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Praise for John Sutherland


‘You know you’re in the presence of an expert when you read The Siege. A gripping debut novel’


Jeffery Archer


‘A masterly, gripping tale of a siege, written with a true voice of authority’


Peter James


‘This is like no other thriller you’ll ever read. Sutherland immerses you into a nightmare where life or death hangs on his main character’s every word . . . Few can write drama and characters as skilfully as this’


Graham Bartlett


‘A compelling insight into the mind of a real police negotiator’


Kate London


‘I barely stopped to breathe – what a stellar start to this new series’


Clare Mackintosh


‘[Sutherland] describes police work as “fulfilling, humbling, inspiring, daunting, shattering, rewarding and soul-stirring”, which is also a fair description of his book’


Times Literary Supplement


‘Gritty, authentic and unputdownable’


Bear Grylls


‘Tough, earnest, thought-provoking and moving, this is a book that lingers’


Press Association




For the girls and boys in blue
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‘The worst thing in the world is to be nothing to nobody.’


John Carnochan
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16.57 hrs



Lee James Connor


Lee James Connor was an unremarkable, instantly forget­table man, a fact he had long ago recognised and now, at last, was ready to do something about. Clean-shaven, with a pale, unmarked complexion, close-cropped light brown hair and a generally expressionless face, he might well have walked straight out of boot camp. He was twenty-two years old.


He sat silently and alone in the cramped first-floor bedsit that had been his home for the past twelve months: a single room, ten feet by eight, with a small kitchenette off to one side and an even smaller shower cubicle off to the other. Hidden away at the back of a run-down Georgian conversion in south-west London, it could only be accessed via a half-hidden side door and a rickety, narrow internal staircase that would likely have failed any kind of building safety inspection. But it suited his requirements perfectly well and it cost him just a hundred pounds a week, plus bills, always paid in cash, meticulously on time.


As far as possible, he kept himself completely to himself – sleeping for much of the day, staring at his computer screen for most of the night – remaining all but invisible, even to his immediate neighbours. If you had asked any of them about him (as the police later did), there would have been very little for them to report, aside from the rather obvious suggestion that he appeared to be something of a loner. There was never any post for him among the piles of junk mail that gathered in the communal hallway and he never seemed to have any visitors. The only other detail they would likely have mentioned was the fact that he seemed to smoke a lot of weed; there was certainly no escaping the smell of it in the stairwell and on the landing outside his door. But the fact was that he had never troubled them and so they had never bothered him. None of them would have been able to tell you what he did for a living. None of them would even have been able to tell you his name. Over the course of the next twenty-four hours, that was going to change.


For Connor, the previous week, much like every other in recent memory, had been almost completely devoid of any real human contact. There were the illegal porn sites and the dark web chatrooms of course, but those were no substitute for the real thing. A half-nod to a disinterested shop assistant during a hurried early-evening trip out to buy essential supplies – a pint of semi-skimmed milk, a box of cereal, a couple of tins of baked beans and a small loaf of wholemeal bread – was as much communication as he had sought or managed. And, until now, the anonymity afforded by both his appearance and his solitary existence had suited him perfectly well.


He glanced at his watch, closed the well-thumbed pamphlet that lay open on his lap and got up from the edge of the bed to turn on the small flat-screen TV that was fixed to the wall, next to some old patches of damp that his landlord had never bothered to do anything about. The condition of the paintwork in his room was consistent with the general state of the whole building: long-neglected and much in need of the kind of investment that was never going to materialise.


Connor flicked through the channels until he found the one he wanted. Then he sat back down and stared at the fast-rotating graphic of the globe and listened to the familiar, pulsing rhythm of the audio as the on-screen clock counted down to the top of the hour.


‘You’re watching the early-evening news from the BBC. Our main story at five o’clock.


‘Nicholas Farmer, self-proclaimed leader of the banned right-wing group Home Front, has today been convicted of conspiracy to cause arson and membership of a proscribed organisation.’


The voice of the female newsreader was accompanied initially by a head-and-shoulders picture of Farmer – evidently the one taken at the police station on the day he’d been charged with his crimes – and then by footage of a prison van being driven away from the Old Bailey, with a dozen or more photographers running alongside, lenses pressed up against its tinted windows, flashguns firing, each attempting to capture the shadowy silhouette that would occupy the following morning’s front pages.


The verdict came as no surprise to Connor; he had been anticipating it for several weeks. Nonetheless, he felt a surge of silent rage as the guilty verdict was confirmed. He fought to keep his feelings in check as the television voiceover continued:


‘Farmer has been remanded for pre-sentence reports, but the judge has told him to expect a substantial term of imprisonment.’


The newsreader went on to explain that large demonstrations and counter-demonstrations had been taking place in the street outside the court throughout the duration of the two-week trial. The broadcast cut to show images of ardent supporters of Farmer waving Union Jacks and chanting slogans, faced by an equally vociferous and determined number of anti-fascists. The two groups were being kept apart by a resolute combination of metal barriers and large numbers of fluorescent-jacketed police officers. The news of the jury’s verdict was greeted with celebratory cheers on one side of the line and a burst of unrestrained fury on the other. The barriers rocked first one way, then the other, as a succession of missiles – bottles, coins and an assortment of street debris – flew in every direction, and officers wrestled to keep the two factions apart. In the background, a large banner held between two sturdy wooden poles flicked in the breeze.


Make Britain Great Again, it said.


There was a flash of emotion in Lee Connor’s grey-green eyes and a tensing of his jawline as he switched off the TV. He had seen enough. He turned instead to his bedside cabinet and picked up the joint he’d been rolling a few minutes earlier. He lit it and inhaled deeply. The powerful, aromatic smell of weed filled the room as he breathed out slowly, allowing the billow and swirl of smoke to engulf his face. He continued to suppress his feelings about the news report as he began a slow, methodical inspection of the objects laid out on his bed:


One heavy-duty bike lock and chain


Five rolls of black gaffer tape


Three rolls of large black bin bags


Two packets of white plastic cable ties


Two large kitchen knives


One Zippo lighter


Three 125ml cans of lighter fuel


One pay-as-you-go mobile phone, fully charged, location services turned off


One mobile charger


One charging lead


Six bottles of water


Four cans of energy drink


Three large bags of trail mix


One wind-up camping lamp


One full change of clothes


One black-handled, silver-barrelled Baikal pistol


Satisfied that everything was in place, he picked up one of the knives, removed its protective cover and ran his thumb along the edge of the brand-new blade. As he did so, he could feel the anger rising inside him again and, this time, he made no attempt to keep it in check. He could hear the voice of Nicholas Farmer speaking clearly to him.


‘Enough is enough! In accordance with the laws of nature, there is no cause more righteous than the preservation of one’s own race …’


Farmer’s rasping, railing words trailed off in Connor’s imagination, but he thought he could hear other voices too. Shouting from a distance. Competing for his attention. Urging him on. His demeanour changed. His expression darkened and intensified. His eyes narrowed and his breathing became rapid and shallow. He clenched his teeth and tightened his grasp on the handle of the knife. Then, with a sudden, guttural cry, he lunged forwards, driving the blade towards an invisible foe. Newly energised, he started to bounce on his toes, like a boxer in the gym, tilting his head from side to side, rolling his shoulders, passing the knife rapidly from one hand to the other, daring his unseen opponent to challenge him.


After a minute or so of this, his movements slowed and he began to turn in a tight, gradual circle, with the knife held out menacingly in front of him. He was imagining a new threat, a different enemy, one approaching him from behind. His face began to twitch as he reversed his grip on the knife handle. Then, with a rush of renewed violence, he plunged the blade into the mattress on his bed.


He left the knife where it was, buried up to its hilt, and took a step back as he attempted to settle himself. He picked up his joint, relit it and took another long drag. Then he began to check and recheck each item of kit on the bed against a list, carefully handwritten in block capital letters, which was pinned to the wall on a sheet of A4 paper, next to a sprawling collection of photographs and newspaper cuttings.


He nodded and checked his watch. It was almost time.


Grace Wheatley


Grace Wheatley lived about seven miles away from Lee Connor, on the sixth floor of a residential block close to Brockwell Park in South London. The two of them had never met before. For now, neither of them even knew the other one existed.


Grace shared her small two-bedroom flat with her teenage son, Isaiah – a daughter and a grandchild of the Windrush generation. The years had been kind to her – she was in her late thirties but might have passed for ten years younger – though life itself had been far less so. At the age of twenty-one, she had fallen in love with an older man. They had moved in together and the first of their two boys had been born a little over two years later. But those days were long gone. Now she was a single parent and Isaiah was an only child. Theirs was a story of seemingly endless loss.


She worked as a teaching assistant at the local primary school. It was a tough school, with pupils drawn from some of the most deprived neighbourhoods in the country, but it was a good school, with a staff team who cared passionately about their young charges. Aside from the caretaker, who had been a feature of the place for more years than anyone could remember, Grace was the longest serving of any of them. She could have been a class teacher if she had wanted to be. She could have been a member of the school management team if she had chosen to be. She was more than bright and capable enough for either role. But she had made a decision several years before to stay where she was, doing what she was doing. She had done so for the sake of Isaiah.


Grace had a deeply held set of beliefs. She believed in God. She believed in giving her best to the staff, pupils and parents at the school. And she believed in the fundamental importance of family. She went to church and she went to work and then she came home. Because home was where Isaiah was. And he was everything to her, her first thought and her last thought at the beginning and end of every day.


‘What have you got planned for this evening?’ she asked him.


Isaiah was half sitting, half lying on the sofa. He glanced up from his phone.


‘Not much,’ he responded. ‘Chris might come round and play FIFA, but not until later on.’


‘Have you done all your homework?’


‘Almost.’


‘Almost?’ She looked at him quizzically.


‘Just a few maths questions to finish off and the conclusion to an essay to write,’ he replied. ‘Shouldn’t take me more than about half an hour.’


‘No FIFA and no Chris till it’s done.’


Isaiah grinned and nodded his silent assent before promptly changing the subject.


‘What are we having for dinner?’


She smiled back at him. Like most boys of his age, he always seemed to be hungry.


‘It’s the church prayer meeting this evening, so we’ll eat early. Will the rest of last night’s pasta bake do for you?’


That sounded just fine to him and so he turned his attention back to his phone. Grace walked through to the kitchen and switched on the small digital radio that was sitting on the windowsill, next to a pot of wilting herbs. She was just in time to catch the headlines from the Old Bailey and the latest updates on the Nicholas Farmer story that she’d been following for the past few days.


When the voice on the radio suggested that Farmer would likely be going to jail for a long time, Grace murmured her quiet approval. She had no time for hatred – hers was a view of the world based much more on compassion and co-operation – but she certainly recognised its deadly consequences. And it troubled her more than she could say. What was the world becoming? And what kind of future would Isaiah be faced with? It was always her son’s prospects that exercised her more than her own.


As if in response to her thoughts, Isaiah appeared in the kitchen doorway. ‘What was that all about?’ he asked, nodding towards the radio, his interest evidently piqued.


She loved his enquiring nature. In many ways, he was no different to any other teenage boy in the neighbourhood, with his love of sport and music and computer games, but he also had a keen desire to know and understand more about the world around him that marked him out from many in his peer group.


‘Do you remember the series of fires that were started deliberately in London last year?’ she asked.


‘What fires?’ he replied.


‘I can’t remember all the details, but I think there were three or four of them – all at places that had some sort of connection with refugees and asylum seekers.’


‘You mean like the one at that hotel up in Wembley?’ said Isaiah, stepping through into the kitchen.


‘That’s right. Most of the people staying in it were young families from places like Afghanistan, Yemen and Syria. And there was one at a Refugee Advice Bureau – in Ealing, I think – and another at an Islamic Centre somewhere out in east London.’


‘Yeah … Yeah, I remember now,’ said Isaiah, his face a study in concentration as he began to recall the headlines. ‘And the people who started the fires were members of some sort of Nazi group, right?’


‘Right,’ said Grace with a nod of acknowledgement. ‘The group is called Home Front and it’s been banned by the government. Even being a member of it is a crime.’


‘So the man they were just talking about on the news … Did he start the fires?’


‘Apparently not,’ said Grace, ‘but he’s the leader of the group and the police say he was the one who planned and directed the attacks.’


‘And that’s what he’s been found guilty of?’


‘Yes.’


‘What a bastard!’


‘Mind your language,’ Grace chided.


‘I just don’t understand some people,’ said Isaiah with a shrug of half apology.


‘Me neither,’ said Grace.


With seemingly nothing more to be said on the subject, Isaiah turned round and wandered back through to the sitting room. Grace stood in reflective silence for a few moments before walking over to the fridge. She opened the door and surveyed the contents.


‘Food will be ready in about fifteen minutes,’ she called through to Isaiah. ‘Now get on with your homework.’


‘Mum?’ he called back, sidestepping her instruction, his mind already on a different subject.


‘Yes?’


‘I need a new pair of trainers.’ There was a note of hesitation in his voice. Grace suspected that he’d been weighing up for the last few days whether or not he should ask the question.


‘You might need to wait a bit,’ she replied with a sigh. She would gladly have bought them for him, but she wasn’t going to allow them to get into any kind of debt. Which meant that he would have to make do with the old pair for now. ‘I’ve asked to start a bit earlier at school – to help out with the breakfast club – and, if that works out, there might be a little bit more to go round,’ she said, before adding, ‘or you could get that Saturday job you’ve been talking about and then you could start saving up for them yourself!’


He responded to her gentle maternal provocation with an exaggerated groan. ‘All right, Mum – you’ve made your point!’


She grinned. He was a good boy and they got on remarkably well. She might not have had much in the bank, but she had him. And that was enough.



Alex Lewis


Sitting in his office on the second floor at Kentish Town Police Station, Superintendent Alex Lewis leaned back slowly in his chair, closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his thinning brown hair. It had already been a long day: up just after five, in by seven for a series of prisoner detention reviews, followed by briefings at the Yard and the town hall, before a scheduled catch-up with members of Team 3 at the start of their late shift.


He was popular among the PCs, who trusted him enough to tell him the truth, and that afternoon the officers of Team 3 had told him that they were struggling. It wasn’t just that crime was on the rise, it was that every other kind of demand was rising too – from teenagers missing from the local children’s home, to old folk collapsed behind their own front doors, to people of all ages experiencing severe mental health crises, to every other imaginable kind of emergency. Added to that was the fact that they, along with every other team on the borough, were almost permanently short-staffed: fewer of them, with fewer resources, doing a job that was more difficult, more demanding and, frequently, more dangerous than any of them could recall. The PCs had left him under no illusions about both the scale of the challenges they were facing and the inevitable strain it was placing them under.


And he took it all personally. None of it was his doing, of course – these were the inevitable consequences of years of government cuts to policing and every other frontline public service – but he felt it deeply all the same.


He stared at the mass of paperwork piled up on his desk and told himself that it would just have to wait, that no one was going to die if he didn’t get it finished that evening. He wanted to get home in time to see his two teenage sons before they disappeared off to play five-a-side. The floodlit pitch in the park closest to their home was where his boys seemed to be spending an increasing proportion of their spare time, evidently preferring the company of friends to the suffocation of home. If he stayed at work for much more than another ten minutes, he would likely miss seeing them yet again.


He winced as he felt an all-too-familiar pang of guilt. He clasped his hands together behind the back of his head and puffed his cheeks out. His mind was as exhausted as his body. His greatest fear in life was that he was failing as a father – and that he had been for years. He was incredibly proud of his boys, but, for much of the time, they seemed almost like strangers to him. Or, perhaps more truthfully, he was the stranger to them. The problem, common among far too many of his colleagues, was that he had never managed to find the right balance between work and home – between policing and parenting. When it came to a choice between those two things, the job seemed to win almost every time. How could it not, he had always insisted to himself, when there were lives to be saved, when the most vulnerable in society had to be protected, and when the most dangerous had to be confronted? The policing cause had always been just and Alex found it impossible to turn his back on it. His boys would turn out all right in the end, he kept telling himself. It was the rest of the world that needed saving.


Then there was Kathy. Alex stared at the handful of framed photographs sitting beside his computer: of his sons at various stages of their childhoods and an older one of his smiling wife, taken not long after their wedding day. But the appearance of a happy family was nothing more than an illusion, maintained subconsciously by Alex for the benefit of friends and strangers alike. The truth was that, while he remained determined to rescue his relationship with his children, he had long since given up trying to fool himself about the state of his marriage. Sooner or later, he and Kathy were going to have to face up to the inevitable.


Behind him, on the other side of the room, a muted television screen was showing pictures of the Sky News report about Nicholas Farmer’s conviction. But Alex had far too much on his mind to notice, much less to pay any attention. He was in the process of taking off his tie and epaulettes when an officer several years his junior appeared at the door with an apologetic expression on his face.


‘Sorry to bother you, guv,’ he said, ‘especially when you’re getting ready to go. Have you got ten seconds?’


Not really, Alex thought to himself. But he nodded all the same. Jonesy was a hard-working PC with an excellent reputation, who was helping out in the office while he recovered from a broken arm sustained during the arrest of a violent suspect. He was one of the people Alex would always make time for.


‘Go on, Jonesy, what is it?’


‘The Assistant Commissioner’s office have just been on the phone. They’ve asked for a briefing note detailing our response to the murder at the weekend.’


‘But I gave the Commander a verbal update when I saw her at the Yard this morning!’ Alex looked and sounded exasperated. ‘She seemed more than happy that we’ve got it all in hand.’


Jonesy grimaced. ‘Apparently, that’s not good enough for the AC. He wants something in writing – by close of play this evening.’


Alex checked his watch. Just after five. He’d been going flat out for the best part of twelve hours and was unable to hide his annoyance and frustration.


‘Oh for fuck’s sake! Why can’t they just leave us alone to get on with the job?’


The PC looked momentarily surprised. Alex rarely lost his temper and he’d certainly never sworn in front of Jonesy before. In truth, Alex had startled himself almost as much as he had his junior colleague. It was out of character for him to snap in that way. Normally, he prided himself on being a calming influence about the place, a steady hand on the wheel. But there was no denying the fact that in recent weeks he hadn’t been his normal sanguine self. He’d been feeling impatient and irritable in ways that were unfamiliar to him, and he’d been troubled by a nagging sense of anxiety, which, while having no obvious source, had begun to hum almost constantly at the edge of his thoughts. None of this had been helped by the fact that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d managed to get a good night’s sleep. To the very limited extent that he’d wondered about the reasons for any of these things, he’d put it down to some combination of the pressures of work and the challenges of home. That, and being middle-aged. But, whatever the explanation might have been, his reaction to Jonesy bothered him and he was quick to make amends.


‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, his palms raised in contrition. ‘I didn’t mean to sound off at you.’


‘No need to apologise, guv,’ the PC responded with a cheery grin, ‘I’m with you all the way. The woman in the AC’s office was genuinely apologetic about the request; I think she must find him as difficult as the rest of us do.’ He paused and studied his boss’s face. ‘Would it help if I drafted something and sent it to you in an email?’


Alex sighed. ‘I’d really appreciate that, thank you. I’ll look at it on the laptop as soon as I get home.’


‘I’ll get straight onto it,’ said Jonesy as he turned and headed out of the room.


Alex stood up and reached for the Berghaus jacket and fleece that were hanging on the back of his chair. As he did so, he remembered the one detail he’d forgotten to mention.


‘Jonesy?’


‘Yes, guv?’ The PC reappeared in the doorway.


‘Apologies, I should have said something before. I’m back on the Hostage Negotiation rota this week and, if I get called out, I’ll need you to arrange cover for whatever meetings and appointments happen to be in the diary.’


‘No problem,’ Jonesy replied. ‘It’s the first time you’ve done that in a while, isn’t it?’


Alex nodded. It had actually been several months since he’d last been on the list.


‘Haven’t you got enough on your plate with the day job?’ Jonesy asked.


‘You’re starting to sound like my wife,’ said Alex with a wry smile.


Lee


Lee Connor stubbed out his joint, pulled the knife out of the mattress and stepped into his cramped shower room. He patted his pocket to confirm that he’d picked up his phone. There was just enough space between the toilet and the sink for him to stand. He tucked the knife carefully into the back of his trousers, then he took his T-shirt off and studied himself in the cheap mirror that was fixed to the wall. He had a trim, muscular frame – when he wasn’t on his computer, he spent much of his time doing repeated sets of sit-ups and press-ups – and his torso was covered with a series of simple, black ink tattoos. On the left side of his chest was the number ‘18’, inscribed above the letters ‘RAHOWA’. On the right side was the number ‘88’, above a circle overlaid with a cross. And in the middle of them all was the outline of a large clenched fist.


As he stared at his reflection, his expression changed again. And, like De Niro in Taxi Driver, he started talking to the figure in front of him. His voice was hostile and threatening.


‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ he demanded.


He pulled the knife out of his waistband and started waving it in front of the mirror.


‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ he repeated, more loudly this time.


His movements became more agitated, the point of the blade swishing first one way, then the other.


‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ he snarled.


The figure in the mirror backed away from any further confrontation. Connor lowered the knife, turned his head to one side and leaned on the edge of the sink. He took several deep breaths. The voices were whispering to him now, so quietly that he couldn’t make out what they were actually saying. Attempting to ignore them, he swapped the knife to his left hand and pulled his phone out of his pocket with his right. Then he took a selfie and posted it on Twitter, adding the hashtag, ‘#HomeFrontLiberator’.


Putting the picture on social media was a significant step. Connor understood that, for the first time, he was crossing a line that separated ideas from reality, plans from action. But, far from feeling daunted by the fact, he felt pleased with himself. Confident even. He knew what he was doing. He was in control.


Back in his bedroom, he took a second photograph, this time of the items laid out on the bed. He posted it with an additional message that read, ‘Almost time’. He tagged a series of media organisations into both tweets, including the BBC, ITN, Sky, CNN and Fox News, plus the London Evening Standard and the Daily Mail. None of them appeared to pay any immediate attention to his messages, but, at such an early point in the evening, he wasn’t particularly bothered.


Soon enough, they would all know his name.





17.43 hrs



Alex


Alex Lewis walked the short distance from his office to Kentish Town Underground Station, pausing at the entrance to buy a copy of the Big Issue from a local vendor. He took the escalator down to the Northern Line and arrived on the southbound platform just as an overcrowded train was pulling in. It remained standing room only as the tube rattled and swayed through a succession of rush-hour stops. Only when a large number of passengers got off at London Bridge was Alex finally able to grab a seat.


His usual habit on the evening commute was to replay the day’s events in his mind in an effort to put them in some sort of order. In the face of an apparently endless and frequently overwhelming set of demands, what had he actually managed to achieve? He thought about that afternoon’s encounter with the response team and the frustrating intractability of so many of the difficulties they were faced with. He replayed his conversation with Jonesy and was annoyed with himself at his momentary and uncharacteristic loss of composure. And then there was the fact that another teenager had been fatally stabbed at the weekend. The victim was almost exactly the same age as his younger son and that alone weighed heavily on his mind. The only remotely good bit of news was that after a six-month hiatus, he was finally back on call.


Alex was one of the Met’s most experienced and respected hostage negotiators. He loved the role, he was exceptionally good at it, and he had really missed it. Far from being an additional burden, the particular responsibilities associated with negotiating seemed to offer him much-needed respite from the myriad of other challenges he was facing, both at work and at home. It kept him close to operational policing and, for a number of years, it had allowed him to make a real and very obvious difference to people’s lives. For him, there was nothing quite like the rush of deep satisfaction that accompanied the successful conclusion of another negotiation, of knowing that a dangerous suspect had been detained or that some poor, lost soul had been helped back from the edge.


But the last job he’d attended, in Romford, East London, had ended with the fatal police shooting of an armed man. As a consequence, he and the other members of the negotiation team had been withdrawn from operational duties while the early stages of the post-incident investigation were underway. The powers that be at Scotland Yard had been at pains to point out that this was not because they were thought to have done anything wrong. In fact, the opposite was true. The author of a draft report that a senior officer had shown Alex a few weeks earlier had gone to great lengths to praise the negotiators for the multiple lives they had saved that day, and to absolve them of any responsibility for the one that had been lost. Deep down, Alex knew that the death of the man hadn’t been his fault; he knew that he and his colleagues could not have done anything more. But still.


They had been told that their break from active deployment was a welfare move, designed to give them time and space to process events and to deal with any trauma they might have experienced. But, from the first mention of it, Alex had been ambivalent about the idea. He didn’t want to take any time away from the role. He and the rest of the team had been through the formal debriefing process, followed by a much longer informal one, held in a private upstairs room at a Central London pub. His memories of the latter were patchy, given the amount of alcohol consumed, but he wasn’t conscious of feeling any lasting trauma and he had declined the offer of counselling on more than one occasion. Like many of his colleagues, he saw no need for that sort of thing. All he wanted was to get back to doing what he loved.


He got off the tube at Clapham North and walked the short distance home. He was reaching into his pocket for his keys when the front door flew open and two teenage boys jostled with one another to be first out. They both had sports bags looped over their shoulders.


‘Oh, hi Dad!’ said Luke, the eldest at sixteen. ‘You’re home early.’


‘I wanted to get back in time to see you two …’ Alex started to reply. But the boys were already past him and at the gate.


‘See you later,’ shouted fourteen-year-old Jack, glancing back over his shoulder. And, with that, they were gone.


Alex’s shoulders sagged. He stared out at the street and then back at the front door. His first thought was to turn round and head straight back to the office. These days, he seemed to find a good deal more comfort and companionship there than he did at home. At work, people understood and appreciated him. At work, he had a place and a purpose. At work, he knew what he was doing.


‘Is that you, Alex?’ It was the voice of his wife, coming from inside the house. Evidently, she had also decided to come home earlier than normal. Reluctantly, he pushed the door open.


‘How was your day?’ he asked dutifully as he put his rucksack down in the hallway.


‘Same old, same old,’ she replied disinterestedly. She was a senior partner in a medium-sized corporate law firm and her job was never likely to match his for excitement. She had long since given up trying to compete. ‘How about yours?’


Although he’d never been much of a detective, Alex had begun to suspect that she might be seeing someone else. The little signs were there: the fact that she never left her phone lying around (she even took it into the bathroom with her), the fact that she seemed to have a greater number of after-work commitments than normal – and a part of him actually hoped he was right. He certainly wouldn’t have blamed her – he knew he had become more devoted to his job than he was to her – and at least it would give them a clear reason to call it a day. At some point, he would ask her about it, but, for now, he was determined that things would remain steady between them, if only for the sake of the boys.


‘I’ve got some work to finish,’ said Alex, remembering Jonesy’s email, ‘but do you want something to eat when I’m done?’


‘If it’s not too much trouble,’ she replied, matching his tone. ‘I’ve opened a bottle of wine. It’s on the side in the kitchen if you want a glass.’ She was already halfway upstairs.


‘I’m back on call this week, remember?’ he called after her. ‘So no wine for me.’


She paused on the staircase and gave him a look that was more weary than it was withering. Even so, Alex could tell that she was unimpressed. She obviously hadn’t remembered.



Lee


Connor finished a second helping of beans on toast and abandoned his dirty plate next to the saucepan on the grimy two-ring hob. He knew he’d have reason to be grateful for the calories later on.


Meal over, he moved back into his bedroom and started to get changed. He put on a clean black T-shirt and pair of combat trousers, a dark grey sweatshirt, a plain black baseball cap and a pair of well-worn black leather boots. Then he reached under the bed and pulled out a large, dark green army surplus kitbag. Working methodically, he started to pack it. He wrapped the Baikal pistol in a fleece, having double-checked that the safety was on, and placed it carefully at the very bottom of the bag. Next in were the two knives, followed by the lighter fuel, camping lamp, ties and tape. He laid the rolls of bin liners over those and placed the water, energy drinks and trail mix on top. Last to go in were his spare trousers, T-shirt and hoodie. Almost as an afterthought, he pulled open his bedside drawer and retrieved three deal bags of weed and a fresh pack of large green Rizlas, stuffing them deep inside the bag before zipping it shut. Then he tested the weight of it: heavy, but more than manageable.


He picked up a khaki, military-style jacket and put it on. Then he looked round his room, taking in the details one last time. He wasn’t expecting to see any of it again. The newsprint and pictures remained on the walls, waiting to be found and read. The collection of booklets and leaflets on top of the chest of drawers had their place and purpose too. And his laptop. He left that open on the bed, with the password written on a scrap of paper and stuck to the screen. He was making it as easy as he possibly could for them. He wanted them to find it all.


After one final check of his bag and its contents, he walked out onto the landing and closed the door to his room behind him. He didn’t bother locking up. Hoisting his pack onto his back, he made his way down the uneven stairs and stepped outside into the early-evening gloom. Morden Underground Station, the last stop on the Northern Line, was about a twenty-minute walk away.


Grace


Grace stacked the dishes in the sink.


‘I’ll do those, Mum,’ offered Isaiah. He wandered over, put his hands on her shoulders and eased her gently to one side.


‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘I appreciate it.’


She left him to it and headed in the direction of her bedroom, passing her favourite framed photograph of Isaiah and his older brother hanging on the wall in the corridor. Two proud little boys, buttoned up in their smart primary-school uniforms, with all of life ahead of them. She paused for a moment and, just as she always did, touched the tips of her fingers to her lips and pressed them gently against the faces of her sons.


Life had been far from straightforward for her, but she tried to count her blessings – to focus on being grateful for what she had, rather than dwelling on what she had lost. She tried to remind herself regularly that whatever challenges she might be facing, there would always be someone, somewhere, having a worse day than her.


And, until now, that had always been true.





18.03 hrs



Lee


Connor paused to pull the hood of his coat up and the brim of his cap down, before stepping out onto the street. As he did so, he felt a flush of nervous anticipation. His senses were suddenly on edge, but he was quick to reassure himself that this was to be expected. After all, it was the first time he’d been out in the open with his full set of gear. He’d been careful to carry nothing incriminating on any of his dry runs. And so he made a conscious and deliberate effort to slow his breathing – in through his nose, out through his mouth – exactly as he had been practising for the past few weeks.


There were a handful of possible routes to the tube station and Connor had trialled them all. Timing was not a concern with the various alternatives – there was no more than three or four minutes’ difference between any of them – it was the risk of discovery that had exercised him. Essentially, it came down to a choice between the likely anonymity afforded by the crowds on the high street, or the shadows and silence that were the preserve of the back-doubles. After much deliberation, he had settled on the latter, reasoning that by sticking to the quieter residential roads, he was far less likely to stumble across someone or something unexpected that might interfere with his plans. Ten minutes into his journey, his decision was almost his undoing.


Somehow, he sensed the police car before he actually saw it.


The back of his neck was already prickling when the silver Ford Focus with its blue lights and familiar blue and yellow ‘Battenburg’ markings emerged from a side road up ahead and turned in his direction. Instantly, his pulse started racing and he came to a momentary standstill. Fight or flight? Adrenaline surging, he knew that either of those responses could well mean the end of everything. Easy now, he murmured to himself, as his scrambling thoughts threatened briefly to overwhelm him. All he needed to do was remain calm and continue on his way. Maybe the lone officer in the car would have no interest in him. Perhaps he would have other, much more pressing, concerns on his mind. Connor managed to get his feet moving again and, keeping his head up and his pace steady, hoped that the small changes in his behaviour and demeanour had passed unobserved.


The patrol car eased past him and out of his immediate view. Connor waited for the engine note to fade into the distance. But it didn’t. Instead, he heard the vehicle slow and come to an apparent stop. He held his breath as he fought the almost unbearable urge to look back over his shoulder. React or retreat? Hypervigilant, he scanned the road up ahead of him, looking for any potential escape routes. About thirty yards ahead, on the other side of the road, he could see an alleyway that led into a nearby housing estate. He wrestled with the frantic desire to start running. He heard the sounds of gears changing and tyres turning on tarmac. Gritting his teeth and clenching his fists, he kept walking. He was damned if it was all going to be over before it had even begun. Easy now, he repeated silently.


The police car rolled past him at no more than ten miles an hour. He could feel the driver looking at him. What would an innocent man do in these circumstances? Surely they would notice the car. So he glanced briefly to his right without breaking stride.


The car pulled in at the kerb about twenty metres ahead of him and the driver’s door opened. A middle-aged officer, carrying a few extra pounds around his midriff, stepped onto the pavement and looked straight at him. Instantly, Connor knew that he would be able to outrun him. And, if it came to it, he was fairly certain he would be able to outmuscle him too. As long as the officer didn’t draw his Taser.


‘Evening,’ said the PC.


‘Evening, officer,’ Connor responded, somehow managing to sound much calmer than he actually felt. His clammy hands were pushed firmly into his coat pockets.


‘You seemed a bit surprised to see me.’


‘What do you mean?’ said Connor, attempting to maintain an innocent air.


‘When I came round the corner in the car, you stopped walking. It looked to me as though you were thinking about running away.’


‘Not me, officer,’ replied Connor, trying not to sound too defensive.


‘Would you mind taking your hands out of your pockets while I’m talking to you?’ said the PC.


Connor did as he was told, pulling the lining of his coat out as he did so, hoping this might reassure the officer that he wasn’t trying to hide anything.


‘Thank you,’ said the PC. ‘Can I ask where you’re off to?’ His voice was measured and calm. Connor tried to tell himself that this was no more than a quick check – a random stop rather than one based on particular concern. All he needed to do was hold it together for the next few minutes.


He gestured back over his shoulder. ‘I’ve just come from home and I’m on my way to stay with my dad up in North London,’ he replied, relieved that his meticulous planning had extended to the preparation of a rough script to be used in circumstances such as these. He ought to be fine as long as the officer didn’t actually try to contact his father in an effort to confirm the story. He could see the PC reading his body language, looking for anything in his actions or words that might be out of place.


‘It’s just that, over the last week or so, we’ve had a few robberies in this neighbourhood. And some of them have happened at around this time of the evening.’ The officer was watching Connor very closely now, evidently looking for any reaction to this statement. ‘Have you got anything on you that you shouldn’t have?’


‘No,’ Connor responded, perhaps just a little too quickly. ‘Just my phone and my wallet,’ he added, moving his hands towards his trouser pockets. ‘You’re welcome to check them.’


‘I will in a moment,’ said the PC. ‘What about the bag? What have you got in there?’


‘Just a change of clothes,’ replied Connor as casually as he could, ‘and some bits and pieces that I’m taking up to my dad. Do you want to have a look inside?’ He was studying the police officer every bit as closely as he himself was being studied, rapidly considering the alternatives for a variety of different scenarios. He was confident that he could get to the PC before the officer got to his radio or his Taser. He was equally confident that he could be out of sight in a matter of seconds. But he wanted desperately to avoid either of those things. He just wanted to be on his way. Easy now.


‘Why don’t we start with your name and date of birth,’ suggested the PC, as he pulled a notebook and pen out from one of the pockets on the front of his body armour.


There was nothing to be gained by complicating things, so Connor gave his correct details.


‘Are you known to the police at all?’ asked the PC, as he called up on his radio for a name check.


‘Just for a bit of drugs when I was younger,’ Connor responded, ‘but nothing for a while now. And definitely nothing for robbery.’ He was still trying to demonstrate that he had nothing to hide, though his heart rate suggested otherwise.


‘So you’ve got your life back on track then?’ said the PC, making idle conversation while he waited for the result of his check.


‘I have,’ replied Connor. ‘You’ve got to learn from the mistakes you make when you’re a kid.’ He actually managed to succeed in sounding like a man who had genuine regrets about his past.


A crackling voice at the other end of the radio confirmed that Connor had been telling the truth about his previous criminal record. But the officer wasn’t done yet.


‘So let’s have a look at what you’ve got in your trouser pockets,’ he said. ‘Nice and slowly,’ he added as Connor reached for his wallet and phone.


The PC glanced at the phone.


‘What’s the first name and number stored in your contacts?’


‘I don’t have any names stored in my contacts,’ Connor replied.


The PC seemed surprised, but a quick check of the device confirmed that Connor was telling the truth. The officer handed the phone back and turned his attention to the contents of the wallet. The details on the lone bank card were a match. The photo on the driving licence was too. Everything appeared to be in order. As the officer patted him down, Connor thought that he might be about to get away with it.


‘That just leaves the bag,’ said the PC. ‘What did you say you had in it?’


Alex


Alex was sitting at the kitchen table, his laptop open in front of him, when Kathy appeared in the room, wearing a sweatshirt and an old pair of tracksuit bottoms. She walked in silence over to the open wine bottle and poured herself another glass, before heading straight back out of the room. Alex watched her go.


He rested his elbows on the table, leaned forwards and buried his face in his hands. He was about to start asking himself how on earth he’d managed to make such a mess of his home life, but, having asked the same question countless times before, he knew that there were no simple or straightforward answers to it. So he opted for avoidance instead, and turned his thoughts back to work. He tapped the space bar on his computer and woke up the screen. He reread the handful of changes he’d made to the briefing Jonesy had drafted for the Assistant Commissioner and, satisfied that it was up to scratch, attached it to an email and pressed send. Then he walked over to the kitchen cupboards in search of something quick and easy to cook.


Grace


‘Do you have any idea how proud I am of you?’


Grace was looking at Isaiah, who was in the process of putting his schoolbooks away in his bag. He pretended not to hear her, but he did know. He was proud of her too, though, like most teenage boys, he usually found a sentiment like that too awkward to express.


‘I know it can be an almighty pain sometimes,’ she went on, ‘but you’re never going to regret any of the hard work you’re putting in. It showed in your GCSE results and it’s going to show in your A-Level grades too. You’ll be going to university before you know it. And then who knows what adventures life has in store for you?’


‘I’d rather stay here and keep an eye on you, Mum,’ he responded. He was only being partly serious, but he couldn’t help feeling responsible for her. After all, he was the man of the house these days.


‘Oh shush!’ she responded playfully. ‘You know that I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself – and, anyway, I could do with some peace and quiet round here!’ In truth, she was dreading the thought of him leaving.


He laughed as she picked up her coat and started towards the front door. ‘I thought the meeting didn’t start till seven?’ he called after her, already starting to plug the games console into the TV. He planned to get some practice in before Chris arrived.


‘It doesn’t,’ she replied, ‘but I promised the vicar I’d get there early to help set things up.’


Lee


Back in South London, the lone PC was standing no more than about four feet away as Connor eased his bag off his shoulders and placed it down on the pavement.


‘I’m just going to have a quick look,’ said the officer. ‘If you’ve got nothing to hide, you’ll be on your way in a minute or two.’


But Connor had everything to hide. His heart was pounding furiously now. His mind was spinning. Fight or flight? It had almost reached the point where those were the only two options left open to him. There were conflicting voices clamouring on the edge of his thoughts urging both, with others telling him to hold his nerve. If he could draw a sliver of reassurance from anywhere, it was in the fact that he had taken great care in packing his belongings. Perhaps the PC would be satisfied with no more than a cursory look. Perhaps he would find the clothes that Connor had told him were there and begin to lose interest. Perhaps he wouldn’t dig deeper. Perhaps he wouldn’t notice the smell of cannabis. But each of those things was becoming less and less likely and, as the officer bent down to open the bag, Connor made a snap decision. He could no longer afford to take any chances.


Taking full advantage of the element of surprise and using both hands, he shoved the PC forcefully backwards, sending him sprawling across the pavement. Then, in a single, swift movement, he hoisted his bag onto his back, turned and started running. He was already at the entrance to the alleyway when he heard the officer shouting into his radio, ‘Chasing suspect … Daybrook Road towards Morden Hall Park.’
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