Good job.’


Ayana wiped blood from her hand on to her skirt. ‘I don’t understand how he got in. It is safe. They always lock the doors. I’ve checked.’ She stopped, aware that her voice was the loudest sound in the room; the wounded man had stopped kicking, his breath clicking wetly in his chest. ‘They always lock the doors,’ Ayana repeated.


Someone sobbed; the blonde woman with the bloodstained hand. An African girl with braided hair was holding her. Both women wore the same shapeless clothes: grey sweatpants and shirts.


‘She’s in shock.’ Marnie looked down at the injured man. ‘She’s Hope Proctor. This is her husband. I’ll make sure the ambulance knows where we are.’
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Fuck. Two police cars. Three, if he counted the unmarked Mondeo.


Bitch had backup.


He sat very low in the car, pulling at the cap he’d bought at the tourist stall: I ♥ London. Its peak hid his eyes and mouth. He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be in a car, let alone within a hundred yards of the women’s refuge. The sudden wail of a siren had him fumbling at the car key, snagging its teeth in the ignition. Clumsy bastard.


She did that to you . . .


He dropped his hand into his lap, checking the mirrors. The rain kept coming, as if someone had unplugged the sky, sheets of the stuff, thick and chilly, making the car steam. He ran the wipers, clearing the inside of the windows with the cuff of his overalls, so he could keep watch.


Fucked if he was running.


It’d taken him weeks to track her down to this dump. The refuge stank, even from a distance. Damp. Yeasty. She’d smelt that way. It’d turned him on, once.


An ambulance shaved the pavement as it parked up, the gutter throwing a wave of rain as the vehicle’s back doors banged open.


Shit.


He slunk lower in the seat. Watching to see what came out of the refuge, whether it’d be a man or a woman, alive or dead.


Better not be her . . .


It’d better fucking not be her.


He wanted to do her with his bare hands. Just the two of them, the way it’d been before. Except this time, he wouldn’t turn his back.


That’d been stupid.


He wouldn’t make that mistake again.
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The paramedics – one male, two female – arrived shiny with wet. At some point in the last hour, the rain had started. Monsoon-force now, slapping up from the roof of the ambulance, stuttering in the potholed driveway.


‘We’ve got him, thanks.’ A paramedic nodded at Noah.


He moved out of the man’s way before climbing to his feet, stiff-kneed and shaking.


The paramedic glanced up. ‘Okay?’


Noah nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘Leo, is it? All right, mate, we’re going to make you more comfortable.’


Noah stepped away, to give them room to work.


On the sofa, Leo’s wife was sitting wrapped in a shock blanket, her shoulders circled by her African friend’s arm. A female paramedic knelt next to them, winding a bandage around Hope’s right hand; she’d cut herself, on the knife. Her friend was holding a wad of rusty cotton in her left fist. Behind them, the jungle mural was an aggressive arc of green, tall grass parting around a lion’s pink muzzle.


Yellow light snapped across the ceiling, making the women cringe: lightning.


DI Rome had been right about the storm. She was briefing the police team who’d arrived with the ambulance, speaking quietly, holding their attention. Noah watched, knowing what was going through her mind: the need not to compromise the evidence, to manage her witnesses; the fact that she’d have to reconstruct all this in court. Training drummed it into them: ‘One chance to get it right, and in the right order.’


‘Let’s get you on the stretcher, Leo.’


Ayana and the others watched the paramedics with the false calm of those who’d witnessed trauma before, and often. Noah needed to wash the blood from his hands, make himself less frightening.


He left the dayroom and found the kitchen. Children’s paintings were pinned to three of the walls, fastened to the fridge by magnets. Outside, the concrete yard was empty except for noisy sheets of rain. The ordinariness of it made Noah blink. Had he really just sealed a man’s lung with a phone card? Yes, his palms were sticky with Leo Proctor’s blood. Adrenalin made the ends of his fingers jump. His mouth tasted of copper coins, cheap.


A drawer hung open under the sink. He guessed it was where Ayana Mirza had found the cling film. He closed it, checking the other drawers for cutlery. Looking for knives like the one the forensic team had just bagged – the blade with Leo Proctor’s lung tissue on it. Nothing sharper than a potato peeler in any of the kitchen drawers. Noah kept searching and found the knives, finally, on top of the fridge, in a blackened, greasy butcher’s block. Out of the reach of children. Hope Proctor would’ve needed a chair to reach the block. Noah didn’t touch it. He ran the hot tap, scrubbing at his palms with the pads of his thumbs, waiting for his pulse to slow.


Lightning cut across the yard, its bright reflection trapped for a second in the sink. He counted six before the thunder came. The storm was closing in.


‘How’re you doing?’ Marnie Rome was in the doorway.


‘I’m good.’ He tore a sheet of paper towel. Dried his hands. ‘You were right about the storm.’ It sounded like someone was stir-frying the yard, rain spitting, sending up a smoky mess of steam.


Marnie came to the sink. ‘We’re going to be a while taking witness statements. Most of the women are calm, but I don’t trust that to last.’ She stripped off her jacket and rolled up her sleeves before soaping her hands as he had done. ‘You impressed the paramedics with your first aid. Not bad for a copper was the consensus.’


‘Trauma training,’ Noah said. ‘Did they say anything about his chances?’


‘Just that you’d done good, but a punctured lung is a punctured lung.’


‘Why did she do it, did she say?’


‘She’s not said anything.’ Marnie’s quick eyes flicked to the butcher’s block on top of the fridge. She touched the left side of her neck, as if it hurt. ‘Her friend with the braids, Simone, says the knife was Leo’s, that he came here armed. If that’s true, it was probably self-defence.’


‘He came here with a knife?’ Noah thought of Proctor’s dead weight, his face turned inside out with pain. Hope was half her husband’s size, weighing maybe eight stone. Leo was nearer seventeen. Noah’s arm ached where he’d held Leo in a sitting position until the paramedics took over. ‘How did she get it off him?’


‘I don’t know. It’s something I need to find out. We’re not short of witnesses, but it’s too soon to start taking statements, that’s what the paramedics think.’


More lightning lit the yard. Steel-coloured, like a snapped cable. Marnie rolled down her sleeves, leaving the cuffs loose. 


‘Let’s make some tea . . .’


Noah searched for mugs in the cupboard above the stove.


Marnie filled the kettle and plugged it into the wall. ‘The advice is not to move Hope until she’s less stressed.’ She glanced at the window, which was swarming with rain. ‘Simone says she’s scared of water. That Leo used to make her sit in the shower for hours on end, to get clean.’ Her eyes blanked with censure. ‘Just one of the reasons she was hiding here.’


Noah remembered the scream: ‘How did he get in here?’ and although they’d meant Leo Proctor, he knew the women might just as easily be afraid of him. A stranger, male. He wondered why Marnie hadn’t come alone. ‘How did Leo get in?’


‘Something else I don’t know. Jeanette, she’s the screamer, is insisting the doors were locked, standard procedure. She’s in charge of security, for what that’s worth. From the smell of her, she was on a fag break. She’s concerned to let us know she was taking care. A bit too concerned.’


‘You think she’s covering her back?’


‘I’m entertaining that possibility.’


‘Is she under arrest?’


‘Hope? I should caution her before asking questions.’ Marnie sounded reluctant. ‘I’m thinking it can wait until she’s less stressed. She isn’t going anywhere.’


Noah thought of the way Hope shook as her husband lay with one lung collapsing, big fists empty at his sides. Leo wore a wedding band. Did Hope? Noah couldn’t remember. He needed to pay better attention to details like that. ‘What happened to her hand? I saw them bandaging it.’


‘She was clumsy with the knife, but the paramedics say it’s superficial, not much more than a scratch.’ Marnie poured boiling water into the mugs. ‘Jeanette says she didn’t see anything more than we did. She was at her post, only arrived in the dayroom after Leo was laid out on the floor.’ Her voice was tinder-dry, not believing this version of events. She picked a crushed yellow petal from the knee of her trousers. ‘Roses. How romantic . . .’


‘You think he meant to use the knife on her?’


‘Why else would he bring it? I’m tempted to think the roses were for hiding the knife, until he got inside.’


Noah opened the fridge to get a carton of milk. ‘What about our witnesses?’


‘Simone. Ayana. Mab, who was hiding behind the sofa, but with a clear sightline. Two others I’ve yet to speak with . . . I’m discounting Jeanette, for now.’


Five witnesses. All women in hiding from abusive men. How’d it felt, seeing Leo Proctor walk in, wielding a knife? Watching Hope stab her husband, possibly fatally.


‘Is there CCTV in the dayroom?’


‘Only at the front entrance – if it’s working. I’ve put a call through to the station about getting hold of the footage. No CCTV indoors. It’s important for the women to know they’re not under surveillance. It’s one of the ways they feel safe . . .’ Marnie picked up the tray. ‘You’re thinking how much easier it’d be if we had impartial evidence of what happened before we got here?’


‘Infinitely.’


‘Less legwork, more luck?’ She looked mournful. ‘No one loves us that much.’
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Hope Proctor hadn’t moved from the sofa, sitting under the mural of the lion’s mouth with her friend Simone. Noah looked around, seeing the dayroom properly for the first time. A widescreen TV took up most of one wall, the plaster cracked around its steel brackets. Sofas and chairs faced the screen, as if the TV was a fireplace. Everything in the room looked cheap and disposable, with the surface shine of a catalogue purchase. The thin carpet carried a shallow stain, already turning black. Someone had cleared away the roses, but one or two petals remained, bruised by feet.


Hope and Simone weren’t alone in the room. Three women sat on a second sofa. Two were young, dark-haired. The third was a much older woman in a floral dress, gloved hands cupped in her lap as if she was hiding something there, her mouth turned inwards, cheeks collapsed from lost teeth. Mab, Noah guessed. Jeanette, who should’ve been watching the door, was sitting apart from the others. Ayana Mirza was standing by the window, twisting the orange and pink scarf between her hands.


Thick curtains hid the view outside. The rain was a constant tattoo, drumming on the windows and walls. Hope flinched from the sound, as if the rain was hot and hitting her bare skin. Simone hugged her, the foil shock blanket rustling under her grip. She had Hope’s blood on her hands, sheening her fingers.


‘Tea.’ Marnie Rome shared her smile around the room. It was a great smile, reassuring without being overfriendly. Noah was trying to learn a similar smile. ‘I don’t know who likes sugar. Could someone give me a hand? Simone?’


Simone got up from the sofa. She’d threaded the braids with lemon beads, glass. The beads tapped together as she moved, concentrating on the task DI Rome had given her. She was about Ayana’s age, young enough to be pleased by Marnie’s approval.


Hope Proctor reached for Noah’s hand. ‘You were with him. Was he scared? Was he angry? Oh God . . .’ Her voice was fierce, low in her chest and deeper than he’d expected. Her face was blotchy with distress, her bandaged hand child-sized, fingertips icy with shock. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Did he know – he was dying? Was he very angry?’


Noah sat in the space left by Simone. ‘He was in shock,’ he said softly. ‘Like you.’


‘The paramedics got here quickly,’ Marnie added. ‘That’s a good thing. It means he has the best chance to pull through.’


Hope swivelled towards her, losing another layer of colour. ‘Pull through . . . Pull . . . Oh God.’ She put her hands to her face. The grey sweatshirt was much too big, its sleeves falling back to show bruises on her wrists and forearms. Noah had to look away.


Ayana was sipping tea, over by the window. She’d given him her phone card, knowing he could use it to stopper the sucking wound in Leo Proctor’s chest. How had she known that, and what else did she know?


Noah couldn’t forget the reason they’d come here, what Commander Welland was expecting from this visit: a statement attesting to Nasif Mirza’s violent temperament.


Hope rocked on the sofa, holding her hair from her face. Noah could smell the blood on her hands. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, in the same fierce voice as before. ‘I’ll be okay in a minute. You can charge me. You’re waiting to do that. I understand.’


‘There’s no hurry,’ Marnie said.


‘Why were you here?’ Each question was on an intake of breath, as if speaking was an effort, but one Hope was determined to make. ‘Thank God you were, but why?’


‘We came to see Ayana.’


Hope looked towards the window, then away, at the other women holding mugs of tea. ‘I can’t drink anything.’ She dipped her head, her throat convulsing. ‘Please. I’ll be sick.’ Her irises were slim rings around blown pupils. A frown emphasised the deep crease between her brows, suggesting this state of heightened anxiety was normal.


‘You don’t need to drink anything,’ Marnie said.


Simone moved back to the sofa, opening the circle of her arms to hug Hope.


Noah crossed to where Ayana was standing. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m fine.’ Her voice was very steady, her gaze unblinking. She had a south London accent, picked up at school, he guessed.


‘That was quick thinking, before. With the phone card.’


‘And the cling film.’ She gave a slight smile. ‘I saw it on television. A cop show. I watch a lot of television here. Soap operas. Phone-ins. Very bad for me. Everything here is a bad influence.’ She widened the smile, showing even teeth. ‘I like it very much. I read, too, and study. Criminal psychology.’


‘A distance-learning course?’


She nodded. She couldn’t leave the refuge, Noah knew that much. She looked at the sofa where the three women sat in silence, Mab and the two dark-haired girls. ‘They offered me a place with other Asians. That is how they put it: other Asians. I knew someone in a place like that. The women working there gossiped at the mosque.’ She put her lips to the mug. ‘I prefer it here.’


‘Even now?’


‘I don’t know how he got in. It is safe. They are very strict. The doors stay locked unless we ask.’ She frowned at the room. ‘We like them locked.’


Like a prison. A prison with television and books, and the chance to study, make friends. Noah wondered about the phone card, whose number she called when she needed to talk. Perhaps the card was for the television phone-in shows.


Rain shook the window next to their heads. He could smell it, tinny and cold, through the heavy curtains. ‘Let me get you a new top-up card, for your phone. You have a mobile?’


‘Yes.’ She touched a woven purse at her waist. ‘Thank you. There wasn’t much on the card. Less than five pounds.’


‘I’ll get you a new one,’ Noah promised.


They couldn’t quiz her about Nasif so soon after the stabbing. It would’ve been tough enough before, knowing what Nasif and the others did to her.


Ayana’s brothers. In her own home. Two of them held her down while the third squirted heavy-duty bleach into her eyes. When they let her up, she managed to grope her way out of the house and into the street, screaming for help.


Surgeons saved her right eye. They couldn’t save the left.


Blind in one eye, she could still see. The CPS believed her witness statement would help to put Nasif behind bars, but so far she’d kept quiet about what her brothers had done. According to the notes that Noah and Marnie had inherited, in the hospital after the bleach attack, no one visited Ayana. Until the third day, when a woman arrived, alone, clutching a hooded anorak. ‘I have come to take my daughter home.’


It was Mrs Mirza. Ayana’s mother.


Ayana didn’t stop screaming until the woman went away.
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‘A knife?’ OCU Commander Tim Welland echoed. ‘At a women’s refuge? I thought these places were meant to be secure?’


‘We’re working on that now.’ Marnie moved aside to let the family liaison officer go past her, in the direction of the dayroom. ‘We need to find out how Leo got in, and how he knew his wife was here. But first we need to make everyone feel safe again.’


‘After a stabbing?’ She could hear Welland grimacing at the other end of the phone: good luck with that. ‘How’s Ayana Mirza?’


‘She helped Noah save Leo Proctor’s life.’


‘If they’ve saved it. From what you said . . .’


‘Proctor was stable when the ambulance took him.’


‘Do you think she meant to kill him?’


Marnie rubbed at the ache in her neck, petting the pain the way she’d learnt to, as it strayed around her body. ‘It was self-defence, that’s what our witnesses are saying.’


‘Reliable, are they?’ Scepticism soured Welland’s voice. ‘A knife in the lung sounds to me like attempted murder. I’m not saying she didn’t have a good reason to do it; I don’t suppose she was in that place from choice.’


‘You haven’t seen her, or heard her. She’s scared he’s going to live, but she’s not making excuses. And yes, she’s covered in bruises, of course she is.’


When she’d taken the knife away, Hope’s hand had been shaking. Marnie had understood, for the first time, how frightening it was to use a knife as a weapon, deadly.


‘I’m going to take her to the hospital,’ she told Welland, ‘and get her checked over.’


‘How’s DS Jake bearing up?’


‘He’s good. I’ve told him to get clean. He’s got a change of clothes at the station . . .’


‘A mess, is he?’


‘Proctor leaked all over him, so yes.’


Welland heard the cool edge in her voice. ‘Are you handling this all right?’


She looked the length of the corridor, to the locked fire exit. ‘It’s a domestic with a knife. Half this job’s domestics with knives, but . . . Proctor’s stable. I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t pull through. He’s a big bloke, lots of padding.’ Not a murder, in other words. ‘To be honest, I’m more worried about Hope. I want to know what happened before she came here, to make her come here.’ Answers. She wanted answers.


‘Have your plans changed?’ Welland asked abruptly.


‘For tomorrow?’ She shoved her hair from her face. ‘No. Of course if Proctor dies . . . then I’ll reschedule.’


‘Stay in touch,’ Welland said. ‘I need to know you’re on top of things.’


‘Of course.’ She pictured his open face, inviting confidences. Personally, she had no problem keeping secrets from Tim Welland. He knew too much about her already. She was glad of any secrets she could keep, insulation against his questions, his knowing.


He knows how they died, she’d often think, how they looked when they were dead. How I looked, weeping in the street outside – but he doesn’t know that I like salted chocolate or dumb TV spy shows where the heroine wears a different wig every week and kicks the crap out of everyone. He doesn’t know – if all else failed – about the writing. The words on my skin. 


Secrets she’d kept from everyone. From Greg, her dad. From her mum, Lisa. From Lexie, the therapist they’d assigned her after the murders. Even from Ed Belloc, with whom she trusted most secrets, instinctively.


The clichés of her skin, teenage rebellion writ large. Embarrassingly so, now she was into her third decade, regretting the bilious girl she’d been, with her mascara-laden eyes and her biker boots, her studied solitude and near-autistic silences. She’d stopped being that girl when she was Ayana’s age, nineteen; hormones shucking away like the bark on a plane tree losing London’s poisons in the shedding of its scales. Fired with purpose, she’d considered a career with the air force. All that speed and power, the endless sky and adrenalin rush. She’d settled impatiently on the police. Never intending the choice to stick, seeing it as a way to rid her feet and fingers of their itch to get away, escape . . .


Afraid that if she took too long choosing a path, she’d become that girl again. The one who crept from her parents’ house while Greg and Lisa Rome were sleeping and caught the first bus into town, to a place where she could pay a man with the cleanest hands she’d ever seen to inscribe her teenage skin with black, stinging secrets.
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Not her in the ambulance. A stranger, big bloke with an oxygen bag over his face.


No one he knew.


He wiped the steam from the inside of the windscreen with the damp cuff of his overalls again. Under the peaked cap – I ♥ London – his mouth shifted to a smile.


Not her.


Then doors were opening and closing, police everywhere, and he had to start the car, pull away. He couldn’t risk them catching him. He shouldn’t be driving, too many points on his licence apart from anything else, but how was he supposed to get around?


The police’d love to pick him up. He knew that.


He parked two streets away, the engine running, wipers slicking rain so he could keep watch for them leaving, red tail lights telling him the coast was clear. He didn’t need much. Just a chance. Maybe twenty minutes, maybe less.


Street lights were coming on, too early as usual. London trying too hard, thinking it could throw up a new building and no one would notice the shit on every street corner, the beggars and hen parties, puddles of puke, and whores everywhere.


He’d watched TV the other night, some crap with a bent politician who’d punched a bloke into a coma and couldn’t stop crying about it, standing round in the rain, snot running down his face. The camera kept filming London from the air, trying to make it look like LA, with skyscrapers and fancy helipads, what a fucking joke. London never looked like that, not from down here, where life was lived.


He waited ten minutes, then drove around the block, back to within eyeshot of the refuge. Rain had made a river of the driveway, washing off the roof in a filthy waterfall.


The unmarked Mondeo was still there, and the two police cars, but they hadn’t been for him, or her. It was just a coincidence.


People didn’t believe in coincidences; they looked the other way. That was what he needed right now. Just ten minutes, or twenty, when everyone was looking the other way and he could do it . . .


Do her.


The refuge didn’t look too safe, not much of a hiding place. Silly bitch, thinking he couldn’t get to her in there. Failing all else, there was a fucking great hole in the roof.


He didn’t need a lot of time. He’d have liked the luxury of taking his time, but those days were gone, he knew that; no more slow dances, seeing her squirm.


This time it’d be hard and fast – and over with. She wouldn’t be running and hiding when he was done with her.


He reckoned he needed twenty minutes, tops.
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You fucking evil bitch your dead. You think your safe. Think again cunt.


Blue biro had scratched the words on to a sheet of lined paper, torn roughly from a notepad. The ink had clotted in places, thinned in others. The author had gone back over some of the words, where his pen had failed.


Marnie Rome held the page to the hospital’s overhead light, studying the clots and scratches, the scarred surface of the sheet.


You could tell a lot about a person from his handwriting. From what he wrote, the pen and paper he chose. You could tell the surface he wrote on, whether he was drunk or ill. It was all in the indents and impressions. Even if you didn’t have the original, if all you had was the pad he used. Indents went deep, and you could create a vacuum on the blank page – run an electric bar over it, glass beads with carbon powder that stuck to the indents and revealed words like magic. Marnie had worked with a police documents examiner. She knew all about the tricks, the science involved.


You think your safe. Think again cunt. Not much magic needed here. No secret messages. Just three lines of hate-fuelled threat.


Marnie had found the letter in Hope Proctor’s bag, unsigned.


She had no immediate way of knowing whether Leo Proctor had written it. She’d looked through his wallet, but the signature strips on his bank cards were worn to smudges; it was all chip-and-pin these days. She took out her phone and called Noah Jake. ‘I need an example of Leo’s handwriting.’


‘Okay,’ Noah said. ‘What’ve you found?’


‘Not much.’ She turned the sheet of paper in her hand. ‘Just a little light reading, courtesy of an illiterate . . . Where are you?’


‘At the station, getting a change of clothes. How’s Leo?’


‘Alive, the last I heard. Try to get me a sample of his handwriting. Maybe there’s something in Hope’s things at the refuge. And see if you can speak with Ayana. You’ve got a connection with her.’


‘A connection?’ Noah echoed.


‘She helped you keep Leo alive. You made a good team. Use that. See if you can’t get what Welland wanted from this.’


‘You think she’ll talk to me, alone?’


‘You’re not alone. You have Family Liaison. And I’ve asked Ed Belloc to drop by later. Just . . . see how Ayana feels. I’m betting she’ll talk to you. Sometimes it helps to be a stranger.’


‘Okay,’ Noah said. ‘I’ll do my best.’


‘Good. I’ll see you back there after I’ve spoken with the doctor, and Hope.’ She rang off, checking her wristwatch.


In eight hours, it would be tomorrow. The fifth anniversary of their deaths. What’d she said to Welland?


I’m not counting.


Right, then.


She folded the threatening letter and put it in her pocket. She had to discount it, for now; dangerous to second-guess what Noah might come back with. The letter might not even match Leo’s handwriting, or he could’ve disguised his writing; the bad grammar could be deliberate misdirection. Hope was articulate, intelligent. How likely was Leo to be illiterate? He worked on a building site. Marnie didn’t know much more than that. Not yet. She needed the doctor’s exam to confirm how badly he’d abused his wife. She sympathised with Hope’s effort to salvage some shred of dignity and privacy after the events of the morning, but she’d insisted on the exam. Hard evidence, Welland called it.


Hope Proctor had put a knife into her husband’s lung. Marnie needed to know how, and why. At the refuge, Simone Bissell had said, ‘She can’t see straight. She puts things on the edge of tables and spills stuff all the time. He’s hit her so much she can’t see straight any more. She didn’t know where she was sticking that knife.’


She stuck it in her husband’s chest, deep enough to puncture his lung.


Leo was a big man. A big target.


Hope was scared, at the end of her rope. Marnie could believe that. The threatening letter was opaque in places, where Hope had handled it with sweating hands. It was possible she’d panicked, pushed the knife into Leo’s chest in blind terror.


A kitchen knife. Black handle, sweeping steel blade. Thirty quid; maybe forty in a good shop. A proper piece of kitchen kit, endorsed by a celebrity chef, his signature printed in black on the silver blade, and again in silver on the sleek black handle.


Marnie had the knife in an evidence bag back at the station. It balanced beautifully in her hand. At least she imagined it did; she’d yet to work up the courage to touch it.


A hospital porter pushed an empty trolley through swing doors at the end of the corridor, the sound like a small explosion.


‘She’s ready for you.’ The doctor, bespectacled, thirty-something, looked weary as he approached.


‘What’s the verdict?’ Marnie asked.


‘I’ve seen worse cases, but they tend to be working girls. Vaginal bruising consistent with object insertion.’ He referred to his notes, reading in a routinely bland voice. ‘Bite marks to her breasts and thighs. Fissures and scarring consistent with a prolonged history of anal sex. Surface bruising to her arms and legs. A belt most probably caused the bruises on her back. The sorts of injuries you might expect to see on someone indulging in sadomasochistic sex.’


This had happened in Hope’s home. Behind closed doors.


Marnie’s skin shivered; the sensation as familiar to her as yawning.


Home sweet home.


Did that exist for anyone, anywhere?


‘The examination upset her,’ the doctor was saying. ‘I prescribed a sedative. You’ll want to be gentle with her, although there’s nothing wrong with her intellect.’ He gave a shrewd, admiring smile. ‘She’s not in the mood to be patronised.’


‘How’s her husband, any change?’


‘None at all.’ He referred to a separate set of notes. ‘I can tell you he has liver damage, long-term, not yet acute.’


‘He’s an alcoholic?’


‘Almost certainly. His blood alcohol level indicates he’d been drinking heavily in the two hours before he was admitted.’


In other words, Leo Proctor went to the refuge armed and blind drunk.


‘Apart from that? Minor injuries consistent with his work in construction, and his pastime of rugby. According to his hospital records, we’ve treated him for cracked ribs on a couple of occasions, contact-sport injuries. Eight months ago, we treated him for two broken bones in his right hand. We call it a boxer’s fracture.’


‘Boxer’s fracture?’ Marnie repeated. ‘Does that mean he broke his hand hitting someone?’


‘Or something. A work-related injury, according to the records.’


‘Can you give me dates and details?’ She scanned the sheet of paper he handed her. Leo Proctor broke his hand eight months ago. Hitting something, or someone. Hope was living at home eight months ago. She pocketed the sheet, next to the threatening letter. ‘How soon after he wakes up can we talk to him?’


‘We’ve inserted a chest drain. Between that and the blood loss, he’s best off unconscious. A punctured lung’s a serious injury, especially when it involves a knife wound.’


‘She panicked,’ Marnie said. ‘That’s what the witnesses say.’


‘Just bad luck she found his lung.’ He looked again at Hope’s medical notes. ‘Or good luck . . . The cut to her hand, incidentally, is superficial. To answer your question, it’s too soon to say when he’ll come round.’


‘But he will? Come round.’


‘That’s our expectation at this stage.’


Leo Proctor wasn’t going to die. Good. Marnie wanted to question him, and she wasn’t inclined to be gentle, the way she intended to be with his wife.


‘Something else,’ the doctor said. ‘I’ve no idea if it’s significant.’ He nodded at his notes. ‘They have matching tattoos.’


‘They . . .’


‘We nearly missed it on him, too much blood for one thing. Hers is, ah, just beneath her right breast.’ This embarrassed him in a way the sexual abuse didn’t. ‘A heart with an arrow through it.’ He grimaced. ‘Hardly the most original sentiment.’


‘Where’s his?’ Marnie’s skin was burning under her ribs, and above her hips. ‘You said you nearly missed it. Where’s his tattoo?’


‘The same place.’ The doctor rubbed at his spectacles with a forefinger. ‘It’s why we nearly missed it. Because of the mess.’


He wiped his finger on his white coat. ‘The tattoo is exactly where the knife went in. Bullseye, I suppose you’d say.’
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‘My name in Ethiopian is beautiful flower.’ Ayana Mirza sat at the foot of her bed, in her narrow room at the refuge. ‘In Kashmiri, Ayana means day of judgement.’


‘Your brother . . .’ Noah began.


‘Nasif. It means most just.’ Her smile twisted. ‘Another of my brothers, Turhan, is of mercy.’


‘Nasif . . . is a suspect in a serious assault.’


Ayana lifted her chin, showing the blind white of her ruined eye. ‘Again?’


‘This attack was with a scimitar. A man lost his hand.’


Ayana bit her lips together as if to stop herself from speaking. Silence stuffed the small bedroom. Noah looked around. No wardrobe, just a hanging rail for clothes, holding a couple of chain-store jumpers and a jersey skirt. Lined curtains covered the windows. The walls had been repainted so many times the gloss resembled pimpled skin. A shallow desk held a pile of library books and coursework from the remote-learning school. Nothing else in the room belonged to Ayana, not even the red dress she was wearing; she’d had no time to pack a bag when she left home.


‘I promised you this.’ Noah held out the phone top-up card. He’d put ten pounds on it, thinking twenty would be too much, might seem insulting.


‘Thank you.’ She took the card, stroking it with her thumb.


‘Your uncles have spoken up for Nasif. Everyone in your family has. They say he’s very gentle. He has no history of violence.’


Ayana nodded, as if she accepted this. ‘Of course.’


‘You know that’s not true.’


‘I know you do not need my statement, to take action.’ Ayana dipped her head at the sound of the television leaking from the dayroom. ‘The police can act independently.’


Noah smiled at her. ‘Is this from your distance-learning course?’


‘It’s true.’ Ayana gestured precisely with her slim hands. ‘The police are no longer reliant on a victim’s statement and can act independently.’


‘The victim isn’t any help to us in this case.’


‘Will they kill him, if he helps you? That is what my family will do, to me.’ Ayana reached into the pocket of her red dress. She took out a cloth purse. ‘Do you know what is in here?’ She loosened the drawstring. ‘Seed pods.’ From the open neck of the purse: the spicy scent of garam masala. ‘It’s the smell of home.’ Her smile made Noah’s chest hurt. ‘I keep this to remind myself. That it was never as simple as good and bad, safe and dangerous. Do you understand?’


Noah understood. Home, for Ayana, was a rich mix of love and loyalty, honour and obedience, reward and punishment. He understood this, but he still wanted her to speak up, speak out. She wouldn’t be free until she did. He wondered which of the women at the refuge had purchased the seed pods for her, or whether she’d been carrying the purse when she ran from the house, after the bleach attack.


‘I miss home,’ she said simply. ‘When I miss it too much, when I’m tempted to use this?’ Holding up her cheap mobile phone with its chipped cover. ‘I make myself remember the bad things as well as the good.’ She dropped the phone back into the seed pods and fastened the neck of the purse. Through the wall behind her head, the television purred. She hooked her hair behind her ears and said matter-of-factly, ‘Nasif has a sword. My uncle gave it to him when Nasif was six. It isn’t a toy.’


‘Did you see him use it?’


‘Only as a game. To show off.’ She folded her hands in her lap again. ‘Sometimes he pretended he would use it if I wasn’t behaving at school, but it was a game. He is a coward, like Turhan and Hatim. None dares do anything without the others.’ She moved her gaze around the room. ‘My mother kept me at home, learning to be a good wife, like her. To be unhappy, like her. My brothers took me to school when she allowed it. It was their duty to watch me there. If I talked to Western children, especially boys, they would report it. Sometimes they reported it even when I hadn’t talked to anyone. I was bringing shame on the family. Who would want to marry a girl like that? And what else is there for me but marriage?’ Her gaze returned to Noah. ‘It isn’t only girls. I know boys whose families have forced them into marriages they didn’t want. Beaten them, for refusing to marry.’


‘You could speak out against it. Against the sort of violence you suffered.’


‘In a court?’ Her smile was sad. ‘And then what, return here? They would find me. They’ve told everyone they know. And they know many people. People who work in shops, or drive taxis. Even in hospitals. You don’t know what it is to be always watched, by everyone, to be under constant surveillance.’


They were getting nowhere, turning in circles. Ayana was convinced of her powerlessness, seemed almost to relish it. Noah had been wrong: he didn’t understand her at all. He needed to check Hope’s room, for letters from Leo. ‘Can you tell me about what happened with Hope and Leo this morning?’


Ayana smoothed the skirt of her dress. ‘What do you want to know?’


‘Was it the first time you’d seen Leo?’


‘Yes.’


‘Everyone was in the dayroom,’ Noah said. ‘Is that usual?’


‘Yes. After breakfast, we watch television. We take it in turns to make coffee or tea. It helps us to feel part of a family. We watch television together. Like normal people.’


Daytime television. Her definition of normal.


‘Leo Proctor arrived just after nine o’clock,’ Noah said. ‘Is that right?’


‘It was nine twenty. Lorraine was finishing.’


‘You were all in the dayroom. Hope, Simone and the others.’


Ayana counted on her fingers. ‘Hope, Simone, Mab, Shelley and Tessa, and me.’


‘Where was Jeanette?’


Again, Ayana counted on her fingers. ‘Smoking outside. Sneaking into our rooms. Eating the food in the fridge.’


‘She was in the dayroom when we arrived.’


‘She came in just before you did and started screaming as soon as she arrived. She was the only one of us making a noise.’


‘Who saw Leo first?’ Noah asked. ‘Was it Hope?’


‘Probably. The rest of us were watching television, but she isn’t very interested in it. Not just Lorraine. Anything.’ Ayana returned her hands to her lap. ‘She’s nervous, cannot settle to anything.’


‘Early days for her, isn’t it? I expect everyone takes a while to settle in.’


‘She’s been here three weeks. She was getting worse, not better.’ It was clear from her tone that she disapproved of Hope’s failure to settle at the refuge.


‘Worse in what way?’


‘Always moving around. Restless, as if she didn’t want to be here.’


‘How was she this morning?’


‘As usual.’ Ayana shrugged. ‘No better, no worse.’


‘Restless,’ Noah said. ‘Nervous.’


‘Yes.’


‘Where was she in the room when Leo arrived?’


Ayana thought for a second. ‘By the window. She was always by the window. Not looking out, none of us does that, but she liked standing there. Perhaps the room felt stuffy to her.’


‘How did she react to seeing Leo?’ Noah asked.


‘She turned very quickly. It made us all look to see what the trouble was. That’s when we saw him.’


The door was behind the sofas, facing the television. The window had a clear sightline to the door. It made sense that Hope would see the door open before anyone else. ‘All of you saw him at the same time?’ Noah asked. ‘When Hope turned?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did Hope say anything or make any noise?’


‘She took a big breath.’ Ayana imitated the sound, sucking air with a hiss between her teeth. ‘She didn’t speak.’


‘Then what happened?’


‘He stood in the doorway. She walked towards him.’


‘She walked towards him. Are you sure it wasn’t the other way around?’


‘Look at the stain on the carpet,’ Ayana said placidly. She was very sure of her recall. ‘If he had gone to her, the stain would be by the window.’


‘Did he say anything?’ Noah asked.


‘No. He held out the roses.’


‘How did he hold them out, can you demonstrate?’


Ayana put her hands together, at arm’s length from her chest.


‘He used both hands?’


She nodded.


‘Did Hope take the roses?’


A smile flitted across her mouth. ‘No.’


‘But she walked over to him. Got close.’


‘If she’d had a gun,’ Ayana shrugged, ‘she could have stayed by the window. She had to get close. She had a knife.’


In the silence that followed this statement, Noah heard a jingle playing on the television, for cheap car insurance. 


‘What makes you think that Hope had the knife?’


‘It is the only thing that makes sense. He would not bring a knife in here. Why would he? If he wanted to kill her, he would have done it at home. In here? In front of all these witnesses?’ Ayana spread her hands. ‘It makes no sense.’


‘You think she meant to do it.’ Noah felt chilled. ‘It wasn’t an accident.’


‘He bled into your lap. Did it seem like an accident to you?’


‘Simone says that Hope panicked.’ He spaced out his words, speaking very softly. ‘That she was scared, and she panicked.’


‘She was scared,’ Ayana agreed. ‘But it wasn’t panic. It wasn’t an accident.’ She knitted her fingers in her lap. ‘Nothing is ever an accident, for us. No one ever falls down the stairs or slips and hits her head. We make excuses, to cover up, but these things are never accidents.’


‘Where did Hope get the knife?’ Noah asked.


‘I suppose . . . from the kitchen. Or she brought it with her, from home.’


‘Simone says it was self-defence, an accident. Why would she lie?’


‘To protect Hope,’ Ayana replied equitably. ‘They have become close. She is the only one Hope speaks to, I think. And because Hope had a good reason to kill him.’


She touched the corner of her blind eye. ‘A better reason than my brothers had for this. They said I looked at a boy, but I did not. I never looked at anyone but them. The joy they took in their duty. How happy they were, being my gaolers. The way it made them feel so strong. Manly.’ Her voice hardened, but she sounded bewildered, as if even now she could not believe what was done to her. ‘That is why they did it. Because I looked at them the wrong way. No one else.’


She lifted her chin, challenging Noah with a stare. ‘If I’d had a knife, I’d have done the same as Hope. Three times over. I would have found a way to make it stop. Just as she did. She had to make him stop. You cannot begin to guess what he had done to her, the ways he made her afraid. You should be glad of it. Of Hope. The police need all the help they can get with monsters like that.’




11


Hope Proctor was lying on a trolley parked against one of the hospital’s grazed walls. A white waffle blanket covered her, from chest to feet. Under it, she wore a hospital gown, papery against her skin. Pink spots of shame showed under each eye, as if she’d pinched the skin; she knew what the doctor had reported, no secrets left to her.


Marnie drew up a chair next to the trolley. ‘We don’t have to speak yet. It can wait until you’re stronger.’


‘I want to do it now.’ There was an undercurrent of fierceness in Hope’s voice. ‘It can’t get any worse. Unless . . . How’s Leo? They wouldn’t tell me, except that he’s still unconscious.’


‘It’s all there is to tell. He’ll pull through, that’s how it looks.’


Hope nodded. ‘Good.’ At the refuge, she’d looked terrorised at the prospect of her husband surviving the attack. Was it fear of reprisal? ‘I don’t want him to die. In case you thought . . .’ Her face convulsed. ‘I would never hurt him.’


‘He hurt you. Didn’t he?’


Hope’s eyes slid away. ‘That’s . . . private.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘A marriage is private.’


Was that how Leo had convinced her to keep the abuse to herself? What happened behind closed doors was nobody else’s business. Marnie had heard the line often enough in domestic violence cases. ‘The doctor told me about your injuries. I understand it’s hard to talk about this, but you were living at the refuge. You must have wanted it to stop.’


‘I wanted time.’ Hope plucked at the blanket, her fingers colourless with cold. ‘To think. Time for him to think, too. I thought . . . if we could just think about what we wanted . . .’


‘What do you want, Hope?’ She couldn’t bring herself to say ‘Mrs Proctor’.


‘I love my husband,’ Hope hissed fretfully. ‘What’s wrong with that, in this day and age? I loved him when I married him and I still love him. I took my vows in good faith.’


An old-fashioned sentiment. Hope was twenty-eight. Doll-like with her fair hair and heart-shaped face, little hands with pearly fingernails. She must have been a very pretty bride, in vintage lace, a veil, orange-blossom bouquet. When did she get the pierced-heart tattoo? Surely not before the wedding.


‘You went to the refuge, three weeks ago. Why did you do that?’


‘To think. I told you. To have time to think.’


‘You’ve been married for nine years. When was the first time he hurt you?’


Hope pressed her lips together, looking away.


‘Something happened three weeks ago,’ Marnie said, ‘to make you leave. What happened?’


‘I panicked. Sometimes I get these . . . attacks. Panic. I don’t know what to do.’


‘Have you seen a doctor about them?’


Hope jerked her head in a nod. ‘Leo took me, when it was really bad. He thought there should be pills, something to help me. To calm me down.’


Chemical cosh. Leo Proctor. What a man.


‘Did the doctor give you anything?’


‘Yes, but the pills made me sick. Dopey. I couldn’t get up in the mornings. Leo needs his breakfast. He works in construction. He needs three square meals.’ She recited the words as if they were a code by which she lived, her marriage vows in practice.


‘So you stopped taking the pills. What happened then?’


‘I was . . . all right as long as I was busy. Leo was on overtime, a big job that needed finishing fast. His hours were crazy. I couldn’t keep up.’ She held her hair back from her face before dragging it forward to hide her eyes. ‘I kept getting things wrong. Burning food, buying the wrong things. I . . . broke a mirror. Seven years’ bad luck. That’s all I could think.’ Her shoulders shook. Tears wet the neck of her gown. ‘Seven years! Seven – more years.’


Marnie waited for her to calm down. ‘So you went to the refuge. Did you tell him you were going there?’


Ed Belloc in Victim Support called it Rule One: if you’re thinking of leaving your abuser, never tell him. Just go. Women who told their husbands they were leaving didn’t always make it out alive.


‘I didn’t tell him,’ Hope said, without conviction.


‘But he found you, this morning. Did you call him, Hope? Is that how he found out you were at the refuge?’


Hope roped her hands in her hair. She’d fretted at the bandage on her right hand, fraying it. After a long moment, she breathed, ‘Yes . . .’


‘How did he react, when you told him?’


Marnie had to wait for an answer. Finally Hope said, ‘He was worried about me. He wanted to know I was okay. He worries when I’m around other people. I’m not very good at reading people, not very smart. Sometimes that gets me into trouble.’


The doctor had admired Hope’s intellect. Yet Leo had convinced her that she wasn’t very smart. Classic isolating technique. Making everyone else into a threat. Leo as her hero, the one keeping her safe. ‘Did he ask you to come home?’


Hope’s face was crumpled like a newborn’s, with the same unseeing eyes. ‘No, he didn’t. Not then. He asked if he could see me. When I said they didn’t like visitors, he got . . . angry.’ She wiped at her nose, mucus shining her hand. ‘He wanted to see me. I’m his wife. Everyone at the refuge was a stranger. I might be in danger.’


‘Did you feel in danger?’


Hope shook her head. ‘I was safe. I told him I was safe. But he was worried for me.’


‘Even though you said you were okay.’


‘I told him I was making friends. Simone and Mab. Especially Simone.’


‘How did he react to that? To you making friends?’


Hope reached for the blanket. ‘I never had friends before.’


‘Never?’ Marnie helped her with the blanket. ‘Or just not since you got married?’


‘Since . . . school, I suppose. I’m not very good with people.’ She twisted her hands in the waffled cotton. Thin strips of muscle marked what Marnie could see of the backs of her hands. The kind of muscle you got in a good gym lifting weights, or from hard manual labour. The cleaning staff at the police station had the same hands, just less well manicured; Leo liked his wife to look nice, in public. ‘Leo told you that you weren’t good with people.’


Hope stiffened. ‘It’s true. Leo doesn’t lie. Not – not to me.’


‘He lies to other people?’


‘Only the usual things. Like when he’s late for work, or rugby. Not what you mean.’ She flushed, pulling at her hair again, searching for split ends. ‘I know what you think, what you’re trying to do, but I stabbed him. Me.’ She thumped at her chest. It made a hollow sound. ‘It was me.’


‘It was you. I’m trying to find out why. You said you didn’t want him to die.’


‘I didn’t. I don’t.’


‘But you stabbed him in the chest with a knife.’


‘I panicked!’ Hope’s eyes swivelled away from Marnie. 


‘Why did you panic, Hope? What did you think was going to happen?’


She waited, but Hope stayed locked inside herself, one fist in her hair, the other balled against her chest. Marnie was acutely aware of the tattoo the doctor had described. Below Hope’s right breast. A heart with an arrow shot through it. Her skin itched with empathy. ‘Had he used a knife before? To threaten you? To hurt you?’


‘No. No.’


‘Where did the knife come from?’


‘From – home. He brought it from home.’


An ordinary kitchen knife. The kind everyone has at home. Marnie told herself to concentrate on the woman on the trolley, not to let her mind stray in the direction of memories. ‘The knife was yours. Yours and Leo’s.’


‘We bought it from Peter Jones, when – when we were first married.’


‘How was Leo able to bring it into the refuge?’


‘He – hid it in the roses.’


Somewhere in the hospital, an alarm shrilled.


‘He hid the knife,’ Marnie repeated, ‘in the roses.’


‘They’re my favourite. Yellow roses.’


The roses were an empty gesture. Why couldn’t Hope see that? Five years ago, on behalf of the Met, Tim Welland had sent a wreath. Lilies, a sickly topspin of decay, like a scented candle in a pathology lab. Marnie had hated lilies ever since.


A trolley bumped down the corridor outside the private room.


‘Why did Leo bring the knife to the refuge, Hope?’


‘For me,’ Hope whispered. ‘To make me feel safe.’


Marnie pinched the bridge of her nose. This conversation was . . . insane. ‘Leo brought a knife to a women’s refuge to make you feel safe.’


‘Yes.’


‘Did it make you feel safe?’


Hope didn’t answer.


‘Can you look at me, please? Hope.’


Hope lifted her head, a fugitive coldness in her stare. Resentment. Because Marnie was forcing her to confront the truth about the lies in her marriage?


‘That’s better. Thank you.’ She gave her a supportive smile. ‘Did Leo hand you the knife, is that how you got hold of it?’


‘Yes. He said I didn’t know these people. There were all sorts in there. Like a prison, he said. There’s always violence in prisons.’


‘He gave the knife to you, and you took it.’


‘Yes.’


‘Then what happened?’


‘Then . . .’ She wedged the flat of her hand under her nose. ‘Then he held out the roses and – I was going to smell them. They looked so beautiful, perfect, only I scratched myself on a thorn . . .’ She put out her left hand, searching its fingers, showing Marnie the scratch on the pad of her ring finger, looking bewildered. ‘It didn’t even hurt. I hardly felt it, just a scratch, but I panicked. I panicked.’


Her eyes flew wide. ‘I stabbed my husband because of this!’ Thrusting the scratched finger at Marnie. ‘A pinprick! Nothing! Why? What sort of person does that? It was nothing – a scratch! How could I? How?’


Marnie took her hand. ‘Hope . . . who can I call? Is there someone you’d like here with you? Family?’


They’d asked Marnie the same question, five years ago. She hadn’t been able to think of anyone, not easily. Only Ed Belloc, and it was his job. She was afraid he’d come as a professional, rather than a friend.


‘I don’t have any family.’ Hope shrank, as if the outburst had stolen what was left of her strength. ‘They died. Dad when I was little. My mum . . . last year. Cancer.’


‘I’m sorry . . . How about friends?’


‘Simone . . .’


‘From the refuge?’


‘Yes. If she’ll come. I know she’s scared.’ Hope pulled her hand from Marnie’s, to wipe at her nose again. ‘I haven’t any tissues; they were in my handbag . . .’


‘Simone’s scared . . . of leaving the refuge?’


Hope nodded. She turned her face away. ‘I was the same. I thought I was safe there. I didn’t think anything bad could happen as long as I was there. It was . . . my home. You’re meant to be safe in your home.’


‘Yes, you are.’ Marnie got to her feet. ‘I’ll ask Simone if she’ll come. And I’ll bring your handbag.’ She paused. ‘There was a note, in your bag. Very nasty.’


‘What?’ Hope’s voice was dull, desensitised. She rubbed at the skin under her right breast: the tattooed heart.


‘A threatening letter,’ Marnie said gently. ‘In your handbag.’


‘Oh.’ She shook her head. ‘That’s not mine. I took it because it scared her so much. She was sure he didn’t know where to find her . . . It’s why I don’t know if she’ll come. She’s so frightened . . .’


‘The note was sent to Simone?’


Hope nodded. ‘By Lowell.’


‘Lowell who?’ Marnie felt a new itch between her shoulder blades.


‘I don’t know. Just . . . Lowell. He did things to her . . .’ Hope shuddered. ‘At least Leo . . . He never hurt me, the way Lowell hurt her. He’s a monster. Simone says he’ll never give up, ever. Not until he’s got her back.’
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‘What’re you doing in here?’ Hope’s friend with the braids, Simone Bissell, stood in the doorway to Hope’s room, challenging Noah with a stare.


‘I wanted to take an overnight bag,’ he invented, ‘to the hospital.’ He held up a plastic washbag. ‘This is all I could find.’


Hope’s room was pin-neat. What possessions she had, she’d tidied away into the wardrobe and the cupboard by the bed. Noah had searched for samples of Proctor’s handwriting, but there was nothing of Leo’s in the room. The washbag was the kind sold in airports, pre-packed with deodorant, a toothbrush, shower gel.


Simone’s eyes were huge on his face. ‘You shouldn’t be in here.’ Her accent was tricky to place. North London, but posh, not street. ‘It’s her room. Private.’


‘It’s all right.’ He hunted for a phrase to reassure her. ‘I’m a detective. I was here earlier, with DI Rome? And I’ve been talking with Ayana . . .’


‘I know who you are.’ She lifted her chin. ‘You’re a stranger. Hope doesn’t know you. She’s done nothing wrong.’


‘She stabbed her husband.’


‘You didn’t see.’ Her mouth wrenched. ‘He’s dangerous. Hope saved our lives. She saved all our lives.’


The bed had been made with military tightness. Noah had slipped his hand under the mattress on every side: nothing. The emptiness of the room mocked him.


‘Why is she being kept in the hospital overnight?’ Simone demanded.


‘Just so we can be sure she’s okay.’


‘I want to see her.’ Simone’s eyes went around the room, measuring its emptiness, or checking to see what Noah had touched. ‘She shouldn’t be alone.’


‘She’s not alone. DI Rome’s with her.’


‘She should have a friend.’ Simone’s stare flitted to the window; for the first time, he read fear in her face. She was afraid of what lay outside the front door. He wondered what shape her fear took. A husband or father? Brothers, like Ayana?


‘You’d do that for her?’ he asked. ‘Leave the refuge?’


Simone raised her chin at him. The defiance transformed her, gave rosy hearts to her mahogany cheeks. At some point, her nose had been broken, but she was still beautiful. ‘She needs me.’ She looked him over. ‘You have someone, don’t you, who would go back for you?’ She nodded at the window, as if she was pointing out a wild animal enclosure, a place no sane person would stray. ‘Back out there. You have someone.’


Yes, he had someone.


‘DI Rome will be back soon. From the hospital. I’ll ask her if you can visit Hope.’


‘You will?’


‘Yes.’


Simone nodded. ‘She had to do it.’ Her big eyes came back to his face. ‘There wasn’t any choice.’


‘How did she get the knife?’ He spoke as quietly as he could, knowing the ambulance crew had said it was too soon to start asking questions about the stabbing. ‘Simone? How did she get the knife?’


‘It was a test, to see if she dared . . .’ Simone’s voice dropped to a hot whisper. She rubbed her hands at her forearms, hidden by the sleeves of her sweatshirt. ‘She told me things he’d done . . . Things you wouldn’t want to believe. He must have thought he had broken her. That she wouldn’t dare . . . He didn’t think she’d dare . . . He thought he’d broken her in a thousand pieces, but sometimes . . . when you are broken . . .’


She drew her hands from her sleeves, knitting her fingers into a fist. ‘You mend hard.’
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The rain had stopped, street lights sitting in flooded puddles in the road. It was dark enough now to remove the cap – I ♥ London – as long as he kept low in the car seat.


He’d thought when it got dark that it’d be easy to see what was going on inside the refuge, but they’d pinned some thick stuff over the windows and all he could make out were shadows moving in the rooms at the front.


He couldn’t stay much longer, not today. Things to do and he’d promised he wouldn’t be late. This was his life now: always making promises, most of them to other people, but some to himself. Like this one, here and now.


Waiting for his chance, with her.


He chewed at his left index finger until he tasted blood. In the mean spill of light from the street, the hand was ugly, clawed like an old man’s arthritic paw. He balled it to a fist, pictured smashing it into her . . .


It calmed him down.


The anger was like a new baby; sometimes you had to let it bawl itself out. When he was calmer, he put the finger back in his mouth and sucked at the blood.


He’d missed something, when he was avoiding the police cars, waiting for the sirens to shut up. After the ambulance took the big bloke away. It flicked across his mind: Who was that? What happened to him? But he didn’t really care. It didn’t matter.


What mattered was the unmarked Mondeo.


When he’d driven back round to the front of the refuge, that was when he saw . . .


The Mondeo had moved. It was parked in a different spot, facing the other way. Same car; he’d checked the registration.


What if they got to her before you could?


While he was skulking around the corner, the Mondeo had gone and come back. What if he’d missed her, if the police got to her first? Just for a second, relief had squirmed in the pit of his belly, before he made himself remember what she’d done and why he couldn’t let it alone; the promise he’d made to himself.


The police were still here, which meant she was still here. She wouldn’t dare leave the refuge alone, he was sure of that. She knew he was coming.


He’d had fun writing the warning note.


You fucking evil bitch your dead.


Gripping the pen in his left hand – in what was left of his left hand – pretending to be some arsehole who couldn’t spell, in case she decided to show the note to someone. He knew she’d know who’d written it.


He hoped she was afraid. He hoped she was shitting herself with fear.


She deserved it. For what she’d done.


She deserved everything he’d promised himself she’d get.


You think your safe. Think again.
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From everything Marnie had said about Ed Belloc, Noah had pictured a big bear of a man, cuddly and capable. Asexual.


Ed, when he came, was five foot ten. Slim and soaked, rain running down his face, making a skullcap of his dark hair. He shook himself like a dog on the doorstep of the refuge, lifting a hand in greeting at the blurred lens of the CCTV.


Noah buzzed him into the building, fetching a towel from the nearest bathroom.


‘Thanks.’ Belloc scrubbed the towel at his head, offering his free hand. ‘Ed. You must be DS Jake.’ His hand was thin and chilled.


‘Noah. Can I fix you a cup of tea?’


‘Great. Thanks.’ Ed mopped the back of his neck. ‘Where’s Rome?’


‘She’s just got back from the hospital. She’s in the dayroom.’


Rome? The familiarity surprised him, but Ed had known Marnie for years, at least five years that Noah knew of. He was younger than Noah had expected. Thirty-ish, with the soft-focus look of a student midway through his finals. Dressed like a student, in decimated cords and a blue shirt with a fraying collar which rain had soaked to navy. His hair was drying into bedhead brown curls and he had brown eyes, cute in a through-a-hedge-backwards way. Noah preferred something edgier, but he admired the way Belloc was working the look. Ed was the least threatening man he’d seen in a long time.


Marnie was waiting in the doorway to the dayroom, her face softening to a smile when she saw Ed. ‘Thanks for coming. How was court?’


‘Stuffy.’ He finished drying himself with the towel. ‘Good to get into the fresh air.’


She straightened his wet collar. ‘Looks like you swam here . . .’


‘So what’s been going on?’ Ed’s eyes went over her shoulder, to the dayroom where the women were sitting. ‘You said an incident. That can’t be good.’


Marnie walked Ed and Noah towards the office. ‘One of the women stuck a knife in her husband. We walked into the middle of it. It was lucky Noah was with me. He saved the husband’s life.’


The office was a short, windowless room. Three of its four walls were partitions, drawing noise from elsewhere in the refuge. Little of the desk was visible under a litter of stained mugs, empty sweet wrappers and gossip magazines, celebrity cleavage shining from their covers. 


‘Who did the stabbing?’ Ed asked.


Marnie moved a copy of Heat magazine out of the way, so that she could perch on the edge of the desk. ‘Hope Proctor.’


‘Not a name I know. How long’s she been here?’


‘Three weeks.’


‘My last visit was a month ago.’ Ed looked apologetic.


‘I wanted to ask you about security here,’ Marnie said. ‘From the look of it, Hope’s husband walked in, armed, no one to stop him.’


Ed was silent for a beat. Then he said, ‘He brought a knife in here?’


‘No one challenged him.’


‘What time was this?’


‘Ten, this morning. The door was on the latch. Is that usual, in places like this?’


‘Nothing’s usual, in places like this.’ Ed towelled his neck again. ‘I’d love to tell you trained professionals are in charge twenty-four-seven, but it’s just not practical in most places. There should have been trained staff on duty. The door should have been secure. There are panic buttons and they should be working. We shouldn’t have to rely on volunteers because resources are so stretched . . .’ He scratched a hand through his hair. ‘Where’s Hope now?’


‘In the hospital. Sedated.’ Marnie glanced at Noah. ‘DC Abby Pike’s with her.’


‘How bad is she?’


‘She’s bad.’ Marnie touched the side of her neck. ‘Shaken, ashamed. In denial. Nine years of abuse, a lot of it sexual. It was difficult, talking with her. She resented the questions . . .’


Noah reached a hand for the wall, feeling sick. This was the man whose life he’d helped to save? A rapist and a torturer?


‘She’s blaming herself,’ Marnie said, ‘even so. She says Leo had the knife for her protection, can you believe that?’


‘That and a whole lot worse,’ Ed said. ‘About resenting the questions . . . It’s nothing personal. Keeping secrets is empowering, even if you’re the one getting hurt. Counterintuitive, I know, but I’ll bet she felt stronger before she told you anything . . .’ A frown pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘Who else was here when it happened?’


‘Simone Bissell. Mab Thule. Tessa Stebbins and Shelley Coates. Ayana. And the supervisor, Jeanette Conway.’


‘Jesus,’ he breathed, looking shaken. ‘They all saw it? The stabbing? Mab and Simone and the others?’


‘Yes.’


Ed had spent the day in court, Noah remembered. No wonder he looked whipped.


‘Ayana helped Noah with the first aid,’ Marnie said. ‘She was a star. The others . . . seemed calm, at the time.’


‘I can imagine. So . . . where’re you up to with witness statements?’


‘The witness statements can wait a while. We wanted to make this place feel safe again first, before we asked too many questions.’


Ed nodded, looking relieved. ‘Thanks for that.’


‘Tell me about the set-up here,’ Marnie said. ‘Resources are stretched?’


‘Not just here.’ Ed propped himself on the edge of the desk, crossing his feet at the ankle. He was wearing odd socks, one brown, the other blue. ‘Right across the board. Funding cuts really hurt us. I hate to say it, but domestic violence victims are easy targets. They don’t complain and they don’t have the power to lobby. That makes them invisible.’


‘You said you hadn’t met Hope. She wasn’t in our database either. I’m wondering how she got a place here.’


‘She probably called the domestic violence helpline and got a referral that way. Is she local, do you know?’


‘Very local. From Finchley. Is that usual?’


‘Sometimes. Depends how anxious she was about her husband tracing her.’ Ed scratched his knee. ‘Did she say how that happened? The tracing, I mean.’


‘She called him.’


‘Ah.’ He didn’t look surprised, just sad. ‘It happens.’


‘The knife,’ Marnie said. ‘Simone and the others are calling it self-defence. I suppose that makes most sense to them.’


‘Knives . . . are scary.’


Marnie glanced at the wall calendar, then away. Ed was watching her with a tender vigilance that made Noah wonder how close they really were. He played Belloc’s statement back in his head, the careful space he had placed around the words: Knives are scary.


‘Simone is more vocal than the others, convinced Leo got what he deserved, but it was self-defence. Panic.’ Marnie said it as if she was testing the theory for soundness.


‘Simone . . .’ Ed hesitated. ‘Has more reason than most to be scared of knives.’


Marnie quizzed him with a look, but he shook his head. ‘It’s not my story to tell, but . . . Go easy on her. Simone. She’s not as strong as she looks.’


‘She wants to see Hope,’ Noah said. ‘At the hospital.’


Ed looked surprised. ‘Simone said that?’


‘They’re close,’ Marnie said. ‘She’s been protective of Hope since we got here.’


‘And she’s ready to leave the refuge?’ Ed thumbed a streak of rain from his cheek. ‘D’you mind if I come with you?’


‘To the hospital? I was going to ask if you’d stay here . . .’


‘If that’s where you need me, but I’d like to speak with Simone first, if that’s okay.’


‘Of course. Hope’s sedated, in any case. I’m hoping they’ll have a bed for her over the weekend. She’s booked for a CT scan; from a couple of things Simone said, we should probably check for worse damage than they’ve found so far.’


Marnie straightened up, moving towards the door. ‘I know it’s getting late, and you’re tired. I don’t expect you to stay long.’


Ed said simply, ‘I’ll stay as long as I’m needed.’


‘Thanks. Noah . . . you should go home. There’s no need for all of us to be here.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Go have a social life. I’ll call you when there’s news.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I won’t be around tomorrow, unless something happens at the hospital.’


‘Okay.’ Tomorrow was Saturday; Noah hadn’t expected to see her. Unless, as she said, something happened at the hospital.


‘Plans for the weekend?’ Ed asked, after Noah had left the refuge.


Marnie went to the window, drawing back the corner of the heavy curtain. The sky had dried to scars and neon light; it never really got dark in London.


‘I’m visiting Stephen.’ She let the curtain fall back into place, turning to face Ed.


He ducked his head, fumbling for something in his pocket, conjuring the awkward ghost of his adolescence. ‘How’s that working out?’


‘Not great, if I’m honest.’ She kept her voice light. ‘If it were up to him, he wouldn’t see me. But his solicitor says it’ll look good, going forward.’


‘It’s a long drive.’ Ed’s hair was in his eyes. ‘If you want company . . .’


‘You don’t want to spend your weekend like that.’


‘True. I could watch Buffy reruns and try to beat my personal best for cramming Kettle Chips.’


She smiled at him. ‘All right, now I have to take you. Seven o’clock start, though.’


She thought this would put him off, but he nodded. ‘I’ll be ready.’


‘About Simone . . . I know you said you couldn’t tell me, but Lowell . . .’ The threatening letter was folded in her pocket. ‘Is he part of the story?’


He was surprised. ‘She told you?’


‘Hope told me. She said Lowell threatened Simone.’


Ed’s eyes clouded. ‘Recently?’


Marnie took the letter from her pocket and unfolded it, handing it across to Ed, who read the scrawled words in silence.


‘No date.’ He handed the letter back.


‘No date,’ she agreed. ‘Does it sound like Lowell to you?’


‘From what she told me? No. But I haven’t seen his writing.’


‘Where is Lowell?’ she asked. ‘In London?’


‘Yes. The last I heard . . . Yes.’


‘So if he’s traced Simone to the refuge . . . Do we need to move her?’


‘If he has.’ Ed paused. ‘She didn’t tell me about the letter.’


‘Should she have done? As a condition of her place in the refuge, or to keep you in the picture?’


‘No. No, there’s no requirement for that. Just . . . I thought she trusted me.’ He smiled a bit. ‘My ego. Sorry.’


He didn’t have any ego. Or if he did, she’d seen no evidence of it. ‘Speak with Simone. I’ll make sure someone’s here with the women over the weekend. At least we know the place is secure again.’ Her Friday night all sorted out. No space for second thoughts about tomorrow’s trip.


‘I’ll pick you up,’ she told Ed. ‘Tomorrow at seven.’


‘I’ll be ready.’
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By 8 p.m., King’s Cross was shaping up to sleazy, on the safe side of its rush hour for sex, drugs and dodgy music. Outside, the club was a blaze of blue neon. Inside, it was packed with people, none of whom was Dan Noys.


Dan had texted to say he was running late. Noah ordered a shot of vodka, to get a head start on the night. He needed to forget about his day. The refuge, all those lives twisted out of shape by hate and fear. The mirror behind the bar gave back a slice of his face, faceted by glass. He swallowed the vodka and turned to look around the club.


Music thumped from a sound system, inviting couples to dance. Two men were circling with the rhythm, hands on each other’s hips. Away from the dance floor, other couples were drinking or chatting, groping or kissing. Noah started to relax; this was his version of daytime television: the definition of normal . . .


A warm hand touched his shoulder.


‘You’ve pulled . . .’ Dan kissed his neck.


Noah reached up, curling his palm to the shape of Dan’s face, holding him to the kiss until he was done conveying relief, gratitude and raw need.


‘Vodka?’ Dan poked at Noah’s empty glass. He was wearing his oldest jeans and a white T-shirt, with Red Chili climbing shoes. ‘We’re drinking tequila.’


They took the shots to a dark corner, where Dan leaned Noah up against a pillar and revived the kiss, urgently, as if his day had also been something he wanted to forget. He spent his week managing artists and their egos. Some nights he came home more knackered than Noah.


‘Thank fuck,’ Dan said hazily, ‘for Friday.’


He came up for air eventually, going to fetch another round from the bar. After which, there was licking salt off each other’s necks and sucking lime from each other’s lips, until Noah’s mouth started to buzz and sting.


‘You guys want something stronger?’


Noah glanced up, seeing a stranger. Plaid shirt, eyebrow ring, right hand in the back pocket of his jeans.


Noah shook his head. ‘Thanks.’


‘You sure?’ Plaid Shirt showed his palm, sweaty. Pills in a plastic bag.


Dan flashed a warning with his eyes. ‘We’re sure.’


Plaid strolled away.


‘Good job your boss wasn’t here to see that,’ Dan said.


Noah rolled his neck, sticky from the lime.


‘Reckon she’s out on the razz?’ Dan sucked the zest from his thumb. ‘DI Rome.’


Noah didn’t answer. He didn’t know how Marnie spent her Friday nights, or her weekends. None of his business.


‘Unless she’s happily married . . .’ Dan mused. ‘Maybe she’s got an ex. She looks the type. She’s a ball-breaker, DI Rome.’


‘I’m switching to Pepsi, you want one?’ Noah moved away in the direction of the bar, not wanting a conversation – the usual conversation – about work.


Dan thought the police was a crazy career choice, for anyone. ‘Debased’ was the word he used. Also corrupt, ill-founded and run ineptly by people with rotten agendas. All this, and then Noah being half-Jamaican, to top it off. Had he made any friends during training? No, but he hadn’t become a detective to make friends. He’d done it to make a difference. To people like Ayana Mirza, who’d fought to save Leo Proctor’s life even though he was a stranger and possibly a wife-beater, someone who didn’t deserve to be saved.


Across the room, Plaid Shirt was palming his pills off on another couple. Perhaps Noah should revise his definition of normal . . .


They’d made a difference, Noah and Ayana, to Leo Proctor’s chances of survival. But what about the women in the refuge, what about Ayana herself?


Had Noah made a difference to how safe she was in that place, with its new stain on the carpet and the hole in its roof? How safe did she feel, right this minute? While Noah was ordering Pepsi in a bar full of people for whom ‘stranger’ meant guilt-free sex, no strings attached . . .


How safe was Ayana Mirza and the strangers she was living with, at that rain-ruined refuge in Finchley?
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The rain had left breath marks on the inside of the refuge windows. Simone stretched her arm between the curtains to place her palm on the glass. It was cold and hard, slippery. She spread her fingers flat to the wet, thinking how her hand must look from the street outside. A hand with no body attached, the curtains hiding the rest of her from view.


Was the car still there, watching?


She had seen it when the police took Hope away: a parked car with its wipers working, jerking rain from the windscreen.


Someone was out there, watching. There was always someone. Simone was scared for Hope. It wasn’t safe to leave here, not on your own. Not ever.


She drew her hand back through the curtains to study the spots of wet in her palm. She hadn’t washed yet. Hope’s blood had dried between her fingers. Unless it was Leo’s. She lifted her hand and sniffed at it. The rain had a metal smell, like buckets, or bullets. She touched the tip of her tongue to the skin between her fingers – just a touch, a taste – and knew it was Hope’s blood. It tasted too sweet to belong to a man. She turned away from the chill of the window, seeing the flat shape of the bed.


Hope’s room was nearly empty. Simone had wanted to be the first in here after they’d taken Hope to the hospital. To protect Hope’s space, her few possessions. Instead, the policeman had been first, searching with his eyes and his hands – for what? Another knife?


How did she get the knife, Simone?


She had told DS Jake that it was a test. That Leo didn’t think Hope would dare . . .


Leo had broken Hope into a thousand pieces, Simone knew. Hope had told her, not everything, but enough. Even if she had said nothing, Simone would have known. She had known the roof was leaking before the cracks came, and long before the rain tore a hole up there.


Broken things were like bad mirrors; they gave out a peculiar light, like . . . catching sight of your face in a pail of milk spoiled by a thunderstorm.


Simone had known that Hope was in pieces before they ever said a word to one another. In the dark, in this room, she had given her hands for Hope to hold. In silence, sitting together, listening to the silence. Hers and Hope’s.


Everyone else asked questions. Simone was sick of questions. With Hope, it was different. It was as if, a long time ago, she had dropped a pebble into a well and now – soon – she would hear it hit the water down there. Deep down, in the dark. But not yet. Not until the silence was done with them.


There was healing in the silence. To sit like that, with your hands in another’s, not speaking but knowing . . . Simone could feel herself mending. And Hope, too.


She had told this to the policeman, DS Jake. Told him how Leo hurt Hope. How, when you were broken, you mended in a different way.


She folded her hand into a fist, slowly, hiding the wet from the window in the creases of her palm.


You mend hard.
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Five years ago


The court is stiflingly hot. Every half-hour, a slice of cold makes it through the primitive air-conditioning unit to snap at her ankles, before the heat eats it up.


Stephen sits in the dock with his head bowed, a yoke of shadow on his shoulders. His defence team has coached him in how to sit. ‘Keep your eyes down,’ they’ve told him. ‘Look sorry.’ It’s what Marnie would’ve told him, if she’d been responsible for his defence. She isn’t, of course. She’s here, in the words of the prosecutor, to see justice done. Whatever that means. She knew once, or thought she did.


They want her to give an impact statement, to stand up and tell this room of strangers how it feels, what he did. She’s refused, because what could she say?


‘The pain’s in my head today, above my left ear. It’s possible to put a knife there, if you hit hard enough. He put a knife into my mother’s head there. I don’t know why.’


If she took the stand that’s all she’d say: ‘I don’t know why. I want to know why.’


They won’t let her ask this question. Instead, they expect her to strip naked and show her hurt from every angle. To weep. To tell how much her life is changed, how little she has left. She isn’t allowed to ask why.


Everything else – all the things allowed – it’s just another way of him hurting her. She’s damned if she’ll let him beat that bruise, without answers.


Day after day they sit here. In the jungle heat of the court. Like a lizard and a locust, or a snake and a mongoose. She won’t be cast as the victim, not even when they say it’ll help with his prosecution. ‘The jury needs to see what he’s done,’ they tell her. ‘Show them what he’s done.’


The jury have seen the photos, and the pathologist’s face. Marnie thought the man would be better at hiding his emotions. She’s seen the jury’s eyes, their winces and grimaces. You’re not giving them me, she thinks.


She won’t talk about how much she loved them, what a hole he carved in her life. If she gave him that, he’d take it back to his cell to feast on, or fret over. He’s had enough of their lives. She won’t give him any more.


The sentence, when it comes, is not a shock, or a relief. She doesn’t understand how it could be either of those things, although the court steps are always crowded with relatives – victims – who weep or rail, grateful or furious at the outcome. She can’t see that there is any outcome. No ‘finally’. Guilty doesn’t mean a thing, when his head’s bowed and no one’s seen his eyes properly, to know if he’s grateful, or furious.


When they take him away, that’s different. Then, she wants to jump up from the rock where she’s been watching and push through the steaming space that separates her and Stephen. To stop it happening: the taking away, the grilles and locks, all the barriers between her questions and his answers.


‘What did they do?’ she wants to know. ‘Did they do something – anything – or was it all you? Was it all just you, Stephen? With your snake’s eyes, your locust’s stare – Was it all just you?’
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Now


Sommerville Secure Unit sat on the border of Bristol and the Mendips. Its exercise yard was twenty square feet of tarmac where scabby tape picked out the corpse of a football pitch. Elsewhere it was steel and glass, reflective surfaces shivering in the weak sunshine.
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