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        What is honour? A word. What is in that word ‘honour’? What is that ‘honour’? Air…

        
          WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HENRY IV PART I
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      The conversation stopped as soon as the woman they had come for arrived.

      They watched Nicola Tanner’s car slow, stop, then reverse expertly into a parking space a few houses down from her own. They watched the woman get out and retrieve something from the boot. They held their breath as she locked the car with a remote and began walking towards her house; saw her lit for a second or two as she passed beneath a streetlamp.

      ‘Good, she’s got bags.’

      ‘Why is that good?’

      ‘She’s got her hands full. She’ll be distracted.’

      ‘OK.’

      Their whispered breaths were briefly visible, eyes on the woman as she stepped to avoid a slick of leaves on the pavement and hitched her shoulder bag a little higher.

      ‘What do you think’s in the bags?’

      ‘How should I know?’

      ‘They look heavy.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter.’

      They moved out of the shadows and across the road as the woman turned on to her front path. Quickly, but not too quickly, trying to time it right; heads down and hooded, ready to turn and walk casually away should anyone come along. A dog walker, a nosy neighbour. Emerging from between cars, they were coming through the gate as the woman pushed in her door key and one of them was calling out her name as she bent to pick up her bags from the step.

      They had the water pistols out by the time she turned round.

      She opened her mouth, but the words, the scream, were quickly silenced by the twin jets of bleach, and a few seconds after she staggered back, blinded, and fell into her house, they were on her.

      Inside.

      The water pistols were shoved back into pockets and the bags that had been dropped just over the threshold were kicked aside, so that the door could be shut. Folders and files spilled out on to the hall carpet, a bottle of orange juice, a notebook, pens. They stood and watched as the woman spluttered and kicked out at them, inching herself across the floor towards the foot of the stairs.

      ‘Where does she think she’s going?’

      ‘She’s not going anywhere.’

      The woman continued to kick and shuffle until she reached the bottom stair and tried to sit up. One hand was pressed across her face while the other clutched at the carpet. She moaned and thrashed, frantic as her eyes and mouth burned, and the scream that resurfaced was strangled by the bleach that had run down her throat.

      ‘She looks like a crab or something.’

      She moved one hand from her face, gasping as she struggled to open one eye. She squinted and sobbed.

      ‘Can she even see us?’

      ‘Doesn’t matter, does it?’

      ‘Seriously though, you reckon she can?’

      The woman froze when the knife was produced, as one of them moved to kneel down next to her.

      ‘Yeah, just about,’ he said.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE
          

          
            
              
              A PERFECT TEAM
            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              ONE
            

          

        

      

      Who wouldn’t welcome an unexpected smile?

      At that moment, standing where he was, Tom Thorne was seriously considering the question. There weren’t too many smiles flying about in court, as a rule. When the person doing the smiling was the one being escorted from the dock, having just been convicted of murder – in large part thanks to Thorne – it was, to say the least, mildly disconcerting.

      Thorne smiled back, raised two fingers for good measure, then left the courtroom as quickly as possible.

      The trial had made the front page of the Standard and had been deemed worthy of a few minutes on the local TV news, but there wasn’t a large crowd outside the Old Bailey. No lawyers reading prepared statements before clusters of microphones, no scrum of cameramen jostling for position. No carefully chosen words about justice, or grief. Just a few members of the prosecution team shaking hands, and the victim’s father, talking to a woman Thorne recognised.

      He watched the awkward hug, then saw her turn and walk in his direction.

      She was somewhere in her mid-thirties and a little below average height. Her round face was framed by brown hair styled into an unfussy bob, the fringe a little straggly. The dark blue skirt and blazer were as practical, as efficient, as Thorne had been led to believe the woman herself was, though of course it might simply have been a case of choosing clothes that were suitable for the occasion. Thorne himself was wearing the dark suit that was only ever dragged out and dry-cleaned for funerals or court appearances. As the woman approached, Thorne adjusted his waistband and told himself that, though he was happy enough to give the funerals a miss, he might need to cut down on the takeaways if he wanted to carry on giving evidence.

      He shifted from one foot to another, waited.

      ‘Good result,’ the woman said, when she finally reached him.

      Thorne had been preparing to shake hands, but the woman clearly preferred to skip the formalities. ‘Down to you,’ he said.

      ‘Only to begin with.’

      ‘You did all the legwork.’

      ‘Well…’ She seemed content to accept the acknowledgement and stood looking anywhere but at Thorne, as though putting off the moment when she would have to say what was actually on her mind.

      ‘Course you did,’ Thorne said. ‘I just came on at the end. Super-sub.’

      ‘That’s a football thing, right?’

      ‘Right…’

      Thorne knew who DI Nicola Tanner was, of course, though they had never met, and he had not been in court the day she had given evidence. Six months earlier, she had led the inquiry into the murder of a young woman named Heather Finlay and become convinced that the killer belonged to a weekly therapy group that Finlay had attended, together with other recovering addicts. With the investigation stalled, Thorne had been brought in undercover to join the group and, after several months of regular sessions, had been able to identify a prime suspect.

      The same suspect who, as of fifteen minutes earlier, was now a convicted killer.

      ‘Have you got time for a quick chat?’ Tanner asked.

      Thorne could not be sure at whose instigation they had begun to move, but as Tanner asked the question they were already walking away from the building, the golden figure of Lady Justice towering high above them, sword raised skywards as if to suggest that she was ready to hand out rather more than an ASBO. ‘Yeah, I think so.’

      They turned along the main road towards Newgate Street. ‘Thank you,’ Tanner said.

      ‘No problem.’

      Once again, Thorne got the impression that the chat was not one Tanner was looking forward to. It made him a little nervous. Knowing something of her reputation, he wondered if he was about to be pulled up for some lapse in procedure during the latter stages of the Finlay case, or perhaps just told firmly that he needed a new suit.

      ‘Anyway, we should celebrate,’ Thorne said, ‘and there’s a decent pub round the corner.’ He nodded towards the Viaduct, a former gin palace that stood on the site of a debtor’s prison. There were usually a few too many legal types in there for Thorne’s liking, but the place had a nice selection of toasties and the beer was always good.

      A few steps further on, Tanner said, ‘Can we just go for coffee? Do you mind?’

      ‘Well, a latte isn’t my idea of a celebration, but if you’d rather.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Going back to the office?’

      Tanner was looking straight ahead. ‘I’m on compassionate leave.’

      Thorne took a breath and said, ‘Sorry,’ because he guessed there would be good reason to say it, but he worried it was lost beneath the growl of a passing taxi. So he said it again.

      Tanner took a few more steps, then stopped. The drizzle, which had been in the air all day, had begun to make good on its threat. She fished in her handbag for an umbrella. ‘My partner was killed.’ She unfurled her umbrella and looked up from beneath it at Thorne. ‘I don’t mean my work partner. She was murdered, two weeks ago.’

      It took Thorne a second or two to process the two very different pieces of information. ‘Jesus…’

      ‘Her name was Susan Best.’ Tanner smiled, just. ‘She was a teacher.’

      Thorne nodded. He had been aware of the case; the murder victim whose other half was a copper. It was the kind of news that went around, a Job-related homicide, though the name of the copper involved had never been mentioned. He thought about Helen, his girlfriend, and said, ‘Sorry,’ again, because he didn’t know what else to say.

      ‘Obviously, I’m not allowed to be part of the investigation in any way,’ Tanner said. ‘I mean those are the rules and they’re there for very good reasons.’

      Thorne had heard enough about Nicola Tanner to know that rules were something she normally set a lot of store by. It was not a trait they had in common. ‘Frustrating though, good reasons or not.’

      Tanner’s look made it clear just how frustrated she was. ‘It’s why I wanted to talk to you.’

      ‘Well, I’m not involved in it either.’ Thorne had begun to see where this could be heading and was keen to maintain a degree of distance. He might be willing to make the odd phone call as a favour, to pass on such information as he was able to glean, but he had enough going on as it was to do much beyond that. ‘Where did it happen?’

      ‘Hammersmith. Susan was killed at our home. I know that’s outside your area, but it doesn’t really matter because none of this would be on the books anyway.’

      ‘None of what?’

      ‘I need to catch the people who killed her,’ Tanner said.

      ‘Of course you do,’ Thorne said. ‘And I’m sure the team that’s on it will catch them.’

      ‘I need your help.’

      ‘Hang on —’

      ‘They thought she was me.’ Tanner stared hard at Thorne, but only for a moment or two before she half turned away, to avoid the rain that was coming at her in gusts from the side, or perhaps because she did not want him to see what became of her expression. ‘She was driving my car. They killed Susan, but it was me they were after.’

      Now, Thorne looked away too. For a few seconds he watched the traffic crawling past towards St Paul’s, the chaotic procession of umbrellas, but he could feel the steady gaze at his back; the scrutiny of the golden figure staring down from the dome behind them. That sword at the ready to mete out punishment.

      He stepped across and put a hand on Tanner’s shoulder to urge her gently forward.

      ‘Pub,’ he said.
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      From the bar, Thorne glanced back to see Tanner sitting patiently at the table they had bagged in the corner. He watched her pick up her phone, swipe at the screen a few times, then set it back down. He watched her use the tips of two fingers to straighten the handset in line with the edge of the tabletop before sitting back and folding her hands into her lap.

      A few seconds later, she moved the phone again.

      Failing to catch the eye of the barman, Thorne looked around at the pub’s lavish Victorian interior: ornate marble columns, gilded mirrors and decorated glass. Fine, he supposed, if you liked that kind of thing, though his own taste ran rather more towards spit and sawdust. A wooden sign listed the rules for those entering the old ‘gaol’, while another inside the door proudly boasted that the pub was among the most haunted in the city and a regular stop on London’s ghost tours. Thorne wondered if the spirits were all those of customers who had died while waiting to be served.

      ‘Look at the arse on that last one.’

      Thorne turned to see the barman pointing towards a row of large paintings on the far wall. Three women wearing togas – Thorne supposed they would be called ‘maidens’ – in various wistful poses. With a statue, what looked like a sheaf of wheat…

      ‘Agriculture, business and the arts,’ the barman said. ‘What they’re meant to be. Represent, whatever. The one at the end’s got a dirty big hole in her rear end, though… see?’

      Thorne craned his neck obligingly, but couldn’t see anything.

      ‘Some soldier in the First World War… shot it or stuck a bayonet in it or something.’

      ‘Everyone’s a critic,’ Thorne said.

      He carried a glass of Glenfiddich and a pint of Guinness back to the table, laid them well away from Tanner’s phone. He raised his glass and Tanner did the same and, for a second or two, they stared at one another a little awkwardly. Were they celebrating the result in court or toasting Tanner’s murdered girlfriend?

      ‘Right.’ Thorne lowered his eyes, then his mouth, to the beer.

      After downing half her whisky in two gulps, Tanner began talking. Though they had said nothing else about her dead partner on the short walk to the pub, she spoke as though picking up the thread of a conversation that had only been briefly interrupted. As though Thorne had invited her to carry on where they’d left off.

      ‘After the Finlay case, I did some work with the Honour Crimes Unit,’ she said. ‘Such as it is.’ She waited a few seconds. ‘Some of the murder cases that had gone cold. Some of those they suspected were honour killings, but couldn’t prove.’

      ‘How many’s that?’

      ‘A lot more than the official figures would have you believe, but it really depends which sort you’re talking about.’ Tanner reached for a coaster and put her glass down. ‘Some perpetrators take a lot of trouble to make a straightforward honour killing look like something else. Something sexually motivated, a random attack, a suicide, maybe. Sometimes the victim just mysteriously disappears, goes abroad for a wedding and never comes back, and I’ve come across at least a couple that look suspiciously like faked car accidents.’

      Thorne nodded. These were scenarios he had come across only rarely, but which were nonetheless familiar. ‘What’s the other sort?’

      Half a smile. ‘I knew you’d ask the right questions.’

      Thorne took a sip of Guinness. Thinking: Or the wrong ones. Up close, he could see that there was rather more grey in Tanner’s hair than he had noticed before; that such make-up as there was could not disguise the deep lines around the woman’s mouth and the shadowy half-moons beneath her eyes.

      A face changed by a fortnight of tears and no sleep.

      Tanner smiled and leaned forward. The answer to Thorne’s question was clearly the reason they were here. ‘Well, the trouble with honour killings… for the people that carry them out, I mean… is that any copper with half a brain cell tends to know who they’re looking for. It’s the father or the brothers or the uncles or some other family combination. Obviously there’s a lot of lying and secrecy to deal with, but we tend to get there in the end. Not quite an open and shut case, but pretty close.’

      ‘Not always men though, right?’

      ‘No, not always, but nine times out of ten it’s a relative.’

      ‘I’m guessing it’s the one time out of ten that you’re interested in though.’

      Her expression confirmed it. ‘Look, there isn’t an ounce of anything like nobility in what these people do. None at all. It’s murder, pure and simple, pretending to be something else, but some of those responsible do at least accept that they’ll be going to prison for it. The punishment is… part of it, in some twisted way. Some of them are quite happy to strangle their sisters or daughters and then march into the nearest police station and ask for the handcuffs to be slapped on.’

      ‘Men of honour,’ Thorne said, the beer not tasting quite as good as it did a minute before.

      ‘Others are rather more… cowardly, if that’s even possible. They don’t want to get caught, so they pay others to do it.’

      Thorne shrugged. ‘Makes sense. You know, if you’re the kind of scumbag who thinks your own flesh and blood deserves to die for wearing a skirt you don’t approve of.’

      ‘Right. Because you can’t possibly risk going to prison because you’re important. You’ve got a business to run and a family to keep together. You matter.’ She took another drink, getting to it. ‘Before Susan was killed, I’d become convinced that I’d found several cases where this is exactly what had happened. The methods were different, the locations, but I’m sure those murders were carried out by people who’d been paid by the victim’s family.’

      ‘Hitmen.’

      ‘Yes, if you like. Two of them. I think this pair has actually carried out contract-style honour killings all over the world. Pakistan, Turkey, Syria. Like I said, the ones I’m talking about over here were all slightly different, but in every case, somewhere in the files, there was a reference to two men. Two men seen in a car outside a house or watching a college one of the victims attended. Two men spotted hanging around near the scene of the crime. I got a few descriptions, and I’ve got what I reckon is a pretty decent e-fit.’

      ‘You took all this to your superiors, I presume?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘So…’

      ‘It’s not like the brass wasn’t interested, but putting all this together did cause a certain amount of friction. There were community leaders getting up in arms, there were complaints. Emails back and forth between various Chief Constables. In the current climate, this kind of thing’s a political hot potato, I suppose. I get why they’re… wary.’

      ‘Offending delicate sensibilities.’

      ‘Yes, well fuck that.’

      Thorne was taken aback to hear Tanner swear, but there was no doubting her passion; her anger. ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ he said. ‘Actually, I rather enjoy offending delicate sensibilities.’

      ‘One of the reasons I wanted to talk to you.’

      Thorne smiled, but he was eager to know what the other reasons might be.

      ‘The fact is, having me out of the picture because of what happened to Susan rather suits everybody, I think. But I know I’m right about this, so I’m buggered if I’m letting it go.’

      Thorne waited.

      ‘I think these same two men killed Susan.’ Her voice had dropped; broken a little. ‘I think whoever’s been paying them to carry out these honour killings put their hands in their pockets and paid to have me killed as well, because I’m becoming a nuisance. They made a mistake.’

      Seeing the look on Tanner’s face, Thorne could not help thinking that the men she was talking about had made more than one. ‘Why are you coming to me with this?’

      ‘Because you did such a great job on the Finlay thing, and because one of the cases I’ve been looking at was yours.’

      Thorne put his glass down.

      ‘Meena Athwal.’

      Thorne remembered the case, because it was one of those that was never solved. They were the ones that stayed with him; those and a few of the killers he had managed to catch. The special ones.

      ‘She was raped and strangled, four years ago.’

      ‘I know.’ The words caught in Thorne’s throat. Meena Athwal had been a college student. Bright and ambitious, trying to be independent. ‘Once we’d done a bit of digging, it made sense to look at the honour killing angle. We brought in a couple of specialists, but we couldn’t make it stick.’

      ‘Of course not,’ Tanner said. ‘Because all the likely suspects had cast-iron alibis. The father and the brothers, everyone. Funny, that.’

      Thorne was trying to remember: witness statements, house to house. Had there been any mention back then of two individuals who might have been the men Tanner was talking about?

      ‘So, what exactly do you think I can do?’ he asked.

      ‘I don’t know yet. I just wanted to see what you made of it, that’s all. What your… inclination might be.’

      Thorne’s inclination at that moment was to down another pint as quickly as possible.

      ‘How did you know, by the way?’ Tanner asked.

      ‘How did I know what?’

      ‘When you were in that therapy group. How did you know which of them it was?’

      ‘A smile,’ Thorne said. ‘A particular sort of smile. I could see they’d worked out that I was pretending to be something I wasn’t and I knew straight away it was because they were pretending too.’

      ‘You got another one today,’ Tanner said. ‘A smile.’ She stood up and grabbed her handbag. ‘Same again?’

      ‘Please.’ Thorne watched Tanner walk to the bar, raise a hand and succeed in attracting the attention of the barman immediately. She struck Thorne as someone who tended to get what they were after.

      What your inclination might be. 

      As if she didn’t know exactly what it would be.

      Thorne downed what little was left of his first pint, began to tear the corners off his beer mat. He already had the feeling that the smile he had received from a killer might turn out to be the high point of his day.
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      As soon as Amaya Shah had pushed through the glass doors of Barnet College and out into the fresh air, she buttoned up her coat and began looking around. People moved quickly past her and away up the concrete steps, most hurrying towards the Mitre or the cheap pizza place on the other side of the road, a few heading left towards the shopping centre. Plenty were loitering in small groups near the doors, talking and smoking; making plans for the rest of the day. Others were already gathered at the bus stop. There were plenty of faces she recognised, of course – other students, members of staff – but none that concerned her. She checked again, to be sure, as she always did.

      Then she reached up and removed her hijab.

      As she was tucking the blue headscarf carefully into her shoulder bag, Amaya looked up to see Kamal marching towards her across the precinct. A wave and that wonky smile she adored so much.

      Another look around. There would be no touching, no embrace, not until they were somewhere they both felt safe, but the caution had become second nature.

      He nodded towards her bag. ‘I thought you didn’t wear that here.’

      ‘I don’t,’ Amaya said. ‘I just make sure I’ve got it on when I come out, that’s all. My brother was waiting for me once.’

      ‘And he wasn’t happy about it.’

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘So, you put it on then take it straight off again?’

      ‘Right. Like you were wearing that shirt when you left home.’

      Kamal touched his fingers to the shiny material of the two-tone shirt, red and gold like a sunset, tight across his muscular chest. ‘You like it?’

      Amaya nodded. ‘What’s in your bag? Nice sensible sweater, maybe? The stupid one with all the stripes?’

      ‘Arsenal shirt.’ That wonky smile again. ‘What d’you fancy?’

      She thought about it for a few seconds then nodded across the road. ‘Pancakes.’ She grinned and pulled the hood of her anorak up against the drizzle. ‘Chocolate sauce…’

       

      Amaya ordered precisely what she’d told Kamal she wanted, while he plumped for a banoffee waffle with ice cream. They drank popcorn tea and vanilla milkshakes. From their small table in the window they each had a good view of the street outside; the parked cars and the passers-by.

      Kamal said, ‘Did you get my text?’

      Amaya nodded, ate.

      ‘So, we doing this, or what?’

      She looked at him. His perfect teeth and beautiful skin. He had cleared his plate quickly and now sat staring at her, slender fingers drumming on the tabletop, buzzing with it. It was his strength that had brought them this far, enough for her to feed on and cling to, but his excitement also made her nervous. How could he be quite so confident? Why did he never want to talk about what might happen if things didn’t work out the way they wanted?

      ‘Not sure about the running away bit,’ she said.

      ‘Only if we have to.’

      ‘You know that’s not what I want, though.’

      ‘Course, but we might not have any choice.’

      Amaya nodded again, but she struggled to believe it would ever come to that, in spite of everything. The shouting and… worse. Whenever she thought about her mother, she always saw that beaming smile, felt those meaty arms around her, could conjure the smell of the spices that clung to her clothes, to her hair; the garam masala, cardamom and cumin. Her father was different, of course, but she retained her faith in the fact that, above all else, he loved her. That his desire to see her happy would outstrip everything else when it came down to it. She understood the things he had to say in front of his friends, his wife and sons; the appearance that needed to be maintained for all those other important men.

      She understood the importance of reputation.

      But at the end of the day, he was still her dad.

      ‘We need to tell them at the same time,’ Kamal said. ‘Our parents. You remember that, right?’

      ‘Yeah, course.’ Amaya looked away, pushed what remained of her pancake through a smear of chocolate sauce. Her ma would already be preparing the evening meal; bent over pots and pans or chopping, chopping, chopping…

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Kamal leaned forward and touched her hand, just for a second. ‘You haven’t said anything already?’

      ‘Not to them.’

      ‘To who?’ Suddenly, Kamal was not sounding quite so confident. Nerves, fear in his whisper.

      ‘I told a friend in college.’ She looked at him. ‘It’s OK, a white girl. She won’t breathe a word to anyone.’

      ‘Nobody else? Tell me.’

      Amaya knew that she had to be truthful. If what they were planning was ever going to happen there had to be honesty, and besides, Kamal was the last person in the world she would ever lie to.

      ‘My brother takes my phone sometimes.’

      ‘So? He doesn’t know your PIN number, right?’

      ‘He made me tell him.’ Amaya closed her eyes. She did not want to remember how. ‘Said I shouldn’t have secrets from the family, that there was nothing to worry about if I didn’t have anything to hide.’

      ‘I told you,’ Kamal said. ‘I told you to always delete my messages.’

      ‘I do,’ Amaya hissed at him across the table. ‘I’m not stupid. Just… he might have seen something before I deleted it. I’m just saying.’

      Kamal looked serious, but only for a few seconds before he shrugged and the smile came back. The smile that was never far away. ‘Well, all the more reason to tell the ’rents sooner than later, right?’

      ‘I suppose,’ Amaya said.

      They said nothing for a while, looking at their phones and glancing out at the street every few seconds, the spatter of drizzle crawling down the window as it began to grow dark outside.

      ‘So, what about this party, then?’ Kamal held his arms out. ‘If you think this shirt is good, wait until you see what I’ve got lined up for tonight.’

      ‘It’s tonight?’

      ‘Come on, Amee.’ He growled in mock frustration. ‘I sent you a message last week.’

      Amaya stared at him, wide-eyed, sarcastic. ‘I deleted the text, genius, like you told me.’

      ‘You still coming though, yeah?’

      ‘It’s so late. I’d have to leave after dinner.’

      ‘It’s a party. Look, I can use my dad’s account to get us an Uber back.’

      Amaya thought about it. ‘Well, someone’s got to keep an eye on you, I suppose. Stop you getting into trouble again.’

      ‘Ha bloody ha.’

      ‘I could always tell them I’m going round to Sarah’s house to study. She’s the girl I was telling you about.’

      ‘There you go.’

      ‘They’ll want her number, but that’s not a problem. I’ve lent her notes plenty of times, so I’m sure she’ll cover for me if I ask her.’

      ‘Make sure you stash some decent party clothes in your bag. None of your Primark rubbish, OK? I don’t want you showing me up.’

      Amaya grinned and stuck her tongue out. She was already thinking about what to wear, picturing the silver top she’d bought at River Island and sneaked into the house the week before. It was at the back of her wardrobe in an old suitcase, where her brother would never find it.

      Kamal reached across and took her plate. He picked up the fork. ‘And if you want to keep that gorgeous figure, you’d better let me finish this.’
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      It was hard to think properly, to clear sufficient headspace for it, with the voices from the next room and the multicoloured chaos of discarded toys and games at his feet. One of those occasions when Thorne wished he was alone. Back at his own place on God’s side of the river; the flat which was currently being rented by two young beat officers based at the local station. His girlfriend’s flat, just south of Brixton, was certainly no bigger than his own, but there could be little argument that, for the time being, the current living arrangements remained the most sensible option for both of them, despite the twice-daily journey to and from Thorne’s office in Colindale. It was close to where Helen worked in Streatham, Helen’s son Alfie was happily settled in a local nursery, and they were within easy reach of emergency childcare, in the helpful, if irritating shape of Helen’s sister Jenny.

      One of those rare occasions.

      Most of the time, Thorne would admit – when pushed – that it was oddly comforting to come home at the end of a shift to this. A welcome distraction. Noise and clutter and a lively three-year-old who was always pleased to see him.

      Easy to forget about murder for a few hours.

      Easier…

      Helen appeared from the narrow hallway that led to the bedrooms. She did not need to tell Thorne that after a day at work and a few full-on hours with her son – feeding him, bathing him, getting him to bed – she was exhausted.

      She sighed, said, ‘Fingers crossed.’

      ‘Brown bear again?’

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. ‘Only three times tonight. I sneak a new bit in every time I read it, just to keep myself interested. I’m really tempted to kill him off next time.’

      ‘Go for it,’ Thorne said. ‘Chapter twenty-six. “The bear-trap”.’

      Helen smiled as she walked across, nudging aside a squeaky dinosaur with the tip of her trainer, then dropping on to the sofa next to Thorne. She reached behind her, dug half a plastic jeep from beneath one of the cushions and tossed it on to the carpet.

      ‘Shall I heat up some of that pasta?’

      ‘In a bit,’ Helen said. She turned and looked at him, imploring. ‘Must. Have. Wine.’

      Thorne heaved himself up and went to get the white wine from the fridge. He took out a can of beer for himself while he was there, though he was still feeling the effects of the lunchtime Guinness. He could almost hear Phil Hendricks telling him what a lightweight he was turning into, how the years were finally catching up with him. The truth was that Thorne probably wouldn’t bother to argue. A few months before he’d had a good session at lunchtime with a confidential source and every intention of going back to work afterwards. On a muggy afternoon, four pints to the good, he’d fallen asleep on the Tube and woken up in Edgware.

      He carried the drinks across, sat down again.

      ‘Good result today,’ she said.

      Thorne nodded. ‘Few and far between.’ He’d texted Helen as soon as the verdict had come in, but they hadn’t had a chance to talk until now. She had already been preoccupied with Alfie by the time Thorne had got back to the flat.

      ‘You were a bit… weird during all that.’ Helen took a drink. ‘When you were going to those therapy sessions.’

      Thorne turned to face her. ‘How was I weird?’

      ‘I don’t know… just getting into your part, probably. Like Robert De Niro or something.’

      ‘Oh, come on.’

      ‘I swear. I mean, it wasn’t like I was rummaging around for your secret coke stash, but I did get a good idea what it must be like living with a junkie.’ She smiled. ‘I kept thinking you were lying to me about things. Well, more than usual, anyway.’

      ‘More than usual?’

      ‘You know, everyday things. We both do, don’t we? Everyone does. I was lying just then about Alfie’s bedtime story. I only read it twice, but three times sounded better. Listen, I’m not talking about anything important. Just stupid stuff.’

      Thorne considered it for a few seconds. He raised his beer can, but didn’t drink. ‘I don’t think I was being weird.’

      Helen laughed. ‘And addicts don’t think they’re addicts, do they?’ She took another drink. ‘I’m just saying… you were a bit strange to live with, that’s all.’ She paused, timing her punchline perfectly. ‘A bit stranger…’

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Like you’re so easy to live with.’

      Helen was a picture of innocence. ‘Never said I was.’

      The truth was things had been a little strained between them since the events nine months before in Helen’s home town of Polesford. The case they had worked on there had been shocking enough, but it had precipitated a personal revelation that they were still struggling to live with. A secret that only seemed to grow darker once it had been shared.

      ‘Worth it though,’ Helen said. ‘The weirdness.’ She was clearly still enjoying the wind-up. ‘For today, I mean. Like you say, it doesn’t always go the right way, does it?’

      Thorne nodded. During a trial a few months before, a medical expert had produced evidence that the accused had still been five milligrams over the legal alcohol limit during an interview and therefore unfit to be questioned. Thorne could only watch as a solid murder case had fallen apart faster than an Arsenal title challenge.

      ‘Good piss-up afterwards, was it?’

      She had smelled it on him immediately, of course.

      ‘Not bad,’ Thorne said. ‘Patting ourselves on the back. The briefs raising a glass to Heather Finlay, then swapping stories about cars and holiday homes. The usual.’

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You are happy that you won, right?’

      Thorne looked at her.

      ‘Well, how about letting your face know about it?’ Helen finished her wine and stood up. ‘You murder squad boys need to learn how to celebrate.’

      Thorne smiled and watched Helen go to the fridge to get herself a refill. She asked if he wanted another beer and he told her he’d had quite enough at lunchtime.

      He could still taste that Guinness, fizzing on his tongue. Worsening, the more of Tanner’s story he’d heard.

      Thorne could not see any good reason to mention the meeting with Nicola Tanner. Chances were that nothing was going to come of it anyway, but the fact was he and Helen rarely talked about work if they could avoid it: a murder squad; a child abuse investigation team. The people, maybe, but not the work. Now and again there were occasions when steam needed to be let off, or stories were simply too funny or bizarre to remain untold, but otherwise there was an unspoken agreement to try and leave the Job on the doorstep.

      That didn’t mean it wasn’t in their heads, of course, a shadowy voltage charging the distance between them, but it wasn’t the subject of chit-chat.

      ‘Why don’t I do the pasta?’ Helen said, removing the bowl of leftovers from the fridge.

      ‘No…’ Thorne tried to get up, but Helen was already bending down to the cupboard.

      She said, ‘You always manage to burn the pan, anyway.’

      Thorne sat back, tried once again to focus.

      We brought in a couple of specialists, but we couldn’t make it stick. 

      Though his shift had been set aside for the court appearance, Thorne had gone back to the office as soon as he and Tanner had parted company. At Becke House, there had been more congratulations on the outcome of the trial, offers of yet more drink at the end of the day, but Thorne had made his excuses and slipped away at the first opportunity. He had seated himself at a computer in a quiet corner and gone back through the files on the Meena Athwal case. Every statement, every CCTV log, every piece of what might have become evidence four years before, had the investigation ever got out of first gear.

      He had found what he was looking for quickly enough.

      A friend of Meena’s had told a police officer that, more than once, Meena had said she thought she was being followed. She had mentioned two men. It had been logged but later ignored, once it had been decided that Meena had been the victim of a random attack. After all, those who chose to sexually prey upon strangers rarely worked in teams.

      Had they got it horribly wrong?

      Could these have been the same two men Tanner had mentioned?

      Helen was saying something, and when Thorne looked up he caught movement to his left and looked to see Alfie standing in the doorway. One foot balanced on the other, a perfect expression of practised helplessness and misery.

      ‘Hello, mate. You OK?’

      Alfie shook his head and lowered it; as good a con-artist as Thorne had ever encountered.

      Helen turned and removed the saucepan from the heat. She sighed, rolled her eyes at Thorne. ‘Come on, then…’

      Alfie was smiling by the time Helen had reached him and taken his hand to lead him back to bed.

      Half a minute later, Thorne could hear the familiar rise and fall of her voice coming from her son’s bedroom. Brown bloody bear…

      Thorne reached down and picked up a toy; a miniature basketball hoop on a plastic handle, the ball at the end of a stripy cord. He decided he might just as well focus on that for a while.

      He flicked up the ball, missed.

      He put down his beer and tried again.

       

      Nicola Tanner sat halfway up the stairs, looking down at the unsullied oatmeal blandness of the hall carpet. The nice new carpet, the smell of which, two weeks on, had still struck her like a slap when she’d opened the front door half an hour earlier.

      She hadn’t had any choice.

      Blood, mess… disorder. The stain had needed to be removed, of course, but it still felt as though she had erased the last of Susan. The last part of her that had been real. There were still… things, clothes and books, but she kept putting off that trip to the charity shop. Dropping off the cardboard box and turning to leave, as though its contents were no more than unwanted junk without any real meaning.

      She pulled her overcoat tighter and thought about her meeting with Tom Thorne. He had been polite, which was a surprise considering some of the things she had been told about the man, but she wasn’t sure there was anything beyond that; any real interest.

      Why should there be?

      But she couldn’t do this on her own. They hadn’t taken her warrant card away, but compassionate leave was still leave, at the end of the day. That said, wouldn’t any officer, working or not, step up if they had to? Surely no copper worth the name would stand by and do nothing if they genuinely believed a crime was being committed.

      It was bending the rules, though, no point pretending it wasn’t, and that was not something Nicola had ever done, reserving a special kind of scorn for those who did. No, the simple fact was that she needed help. She required some degree of legitimacy if she wanted to carry on with this; if she was going to start turning over stones again.

      She stared down, empty; cried out for the day. She was still angry at herself for losing control, though sitting in that pub she had been aware, even as the tears had come, that they might be doing her a favour. Thorne was clearly no pushover, but she’d known plenty like him who couldn’t resist a sob story.

      There had been so much blood.

      Like misshapen wings, or the rust-coloured remains of them, by the time Nicola had opened the door that night and found Susan’s body. Soaked into the pile, and that strange scattering of white spots that she was later told was bleach. Was it too much to hope that Susan’s eyesight had gone by the time they’d snuffed out the life, so much life, in the rest of her? That she had not been able to see them killing her?

      Christ, what was she thinking? What did it matter? Susan was gone, and all because they had thought she was Nicola. Because Susan’s own car had been in the garage that day.

      Oatmeal.

      How sadly, stupidly dull was that?

      Her arms wrapped around her knees, Nicola felt a smile begin to form, creaking into place; so rare these last two weeks that she could not help but be aware of it. No, she could not imagine living with a brightly coloured hall carpet, or walls that were anything but white. She could not imagine an uncrossed t or an undotted i; an open-ended arrangement or a spur-of-the-moment decision.

      She could not imagine life without the woman she had loved.

      Still loved.

      But she could imagine the men who had done this looking up at her and begging for their lives. She could imagine the horror on their faces, the slow realisation, and she could imagine their screams as she let the bleach fall – one nice, fat drop at a time – into their eyes.

      She let her head drop and shook it. The few moments of fantasy, of imagined revenge, were natural enough, she knew that. But she also knew that it was just fantasy; that with both men hog-tied and helpless, with a bottle of Domestos in her hand, she would never do it.

      She raised her head.

      She was, and always would be, as inoffensive, as predictable, as that carpet.

      She got slowly to her feet, turned round, and climbed the stairs to run herself a bath.
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      Even Kamal had been forced to admit that the party wasn’t up to much. A semi-famous DJ getting paid a small fortune to put together a crappy playlist on his iPod. Smirnoff Ice at eight quid a pop and nowhere to sit down. They had stayed less than an hour and, in the end, Kamal had been the one to suggest that they leave; his lips pressed close to Amaya’s ear, still needing to shout above the din of some house hit for thirteen-year-olds they could have heard on Capital Radio any afternoon.

      ‘This is rubbish. Waste of a good shirt.’

      Amaya was certainly not arguing. She had spent most of the time alone, while Kamal had prowled around. Eking out her drink in a crowded corner and scanning faces as the coloured lights danced across them, just in case.

      ‘Shame.’ They had changed position and now Amaya was the one doing the talking; pointing at the idiot behind the decks and shouting her sarcasm. ‘I was thinking of asking him to DJ at the wedding.’

      Kamal had grinned and grabbed her arm. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here. At least we can still get the Tube. I won’t have to explain an Uber to my old man.’

      On the train they ate chocolate bought from the station kiosk; jabbered happily about Amaya’s college course, Kamal’s job at his father’s printing business.

      ‘We might have to chuck both of them in,’ Kamal said. ‘Do something else.’

      Amaya looked at him. ‘Hopefully not.’

      ‘Yeah, hopefully. But it might come to that.’

      ‘What do we do for money?’ Amaya asked. ‘If it does come to that. What do we live on if you don’t have your job?’

      ‘I find another job.’

      ‘Yeah, because that’s so easy.’

      ‘I go on benefits if I have to.’

      They stopped talking as the train pulled into a station and watched as several people got off. They were overground now and the carriage was emptying, stop by stop.

      The doors closed and the train moved away again.

      ‘But if you lose your job that’s probably because they’re not exactly thrilled about us getting married, right?’ Amaya looked at Kamal. He nodded. ‘So, that means moving away.’ She leaned closer to him; the rattling of the carriage made conversation only marginally easier than it had been at the party. ‘And getting involved with all that official stuff – benefits or signing up for council housing or whatever – is a really easy way of somebody finding us.’

      Kamal nodded, chewed at a fingernail. ‘I’ll sort it all out, don’t worry.’

      ‘Plus, I want to carry on at college.’

      ‘Yeah, obviously.’

      ‘It’s a good course, you know? A good qualification.’

      Kamal took her hand. ‘Look, I’m only saying these are things that might happen, but we’d be stupid if we didn’t think there’s a possibility. I mean, remember why we’re doing this in the first place. You know what it’s like for me, right? And I know exactly what it’s like for you, because I’ve seen it with both my sisters.’ He reached for Amaya’s hand. ‘I’m just talking about the way it could go if they don’t like it. If they really don’t like it, I mean. I’m talking about the worst-case scenario. Yeah?’ He waited. ‘Amee…?’

      Amaya was looking at a man sitting on the other side of the carriage, a few seats down and to their left. He was leaning against the divider, bleached-blond hair pressed to the Perspex, watching them. He wore a green jacket spattered with what looked like white paint, a dirty brown T-shirt underneath and dusty boots. Kamal caught the stranger’s eye and quickly looked away.

      It was as though the man took this as his cue.

      ‘Yeah, you’d better look away.’ He sat up straight, staring at Amaya. He pursed his lips, made kissing noises.

      At the end of the carriage, a middle-aged woman was engrossed in her copy of the Standard. Amaya looked at her and watched the woman raise the newspaper a little higher.

      Amaya glanced at Kamal. His head was lowered. She squeezed his hand, feeling him tense next to her, before her eyes slid quickly back to the man in the green jacket.

      ‘Look at you,’ he said. A low, smoker’s voice, the words thick with drink. ‘All ballsy, aren’t you? But your boyfriend’s shitting himself. Look at him, for Christ’s sake.’

      Amaya was afraid to take her eyes off the man. She said, ‘What’s your problem?’

      The man leaned forward, closing the gap between them. ‘Your lot,’ he said. ‘You’re my problem. You’re everybody’s problem.’ The train slowed as it approached the next station, but the man carried on talking. ‘You don’t need to be hiding inside them stupid black sacks either or have hats and beards.’ He waved a hand towards them, looked them up and down. ‘Makes sense, I suppose, sitting there dressed like normal people, trying to blend in so you can catch us off guard.’ He nodded towards Amaya’s feet, to the bags containing the clothes she and Kamal had left home in. ‘What’s in the bags?’

      The doors opened and the woman with the newspaper got off quickly, leaving the train through the doors furthest away from Amaya and the man in the green jacket, her eyes fixed on the platform ahead of her.

      ‘I asked you what was in the bags.’

      Amaya looked quickly left into the next section of the carriage and saw that there were only two passengers remaining. A young boy was busy with his phone and a smartly dressed Asian man sat a few seats further along. He was old, at least forty or something, and just for a second, he caught Amaya’s eye and shook his head. She was still trying to work out what it meant when the other man spoke again.

      ‘Mind you, I suppose you wouldn’t waste a decent bomb on an empty train, would you? No point going to heaven or whatever you lot call it for that.’ He got to his feet suddenly, steadied himself on the hanging rail and shouted at the two other passengers, playing to what little audience he had. ‘Hardly worth blowing themselves to kingdom come for the three of us, is it?’ He pointed at the Asian man, who was watching him. ‘Not like you’d be much of a loss, mind you.’

      Amaya leaned close to Kamal, one hand wrapped around his and the other pressed against her thigh, trying to control the tremor that was causing her foot to bounce off the floor of the carriage. She leaned in to whisper, ‘It’ll be fine, he’s just drunk,’ then sat up straight again when the man turned to loom over her.

      ‘So, he gets virgin dolly-birds, does he?’ He nudged at Kamal’s leg with a dusty boot. ‘So what, you get blokes who’ve never got their ends away? That how it works? Like some mental… raghead gang-bang —’

      He stopped, startled for a moment as the Asian man from further along the carriage arrived suddenly, ducking in front of him and dropping into the seat next to Amaya.

      ‘Hello, here’s the other one.’ He narrowed his eyes as though struggling to focus on the newcomer. ‘Who the fuck asked you to get involved?’ He stepped away and all but fell back into his seat, spread his arms out behind him.

      The Asian man leaned close to Amaya and whispered quickly. ‘Next stop.’

      Amaya nodded.

      ‘Eh? Who invited you?’

      With the man in the green jacket seemingly more interested in his newest victim, Amaya took her chance to lean in and pass the instruction on to Kamal.

      ‘I don’t need an invitation.’ The Asian man was well spoken and his voice was calm and steady. ‘It’s a free country.’

      ‘Yeah, and some of us want to keep it that way, don’t we? Which means getting shot of the likes of you.’

      The train was slowing again.

      ‘I’m every bit as British as you.’

      ‘I seriously doubt that.’

      ‘Is it British to bully strangers?’

      ‘You cheeky fuck.’

      ‘To abuse them?’

      ‘You want a slap? Is that it?’

      Amaya was counting down the seconds as the train got closer to the next station, the darkened houses and gardens giving way to steep sidings and a sparsely lit car park; signs and posters passing in a blur and slowly becoming readable. The colour had risen to the bully’s face and she could see that he had clenched his fists. He turned his dead-eyed stare on her.

      ‘Don’t know which of you to start with.’

      They were almost at a standstill.

      ‘What about your pussy-arsed boyfriend?’

      She held his stare until the train juddered to a stop and then the man next to her said, ‘Go,’ and the three of them were out of their seats and away through the doors before they had fully opened.

      They ran along the platform, and just before they turned towards the stairs, Amaya looked back to see that the man in the green jacket was getting off the train behind them. He spotted them and began walking.

      The Asian man took her arm. Said, ‘Quickly.’

      They ran up the short flight of metal steps, Amaya digging into her bag for her Oyster card until Kamal nodded ahead and she almost shouted in relief when she saw that the barriers were open.

      They tore through them, and out.

      Looking behind them as they walked quickly down past the car park towards the road, Amaya could see no sign of the man from the train.

      ‘It’s OK,’ the Asian man said.

      Kamal was still turning to look back every few steps. ‘Shit… shit…’

      ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be OK.’ Now it was their rescuer who was digging into his pocket, producing car keys and pressing the fob. Lights flashed fifty yards away and Amaya and Kamal hurried after him to the car.

      ‘I’ll run you home,’ the man said as they climbed in.

      Amaya closed the rear passenger door and slid in next to Kamal. ‘Thank you…’

      ‘Yeah, thanks.’ Kamal grabbed Amaya’s hand. They were both breathing heavily.

      ‘No worries.’ He started the car. ‘So, where am I going?’

      ‘Between Whetstone and Barnet,’ Kamal said. ‘Not far.’ He looked at Amaya, squeezed her hand.

      They waited. Amaya shuffled forward, caught the man’s eyes in the rear-view mirror, but before she could speak the door had been yanked open and the man in the green jacket was squeezing in, forcing her and Kamal to move across.

      He said, ‘Hello again.’

      He didn’t sound drunk any more.

      There was a soft clunk as the central locking was activated, which was when Amaya began to cry.
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