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Prologue

The heat of the sun radiated in waves, creating a mirage effect in the exercise yard where the tall fence blurred into the haze of sky. Bloody boiling weather. What he wouldn’t give to be on a beach somewhere. Mind you, getting a tan here was easy enough, it was the women they all lacked. Unless you counted that bitch of an officer who did the early shifts, although he wouldn’t class her as a proper woman. Too ballsy. Gobby.

He sometimes imagined punching her in the face.

He sat on a stone bench, resting his wrists on his knees, the other inmates moving through their rituals—laps around the edge, leaning against walls in loose clusters to chat, throwing passes with a going-saggy ball because kicking it got them nowhere. A bag of sod all air did fuck all on a makeshift footy pitch. He didn’t know why they bothered playing. Then again, he did. Boredom. The need to pretend they had some semblance of ‘before’ in here, where a game of footy was for fun, not just to pass the time until lunch, to get you closer to bedtime so you could strike another day off your sentence.

He’d been watching the same scenes every day for long enough to know the rhythms of this place. The sameness was a comfort and a bind. He couldn’t explain it. In here he was safe—food, drinks, books galore from the library, no bills. Out there was hassle, work, and the hateful feeling of being trapped because society said he shouldn’t give in to his urges. He wasn’t meant to be bad, which was the point of the prison system, rehabilitation and becoming a better, reformed person.

Could he be reformed?

He doubted it.

His one and only mate, Reece, crossed the yard. Skinny. Bald. A bit of a dick when he wanted to be. But a dick of a mate was better than none, especially here. If you had no friends in this place, you became a target.

“Afternoon, Kill,” Reece said.

Reece’s nickname for him was for obvious reasons. Kill didn’t mind—it reminded him of what he’d done and how he’d felt when he’d done it. He got a thrill every time he walked down memory lane. There were worse names Reece could have picked, so Kill wasn’t about to complain. And anyway, he ought to be grateful someone had taken the time to even give him a moniker. No one else had bothered with him.

Sex offenders tended to get a wide berth.

“You’re out here early,” Kill said.

Reece attended a therapy group once a week, an attempt to get him to ‘see the error of his ways’ and leave this place a ‘better man than the one who’d walked in’. He’d be out soon anyway, so the therapy was more likely Reece doing it to alleviate the monotony.

He sat beside Kill, leaving distance between their bodies. God forbid they touched and got accused of ‘inappropriate behaviour’ (a lot of words in here were contained inside quotes). There was this pair once, and they’d been accused of being gay when they weren’t. Someone had shoved a piece of plastic pipe up their arses in the shower. Without soap. No one could say where the pipe had come from. It was better to ‘turn a blind eye’.

“I ended up being turfed out halfway through,” Reece said, his head going redder than it already was. He’d got sunburned yesterday.

“How come?”

“Some kind of inspection of a radiator. It’s been leaking.” He stretched his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankles. “Fuck me, I’d love a bottle of lager.”

Kill nodded. “Beautiful day.”

Reece turned his face towards the sun, closing his eyes. “I was thinking about the outside today. All the jobs I used to do. Fucking pissed off I never tried anything bigger than the small-time shit. You know, one massive job that pays so well you don’t have to work it again.”

Kill had learned patience in this place, the hard way—through working out which conversations led to trouble. In the early days, he’d been stupid enough to think someone nattering to him was a precursor to them being friends, but it hadn’t. It had taken a fair old while to work out who was genuine and who wasn’t, so he’d decided not to be friends with anyone but Reece.

It’s a fucking minefield.

“I’ve been planning something in my head for ages,” Reece said. “A new approach. Something I could tell you about if you were interested.”

Kill clenched his teeth. This could be a trap. Although Reece hadn’t given him any reason to think he’d be setting him up, you just couldn’t tell in here. Reece could have been playing the long game, being friends for ages, then wallop, he revealed his true intentions. Kill’s nerves were constantly on edge, and in here he was the prey, not the predator. It didn’t sit well, but what could he do?

He stared ahead. A group of young inmates argued about something, their voices rising and falling. The officers around the perimeter watched. Same old bullshit. Kill let it all go on, not giving Reece an answer. He wasn’t sure which one to give anyway.

He stood, nervous about what Reece had said. Knowing about a future crime was as bad as committing it in some eyes. Did he want Reece’s knowledge in his head? For something different to think about, yes, but to get accused of being involved if Reece got caught? No. A big ‘fuck that’.

Kill’s hands shook. Either the conversation ended here, with him walking away, or it went somewhere else. He didn’t know which option to choose.

“Sit down,” Reece said quietly. “No one’s watching. They’ve got better things to do than listen to us two.”

Kill sat. He could listen, couldn’t he? He didn’t have to agree to anything.

The sun had shifted behind a cloud, and he shivered from the loss of warmth.

Reece rolled his shoulders. “If you’re worried about someone overhearing, meet me in the library when we go back inside. Hardly anyone goes there in the afternoons.”

Kill nodded.

* * * *

They met in an aisle between shelves of books with authors whose surnames began with S.

“Do you swear not to tell anyone what I’ve said if you decide you don’t want in on this?” Reece asked.

Kill nodded. “I’ve got no one to tell. I haven’t exactly got loads of pals queuing up, have I?”

“That’s because you’re a perverted fuck.”

Kill tutted. “What do you want me to do?”

“I need information on somewhere to store…things. As you know, I get out next week, and I’ve masterminded this job. I need space for…the goods.”

“What goods?”

“Electronics.”

“Right. So ask your old dear.”

“No, it can’t be anyone I know. Anyway, my mum’s getting too nosy. If she goes out to her garage and sees all that gear, she’ll bloody dob me in.”

Kill thought about it. Sadly, he didn’t have anyone he could count on outside these walls. They’d all abandoned him once the press had dubbed him a monster. No one wanted to fraternize with a man like him. “I know someone. Drinks down the Lamb and Flag.” He told Reece everything he’d need to know.

“I could do with some help from someone like you on the outside,” Reece said.

Kill laughed. “Well, it can’t be me, can it?”

Reece smiled. “It can if you leg it off your work detail.”

Kill was allowed out once a week to a job placement. How the fuck he’d been offered that, considering he was a ‘danger to people’, according to the judge, he didn’t know, but then again, they thought he was a born-again Christian these days, a good boy who had so much remorse he could suffocate himself with it. He’d served plenty of time already, behaving himself, so maybe that was the reason: he hadn’t done anything wrong for years, and Jesus was his guide.

Bollocks. He’d just learned how to play the system. He’d watched other people do it, succeed, and get early parole. He reckoned another five, instead of the actual ten, and he could be out. Good behaviour went a long way to convincing the pricks from the parole board that he could be released into the masses again.

None of them seemed to twig that most men in here were manipulators and they could pretend to be someone they weren’t for years if it mean getting what they wanted.

Freedom.

But did he want to risk running before his release? Five years, and he might be legitimately free. If he ran now, he’d always be running, looking over his shoulder.

“What would I be doing after I leg it?” Kill asked. “What’s the job? Who’s involved?”

Reece smiled again. “I knew you’d see things my way. Let me explain.”

For the next hour, they sat and held books as if they were reading them and whispered behind the pages. Reece laid out his vision. He’d put it to people on the outside, prominent criminals, who’d agreed to go in on it with him.

Kill frowned. “What do you need me for?”

“They need someone to be a lookout on one of the corners.”

“Don’t they have their own people for that?”

Reece shrugged. “Obviously not if they’ve asked me to provide someone, dickhead.”

“Fine, whatever.”

“Just make sure you get yourself away on the date I told you. In the meantime, once I’ve been released, I’ll go and talk to that person you told me about, see if they’re willing to stash the gear after I’ve nicked it.”

“Offer them money.”

“I will do.”

Reece got up, put his book back, and walked out.

* * * *

The work detail bus left at half six in the morning, two weeks after Reece had walked out of the nick a liberated man. It drove through the prison gates and into the free world. The familiar landscape passed by, and before this chance of escape, Kill had never failed to wish he could be free. Now, it was going to happen. The high fences gave way to countryside then housing estates, and various men got off at different locations, all of them pretending, just for the day, that they weren’t bad people—all without handcuffs or any supervision.

Fucking madness.

Kill’s stop came last.

“Out,” one of the officers said. Young, new, an arsehole.

Kill and the remaining prisoners got off and walked towards the landscaping assignment—some rich fucker’s well posh house, one of those manors.

He went through Reece’s plan in his head.

At quarter past eleven, he’d be excusing himself to use the portable loo at the far end of the worksite. He’d slip behind and run to where Reece’s contact would be waiting with a car.

They got on with work. Everyone spread out, pulling weeds, trimming hedges, snipping rose bushes. Kill thought about what he was leaving behind—the cell, the routine, the boring life. Then what he was gaining—the hunt, the return to the only thing that had ever made him feel alive.

Murder. Sex crimes.

Yeah, fuck this shit. He was off.

* * * *

The car wasn’t where Reece had said it would be.

Fuck.

Sweat ran into Kill’s eyes, stinging. He pressed his back against a wall in a village, his chest heaving, each breath small in the summer heat. Somewhere behind him, back through the fields, someone would have noticed he’d run. Someone would have told the police.

He had miles to walk.

He couldn’t plan anything beyond reaching her. The rest depended on things he couldn’t control: her anger, her capacity to love a man who’d used her. He forced himself to think about what he’d say. He’d rehearsed speeches, but none of the words rang true.

Because they were bullshit.

Maybe he should play it by ear, like he had before.

He walked on, head down, keeping to the edges of fields and verges.

Just think… He smiled. I might even get my leg over if I’m lucky.


Chapter One

Harriet couldn’t seem to find the words, nor could she move. She stared at her visitor, someone she’d never expected to see, not for a long while anyway. The person on her doorstep belonged to a past she’d spent years trying to sand down and varnish over.

But it seemed fate didn’t want things to be nice and shiny. Polished.

When has it ever?

Dean looked like something from one of her nightmares, his face gaunt, his cheekbones sticking out. Hadn’t he been eating? His oversized anorak drowned him, his trousers stained with what she guessed was mud. A long, angry red scratch ran from his temple down to his jaw, and it had been bleeding, now crusty and dry.

What the fuck is he doing here?

She had several answers for that one. He must have been released from prison early. Or he’d escaped. No, that was just her being fanciful again, and she was queen of the fanciful.

In an ideal world he’d have forgotten about her, he wouldn’t be here, but her world had never been ideal, there was always something to fuck it up, so really, him turning up shouldn’t be that much of a surprise. Something usually went wrong, but this wrong was colossal.

She hated the fact that all of the old feelings she’d once felt for him came rushing back. She thought she’d got over him and the affair she’d had behind his ex-wife’s back—her old best friend, Moira. And wasn’t that sick for her to even think about still caring for him after what he done? He was a convicted rapist and murderer, for God’s sake. What the hell was wrong with her?

She didn’t know. She’d never been able to understand herself.

“Harriet,” he rasped. He sounded as though he hadn’t spoken in days. Or was he thirsty?

Probably. It had been hot today, and going by his sunburned cheeks, he’d been out in the sun for a long time. God, he’d changed so much. Gone were his muscles; he clearly hadn’t bothered using the gym in the nick, and it didn’t look like he ate much food in there either. Was he ill?

She didn’t move. She couldn’t. The smell of her hair salon in the back room seemed to bleed into the warm, summer night air between them, reminding her of what she could lose if she had anything to do with him. She’d bet most of her customers would walk away, and that meant her income would dry up. She couldn’t afford to be seen talking to him. The neighbours were a nosy bunch, and some of them liked to spread gossip, even if it wasn’t true and it destroyed lives.

“Dean?” It had come out as a question, like she wasn’t sure it was him, but she was. Oh God, she was. This was no apparition, much as she wished it was. That would solve so many things. “What are you doing here? I thought you had another ten years to go yet.”

Not that she’d been keeping track or anything.

“I couldn’t go anywhere else,” he whispered, swaying, as though dead on his feet.

Was he drunk? She couldn’t smell any alcohol. Or was he tired?

He reached up to touch the wound on his face, his fingers shaking, and winced. “I was on work detail. I…I ran. I didn’t think about the consequences, I just had to get away. Couldn’t stand to go back. Being in prison, it saps the life out of you.”

Work detail. Was he now allowed out of prison during the day, then?

He must be, otherwise, he wouldn’t bleedin’ well be here, would he, you divvy cow.

Oh shit. This wasn’t good. A rapist and killer allowed out into the community. What were the prison people thinking? Did they believe he was reformed?

Harriet glanced past him, down the street, the neighbours tucked away behind locked doors, but it would only take the drawing back of a curtain for what was going on here to be exposed to someone who really shouldn’t be in the know. If someone saw him here and recognised him, if the police tracing a fence-jumper caught her chatting to him, her life would change drastically. She could be classed as aiding and abetting or whatever.

You should get rid of him and then phone the police. Do what you didn’t do before. Open your mouth and do the right thing instead of staying silent.

“You’ve been bleeding,” she said, her pulse deafening.

“It’s nothing.”

He stared at her, and for a second, the years between them evaporated. He didn’t look like the younger bloke she’d once known but the man who’d been swallowed by the system because he’d raped a woman and then murdered her. If she pretended for a few seconds, she could almost believe he’d come home from work, that the prison and everything hadn’t happened, and he loved her and he was going to go upstairs and tuck their children into bed then shag her silly.

Where did pretending get you last time?

“I need somewhere to kip,” he said. “Just for a night. Until I can figure out where the hell to go.”

Jesus, so he was expecting to stay here? What the fucking hell could she say to that? He was a killer, so was saying no wise? Would he turn on her if she refused? Should she let him in and then ring the police on him later, when it got much darker and he’d gone to sleep? Once, back in the day, she hadn’t thought he was capable of what he’d done, but…

You just lied to yourself then. You’re always lying to yourself. You did think he was capable. You had a funny feeling about him during your affair.

At one time, back when she’d been friends with Moira, she’d have felt guilty for seeing Dean behind her back, but while it had been going on she hadn’t seen Moira in such a long time and she’d convinced herself they’d never been friends at all. It was so much easier to construct a new narrative than face the real one. Doing that meant she’d have to admit to her old best friend that she’d knowingly stolen her husband and got pleasure out of not only going to bed with him but the act of secrecy. Considering that patch in their teenage years when they’d been up to no good together, it was just as well Harriet and Moira stayed apart.

“Please,” Dean said, reminding her he was there, a criminal on her doorstep begging for a bed. “I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I can, I promise.”

She should have closed the door. She should have pushed the bolts across and called the police, or anyone for that matter, asking them to help her, but the six boxes in the shed were already keeping a secret, and one more secret, nestled within the walls of this house, wouldn’t be so bad for a while, would it?

I can’t believe I’m even contemplating this.

Harriet stepped back and pulled the door wider. “Get in. Quickly.”

Dean smiled in relief and stumbled over the threshold, his feet dragging. Why was he so exhausted? Had he been running nonstop all day? He collapsed against the hallway wall, breathing hard, and it pissed her off that he had no care for her paintwork. She’d redone that last week, and he could be ruining it with all that sweat.

He looked at her with a mix of shame and desperation that twisted something in her chest—she was such a bitch. What was a bit of an inconvenience in her having to repaint a little patch compared to what he was going through?

Compared to what you’ve actually just let happen, you mean. There’s an escaped prisoner in your chuffing house. You’re now an accessory.

She hesitated and stared out into the street, the brief thought of running to another neighbour filling her mind, but she shut the door and twisted the lock. The click sounded too final for her liking, closing her in with a criminal. She didn’t put the chain on or slide the bolts into place. She might need a quick getaway at some point.

To even think something like that meant she knew damn well she didn’t completely trust him. He could turn on her at any second.

But he wouldn’t rape me, would he? Or kill me?

She’d like to think not, seeing as they’d been lovers once and she’d meant something to him—or so she’d told herself—but you never knew. People changed. He’d been in prison for years, and having a woman so close by after not seeing any for such a long time…

“Come on, in the back room.” She led the way into her salon, her mind on ensuring she kept her emotions in check. She couldn’t let him take over like he used to, drowning out her voice. She had to show him she’d grown stronger since they’d been together, and that she was doing him the favour here, not the other way around.

He scanned the room, his gaze landing on the tint bowls she’d left drying upside down in one of the sinks. “I didn’t think you’d still be living here. Thought you’d have moved on long ago.”

“I’m still here. Can’t see myself ever getting free of this Estate.” So he didn’t query that, she grabbed a first-aid kit from the cupboard, her movements jerky. She had to pretend a certain dominance, so she said, “There will be rules. I need you to stay quiet. The walls are thin, and I have neighbours who make it their business to know what happens around here.”

He nodded and sat on the chair in front of the sink, his eyes unfocused. He seemed to vibrate with the adrenaline of his escape, or was that fear doing the shaking? She got on with washing his face scratch using antiseptic wipes from the kit. He flinched a few times, and she got enjoyment out of that, being able to hurt him and there was nothing he could do about it.

Like he hurt me.

“I didn’t kill her,” Dean said.

She’d often wondered whether he had or not. The newspapers had gone to town on him, vilifying him as soon as he’d been arrested, no innocent until proven guilty whatsoever. As far as most people were concerned, he was a nasty bastard who deserved to be on remand, and they’d bayed for his blood. Harriet had had mixed feelings, wanting to go to court for the trial, but she hadn’t really known why. To support him? To show him how disgusted she was with him? To see Moira again? In the end she’d stayed away, and it had probably been for the best.

“I didn’t rape her either.”

“Right…”

Of course he was going to say that. Didn’t a lot of guilty people say they were innocent?

“I had sex with her, consensual, and I didn’t bump her off.” He winced at her picking off a dried clot of blood. “They had it all staged. The DNA, the so-called evidence.”

A dull ache set up home in the centre of her chest, a ghost of a feeling she’d spent years burying. She’d cared about him deeply once and didn’t want those big feelings to resurface. It was so odd to stand here, not knowing how to feel but at the same time experiencing conflicting emotions. She cared about him then she didn’t. She wanted him gone and then she didn’t.

“You’re a fugitive, like someone off the bloody telly,” she whispered, the cold reality of it sinking into her; saying things out loud tended to cement them in her mind more. Sometimes she spoke to herself just so she got proper clarity. Other times she remained quiet.

“I know, but I couldn’t hack it anymore. I got beat up all the time—for something I never did!”

She imagined him being battered, pinned against the wall or even the tiles in the showers, punch after punch striking him. She’d imagined the same thing years ago, once after he’d left her (except she’d imagined someone stabbing him in the Black Swan), and the second time after he’d been put in prison. She’d been so hurt that he’d hidden a side of himself from her. And how bloody ridiculous that sounded, that she was upset he hadn’t told her he had murderous tendencies. Who the hell would?

The proximity to him bristled with electricity, so she stepped back. She didn’t need to feel that kind of attraction to him. She held up a hand, stopping him from speaking; there was only so much guff she could handle coming out of his mouth at the minute. She got on with cleaning the scratch, and once it was done, she threw the wipes in the bin then took the liner out, tying it at the top and putting in a new one for tomorrow. The last thing she needed was her customers seeing bloodied wipes and asking questions.

Oh God, tomorrow. She had clients booked in. Then the coppers might come, like they had years ago because they’d questioned everyone who knew Dean. Some fucker from the pub had told them she’d hung around with him a few times. She hadn’t admitted to their affair, just said that she’d known him because he was married to her old mate. Would they have put her on file? Would her name crop up and they’d decide to come here? They wouldn’t just find him, they’d find the boxes in the shed, too.

Dean watched her.

“Just spit it out,” she said.

“I know what you’re thinking.”

“And what’s that?”

“I’m not asking for a life with you, just somewhere to take a breath. Just enough time to find who set me up.”

She laughed. “You thought that I thought you were coming back to me?”

“Going by your face at the front door, yeah.”

Was she that easy to read?

“I didn’t think that at all, you cheeky bastard. You’re so up yourself.”

Harriet didn’t feel very well. She didn’t need this…this bollocks. And maybe she should watch her tone and what she said to him, considering. She stared at him, and her hunger for him—a dormant, desperate thing that now came alive—clashed violently with her rational mind. One half told her to drag him off to bed, the other told her to kick him out.

“Forty-eight hours,” she said. “That’s the absolute limit. If you aren’t gone after that, I’m calling the police. And if we get caught before then, I’ll make sure they know you forced your way in and I had no choice but to have you here. I’ll say you threatened me to stay quiet.”

Dean nodded, a grim smile stretching his mouth. “Forty-eight hours. I can work with that. It actually fits my timeline.”

“Oh, I’m so glad…”

He didn’t appear to pick up on her sarcasm, or maybe he’d chosen to ignore it because he’d got what he wanted. He stood and moved towards her, raising his hand as if to tuck a lock of hair away from her face, his fingers hovering inches from her skin. The tension between them seemed a physical weight, suffocating, hard to breathe through. The pulse in his neck bulged a vein, and he watched her mouth, the unspoken history of what they’d once been squished between them. She retreated to the cupboard to put the first-aid kit away, refusing to let the current pull her under this time.

“Don’t,” she said.

He dropped his hand, the atmosphere turning brittle. He knew the boundary, even if he wasn’t happy about it, and she knew exactly what he thought: he hadn’t come here to be with her, but a fuck wouldn’t go amiss.

Bastard.

“Follow me.” She led him out of the salon and up the stairs, showing him the bathroom and where she kept the clean towels. At the spare room door, she opened it, stood aside, and gestured for him to enter. Dean walked past her, the brush of his anorak against her arm sending a jolt of static through her skin.

Why has he even got an anorak on in this weather?

He stopped in the centre of the room and faced her. “Harriet—”

“Forty-eight hours,” she interrupted. “Not a minute more.”

She closed the door, sealing him inside, annoyed with herself that already, his request for one night had already turned into two.

She was so bloody weak.


Chapter Two

The morning light crept through the window of Harriet’s salon. She stood at her workstation, arranging her foils and developer before her client arrived. She’d already been up to give Dean some breakfast—fat bacon rolls, one with brown sauce, one with red, and one with both, just how he liked them (and she hated herself for remembering that from their B&B days). She’d also made him a big flask of tea, given him some crisps and chocolate bars, a couple of books, magazines, and told him to hurry up in the bathroom because she had someone coming at nine. If anyone heard him, there’d be questions, people assuming she’d had a bloke staying the night, then gossip would spread, and neighbours would make it their business to watch her house so they could get an eyeful of who she was having a relationship with.

It really was best that he stayed silent.

She glanced out at the back garden. At the shed. Yesterday, she’d been worrying about the boxes, which had seemed such a monumental issue at the time, but now they were insignificant compared to what she now dealt with. She wished she could go back to yesterday, when her worries weren’t as big.

She hadn’t asked Nabs what was inside the boxes—the less she knew, the better, although she was intrigued. Who wouldn’t be? The question had occurred to her, certainly, many times since she’d helped him store them there, but some questions were better left unasked, particularly when the asker was a man whose reputation for patience with curious people was, according to pub talk, somewhat lacking.

He’ll smash my face in if I nose too much.

She should never have agreed to him using her shed. She didn’t really know him, just of him. She knew he’d been in the nick, though, and dealt in stolen goods. Many a time she’d been paid by others to ‘hold’ something for them, and it was a nice little side business, but this time, she should have said no. She’d had an uneasy feeling about it as soon as he’d handed the money over to her.

Now she came to think of it, why had he asked her specifically? Had someone else told him she was good for it, one of the others she’d helped? He’d come up to her in the Lamb and Flag, smiling, buying her a drink. As far as she could remember, the conversation had been about general things before the subject had got around to needing a safe space to hide some goods. She’d joked she’d hide anything if she got paid for it.

And now she hid a criminal but with no money in sight.

The doorbell rang. Harriet jumped, so nervy since Dean had arrived. She smoothed her hands down her skirt and made her way to the front door. She sent up a prayer that Dean would keep quiet, then opened it.

“Morning, Mrs Browning. Come in, I’ve got everything ready for you.”

Mrs Browning, tall, angular, and in her early sixties, hair the colour of autumn leaves (a shade Harriet had first applied years ago and had been maintaining ever since), swept inside with the air that she believed the world existed solely to accommodate her. Some clients noticed everything to excess—the temperature of the water, the pressure of the scalp massage, the tiniest chip in a cup—and Mrs Browning was one of them. Today, Harriet’s jangled nerves might result in jittery behaviour, providing ample opportunity for scrutiny. She really didn’t need this woman picking up on anything. Not that she’d go snooping around the house if she heard Dean, but still.

“Morning, Harriet love. Autumn’s just around the corner, you can feel it in the air.”

Harriet couldn’t feel it at all. It was stifling.

Mrs Browning hung her cardigan on the hook by the door. “I’ve been thinking about these highlights all week. I want them a touch lighter than last time, something to brighten things up before the darker months come in.”

“No problem.”

Harriet guided her towards the salon, her smile fixed, a mask painted on and left to dry. She could only hope it wouldn’t crack. As they passed the stairs, her stomach clenched at her thoughts: What if he appears at the top? Who do I say he is? My cousin?

Thankfully, they made it to the salon without him popping up. She settled Mrs Browning into a chair directly beneath the spare room.

Directly below a criminal.

“So,” Mrs Browning said, letting Harriet put a cape on her, “I heard something interesting at the pub last night.”

Every client thought their gossip was a gift to her, a precious offering in exchange for attentive ears and soothing sounds of sympathy or surprise. Mrs Browning’s offerings were usually detailed, encompassing the misadventures of half the local population. Harriet normally nodded in the right places and murmured appropriately at revelations, but today, she wasn’t sure she had it in her to play the game.

But she might have heard something about Dean, something you need to know. She said she heard something ‘last night’…

“Oh? What’s that?” Harriet mixed the lightener in a bowl.

“Apparently, they’ve had an escape from the prison. Some murdering sex pest made a run for it.” Mrs Browning clucked her tongue. “They’ve got the whole area on alert, police presence everywhere. The pub was crawling with them last night, all buying Cokes in their suits and trying to look inconspicuous. As if you couldn’t spot a plainclothes copper from the other side of the room, listening out for snippets of information. They must think we’re all daft.” She rolled her eyes.

Harriet’s hands froze mid-mix. The lightener dripped from the brush back into the bowl in slow, gummy plops. “Blimey. I hadn’t heard.”

“It’s all over the local Facebook groups, love. Someone posted about a helicopter and everything. These prisoners, they get out in the community to work and they think they’ve hit the jackpot, don’t they? Fresh air, the run of the place, easy pickings for the taking.” Mrs Browning sighed. She had opinions about everything and made no secret of it. “Of course, most of them are foolish enough to get caught within hours. Run to the wrong house, hide in the wrong garden, and suddenly they’re back behind bars before they’ve even had a chance to enjoy themselves—or commit new crimes. God, can you imagine if someone’s already been murdered by him and their body’s been hidden in a ditch?”

“That would be awful.” Harriet applied the first section of foil, the shakes running through her legs. “I’m sure they’ll find him.”

“Soon enough, I expect. His photograph’s everywhere.” Mrs Browning adjusted her position in the chair. “You don’t think anyone’s been acting strange around here, do you? Anyone you know who’d be foolish enough to hide a person like him?”

The question floated in the small space between them. It rippled outwards, touching everything, disturbing everything. Harriet was certain her face had betrayed her, that Mrs Browning could see the guilt written there, that the woman knew somehow, instinctively, what was happening in the room above their heads. But no, this was how Mrs Browning’s mind worked: everything was connected to everything, every piece of information potential gossip, every observation a thread that might weave into a larger story. She saw conspiracy theories everywhere.

The question had been rhetorical. It meant nothing. It was the pub gossip doing her job, gathering material for future conversations.

“Nobody I know would do anything like that,” Harriet said. “Everyone around here has more sense than to hide someone.” She forced a laugh that sounded fake. “Can you imagine? Someone hiding a criminal right under the police’s nose? It would be like something out of a film.”

“It would. But what if someone’s being forced to hide them? At gunpoint? Even…knifepoint.”

“Blimey…” Harriet shuddered. “Where would he have got a gun or knife from, though?”

“He could have met up with a former criminal associate.”

“Stranger things have happened, I suppose.”

Mrs Browning seemed satisfied with that answer. “You say no one around here would do that, but you never can tell with people, can you? Everyone seems normal until they don’t.”

Harriet didn’t want to respond to that so gave a noncommittal hmm. She sectioned off the next part of hair, moving her comb handle up and down through the strands to separate it. She slipped a foil under and reached for the lightener brush.

A faint creak came from above. The floorboards. Weight shifting. Dean, moving when he shouldn’t be. Thankfully, Mrs Browning leaped into a monologue about the pub’s latest darts tournament results. Relieved the noise seemed to have been taken for the house settling, Harriet let the words wash over her, background noise, her ears attuned to the ceiling and the faint sounds that might or might not be emanating from the room above. Was she imagining it? Every second felt loaded, pregnant with potential catastrophe.

Everything upstairs went quiet.

The morning sun had shifted by the time she’d finished applying the lightener to the final section. She guided Mrs Browning to the processing chair near the window—the window that overlooked the garden, that faced the bastard shed—and set the timer on her phone.

She handed Mrs Browning a magazine. “I won’t be long. I’ll just make you a cuppa.”

She headed across the hallway towards the kitchen and stopped short at the sound of knocking, three sharp raps on the front door. Harriet’s heart, which had been beginning to calm, suddenly launched itself into the manic beats of flight-or-fight mode.

Was it the police?

A former criminal mate of Dean’s?

Fucking hell.

She nipped into the living room to peer through the nets. A figure stood on the doorstep. Male, thin-shouldered, with a bald head that gleamed in the sunlight. Nabs. Shit. His presence here, now, with Dean hidden in the spare room and Mrs Browning’s hair processing in the salon…

Not what I fucking need.

Harriet went into the hallway, put her keys in her pocket, and opened the door with a smile she didn’t feel like giving him. She stepped outside and closed the door behind her to prevent any view into the house. She didn’t need either of her guests to come snooping and see the local scally here. Mrs Browning would ask too many questions, and God knew how Dean would react.

“Nabs. This is…um, unexpected.”

His eyes, small and beady and close together, something Mum had always said was dodgy in anyone, gave her the creeps. He swept his gaze over her, his expression one she couldn’t decipher. A knowing look? Did he know Dean was here? Had he sent someone to watch her house, effectively watching his gear in the shed without telling her, and they’d told him she had a man here?

She gave him the once-over, too. His tight black T-shirt emphasised the skinniness of his arms, and his jeans had white paint spatters on them. A cigarette dangled from the corner of his mouth, unlit, and he spun the wheel of a lighter down by his side. He was such a strange, weedy little shit.

“I need to check something in the shed.” He made as if to step past her, then realised she’d shut the door.

She moved to block his path anyway. “Hang on! I told you the terms. You can’t just turn up whenever you feel like it. I have a client in there, and she’s going to want to know what the fuck you’re doing by going in my shed.”

“Inventory. Make sure everything’s where it should be.”

“Like I can say that to her. She’s going to ask, ‘Inventory of what?’ What are you going to say to that?” She tried to calm down. “Your stuff’s okay, Nabs. Everything’s fine. I’ve kept an eye on it, just like you asked.”

“I’m sure you have.” His tone sounded pleasant enough, even friendly, but something lay beneath it—an expectation? Of what? “But I don’t like leaving things too long between checks. You understand how it is. Things can go missing. People can get curious and steal from a hardworking man like myself.”

Hardworking man? Was he being serious? As far as she knew, he didn’t work, he stole and lived off the proceeds.

He glanced past her again, at the door with the stairs and the spare room beyond it and the prisoner hiding up there.

“I haven’t been curious, I can assure you,” she said.

“Hmm. I heard you had a visitor last night.”

Her heart rate scattered. “So what if I did!”

“A bloke.”

“Yes, a shag, if you must know. Christ, I wasn’t aware I couldn’t have a one-night stand while I was looking after your boxes.”

He nodded, as though he agreed with her outburst—as though he was happy with what she’d said. Why would that be, though?

He cleared his throat. “Got a client today, you said. Who?”

“Mrs Browning. You know, her who plays darts down the Lamb.”

“The ginger old bird.”

“She isn’t ginger, it’s auburn with highlights.”

“Hmm.” Nabs made no move to leave. “Mind if I wait inside? We can tell her I’m your next customer.”

She stared at him. “You don’t have any fucking hair!”

“Ah, yeah, that’s a stumbling block.” He stared at the sky then back at her. “Say you’re dying my eyebrows. Then I’ll say I need to borrow a hammer because I’m putting up some shelves. You occupy her while I go out the back to collect said hammer from your shed. It won’t take a minute to check the boxes.”

“She’s weird. Doesn’t like having anyone else in the salon while she’s having her hair done. She’s set in her ways.”

Nabs studied her. The silence filled with implications Harriet didn’t want to examine too closely. His eyes narrowed, and she’d swear cogs turned behind them, calculations being made, suspicions forming, clouds on her horizon.

“Sounds like a strange woman,” he said.

“She’s a character, that’s all.” Harriet forced a smile, her cheeks aching with the effort. “Listen, why don’t you come back this evening? All of today’s clients will be long gone by then, and you can do whatever you need to.”

The offer hung suspended, fragile, threatening to shatter at any second. Then Nabs nodded.

He turned to leave but paused, one hand resting on the garden gate. “Be careful. Plod’s about. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to my property if they come round asking questions about Dean.”

She frowned. “Who?”

“Haven’t you heard? Our famous local rapist-slash-killer has legged it from prison.”

“Fucking hell,” she said.

“Yeah, fucking hell.”

He watched her, for what, she didn’t know. Whatever the reason, it unnerved her. It was like he knew Dean was there and he waited for her to blurt it out.

He left then, the gate swinging shut behind him with a clatter that seemed too loud in the quiet street. Harriet watched him go, and then she leaned on her front door and blew out a shuddering breath.

This evening. She had until then to convince Dean to leave despite his desperate pleas to stay. Mrs Browning had twenty-six minutes left on her timer, and somewhere above her head a man was hopefully trying not to breathe too loudly, trying not to move, trying not to exist.

Harriet went back into the house, made a cup of tea, and took it into the salon.

“Was that the door?” Mrs Browning looked at her with keen interest. “I heard voices.”

“Just a salesman, wanting to see if I’d like new windows. A very persistent type.” Harriet busied herself with checking the towels, the colouring bowls, anything that would keep her hands occupied and her face turned away from her customer’s probing gaze. “I sent him on his way.”

“Hmph.” Mrs Browning’s voice carried an entire universe of scepticism. “Seemed like quite a long conversation for a window salesman.”

“He was so pushy. Went on and on about extended warranties and credit and all sorts. Can you believe it? As if I’d buy anything from a man like that.”

The explanation sounded thin, but Mrs Browning seemed to accept it—or at least to decide that poking further wouldn’t yield anything interesting.

“Speaking of pushy people,” Mrs Browning said, “you’ll never guess what Lenny Tenby was caught doing in his Range Rover last week…”

Once again, Harriet let the words flow over her, a river of local scandal that meant nothing, signified nothing, and served only to fill the empty spaces between moments of her paralysing anxiety. As usual, she nodded at the intervals, made small sounds of surprise or disapproval whenever they were needed, all while her mind raced ahead to the evening, to Nabs’s return.

The timer sounded, and Harriet checked the hair in a few foils. Pleased it was processed enough, she ushered Mrs Browning to the sink, rinsing, then massaging shampoo into the hair. The rhythm of the work was soothing, familiar, a small sanctuary within the larger chaos. Rinse, condition, towel dry, back to the chair for the blow-dry. This she could do. This made sense. Everything else—the boxes, Dean, and Nabs who’d return later—existed in a different world for now.

“So that’s you done. Same time in three weeks?”

“Three weeks, yes, because you know how quickly it grows, and I can’t stand grey roots.” Mrs Browning examined her reflection in the mirror, turning her head this way and that, scrutinising the new highlights. “You’ve done a wonderful job, love. Much lighter than before—just what I wanted. The darts ladies will be green with envy.”

Harriet smiled. “I’ll see you out.”

At the front door, Mrs Browning hesitated, her cardigan dangling from one hooked finger. Harriet was certain the woman was going to say something that would cut through her defences and force her to expose everything she was hiding. The seconds extended, and she froze beneath that evaluating gaze.

“You know, if you ever need to talk to anyone about anything…” she said.

“Thank you, I’ll bear that in mind.”

Harriet closed the door and ascended the stairs on legs that felt like rubber. The spare room door was closed, just as she’d asked. She knocked twice and then slipped inside. Dean sat on the edge of the bed, his face pale in the filtered light that managed to pierce the closed curtains. He clasped his hands between his knees.

“She gone?” he asked.

“Yes, but I have another client due soon, so if you need the loo, get on with it.” Harriet sat beside him, keeping a careful distance between them. “I need to tell you something. There’s a man who’s going to come here this evening, and if he finds you here…”

“I know. I went into your bedroom at the front and heard some of it. At the door, your voices. I thought he was going to say the police were coming…”

“Maybe you need to hide somewhere else or…”

“Harriet.” He grasped her hand. The touch was surprisingly steady, given everything he must be going through. “I’m not asking you to put yourself at risk. I never was. I came here because I was scared and needed to see a friendly face—the only friendly one I’d see. I didn’t mean for it to interfere with your life.”

She looked at him, really looked, and spotted something she hadn’t noticed before: whatever Dean had done, whoever he really was beneath the need to disappear, there was still a person in there. A person capable of recognising when his presence was causing harm to someone else.

“We’ll figure something out,” Harriet said, though she didn’t know how. “But for now, please stay quiet.”

“I’ll try.”

She got up and walked to the door. “Try harder, because I heard you when I was in the salon.”

There. She’d regained the upper hand again by being firm.

She left him to it.


Chapter Three

The pub smelled of beer and chips with vinegar, a familiar combination that Harriet had got used to every time she walked into the Lamb and Flag. She sat at her usual spot near the window, the November rain tracing crooked paths down the pane. She held a glass of red wine. The fireplace crackled nearby, sending warmth across to her, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of cold settling into her bones. She’d walked here, so that would be why.

Tonight, a few regulars sat at the bar. A group of younger-than-her office workers crowded around a large table near the door. An elderly couple, who’d been coming here since before Harriet was born, so they’d said to her the other week, were comfy in the corner. The man always ordered the same real ale and the woman always pretended to disapprove while secretly enjoying every sip. There was comfort in familiarity, a camouflage that made Harriet feel less alone. She could chat to these people and pretend they were friends.

She was on her second glass, contemplating whether a third would be a mistake, when the door swung open and the chill from outside swept through.

Blimey. I haven’t seen him in years.

Dean stood in the doorway, water dripping from his dark hair, his coat pulled tight against the winter bite. He was taller than she remembered, or perhaps time had changed her perspective, or it could be because she was sitting down. His jaw had developed a sharp edge. Harriet found herself looking away quickly, back to the rain-streaked window, the headlights from passing cars creating momentary rivers of light on the wet pavement.

She hadn’t planned to look over at him again. If she’d been stronger, she’d have stayed buried in her wine and her thoughts and let him pass by unnoticed, but Dean had always fascinated her.

“Harriet.” His voice came from somewhere to her right.

She turned. He stood beside her table, smiling.

“I thought that was you,” he said.

“Dean!” She heard herself say his name and disliked how it sounded, as though she was well chuffed he’d come over. Which she was. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Thought I’d nip out, go somewhere different. The wife’s busy with the kids. All right if I sit with you? I don’t know anyone else.”

The correct answer was no. Instead, Harriet gestured to the empty seat across from her. He shrugged off his wet coat and hung it on the back of his chair, water dripping off it onto the floor.

“You look well,” he said, pint in hand.

The compliment settled somewhere it shouldn’t have, warming her in places that had been cold for far too long. But maybe it wasn’t a compliment at all, not like she’d taken it. It could have just been something he’d said to break the ice more. He might think she’d let herself go and looked like a hag but was too polite to say it.

“You look wet,” she said back.

He laughed.

They talked about nothing much at first. The pub’s shortcomings (it could do with the walls being painted, and the loos needed new tiles); the weather (shit, cold, and too much bloody rain); the changing Estate (he swore the teens of today were much worse than they’d ever been as kids). He talked about Moira and how she was devoted to their children. It seemed weird to think of her having kids with Dean when for so long, Moira had been convinced she’d be with her old boyfriend, Jordy, forever.

Strange how things changed.

“Remind me…how do you know Moira?” he asked.

Why did he want to know? Was he just curious, or was it for another reason? One she hoped for, which was he wanted to know if he could get away with flirting with her—and if she’d tell his wife.

“We grew up together. Hung around with each other until we were in our teens.” She was being deliberately vague; she didn’t want to talk about what they’d got up to. The past was different territory, one she’d long since emigrated from, and if Moira hadn’t told him details about their shared past of robbing people, which it seemed she hadn’t, then Harriet would keep their secret. “We got older and parted ways, as you do.”

“I should have known that. You used to walk past my house to get to hers.”

She was surprised he’d even noticed her. Remembered her.

He nodded to himself. “Funny how she’s never mentioned you.” He swirled the remains of his pint.

That wasn’t a surprise, but it still hurt.

“Like I said, we parted ways, so why would she mention me? Have you told her about every mate you’ve ever had?”

“No.”

“There you go then.”

Dean went on to say he hated his job, that he felt trapped by the routines of domestic life, and Moira had become more of a roommate than a wife. They’d turned into just friends apparently, and he didn’t think she wanted anything ‘extra’ as he put it. Moira was likely knackered from looking after the house and kids, but Harriet chose not to point that out. Instead, she let out sympathetic noises.

“Have you got anyone on the go?” he asked.

Blimey… “No.”

“Fancy me?”

Talk about brazen. He must have a huge amount of confidence in himself if he could just come out with something like that.

“You’re married,” Harriet said, though the warning was directed at herself more than him.

“People get lonely, even when they’re in relationships,” he said. “You can sit next to someone on the sofa and feel completely alone. Honestly, it’s like we’re flatmates, not a married couple.”

“Have you spoken to her about it?”

He shrugged. “What’s the point? She’s made her position clear: she’s too tired, she’s got washing to put away, she’s this, she’s that, or we’ll wake the kids.”

It sounded like he didn’t want to fix things. Was he the kind of man who walked away after tripping at the first hurdle?

“How long has it been like this?” she asked.

“Since the first kid arrived.”

The pub grew busier then, the evening crowd filtering in from the cold, people clapping gloved hands to get the warmth back into them, the tips of their ears pink. It seemed everyone had someone—apart from her. Just looking at the amount of couples here brought it home that she was no better than Dean—lonely in a crowd.

“Another drink?” he asked, then necked his back.

She nodded.

When he returned from the bar, he stood closer than necessary to hand her the glass, his fingers brushing hers in a way that could have been accidental but seemed deliberate. Something broke loose inside her, a need she’d been trying to ignore.

She drank her wine in one go.

“Outside?” she said.

He nodded, seeming to know exactly what she’d really meant, walking away to put his drink on the bar, telling the bloke behind it he’d be back for it soon. She ogled Dean’s body, especially his arse. God, what was she doing? Was it wise to mess with him? He was married. She could be accused of being a homewrecker.

They stepped into the rain together, and he led her around the side of the building to a narrow alley. This was the moment to walk away, but the loneliness had become unbearable, and Dean was looking at her like she was something worth possessing.

“This is a bad idea,” she said, even as her hand found his.

He pulled her closer. Harriet told herself she was making a mistake, that this would only lead to regret and shame and all the guilt that followed giving in to something like this, but his mouth landed on her neck, and the rational part of her brain had been drowned out by something powerful.

They had no blanket, no soft bed, no romance. The reality was the rough brick at her back, the cold damp seeping through her coat, the strange intimacy of being with a man she’d never imagined would want her. He gripped her around the throat, squeezing, tugging her knickers down under her skirt with his other hand. She struggled to breathe, and it scared her for a second until he let up on the pressure.

The whole thing was over quickly—too quickly—and they stood apart in the rain, adjusting their clothing and breathing hard.

“What we did can’t leave this alley,” he said.

Harriet stared at him, raindrops collecting on her cheeks.

“You know what I mean,” he went on. “This stays between us. You never tell anyone about this. Swear to me.”

His tone had shifted, the warmth of earlier replaced by a sharper bent. A warning that had her pulse quickening. He seemed to be threatening her. Wasn’t he? To her shame, she found it thrilling.

“Why would I tell anyone?” she asked.

“You might get drunk and let something slip. I need to know that I can trust you.” He stepped closer. “Promise me.”

The danger in his voice was unmistakable. It should have frightened her. Any sensible woman would have run.

“I promise,” she said, and those words turned a key in a lock. “No one will know.”

Dean reached out and tucked a strand of damp hair behind her ear, the gesture almost tender, or maybe because she wanted it to be, it was.

“Good,” he whispered. “Same time next week?”

She should have said no. Told him this was a mistake, that they couldn’t do this again, that she wouldn’t be the other woman in someone’s marriage no matter how lonely she became. But the words that came out were completely different: “Same time next week.”

“You’d best get home,” he told her. “It’ll be obvious what went on if we go back in there together. If anyone asks, I’ll say I was a gent and waited with you for a taxi.”

They parted at the end of the alley, Dean heading inside, Harriet going the other way. The rain stopped, leaving the streets glistening under the yellow splash of streetlights, and the air smelled clean and crisp. Harriet walked slowly, her heels clicking on the pavement, her mind replaying the encounter in vivid detail.

She should feel ashamed of what she’d done, but each time those feelings threatened to surface, she found herself constructing justifications.

Moira. She’d betrayed her. Had known it was happening in real time and had done it anyway. The man who’d promised to love and cherish her old best friend had just pushed Harriet against an alley wall and all but strangled her while having sex.

She dug deep and tried to summon genuine remorse but found it out of reach. She and Moira hadn’t been friends in years. The closeness they’d shared as teenagers had eroded. People grew apart. Whatever claim Moira might have once had on Harriet’s loyalty had been abandoned years ago, left to wither in mutual neglect.

The more Harriet walked, the easier it became to believe her own reasoning. She wasn’t a homewrecker. She wasn’t the villain in this story. Dean had made it clear he wanted something she could provide, and she’d given it, although he’d left her wanting, only thinking about his own needs.

By the time Harriet reached her street, she’d almost convinced herself that what had happened was inevitable, fated, written in some cosmic booklet that made moral judgments irrelevant.

Anticipation stirred in her chest. Next week. Same time.

She let herself in and poured a glass of water. In the morning, she might feel differently. Guilt could seep in through the cracks overnight, and she’d have to deal with the consequences of her choices. But for now, in this moment, she allowed herself to feel nothing but the warmth of expectancy, the promise of next week unfolding before her, leading her somewhere she’d never been.

* * * *

This time next week had come. By six o’clock, she stood in front of her bathroom mirror, applying lipstick. She left the house at seven, butterflies in her tummy, flapping so violently she thought she might be sick. The pub was a ten-minute walk, and she arrived just as the early evening crowd settled in, their first rounds bought and consumed, the second being poured. Dean wasn’t there yet, and an irrational flicker of panic set up home in her chest—was this the moment he changed his mind, realised he’d made a mistake, decided the risk wasn’t worth the reward? Had Moira suspected something and he thought it best to stay home?

But then the door opened and he stepped inside, and their eyes met. The smile he gave her was private and knowing, a communication that contained entire conversations, or so she liked to think.

He crossed to her table and leaned down to say in her ear, “I couldn’t stop thinking about you all week.”

“Same,” she admitted, her stomach rolling in a good way.

It had been forever since someone had made her feel like this. And how lovely that he’d thought about her. Did he have fantasies? Did he imagine them in all kinds of scenarios like she had? In a life together, babies on the way, a nice new house to live in? Was she stupid to hope he’d ditch Moira for her?

They ordered drinks. Dean’s hand found hers under the table, and because he hid what he was doing, she knew she was just a passing fancy for now, but that could change. She could make him love her, want to leave Moira. And wasn’t that a horrible thing to think?

Yes, but she couldn’t bring herself to give a shit. She wanted what she wanted, and it didn’t matter if it belonged to someone else. Karma might come back for her later, but for now, she’d enjoy the ride.

An hour passed, then another. The pub grew busier, gradually emptying as the evening advanced. Harriet lost track of how many glasses of wine she’d drunk, but by the time they made it to the alley, her legs had gone all funny, her speech slurring every few words.

This time, when he gripped her neck, she really couldn’t breathe, stars twinkling in an encroaching blackness, and she passed out, coming to on the ground, sitting against the wall, the cold creeping through her skirt, no Dean in sight.

* * * *

The evening had turned into something darker than Dean had planned. He’d left her collapsed against the wall, head lolled forward, hair a blonde sheet obscuring her face. The sight of her like that was a massive turn-on, and he’d wanted to stick around and look at her for ages, but he couldn’t afford to.

He’d turned and legged it, the alley now far behind him, his surroundings a blur of shadows and the slap of his footsteps on the pavement. The streetlights sped past, casting fleeting halos that only heightened his sense of dislocation. His lungs burned; the cold air stabbed at his throat with each inhale.

He slowed enough to catch his breath. The houses on his street loomed with their dark windows, their curtains drawn against the night. He slipped into the back garden through the side gate. The blinds were down on the kitchen window and the back door, light seeping around them, so Moira was still up. He walked across the rectangle of grass and ducked behind the shed to give himself time to calm down.

The question that haunted him was not if Harriet was dead, but whether he’d get caught for murder. Frankly, he couldn’t care less if she’d died. He listened for the sound of police sirens, for the rumble of a patrol car turning the corner, but the night remained still, the only noise a cat wailing a few houses down. He imagined the pub customers recounting the night’s events when it became clear a killer had been in their midst.

“I saw Dean talking to some woman,” one might say. “He left with her.”

His breath puffed out in small clouds, each one a reminder of the panic that still clung to him. He didn’t like not planning a kill. Surprise ones had never been on his agenda. The whole point was to enjoy taking it from conception until the end, which could take months. Tonight, he’d missed a load of steps along the way. Plus, he’d never intended to kill Harriet. She was someone he wanted to keep close by to have fun with.

He cursed himself. If he’d killed her, he’d have to find another sex partner.

Fuck’s sake.

He was getting het up so forced himself to inhale slowly, filling his lungs with the sharp, garden-scented air. He couldn’t let Moira see him like this. There would be questions, and he’d have to get arsey with her. Fisty.

His breathing steadied. He cuffed his forehead, smoothed his coat, and headed towards the back door. In the kitchen, Moira stood at the sink, her dark hair caught in a loosely tied bun.

She glanced over as he closed the door behind him. “You’re back early.”

Dean forced a smile, his throat tight. “Wasn’t in the mood tonight.”

“How come you came in the back way?”

“Stop being nosy.”

He left her to the washing up and strode into the living room, sinking onto the sofa and kicking off his shoes. The police would come, perhaps tomorrow. A knock on the door, an officer with one of those smarmy smirks, saying the words ‘bang to rights’. Or maybe they never would.

The television sounded too low, and he reached for the remote, turning up the volume just enough to drown his inner turmoil. Moira came in and talked about the neighbour’s new car being parked out the front in their spot, and the walls of his mind closed in. Domesticity pissed him off, but he needed it as a cover. Needed the wife and kids as a shield, a ‘Well, a family man wouldn’t rape anyone, would he?’

While Moira blathered on, he smiled at the right moments, all the while listening for any sound outside—the crunch of gravel, a knock, a siren.

The weight of what had happened in the alley lingered, waiting, silent, a presence that would fully reveal itself when daylight crept through the curtains and forced him to face the truth when he read the paper about a woman being found dead.

It was never supposed to be like this. Christ.


Chapter Four

DS Tony Parslow had been working closely with DS Colin Broadly for almost a fortnight now, learning the ropes of this branch of the murder squad and how to lie to the faces of their colleagues while steering a recent investigation in a direction the twins wanted it to go. It amazed him how swiftly things got done when George and Greg Wilkes were involved. When it came to the father and son they’d recently murdered, things had happened so fast that Tony had no doubt in his mind whatsoever that the twins weren’t fucking about here. They did their jobs as leaders of the Estate incredibly well, he could see that now he’d had an inside view. And, dare he admit it, he admired them. They’d taken out a couple of paedophiles without even blinking and tidied it all up afterwards.

Downloaded images of children had been found on the son’s devices. This had been enough to convince Nigel, the DCI, that they were looking for someone who’d murdered as a vigilante, and so long as Colin and Tony pretended they were still searching for the individual, then the case should fade in Nigel’s memory soon enough, and the twins would have got away with murder.

And so would Tony.

There were only two days left before Colin retired, then Tony was on his own, working with PC Jacob Harding, who’d hopefully soon be a DC if he passed his exams. Hopefully… Tony didn’t really mean that. Jacob was proving to be a diligent, nosy little fucker who might well create issues farther down the line. But rather him that some of the other DCs in the team. Tony wasn’t fond of any of them, so he reckoned he had the best of a bad lot.

He switched his mind to the present. Eleven a.m. or thereabouts. A tent had been erected in the front garden of a detached house on Morton Close. A neighbour had alerted the police about the body when he’d seen it on his way to his car. A cordon stretched between lampposts from one side of the street to the other, uniformed officers directing people away, the forensics team in their white suits getting on with their jobs as though neighbours didn’t observe from behind their windows, with their phones out, ready to upload any videos and photos to social media. Tony had been at enough scenes to know the true horror of crime never remained contained within the boundaries of tape and tent. It seeped out, infected everything it touched, and in his case, it could infect him quite a lot if the body had been put there by the twins.

He opened the tent flap and walked onto an evidence step. The smell of death went straight up his nose.

“Tony, there you are.” Colin turned from where he’d been speaking with Jim, the pathologist, his face illuminated by the harsh light of a portable lamp. His mouth seemed to droop with the weight of the day already. “I’ve been wondering where you’d got to.”

“Just getting a feel for the street,” Tony said. “Checking places the press could be hiding.”

Colin snorted. “The press. Wankers. We don’t even need them with all those armchair detectives standing at their windows.” He rolled his shoulders. “Come here. You need to see this.” He gestured to the body. “Jim’s just been giving us his preliminary thoughts.”

Tony moved closer, onto a second step beside Jacob. The smell hit him harder, the combination of copper and something fouler that spoke of bowels being vacated, perhaps in fear at the end, when it was clear the victim wasn’t going to live. Tony had been mindful to hide his reactions over the years, to keep his face neutral while his stomach clenched and his mind catalogued the evidence for later examination. It was a skill that had served him well in more ways than one—especially now he worked for the twins.

He lifted his face mask over his nose and mouth so it could filter out some of the stench. The body lay on its back, arms splayed to the sides. Male victim, Tony estimated somewhere in his mid-thirties, with a lean build that suggested either regular exercise or the kind of poverty that afforded neither comfort eating nor scoffing to excess. His skin had taken on the waxy pallor that Tony had come to associate with the departed, and his eyes—still open, glassy with final terror—stared at the tent’s ceiling as though the dead man searched for an answer that would never come.

An incision in the chest exposed the underlying fat, flesh, and tissue. The second injury was far more violent and savage, a wound at the throat, the edges of the cut irregular and tearing, suggesting a serrated blade that had been drawn across the skin slowly. Blood had pooled beneath the body, soaking into the grass, drying in places on the blades. It reminded Tony of red wine.

“I think the stab wound in the chest came first,” Jim said with detached professionalism; he’d clearly learned to separate the emotional reality from the biological mechanics. “Defensive injuries on the hands. Then came the throat wound. Probably from behind.”

“Time of death?” Colin asked.

Jim sighed as though he hated being asked that. “Somewhere between two and four in the morning. The body temperature supports that, and lividity patterns are consistent, but you have to factor in that it’s summer and bloody warm. It can affect things. As for how he died, I’d say exsanguination from the throat wound. He must have only lasted minutes after that cut. But the cause of death could end up being a heart attack brought on by fear, but whatever, this is a murder.”

Tony kept his expression composed, but inside him, something stirred, a darkness he’d discovered when he’d had to kill as his initiation into the twins’ firm. The darkness he’d enjoyed. He could well imagine whoever had killed this bloke. They’d probably enjoyed it. Planned it.

He noted a tattoo on the back of the dead man’s hand and slotted it into the ‘think about later’ box.

“Gangland?” Jacob asked.

The young man still carried that idealism that Tony remembered from his own early days, before the job had ground it out of him, piece by piece, until nothing remained but cynicism and the secret shame of his arrangement with George and Greg. A shame, yet he was also proud that they’d chosen him. Or Colin had and they’d agreed.

“Put it this way, whoever did this knew what they were doing.” Jim glanced at his notes. “I’ll know more after the post-mortem.”

A bobby popped his head into the tent. “Sir?” he addressed Colin. “We’ve finished door-to-door enquiries with the immediate neighbours. Other than the bloke who found him, no one saw anything, apparently. One woman said she heard a car around three a.m. but couldn’t be sure, but it set her dog off barking.”

“Typical.” Colin sighed as if he’d heard a thousand variations of the same theme. “What about the house? Did our victim live in it?”

“Yes, sir. Stuart Harper.”

“Work the surrounding streets,” Colin said. “Someone must have seen something, regardless of the time.”

The PC nodded and retreated from the tent.

“You’re quiet, Tony,” Colin said.

“Just thinking.”

Colin glanced at Jim then Tony. “Do you think you need to make a phone call about that tattoo, get someone at the station to see if it’s mentioned in any files?”

Translated to: Do you think it’s time to phone the twins and ask if this poor bastard’s one of their kills?

“Hmm,” Tony said. “I need some air anyway.”

Colin nodded.

The heat hit Tony’s face as he emerged from the tent. It carried the scent of flowers in the garden’s borders. He lowered his mask and, at the gate, changed into fresh shoe covers then walked down the street. Around the corner, he reached for his burner, selected the twins’ number, and hesitated. Should he phone or send a message? This was the first time Colin had handed over the reins for this bit. Usually, Colin was the one to contact them regarding a dead body, of which there had been five in the last two weeks, two of them belonging to the father and son the twins had murdered.

“Fuck it,” he muttered. “Just ring them, and if it’s wrong, they can bloody well say so, can’t they.”

It rang twice.

“Tony.” George. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“Morning. I need to ask you something.” Tony kept his voice low, even though no one stood within earshot. Better to adopt safe habits regardless.

“That sounds serious.” George’s tone shifted from jovial to dangerous. “Go on.”

“Does anyone in Morton Close mean anything to you?”

A pause. In the background, music, something classical.

“Morton Close,” George repeated, as though searching his memory. “Why?”

“There’s a body in the front garden. I’m at the scene now. Male, thirties, knifed in the chest, throat cut. He’s got a tattoo of a black snake on the back of his hand.” Tony closed his eyes, a headache forming behind the left one.

“Ah, fuck it. I know that tattoo.”

Tony opened his eyes.

“Right, you may as well know,” George said. “The body’s one of our grasses. Stuart Harper. He worked the streets, collected information, passed it along to us. People talked around him, didn’t think twice about a face they recognised from the pubs and the bookies.” His voice dropped low. “He was getting careless. Asking too many questions, poking into things that didn’t concern him. We were going to have a word with him about that but…”

“When you say ‘have a word’?”

George tutted. “What do you think I mean, Tony? We’ve been over this before. Some problems require direct solutions. We were going to have a word, yesterday, slap him about, but he didn’t turn up.”

“So it wasn’t you who killed him?”

“What? No! I swear on our mother’s grave.”

“Then someone else got to him first.”

“Why would anyone do that? No one knew he was our asset. He was so shit-scared of someone finding out, so there’s no way he’d have blabbed—”

George stopped. Tony swore he could hear the gears turning, could sense the silent communication between the twins as they reached the same conclusion he’d already arrived at. Or one of them anyway.

“The only others who’d know his job description would be someone in your organisation,” Tony said.

“But our people are vetted. Loyal.”

“Your people are human, and humans get greedy, or scared, or ambitious. What if someone in your inner circle decided to take matters into their own hands? What if they killed Stuart after you announced you were going to have a little chat with him—because they knew he had info on them that he might tell you? The same goes for anyone else, it doesn’t have to be someone on your team.”

Tony pictured George and Greg processing this information. It was a shot in the dark but not implausible that an employee had gone rogue.

“We’ll find out who did this,” George said. “If one of our own took it upon themselves to act without authorisation, that creates a problem. A very fucking big one.”

He ended the call.

Tony switched the burner off and tucked it away. The morning had grown hotter, but it made sense because it would be midday soon. It didn’t help that he had a forensic suit on over his usual three-piece. Stupid of him to have put the waistcoat part on, or even the jacket. He’d take them off as soon as possible.

He stood for a moment at the end of Morton Close, the police activity going on in the distance, the tent out of place against the suburban landscape. Neighbours had got brave enough to come out in their gardens and sit on their low brick walls, observing the show. Officers in uniform spoke to them, likely to tell them to go back inside, clearly ignored. Tony got it; something like this didn’t happen in your street every day, and for a lot of the people around here, they were either workshy or willing but couldn’t find a job, so boredom set in. This was like watching a TV series being filmed.

He got things straight in his head so he could pass the information to Colin. The victim had been an informant, a man who’d worked in plain sight, passing information to twin criminals while believing himself protected by their power. And someone had decided that his usefulness had come to an end and had terminated it with a knife outside a rented house at three in the morning. Or someone else had discovered who Stuart was, another criminal, and they’d had reason to shut him up.

The question was, who? And the second question, more troubling still, was why?

Tony quickly rang the station about the tattoo—Jim and Jacob had heard Colin mention it, so best to cover his arse. Then he walked towards the garden. He put on fresh shoe covers and paused at the entrance to the tent, composing his face into appropriate solemnity, then went inside.

Colin glanced up. “Anything to report?”

“I’ve run the station. They’ll do a check,” Tony said, giving Colin the look: We’ll talk later.

Colin produced a clear plastic evidence bag. Inside, a ring, silver, like a wedding band but with a snake coiled all around it. Because of the tattoo being a snake, Tony assumed the jewellery belonged to Stuart.

“Jim found it in his mouth,” Colin said. “Can you believe that?”

Tony didn’t understand the point of doing that, but then some killers had weird ways and reasons. There might not be any explanation for it at all, which was sometimes the case. The ring could have come off in a tussle and it was a simple case of dropping it in the mouth for somewhere to put it.

Tony went inside his head, losing himself in that comforting space where nothing mattered. If he didn’t take himself away like that sometimes, he got overwhelmed.

“Tony?” Colin’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. “You all right?”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just thinking about the victim. Someone loved him enough to give him that ring. Or he loved himself enough to buy it. Seems he liked snakes.”

Colin nodded. “That’s the thing about these victims. Everyone’s got someone who’ll miss them, even the evil bastards do.”

Tony looked down at the face of the man who’d possibly been killed for knowing too much. He’d had hopes and dreams. He’d upset the wrong person and ended up here, in his own garden, his throat cut.

The twins hadn’t killed this man, that much, at least, George had been honest about—he wouldn’t have sworn on their mother’s grave otherwise. Colin had told Tony how much their late mum was revered and to never say a bad word about her. Tony couldn’t, he’d never known her to have anything shitty to say, but he got the gist.

Colin cleared his throat. “Let’s get out of here and let forensics do their work. We’ve got a briefing at the station, and Tony, you can present what we’ve got. We need to talk to the next of kin first, though.”

Tony nodded, anxious about heading things once Colin had gone. He’d thought he could balance it, live two lives, keep the darkness contained in its box until he needed it, but as he sat in the car heading towards a mother who’d soon be devastated, he understood the truth of his situation: there was now only the long, slow slide into a world where the lines between law and criminals ceased to exist. He was in it up to his neck, and there was nothing he could do about it.


Chapter Five

The families of victims often wore masks more complex than grief. In Tony’s experience of being a PC who’d delivered countless death knocks in his early days, he’d found that surviving relatives frequently carried secrets about the deceased, small lies that grew into big ones when pressure was applied by enquiring officers. Some of them would do anything to preserve the dead’s dignity—and their own if they thought their reputation might be tarnished by something their loved one had done. He’d read the meaning of the silences, those moments when a question sent a flicker of something other than sorrow across a tear-streaked face, and he recognised when to jump in and push for more.

Paula Harper sat in her front room, eyes red-rimmed, her cheeks ruddy. Early fifties, Tony reckoned, blonde with grey at the roots and a face that might have been pretty before the news had ripped savage mourning lines into it and puffed it up around the eyes. She’d scraped her hair into a scraggly bun, her cardigan several sizes too large, as though she’d shrunk inside her clothing since she’d got dressed. Colin had delivered the bad and sad news in the hallway, and she currently processed it by sitting there staring into space.

They’d got her out of bed with their knock, despite it now being the afternoon, and it had taken her a while to surface. Sleeping tablets, she’d said. They helped her insomnia, which had come on since she’d entered perimenopause, something Tony didn’t need to know, but people revealed the most private of things out of nowhere.

“Mrs Harper,” he said gently, lowering himself into the armchair across from her. “We’re very sorry for your loss. I know the questions I’m about to ask will be difficult to answer when you’re in such shock, but we need to understand the type of person Stuart was as soon as possible as it will help us in our investigation.”

She looked at him, eyes watering, bottom lip wobbling. “I need to tell you something.”

If she mentions the twins…

Tony inclined his head. “Please, take your time.”

“My son isn’t a bad man,” she began, the familiar opening of many a mother’s defence. “He made mistakes, yes, we all make them, but he has a good heart. He’s always had a good heart.” She paused, collecting herself. “But I think he got mixed up with the wrong people. I’ve known it for months, but it may have been going on for longer. I don’t know who they are, though, just that if they ring or text, he asks how high he needs to jump. He comes home at strange hours, jittery, looking over his shoulder—I’ve watched from my bedroom window when he’s walking down the street, acting like he’s being followed. It doesn’t make sense unless he’s up to no good. But that’s the thing I want you to know. If he’s done something bad, then he’ll have been forced to do it. He doesn’t like doing anything wrong and wouldn’t want anyone to know he had.”

George had said something similar: that Stuart wouldn’t want anyone to know he was a grass. The ‘wrong people’ that Paula had mentioned, was that the twins, or had he been associating with someone else as well? That would explain coming home looking furtive—he’d have been worried that the twins might be watching him consorting with the enemy or a person they didn’t want him hanging around with.

Paula fiddled with her fingers. “He’s started keeping money in places I reckon I’m not supposed to know about—under his mattress, in a jar in the kitchen cupboard. Large amounts. More than he could have earned from his job at the factory.”

Money from the twins?

“So you didn’t ask him about it?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I was afraid of the answer. What if he told me he’s been doing robberies and things like that? I’d want to tell the police on him because it’s the right thing to do, but how could I shop my own son? I couldn’t, so then I’d have the guilt of knowing what he got up to and me staying quiet.”

“Do you think he was committing robberies?”

“No, of course I bloody don’t, it was just an example so you could see my position. I doubt it was drugs either, before you ask. He hates them.”

“Did he ever mention what he was involved in?” Tony asked, although she’d basically just told him the answer to that, so now he felt stupid. Still, he could say he had to double-check if she pulled him up on it.

Paula twisted her hands in her lap. She seemed too upset to have noticed his slip-up. “No. But there was a man. I’ve seen him once or twice when he came to the house to pick Stuart up. Stuart called him Loopy; I don’t know his real name, and I assume he’s Loopy because he’s mad in the head or something, which is a worry in itself that my boy’s hanging around with someone who could go off at the deep end at any minute. Loopy’s got a way of looking at you that makes your skin crawl. Like he’s trying to work out what you’re thinking. I didn’t like it at all.”

“What did this Loopy want with Stuart?”

“That’s just it,” Paula said. “I have no idea, but it wouldn’t be going around hurting anyone. Stuart’s never violent, I swear he isn’t. He’s just…caught up in something I don’t think he can escape—that’s just a mother’s instinct talking, but that’s honestly what I believe.”

Tony felt sorry for her. She was stuck in the present tense, which wasn’t unusual, but he wondered, when she referred to her boy in the past tense for the first time, how she’d deal with that. Would she even notice she’d done it?

It was understandable she wanted to defend herself as well as her son—if she told them he was a good boy then that meant she’d done her job properly and she was good, too. But what she might not understand was that some kids, no matter that they’d had a decent upbringing, could still turn out to be little bastards who gave no consideration to anything but their own needs. Sometimes the personality won out over the upbringing. Sometimes a bad influence got their sticky mitts on a person and radicalised them. And sometimes, people just went down the wrong path, no explanation.

Maybe that was what had been happening with Stuart, he’d slowly been evolving into someone new, someone with different morals, bad ones, struggling against it because his mother had taught him to stay on the right road. He couldn’t be a terrible lad if the twins had taken him on, and being a grass meant he’d been reporting back to them about people misbehaving, so why would he then go on to misbehave himself? Why risk the twins finding out? It didn’t make sense.

“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Tony asked.

She nodded. Cuffed the end of her nose with her cardigan sleeve. “Last night, Loopy came here. It was about seven o’clock. Stuart had come for his dinner. He said they were going to The Eagle for a few drinks, that he’d be back later, popping in on his way to his house. Now this is the bit I’ll never forget.” She took a deep breath. “My son…my son looked at me, and I knew…I knew something was wrong, but he smiled at me and repeated that he’d be back.” She paused, a tear falling down her cheek. “He never came back. I knew it the moment he closed the front door. Knew I’d never see him again.”

Tony had heard similar before, parents just knowing, a sixth sense that had warned them about some evil in the future, something they’d failed to stop. Tony had experienced it with one of his kids. He’d somehow seen the events unfolding a split second before they had. Call it coincidence that he’d known Joseph was going to fall out of that tree and break his arm on a root sticking out, but he had fallen, and he had broken it, all within seconds of Tony ‘seeing’ it in his head and knowing it in his gut.

He wasn’t about to ask this poor woman why she hadn’t called out to stop her son from leaving if she’d ‘known’, because he knew why. She’d have sounded daft, and her lad would have told her so, and Loopy might have laughed, calling her a mad bint.

She’d now have to live with the guilt of keeping quiet.

“Mrs Harper, you’ve been brilliant, but I need to ask a couple more questions, and I need you to think carefully before you answer.”

“Okay.”

“Did Stuart say anything else last night? Anything at all that might help us understand what happened before he died?”

Her gaze fixed on something Tony couldn’t see.

“He said he was sorry,” she whispered. “Not to my face—he said it to himself, in the hallway when he was getting his trainers on, like he was apologising for something he hadn’t done yet, do you know what I mean? I’m sorry, Mum, that’s what he said.”

Was he about to go on a job with Loopy? Was he aware it might go tits up and he’d get arrested? Or did he know damn well he was going to die and The Eagle visit was a lie? Did he tell her, twice, that he’d be back because he was trying to convince himself he would?

“Can you describe Loopy to us?”

She provided what she could: mid-thirties, average height, eyes which she described as dead. Dark jacket, and he drove a white Ford, though she hadn’t seen the number plate or what model.

Tony glanced at Colin who nodded: Go and phone the twins.

Tony smiled at Paula. “I’ll just go and make you a cuppa, all right?”

He left the room, closing the door, going into the kitchen and shutting that door, too. He used his burner.

“Yes?” George answered.

“I’ve got something for you,” Tony said.

A minimal pause. “Go on.”

“First, Stuart had a silver ring in his mouth, we think put there by the killer—can’t see why he’d do it himself. It had a snake coiled around it. No idea if that will help you unravel what the fuck went on or if it’s an insignificant fact. Second, Stuart’s mother’s been talking, we’re with her now. Some bloke called Loopy’s been on the scene. Stuart went to The Eagle with him last night—or so he told his mum anyway.” Tony explained his thoughts on Stuart’s apology to Paula and what might have really gone on.

“Fuck. Right, we know who Loopy is. We’ll be in touch.”

The line went dead. Tony put his phone away. He’d done his part, provided the information that would set events in motion. He doubted Loopy would be alive for much longer.

He filled the kettle, set it on the base to boil, and reached for cups from the mug tree. He zoned out, staring at half a peanut on the floor that had evaded the hoover, then made the tea. He found a tray with rabbits in a meadow on it and loaded the cups onto it, carrying it to the front room and handing a drink to Paula. She took it without comment, wrapping her hands around the hot cup as though it didn’t burn her, the steam rising into her face. Maybe she was too numb to feel anything.

“This may be a distressing question,” Colin said, “but a ring with a snake wrapped around it was placed in your son’s mouth. Do you have any idea why it may have been placed there?”

She whimpered. “Oh, he always sucked that bloody thing. I told him he’d choke on it one day. He must have had it in his mouth when…”

Well, that solves that conundrum.

“Do you think I’ll ever know why he was killed?” she asked.

Tony held the tray out to Colin and Jacob. They took their drinks, and Tony sat across from her.

“The truth often takes time to emerge,” he said, “but I promise you, whoever did this to your son, they’ll answer for it.”

What he’d said could be taken that the police would do their best, but he’d meant the twins. Something in her eyes, a glint of understanding when she stared over at him, told him she understood.

He nodded, she nodded, and they all sipped their tea as though the implication hadn’t been made at all. Sometimes, it was better to stay quiet.


Chapter Six

At just after midday, George walked through the doorway of The Eagle, Greg behind him, the pub pretty empty, which suited their purpose. Fewer ears to listen, fewer eyes to gawp. The regulars occupied their usual positions, and George headed straight for Sonny Bates, sitting on the stool next to him at the bar. Greg took position on the other side. Too late, George realised they’d made Sonny into a twin sandwich, and it could look to everyone that he was in trouble. George clapped him on the back to dispel any notions, then regretted it because the very same people might think Sonny was now a grass. Which he was, but they preferred to keep it under wraps.

Bollocks.

Sonny glanced between them, then stared ahead at the optics behind the bar. “Gentlemen. What can I do for you?”

George stared to the left, away from Sonny and towards the door that led to the loos, so it’d look like he wasn’t engaging in conversation with him. Some sharp-eyed bastard might be observing them in the mirror behind the optics, but he hoped he’d get away with seeming like he spoke to an old man instead. “When was the last time you saw that bloke they call Loopy?”

“Last night as it happens. He had a few drinks and left about eleven.”

“Alone?”

“No, he was with Stuart.”

“You mean our Stuart?” George checked.

“Yeah.”

“What were they like together?”

“Talking. Sitting where you’re sitting now, matter of fact. They acted like mates the way they were carrying on. Laughing, buying rounds, that sort of thing.” Sonny drank some of his Coke. “I didn’t think anything of it other than it was weird that Stuart was hanging around with someone like that. They’re not each other’s type, are they.”

“You wouldn’t think so, no. Did they say anything that stood out?”

George stared at the mirror. Sonny’s face underwent a journey; something in his eyes, maybe a memory surfacing, dragging itself up from wherever he’d buried it.

“Loopy said, ‘You’re dead meat’ to Stuart, then they both cracked up about it, so obviously I thought it was a joke.”

It sounds like it wasn’t, because he’s fucking dead.

“Where do we find Loopy?” George asked.

“He lives in the Bridewell. Flat twelve. What’s going on?”

“Stuart’s dead.” George turned back to the old man and whispered for Sonny, “Someone found him this morning, in his front garden. Throat’s been slit. He had a ring in his mouth. Got a snake on it.” He shook his head.

“Shit. And you think it might be Loopy who did him in?”

“Fuck knows, but keep your eyes and ears open.”

George rose, and Greg followed.

They left Sonny to his usual surveillance, The Eagle’s door sucking shut behind them.

* * * *

The Bridewell was one of those places that had been trendy once upon a time but had now become an eyesore. Twenty storeys of ugly architecture cast a shadow across half the housing estate. The lifts had stopped working yonks ago, and despite George’s repeated complaints to the housing authority on behalf of the residents, they hadn’t been repaired. Caged lightbulbs lit the piss-drenched stairwells, the walls covered in graffiti, some of it artistic, most of it not, and the smell of marijuana was a constant miasma, mingling with multiple cooking odours seeping out of open windows.

Flat twelve was at the end of a walkway, the white door covered in profanity written in black marker. Someone didn’t like Loopy, it seemed. The nameplate beside the door had gone, leaving rust-rough screws, and the front casing of a doorbell hung off. It gave the impression that Loopy didn’t give a shit about keeping a tidy home.

They put gloves on.

George knocked on the mottled glass, three sharp raps, spaced evenly.

No response.

He knocked again, harder.

Silence answered, thick and heavy.

He tried the handle. The door was unlocked. He pushed it open and stepped inside, straight into a combined living room and kitchen. Two doors on the left presumably led to a bedroom and a bathroom. Grimy cream curtains hung closed at the windows opposite, and what illumination existed came from a lamp in the corner. The place smelled of aftershave and weed.

Loopy sat on the sofa, naked, his head tilted back against the cushions, his eyes open and directed at the ceiling. He had not an ounce of fat on him—he’d maybe used the gym a lot, although he wasn’t bulked up with muscle. His skin had a greyish pallor, his lips blue around the edges. A needle stuck out of his arm, the kind that suggested recreational rather than pharmaceutical use. No tourniquet in sight, which was a concern. If Loopy had nodded out before he’d died, it would have either still been on his arm or on the sofa beside him.

Did someone else insert that needle?

“He shot himself up and didn’t even bother to pull the needle out,” Greg said.

“Or something else went on, as in he didn’t jab himself.”

“Ah. Shit.”

George worked through the implications. “Sonny said they were laughing together last night, they were friendly.”

“Yet both of them are dead.” Greg moved to the kitchen area. “The Stuart we know wouldn’t hang around with the likes of Loopy. He was more the type to pretend to be mates so he could find out info for us. Like going undercover.”

“I was just about to suggest the same,” George said.

“Of course you were.”

“I was!

“Hmm.”

George tutted and bent his head to get a look at the sides of Loopy’s thighs. “There’s those weird bruises dead people get that suggests he’s been gone a while. After his time with Stuart or before?”

“That’s for a pathologist to work out—and it’s called lividity.”

“I know, I just couldn’t remember the word.”

Gloves on, Greg went through the kitchen, opening cupboards, riffling through drawers. George returned his attention to the lividity and sighed. He didn’t like not having all the facts. Loopy being naked…did that mean anything?

“Look, bruv.”

George turned. Greg stood in front of the fridge, pointing to a sunshine-yellow Post-it note stuck on it. George went over to read it, keeping his hands in his pockets.

This is what happens to people who don’t

do as they promised. You were warned.

Nabs

George read it twice. Then a third time. The words didn’t change, didn’t rearrange themselves into something that made more sense, some connection that would explain what had happened. What kind of pleb left their name on a note written for a dead person? Had this Nabs killed Loopy? Or had he left the note before Loopy got home, not expecting him to die later, and now it made Nabs look suspicious?

“Nabs,” George said. “What is it with these little cunts coming out of the woodwork? I’d have sworn he was still in the nick. No informants have told us otherwise.”

“Maybe he’s been keeping under the radar so no one knows.”

George moved to the window and pulled the curtain aside to peer out at the housing estate below. Somewhere out there, someone waited to see what happened next. Or maybe they didn’t care so long as Stuart and Loopy were out of the picture.

“What do we do?” Greg asked. “Wait here until whoever else comes home and ask them if they know what the note’s about—assuming he has a flatmate?”

“Nah. Moody can keep watch outside for whoever might turn up, unless Bea can do some hacking and see if someone else lives here and find out where they work. We can visit them either here or there, but first, we’ll go and find Nabs.”

* * * *

They worked their way through the Cardigan Estate, talking to grasses, residents, and occasionally applying less subtle forms of persuasion to those reluctant to talk. They got a break; their source said they needed to speak to a man called Boyle, a fence who specialised in stealing electronics, who’d been hanging around with Nabs lately. When George and Greg found him in his flat, surrounded by screens showing feeds from a dozen different security cameras from fuck knew where, as though he were some major pervert, spying, he vibrated with terror. Despite being quite a beefy fucker, his demeanour didn’t match his appearance.

“I don’t know anything,” he said before they’d even told him why they were there, his hands raised. “Whatever you think I know, I don’t know it.”

“Calm your tits. We haven’t even asked you anything yet.” Greg closed the door behind them.

Boyle’s face drained of colour.

“We need information about Nabs,” George said. “The name’s come up in relation to recent events, and we need to speak to him.”

“I swear, I’ve never heard the name. I don’t know anyone called Nabs. I don’t—”

“Boyle,” George cut through the protest. “Shut your fucking face a minute. Let me explain something to you. Two men are dead. One of them worked for us. We found a note signed by Nabs in the second dead man’s flat, giving a warning. We’ve got it on good authority that you know Nabs and have been hanging about with him. So I’m going to ask you one more time, nicely, and then I’m going to start asking you not so nicely. Do you understand?”

Boyle cried, fat tears rolling down his cheeks, his hands shaking. “Please. Please, I can’t. He’ll kill me. You don’t understand. He’ll kill me like he killed the others.”

“Others?” Greg moved closer. “What others?”

“People who’ve double-crossed him or whatever. He told me he kills them. He always kills them. And then he sends notes, like the one you found, reminding them what happens when you don’t do what he wants. I can’t believe he put his name on this one,” Boyle babbled, the words pouring out too quickly.

“So he sends notes after he’s killed people—the notes are for the dead people?”

“Yeah.”

What the fuck is the point in that?

George was going to have to let Tony know about Loopy’s body.

“Nabs has been in the nick recently,” Boyle said. “Made a friend in there, and they’re going to get a massive payday. I don’t know the details, but I gave him a tip on where to filch some electronics that he needed.”

“Where?”

“Abroad.” He sorted through some nearby papers and handed over a business card. “Foreign fuckers. A tad scary. They send stuff over by boat.”

“Thanks. We’ll look into this, because we bought a stretch of the docks, so we don’t want the likes of them fannying around there.”

“I heard about that. Spicer Docks, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

Boyle blinked, more tears falling, and he seemed to zone out. “I saw Nabs kill a man with my own fucking eyes once.”

“Where?” George said. “When?”

“Ages ago, can’t remember when. The old brewery when it was still the old brewery. There was a man called Hamlet, used to smoke cigars. He crossed Nabs—don’t ask me why, I never found out—and Nabs killed him.”

“Do you know where we can find him? Nabs?” Greg asked. “Any idea at all?”

“He lives at the old brewery, says it’s ironic, considering what he did there. Please don’t tell him I talked. Please…”

George looked at his brother. The glance was brief, a conversation in itself, and ended with a nod.

“We won’t tell him,” George said. “But you’d better hope we find him, because if he comes looking for us, and you warned him…”

“I won’t. I swear. I’ll do whatever you want. Just please, please protect me.”

Greg moved forward, his hand on Boyle’s shoulder. “Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to go somewhere where no one knows how to find you. You’re going to stay there until we tell you this is over. And if you hear anything, you’re going to contact us. Because if we find out you held anything back…”

He didn’t finish the threat. He didn’t need to.

They got Boyle’s phone number and left him cowering in his poky flat, packing clothes, surrounded by his screens and his fears.

* * * *

The old brewery had been converted into posh flats. The bones of the industrial structure remained—brick walls, high windows, and a slate roof—but it had been done up to the nines. The people who lived there were the type to drink expensive coffee, eat artisan bread at a tenner a loaf, and complain about gentrification while living in gentrified housing. They were not the kind of people who knew about the old brewery’s history, the deals done in its shadow, and the violence that had erupted within its walls back when it had been abandoned and empty.

The lowest level was home to a café, a library, a newsagent’s shop, a clothes boutique, and a Waitrose. George homed in on the café and a man sitting outside.

“Table by the window,” Greg said at the same time.

Nabs sat alone, older-looking and thinner than George had last seen him, his bald head gleaming in the sun. He read something on his phone and looked out of place in such a nice area. He’d dressed in paint-spattered jeans and a T-shirt of the cheap variety and belonged right at home anywhere other than here.

How can he afford a gaff like this? Even renting would cost a fortune.

The twins approached.

“Nabs,” George said.

Nabs glanced up and laughed. “What do you two want? You may as well take a seat. Looks like you’ve got a lot to say.”

“We won’t sit with someone who probably killed our man,” Greg said.

“Your man?”

“Stuart Harper.”

“What? Fuck off did I.”

“What about Loopy?” George said. “Although I’d like to stress he isn’t our man.”

Nabs laughed again, but an edge laced it now. “Loopy, yeah, that was me. Did you see the note?”

“Yep.” It was in George’s pocket. “You put your name on it.”

“Did I? Daft of me. Won’t do it again.” Nabs sighed. “I know you two have rules and I should have come to you for help, blah, blah, fucking blah, but I lost my temper when I found out Loopy was a traitor. He’d been passing information around about a recent load of electronic goods I’d acquired. He put a job in jeopardy. I nearly got myself killed by those above me.”

“What job is it?”

“If I tell you, will you leave me alone?”

George nodded, but he didn’t mean it.

“There’ll be a big heist soon, and the electronics I got my hands on are helping the others pull it off. It gives real-time information on security, where certain people are, stuff like that.”

“Did you get the electronics from Boyle?”

Nabs narrowed his eyes. “Has he been talking, the wanker?”

“Nope, we haven’t seen him for months, it’s just he’s the only one we know, other than you, who deals in electronics,” George lied.

“I suppose you want a cut of what I earn.”

“Naturally.”

“Fine.”

That was easy. “Did Loopy kill Stuart?”

“No idea. My beef with Loopy only involved him and me.”

George wanted Nabs watched so they could gather intel on the scope of the bloke’s business. A tip-off to the police about the heist would deal with the others involved.

“We want ten percent of what you get.”

Nabs shrugged. “Fair enough.” He told them the day and time the heist was happening. “So I can pay you after that.”

George thanked him and said goodbye, letting Nabs think he was off the hook. They walked around the corner so they could keep an eye on him until Noah, one of their men, arrived. There was more to Nabs than met the eye, George was sure of it, and surveillance would reveal it.

Next, they had to visit Paula Harper to let her know they’d take care of her son’s funeral, then maybe they could get something to eat. George’s stomach thought his throat had been cut.


Chapter Seven

The Lamb and Flag had been Harriet’s local for years. She’d spent countless evenings with glasses of house red while the world outside grew darker and colder. The customers, the worn wooden stools, how the light fell through the windows—all of it had become familiar.

But tonight, where she’d sat a thousand times before, she experienced a strange displacement, as if she’d wandered into someone else’s life. The pub was the same, the people were the same, yet everything felt wrong, like a photograph that had been altered in ways she couldn’t work out.

Dean sat across from her, his hand around a pint.

Harriet leaned in, despite everything that had happened last week. She’d stewed about it, gone over and over it in her head, and she’d come to this pub every night in case he did, too, so she could talk to him about it. Ask him a few questions. He’d stayed away, though. And that had angered her. With no way to contact him other than finding out where he lived with Moira and knocking on their door, she’d been forced to wait for him to show up. And when he had, he’d seemed relieved to see her. Or was that her imagination?

“You really scared me last week,” she said, and the words came out light, almost playful. Better than sharp and spiteful, because then he’d have a reason to stop seeing her, and she kind of liked having someone in her life now, even though it had only just started. She’d quickly eased into the ‘having a man’ thing, even though she didn’t really have him.

She sensed he wouldn’t like an outright accusation, which was why she’d worded it as she had. She hadn’t meant to bring it up at all; she’d told herself to pretend nothing had happened, that the alley business was now a blank space in her memory, a minor inconvenience like a lost umbrella. But the words were out now, and Dean’s expression had shifted into something rotten for a second, then he smoothed it out.

“Scared you?” He sounded concerned at least. “What do you mean?”

“The alley,” she said, her heart beating faster. “When you left me there. I woke up on the ground with my handbag next to me. My head was split open where I must have banged it on the way down. I had to get stitches.”

His face underwent a transformation that she knew damn well she’d think about later, in the small hours when sleep refused to come. A tightening around the eyes, a momentary stillness, a scary face on a scary-looking man. Then the expression melted away, replaced by warmth, and he reached across the table to cover her hand with his.

That was twice he’d disguised his expressions.

“I don’t know what you’re on about. I left you standing in the alley. You were drunk, remember? You insisted you were fine, that you didn’t need me to walk you home. You pushed me away, actually.”

That wasn’t right. She remembered the alley, and she remembered his hands, wrapping around her throat. The pressure, the inability to breathe, the lights going out at the sides of her vision. But those memories seemed slippery, impossible to hold on to, and now he’d put it into her head that she’d told him to go, she wasn’t sure whether she had or hadn’t.

“You must have blacked out,” Dean said. “You probably fell and hit your head after I left. I knew I should have stayed. I could kick myself because I didn’t.”

Harriet stared at him. He seemed sincere. She searched his eyes for something—duplicity, malice, the gleam of a predator—but found only worry.

She wanted to believe him, God help her.

“You’re probably right,” she heard herself say, as if someone else had said it. “I did drink too much.”

“That’s my girl,” he said, his smile brilliant, disarming. “Let me get you another drink. We’ve been sitting here an hour and you’ve barely touched your wine.”

Because she hadn’t wanted to drink too much again. She wanted to be aware of her surroundings this week.

As Dean made his way to the bar, Harriet rested her fingertips on the side of her head where the dissolvable stitches had been. The wound had all but healed now, reduced to a thin, crusty line that her hair covered. The skin around it was tender, like a bruise, although the bruise itself was now yellow.

She worried that he’d shoved her against the wall and that was why her head had split open. Not remembering made her anxious; she hated it when she couldn’t remember something.

She saw the alley with fresh eyes. Recalled the pressure on her throat. The stars at the edges of her vision. The absolute certainty, in that moment, that she was going to die.

She remembered nothing after that except waking up.

“We’ll drink this then go somewhere else,” he said. “Somewhere we can talk without running into people you know. I want to get to know you, the real you. Not the person you show to the people in here.”

The real you. The phrase resonated. She’d like him to know who she really was, too. But was he really saying that he didn’t want their meetings to be here because others were beginning to notice? He wouldn’t want Moira finding out. But maybe Dean was right. Maybe she needed to be someone else, someone freer, someone willing to take risks without the locals around.

She finished her wine and stood.

* * * *

The other pub, the Black Swan, was nothing like the Lamb and Flag. Where her local was warm and worn and comfortable, this place was cold and glittering, full of chrome fixtures. The barman had tattoos crawling up his neck, not that it was a problem, and the customers seemed too ritzy for the likes of her.

Harriet didn’t like it there; she didn’t fit. The lighting was wrong, the music was wrong, even the air seemed off. But Dean made himself at home, and she told herself that adapting to new environments was part of being spontaneous, of being the woman she wanted to become—someone he’d want to be with. She imagined Moira’s spark had been dulled by motherhood and she moaned a lot, so Harriet needed to be the opposite, someone Dean gravitated to.

They chatted, and his attention kept drifting to the door. Every time a woman walked in, he turned his head, his gaze trailing each newcomer with an intensity that had Harriet’s stomach tightening uncomfortably. They weren’t subtle glances but something hungrier, more insistent—looks that seemed to strip away clothing and dignity.

Was he sizing up his next conquest? Was Harriet already boring him?

“You’re staring,” she said when a young woman in a tight red dress had walked past their table on her way to the lavs.

“Am I?” Dean didn’t fix his expression this time. “I was just thinking about how different women are these days. No sense of propriety. No respect for themselves.”

Something cold sluiced through her; it had sounded as if he didn’t approve of the ladies he’d stared at, like they were scum. “What do you mean?”

“Look at how she’s dressed. Asking for trouble, isn’t she? A decent woman doesn’t advertise herself like that.”

Advertise?

The words were so unexpected, she laughed nervously, unable to believe he’d said them. He may as well have said women got raped because they showed some cleavage. Like he believed it was their fault if they got attacked, not that men should keep their paws to themselves.

“That’s not very fair,” she said. “She can wear whatever she wants. She can show her body parts if she wants, too. If men can’t stop staring, then that’s their issue, not hers.”

Dean turned back to her, his smile warm, charming. Or maybe it was a mask for hiding his impatience with her. “ I prefer a woman with some self-respect. A woman who knows her place.”

Her place.

“You’re so old-fashioned,” she said.

“I believe in tradition.” His hand found her knee under the table, sliding upwards. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting a woman who knows how to take care of a man.”

Harriet opened her mouth to respond, but the words dissolved. She was aware, distantly, that she should be leaving, extracting herself from this relationship before they got any farther down the line because his outdated opinions didn’t align with hers, but the pub was quite a way from home, and Dean was so good-looking, and the alternative was the cold walk back on her own…

* * * *

The bed and breakfast stood on a street she’d never heard of down a dingy road with cars parked bumper to bumper. Litter had collected on the grass verges at the sides of the pavements; the council hadn’t come to empty the public bin, so that might be why. The B&B, narrow and grim, had peeling paint on the front door and mucky windows. Inside, after Dean had paid for the room while Harriet had stayed in the hallway, they went upstairs. The landing light illuminated a stain on the ceiling that looked disturbingly like a spreading bruise.

“Are you sure about this place?” Harriet whispered.

“Positive. I’ve stayed here before. It’s discreet.”

Discreet. She was a grown woman, free to spend the night with whoever she chose, so he must mean the discreet was for his benefit and she was his dirty little secret. He’d told her to stay in the hallway, too, so it definitely made her feel dirty.

Their room on the second floor stood at the end of a long corridor lined with pictures of ducks and swans. In the room was much the same, images of wildlife on the walls in cheap pine frames that hadn’t even been sanded and varnished. Splinters stuck up in all directions.

“It stinks in here,” she said.

“It’s lavender,” Dean said. “And just so you know, the owner’s a good sort.”

It sounded like he came here often if he knew that.

Does it even matter?

The more important question was: Had he brought other women here?

He closed the door behind them. Locked it. Harriet stood by the bed, suddenly aware of how enormous her feelings were. She felt like a teenager again, awkward and unsure, desperate to be wanted but terrified of what wanting him might cost.

They’d never done it on a bed before.

“Come here,” he said.

She went.

He unfastened her blouse and pushed her skirt down, nothing nice about it. She stood there in her bra and knickers, the air cool on her skin, and thought vaguely that she should be participating, doing something, but her arms hung at her sides. Every sexual encounter they’d had so far, he’d taken the lead, and instinct told her to let him do the same now.

“Lie down.”

She lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, the sheets rough on her bare legs and back. The alley, the pressure around her throat, invaded her mind.

“Dean…” She wanted to tell him she wasn’t in the mood, but then he’d put her in the same league as Moira and ditch her.

“Shh.”

He undressed himself, his back to her, his body harder than she’d imagined, the muscles more defined.

She closed her eyes.

When the bed dipped and his hands found her throat again, she wasn’t surprised.

He squeezed. She couldn’t breathe. She gasped and thrashed, and he released her, apologetic, and then it was over. He never took any time to make sure she was satisfied.

So why do I keep coming back for more?

She opened her eyes. Dean stared down at her, his face inches from hers, his hand loose at her throat. That hand being tight had been an accident, a moment of passion too intense, a miscommunication about boundaries, that was all.

Nonetheless, she said, “You were squeezing too hard.”

“Was I?” He kissed the corner of her mouth. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

She should have left. She knew she should. Every instinct and survival mechanism screamed at her to put as much distance as possible between herself and this man with the nice smile and the iron hands. This area was dark and unfamiliar, and she had no idea where she was, but she could find a taxi.

Instead, she let him inside her again, and he left her unfulfilled. Again.

In the morning, on a brand-new day, she’d make different choices, but for now, in this strange and smelly room, in the arms of someone else’s husband, she let herself be convinced, one more time, that the truth was what he’d told her—she’d blacked out in that alley after telling him to leave her alone.


Chapter Eight

No more customers were due until two hours’ time, so Harriet checked on Dean then put her feet up, ready for an afternoon nap. The doorbell rang just as she drifted off, and she bolted upright on the sofa, her heart banging hard. She rushed out into the hallway. What if it was the police? What if they wanted to look in her shed for a runaway prisoner? Or her house? She’d have to somehow tell Dean to get in the loft, but wouldn’t they search there, too?

She stared through the frosted glass of the front door and made out the silhouette of who she thought was a woman—with a particular set to her shoulders that she recognised immediately. Surely not. But then was it so far-fetched to get a visit from her, considering what had happened?

She opened the door, and her suspicions came true. Moira stood there, dark circles under her eyes and her black hair past her shoulders—extensions, Harriet would bet a hundred quid on it. She was as pretty as she’d been when Harriet had last seen her. Moira always had looked after herself.

Memories surged, some welcome, some not so much. They’d been such good friends as kids, but the gulf between them now was too wide for Harriet to go back there, back to being mates again. The horrible night of the last robbery they’d done with Jordy would always act as a barrier, a warning for Harriet never to go back. Old man Murphy who’d lived in the house had died, and none of them had ever gone to the police and confessed. Well, Harriet and Moira hadn’t done anything, they’d left the house, Jordy staying with the old man, and Jordy had been the one to set the fire that had burned Murphy alive.

Knowing that she’d been associated with something so awful had always played on Harriet’s mind. She’d forever be looking over her shoulder, thinking new evidence would come to light and the police would come to speak to her. Her rational side doubted very much that would happen, it had been put down to an accident, but still, the voice of anxiety told her it might. Which made letting Dean in last night even stupider.

Moira had no idea Harriet had shagged Dean and hoped she never found out. So much water flowed under their bridge, a lot of it still so noisy, gushing the way it did.

Moira’s face crumpled at the sight of Harriet then formed into an expression of what appeared to be hope.

“Harry,” she said, the name shortened the way only old friends were allowed to shorten them, and something Moira had never done in the past, so why now? “Thank God you’re in. I didn’t know where else to go. I didn’t know who else would understand…or who I could trust.”

With what? Her feelings? Her hair? Was Moira’s life really that bland now that she had no one other than Harriet she could turn to? That seemed so unreal; Harriet had seen her as a social butterfly, someone who’d always have a friend or two, but then hadn’t Dean told her his wife was a boring cow who did nothing but look after the kids?

This is awkward, her being here.

Like when Dean had stood in that exact spot, Harriet should have closed the door, should have stuck to what they’d said on the Monday after the last robbery, that they wouldn’t speak to each other again unless Jordy came back.

There was no reason for them to be standing opposite one another now.

Unless it had something to do with Dean.

Harriet gave in and stepped aside, again, doing something she didn’t want to do, again, letting her in, guilt tripping along her veins, so hot it turned her cheeks warm. She’d never have envisaged this scenario: Dean on the run and Moira basically asking for help.

Dean. Even now, all these years later, the name created a hollow in Harriet’s chest for butterflies to flap in. They’d had the kind of affair that couldn’t be passed off as a ‘mistake’ or that it ‘didn’t mean anything’—stolen evenings, the sick thrill of secrecy, all of it added up to so much more. It had lasted a long time. A long time of lies, of convincing herself that what they had was real and that Moira didn’t really love him anyway.

Harriet had based that on what Dean had told her; he’d blamed the disconnect between them on the children, that Moira was too engrossed in bringing them up to tend to his needs and she’d forgotten they were a couple. Harriet had also told herself that she hadn’t chosen Moira’s husband because of some fucked-up revenge plot, paying her back for dragging her into the Jordy business and those robberies. For getting herself a boyfriend in Jordy and spending most of her time with him.

That’s a lie. She included you in everything. You were with them nearly all the time. She rarely left you out.

It was weird to acknowledge it now, all these years later, especially because Moira hadn’t even known revenge was being dished out. As far as Harriet was concerned, Moira had been kept in the dark about what Dean had got up to. If she hadn’t, then there was no way she’d be here now—or if she was, it would be to belt seven bells of shit out of Harriet and scream in her face.

They walked through the house, Harriet conscious that Moira might be judging her. The place wasn’t bad, she kept it nicer than the others in the row, but she sensed Moira probably had a really nice home, as nice as she kept her appearance, so as usual, Harriet felt inadequate in her old friend’s presence.

In the salon, Moria lowered to a chair. “While I’m here I need a root touch-up. My usual hairdresser’s moved to Spain. Will you do it? Please?” She laughed, the sound cracking in the middle. “Sorry, I’m nervous. Just turning up here, asking, seems rude.”

Yes, it was rude, and Moira had sounded entitled, like Harriet would drop everything to accommodate her for old time’s sake, but despite that, Harriet was curious to know what Moira knew about Dean. About her and Dean, if anything.

“Take a seat.” Harriet pointed to a chair. “I’ll just check the colour against my palette.”

She collected the little booklet with many different-coloured strands of hair inside it. She took out one of the black ones and laid it against Moira’s head, pleased with herself that she’d got the colour right first time. Her hands were surprisingly steady, but her nerves were shot.

“So, all that Jordy business is over,” Harriet said to address one of the elephants in the room. She put the palette folder on a shelf. “The twins came round and let me know.”

“Yes. I wanted to say thank you. You know, for warning me he was back.”

“The Brothers said he wanted money off you.”

“Yeah.”

“I heard what else happened,” Harriet said carefully. She reached for a cape to cover Moira’s shoulders. “About Dean. That he escaped.”

Harriet had heard more than that, albeit years ago. The trial, the conviction, the prison sentence that should have been longer, given what he’d done. Everyone who’d known him had either been shocked at what he’d been accused of or said they’d had a feeling he was a wrong ’un.

“He escaped from his work placement yesterday,” Moira said. “He was supposed to be gardening. They think he might be on the Estate somewhere. The police suggested I change my routine, don’t go out alone—I got a taxi here rather than use my car, and Kalvin’s watching the other two kids. I’ve said they can’t leave the house. It’s like the Jordy business all over again, me being careful about what I do. What if Dean finds out where we live now? What if he nicks my kids off me?”

Harriet touched Moira’s shoulder, a gesture of comfort she didn’t have the right to perform, not after what she’d done behind her back. “Have you heard from him?”

“No, but I’m so worried he’ll turn up on my doorstep.”

“You should stay with someone until he’s caught. The twins will put you up somewhere, seeing as you’re their grass.”

Moira seemed startled Harriet knew about that, but then her expression softened as though she’d realised the twins must have told her. What must it be like to permanently work for those two? They were so big and imposing and scary that Harriet didn’t think she’d have the bottle, but maybe bottle didn’t come into it. If they said you had to do stuff for them, then you did, and you damn well got used to it.

“They look after me and the kids really well,” Moira said. “Couldn’t ask for better.”

“Don’t you feel bad, spying on people and passing information back to them?”

“Not when I get paid for it, no. I’ve got kids to feed.”

Was there a touch of derision in her tone then? A kind of ‘I know you don’t have any children so couldn’t possibly understand the lengths you need to go to’. Harriet could have had children, she could have had Dean’s, but the pill had put the kibosh on that.

“With that prick being in prison—or supposed to be in prison—then he’s got away with being able to help me out financially,” Moira went on. “Mind you, I wouldn’t want to take a penny off him anyway. I prefer doing it all by myself.”

Was Dean listening with his ear to the floor? Did he know his ex was downstairs? Would he reveal himself any minute, angry that Moira was slagging him off?

One man, and two women he’d been with, all of them in the same house. The irony of it was almost too much. There Harriet was, standing behind Moira at the workstation with a brush and bowl, mixing hair dye, and the woman had no idea that Harriet had once been Dean’s lover. She had no idea that her husband had whispered Harriet’s name in bed, that she’d sprayed the perfume he’d given her for Christmas on her neck before meeting him in a hotel.

While Moira expressed her fears about Dean resurfacing in her life, Harriet sectioned Moira’s hair and applied the dye to her roots. The floorboards creaked again with his weight. Harriet wanted to scream, and Moira chatted on regardless.

“You know what the worst part is?” she said. “I hate him. Hate the father of my children. I keep thinking about those early years, when we first got together, before we were even married. He used to make me laugh so hard I’d cry. He used to bring me flowers. I can’t believe I found that scumbag funny. Or that I didn’t know he had rapist or killer tendencies.”

So he never put his hand around her throat?

“And the kids…” Moira’s voice caught. “Gemma and Elsie don’t remember him at all, so that’s a blessing, but Kalvin remembers the abuse.”

The dye was on now, and Harriet set the brush down in the bowl. She’d need to massage the scalp, then comb it through so there wasn’t a demarcation line from the root growth, but she just stood there and let the weight of what she’d done to this woman press down on her.

“Harriet?” Moira looked up at her. “Are you okay? Is me being here a bad thing? I know we said we’d never see each other again, but you’re still my best friend—my only friend actually, and—”

“It’s fine.” Harriet forced a smile, put on gloves, and got on with the massage.

“I used to dream about killing him,” Moira said, her eyes closed. “After I found out about…about the other women, the one-night stands, and that proper affair he had, I used to lie awake imagining all the ways I could make him suffer. Poison. A fall down the stairs. Strangulation in his sleep.”

Other women?

I wasn’t the only one?

The bastard lied to me.

Why was that a surprise? She’d known, in the B&B when he’d said ‘discreet’, that he’d done it all before. Why did she keep rewriting history so she was the victim?

She thought about the man upstairs. How he wasn’t the same person she used to know—and she obviously hadn’t known him then either. How he’d looked when he’d come to her door last night, desperate, more animal than person.

“He’s sorry,” she said, the words escaping before she could properly think about them—or the consequences of them.

Moira’s eyes snapped open and up. “What?”

“That’s not—” Harriet tried to recover, to find some way to make what she’d said mean something else. “I meant…I expect he is. Men like that, they always end up sorry eventually.”

“No. No, you said it like you knew for sure. You said it like you’d heard it from someone—or him. Have you been seeing him in the nick? Visiting?”

Another creak from upstairs.

Moira reached out and caught Harriet’s wrist. Squeezed it. “You know something. About Dean. You know where he is, don’t you?”

I’ve never been able to hide shit from her.

The truth rose in Harriet’s throat, acidic and burning, and it was so tempting to let it out. She wanted to tell her, to confess everything—the affair, the lies, him being hidden upstairs. She wanted to release the load she’d been carrying for years, to finally face what she’d done. But she remembered when she’d taken a sandwich up to him for lunch; he’d begged her not to turn him in. She remembered those times spent together and how she’d felt like the most important person in the world, borrowing someone else’s husband and pretending he was hers.

“I don’t know anything,” she said. “I was just speculating. Sorry, but you’re thinking something that doesn’t even exist. Him being out of prison means you’re not thinking straight.”

Moira studied Harriet’s face, then, slowly, she released her wrist. “Fine.”

She spoke about her worries again, all the way through the dying process, still gabbing by the time they’d got to the sink. Harriet rinsed and conditioned Moira’s hair and wrapped it in a towel, indicating for her to sit in the styling chair. She blow-dried it, straightened it, secured a few loose nano extension beads, and through it all, she didn’t look at Moira’s reflection in the mirror.

“Thank you,” Moira said. “It’s lovely. How much do I owe you?”

“It’s on the house this time.” Harriet just wanted rid of her. Moira being here had unearthed a lot of unhealthy memories and emotions.

She walked her to the door. Moira paused on the threshold, one hand on the frame, her nails done nice, and looked back over her shoulder.

“Be careful. He’s dangerous…”

And then she was gone, stepping into the afternoon, her newly coloured hair shiny and swinging. She walked away, disappearing around the corner. Harriet went inside to her salon, her heart pounding, and sat at the window, staring at the shed and thinking about everything.

Dean came down ten minutes later, and she couldn’t even be arsed to tell him off for it.

“You didn’t mention us to her,” he said.

“No.”

“Why not?”

She pondered the question for a long time. Moira and her secrets and fears. The three children, a family Harriet had helped to destroy. All right, Dean had put the final nail in his own coffin with that rape and murder, but somewhere along that marital journey, Harriet had played a big part in loosening the screws that had held it together.

“Because she deserves better than the truth,” she said. “Because some things can’t be undone, and all we can do is…not make them worse. It’s best she’s kept in the dark.”

He nodded. His time in prison had aged him perhaps more than time would have on the outside. Or maybe it was the weight of everything he’d done giving him that weary air.

He reached out, touched her face. “I’m sorry. For all of it. For the way things ended, for how I was just using you—”

“Don’t rub it in.” She stepped away.

He went back upstairs. A minute or two passed, then the loo flushed.

Harriet looked at the empty chair where Moira had sat, at the dark stains on the floor where the rinse water had spilled, at the dye bottles lined up on a shelf. And she thought about the colour of guilt, what it might look like, what it might smell like, and how it lingered in the air long after the person you’d wronged had gone.

Then she picked up the broom and swept nothing at all, just for something to do before her next client arrived.


Chapter Nine

The air-conditioning on the bus had given out. Moira gripped the strap of her handbag, her palms slick with sweat against the leather, and tried to focus on the road ahead, but her mind kept drifting back to Harriet.

Moira had needed that, Harriet’s steadiness, to talk about the awful news that had scared her shitless the second she’d heard it.

Dean’s out.

The thought kept arriving, sitting in her head. Moira had been unable to eat, unable to sleep, unable to do anything but count the locks on her doors and wonder if the sounds she kept hearing outside were just the house settling or something else.

Kalvin had noticed, of course he had. He’d caught her standing at the kitchen window at two in the morning, coffee cup forgotten in her hands, staring at the back garden as though expecting something to materialise there.

Expecting Dean to materialise.

“Mum,” Kalvin had said. “What are you doing up?”

Moira had lied, although he’d seen the news, and he’d been there when the police had come to see if she’d had any contact with her ex-husband recently.

“Just thinking about dinner for tomorrow.” It wasn’t even a good lie, it was the bloody worst.

“At this time of the morning?”

“Yeah.”

Harriet had helped. That was what Moira kept returning to, this small mercy in the sea of dread. Feeling better because her old friend had been kind and let her in. Listened.

She’d chatted to Harriet about everything. About Dean’s trial, the evidence the jury had deliberated over for nine hours, and how he’d looked when the verdict had come in. She’d even talked about the nightmares, the ones she’d stopped having for years now but had returned with a vengeance at five a.m. this morning after she’d finally drifted off, featuring Dean standing at the foot of her bed, his mouth moving but no sound coming out, his hands up as though he wanted to strangle her like he had that poor woman.

Harriet had listened until Moira had finally run out of words. Yes, it was what hairdressers did, but Harriet had always been attentive like that, back when they’d been friends.

Now, Moira contemplated dinner, like she’d lied to Kalvin about. It was an ordinary thing to fixate on, but it helped, the domestic normalcy of it, the necessity of feeding three growing children. Two of them didn’t know yet that their mother was terrified, that every shadow on the street looked like a threat, their father. She’d bet her heart rate hadn’t dropped since she’d heard the news.

Dinner. She’d make them a nice meal. She’d sit across from them at the table and ask about their day and pretend everything was fine, and for an hour, at least, she could make herself believe it.

Her mind drifted. Who was the man at the top front window when Moira had left Harriet’s? All right, it was a shape, a shadow, really. A suggestion of shoulders, of a head, a human form outlined beside the thin curtains. She couldn’t tell it was actually a man.

Did Harriet have a boyfriend? Moira tried to remember if she’d even mentioned one, if there had been any hint in Harriet’s conversation of a bloke in her life. She didn’t think so, but then again, they hadn’t talked about Harriet at all—they’d talked about Moira, about Moira’s terror, about Moira’s crumbling equilibrium, Moira’s everything.

Shit, she’d done nothing but guff on about herself.

Harriet hadn’t offered anything in return. Whatever had existed between them—a friendship forged in the fire of their childhood, both of them still figuring out who they were and who they wanted to be—had been sleeping for so long it had become something else. Moira realised now, and it hurt her, that they’d become hairdresser and customer, nothing more.

The person-shape bothered her. That was the only way to describe it, a person-shape. There was something about the way it stood, the angle of the shoulders, that registered in Moira’s mind as wrong without her knowing why. And the stillness. The way it stood there watching the street as though making sure she left.

Oh God, had Harriet got herself involved with one of those controlling types?

Moira shook her head. It wasn’t her business. Whatever Harriet had going on, it had nothing to do with Moira. She was just a blast from the past, someone who’d needed a favour and received it—for free, which was sweet and kind. She shouldn’t be scrutinising Harriet’s windows like a paranoid twat, seeing threats in every shadow because her own life had become so saturated with fear.

She was almost home now. The familiar scenery passed by, giving way to the residential streets of her housing estate. The bus turned onto her road, and she let out a long breath, relieved. The house was there, unchanged. Normal. No Dean lurking in an Audi or a grey car like Jordy had.

Moira got off the bus and stood there, absorbing the ordinariness of her life up until recently. This was what she’d fought for. This house, these children, this anonymity. The memory of Dean’s abuse and his face in the courtroom hadn’t stopped her from building this life, nor had her recent shenanigans with Jordy, and she refused to let Jordy’s death and Dean’s escape destroy it now.

She’d grown stronger for having spoken to Harriet.

She’d install cameras. She’d take every precaution, no matter how paranoid it made her feel.

She headed towards home. The air smelled of cut grass and someone’s barbecue, and the distant shriek of children playing in a garden had her smiling.

Moira put the key in the front door, slapped on a fake smile, and tried to remember how to breathe.


Chapter Ten

The taxi’s taillights receded down the street, two glowing embers in the winter darkness. Dean stood outside the B&B, hands in his pockets (he’d forgotten his gloves), the end of his nose getting colder and colder. The cab disappeared around the corner. He turned up the collar of his overcoat and set off on the long walk home.

Fog had rolled in and lingered in the gutters. His breath emerged in clouds. He had about forty minutes of distance to cover, maybe a bit longer if he took the route through the park, so maybe he should run to get warm.

Harriet had been silent when he’d guided her into the taxi’s rear seat, her face turned towards the far window, away from him, her fingers busy with the strap of her handbag. She hadn’t seemed herself. He’d probably overstepped by putting his hand around her throat again and squeezing too hard. He couldn’t seem to get off these days without doing that. When he fucked Moira, on those rare nights she let him, he had to hold her wrist instead, to give him a similar kind of feeling. He’d never strangle or kill her—he needed someone to look after the kids, plus, he had to maintain the air of being a respectable husband. If she didn’t know about the strangulation fetish, she wouldn’t suspect him of being the rapist who appeared in the news from time to time.

He strode past the grey bulk of a church, its spire reaching into the fog, the clockface barely visible. A curl of contempt constricted in his chest. In his opinion, God didn’t exist, and neither should the stupid idea what women could have a proper say. So why had he chosen Harriet, who definitely liked to have a say?

Because I can punish her for it in bed by throttling her.

He turned onto another street, the houses set back behind iron gates and privet hedges, too lah-di-dah. How many of this lot were happy in their ivory towers? He reckoned happiness was only a story people agreed to tell each other, making out they were experiencing it, a social necessity like wearing clothes. It was very much like “I’m fine.” A lie. Most people weren’t really happy or fine, they just pretended. It wasn’t the done thing to express your true emotions. Just like Mrs Whoever couldn’t admit she hated her husband’s daughter from another marriage and wanted to slap her, he couldn’t say he loved raping and killing.

There were some things you just didn’t say.

The fog thickened, reducing the streetlights to vague orange glows, turning the landscape into something strange and liminal.

Oh, would you bloody look at that…

She appeared ahead, where the pavement narrowed beside the railings of a cemetery. Young, with dark hair that had escaped its clip, strands hanging loosely around her face. She walked on the other side of the street, paused and swayed, then continued on.

Drunk. Not fall-down drunk, but sufficiently far gone that her coordination had abandoned her. He glanced around. No one else on the street, no friend hurrying to catch up, no taxi cruising for a fare. She was alone and vulnerable and wide open to the danger that could present itself to a woman who didn’t know how to protect herself.

She’d been crying at some point. Her mascara had smudged beneath her right eye, creating dark trails down her cheek. She clasped her handbag against her chest, her keys threaded through her fingers in the universal hold; she must have been warned that a key in the eye bought you enough time to run from an attacker.

The irony was that all the warnings in the world wouldn’t save her, not if the wrong man came along. Dean had observed this truth many times, in the faces of women on the Underground, in the quickening pace of footsteps when a man approached on an empty street. They were perpetually afraid, these women, and they had every reason to be. The world taught them to be scared, and the world was right to. Some men were dangerous creatures. Dean knew this about himself; he was honest enough to admit it. He knew what he was capable of, understood the particular darkness that lived in him.

He adjusted his pace.

Made his footsteps louder.

She stiffened immediately. He could see it in the set of her shoulders and how her head tilted as if she listened for something. He’d expected her to turn around, to glance over her shoulder and assess the threat. Instead, she walked faster, her footsteps uneven.

Dean increased his pace to match hers.

He was gaining on her, and she knew it. The sound of her breathing changed, her shoulders rising and falling quickly beneath her thin coat. It was too cold for that coat; she should have chosen something warmer. She should have taken a taxi. She shouldn’t be walking alone through London at night in her condition.

She should have known better.

She moved towards the other side of the street, his side, into the shadows beneath overhanging trees, as if proximity to a high garden wall might somehow protect her. Was she thick? Or didn’t she realise she’d crossed into his path, not away from him? Had the fog disorientated her? The pavement was skinnier now, and Dean’s options for passing her were limited. He could have stepped into the road, moved around her with a word of apology, continued on his way as if nothing had happened. That would have been the normal thing, the thing that any ordinary man might do.

Dean was not, and had never been, an ordinary man.

He kept pace with her. The distance between them shortened to a few metres, and her scent wafted back—perfume and booze and the sourness of fear. She was afraid. The knowledge settled into him, spreading through his chest and limbs.

She increased her pace again, almost jogging, her heels catching on the pavement, her balance precarious. He could have caught her easily if he wanted to. Reached out and touched her shoulder, stopped her, forced her to turn and face him.

Instead, he laughed.

She shrieked and broke into a run.

He watched her go, disappearing around the curve of the street, her footsteps echoing, growing fainter and fainter until there was nothing left. He stood alone in the fog, his breath hanging in the air, a smile tugging.

“Lucky escape,” he said. “You have no idea how lucky.”

He set off again, taking his time, and imagined what might have happened if things had been different. If he hadn’t just spent the evening with Harriet, or if he’d been angry, or lonely, or in the mood for something that normal life didn’t provide.

He felt no guilt, no shame about what he’d just done. He’d walked behind a woman on a dark street. Made his footsteps loud. Laughed at her. Those weren’t crimes.

The difference was what he hadn’t done. He hadn’t touched her. Cornered her. Forced her to do anything or go anywhere. He hadn’t put his hands around her throat. He’d just reminded her, as he’d reminded other women, that the world was a dangerous place and some men were predators.

It was a service. A public service.

It worked, in its way. It had worked for years.

* * * *

The woman reached her flat twenty minutes later, shaking and out of breath, her heels in her hand because she’d kicked them off at some point so she could run. She lived alone and fumbled with the lock. Finally getting the door open, she shut then locked it behind her, standing with her back against the wood and trying to remember how to draw in air.

She didn’t know why she’d run. The man had done nothing wrong, exactly. But…something had pulled a trigger inside her, something that had been listening to warnings since childhood, which meant she’d learned to recognise the particular guise of danger even when it might have a polite face.

She poured herself a large glass of wine and sat by the window, looking out at the fog. She wanted to ring her mother, but what would she say? “A man walked behind me. He made his footsteps loud. He laughed. I ran away.”

She sipped her wine, and eventually she stopped shaking, and eventually she went to bed. In the morning, she’d tell herself she’d been foolish, that not every man was a monster, that she’d overreacted to a harmless encounter on a dark street. She’d go to work and have lunch with her friends and laugh at their jokes and wonder, briefly, what it would be like to live without fear.


Chapter Eleven

The box spring groaned beneath Dean’s shifting weight. He froze and listened. Somewhere out there, a car went by, its tyres whispering on the road. It naffed him off that the spare room was at the back. Each time he wanted to check out the front, he had to creep along the landing and risk Harriet having a go at him for making the smallest noise. Not that he was scared of her, but he was scared of her turfing him out early, before the plan could be finalised.

Dean exhaled. He was still learning the noises of this house, and every sound had him believing that coppers were about to crash through the front door. He pressed his palms against his eyes until colours swirled in the darkness, asking himself, for perhaps the thousandth time, how the hell his life had gone so wrong. The question was rhetorical, he knew exactly how everything had gone to shit, so what he should have asked himself was how he’d allowed it to go so wrong. He hadn’t planned things very well—or he had at first but had become sloppy. He’d killed other women and hadn’t got caught for it, it was just that last bitch…

He remembered his kid, the creepy one, Kalvin, who’d always seemed to be watching him, even as a little lad. He’d had a knowing look about him, far too knowing for a child so young, as though he’d known exactly who his father was underneath the smiling outer shell. Dean had no desire to see Kalvin, and to be honest, the girls, Gemma and Elsie, weren’t exactly a draw either. Nor Moira. That part of his life was well and truly over, and to be honest, it should never have started. The having kids bit. Everything had been fine when it had just been him and the wife. Moira had been enough when her attention had been solely on him.

Having been locked up for so many years with only one female prison officer to ogle (and the only nice things about her had been her tits), Dean had resorted to his imagination, fantasies involving pretty women with big breasts. Coming to Harriet’s hadn’t really helped in that department; she was still too bloody attractive and wasn’t safe around him. Tight in the right places, soft in others, moving with the same sexiness she’d always had. She was one of those women who didn’t know how lovely she was to look at, and that was part of her charm, the part that drew him in the most.

But he had to keep his hands to himself. Unless she came to him willingly, then he wouldn’t touch her in that way. He had to get her to believe he was an innocent man, and taking her against her will would prove otherwise. He needed her on his side. Having this place to stay was paramount while he sorted out what he was going to do next when he got paid for his part in Reece’s plan.

Something twisted in his groin that might have been longing or might have been that particular hunger because he hadn’t touched another willing person in years. It was proving harder than he’d thought to stop his mind from wandering to sex. Harriet had said she’d be finished with her last client at six o’clock, then he could go downstairs for some food. Maybe he could flirt with her, manipulate her into opening her legs, making her think it had been her idea. His attempts at intimacy so far had been rebuffed—she hadn’t liked him touching her hair. He’d sensed she still fancied him, though, and maybe she hated herself for it, because what normal woman would fancy a rapist murderer?

He listened to her moving around in the salon, voices coming through the floor. Laughter. She was busy with a customer, maybe for a while yet, as whoever it was had not long knocked on the front door. Like with that woman this morning, and Moira, he’d discovered a salon visit could take a long time if they were having their hair dyed.

Dean made a decision, at last, something he’d been going over and over since Harriet had told him about the visit tonight. The shed. He’d seen it out the back through the window, tucked into the far corner of the garden. The grass around it had been recently cut. It looked like any other shed, nothing that screamed it held boxes of electronics.

He eased open the spare bedroom window and shimmied down the drainpipe onto the flat roof of the kitchen extension. He used the drainpipe there, too, and stood at the corner of the building on the patio slabs to take stock. He looked through the salon window. Harriet was cutting some bird’s hair. She might see him if he wasn’t careful.

He crouched and sprinted as best he could in that bent-over position, across the garden to the shed, finding the door padlocked. He cursed. With no tools to snip it, he couldn’t get in. Dean circled the structure, looking for another way inside, and found one at the back where the slats were wonky. He touched one, and it slid sideways; they’d been pried loose and hadn’t been nailed back in place. Why? Had Reece done it earlier? Or some other time? If so, why bother coming round asking to go in the shed if he could just walk in without Harriet even knowing? A quick jump over the back fence and he’d be in.

Maybe he likes tormenting her by just turning up.

Dean worked the wooden slats free, leaned them to one side, and climbed over a middle strut. His eyes adjusted to the dimness, although enough sunlight came in through a window facing one of the tall fence panels at the side. A workbench ran along one wall, and above it, mounted on a pegboard, tools—a trowel, a small garden fork, and pliers, a hammer. Large boxes, six of them, stood stacked beside the bench, two on top of it, secured with brown tape. He approached them and peeled back a seal without leaving visible damage. The box opened with a whisper of displaced air, and Dean looked inside. From what he could make out, a jamming device. Beside it, arranged in foam padding, a scanner Dean had seen on the telly, capable of listening to frequencies that weren’t supposed to exist on any civilian equipment, according to Reece.

He examined the others. Four contained identical equipment. The fifth held laptops. Dean resealed the boxes, climbed back out of the shed, replaced the slats, and peered around the edge towards the house. Harriet now dried her client’s hair. He quickly crossed the garden, crouching again to rush beneath the salon window to the drainpipe, and made it back to the spare room without incident. He eased the window down quietly then lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling, at a crack in the plaster. The house was tired, and so was he.

A cat meowed and fell silent, and somewhere far away, a siren wailed. Sleep came, but it didn’t last long. Harriet knocked, telling him it was safe to go downstairs.

He followed her down, all the curtains shut, even though it was summer. Something cooked on the hob in a couple of saucepans, steam rising, sucked into the extractor fan. Dean sat at the kitchen table, and she took plates out of a cupboard. Good, he was starving.

They ate spaghetti bolognese, neither of them speaking between mouthfuls. He had the knowledge of what was in those boxes to reveal, and she had knowledge of whatever Moira had said to her earlier, the parts he hadn’t been able to pick up through the floor. It seemed Harriet had no energy to talk about anything heavy, so he wasn’t about to push too much just yet.

“Lovely dinner, this,” he said.

“Cheers. I usually make enough to portion it out into tubs and put it in the freezer. I was living off ready meals at one point and put on a fair chunk of weight, so I thought I’d better sort myself out. I’ve got a dab hand at cooking, even if I do say so myself.”

“You’d make someone a good wife.”

“But I wouldn’t be yours.”

“No, never mine.” He sighed. “I used you, plain and simple. You were just a fling.” He held up a hand to stop her from butting in. “Sorry if this hurts, me bringing it up, but I have to apologise to you. It’s likely too late, but I’m doing it just the same. I was an arsehole to you and Moira, and I’m sorry.”

“What about that woman, the one you were accused of raping and murdering? Are you sorry about her, too?”

“I told you, I was set up.”

“But you admit you had sex with her.”

“Yeah.”

“So you happened to have sex in the park, having never met her before, then you went home and what, someone else just happened to kill her?”

“Yes.”

“Massive coincidence. Because people have random sex in parks willingly all the time…”

He didn’t seem to get her sarcasm again. “She was a prosser, so a park was the norm.”

“Her family didn’t seem to think so in court, so the papers said. She was a secretary not a sex worker.”

He laughed. “You can be two things, you know. Anyway, if you think I’m a rapist and a killer, why the fuck have you let me in your house?”

It seemed she couldn’t argue with that one, which was handy, because he had raped and killed that bitch, he just didn’t want anyone knowing for sure.

“What’s it like in prison?” she asked.

“Why? Do you need to find out so you can prepare yourself before you get put inside?”

She glared at him. “What do you mean?”

“It’s called a joke. Like, you getting caught for hiding me.”

“Not funny.”

“No, I gathered that.”

She got up, taking their empty plates away, putting them in the sink with the cutlery, turning the hot tap on and squeezing in a squirt of Morning Fresh.

“Want me to do the washing up?” he asked but hoped she’d say no. Being domestic like that wasn’t his cup of tea.

“No, it can soak for five minutes. Do you want any pudding?”

He smiled. “What have you got?”

“Cheesecake, ice cream, yoghurts…”

“Can I have all three?”

She switched the tap off, pausing to stare at the closed blind over the window. “I suppose you’ve missed out while inside—missed not having whatever you want. And I’m not saying that to be cruel, it’s just an observation.”

“Yeah, you get what you’re given for meals, but you can buy sweets and whatever.”

She went to the fridge and took out a box containing a lemon cheesecake. She found a yoghurt—cherry—and handed it to him with a small spoon, then dished up cheesecake with a dollop of ice cream on top for both of them. Strawberry, an odd a mix of flavours, but he didn’t care. Going without meant he was grateful for the meal she’d given him tonight.

They sat and ate, Dean enjoying it, Harriet looking like she might not be. Worry was probably doing a number on her, which was understandable. Was she regretting letting him in? Probably. Had she been too afraid to say no? Maybe. He’d tried his best since being here to show her he wasn’t the monster the press had made him out to be. If he could just stay here until everything was finalised and Reece managed to find him a place to live, everything would be fine.

Ten minutes later, she’d done the washing up, dished the remaining food up into pots, and left them on the side to cool. When she’d banged on about making extra food for the freezer, he’d wanted to tell her it was no wonder she wasn’t in a relationship if that was the boring shite she came out with. He’d refrained, obviously, but Christ. Men didn’t want to hear about that bollocks. He didn’t anyway.

She made them a cuppa, and it reminded him of Moira and how it had been during their marriage, a woman waiting on him hand and foot. Why hadn’t he been content with that? Because Moira had changed once creepy Kalvin had come along. Dean hadn’t been the be all and end all, and it had pissed him off. Would he have raped and killed if Moira had been more forthcoming in bed?

He had no idea.

He wasn’t really sorry for upsetting her or Harriet, he’d just thought he’d better make out he was in case he needed to stay here for more than the agreed forty-eight hours. Better to butter Harriet up now and get her soft on him again before that particular conversation came up.

The doorbell rang, and Harriet flinched.

“Fuck. That’ll be Nabs,” she said. “He’s early. Stay out of sight until he leaves.”

She dumped their cups in the empty washing-up bowl. Dean retreated to her bedroom and stood at the window, peering down at Reece who’d never mentioned his nickname before. Dean supposed it came from the bloke nabbing stuff.

A black car sat at the kerb. The sound of the front door opening filtered up, and while there was talking, Dean couldn’t make out what they were saying. Reece held something out, an envelope. Payment for stashing his gear. Harriet quickly tucked it into her pocket without looking inside. Reece walked in the house, and the door shut.

Dean went into his room and watched from that window. Reece crossed the back garden and opened the shed using a key in the padlock. Had Harriet given it to him? Did she even know those slats were loose at the back? Reece stayed inside for quite a while, then came out, locked up, and went in the house. Dean waited, listening—the front door shut, a car engine revved, then quiet.

She came upstairs, her face blank, and found Dean sitting on the bed, pretending to read a magazine she’d given him earlier.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Fine. I have some paperwork to do, so you’ll have to entertain yourself for a couple of hours.”

“Right.”

She paused at the threshold, and Dean thought she’d turn around. He willed her to, to say something, to give him some clue about who she was now and what she’d become, whether she was up for sex, but she didn’t. She walked off down the landing, then her footsteps on the stairs thudded and what he’d already learned was the living room door closed.

He gave it half an hour before he went back out to the shed. He wanted to see if Reece had removed anything. The two boxes on the workbench had been moved to the floor, and a laptop took their place, the screen glowing, data scrolling down the display in text he couldn’t decipher—mumbo-jumbo. He squinted at a box on the screen showing a running program that needed hours to complete, a USB stick poking from the side. The laptop had been plugged into some charging device or other, a big bugger, as big as a car battery.

The onscreen box disappeared, as did the data, and a map popped up, a display of streets and landmarks represented in the clean lines of satellite imagery, and moving dots. Vehicles and people, he reckoned. Dozens of them.

At the centre of the map, a red X marked a location: a warehouse. A ‘Z’ marked the police station. Reece, or someone to do with his scheme, had done an alarming amount of preparation.

Something buzzed, and Dean jumped. The screen went dark, then sprang back to life. On it, a message in a chat box: Seventy-two hours and counting.

It was really happening.


Chapter Twelve

Tony stood in the doorway of Loopy’s flat, the sight of the scene before him settling in his mind. Loopy sat on the sofa, his face turned towards the ceiling, mouth open as though he was surprised by his departure from the living.

“We’re going with an overdose?” Colin asked quietly from behind him.

“That’s what they want,” Tony whispered. “They’ll be dealing with the killer.”

He moved through the sitting area and glanced at the kitchen. A glass sat on the worktop, two bottles of whisky beside it, one full, one two-thirds gone.

“Do you think he got drunk before he injected himself?” Jacob asked from where he stood just inside the front door.

“Possibly,” Tony said.

“Who found him?” Jacob asked.

“A neighbour who does his cleaning. She let herself in.”

Tony fixed his attention on the body.

Colin came over. “Yep, definitely looks like an overdose. Heroin and whisky. The neighbour-cleaner said he’d been struggling lately—lost his job six months back, marriage fell apart earlier this year. We’ve got a note.”

Tony held back a frown. The twins hadn’t said anything about that. “A note?”

“On the coffee table.”

Did George and Greg leave it there? Why didn’t they warn me?

Tony thought Colin had handed the reins to him on this case, but obviously not if he had information from The Brothers and Tony didn’t. It pissed him off. Roll on Colin fucking off into the sunset.

Tony moved to the coffee table. Amongst the debris—a magazine, cups, a packet of fags, and two lighters—lay a notebook-sized sheet of paper, the handwriting uneven but legible, written as though Loopy had been drunk at the time. If it had even been Loopy.

I’ve taken too much for too long.

Nobody’s to blame but me.

“What’s it say?” Jacob asked.

Tony read it out to him.

“Too much drugs for too long?” Jacob mused. “Or taking too much shit from others?”

Colin turned to Jacob. “Don’t know. Do me a favour and go and speak to the other neighbours before uniforms and SOCO get here.”

Jacob nodded, leaving Tony and Colin alone.

“There’s something else,” Colin said, one eye on the front door.

Tony turned slowly. “What?”

“Nabs, official name Reece Linton. He was seen leaving this building yesterday. Eleven o’clock last night, according to the bloke at the late-night chemist across the road. He’s been here at least once before, so I got hold of the front desk. Loopy called the station a year ago, wanting to report threats. Nabs’s name came up, but the complaint was withdrawn the next day. Nabs then ended up in prison for a few months for theft.”

“Yep, the twins said Nabs did this but he didn’t kill Stuart. How the fuck are we going to cover it up that he was here? PCs will speak to the chemist bloke. Jacob will.” Tony sighed.

Colin did the same, clearly tired of all this shit. “The twins are deciding what to do with Nabs. The river’s been mentioned, but nothing’s concrete yet. Depends on what you think.”

“On what I think?” Tony wanted to say his opinion obviously didn’t matter, seeing as Colin had stepped back in to take over and the twins had accepted it, but it would be childish, so he kept his mouth shut.

“I think it’s safe to say this fella here killed Stuart, although we’ll probably never know why,” Colin murmured.

There was a time when the badge meant something, when the rules were rules and not suggestions, but that time had receded into a past that felt like someone else’s life. Tony had taken The Brothers’ money, had passed information that should never have been passed, had made problems disappear just as he’d been asked to. And what had he gained? A new-to-him car to replace the one that had got nicked, a sense of power he hadn’t had before, and a warped satisfaction in seeing justice get done the Wilkes way—usually with people dying. In such a short amount of time, he’d already become exactly the kind of detective he’d once despised.

Colin stared at Loopy. “We can still do this properly. We can call it in, follow the trail to Nabs, realise oh, we can’t seem to find him, and the case goes stale. It saves us having to cover up what the chemist fella said. The twins will have found Nabs by tomorrow and dealt with him.”

“Yeah, and this death can still be an overdose, although I can’t see a tourniquet, which is odd if he supposedly jabbed himself. That needs sorting before SOCO get here.”

The silence between them filled with implications Tony didn’t want to voice. Tampering with a scene. Fudging evidence. He knew what Colin was really saying: Tony had a choice in how to direct the investigation, but it wasn’t really a choice at all. He was already too deep in the twins’ pocket to climb out now.

Tony spotted a rubber tourniquet on the floor amongst dirty clothes and a pair of shoes. His knees almost gave out with relief. It must have fallen there after Loopy—or Nabs—used it. Gloves on, he bent to pick it up, then the strip of rubber was on the sofa beside Loopy’s arm. When Jacob came back, it would look like evidence he hadn’t noticed the first time around, a clue that told the story they needed it to tell. Jim would see it and nod, write in his report about the signs of intravenous drug use, about the tourniquet found at the scene. The narrative would be complete, George and Greg would be satisfied, and Tony would have crossed another line, gone a little deeper into the dark.

He looked up. Colin’s gaze fixed on the strip of rubber that was about to become evidence. He nodded, an agreement to plant evidence, and an acknowledgment they were both trapped in something larger than themselves, that there was no way out in this instance, that the only question was how low they had to sink.

Jacob came in, followed by Sheila Sutton, the crime scene manager.

“Interesting,” Tony said to Colin, as if he hadn’t clocked them entering. “I’ve found something.”

Colin moved closer, looking down at the tourniquet with an expression that was perfectly calibrated to suggest professional curiosity. “I’ll be buggered. How did we miss that?”

Tony shrugged. “The place is untidy. Easily done.”

“So, a suicide?” Sheila asked. “And hello, by the way.”

“Hello,” Colin said. “Yep, a note confirms it.”

Tony looked down at Loopy’s body, at the face that held no judgment, offered no accusation. The man had been a killer himself, had murdered another human being for reasons that made sense only in the warped logic of the criminal world—if, indeed, he’d offed Stuart.

Tony turned away, moving to the window. Outside, people went about their lives, oblivious to the drama unfolding in the flat above them. That was London for you, millions of stories stacked on top of each other, each one hidden behind closed doors and drawn curtains.

The decision had been made, the wheels set in motion. In a week, this case would be closed, filed away under ‘death by misadventure’. In a month, it would be forgotten, just another statistic in the ledger of London mortality.

Tony needed some air. He stepped out onto the walkway. There was no going back now, no redemption available; he’d sold pieces of himself until there was nothing left to sell. He was the twins’ detective through and through, and whatever happened to Nabs would happen because that was how things were now.

The thought should have troubled him more than it did. But it didn’t trouble him at all. That, perhaps, was the greatest guilt trip of all.

The foundations for the cover-up had been laid.

Now came the tricky part: living with it.


Chapter Thirteen

Noah drove a stolen Ford Focus, tailing Nabs through the streets. While other enforcers broke bones with enthusiasm, Noah worked differently. He nibbled. Took information in tiny, careful bites, gnawing over details until he’d gathered enough to build a complete picture from fragments that others would have waved off as worthless.

The why mattered more than the what. Noah understood that better than most. A person could be bought, coerced, or threatened into almost anything, but the why—the motivation—that was the key that unlocked loyalty or revealed betrayal. His job was to find that key and determine whether it could be used.

Nabs was supposed to be a straightforward target. That’s what George had said when he’d messaged the photograph of the bloke and his address.

GG: Got an easy job for you. Mid-level fence, thinks he’s smarter than he is. Bea’s discovered he’s been cutting in on territories that aren’t his. Dangerous territories. He’s got a heist coming up, so he says. Watch, see where he goes, what he does, who he talks to.

The first place Nabs had gone was a Chinese restaurant, somewhere Noah had never been. He preferred the Golden Dragon down by his house. The restaurant sat wedged between a shuttered bookies and a fishing tackle shop.

Noah had parked across the road and watched Nabs disappear inside. He’d given it three minutes before following, entering the air-conditioned restaurant. A woman at the front desk had barely looked up from her phone.

“Table for one,” Noah had said.

She’d waved vaguely towards the dining room. “Anywhere.”

The restaurant had been filled mostly with older couples and young families where the children had been pacified with screens and promises of chips and ketchup, not duck in orange sauce. Noah had scanned the room until he’d spotted Nabs in a corner, alone, unwrapping chopsticks from their napkin sleeve.

Noah had opted for a table with a clear sightline, ordered tea he had no intention of drinking, and watched.

Nabs’s food had arrived quickly, and he’d shovelled rice into his mouth between glances at his phone, his attention straying to the door every thirty seconds or so, as if he waited for someone. At one point, he’d laughed at something on his screen. Twenty minutes later, he’d wiped his mouth with a paper napkin, left cash on the table, and walked out. Noah had waited until the door swung shut before going after him.

The second location had been a revelation.

Rather than heading back towards his flat at the old brewery, Nabs had driven through housing estates that had grown progressively greener and quieter. Noah had kept three cars between them, letting the traffic absorb his presence.

They’d ended up somewhere Noah didn’t know well, a place of semi-detached houses with neat gardens and cars parked on driveways that suggested mortgages paid on time and healthy bank balances. Nabs had pulled onto the driveway of a modest home with a blue door, the lights on inside.

Noah had parked. Nabs had knocked on the door, which had opened to reveal a woman with grey hair and an expression that shifted rapidly through recognition, confusion, and possibly fear. She’d looked like she hadn’t been expecting him. Whatever Nabs’s business was with her, it had roots that went deeper than fencing stolen goods.

She’d stepped aside to let him in, and the door had closed behind him.

Noah had pulled out his phone and opened the Notes app, typing in the address. He’d waited in the car for forty-seven minutes, counting them by the clock on his dashboard. When Nabs had emerged, he’d stood on the doorstep, looking back at the woman in the hallway. She’d hastily shut the door. Then he’d walked to his car and sat there with his hands on the steering wheel, not starting the engine.

Noah had the strange sense that Nabs had been thinking something important, weighing something, making a decision that might change the outcome of the entire evening. But whatever it was, the moment had passed. Nabs had backed out of the driveway and set off again.

The third location, a pub called The Driftwood. Noah had never been in there before. Tonight, he’d made an exception. Nabs had stopped in the small car park beside the building, Noah finding a space on the main road. By the time he’d pushed through the pub’s heavy wooden doorway, Nabs was already at the bar, drinking a pint.

Noah had ordered a Coke and taken it to a table so he could see where Nabs sat. Nabs’s posture had loosened. Whatever had happened at the house with the blue door, it had taken some stress out of him. Had he had sex with the woman?

The door had opened, and a man entered, taller than Nabs, broader in the shoulders, his beard trimmed, and nice clothes. He’d nodded to the landlord, waving to a woman at a nearby table, then slid onto the bar stool beside Nabs.

Noah hadn’t recognised the man, and he knew most of the significant players on Cardigan. This wasn’t a face that belonged to any of the usual families or groups.

The two men had talked, their voices too low for Noah to pick up more than fragments—something about a shipment, a name that sounded like Marriot (perhaps a hotel), and a phrase that might have been ‘by this time next week’. Nabs had gestured at one point, his hand cutting through the air in frustration or warning. The bearded man had responded by placing a hand on Nabs’s shoulder and squeezing—a reassurance or a threat, Noah couldn’t tell.

Mr Beard had stood, clapped Nabs on the back, and walked out. Nabs had stared into his pint. When he’d finally left, he’d stumbled on the step out of the pub, caught himself on the doorframe, and laughed.

The next stop, an end-of-terrace house. A blonde woman had opened the door; she didn’t seem shocked to see him. Nabs had given her something, and she’d put it in her pocket, then they’d gone inside. Noah had squinted at a sign in the front bay window: Harriet’s Hair. Nabs had no hair, but maybe she shaved his head for him? Noah had searched the business on Google, and it had come up as legit.

Harriet. Marriot. Had Noah misheard?

Minutes later, Nabs had come back out.

Noah had lost his anonymity the moment he’d started his engine. Nabs had checked his rearview mirror, and his eyes had narrowed in a way that told Noah he’d twigged he was being followed.

Now, Nabs drove fast, taking turns close to the kerbs and accelerating through amber lights that Noah had to run quickly before they switched to red. He kept three car lengths between them when he could, dropped back when Nabs slowed, edged forward when the gap grew too large. It was a dance he’d done before with other targets.

At a roundabout near the industrial estate, Nabs took the third exit and vanished.

“Fuck!”

Noah circled back, taking each exit one by one, scanning the side streets and the car parks of the shuttered warehouses that lined the area. Nothing. He drove down service roads, past gates that led to sod all but fenced-off fields and the distant silhouettes of trees. The darkness loomed in on him, broken only by his headlights and the thin rim of the moon.

He searched for twenty minutes. Then thirty. Then forty.

By the time he admitted to himself that he’d lost his target, frustration had curdled into something cold and dangerous. He parked on a quiet stretch of road to calm down, hands still on the steering wheel, and tried to think of how to word his confession to the twins. The burner phone sat in his pocket, heavy with the weight of the call he needed to make. George and Greg would not be pleased. George, especially, was never happy with failures, and this was certainly a failure—a target who’d be twice as careful going forward, so therefore, he might go to ground.

Noah started the engine and drove. He pulled into the car park of a twenty-four-hour Tesco, finding a corner spot near the recycling bins, and sat with the engine off. He took out the burner and held it for a long time.

The evening hadn’t been a complete bust. The house with the blue door. The grey-haired woman. Nabs standing on the doorstep looking back at her. Then there was Mr Beard in the pub. The shipment. The Marriot. The visit to the hairdresser, Harriet.

Noah pressed the power button, and the phone screen came to life. He prodded the call icon before he could stop himself.

It rang three times, then George answered. “Yeah?”

“He’s gone. Lost him—he knew I was there.”

Noah told him about the evening so far.

“Addresses for the women?” George asked.

Noah gave them.

“And you said Harriet’s Hair. That’s interesting. We’ve had reason to speak to her recently. Wonder why she’s got anything to do with Nabs. Anyway, cheers, go home.”

The line went dead.

Noah stared at the screen until the light winked out, then he lifted his head and stared through the windscreen. A few shoppers trudged towards their cars with carrier bags. Someone didn’t put their empty trolley in the bay, leaving it in the parking spot beside their car, the lazy bastard. Noah’s mind circled through the evening’s events, trying to find the thread that would unravel where Nabs had gone.

He likely celebrated his escape while Noah sat in a Tesco car park, pissed off at being a failure.


Chapter Fourteen

In the privacy of their kitchen, George and Greg had been on damage control. Three of their best enforcers were positioned at strategic points, watching, waiting, ready to report that Nabs had turned up, if he ever did. Maybe someone else had got to him and he’d pop up in the Thames come the morning, dead as a fucking doornail.

A response had come in from a message George had sent.

GG: WTF was Nabs doing at your place?

Harriet: Err, he was here because I’m a hairdresser…

GG: But he has no hair.

Harriet: It’s called shaving…

GG: Do you know him other than as a customer?

Harriet: That would be telling.

George sighed, annoyed at her thinking this was a joke, but then again, she wasn’t to know how serious things had got. Since they’d made the decision to kill Nabs, it had been all systems go. George had ordered Noah to follow the man, not for one minute thinking Nabs would succeed at doing a runner.

The phone bleeped again.

Boyle: Checking in. I left my place a couple of hours ago. Not telling anyone where I am. Nabs hasn’t been in touch.

George’s thumb hovered over the keypad. He readied himself to compose something threatening, but what was the point? If Boyle knew nothing, then bullying him would achieve fuck all.

“That’s called growth,” Greg said, handing over a cup of tea.

George took it and stared at him. “How the fuck did you know what I was going to do?”

Greg smiled.

“Apparently, Nabs just went for a head shave. Boyle’s left his place,” George said. “Says he’s not been contacted. Either he’s lying or Nabs really has dropped off the grid.”

Greg nodded. “Sonny hasn’t reported in yet?”

George sipped his tea, wincing as it scorched its way down. Hunger made itself known again, a low gnawing in his stomach that he’d been ignoring for the past hour. He’d get hangry soon. “Give him a few minutes. He knows to call the moment there’s any movement.”

Ten minutes later, the phone rang. George put it on speaker.

“Evening, gentlemen. It’s me.”

“We know it’s you, Sonny. Your name comes up on the screen when it’s ringing.”

“Oh, course it does.”

“So…?”

“Nabs hasn’t been in all evening.”

George closed his eyes, counting to ten in his head. The frustration had turned into a physical sensation, a tightness in his chest. “You’re certain?”

“As certain as I can be. I’ve had three pints of Coke and haven’t even had a piss. I’ve been watching that door so hard my eyes are bleeding. He hasn’t come in, I’d have seen him.”

“Cheers. Keep watching.”

George ended the call.

“What do you want to do?” Greg asked.

George set down his mug. “We find Nabs ourselves.”

It got on George’s pip to sit around waiting. He was a doer, and doing meant hunting Nabs through the streets, the network of informants and associates who made up the invisible infrastructure of their operation.

They took their black taxi.

The roads unspooled before them, each familiar landmark a reminder of the territory they controlled, the power they wielded. George was proud of what they’d achieved as leaders, although it would never be enough. There was always someone skint who needed help with bills, always people doing bad things behind the scenes, and the Estate would never be perfect. But it was theirs, and they did as much as they could.

While Greg drove, George watched the city pass, searching the pavements, the doorways, the lit windows of the cars caught in the evening traffic. Somewhere in the dark, Nabs was hiding. Or maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he thought he was in the clear, that George and Greg had let him go because he’d given them the heist information.

Instead of letting him go, we should have grabbed him when we saw him outside the old brewery.

George had made many mistakes, but at the time, he’d thought they were the right decisions. Leaving Nabs to reveal other parts of his life for Noah to observe so he could be pulled up for it later had seemed an okay move. Now, George didn’t think so.

“Fucking little bastard.”

“What have I done?” Greg asked.

“Not you, Nabs.”

“I was going to say… What are you tormenting yourself with now?”

“Letting him go.”

“Yeah, not our wisest choice.”

“I thought we could let the heist job go ahead, cash in on it, then dob them in to the police afterwards.”

“But it went wrong with him disappearing.”

“He might not have thought Noah was anything to do with us. He could think the people he’s in business with are watching him.”

“True.”

The streets grew busy with the ebb and flow of couples going to restaurants, groups of young people laughing their way from pub to pub, and businessmen clutching their briefcases on their way home from working late.

George ran through the report from Noah. The Chinese restaurant had been nothing but a food stop. The house with the grey-haired woman—George had messaged a crew member to follow that up, find out what Nabs had gone there for. The pub had possibly just been a chat with a pal, or maybe it had been a meeting with the head of the snake. Harriet’s was a bonce shave. The old brewery…surely he’d have to nip home at some point. That left a handful of other options—friends’ sofas, hotels, any family he could stay with.

Bea was doing a deep dive online for details.

Greg drove past the grim façades of houses that had scarred this part of the city for years. The traffic had thinned, dying down to a sporadic trickle of vehicles and pedestrians. George’s gaze swept the streets, marking faces, registering movements, eliminating possibilities with each empty doorway they passed.

“There.” Greg pointed to a figure walking quickly along the opposite pavement, head down, hands thrust deep into the pockets of a bomber jacket, despite the heat. “Doesn’t that look—”

“No.” George had already processed the person, comparing them against his mental photograph of Nabs. Too tall. Too chunky. Wrong walk, wrong everything. “It’s just some twat boiling himself alive. Keep driving.”

Greg turned, heading east, and the streets grew even quieter, the commercial premises giving way to residential blocks and the occasional park, their railings black against the purple-and-peach sunset. George’s phone buzzed with a text from one of the men stationed at the old brewery: Nothing to report.

He deleted the message without responding. The lack of news was itself news, a confirmation that Nabs was taking this disappearance seriously, investing real thought and effort into his evasion. If he wasn’t running from them, did he think he had a police tail? He must have known Loopy’s body would have been found by now—but then maybe not. Nabs wasn’t to know Loopy had a cleaner with a key. But it wasn’t a stretch for him to think the police were after him because he’d left that Post-it note with his name on it.

The hunger was becoming harder to ignore. George’s head throbbed, a tension headache building behind his eyes, and his stomach had progressed from discomfort to something approaching pain.

“Stop at that chippy, bruv. I need something to eat.”

Greg glanced at him. “Can it not wait?”

“Obviously not, else I wouldn’t have said anything. I’m starving. Can’t think straight. Pull over.”

The taxi slowed, Greg easing to the kerb outside a shop with a hand-painted sign: Jed’s Fish & Chips, the best since 1985. George opened the door, and the smell that wafted out of the open doorway of the chippy set his stomach off even more—hot oil, salt, vinegar, the unmistakable aroma of carbs and grease. George ordered without looking at the menu: cod and chips, large, extra mushy peas, and two Cokes, twice.

They ate sitting in the taxi.

Greg watched him with narrowed eyes. “You look ragged.”

“I feel ragged.” George wiped his mouth with a paper napkin he found in the door cubby. “This Nabs business is getting under my skin. I reckon someone’s helping him. They warned him we’re looking.”

“Do you think it’s Boyle?”

“I don’t know what to think. We need to widen the search. Bring in more people, start knocking on doors.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“Then we wait. Nabs can’t hide forever. He has to sleep somewhere, eat somewhere. Eventually he’ll slip up. And when he does, we’ll be there.”

They finished their food and resumed their patrol, the taxi crawling through the streets. The evening had darkened, the lampposts casting their glow over empty pavements and locked shops. Most people were at home by now, watching telly, going through their routines, blissfully unaware of the hunt taking place beyond their windows. It was a city of parallel worlds—the world of ordinary life with its ordinary concerns, and the world they inhabited, where debts were collected with interest and silence was purchased at a terrible price.

They passed a row of disused warehouses near the canal.

The phone rang, and George answered.

“He’s just walked in,” Sonny said.

“We’re on the way.”

The taxi lurched forward, Greg putting his foot down. George rested his temple against the glass of the window, watching the scenery streak past, his mind focused on the confrontation ahead.

Nabs wouldn’t come quietly. He was too desperate, too scared, too aware of what awaited him if he allowed himself to be captured. There would be a struggle, perhaps violence, certainly a scene. George was prepared for all of these outcomes.

They reached The Eagle in seven minutes and parked out the front.

George nodded towards the door. “Let me go in. I want to see him, get a sense of the situation. If he feels cornered, there’s less risk of complications if there’s only one of us. You hang back in case he gets past me and legs it.”

Greg nodded. “And if he runs?”

“Then you run after him, you spanner. He won’t get far.”

George got out, pushed open the pub door, and stepped inside, his phone going off in his pocket. He scanned the room—the bar, the tables, the corners.

No Nabs.

He glanced at Sonny, who held his phone up. “I literally just messaged you. He’s fucked off out the back.”

George sighed. It was do that or scream.


Chapter Fifteen

Streetlights threw their sickly orange shimmers onto the pavement where Dean stood, his hands buried in the pockets of his coat. He’d been standing there for eleven minutes—he’d counted the seconds of each one.

The weather had turned brittle today. Two-pairs-of-gloves weather. End-of-your-nose-is-freezing weather. He didn’t mind the cold, though. He’d warm up soon enough.

She appeared on the opposite side of the street, her coat pulled tight against the bracing wind—a thicker coat this time—her steps quick. She wasn’t drunk tonight, but something about the way she moved, hunched against the chill, reminded him of that first sighting. The vulnerability. The absolute obliviousness to the fact that she was being watched.

He’d been watching her for three weeks.

He’d have thought the scare he’d given her before would have been enough to make her be more vigilant, but it seemed she wasn’t. Unless she was hiding her feelings. Maybe she’d read some book or other that told women not to show their fear, because if an attacker saw it, they knew there was a crack in the veneer.

The alley he planned to follow her down wasn’t far. She’d used it most of the nights he’d tailed her. It stood between a Thai restaurant and a dry cleaner’s shop, the latter closed for refurbishment, so the handwritten sign on the door said, reopening in two weeks, the first ten customers promised a twenty percent discount. He followed her at a distance, walking fast enough to keep her in sight but slow enough to seem like just another figure making his way home through the frozen evening. London at this hour was full of such people, emerging from pubs, theatres and restaurants. He was no one to worry about.

Until he was.

Why did she never peek over her shoulder?

She crossed the road without looking. Didn’t even see him as far as he could tell. What was wrong with her?

He followed.

The alley was darker than he remembered from when he’d come down it last week. She was ten feet ahead of him, her footsteps echoing off the brick walls either side, her puffs of breath disintegrating quickly.

He lunged in the space between two exhales.

* * * *

Certain details had gone hazy while others remained sharp. He remembered the exact pattern of cracks in the brick wall to his left—three lines radiating from a single point. And the smell of the wheelie bins. He remembered the sound of his breathing. What he couldn’t remember was the moment of her dying. A gap sat in his memory, a void where the act should have been, and in his chest a kind of pressure, a fullness that spread through his limbs, as though he’d expended so much energy he couldn’t move.

He stood in the darkness, staring down at her body. After he’d placed his hands around her throat, she’d looked at him as though she’d been waiting for it, as if she’d known, somehow, that it was always going to end this way for her—she was destined to be one of those poor women who featured in crime documentaries. Then he’d squeezed, and his mind had blocked it all out.

Why did it do that? Self-preservation, so if he didn’t recall it, he could say it didn’t happen and he’d sound genuine, honest? Or did a part of him know what he did was so wrong that his brain couldn’t bear to file it away for him to think about later?

Dean knelt beside her and sat back on his heels, listening to the silence. The city, with all its noise and movement, seemed to have stopped just beyond the walls of this small space, time suspended, as if only they existed. There was only the darkness and the cold and the body, violated down below because he’d fancied taking what he wanted before and after she’d breathed her last.

He should have felt something, guilt, or horror, or disgust at himself, but there was nothing, only that same fullness, that same warmth spreading through him, and a quiet voice whispering that this was what he’d been searching for, this was what he’d been missing all along.

He stood, adjusted his coat, and walked back out to the main road, used condoms in his pocket. He’d dispose of them down a drain somewhere on the way home.

* * * *

Moira sat reading on the sofa when he got back, the kids in bed. She looked up, and something in her expression had him wondering if she could see it on him, the darkness that had followed him through the streets, the invisible stain that clung to his skin.

Would she recognise him for what he was one day? Would she recoil in horror? Berate herself for not seeing the signs? He hoped there weren’t any, otherwise he wasn’t doing a very good job of disguising who he really was. If he gave her reason to suspect him, then that was on him.

“Are you feeling all right?” she asked. “You look pale.”

“Just tired,” he said. “I’m going for a shower then bed.”

He climbed the stairs to the bathroom, shut the door behind him, and stood for a while in the dark. It started in his hands, a shaking he couldn’t control. He clenched and unclenched his fists until his knuckles ached. Then it spread to his arms, his shoulders, the back of his neck, where the muscles tightened into knots. He got in the shower, the water thankfully easing it.

As it hit his face, he planned the next event.

* * * *

He found her on a Tuesday, walking alone. She was younger than the other one, with auburn hair and a green coat, lost in thought. Dean fell into step behind her.

She turned down an alley.

He followed.

The strangest part was how easily it came to him. The patience of the hunt. The scene narrowing to a single point, everything outside it fading into meaningless background noise.

What would Moira and his work mates say if they knew? The man they knew was only a costume, built to hide the thing that lived inside him, the thing that woke hungry and demanded to be fed.

After the blank void, he listened to the silence and waited for the fullness to spread through him. The warmth. The rightness. For a few precious seconds, everything was in its proper place, and he understood exactly why he was alive.

Then the moment passed. The fullness faded. The world reasserted itself with its colours and its sounds and its intolerable ordinariness, the boringness of it all, and Dean was left standing alone in an alley, peering down at another violated body, another life extinguished.

He went home. He showered. Got into bed beside a sleeping Moira and thought about the manic state he must go into during those spaces he couldn’t remember.

He suspected most people were born with some capacity for contentment that he’d never been given. They could watch the sunset and feel at peace. They could hold their children and feel whole. They could love and be loved, and it was enough. For him, it had never been enough. The masks, the performances, the careful construction of a life that meant nothing to him—all of it was just a form of waiting.

Waiting for the next time.

Waiting for the release that came when he finally gave in.

Moira stirred, murmuring something in her sleep, and somewhere beneath it all, the quiet voice of his darkness asked if tomorrow would be the morning the police finally arrived at his door.

* * * *

Another week came, and with it the slow unfolding of London entering the festive season. The streets filled with people buying presents, and Dean walked among them, his collar turned up to shield his neck against the wind.

He was in the waiting period again. The pressure had yet to build into anything of significance, but it lingered on the horizon.

A woman brushed past him on the pavement, her shopping bags swinging, her attention fixed on her phone. She was the kind he favoured—alone, distracted, wrapped up in her own concerns, unaware of the danger that had just passed within arm’s reach.

Dean continued walking. The city continued to breathe around him, alive with the usual dramas of normal lives. Out there, a child laughed, a couple argued, and someone fell in love, and there was Dean, waiting for the darkness to flare again.

And when it did, he’d be ready.


Chapter Sixteen

The heat of the day had settled into the house, unwanted, swelling against the walls, seeping in from outside through cracks in the crappy window frames, refusing to leave. It had become unbearable, and Harriet sweated everywhere. The electric fan in the corner rattled, its blades churning warm air around the living room instead of cool. She sat on the sofa, her hands on her lap, watching the telly without really seeing it. More sweat gathered at the base of her neck, along her hairline, between her fingers.

Dean sat in the armchair to her right. “Do you want the window open?”

Harriet shook her head without looking at him. “The curtains have to stay shut.”

“I know. I’m asking if you want the window open, though. You can still keep the curtains closed.”

“Mrs Parr walks her dog around this time. She’ll hear us talking, then stop to listen. She’ll want to work out who I’m talking to.”

Dean took a long drink from his bottle of beer. “So, we’ll stay quiet.”

Why can’t he shut up about the fucking window?

He’d been slowly getting on her nerves more and more as the evening had progressed. Dean obviously wasn’t picking up on that, but she shouldn’t be surprised. He wasn’t exactly good at thinking of anyone but himself. So long as he was all right, then nothing else mattered.

“As long as we don’t talk about who I am, that I escaped, or that I’ve been in prison, what would it matter if she heard what we said?” he asked.

She wanted to belt him. “Because she can twist things to sound worse than what they are. Say you said you were sweating then grunted, she’d tell everyone we were having sex. Just leave the window alone, all right?”

“Tetchy.”

“It’s hot, and I’m pissed off.”

“No need to take it out on me.”

She was about to apologise but didn’t bother.

The news came on, a segment about the recent heatwaves, interviews with farmers who’d had their crops scorched, then advice about staying hydrated. Harriet had the horrible feeling of being boxed in. The house seemed smaller than it had before Dean had arrived, the air growing thicker with every breath. She was so used to living alone that having him here affected her more than she’d thought it would.

The screen filled with an image. Dean’s photograph stared back at her.

“Shit,” he said, hurling himself forward to sit more upright. “Shit, shit, shit.”

He’d known people were looking for him, but she supposed actually seeing it, hearing it, on the news was a different matter. Harriet closed her hand around the remote, turning up the volume, her whole body going cold then hot. The segment went on about Dean being on a work detail at Fallshore Manor, a sighting of him in a village she didn’t catch the name of, and someone who thought they’d seen him heading towards the outskirts of London.

The idea that the police had been joining the dots from the manor onwards gave her the chills. With so much CCTV nowadays, they could so easily follow the trail to here. What if a neighbour now put two and two together and remembered him knocking on the door?

Harriet shook with the worry of it all.

I should never have been so stupid as to let him in.

The news moved on to another story—letting balloons off to commemorate the passing of someone’s death. A wildlife expert came on to tell a story about a duck that had choked on a popped balloon and died.

“Everyone will be watching out for you now,” Harriet said, “if they weren’t already.”

“You said everyone around here already watches everyone else.” He set the bottle down on the side table.

Harriet thought about the man two houses down who washed his car every Sunday and usually noticed everything that moved on the street when he wasn’t out at work. The new family across the green. Mrs Parr and all the others. Eventually, someone was going to cotton on that Harriet was twitchy and nervous lately. The truth would come out somehow. Even if that happened after Dean had gone, she’d still be in trouble.

“Harriet. Harriet, look at me.”

She didn’t want to. Pressure pushed against her chest, filling her lungs with cotton wool, each breath difficult to take in. It was so fucking muggy. The fan whirred, moving the hot air from one side of the room to the other, accomplishing nothing.

“Harriet.”

The sound of his voice was doing her head in. God, she wanted to punch him. She met his eyes. They were darker than usual, or perhaps that was just the dim lighting, but it gave him a well sinister look.

“I didn’t plan…” he said.

“Plan what?”

“For you to worry like you are.”

“I’ve only got myself to blame for letting you in.” She may as well say it before he did. “And let’s be honest, I doubt you really care about any worry on my part, you just need somewhere to doss.”

“It was the only place I could think of to come, otherwise I wouldn’t have bothered you with all this.”

“So you said, and I’m supposed to believe you’re sincere when you say that.”

“I am. I didn’t expect—”

“What, for your face to be on the news?”

“Well, I hoped it wouldn’t be.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped together. Sweat glistened on his hairy forearms. “I came here because I didn’t know where else to go. No one cares about me like you do. Did. Whatever.”

The words were stuffed with a history that Harriet didn’t fancy dissecting. And part of her whispered that he was lying. All this ‘no one cares about me like you do’ bollocks. He was softening her up for something, she knew it. She’d bet he wanted sex or to stay for longer.

The news continued, cycling through yet more stories—a political scandal, a fire, a local charity drive for the food bank—and then his face returned, a small box in the corner of the screen. The newsreader recapped Dean’s story, repeating the warning not to approach him, to contact authorities immediately if he was spotted. Then it was gone, replaced by the weather forecast, another week of oppressive heat, no relief in sight, get your fucking sunscreen out else you’ll burn, ladies and gentlemen.

Dean stood, moved to the window, and she watched for any indication that he might do something reckless, like fling the curtains wide and give the neighbours a good view of him. But he only stood there, his back to her, his head tilted as if he listened to something she couldn’t hear. He stepped back from the window, returned to the armchair, and lowered himself into it.

“I doubt anyone’s standing on their front grass watching your house,” he said.

“You don’t know that.” God, she sounded paranoid. Maybe he was only trying to make her feel better, so she shouldn’t be so snappy, because what she’d said was true—it was her decision to let him in. She could have said no.

“I know that people are self-involved,” he said. “I know that everyone in this country is more worried about their own problems than their neighbour’s business.”

“You already said everyone here watches everyone else. Make your mind up.”

“All right. Everyone in the country except in this area, but even then, it’s human nature to perk up when they see or hear something unusual. For a strange car, someone acting odd. They’re not watching for a man sitting on a sofa with his old friend.”

Friend, not lover. Harriet absorbed this, turning it over in her mind. She wanted to believe him—she’d always wanted to believe him, even when she knew better—but the knowledge that his picture was out there, that people had seen it, that they were now on the lookout, had her stomach clenching with fear.

A knock came then, sharp and sudden. Harriet flinched, slapping a hand to her chest. Dean sprang up on his feet, crossing to the window, pressing himself against the wall beside the curtain. What did he think would happen, he’d melt into it?

God, he really needs to leave. I can’t stand him being here.

She opened her mouth to tell him that, but he held a finger up.

“It’s not your door,” he whispered. “Listen.”

She did. The knock came again. It had been loud, but it had come from elsewhere—two houses down, maybe three, now she came to think about it properly instead of panicking. Footsteps thudded, probably on the pavement, voices low and urgent, and then another knock, this one louder, closer.

Dean peered out at the edge of the curtain. “Don’t go all daft, but it’s the police.”

The hairs on her arms stood up. Don’t go all daft? Was this a fucking joke to him? Of course she’d go daft when he mentioned coppers, for fuck’s sake.

Instead of ranting all that at him, which would do no good anyway, she said, “What?”

He licked his lips. “Looks like they’re checking houses.”

“Checking fucking houses? As in going inside? Oh my God, they can’t come in here. Switch the bloody light off so they don’t knock on my door.”

“They’ll see it go off.”

“How?”

“Around the edges of the bastard curtains! Best to just leave it like you went out with them shut and you left the lights on.” He peeked out again. “Shh, they’re coming.”

She listened more carefully now, and yes, she could hear it—the clipped, official cadence of someone going door to door, asking questions, showing badges or whatever it was these days. Another knock, nearer now, and she made out the specific words: “Police. Sorry to trouble you. We’re checking in the neighbourhood. Has anyone unusual or a stranger been in the area?”

“Jesus Christ,” she whispered. This was all too close for comfort.

“Harriet.” Dean stared at her. “If they come here, don’t answer.”

She huffed—did he think she was stupid? “I wasn’t going to, you bloody moron.”

“Good, and I’m not a moron. Stay here. Don’t move.”

“Where would I bloody go?”

If they check the shed, you’re in the shit, and if they see Dean, you’re going down.

He crossed the room, slipping out, and going by the noise, he walked down the hallway towards the back of the house. The soft click of the back door being locked reached her—she hadn’t even thought to do that.

More footsteps. Where had he gone now? Upstairs?

Please, please don’t let them come here.

The knocks continued, each one nearer than the last, and every time, her stomach flipped. Harriet sat as still as she could, considering she shook, her breathing shallow and fast. The voices grew louder—neighbour’s voices, answering questions, providing information, and then footsteps on her path, the scrape of shoes on the concrete, the sound of knuckles against her door.

“Hello?” a woman called through the letterbox. “If anyone’s home, please answer so we know you’re safe.”

Harriet didn’t move. She held back a scream. The woman knocked harder, the loudness obscene in the tension.

“Is anyone home?” A man this time. “We’re just doing wellness checks. I can hear your telly.”

Shit.

Harriet counted the beats of her heart. She was certain, absolutely certain, that they’d knock again, that they’d do something more than stand in her front garden asking her questions.

But they didn’t. Their footsteps retreated, one of them saying, “They might have fallen asleep.” Then the slam of a car door, an engine starting, and the quiet returned to the street, broken only by the murmur of conversations from down the road.

So that was it? The lights and telly were on, the neighbours might well have told them she was a single woman living alone, prime rape and murder material, and the police had fucked off? Not that she wanted them to stay, but fucking hell, was she that low on their priority list?

Dean appeared in the doorway, moving back into the living room. He stood in the middle, looking at her. “I was upstairs watching. They’re gone, the ones at the door.”

“For now.”

“For now. Others are still out there, though.” He nodded, his hands shaking, a tremor he was trying to hide by clasping his fingers together into a double fist. “They’ll be back, probably tomorrow. And the day after. This is how these things work.”

“Then you need to leave.”

“Yeah.”

Harriet stood, walked to the window, and peered out through the gap at the side of the curtains. A patrol car sat at the far end of the street, its headlights dark, the stripe along the side visible under a streetlamp. Two officers stood on the pavement, talking to Mrs Parr who gestured towards the houses, towards Harriet’s house, undoubtedly providing information, answering questions. The officers listened, nodded, made notes.

“Mrs Parr’s telling them about me,” she said.

“You can’t know that. And she doesn’t know I’m here, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“They’ll be back. And the next time they might not be so polite. They might have a warrant. They might decide that my behaviour’s suspicious.”

“What, because you didn’t open your door, which is your right?”

Panic spiralled inside her. “Maybe I should go out there and ask what’s going on, like I’m thick, just so they know I’m okay. Make out I was in the shower so didn’t hear the knock.”

“There are other options, you know,” he said.

“I don’t want to hear about options that involve me getting in the shit.”

“But you have to hear about them, because the alternative is that we sit here and wait for them to find me, and then you’ll go to prison for hiding me.”

“I’m not going there.”

“We need to move, and we need to move tonight. We’ll sell the contents of those boxes and go and live somewhere else.”

Harriet shook her head. “We? I can’t leave. I have the salon. I have the house. I don’t want—” Hang on a minute. “The contents of those boxes?”

“In the shed.” Dean met her eyes.

Something in his gaze turned her stomach.

“You have the boxes in the shed,” he repeated, like she was a divvo. “The ones you’re storing for that Nabs bloke. You have a way out.”

“No, you do. I’m not touching anything that belongs to him. I heard he’s a nutter when he wants to be. He’ll hurt me.”

“There’s a lot of equipment out there, worth a fortune. You could bribe him into cutting you in on the job he’s got going on.”

What is he on about? “Job? How do you know he’s on a job? And why do I have to be involved? Why do I have to run, too? And when the hell did you go in the shed?”

“Earlier.”

“You what?”

“I broke into the shed and I opened the boxes, finding equipment, high-end electronics.”

“Dean—”

“And I had an idea.” He stepped closer. “We take the boxes. We load them into your car tonight. We drive to meet a contact I know, sell everything. And then we disappear. Really disappear. New names, new faces, new lives.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Listen to me. The police are going to find me here eventually. And what happens to you then? What happens to the woman who harboured an escaped prisoner? What happens to the hairdresser with the shed full of stolen gear?”

“I didn’t know they were stolen.” I guessed, though.

“Nabs knew they were. And now, by keeping them for him, you’re an accomplice.” Dean reached out, took her hand, his grip sweaty and firm. “But if we take them, if we sell them, then we walk away with enough money to start over. And Nabs becomes the police’s problem, not you.”

Harriet stared at him, blood pulsing in her temples, the summer heat boiling her skull. She thought about the boxes and Nabs, him paying her in cash, the police car at the end of the street, the officers talking to Mrs Parr, the systematic search that would only grow more intense with each passing day.

If she stayed, she could make out she hadn’t seen Dean, it was as simple as that. Unless he did an anonymous call and told them where he’d been. But would he risk getting caught after making the call? The police could trace them so well these days.

“And if I say no?” she asked, wanting him to be clear so she knew exactly where his warped mind had gone.

Dean’s grip on her hand tightened and then released. “Then I leave. Try to make it on my own. And you never see me again.”

Really?

Emotion swept across his face—regret, calculation, she couldn’t tell anymore, but she picked up on his emotional manipulation. She hadn’t told him that the twins had messaged her about Nabs, that they had him on their radar for whatever reason. Things were getting messy, and she wanted to scream, wanted Nabs and Dean out of her life.

“But I’m not going to make it by myself,” he said. “You know that as well as I do. They’ll find me in a ditch somewhere, dehydrated and starving, and they’ll put me back in prison for the rest of my sentence plus a new load of years, and it’ll be your fault because you didn’t go with me so I could put the gear in your car. They’re looking for a man on his own, not a couple. You could help me but choose not to. You can’t have ever loved me if you’d let that happen.”

Anger burned. “That’s emotional abuse. It’s coercive control.”

“It’s survival. It’s doing whatever I need to in order to get by.” He stepped back and ran a hand through his hair.

Sweat slid down her spine, the taste of fear at the back of her throat. The months she’d spent with Dean in the past, the love she’d felt, the blindness she’d chosen, she’d convinced herself she was just a victim of his charm, an innocent caught in a web she hadn’t woven, but she wasn’t innocent. She’d known what he was, had known it from the beginning—a mean bastard when he wanted to be—and had opted to look the other way because it was less upsetting than seeing, in admitting. And now, sitting in her living room with his proposition hanging in the air, she was forced to confront a truth she’d been avoiding for years.

That she might just do whatever this man asked, regardless of what he’d done, because it was the easier option.

How pathetic was that? How desperate was she to pretend he cared?

“Wait,” she said. “Let me think.”

Dean nodded and sat in the armchair. He watched her, waited, said nothing. The television murmured in the background, an advert for car insurance, a man promising protection and peace of mind.

Harriet thought about the logistics—loading the boxes in the dark, driving through the night, meeting a stranger in a warehouse to sell the goods. The risks, the legal consequences, the possibility of getting caught. And as well as all of that, she thought about something else, which had been growing in her chest since the moment she’d seen Dean’s face on the news.

That he’d picked her for a reason. He’d come to her door, out of the blue, with nowhere else to go, or so he’d said. He’d come to her because she was safe. Useful? An escaped prisoner showing up at the home of a woman who was storing merchandise he could sell—to a contact already in place… Was it a coincidence?

“You knew,” she said, to see his reaction. “About the boxes. Before you escaped. You knew.”

Dean rested his hands on his knees, his face blank. Harriet searched his expression for denial, for surprise, for any clue she was wrong, but she wasn’t. She could see it in the way he held himself, in the slight tension around his eyes.

“How long have you known about Nabs giving me shit to store?” she asked.

Nabs has been in the nick recently, remember. What if they got chatting? What if the ‘plan’ Dean mentioned involves Nabs?

“Long enough,” he said.

“And the boxes?” she asked. “Did you arrange it so they’d be here when you needed them?”

“Does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

“Why? What difference does it make? The boxes are here, the contents are valuable, and we can use them to get out of this situation. The only question is whether you’re willing to help.”

What was this ‘we’ all about? It was because he needed her car. For her to drive, to stop and get petrol, while he slid down the seat and hid his face under the peak of a baseball cap.

Something shifted inside her, a hardening of resolve, a clearing of the fog that had clouded her judgment for so long about him. He was a rapist, a killer, a bastard—face it, Harriet, for fuck’s sake! She looked at Dean and saw him clearly. Not the man who’d swept her off her feet. A user, a manipulator, someone who saw people as tools to be discarded once he didn’t need them anymore.

“The answer’s no,” she said.

Dean stared at her. “What?”

“No. I’m not helping you steal the boxes. I’m not helping you sell them to your contact. I’m not helping you destroy my life so you can start over.” Harriet stood, the sweat drying on her neck with the rapid motion. “I’m not going to help you commit another crime.”

Dean didn’t move for ages. Then, slowly, he stood, and Harriet was struck by how his presence seemed to fill the room. He walked towards her, stopped close enough that his breath heated her face, and she forced herself to stand her ground, to not flinch, to not back down.

He studied her. A smile twitched, there and gone, and then he stepped back, walked to the window, and looked through the side gap in the curtains.

“I’ll leave tonight,” he said, his back to her. “I’ll have to take your car.”

“And then?”

“And then I’ll figure it out.” He turned to her. “You’re making a mistake, Harriet. You could have had a new life, a fresh start, enough money to never worry about anything again. But you chose to stay here, in this house, in this life.”

“I didn’t choose you bringing trouble to my door.” And I don’t believe what’s in those boxes is worth as much as you’re making out.

“I need you to understand something. Reece is obviously going to find out about the boxes going missing.”

“Reece?”

“Fuck’s sake. Nabs. He’s going to come looking for them, and he’s going to ask you questions. You’d better hope he doesn’t find a reason to turn nasty on you.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“It’s a warning. Don’t tell him I took the boxes. If he suspects you agreed even for a second, he’s going to come after you. And there’s nothing I can do to stop it from wherever I’ll be.”

Fear curled in her stomach, spreading through her limbs, but she refused to let it show on her face. “I’ll handle Nabs. That’s my problem, not yours.”

“Everything’s your problem once I leave. But ah well, that’s the choice you’ve made. You chose to stay in this shit life.”

“When did I say it was shit?”

Then he was gone, upstairs, leaving her alone in her too-bastard-hot living room with the fan whirring and the television murmuring and his presence in her home sitting on her shoulders. She watched the gap in the curtains, wishing she could close her eyes and, when she opened them again, he wouldn’t be here, and everything would be back to normal.

But it wasn’t.


Chapter Seventeen

Nabs had learned the weight of someone else’s gaze years ago. Not the casual glance that slid off you, but something that lingered. The kind of looking that left a phantom imprint against your skin. And tonight, inside The Eagle, that weight had been a hell of a lot.

He’d stood at the bar, pint raised to his lips, every instinct screaming at him to move but with no visible proof he had anything to worry about. Someone had been watching, he’d sensed it.

Those fucking twins or their men, had to be.

Why, when he’d agreed to pay them a chunk of his earnings?

He’d gone into the corridor that led to the loos but walked out via the rear door, still feeling eyes on him even though no one had been there. He’d left the yard by vaulting the fence, then walked the streets, head down but eyes up. Three streets over, he’d doubled back. Cut through the car park behind a chemist, emerging onto a residential road, passing parked cars with careful attention to whether someone sat inside. Nothing. No headlights behind him, no silhouettes in doorways.

Maybe he was wrong. Maybe it had been his imagination. He could just be paranoid after he’d lost that last tail. The twins might not even have him under surveillance.

And maybe pigs can fly.

His car was where he’d left it, parked over the road from the pub. Nabs unlocked it remotely, listening for the blip and, spotting the flash of the hazards, he slid inside. He sat in the darkness and checked the mirrors, all three of them, scanning the street behind him.

Nothing.

But the unease in his gut didn’t lessen. If anything, it deepened.

He turned the key. The engine caught and purred, familiar and reliable. Nabs pulled out, indicating. It was time to end the game, but first, he needed a quick kip, then he had somewhere he needed to be.


Chapter Eighteen

Harriet opened the kitchen window, hoping for a breeze, but the only thing that moved was the blind, although it barely stirred in the stagnant atmosphere. She stood at the sink, running cool water over the insides of her wrists, trying to find some relief from the oppressive heat. Dean was in the little loo; they’d just finished a cuppa. It sounded stupid to drink a hot drink when you were already hot, but it had worked a little, just not enough.

The sound of a car door slamming had her freezing in place.

Had someone come to collect Dean? Had he decided that using her car would be too dangerous for her? Harriet lived in the last house at the end of a row, so someone parking outside it was only there to visit her. It was past one in the morning, and the only sound should have been the distant hum of traffic. Had he secretly used her phone to ring someone?

She turned off the tap, her heart pounding.

She quickly rushed into the hallway to hiss through the toilet door, “Someone’s here. Don’t come out.”

“Shit.”

She went into the now-dark living room and looked out. A figure emerged from a car. Nabs. What the hell did he want? His footsteps tapped on the path—too loud, too hurried. She tried to make herself look calm, though her pulse raced in her throat.

The knock came, three raps, like he was trying to wake the dead. She cursed him and opened the door before he could knock again and wake the neighbours. In the light from her hallway, sweat gleamed on his forehead. His gaze darted past her into the house. Was he expecting to see Dean?

“We need to talk.” He pushed past her without waiting for an invitation to come in. “Now.”

Harriet closed the door behind him, her mind racing. “It’s late, Nabs. Whatever it is, can’t it wait until morning?”

He was already heading towards the kitchen. “No, it can’t, which is why I’m here.”

She followed him. “What’s going on?”

“We’re moving the boxes tonight. Right now.”

There was that ‘we’ again.

A knot twisted in her stomach. Dean was going to go off his head if those boxes were removed before he could take them. But then what was best for her? That she stuck by Nabs, because Dean would fuck off, leaving her to face the music.

“Tonight?” she asked.

Nabs unlocked the back door. “There’s a crim on the loose, remember. Escaped from prison—well, he was on a work placement. You must know the police have been swarming the area like flies on shit.”

“What’s that got to do with you?” She wanted to see if he’d lie to her.

“Those boxes can’t stay here. If the coppers start sniffing around, if they decide to question you, your shed is the last place I want my merchandise.” He cocked his head. “Actually, I’d better have a piss first.”

He brushed past her and into the hallway.

“You can’t go in there.” The words came out too quickly. She could have kicked herself.

Nabs paused, his fingers still on the door handle, and looked at her with slitted eyes. “And why not?”

Harriet’s mind screamed at her to think of something, anything, to stop him from opening that door. If he discovered it was locked, he might try to get it open. If he saw Dean in there, if they hadn’t colluded together about the boxes (such a slim chance she doubted it), Nabs would want to know what the fuck she was playing at having a rapist escapee in her gaff.

“It’s a mess in there,” she said, hoping she sounded casual. “I haven’t cleaned up—the customers have used it.”

“So? I’ll only be a minute.”

He pulled at the handle.

Harriet shot her hand out to stop him. “Nabs, I’m serious. You can’t go in there.”

They stood there, both of them frozen in their stalemate. Nabs was stronger than her, easily, even though he was thin and wiry, and if he wanted to push her out of the way, he could.

Something in her voice seemed to give him pause. “What’s going on? What’s in there that you don’t want me to see?”

“Nothing. I just—”

“Have you got someone else’s gear stashed in there?”

“No.” She took a breath. “I don’t want you using a dirty toilet. Someone did a shit and left a mess, all right? Happy now you know?”

He stared then released the handle. “Fine. Fine. I’ll piss in your garden.”

She nodded, grateful for the reprieve but confused as to why he’d choose the garden over the bathroom upstairs. She led him back to the kitchen. The blind had stilled.

“Where exactly are you moving them to?” She opened the drawer to take out a torch. “If the police are watching the streets—”

“That’s why I’m here. The police aren’t round this way at the minute, so it’s safe to get them out.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do, all right? I’ve got a mate with a lock-up on the other side of town. It’s not ideal, but it’s better than here. I don’t get why you’re so bothered. This is for your benefit.” He took the torch from her, testing it with a click of the On button. The beam flashed bright. “Right. Let’s get this done.”

“I don’t need to be out there with you—you don’t seem to have a bad back any more like you did when you dropped them off. Remember, you said you needed my help because of sciatica?”

“Err, yeah. Fair enough.” He walked out into the dark.

“Wait,” she said. “Can I at least know what’s in the boxes now?” Again, she wanted to see if he lied to her. Or if his description matched Dean’s.

You want to know if Dean lied. Again.

He turned, his face half illuminated by the kitchen light spilling outside. “Does it matter?”

“Yes. I’ve had six boxes of God knows what in my garden. My neighbours could have seen you carrying them in, even though it was dark. The police could have knocked on my door asking questions. I think I deserve to know.”

A smile crept across his face. “You know what? I’ve always liked you. If you must know, it’s electronics. High-end stuff—tablets, laptops, jammer gadgets. Top-of-the-line gear needed for a job some people I know will be doing.”

“That’s quite a favour you’ve done for them by getting me to stash them.”

“Yeah, well. One of them has done me favours before, he’s a mate. This is just returning the gesture.”

“And this mate of yours—is he the escaped prisoner, Dean?”

Nabs’s expression didn’t change, his poker face excellent. “Why would you ask that?”

She shrugged. “You mentioning the breakout, talking about your ‘mate’. It doesn’t take a genius to connect the dots. Is it Dean?”

“Dean?” he asked.

“You know him, don’t you?”

“I know of him. Everyone knows of him. A fucking rapist and murderer. Why the hell do you think I’d have anything to do with him?”

Harriet forced a laugh—if Dean wasn’t lying to her and he knew Nabs, why was Nabs denying it? Should she call him Reece to see what he said?

Don’t be a dickhead. That’s just inviting trouble.

“No reason,” she said. “Just curious. My thoughts run away with me.”

“You’ve got a good imagination, I’ll give you that, but you should be careful where you use it. Now, the boxes…”

With Nabs outside having a wee, she went to the loo door and told Dean to stay where he was. Nabs came back in to put the torch on the side in the kitchen, which negated why he’d bothered taking it outside in the first place.

“What’s this?” he asked.

Or has he come back in to snoop? Catch me out?

She turned.

Nabs stood at the sink, staring at the bowl.

“Have someone round, did you?” he asked.

“A customer, yeah.”

He touched the cups. “A customer. At this time of the morning? The cups are still warm.”

“People visit each other. It’s not a crime.”

He stepped away from the sink, moving slowly, giving her space, scanning the room, taking in every detail. “Where’s your customer now?”

“Gone.”

He stared at her. “They’d better not be in that loo…”

He marched past her and into the hallway, yanking on the toilet door and opening it. The little room stood empty (thank fuck). Nabs frowned then ran through to the living room, then upstairs, as though he had every right. Harriet stood by the front door, shaking, waiting for him to find Dean.

Nabs came back down. “Seems you were telling the truth. They’ve gone.”

She let out a sigh of relief. “Right, you’d best be off while you can. Like you said, the police are sniffing round. You wouldn’t want to get caught with that lot in your car, would you.”

She entertained warning him about the twins but thought better of it. She needed him gone with those boxes—yesterday.


Chapter Nineteen

While Nabs sorted the boxes, Harriet stood in the kitchen, her phone in her hand, her life really going to shit now. A message from Moira glowed on the screen, those few words rearranging everything.

Moira: I can’t sleep because I need to check something. I thought I saw a man at your upstairs window when I left yours earlier. Do you have a fella or…?

Harriet’s thumb hovered over the keyboard, but no words came. What could she possibly type? That the man Moira had seen was real, very real, and was currently fuck knows where, hiding from Nabs? That she’d been harbouring an ex-lover who Moira had just so happened to have been married to?

She glanced towards the hallway and the little loo door. How had Dean got out without either of them hearing?

Moira’s message sat in her palm, a grenade. Harriet could pull the pin if she wanted to. She could blow everything wide open and get Dean back for using her all those years ago. She’d have the ultimate revenge.

The phone buzzed again.

Moira: You haven’t replied, and you could be asleep, but I’m too worried to let this go. The twins are on their way round to check on you. I asked them to make sure you’re okay. They’ll be there in twenty minutes. They said it might have been Nabs I saw? Who’s that?

Harriet’s stomach dropped. Twenty minutes to get rid of Dean and Nabs before The Brothers arrived at her door. It was pointless messaging Moira back to tell her to call them off, because they’d come anyway, to double-check.

And I swerved their question about knowing Nabs, and if he’s here when they arrive, they’re going to find out the truth. For fuck’s sake!

She moved quickly, all hesitation burned away by urgency, and ran upstairs, searching each room. She found Dean behind the guest room door, somewhere Nabs had probably neglected to check.

“Dean, listen to me,” she whispered. “You need to leave. Someone saw you in the window and messaged me about it. The bloody twins are on their way here to check on me.” She couldn’t tell him it was Moira in case he went after her for it.

“They’ll search the house,” he said.

“Yes. So you need to—”

“Yeah. Okay, the shed it is.”

“But Nabs is still out there!”

He ignored her, coming out from behind the door to pull on his anorak. A strange discord settled over her. He’d become someone else now, harder, calculating, and she supposed he’d have to be. He was on the run, and the twins were coming. He had a shifty look about him, so much so it set off her suspicions again.

“Dean.” She reached out and touched his arm. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing.”

She wanted to believe him, God, she did, but something cold had lodged itself in her chest, and it wouldn’t melt with his lie. As she’d thought earlier, something was off.

“Fine,” she said. “And Dean—if they find you, I don’t know you other than you used to live in Moira’s street when we were kids. Understand?”

His smile didn’t crinkle the sides of his eyes. “Understood.”

They went downstairs, Harriet determined that Dean could hide behind the shed while Nabs was in there. They left via the kitchen, the torch beam cutting a pale circle through the blackness, then she switched it off in case Nabs saw it through the shed window. Christ, she wasn’t thinking straight. She led Dean across the garden. A sound came from inside the shed, the creak of floorboards under Nabs’s weight. She froze, grabbing Dean’s arm. He froze, too.

“What—” he started.

“I told you Nabs is in there,” she whispered.

They stood there in the darkness as his shadow moved behind the shed’s dirty window. Then the door swung open, Nabs standing there, staring at them. Harriet pointed the torch at him, and he threw up an arm to shield his eyes. She lowered the torch so he could see.

“Well, this is a complication.” Nabs sounded conversational. He dropped his arm.

“Get out of the fucking way,” Dean said.

Harriet and Dean pushed past Nabs into the shed, Harriet closing the door against the night, each of them keeping to their own corner. Harriet put the torch on top of a box, conscious there wasn’t much time for them to talk before she’d have to turn it off so the twins didn’t see the light. Dean leaned on the wall, his arms crossed, his expression neutral. Nabs straightened to his full height, but he made no move towards the boxes or the door.

The men looked at each other and grinned.

Harriet’s stomach rolled over.

“I think,” she said, “someone owes me an explanation—and we only have minutes, by the way, before the twins arrive.”

“What the fuck?” Nabs whisper-shouted.

“A mate’s sent them round,” Harriet said. “Fuck all to do with me.”

She stared from one man to the other. They avoided looking at each other now. Dean moved his weight from foot to foot.

The cold thing in her chest grew colder. Freezing. “Let’s start with you, Nabs. Where did these boxes come from?”

He wiped his hands on his jeans. “I was just—”

“Jesus wept,” Dean said. “Cut the crap, Reece. Just tell her.”

Nabs glared at him. “You don’t get to order me around, Dean. Not here. Not now.”

The use of each other’s names—casual, familiar—confirmed the whispers that had been infiltrating her mind. She recalled Dean arriving at her door, supposedly with nowhere else to go. Her helping Nabs to carry the boxes ages ago, him complaining about back pain. Was that so her fingerprints were on the boxes? Insurance? A way to bribe her into doing whatever he wanted? Or was her mind just in overdrive, thinking things that didn’t exist, like she’d accused Moira of doing?

“How well do you two know each other? Explain that to me. Right now.”

Silence hung there, thick and heavy. Dean uncrossed his arms, pushing himself away from the wall. Nabs took half a step towards the boxes, as if protecting them.

“We did time together,” Dean said.

“That wasn’t what I asked. How well do you know each other?” Harriet felt funny. Lightheaded. She reached out and gripped the edge of a shelf beside her, the wood rough and splintery under her fingers. “And you’re telling me this is a coincidence—both of you being here, both of you knowing me.” A horrible thought hit—had Nabs only made friends with her in the pub because Dean had told him to?

“No, it’s not a coincidence.” Nabs laughed, the cruel bastard. “This”—he gestured at the boxes, at the shed, at the three of them standing there in the darkness with a shot of light coming from the torch—“was the plan. From the beginning.”

The acceptance of the truth, when it came, arrived in shards, and each shard cut Harriet deeper than the last. Dean hadn’t come to her because he had nowhere else to go. He’d come because she’d been useful. All she was to him was a place to stay.

“The boxes came from abroad,” Nabs said.

Dean watched with a calculating expression, and Harriet hated him in that moment—the sodding bastard had wheedled his way in like he had years ago, and now look at him, smug and lording it.

“The shit inside’s stolen,” Nabs went on, “moved through a network of safe houses before it made it here.”

“So you were using my property, using me,” Harriet said, probably unnecessarily, because of course they fucking were. But she needed to hear it out loud—it would properly penetrate her mind then, and she’d accept it better. Accept that Dean had never bloody loved her. “Both of you. Without telling me. What, didn’t you think I could be trusted to know you were in on this together? What am I, the stupid little woman who needs to be kept in the dark?”

“We were going to tell you,” Dean said, and his voice had that same soft, reasonable tone he’d used when he’d first turned up at her door. “Once things calmed down, once we had the goods moved somewhere else. You’d have been paid a wedge. You’d have—”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence. Don’t tell me what I would’ve been. You were going to use me, use my loneliness. Nabs has already been paying me. There wasn’t going to be an extra money from you, Dean. You were going to walk away like none of it mattered.”

She didn’t want to say what ‘it’ was, not in front of Nabs, but then, had Dean clued him in? Did Nabs know she’d had that affair with Dean, one she bloody regretted?

Dean had the grace to glance away. Nabs didn’t bother.

“We needed a safe place,” Nabs said. “No one looks twice at someone like you.”

“Someone like me?” Harriet let out a laugh, hurt and embarrassed by his words. “Is that all I am to you, Dean? A front? A cover story?”

Dean shrugged, and in that shrug she saw exactly what she meant to him.

Fuck all.

“I stupidly let him in,” Harriet said to herself. She saw it all clearly now. “I let him in and I believed every word he said and I thought—”

“You thought he was here for you,” Nabs said, and something flashed in his face that might have been regret, or that he pitied her. “Harriet, I’m sorry. None of this was supposed to involve you getting upset.”

“Getting upset?” She stared at Dean. “I’ve been waiting for something, anything, to make me feel less invisible, and you waltzed in here with your sad eyes, and I let myself believe that I mattered to someone—that I was needed.” She paused, breathing hard, the cold thing in her chest spreading through her whole body. “But I don’t matter, do I? I’m just the convenient shed owner.”

D’you know what? Keep them talking. Let the twins find them.

Dean opened his mouth, then closed it again. Nabs moved from foot to foot, and in the flashlight beam, Harriet caught the glint of something in his hand—a knife, small and silver, that he hadn’t been holding before.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Nabs said, his voice changing from gentle to hard. “You’re going to forget everything you’ve seen and heard tonight. You’re going to go back to your house and tell the twins you’re fine, that there’s nothing to worry about. And me and him are going to finish what we started.”

“Ask him about stealing the boxes off you,” she said to Nabs. “Go on.”

Nabs glared at Dean. “You fucking double-crossing cunt.”

“She’s a liar! I don’t know what’s she’s on about.”

Harriet moved before she could think, grabbing the torch and bringing it down hard on Nabs’s knife arm. He barked out in anger, the knife clattering to the floor, and in that moment of confusion, Dean lunged. He caught Nabs around the waist and slammed him against the wall. Nabs struggled, clawing at Dean’s face. Dean hit him, once, twice, and then they fell to the floor, rolling, grunting, a tangle of limbs and violence.

Harriet stood at the edge of it, torch poised, not knowing whether to hit one of them or call the police or run. Her pulse pounded in her ears, loud enough to drown out the sounds of the struggle. Dean held Nabs’s neck in such a way the man went limp, his eyes closing.

And then, silence.

Oh fuck. He strangled him like he did to me. To that woman he killed!

Dean sat up, panting, his face bloody where Nabs’s nails had torn at his skin. Nabs lay still, chest rising and falling with small breaths.

“You shouldn’t have told him that,” Dean said.

“Piss off.” Harriet lowered the beam and pointed at Nabs. “What the fuck am I meant to tell the twins now? They won’t believe I did that.”

Dean looked at her. “I’ll be gone before they get here, so what do I care? I’ll take Nabs’ car.”

Harriet stared at him. At this stranger who’d masqueraded as a lover. At the criminal who’d just fought Nabs to protect her.

No, stop lying. Stop trying to make it so he loves you. It was to protect himself.

Dean fished in Nabs’ pockets for his keys then moved towards the door, pausing with his hand on the frame. “Tell the twins you heard a noise, came out to check, found the shed open and him inside. Tell them you didn’t know anything about these boxes. All of it will lead back to Nabs. He’ll take the fall for everything.”

“You’re not taking the boxes?”

“There’s no time.”

“He’ll tell them about you when he wakes up.”

Dean smiled. “Yep, but it’ll be okay. I’ll find another way to get money.”

He opened the door and stepped out into the night. Harriet listened to his footsteps fading into silence, then stared down at Nabs, still unconscious. She left, shutting the door, padlocking it so he couldn’t escape, and went into the house. She finally responded to Moira’s message.

Harriet: There’s no one here. No idea what you saw.

She set the phone down and raised the blind to peer out of the kitchen window, towards the shed. Something important had happened in there: in the space between deception and revelation, two men had given her a gift—the truth, hard and painful as it was, and the chance to write her own ending. A chance to stop bloody pretending and face things how they really were instead of dressing it up to suit her emotions and what she could cope with.

She told herself she wasn’t the fool who’d got played, she was a woman who’d opened her door to an old flame, who believed in happily ever after even when it cost her, trying to do a good thing, even when it was so bloody bad.

Outside, a bird sang. A robin, she reckoned. She’d read somewhere about them being awake at night.

She sighed, flicked the kettle on, and waited for the knock on the door.

* * * *

In the kitchen, Harriet blinked. While the kettle had boiled, she’d rehearsed this moment in the theatre of her mind, but it hadn’t played out quite like this. In her rehearsals, she’d acted as though caught off guard that the twins were there, but something like clarity paid her a visit. The sort that came when you realised the game you’d been playing your whole life had suddenly changed its rules—and in order to get what she wanted, she had to learn a new way, a better way. She had to value herself instead of letting people walk all over her. She couldn’t keep acting how she did. She had to face up to everything she’d wallpapered over and inspect what she’d covered up: she was a criminal, desperate for someone to love her or even like her; she was lonely, didn’t have any friends as such, and had sins she had to atone for; she was an outright liar, to herself and others, and should be ashamed of herself. So much for wanting to be a good person. How could she be when she always went down the bad path?

It was time to start again. She couldn’t hack being like this anymore.

How many times have you told yourself that, though, then failed?

The twins seemed to fill the room, and they stared at her, likely waiting for her to blab something to fill the awkward silence. But she wouldn’t. She’d let them state why they were there. Moira had dictated this recent turn of events, but Harriet had to take charge and steer it where it needed to go.

Do the good thing.

“We need to talk,” George said.

“We do.” She swallowed, a pinch of fear creeping in. What if they turned on her? What if she had to be punished for her part in this mess?

Greg sniffed. “Moira’s worried you have Dean here, but we suspect it’s Nabs.”

“Dean was here,” she said. “He forced me to let him in. And my shed… Nabs has been using it. He wanted to store some boxes. He paid me for it but didn’t say at the time what was in them. I’ve only just found out that the pair of them had planned it together, some job or other.” Harriet let her gaze drop. This was a performance—she had to give them something, but only what they expected to see, what she wanted them to see: a woman who’d got in over her head, afraid of two men who’d bullied her into doing what they wanted.

“Yeah, he mentioned a heist.”

God, that’s worse than I thought. “Right. I didn’t know about that. There’s six boxes. They have my fingerprints on them because he said he had a bad back and asked me to help him carry them.” She told them everything she knew regarding the boxes, Nabs, and Dean. Well, not that she’d had an affair with Dean, but the rest.

“Where’s Nabs now?” George asked.

“In the shed. Dean strangled him until he went unconscious.”

“Fuck me. Where’s Dean?”

“I don’t know.”

“He didn’t say where he was going?”

“No.”

Harriet thought of the years she’d spent listening, absorbing other people’s secrets, being invisible, just a hairdresser who clients told their troubles to. She thought of Nabs and his boxes, of these two big dangerous men who’d walked into her house like they owned the place. And all the times she’d kept quiet for others, kept her head down, survived, pretended she was needed, important. Loved.

What a deluded mug.

“I’ll go and open the padlock on the shed, shall I?” she said.

George nodded.


Chapter Twenty

The second December with Dean had rolled around. Time had flown, mainly with Harriet hoping he’d eventually be a normal boyfriend instead of the quick-as-a-flash man he was in bed. Was he only like that with her? Was he better with Moira? Or did he see Harriet as nothing but a fast romp in the sack? Surely if he cared about her, he’d spend more time making it good for her, but he never had, which begged the same old question: What am I even doing with him?

She supposed she stayed with him because he was the only one who’d taken any notice of her in a long time. The status of being with someone was better than not, even if she was unhappy. She could admit it now that she’d been kidding herself into thinking that one day he would say he wanted to be with her and not his wife, that he’d held back emotionally because he couldn’t afford to get properly involved, but love had snuck in, and now he couldn’t deny it anymore—he loved Harriet and wanted a divorce.

Yeah, right.

Maybe the time for hoping was over. She really should see things for what they were, that he was using her, and he was so quick during sex because there were no feelings, she was just a hole he could stick his dick into. But it was so much easier to fantasise and pretend that wasn’t the case. At least if she pretended it meant life was brighter. At least she could chat to her customers, saying she was in a steady relationship, even if she wouldn’t tell them who it was. It made her feel like she was the same as them, she belonged, like in a special kind of club that she’d always been excluded from before.

The wind cut through her coat as she pushed open the door to the Black Swan, the now-familiar refuge, although she still popped into the Lamb and Flag on the nights she wasn’t meeting Dean. Her gaze found him immediately. He sat in their usual corner, holding a pint that, going by the condensation on the glass, was as cold as the weather. He didn’t look up and offer a smile, and she questioned, like she had when she’d been getting ready to come out tonight, why she bothered with a man like him. Someone so…uninterested in her lately.

“You’re early.” She slid into the seat across from him.

“Finished work. Didn’t have anywhere else to be.”

That was wrong. Dean always had somewhere else he could be in her opinion—with his kids. Should she be glad he’d rather be here, waiting for her, than with them or on the sofa with Moira? Or should she be warning herself that if she thought they could run away together into the sunset and they had children, he wasn’t exactly going to come home to her or be with them either. She’d become the new Moira, cast aside and alone, looking after children while he was out with another woman.

She knew all these things, all the bad things about him, but time and again she chose to sweep it all under the carpet. She got on her own nerves for doing it.

He looked at her. “You’re staring at me.”

“Sorry.” She forced a laugh and reached for the menu. “Long day, so I zoned out.”

They ordered (pie and mash). They ate (it tasted bland). The stilted conversation circled around nothing much—the weather, the Christmas holidays, work—but never touched on anything that really mattered. Dean’s answers came out clipped, his attention constantly drifting to the door, to the telly in the corner, to somewhere else…women, she’d bet, but she wouldn’t know because she hadn’t followed his gaze that way. To follow it over there meant she might get upset.

She stroked his hand across the table, and he pulled back.

What the fuck was wrong with him tonight?

To be honest, it was more than just tonight. He’d gradually been getting stranger and stranger in the year she’d been seeing him. There had been two occasions where he’d been especially abrupt and abrasive for no reason, treating her like a piece of shit, and there she was, every time, sitting there hoping he’d go back to being the Dean that first night in the Lamb and Flag, flirty and potentially good boyfriend material.

He’d proved otherwise.

Why couldn’t she end it with him?

In the taxi to the B&B (a ritual she was secretly beginning to hate), he stared out of the window at the Christmas decorations, lights twinkling in the darkness. It must be stress keeping him quiet. Everyone had stress. Christmas was a financial and emotional pressure cooker. The distant look in his eyes was just preoccupation, and the absence of his hands on her body during the taxi ride meant nothing.

She told herself a great many things in those twenty minutes, and she believed every single one of them until they reached room four and Dean’s hands found her throat. The roughness that had once felt exciting now felt like danger. When she gagged for oxygen and tears streamed down her face, Dean didn’t seem to notice or care.

He finished and got off her.

“You were…” She stopped, unsure how to articulate it. His hands had lingered too long again until she’d almost blacked out. And she actually wanted to tell him that he was crap in bed, selfish, that she’d never had a chance to have an orgasm, but what was the point? As long as she kept turning up at the pub and getting in taxis with him, she was basically telling him that what he offered was good enough. “Never mind.”

The ache in her throat would be bruises by the morning, and she’d have to wear a silk scarf at work. Again.

She sighed, so sick of herself for not walking away.

* * * *

He phoned her on the night before Christmas Eve, asking to meet at a hotel instead of their usual haunt. She almost declined but sprayed on the perfume he’d bought her and went anyway, a weak-willed, hating-herself woman who needed to grow up.

The Majestic was nicer than anywhere they’d been before. Christmas trees stood in the lobby, their lights flowing from gold to silver to blue in waves. Dean had booked a large room with a king-sized bed and windows that overlooked the city, and, standing in that beautiful space, high above the world on the fifteenth floor, Harriet allowed herself to hope.

Maybe this was his way of apologising for his weird behaviour recently. Maybe the nice hotel represented a new beginning, a return to the man she’d fallen in love with, if she even had.

But who was that? Because he certainly wasn’t anything to write home about.

No, he wasn’t. This attachment she had to him was all on her.

They ordered room service and ate at the small table in near silence, the television providing background noise. The news was on, and Harriet glanced up.

“…bringing the total to four victims. All women between the ages of twenty and thirty, all strangled and left in public spaces. Police are asking anyone with information to come forward.”

Dean’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth.

Harriet watched him, dread unfurling in her stomach. “That’s horrible. Four women now.”

“Mmm.” He put the fork down, his attention on the screen.

“Those poor women.”

“It must make you think about where you walk, though.” Dean sounded clinical. “Which alleys are safe. Which dark spaces you should avoid. Whether the footsteps behind you signal danger.”

“I don’t go down alleys anymore, not since the first woman was found.” Harriet reached for her wine, her hand unsteady. So many people were talking about the killer, and it had been the main topic of conversation in her salon every time a woman went missing.

On the television, the reporter said something about police investigations and safety tips for women. Now he seemed more animated, she’d say what she had to say. She couldn’t keep it in any longer.

“Dean.” She set down the glass. “What’s going on with you lately? You’ve been…I don’t know. Different.”

“Different how?”

“I just—” She struggled to name the thing that had been growing between them. It wasn’t just space and distance. “Distracted. Distant. And in bed—” She stopped, unsure how to continue without sounding like she was accusing him of being a shit lover.

“In bed what?” His eyes met hers.

She wasn’t going to be able to do it. Say it. He seemed about to explode. It must have been the bed comment. Did he know he was shit and didn’t care?

“Never mind.” She looked away, towards the window and the city, all glittering lights. They were so high up she hadn’t bothered shutting the curtains, and no one would see him strangle her if he had a mind.

* * * *

Later, after sex, they lay in bed, a cold strip between them that felt wider than the physical distance. Harriet stared at the ceiling and tried not to think about the latest woman whose body had been found in an alley. Whose throat had been squeezed until the life had left her body, a suggestion she’d been violated after death.

Harriet rested her hand on her throat. He’d become more alive when they’d discussed the news. That wasn’t so unusual, loads of people liked talking about crime, and reading about it, watching it on the telly. Didn’t mean they were weird, just curious.

An expert on the news had said the killer had likely started as a stalker, then progressed to raping, then moving on to kill those he’d followed and violated. Harriet couldn’t imagine even thinking of doing something like that, so whoever it was, they were sick in the head.

“You’re thinking too loud.” Dean’s voice came out of the darkness. “I can hear you from here.”

“Sorry. Can’t sleep.”

He shifted, and the mattress moved as he turned towards her. She made out his open eyes.

“Thinking about the murders?” he asked.

“Everyone’s thinking about the murders. It’s all over the news.”

“True.” He was quiet for a while. “Funny thing, though.”

“What?”

“How similar they all are. The locations. Alleys.”

“Have you been following the case, then?”

“It’s all anyone’s talking about. He might change location one day. Mix it up. Get the police guessing.”

“They’ll catch him either way in the end.”

“The stupid cows should have been more vigilant.” He’d said it more to himself than her.

Shock powered through her. “That’s sick.” Her voice came out too high. “Those were real people with families, and you’re acting like it’s their fault a man stalked them, raped them, then killed them.”

“They were women who made themselves easy targets.”

“I can’t believe you actually think that. I’m going to go.”

“Where? It’s two in the morning.”

“Home.”

He laughed, the sound like nothing she’d heard from him before, cold and mean.

“Home to what? No one’s there. No one else wants you.”

She didn’t have him. She’d never really had him at all. And he’d resorted to that old chestnut now? That no one else wanted her? Well, fuck him!

“What are you?” she asked. “What are you really?”

He sat up then. His eyes had changed, becoming flat and calculating. The set of his jaw suggested he was making a decision, running calculations, thinking of options.

“I’m a lot of things,” he said. “But what I won’t be any more is the man who sticks his dick in you.”

Oh God, he was foul, so why did she feel so upset?

“You’re finishing it?”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t supposed to last this long.”

The burgeoning bruises on her throat throbbed. Four women now, the news had said. Four women who’d never go home again. And this bloke here, he thought they were stupid cows. Why the fuck did she want to cling on to the joke that he was, and the pretence that he’d give her the married life she wanted eventually? Because he bloody wouldn’t.

You’re a deluded bitch.

“Dean.” Tears streamed down her face without her permission. “Please. Whatever this is…whatever you’re doing… I need you to tell me. Are those women…is it… Are you—?”

He considered what she’d said, his head cocked. Then he smiled again, and in that smile, Harriet saw everything she needed to see. He didn’t care about her.

“You remember that night in the alley?” he asked. “How scared you were? How you thought I’d hurt you?”

She remembered. Especially how she’d packed it all away inside her head so she could fool herself into believing it didn’t exist.

“Do you think the killer is me?” he asked.

Now she’d had time to think about it, she’d be a right fanny to pursue this and say yes. If he was the alley strangler, then God knew what he’d do to her if she accused him.

Instead, she shook her head. “Of course I bloody don’t.” She picked up her clothes and got on with dressing.

“Still going home when we’ve got this lovely hotel for the rest of the night?”

“Err, you just ended it with me. Why the hell would I stay around?”

“So you could have my cock one last time.”

She wasn’t going to answer that. He wouldn’t like what she had to say.


Chapter Twenty-One

The first thing Nabs became aware of was the cold. It seeped into his bones, settled itself all over his skin, and made a home in the space between his thoughts. Then came the pain in his wrists, throbbing, insistent. His shoulders screamed from the unnatural angle of his hanging body, arms raised above his head, wrists bound by something metal that bit into his skin every time he so much as breathed.

Where the fuck am I?

He opened his eyes to light. Harsh, white, artificial. It poured at him from somewhere ahead, forcing him to squint against the sudden assault. Beyond it, shadows, thick with a nameless threat. Anyone could be standing there and he wouldn’t know.

He tried to remember how he’d got there. The effort had his head pounding, fragments floating up like specks of food in murky washing-up water. Harriet’s shed, that’s where it had started. Or where it had ended, perhaps—he couldn’t tell anymore which was which in the tangled chronology.

He remembered the boxes, though. The merch, they called it, those men he’d arranged to nick it for, as if it were something as innocent as T-shirts or shoes rather than the product of careful planning and darker intentions.

Harriet had been there. And Dean.

What had they spoken about? He couldn’t recall.

And more importantly, what time was it? Had days passed? Had he missed the agreed time to drop the merch off? If he had, people were going to be livid. He risked having his hands chopped off.

“Awake now, are you?”

The voice came from somewhere beyond the spotlight. Male, creepily quiet.

He knew that voice.

The figure stepped forward from behind the light, emerging into the pool of brightness, a demon from Hell itself. Tall, broad-shouldered, hair swept back. A maniac on legs.

“Nabs,” George said, and there was something almost pleasant in his tone, a politeness that didn’t match the surroundings or Nabs’s situation. “Or should I call you Reece?”

Reece Linton. His full name, the one his mother had given him, the one he hadn’t heard since he was in the nick. Hearing it now, in this place, with this man, sent a fresh wave of fear lancing through his chest, because it meant they’d looked into him and knew exactly who he was.

“I don’t know what you want,” Nabs managed. The words came out cracked, a ruin of the sound they should have been. “You let me go so long as I paid you a cut. I thought we were square. I don’t know where I am. Whatever this is, I haven’t done anything, I haven’t—”

“Do you understand how much trouble you’re in? The question is whether you’re intelligent enough to answer my questions honestly, or if we’ll have to have this conversation in a more…physical manner.”

George, the bastard, moved closer. His expensive clobber looked out of place against the stone walls of wherever this place might be. A suit, tailored. Shiny shoes.

He’s not going to hurt me. There’ll be no blood because he won’t want to get that getup dirty.

“Reece,” George said again.

Nabs shuddered at how his name had sounded filthy coming from that mouth.

“I want to talk to you about the heist.”

“The heist.” Nabs could do that. “I’ve already told you when and where it is. We came to an agreement, remember?”

“Hmm, but we’ve found out a bit more from Harriet since then. And I’m sure Dean will spill the beans when we speak to him next, and information has come to light, too, from another source, but we don’t quite have all the parts we require.”

Harriet and Dean. Nabs’s mind raced, and he tried to make sense of what he was hearing. Harriet must have blabbed, phoned the twins to come and collect him after…after what? He couldn’t bring it to mind. She’d reneged on her promise to him, to keep quiet about those boxes. As for Dean, where was he if they were going to speak to him next? Was he unconscious an’ all, somewhere in that darkness? And the other source. What or who was that?

“I’m not—” he started.

George held up a hand, and Nabs’s words died on his dry tongue.

“Let me be very clear about what’s happening here. You’re in a great deal of shit. We’ve discovered the people you represent aren’t the type to appreciate interference with their business operations, as in me and my brother stopping the heist, so we’re going to have to get them sorted before that. We were going to ring the police after it was all said and done, but we changed our minds. The heist in question would mean they’d have stolen items worth thousands of pounds from a warehouse that, for reasons I’ll leave you to infer, is ours.”

“Yours?” Nabs had done his best to sound shocked, but he didn’t reckon he’d pulled it off. Fuck.

“Don’t give me that crap. You knew where the heist was really happening and didn’t tell us. You gave us a fake address. And you knew the stuff being nicked belongs to us, so that requires accountability, and right now, Reecy boy, you’re the most made-to-be-accountable person in our vicinity.”

Nabs’s mind spun; he needed a way out, some angle of escape. But his shoulders screamed with every breath, and the chains held him suspended like a side of meat, and all he could do was pick up a sentence, word by word, and string them together through gritted teeth and say, “I didn’t know the goods were yours, and I certainly wasn’t told any other address than the one I gave you.”

“Right. See, the information source—the data on that fucking laptop in Harriet’s shed—tells us otherwise. You knew everything because you were the one to put the info on the laptop.” George grinned. “The good news is that we don’t want to drag this out. Our objective is simple: we want to know every name and address of everyone involved. Give us that information, and there’s no reason why this can’t end quickly.”

Hope was a dangerous thing, and he wasn’t sure if he should allow himself to feel it. Regardless, it wormed into Nabs’s chest and made him believe in possibilities that might not exist. He could go home. He’d avoid anything to do with the twins in future. He felt it now, a treacherous warmth spreading through his frozen body, the heat of being caught out in his lies, the embarrassment of it now he was being stared at so bloody intently.

They wanted information. He had it. He knew things—names and faces and addresses, the whole complicated web of the heist’s architecture. He could give them what they wanted.

He could survive this.

Like George had said, it could end quickly.

Nabs told them what they wanted to know.

George’s grin widened, and from somewhere in the shadows came the sound of movement—another person stepping forward, entering the edge of light.

Greg. In a forensic suit.

Oh no. Oh my fucking God, no…

They moved in concert, those two, a choreographed display of menace that had Nabs’s skin crawling. They advanced, coming too close. Greg held something.

A long blade.

Oh, fuck me sideways.

“You’ve decided to cooperate,” Greg said. “That’s good, Reece. We do appreciate cooperation. It makes everything so much simpler.”

Nabs nodded, unable to look away from the knife. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

“Excellent.”

And Nabs talked. He didn’t consider the consequences, didn’t think about the people he was betraying with every word. Harriet and Dean had already betrayed him, so he dropped them right in it. The others, the people at the top, the ones he’d asked to join him in this venture, he gave them up without remorse.

Well, he had a little bit, because he wasn’t going to get paid now, and he’d really fancied that holiday to Turkey so he could get his teeth done. Plus he needed rent for a place to live. His mate wasn’t going to let him live at his gaff at the old brewery indefinitely.

“That’s everything,” Nabs said after his long diatribe. “I swear.”

George appeared to be considering a difficult problem, frowning. “You’ve been very helpful.”

“But?”

“But there’s a problem.” George folded his arms. “You’re a liability now. You know too much—about where we store our guns, about the gaps in our security that allowed this heist to be planned in the first place. We can’t let you go.”

Nabs’s blood seemed to freeze. “You said if I talked—”

“George said it would end quickly.” Greg moved closer, the knife catching the spotlight, becoming a star of reflected brilliance. “He didn’t say you could leave.”

The first cut sliced Nabs’s chest, deep enough to part the skin, blood slowly crawling down his torso. Nabs screamed, a sound that bounced off the walls and came back to him diminished. The pain was extraordinary, a brand of fire across his flesh, and his shoulders jarred against the chains as he tried to curl away from the blade.

Greg made another pass, this time across Nabs’s ribs, a line that bloomed with red. The pain made it hard to think. Nabs shook his head, trying to clear it, but the motion sent fresh spikes of agony through his abused shoulders. The knife descended again, and he writhed, skin tearing at his wrists, blood running in rivulets to drip onto the floor. Tears streamed down his face, mixing with the sweat that had sprouted. When had he started crying? He didn’t know. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except the pain and the desperate need to make it stop.

“Reecy,” George said. “I want you to understand something before you peg it. What happens next isn’t personal. It’s business. You and your lot could have cost us a great deal of money and a fuck ton of trouble if our guns got into the wrong hands. The example must be set, the message must be clear: when people move against us, there are consequences.”

Nabs found words somewhere inside himself, some last reserves of defiance that refused to die. “You said—you said if I talked—”

“And you did. You were very helpful, bless your heart, but helping us doesn’t undo the original crime, does it? You still planned to steal from us—or you helped your plebs find a way to do it. You still made yourself a liability. What pisses me off the most is on that laptop, some of our men present as little dots. They were being watched.”

Were?

“Not anymore, though. We’ve got this woman, she’s called Bea, and she disabled everything. So your mates or whatever you refer to them as, when they were watching shit on their own screens, they saw their link to our firm had been severed. They knew someone had found that laptop…”

Greg moved behind Nabs. The knife—where was the knife? Nabs tried to turn, to see, but his body wouldn’t cooperate, wouldn’t do anything except hang there and shake and bleed and shake again.

“You should have thought about this earlier,” Greg said, sounding eerie from back there. “Before you got involved with these people. Before you decided that the money was worth the risk of deceiving us.”

“I just made sure they had the scanners and whatever. I wasn’t a big player or nothing.”

The blade touched the back of Nabs’s neck, cold metal on hot skin, the promise of everything to come. He closed his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The blade sliced into his flesh and slowly, painfully, made its way around the front, finishing where it had started.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Dean had ditched Nabs’ car at the sight of a police van and now ran through the East End, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. His legs burned, and his lungs screamed. Somewhere behind him—or perhaps ahead, or everywhere at once—the twins would be looking for him.

Two women in tabards locked the doors of a community centre, gossiping, and he caught the words “bingo” and “biggest prize yet”. An Amazon delivery van went by then stopped ahead, its driver on his phone, hopefully oblivious to the man sprinting past with a face that had been on the news.

Had anyone recognised him so far? That was the question that coiled in his head. Did they see him and connect the running figure to the mugshot? He swore he had eyes on him every second, not just in the street but from behind windows.

The scratch on his face throbbed. It wasn’t deep—it had been little more than a kiss of barbed wire as he’d vaulted a fence after he’d run from the work placement—but it stung from sweat. People stared at it as he went by, as if he’d been in a fight, but no one offered help. That was the problem these days. If you stopped to help, you might get stabbed, so people tended to give anyone dodgy-looking a wide berth.

And he knew he looked dodgy.

A housing estate opened up around him, the streets narrower here, the buildings older, the shadows secretive, hiding God knew what. He’d grown up on these streets—or rather, he’d grown up in the spaces between them, in the gaps and corners and forgotten alleys that people overlooked, where he’d spied on women in the dark.

He’d also been arrested in this area. The East End knew him—and now all of London had been reminded of who he was, thanks to his photo on the news. They’d have remembered him from his trial, his face splashed on the telly and in the papers. He shouldn’t have come here, but when he’d set off from Harriet’s, he hadn’t had a destination in mind, and his feet had brought them here on their own, or some hidden yearning for familiarity had. At least he knew the best places to hide.

He jogged faster, turning a corner onto a street with a parade of shops. A group of teenagers stood outside a pub called the Lemon Twist, their laughter loud, the Coke can one of them kicked even louder. A girl with white-blonde hair met his eyes as he passed. She didn’t turn away or reach for her phone but watched him run with curiosity. Her friend was gawping now, too, and then another. And then the whole group, the weight of their stares like stones tied around his ankles, trying to pull him back.

He turned another corner. Then another. Then he was in an area he didn’t recognise, a landscape of warehouses and loading bays, brick walls scarred with graffiti and windows filthy with grime. The factories of a century ago, still standing, still working, the chimneys still breathing their oil-stained breath into a sky that had given up on the day, now welcoming the evening. People must be at work there on the late shift. He needed to be careful.

Out of sight around a corner with warehouses that appeared to be shut down for the day, he slowed to a walk, then stopped, bending double, hands on his knees, and fought to remember how to inhale. Once he got that under control, he stood upright. Took stock. An area to his right stretched into the dark in a maze of corrugated iron and chain-link fencing, a no-man’s-land that belonged neither to the old city nor the new. No houses here, no fancy flats, no windows behind which curious faces might appear, only buildings and vehicles, transporters and vans and the big lorries that turned the roads into arteries of trade.

Dean found an alcove by some warehouses and hid there, the brick cold on his back. Panic set in—he had nowhere to go and no one to turn to, unless he found Moira—so he closed his eyes, made himself count to calm down.

One, two, three, four.

The numbers became an anchor, mooring him to something that wasn’t fear.

Five, six, seven, eight.

Nine, ten, eleven, twelve.

A sound came from his left. A distant engine, growing louder. Dean opened his eyes, his chest fluttering with butterflies. Headlights swept the area before the vehicle arrived, searchlights in the dark that painted the warehouses bright. Dean backed himself deeper into the alcove so he didn’t get caught in the glare.

A Transit. It moved slowly, the silhouette of the driver and the shape of the empty passenger seat visible. The van drifted past him, close enough that he could read the lettering on its side, though the company name meant nothing to him. It didn’t reveal what kind of business it was, just a name: In the Trade.

It stopped.

Time became a held breath, the engine idling. Dean’s apprehension climbed. The driver’s door opened, and a man got out, walking into the slices of light from the headlamps in a suit jacket that was too expensive for this part of London and shoes that Dean reckoned had never touched a factory floor. He walked round to the back of the van and stood there, arms crossed, waiting.

Waiting for what?

Dean couldn’t take in a big enough breath, his lungs seemed locked and smaller than usual. The stranger didn’t move. The seconds turned into minutes, and Dean understood, with a growing sense of terror, that this wasn’t a coincidence. The van hadn’t stopped here by accident. The man waited some more. He knew Dean was there. He was patient enough to let him stew in his own anxiety before he made his move.

Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen.

The counting wasn’t working. The numbers had lost their power, just sounds now, syllables. He could run. He could break from the alcove, sprint past the man, disappear into the surrounding streets before the bloke could react. Dean was fast. He’d always been fast. And the bloke looked like he hadn’t run in years.

But there might be others, in the van.

Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, oh God.

Dean closed his eyes. Made himself breathe. Made himself listen.

Footsteps on grit. Not the measured tread of the man by the van, but someone else approaching from the direction Dean had arrived. Slow, intentional, each foot landing gently. Then a hand clamped on his shoulder, the fingers digging into the muscles. Dean opened his eyes and stared at the hand. Wide, the skin rough, the knuckles knobbly and scarred. He didn’t need to see the face. He already knew it wasn’t a copper or the twins.

“Hello, Dean.” He sounded pleasant. “Did you think we wouldn’t find you?”

He yanked him out of the alcove. Dean’s feet scraped on the ground, his arms grabbed by another set of hands—he hadn’t seen the third person coming, hadn’t heard them. Between them, they marched him towards the Transit, the back doors open, revealing an empty space that smelled of new carpets, although rolls of it weren’t present. A brown sack lay in the corner, crumpled and waiting, a prop in a game he’d bet had been played a thousand times before but with other captives.

“No talking,” a man said from somewhere he couldn’t see.

Hands gripped his arms, and they lifted him. His feet left the ground. For a moment he was suspended between the two men who held him, a doll in the hands of people who’d outgrown toys but not cruelty. They threw him in, his shoulder striking the metal floor, his already sore cheek scraping against grit, his nose filling with smell of the carpet-riddled air.

The sack came down over his head, rough, hessian or something like it, scratchy on his skin and heavy with the smell of things he didn’t want to think about but did anyway. It smelled of other places, other times, other people who’d found themselves in this position, bent in the foetal position in the dark with a bag over their head and the engine starting up and the fucking God-awful chill of dread going through them.

He tried to speak, to plead, to explain, or offer something—loyalty, information, anything that might buy him another hour, but a cloth was stuffed in his mouth before he could form a word, his wrists bound with something that dug into the skin, and the doors slammed closed, and the van was moving, and the world became nothing but the sack and the smell of carpets and the rumble of the engine and the certainty that he’d run as far as he would ever run and he was…going…to…die.

The Transit turned corners that Dean couldn’t anticipate, and he slid across the floor. The van turned again. The engine note changed, becoming louder and echoey, as if they’d entered a tunnel or a multi-storey car park. Something like a gate opened, metal on metal, hinges protesting, and the van stopped. Hands pulled him upright. Then forward. Then down, onto a surface that wasn’t the van’s floor but maybe concrete in a space that reverberated with the sounds of other engines and other vans and other men going about their business. He sensed so many people here.

Where was he?

Pushed to his knees, he thought he might piss himself—thoughts of his head being chopped off would do that. The sack was lifted from his head, and artificial yellow light had him squinting.

He blinked. His eyes adjusted. And then he saw them.

George and Greg stood before him—or he assumed it was them because they were identical and had on grey suits with red ties, one of the things about them that everyone knew.

“Dean.”

George spoke. Or perhaps it was Greg; Dean couldn’t tell.

“I didn’t talk about the job,” Dean said. “I swear I never talked. You have to believe me.”

“We don’t have to do anything.” This was Greg—or George—stepping forward while his brother watched, arms crossed, expressionless. “You know things. About us.”

“I don’t.” Well, only about the gun warehouse. He hated the desperation in his voice. “What I was told, I kept my mouth shut.”

“I’m afraid this is the end for you,” one of them said. “You know the logistics of the heist, so therefore, you know the guns belong to us, and therefore, sunshine, my old fucking son, you were willing to let scrotes rob us, and for that, you’ll pay.”

The sack came down again, cutting off the light and the last desperate hope that he might be set free. And he twigged then, what this place was and why so many people were there. So many vans.

This was the warehouse. The guns were being moved.

There would be no payday.

“So,” George—or Greg—said, “we popped here to pick you up, and now you need to come with us and meet the big boys who were going to do the actual robbery. I haven’t killed so many people in the same night for a while, so I’m looking forward to this.”

Dean, still on his knees, soaked in the knowledge that he was moving towards something that couldn’t be avoided.

One.

The number had lost all meaning.

One, two, three…

It wasn’t working. It wasn’t fucking working!

“Get up and in that van. We haven’t got all night.”

A kick up the arse sent Dean sprawling before he had the chance to do as he was told, and laughter from too many men rang in his head, mean laughter, the type that brought tears to his eyes.

“Fucking dick.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Moira jumped at the sound of her phone going off. She looked at the screen, her heart thudding so fast she worried she might have to throw up.

GG: We’ve got him. Now go to bed.

She sat in her living room, the curtains drawn, sweat dribbling down her back. The fan in the corner fluttered the edges of a magazine on the coffee table.

They had him, and now he was either being tortured or killed.

Good. And then she thought it again. Let them do what they want with him.

In the beginning, she’d loved him to distraction. She’d loved his laugh, his arm across her shoulders when they’d sat on the sofa, the smell of his aftershave.

But it had turned out he was a murderer.

Sometimes, she thought maybe she’d known, near the end. In some quiet, locked room of her mind, in the basement of her conscious thought where she kept the things she didn’t want to inspect.

The first missing woman had dominated the local news, and Moira had watched every report with a tightness in her chest that she’d put down to empathy.

“Did you know her?” she’d asked him once, watching his face for any sign of recognition.

“No. Why?”

“You just seemed… I don’t know.”

“Seemed what?”

“Thoughtful when her face flashed up on the telly.”

He’d smiled at her, and the smile had been warm, and she’d believed it. She’d believed it completely, the way she’d believed almost everything he’d told her during those years.

“Tragic, going missing,” he’d said. “But I’m sure they’ll find her. People turn up most of the time.”

They didn’t find her alive, her body discovered in an alley.

Three more women followed, their bodies found in alleys. Had there been more but he’d hidden the corpses? The earth kept turning and Moira kept cooking dinner and cleaning the house and loving the kids, and Dean maybe kept on killing.

She’d spent time thinking about forgiveness, reading self-help books and psychology articles. She’d never been to see anyone about her own guilt. Because that was what it was, wasn’t it? She remembered the nights Dean had gone out. The explanations when he got back—working late, having a few beers—and she remembered how easily she’d accepted them. But a voice had whispered that Dean had been out on each night those women had gone missing. She’d sat on her sofa beside him, looked upon the face of evil, and had chosen to hold his hand in life anyway.

Where had thew twins taken him? Was he still alive, suffering?

I hope he’s afraid. I hope he experiences even a fraction of the terror he inflicted on those women.

She wasn’t ready for forgiveness, might never be ready for it, but she was ready for something else. Permission to stop hating herself for not seeing, for being human enough to want to believe that the man she’d loved was worth being married to, despite the abuse.

Her name was Moira. She’d loved a monster, thinking he was only hurting her. She’d spent years in hell, but she was still standing.

Enough.

She walked up to bed, putting that man out of her mind.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Harriet rolled over in bed at the bleating of her phone, reaching for it on the nightstand. She propped herself up on her elbow and read the message.

GG: We’ve got the pair of them. Talk to you properly tomorrow.

Shit.

They weren’t going to let this go. She’d be asked more questions until they were satisfied she hadn’t been in on everything.

She closed her eyes and prayed for sleep to return.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The men seated in a row of metal chairs shivered in their nakedness, and likely from being scared. They’d been sitting there at gunpoint for about three hours now, waiting for the twins to get to them, their wrists bound to the chair backs with zip ties that were doing a fucking fine job of cutting off circulation. Twelve men in total, though one of them lay on a tarpaulin in front of the row, his neck slit all the way around.

Nabs’s eyes had the haze of death about them, and his tongue protruded from between lips that were going purple and blue. The blood that had gushed from the neck wound had pooled on the tarpaulin, already congealing, its colour shifting from vibrant crimson to something approaching black.

Roger Buxton, seated fourth from the left, couldn’t seem to tear his attention from Nabs’s face. Up the other end, Terry Cudd made a soft sound in his throat—a whimper that lived in the territory between human speech and animal distress. Terry had been responsible for the logistics, for the lorries and the men who’d drive the guns away from the warehouse they were supposed to strip bare. His hands shook, and a wet patch dried on the floor from where he’d pissed his little self, the shame of it written across his face in lines of mortification across his forehead.

George walked the length of the row, moving his gaze across each face. He paused in front of Roger, studying the fear in the younger man’s features, his jaw muscle fluttering with the effort of containing his terror. Funny how George had been told that all of these men were forces to be reckoned with, yet you wouldn’t believe it now. All of them were bricking it.

“You’ve got sweat running into your eyes from those bushy-as-fuck eyebrows of yours,” George said. “That must be uncomfortable. Not as uncomfortable as what’s coming, but uncomfortable nonetheless.”

Roger released a strangled gasp as though he struggled not to break down in tears.

“Though you won’t have to worry about discomfort for much longer,” George continued, resuming his walk, nice and slow. “None of you will. I wanted to tell you that personally, face to face. A professional courtesy, if you like, even though you gave none to us.”

He stopped at the end of the row, near Terry, who keened, his body shaking with the violence of his suppressed sobs.

“Terry, my old son,” George said. “Look at me.”

Terry raised his eyes.

“Tell me something. When you were planning this venture of yours, when Nabs got out of the nick and you were sitting in the Red Ribbon with him and the others, drawing your maps and allocating your shares of the spoils, did any of you actually believe you’d succeed?”

Terry’s mouth opened and closed.

“Of course you did,” George said. “Everyone believes their plan is the best one, that their timing’s perfect and they’ve accounted for every variable. But the truth is that there are no best plans when you’re working against people who have more resources and more reach than you can imagine. The sad truth for you is that we knew about your heist before you managed to even do it.”

George wouldn’t be telling them that if it wasn’t for Moira getting worried about Harriet, the heist would have gone ahead. They’d have believed it was happening somewhere else, and all of their guns would have been nicked. He also wouldn’t be telling them that he was so fucking angry that he and Greg had been in the dark until tonight that he wanted to mark each of them with a brand that read: Thieving Cunt. He wanted to smell the singed skin and laugh in their faces for almost pulling the wool over his eyes.

The embarrassment of it naffed him off.

It burned.

“Nabs gave us your names and addresses.” George allowed the silence to infiltrate until the men were nearly drowning in it. “He was very thorough, almost professional in his dedication to self-preservation.” He paused. “Unfortunately for him, as you can see, self-preservation wasn’t enough.”

George turned and walked back the other way and stared at Nabs’s body lying in its obscene stillness.

“The thing about information,” George said, “is that it has value only as long as the person possessing it remains useful. Nabs made himself useful. He gave us everything we needed to identify every man in this room, to trace your connections—who will be watched, maybe dealt with, too—to understand the full scope of your operation. When people know too much about us, it gets messy. Nobody walks away, gentlemen. Not when they’ve seen as much as Nabs had seen. Not when they know where we kept our guns.”

Which meant George and Greg had been watched, seen going to that warehouse, as had several of their crew members. What burned the most was that none of them had noticed a tail.

He stepped around Nabs’s body and continued his slow progression down the row of men. “You, of course, know some of these things as well.”

A trickle of urine dripped down Terry’s inner thighs again.

George tutted. “How much did you have to drink before you got picked up? It’s like you’ve drunk a fucking swimming pool. Christ.”

Terry’s face turned crimson.

“I’m going to tell you what’s going to happen,” George said. “Not because any of you deserve an explanation, but because I find that men face their deaths more peacefully when they know what to expect. Uncertainty is its own form of torture, and while I’m not opposed to torture in principle—I bloody love it actually—I believe in this case I should go for a more direct approach.”

He stopped walking and turned to face them fully.

“Within the hour, each of you will be taken, one by one, down to the cellar. There, you’ll be suspended from chains and you’ll hang there while I kill you.”

A sob escaped from someone—Roger.

“Then you’ll be cut up into thin slices and put in the river. Fish and eels, they’ve grown fat, feeding on the wastes of space we give to them. They aren’t particular about their food. You’ll be with them for days while they nibble away.”

He paused, letting the image settle into their minds.

Greg stepped forward. “Before that, you’ll have the chance to provide us with any information you might be holding back. I won’t lie to you, this opportunity will be somewhat theoretical in nature. My brother can be very persuasive when he applies himself, and he has a particular talent for extracting confessions in painful ways, so you’re better off just telling us what you know about any other operations being planned.”

George smiled. “The truth is that none of you will walk out of this warehouse alive. Your families will never know what happened to you.” He stood beside his brother. “The question now is whether any of you have the courage to face what’s coming with something approaching dignity.”

Terry had stopped his keening and pissing.

“You all chose this path, walked into it with your eyes open, believing yourselves smarter than us.” Which they had been for a while. “You knew the risks when you signed up for the heist, that failure meant death because we’d have caught you. Although I suppose none of you thought that, us turning up, otherwise you wouldn’t have gone into it in the first place. What happened was you wanted too much and thought too little, and now you’ll pay the price for that arrogance.”

“My brother talks too much sometimes,” Greg said. “He likes to explain things, likes to make speeches. Me, I’m going to get to the point.”

He walked down the row, his focus moving from face to face, challenging each man to meet his gaze. None of them did. They looked at their laps, at the floor, at Nabs.

He stopped in front of the youngest man, James Beam.

“Kid,” Greg said. “Did you think about what would happen if you got caught? Did you think about lying in a pool of your blood while your mother wondered what had happened to her boy?”

“I—” James swiped tears away. “I didn’t think—”

“No,” Greg said. “You didn’t. None of you did. You thought about the money, about the score, about how smart you all were. You didn’t think about the consequences because consequences were something that happened to other people, not to you.”

He moved on.

“I’ve got questions for all of you. If you could go back, undo the choices you made, would you? Would you give up the money, the ambition, the dream of being something more than what you are?”

A few of the men exchanged glances.

“Should we begin?” Greg asked George.

Dean had been quiet throughout the twins’ speeches, more still than the others, his face unreadable. George had assumed it was shock, a paralysis that had frozen his features into a mask. But now Dean scanned the space, calculating distances.

He was going to try it. He was actually going to try to run.

Dean moved quickly. He stood, the chair still attached to him, and ran. Greg raised his arm. The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space, the sound of it bouncing off the walls and the ceiling and the floor, filling the warehouse with a thunder that seemed to go on forever. His forward momentum carried him two more steps, three more, then his legs gave out beneath him. He crumpled to the floor on his side, a weird little turtle with a chair as his shell, a dark hole in his back, a spreading stain of blood already pooling beneath him, his stomach a mess where the bullet had exited.

George clapped. “Well, I suppose that answers the question of whether any of you have the courage to face what’s coming. He fucking didn’t.”

The night stretched on, and the men in the chairs waited, Nabs still on the tarpaulin, Dean halfway to freedom, his dead eyes staring at nothing.

And beneath the cellar, the fish and eels waited.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The cup of tea had gone cold in Harriet’s hands. The newspaper lay across her kitchen table, its headline screaming up at her: Local Man Charged In Park Murder.

How many times had she read it? Too many. She’d admit she was scared—she could be questioned, accused of all sorts, like she and Dean were some mental killer duo. They could ask him who he hung around with, and he might use her as his alibi. They’d come and ask her to provide it.

What would she do?

She set the cup down, tracing the photograph they’d printed beside the article. There he was, Dean, hair swept back in that way she’d once found attractive, his smile the same warm curve that had undone her completely in the Lamb and Flag. Now she understood that tilt of the head for what it had truly been—that moment when a woman’s better judgment slipped and the predator knew it.

Harriet pushed the paper away and pressed her palms against her eyes. She’d cried for days after Dean had ended their relationship. The weeks that followed had been awful, then the tears had stopped, but embarrassment had settled into her bones. She’d been so bloody needy with him. So desperate. He must have been laughing behind her back at how naïve she was.

He’d only been arrested for a lady found dead two weeks ago. Had he killed the other women, too? Would the police be able to prove it?

Christ, how was she going to cope if he had? She’d slept with a killer while he was in the midst of his spree, for fuck’s sake. He’d had his hands around her throat, and she’d hated it but loved it and wished he’d stop. Why hadn’t he strangled her until she’d died? Why was she different? Did he actually care, even just a little bit, and that’s why he’d let her live? Or did he know it was too risky, they’d been seen together too often and people would tie him to her? If that was the case, what would he have done if she’d died that night in the alley?

A cascade of memories she’d spent months trying to suppress burst through. Dean cancelling plans at the last minute, claiming emergencies he’d probably never had, they’d just been an excuse to not see her. Had he stalked women on those nights he was meant to be with her? His mood had shifted, darkness flaring behind his eyes, and she’d put it down to stress. But was it to do with him being a killer?

She’d seen the signs. Some part of her had always seen them. She’d just chosen not to look too closely.

Three knocks from the front door, and Harriet jolted upright, her heart thundering. She glanced at the clock on the wall—almost ten o’clock. Her first client of the day, Lizzie, coming for her weekly wash and blow-dry, plus she needed a trim this time.

But it could also be the police.

Harriet rose quickly. She forced a smile and opened the door, relieved beyond measure that no one in uniform stood there. “Morning, Lizzie. Come in.”

The older woman swept inside. “You look fucking dreadful. Having trouble sleeping or summat?”

Harriet smiled at the bluntness, something Lizzie was known for.

“Not terribly well,” Harriet admitted and guided her towards the salon. “The news, you know. It’s been hard to escape. I kept thinking I’d be the next one killed down an alley.”

“Didn’t we all, love.” Lizzie settled into one of the chairs. “That Dean business? Absolutely horrifying. I know him. Married to a woman called Moira.” She paused. “I never trusted him. There was something about the way he looked at women. Perverted, if you know what I mean.”

Harriet’s hands shook as she draped the black cape over Lizzie’s shoulders.

“I didn’t know him very well,” she lied. “I remember he used to live in the same street as Moira when we were kids, though.”

“Oh, I shouldn’t gossip,” Lizzie continued, but her tone suggested she intended to do exactly that. “But the police have been asking questions all over. Apparently, he’s been a person of interest for some time and has been followed.”

Oh my fucking God.

Harriet’s heart lurched. “Since when?”

“Oh, only the past fortnight or so.”

Harriet almost fainted with relief. They’d been split up for much longer than that.

“They found something,” Lizzie said. “Evidence. Do you think they’ll look into those other women who were killed to see if he murdered them an’ all?”

Harriet turned the showerhead on, the sound of running water swallowing some of her verbal reaction, which was only a “Hmm” anyway. She recalled him saying, in that posh hotel, that the killer might change locations. This woman had died in the park, not an alley…

“They say there might be more than the women we know about,” Lizzie rambled on. “Going back years and years.”

The water was too hot now. It burned Harriet’s fingers, but she didn’t pull them away. She deserved the pain. She deserved a great deal more than that for not coming forward with her suspicions. If she had, she could have saved women’s lives.

“Can you use that nice-smelling shampoo you used last time?” Lizzie asked. “Bloody lush.”

Harriet nodded and got to work, moving through the familiar rhythm of her trade. She added cold water to the shower and shampooed, massaged, rinsed, and conditioned. She wrapped Lizzie’s hair in a towel and led her to the cutting chair. Throughout it all, she maintained the careful performance of normalcy—the chat had switched to small talk about the weather and barbecues, but beneath that, her mind churned with possibilities she couldn’t escape.

What if the police did come to question her? Someone was bound to say they’d seen her with him. What would she tell them? That she’d been too blind, too desperate, too eager to believe his lies? That she’d ignored every instinct that had screamed at her to walk away? Would they believe she hadn’t known what he was capable of? Or would they see her as complicit, someone who’d helped him maintain his façade by staying silent?

The thought of Moira surfaced. How was she holding up? The papers had taken a picture of her when she’d left her house. Harriet had stared at that photograph for ages, searching for something—resentment, satisfaction, anything to make her feel less guilty about her role in this tragedy—but all she’d found was a woman whose world had collapsed. Moira looked devastated.

Should I reach out to her?

The question had haunted Harriet since she’d read the news. She could picture herself phoning Moira, offering whatever paltry comfort might be possible between estranged friends. Harriet doubted the conversation would flow like it used to. She could imagine it, Moira’s voice broken with sadness, or empty, which would be worse.

But what could Harriet possibly say? “I’m sorry I slept with your husband. I’m sorry I ignored the warning signs. I’m sorry I was so lonely and desperate that I convinced myself his attention meant love.”

No. It was better to pretend it had never happened. To bury the whole affair so deep that even she couldn’t find it anymore. After all, what good would come of dragging Moira through the mud of public scandal even farther?

If the police came calling, Harriet would say she and Dean hadn’t been close. She had to hope the woman who owned the scabby B&B didn’t report them staying there. What about that fancy hotel? They had CCTV…

“How have you been feeling lately?” Lizzie said, breaking Harriet’s spiralling thoughts. “You know, since that bastard finished with you.”

It had been too obvious something had happened, what with her red-rimmed eyes, so Harriet had been honest and said to all of her customers at the time that she was fragile because she’d been dumped. She still hadn’t admitted who’d dumped her, though, and thank God she hadn’t, because she might just lose her whole client base if they knew.

“Oh, I’m fine now. Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

“Great philosophy,” Lizzie said. “There was a time when I fell in love with a man I shouldn’t have. He was married, of course. They always are, aren’t they?”

“What happened?”

“He turned out to be exactly what everyone warned me he was. A liar. A user.” Lizzie met Harriet’s eyes in the mirror, her gaze knowing. “My mum said to me that the difference between wise women and foolish ones isn’t whether we make mistakes, it’s whether we learn from them.”

The words sent ripples through Harriet’s composure. “Ah, I’ll be fine. The pain’s faded, and I’m going through the motions of ordinary life, pretending I was never with him.”

Lizzie nodded. “That’s the danger, isn’t it, though? We heal too quickly. We forgive ourselves too easily. We tell ourselves that the past is the past, that we’ve changed, that we’re wiser now, ready for the next bastard who comes along.” She paused, and a shadow crossed her features. “But the past doesn’t disappear just because we’ve stopped looking at it. It’s always there.”

Harriet snipped away, trying not to raise her eyebrows at Lizzie’s words. The woman didn’t usually go so deep.

“Was there ever a moment when you knew you should walk away but didn’t?” Harriet asked. “When you saw something that frightened you but ignored it because the alternative was too painful?”

Lizzie was quiet for a bit. “I may as well cough up. Yes. For two years, every single day, and by the time I finally left, I wasn’t myself anymore.” She met Harriet’s gaze in the mirror again. “You have a chance to be different next time. But properly face what happened and let it change you for the better first. Don’t bury it. Don’t pretend it never happened.”

Harriet set the scissors down and reached for the blow-dryer and brush, filling the space where her answer should have been with mechanical noise. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

By the time she’d finished styling Lizzie’s hair, she’d decided to ignore the advice and stuff everything back under the rug.

Lizzie examined her reflection.

“Fucking lovely.” She reached into her purse for the payment. “The same time next week?”

Harriet nodded. “Same time next week.”

Oh shit, he said that to me…

Would she ever be free of the memories?

After the door closed behind her client, Harriet made a cuppa and sat to think. She wasn’t going to go down the victim route because she wasn’t one. Other people might say she was, but she’d been a willing participant in an affair with a married man, and while Dean bore the ultimate responsibility for his crimes, she bore a different kind of guilt—of choosing not to ask the questions that might have disrupted the fiction of their relationship.

She finished her tea and returned to the salon to prepare for her next customer. The day stretched ahead of her—three more appointments, three more performances of normalcy, pretending she was just a hair stylist with no connection to the man who dominated the news.

Knocks at the door announced her next customer.

It was best to just get on, wasn’t it?


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The retirement party had been Colin’s idea, surprisingly. He’d insisted on forking out on a nice buffet, eaten in the station’s scruffy break room. “I’m only hanging around here for another hour,” he’d said. “Then I’m fucking the fuck off.”

And an hour later, on the dot, off he’d fucked.

Tony had watched him walk towards the door with his carrier bag of stuff from his desk.

“Watch yourself around those faces,” Colin had said quietly.

He’d meant the twins.

Tony had left soon after.

Now, in his kitchen, he thought about Lauren, his ex, dating an estate agent, but she probably went to bed each night with a clear conscience and dreams that didn’t twist into nightmares. Tony really wasn’t looking forward to more of that.

So, Colin was gone, and the relief was accompanied by creeping dread. The twins. Tony was alone with them now. No Colin as a buffer. Tony had wanted that, but now he had it…

The microwave hummed to life at the prod of his finger, its interior glowing amber around a ready-meal curry that claimed to taste just like what you could get at an Indian restaurant. Colin had said the twins used to take him to the Taj for food. Tony still had that delight to come. A perk of the job.

He stood by the window, watching the city below pulsate with artificial light and hidden drama. Crimes would be committed with the expectation that Tony would clean them up, would misfile reports, and lose evidence and lie with the same casual ease that others breathed.

The night stretched ahead of him, long and possibly sleepless. He took his food into the living room and sat in his armchair, shadows moving across his walls as cars passed on the street below, and he let himself think about the future—or rather, the absence of one where he had freedom of choice. Colin had warned him that when the twins owned you, they really did own you. They dictated your life, and the majority of it was spent at their beck and call.

Bugger.

It was way too late to back out now.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Weeks had passed since all the shit had happened. In the salon, Harriet stood behind Moira, avoiding meeting her eyes in the mirror. The clock on the wall showed quarter past one, half the day gone already.

“You’ve got grey coming in at the temples,” Harriet said. “Just a few strands. Most people wouldn’t even notice.”

Moira’s lips twitched. “I noticed. That’s why I came to you.” She paused. “Did you see he’s been on the news again? There was a segment last night. Some new reporter doing a follow-up piece on the escape. They’re still treating it like he’s out there somewhere.”

Harriet took a cape off a hook on the wall. “I saw it. They showed footage from the prison.”

Moira shuddered. “It feels like the media are keeping him alive somehow. Dean this, Dean that. The rapist-murderer who escaped. Thank God I was the one who got away.”

It wasn’t just you.

“Too right.” Harriet set the cape around Moira’s shoulders.

“Everyone keeps telling me how lucky I am that he didn’t come for me, how grateful I should be that he’s apparently decided to disappear.” Moira gripped her knees. “But he didn’t disappear, did he? He’s fucking dead, and I hate lying to my kids about it, but what else can I do?”

Harriet reached for the tint brush so she could mix the dye. The truth sat in her head, creeping out of the crevice she’d stuffed it into: He nearly killed me. He had his hands around my throat and thought I was dead. He left me in an alley.

“You were so lucky,” Moira said. “That’s what I keep thinking. When I heard he’d stayed with you, that he’d come to you first, I just—I couldn’t believe it. Of all the people in the world. But you were safe. He didn’t hurt you. He didn’t threaten you or…or—” She stopped and swallowed. “I don’t know how you did it. How you weren’t terrified.”

Harriet opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. The tint brush trembled in her hand. “I was terrified,” she lied. “But I had no choice, I had to do what he said and let him in. Dean was always unpredictable. You know that better than anyone.”

Moira blinked tears away. “And you never called the police. Well, obviously you didn’t, or he would have been caught. But you never even told anyone, did you? Not even me.”

Harriet shook her head. “I couldn’t. You understand that, don’t you? He scared me, and I—” She stopped, the familiar walls rising inside her, the ones she’d built so carefully.

“You what?” Moira asked.

Harriet met her eyes in the mirror and saw questions, and there was one she feared most, the one that would shatter everything if it ever found its voice.

“I just couldn’t put myself in danger by grassing on him. I didn’t know if he’d turn on me at any minute, and it was better that he was here with me than with you and your kids.” She felt bad for making out that was the reason she’d let him inside her home.

“That’s because you’re a good person. Better than me. If it had been me, if he had come to me after what he did, I’d have probably called the police immediately.”

Harriet worked through the hair, section by section, putting dye on the roots. She thought about the news reports, the ones that showed Dean’s face, a face she’d never see again in the flesh. The twins had made sure of that. Either way, it had ended how it always ended for men like Dean. The sort of death that wasn’t kind.

“Harriet?”

Shit, she’d stopped working, gazing into space, and Moira watched her in the mirror with concern.

“Sorry.” Harriet shook herself back to the present. “Just got lost in my thoughts.”

“Thinking about him?” Moira sounded understanding. “It’s okay if you are. I know it must have been traumatic for you. I can’t even imagine.”

Harriet made herself smile. “It wasn’t ideal.”

“If there’s anything you want to talk about,” Moira said, “anything you’re still holding in, you know you can tell me. Nothing you say would change anything between us.”

It would.

For a second, though, Harriet considered telling Moira the truth: about the affair. She imagined the look on her face, the betrayal, the horror. But then the moment passed, and the walls came back up, and she heard herself saying, “I know. Thank you. But there’s nothing, really.”

“Good,” Moira said. “I’m glad. You deserve some peace, after everything.”

Harriet returned to her work. The grey at Moira’s temples was almost completely covered now. Her mind wandered to what she’d told Moira earlier, when she’d first arrived, that she was turning over a new leaf—and the words twisted inside her now. A new leaf. Again. That was the part Moira didn’t know, the part Harriet had never told anyone. This wasn’t the first time she’d tried to be better. There had been the affair, yes, but before that there had been other things—other men, other secrets, other betrayals that Harriet had buried beneath smiles and hairdressing appointments.

No one would ever know, and she’d go on living until the weight of it all became so familiar that she forgot it was there at all.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Jane Gordonson knew better than to judge by appearances. The most ordinary façades often concealed the most extraordinary things. People hid secrets, and they pretended.

She should know, she was one of them.

She stopped her car and killed the engine. Stared over at the house.

Harriet stood at the window.

Jane stepped out into the autumn afternoon, wrapping her coat tighter around herself, a chill in the air. She’d come here not only to get her hair done but to see if she had the guts to ask for help. Something had been going on for ages now, and the worry of it all refused to piss off.

She didn’t know how long she could cope with it alone.

She walked up the garden path. Weeds had taken root on Harriet’s grass.

The front door opened before Jane could reach for the bell.

“Hi,” Harriet said. “Come in.”

Harriet had been cutting Jane’s hair for seven years now, ever since Jane had moved to London after the divorce. Seven years of small talk, of confidences shared during hair washing and trims, but there were limits to even the deepest salon friendships, walls that Jane had never allowed herself to breach.

Until today.

The interior of Harriet’s house smelled of hair products.

Harriet led the way to the salon at the back. “I ordered that shampoo you like. The expensive kind from the supply place.”

Jane followed. “Oh, thanks.”

“Park your arse,” Harriet said. “I’ll fetch the cape.”

Jane settled into the familiar position, the chair squeaking as she adjusted herself. Her reflection in the mirror stared back at her—fifty-three years old and showing it more noticeably these days. The grey at her temples had spread. The lines around her eyes had deepened into grooves not hairline cracks. She looked tired in a way that sleep couldn’t fix, haunted by…

She hadn’t told anyone about the texts.

There had been five of them now. They’d bleeped in the dark hours of early morning. The first one had arrived on a Tuesday, three lines of horror.

We know where you were.

We know what you saw.

A debt must be paid.

There had been nothing to indicate who’d sent them, and to begin with, she’d convinced herself someone had the wrong number. Each subsequent set of texts had grown more specific, more threatening, though, leading her to believe they knew things about her. Impossible things.

You were there.

Someone saw you.

The clock is ticking.

Jane had spent the intervening nights trying to understand how she’d become the target of what was, without doubt, a campaign of terror designed to shit the life out of her. She’d gone over every interaction, conversation, and relationship that might have placed her in someone’s crosshairs. But the truth was that she’d been living so quietly, so carefully, that she couldn’t imagine how they’d found out who she was.

Her ex certainly wouldn’t have sent the messages. He was happy with his new young wife. But someone believed she was hiding something. And they were patient enough, organised enough, to watch and wait and communicate their intentions without ever revealing their faces.

She’d considered going to the police. She’d even dialled nine-nine-nine once, her finger hovering over the button before she’d decided against it. Because the texts were right about one thing: she had been there, and she’d seen things that she’d told no one about, something she’d buried so deeply that she’d almost convinced herself it hadn’t been real.

She’d been on her way back from the dry cleaner’s that night, just about to get in her car. She’d seen the whole thing and had frozen in shock.

There was nothing I could have done.

Harriet returned with the cape, snapping it out in that theatrical way that some hairdressers had. She laid the black nylon over Jane’s shoulders. “Are you sure you don’t want to embrace the grey?”

“No, it makes me look older than I am,” Jane said, and then got annoyed with herself for how stupid that sounded. She was fifty-three. She looked exactly her age. Fifty-three-year-old people had grey roots and wrinkles.

Harriet gathered Jane’s hair and draped it over the cape. “I don’t want to be rude, but you look like you haven’t slept in weeks. Is everything all right?”

The question was so casual and normal that Jane almost missed the genuine concern underneath it. Harriet’s hands rested on Jane’s shoulders.

“I’ve had a lot on my mind,” Jane said. It was an understatement so vast that it barely qualified as the truth.

Harriet nodded and brushed Jane’s hair. “We all have things on our mind, and that’s what my salon is for. Haircuts and colour and a friendly ear. You can tell me all about it or tell me nothing at all.”

Should I tell her?

The truth was, Jane had no one else. Her friends from her marriage had drifted away after the divorce, drawn by the social gravity of her ex-husband’s new relationship. Her family had been small to begin with, and the deaths of her parents had reduced it further to a cousin in New Zealand who hadn’t spoken to her in fifteen years and a brother in Wales who’d made it clear her problems weren’t his to solve. All she’d wanted was a sodding shoulder to cry on anyway, not a magic wand to make it all better, but he hadn’t been prepared to give it. She had colleagues at the accounting firm where she worked, but colleagues weren’t friends, and she’d never been silly enough to confuse the two.

The only person she trusted was Harriet. She’d never asked invasive questions or betrayed a confidence.

“Can I ask you something?” Jane said.

“Of course.”

“I need to tell you something. I’m in trouble. I think.”

“You think?”

“Hmm.”

“What kind of trouble?”

Jane stared at her reflection, at the woman who stared back at her with wild eyes and a mouth that seemed to have developed a will of its own because it wouldn’t stop flapping to her hairdresser. “The kind that might get me killed.”

Harriet closed her eyes, emotions playing out on her face. “I was supposed to be turning over a new leaf,” she muttered.

“What?” Jane said.

“Nothing.” Harriet took a deep breath. “Come on then, tell me what the hell’s been going on.”

“It started when I saw someone get shot.”

“Oh, fuck me…”

Jane took a deep breath herself and jumped in to tell her the rest.

To be continued in Risky,
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