
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    ABOUT THE BOOK


    Chief Inspector Bish Ortley of the London Met, divorced and still grieving the death of his son, has been drowning his anger in Scotch. Something has to give, and he’s no sooner suspended from the force than a busload of British students is subject to a deadly bomb attack across the Channel. Bish’s daughter is one of those on board.


    Also on the bus is Violette LeBrac. Raised in Australia, Violette has a troubled background. Thirteen years ago her grandfather bombed a London supermarket, killing dozens of people. Her mother, Noor, is serving a life sentence in connection with the incident. But before Violette’s part in the French tragedy can be established she disappears.


    Bish, who was involved in Noor LeBrac’s arrest, is now compelled to question everything that happened back then. And the more he delves into the lives of the family he helped put away, the more he realises that truth wears many colours.


    Tell the Truth, Shame the Devil is an irresistible novel about human identity, lost children and the nature of real love. With a cast of unforgettable characters and Melina Marchetta’s trademark social insight and wry wit, it’s a cracking fusion of suspense and heart-rending drama.
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    They call him Scouser Jimmy on the construction site. Everyone has a nickname, so Jimmy takes it in his stride.


    ‘You remind me of another Jimmy,’ the boss says one day when they’re standing on a plank, high above Brackenham Street. ‘Both of you have the heart of a lion.’


    Jimmy read in the Daily Mail months ago that Man United had signed up a Brackenham council estate kid, same age as him. Word on the street is that the other Jimmy has given it his best, all his life. Scouser Jimmy’s becoming a fan, although he’ll be hammered back in Liverpool for admitting it.


    He misses home. More than anything he misses his ma and da, sitting with them after dinner in front of the telly, talking about everything and a whole lot of rubbish really. But Jimmy wants to see the world, so he’s in London now, holding down three jobs. Working on construction sites during the week, doing pub work at night, and shucking out the stables at Richmond Park on weekends. If he puts his head down, he’ll have enough to take off within a year. It’s been his dream ever since his parents bought him that atlas with his confirmation money. Jimmy’s ma says that when Da was his age and old enough to sign the papers, he applied for a passport, but he never got to use it.


    ‘Why don’t you meet me someplace?’ Jimmy asks when he rings one night, just to hear their voices. ‘Maybe Australia?’ Because it was Da who once showed him the images of the red earth there.


    Da doesn’t say much, just mumbles a ‘maybe’.


    So Jimmy makes a detour and walks down Brackenham Street to St Christopher’s on the corner. He’ll light a candle and make a vow. He’s going to find a way to get Da’s passport stamped. If it’s the last thing he ever does.
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    Bish dreamt of his son again. It was what woke him. Not that he needed to pinpoint the reason these days. Three am had become his witching hour, and the fears that revealed themselves made him shudder at the thought of all his future three am’s – of what they might produce. Shaking him awake and reminding him of loss and longing and mortality.


    He woke again hours later, dragging himself out of bed to the sameness that he’d become used to this past week. A blinding headache. A flat that looked like a university dorm: laundry piled high and a week’s worth of glasses fighting for space on his bedside table. A dead goldfish. That was becoming a ritual now. Another day, another dead fish.


    At the front door he collected his post and sat at the breakfast bar sorting it into bills, junk and letters, marvelling at how considerate his postman was, bundling together a deficit to his bank account of five hundred quid in one neat package. Phone bill. Gas bill. Energy bill. Then he came across handwriting. A postcard from Bee: You said to send you a line from Normandy. That was it. No Dear Dad or Miss you heaps. As someone used to spending his days dealing with the scum of the earth, Bish Ortley found no species crueller than the adolescent female. He stared at the cursive, wondering how long he had been waiting for something handwritten, evidence that someone out there had taken the time to reveal the wonders of the world to him.


    When his phone interrupted his hangover-induced musings, Bish saw the name of his old boarding school mate. They’d met up only sporadically over the years, usually on Elliot’s initiative. Last Bish knew, he was working for British Rail.


    ‘Tried you at work but you weren’t there, Ortley.’


    Bish wasn’t in the mood for explaining that.


    ‘Listen . . . things are sketchy, but I thought you needed to know,’ Elliot said. ‘One of the communications people here has picked up talk of a bombing. At a campsite between Calais and Boulogne-sur-Mer. They’re suggesting it could be a busload of British kids on a tour of Normandy. Bumped into your mother last weekend and she mentioned Bee —’


    Bish hung up. Heart thumping, pressing Bee’s number with a shaking finger, waiting. Heard the ring first, then her voice.


    Obviously not here. Or obviously avoiding you. Pick the reason. Leave a message.


    His ex-wife had once warned him that the key to dealing with Bee was not to beg. She was extra cruel when Bish or Rachel pleaded. But he’d trade a lifetime of that cruelty to hear her voice right now.


    ‘Sweetheart, ring as soon as you get this. Even if you’re angry with me, just ring. I need to know you’re okay.’


    He rang Elliot back.


    ‘What does your coms person know?’


    ‘Not much. Just that it happened about twenty minutes ago. Someone at the campsite tweeted that the bus had French numberplates, but they’re saying it was carrying British kids. Doesn’t necessarily mean it’s hers.’


    Bish’s mouth was dry and he didn’t know where he found the word, but it was there. It had formed on his tongue the moment Elliot had said ‘Bee’ and ‘bombing’ together.


    ‘Fatalities?’


    ‘Nothing clear yet. But some online images are coming through now. It doesn’t look good. Ambulances, helicopters. Definitely kids being taken away. The French will lock out the press and may jam mobile phone signals if there’s a threat of another device going off. If it were my kid, I’d go now. Can’t imagine the French letting anyone else but parents in.’


    Bish didn’t need to be told twice. He’d have to let Rachel know, and he wasn’t sure how. His ex-wife was eight months pregnant, and if Calais came across on some news feed she was following, it wouldn’t be good. But a phone call from Bish while their daughter was away would alarm her. He knew he had to do the right thing, regardless of the fact that the man who’d replaced him was the last person Bish wanted to speak to. He rang before he could change his mind.


    ‘It’s Bish.’


    There was a moment’s hesitation.


    ‘What’s wrong?’


    Good. No pleasantries.


    ‘Listen, you need to prepare Rachel. There’s been a bombing outside Calais. A tour bus of British kids.’


    ‘Oh fuck. Fuck. Fuck! ’


    Maybe not such a good idea to tell the second husband.


    ‘I haven’t heard from Bee yet,’ Bish said. ‘Tell Rachel to keep off her phone. Bee may try to ring her. Tell her I’m driving there now and I’ll ring the moment I’m at the campground.’


    ‘Bee doesn’t cope with the tunnel,’ Maynard said. ‘So drive her back on the ferry.’


    Bish hung up. His daughter. His claustrophobia she’d inherited, thank you very much. He couldn’t think of anything worse than going through the Channel tunnel, but he didn’t need to hear that from the man who stole his family.


    Twenty minutes later he was on the M20 heading to Dover. He’d exhausted every radio station, all regurgitating the same facts or predicting the worst. August in France meant the campsites were packed with kids on tours and families on holidays. He turned down the volume when the talk switched to how many British kids travelled to Europe each year. Next they’d be calculating possible death tolls.


    His phone rang and he fumbled to see whose name appeared on the screen. His heart sank.


    ‘Bish darling, do you know anything?’


    His mother had never been much of an alarmist but he could hear the fear in her voice now.


    ‘I’m on my way there,’ he said.


    ‘If you haven’t passed the turn-off, let me come with you.’


    Saffron Ortley lived forty minutes out of London and en route to Dover. Bish was tempted to lie, say he was long past the turn-off, but his head felt like jelly and lying took effort.


    ‘Please, Bish. I don’t want you going there alone.’


    Three hours later they were sitting on the ferry, sailing towards a nightmare of uncertainty. Saffron, though, had the look of cool practicality that came from years of being a diplomat’s wife. She was the person people noticed when she entered a room, and now, in the ferry lounge, two elderly sisters on their way to visit a niece in Bruges asked her if she’d be a dear and get them a pot of tea. She had already rearranged the seating between them and a couple of backpackers who thought their packs needed a seat of their own. All without a fuss.


    ‘Who could stomach a beer on a Channel crossing?’ one of the sisters said, watching the activity at the bar where Saffron was buying the teas and shortbread.


    Bish could. He could stomach a drink anytime.


    Rachel rang just as they were about to drive off the ferry. ‘I spoke to Bee a minute ago,’ she said.


    The relief made him dizzy and he rested his head against the steering wheel, waiting for the spinning to stop. He felt his mother’s hand on his.


    ‘Bee’s okay,’ he told Saffron.


    ‘She’s pretty shaken, but not hurt.’ Rachel’s voice sounded small. ‘Who’s with you?’


    ‘Mum,’ he said. ‘So was it Bee’s bus?’


    He couldn’t hear her reply. Could hear only her crying, so he figured the answer was yes.


    There had been a moment of absolute clarity on the M20, between Maidstone and Ashford: if his daughter was dead Bish would end it all. He’d already identified the body of one of his children. He couldn’t do that twice in his lifetime.


    ‘I’ll ring you the moment I see her,’ he said. ‘I’m putting Saffron on.’


    His mother took the phone and pointed to the other side of the road. ‘Darling, we’re in France now. Hug the right.’


    The campsite was thirty minutes’ drive from the port, just outside Boulogne-sur-Mer. It was set within a hundred hectares of wooded land. On a non-heinous day, when a bus carrying teenagers hadn’t been blown up and helicopters weren’t hovering overhead, it would have been a perfect place for quietude. But with no CCTV and no eyewitness on every corner, Bish knew the investigation would be a painstaking one. Halfway down a gravel road that would barely allow the girth of a bus, it already looked like a single-file car park, packed with press vans, police cars, paramedics and desperate local parents. Bish pulled over, knowing it was futile to drive any further.


    Walking down the track, they could see a large crowd of journalists ahead. Arguments with police were already breaking out, cameras were held overhead in an attempt to catch a glimpse of anything. At the barricades two young uniforms weren’t letting anyone through. Bish grabbed his mother’s hand and pushed through all the same, finding his way to the front. There must have been a different sort of desperation on both their faces, because one of the French uniforms gave them the time of day. Saffron spoke to them in French and managed to get a slight gesture from the younger of the pair.


    ‘Show him a photo of Bee, darling.’


    Bish struggled to pull it out of his wallet with shaking hands. Perhaps the truth was etched on his every grimace and wince of pain, because a wordless flick of a thumb indicated they were in.


    Debris lined the road, mostly bits and pieces of the iron gate that led to the camp car park, with what was left of it hanging from one hinge. Beyond was carnage, partly concealed by a canvas being erected around a bus. Bish could see it was split in two, its front section black and smouldering. The back half looked untouched. Some suitcases had found their way into a clustered pile, others were blown apart. A team of forensic techs worked quietly, the eerie silence mocked by birds that chirped a sinister-happy tune in the surrounding woodlands. Another ambulance passed them, guided by a uniformed cop who had constructed an access path that would not interfere with evidence.


    Bish knew there were fatalities. He could see at least two smaller tents pitched close to the half-destroyed bus, and another about a hundred metres away at the steps of a second bus. Three deaths. Bish counted seven other coaches in the car park and recognised a few foreign numberplates at a glance. Polish. Italian. Bee’s bus had seemingly been blown up as it approached the exit gate.


    A woman in plain-clothes approached, questioning them in French.


    ‘Nous sommes anglais,’ his mother said, and Bish saw a flash of pity on the woman’s face.


    ‘La salle des jeux,’ she said, pointing to the closest building.


    Inside the recreation room, paramedics and camp staff were tending to the kids. No one seemed badly injured here, and Bish figured those seriously hurt had already been taken to the closest hospital. Although he hadn’t received an official call about his daughter’s bus being involved, he knew that most of the kids on the tour were from Kent and Sussex, close enough for a worried parent to contemplate crossing the Channel just to be sure. He knew, too, from dropping off Bee at the port in Dover, that out of forty-six places, the tour organisers had managed to fill only twenty-three. He did a quick count, wanting to see twenty-three kids and their chaperones. But then he saw Bee and it was all that mattered.


    She was sitting on a bedroll against a wall. The moment she saw him she forgot herself and scrambled to her feet, running to Bish and his mother, her arms trembling in their grip. He held back the choke of emotion, not wanting to let go, because Bee always let go too soon these days. Once upon a time, Bish and Rachel called her their little orangutan because of her clinginess, but three years ago his daughter had stopped believing that her parents could save her from anything.


    It was in her grandmother’s arms that Bee began to cry, but not for too long. ‘I need some air,’ she said.


    Bish took her to a window, shoved it open, and instantly realised his mistake when he glimpsed the destroyed bus. He tried to guide her away but she stared at the scene outside, transfixed.


    ‘What about the chaperones, Bee?’ he asked, searching the hall. A couple of pinball machines and a pool table had been pushed up against one of the walls to make room for the kids, each of them with a bedroll provided by the campsite.


    ‘Mr McEwan? Is that his name?’


    She didn’t respond, except with a pooling of tears in her dark eyes.


    ‘We’ll get you home,’ he said, gathering her to him. ‘We’ll find Mr McEwan and work out what’s going on. Do you know where he could be?’


    Bee pointed a shaky hand outside, directed towards the tent closest to the smouldering front half of the bus. ‘Everyone’s saying it’s Mac, because no one’s seen him since . . . and one of the year eights said they saw brown Jesus sandals under the sheet.’ Bee swallowed hard. ‘It’s what he wore all the time.’


    She indicated another tent, cordoned off at the steps of a bus around which a cluster of police stood. ‘That’s where the Spanish kids were boarding. There’s a body there as well.’


    Bee looked confused, her face crumbling for the second cry, but she controlled it. ‘My bus was blown into two pieces and I got away without a scratch,’ she said, ‘and someone standing way over there dies just like that.’


    Was it a nail bomb? Bish wondered.


    ‘They reckon if our bus had been full, there’d be a string of body bags. Thank God everyone used to fight over the back seats.’


    ‘How many sitting at the front, Honey Bee?’ Saffron asked.


    ‘I don’t know. Mr McEwan, plus about half a dozen. Fionn Sykes was there too. He usually sat at the back, but he was fixing up the luggage.’


    She looked stricken for a moment. ‘There were two others – they were outside opening the gate. Violette and Eddie.’


    Bee looked up at him and Bish saw regret and fear on her face.


    ‘I couldn’t see a thing,’ she said. ‘I didn’t do a thing. I just wanted to get out of there and then . . . then I thought I saw Stevie. And I just knew that if I got to him, I’d be safe . . . But it ended up being Eddie. Eddie Conlon. That’s who I saw outside the bus, except I haven’t seen him since, and I don’t know where she is. Violette.’


    Bish pressed a kiss to her brow. ‘Bee, who’s in charge?’ he asked. ‘Who’s been taking care of you all since it happened?’


    ‘No one really. Gorman’s running around like a bloody idiot. Reckons he’s speaking to the embassy.’


    ‘And the other one?’ Bish asked, remembering a young woman he had met briefly at the port in Dover. ‘Lucy?’


    ‘Basket case.’


    There had been three ‘shaps’, as the kids liked to call them, on the tour. Two were teachers, Russell Gorman and Julius McEwan, earning extra money over the summer break. The other was a university student wanting to sharpen up her French language skills. Bee had put her name down weeks ago for the eight-day trip through Normandy, paying the deposit herself. Neither Rachel nor Bish knew about it until the deadline for the final balance. Bish had a feeling she just wanted to get away from her friends. They were all fake, she’d complained lately. He’d noticed a change in his daughter since her return from a junior athletics meet in Gothenburg earlier that year. Perhaps it was the introduction to a foreign culture, and the diversity. Bee was never short of an entourage at home but she wasn’t quite meshing with any of them one on one.


    Saffron finally angled Bee away from the grisly view and back to the bedroll. Close by, a boy of about fifteen sat slumped with his head on his knees. Bish crouched beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder. The boy looked up.


    ‘I didn’t get to ring my mum,’ he said, fighting the tears. He was holding a sheet of paper torn out of a wirebound notebook. It had a list of names and dates of birth written in a neat hand. Some had phone numbers alongside. Given that Bee was identified as Sabina Ballyntine-Ortley, Bish figured the details had been copied straight from the passports. On the back of the sheet was a sketch of seating placements. Bish took it from the boy, relieved at someone’s initiative under such circumstances.


    ‘What’s your name?’ he asked the boy.


    ‘Matty.’


    ‘Who wrote this, Matty?’


    The boy shrugged.


    ‘Who has your passport?’ he prompted.


    ‘Lucy. The shap. She was in charge of holding the passports since Dover.’


    Lucy the chaperone wasn’t as switched off as Bee thought if she’d taken the time to record these details.


    ‘Most of our phones are out there,’ Matty said, pointing in the direction of the bombsite. ‘Someone had theirs on them and they passed it around so we could ring home, but it ran out of credit halfway down the list. Gorman won’t let us use his phone because he’s waiting for a call from the embassy.’


    Bish retrieved his phone. ‘What’s your mum’s number?’


    When the boy had finished speaking to his mother, Bish’s phone did the rounds. From the handwritten list, he worked out that if a kid had contacted home he was to tick the name. Those who had been taken to hospital were marked with an ‘H’. There were seven names marked ‘Unaccountable’.


    He saw a tick next to Eddie Conlon’s name. Bee had seemed concerned about him, and would be relieved to hear he’d contacted a parent. Bish noticed the date of birth beside his name: Eddie had turned thirteen in February. When Bee had mentioned Eddie, Bish got a sense they were the same age, not four years apart.


    ‘Chief Inspector Ortley.’


    Russell Gorman, the teacher from Strood, was coming towards him. There was a fevered look in his eyes.


    ‘The locals think they’ve got total control.’


    ‘Well, Calais and Boulogne do belong to them,’ Bish reminded him. ‘Who have you been dealing with here?’


    ‘A local. Capitaine Attal. I’ve been letting him think he’s in charge until someone arrived,’ Gorman said.


    Bish was about to correct him. He wasn’t here to investigate. The London Met didn’t send their officers to France to investigate a bombing. But a cry at the entrance made him turn, and he saw a couple embracing a pair of identical twins who looked about Bee’s age.


    ‘I know who did it,’ Gorman said. ‘Bad blood,’ he added.


    ‘What are you saying?’ Bish asked.


    ‘We’ll talk in a moment,’ the chaperone whispered, before hurrying to introduce himself to the newly arrived parents.


    Bish went back to the handwritten sheet. He didn’t want to look further down the page. Didn’t want to see a phone number pencilled beside an unaccountable because then he’d feel obliged to ring a parent. But he did look, committing the names to memory. And there on the list he saw one he couldn’t easily forget. It seemed unfathomable. It stunned him, but he dared not let himself think it was anything more than sheer coincidence.


    Violette LeBrac Zidane.
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    The moment Bish stepped outside, it was easy to see who was in charge. Capitaine Olivier Attal. The French police captain looked like a prizefighter. Ugly as one. A nose broken too many times to count, from the looks of things. A bear of a man in both shape and facial hair. Attal had insisted that all the anglais stay until he’d interviewed everyone who’d been on board the bus, even if it took all night.


    More parents had arrived from across the Channel, at first hysterical, then relieved, and then guilty at their relief. The rumour was that Julius McEwan was dead. He was a history teacher at a school in Dover, and the chaperone the kids most relied on. They seemed indifferent to their youngest shap, Lucy Gilies, a twenty-something reading history at Cambridge. Bee claimed Lucy was prone to hysterics and had to be sedated after the bomb went off, which made Bish question whether she’d written the list of names after all. That had left the kids at the mercy of their least favourite, Gorman, who’d earned the nickname Vermin. Since the blast, he’d spent most of his time on the phone with the embassy, and this was known because all he seemed to say was, ‘I’m on the phone with the embassy.’


    Bish watched Attal exchange a word with one of his officers, who was labelling items around the bombsite. Suddenly the two were staring in Bish’s direction.


    Even across this distance he knew he was under scrutiny, so he faced the inevitable and made his way towards them.


    ‘L’inspecteur en chef?’Attal asked with more than a hint of hostility.


    Before Bish could introduce himself, Attal cut him off. ‘Not need d’inspecteur en chef anglais.’


    Bish shook his head. Pointed back to the hall. ‘My fille. Sabina.’


    ‘Passport?’ the man demanded.


    Bish bristled, but retrieved his passport from his pocket and handed it to Attal, who studied it.


    ‘Bashir Ortley.’


    Bish wasn’t interested in explaining his family history right now.


    The capitaine pointed back to the bombsite. ‘Vous connaissez les noms?’


    Bish shook his head, confused. He had a very basic understanding of French. Didn’t know what the man was asking, and contemplated a search for Saffron to translate.


    ‘Les morts?’


    Dead. Did Bish know who the dead were? He was about to shake his head again, but remembered the list in his pocket. He handed it to Attal, pointing to the names beside ‘Unaccountable’ and then showing him the roughly sketched seating plan.


    The capitaine studied the page and pointed to two names, their age, their gender. Bish had to congratulate the scribe, whoever it was, for going into such detail. Attal was making a match. Two males. One aged in his thirties, the other fifteen. A student named Michael Stanley and a teacher named Julius McEwan. Bish’s heart sank. With their names came the thought of family, friends, schoolmates, colleagues, teammates, neighbours . . .


    Bish saw Attal stiffen as he scanned further down the list.


    ‘Merde.’


    That word Bish did understand, and he knew exactly what Attal was referring to. Couldn’t agree more. Bee’s tour of Normandy had included the granddaughter of Louis Sarraf, the man responsible for killing twenty-three people, and himself, in the Brackenham bombing over thirteen years ago. Violette LeBrac Zidane’s mother, Noor LeBrac, confessed to making the bomb and was now serving a life sentence.


    ‘Où est-elle?’ Attal pointed to the name. Repeated the question.


    Bish shrugged. A universal gesture. He had no idea where she was, but as a copper he understood what Attal was thinking. Violette Zidane could have been the intended target of this morning’s carnage. The girl needed to be found sooner rather than later. Bish and Attal struggled through their language barrier for a couple minutes more until they both gave up. The only fact Bish was able to comprehend was that the body at the steps of the other bus belonged to a Spanish girl.


    Bish went in search of Gorman or Lucy Gilies, hoping they could reveal the whereabouts of Violette Zidane. He knew that one of them would have to identify the bodies of Michael Stanley and Julius McEwan, and that once the embassy staff arrived the families of the dead could be notified. He hoped this would all happen before those families came looking for their loved ones. Among the parents who had already turned up, one couple had been sent to the Boulogne hospital where their injured son had been taken. Still, better that than Attal’s temporary headquarters on site and waiting for the right person to tell them the devastating truth.


    Bish glimpsed his mother sneaking a fag behind one of the cabins.


    ‘I can’t believe you’re still smoking,’ he said, taking the packet of cigarettes from her and removing one to light up. He could see that the day had taken its toll on her. With one chaperone dead and the other two unreliable, Saffron had made it her job to meet and greet any parent arriving from across the Channel. It was what she was accustomed to. Saffron Ortley was an old hand at taking care of households and dire situations in foreign countries. She’d just been rubbish at looking after her teenage son.


    ‘You should rest,’ he said.


    Saffron shook her head. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave parents at the mercy of Gorman. Have you met him? Can I quote Bee and call him an idiot?’


    ‘Feel free.’


    ‘You’ve got to do something, Bish. These people are distraught. They want to take their children home.’


    ‘The authorities here need to collect as much information now as possible,’ he said. ‘If they let everyone go, they’ll never get to the bottom of what happened this morning.’


    Saffron nudged him and pointed in the direction of the recreation hall. ‘Lucy Gilies.’


    The young chaperone was sobbing hysterically in the arms of a girl no more than fourteen. The poor kid was looking around, lost and confused.


    Bish and his mother approached and sent the girl back inside, leading Lucy away to the pool. Attal had just begun to allow some of the press in and Bish didn’t want the world media reporting that the British chaperone was a basket case.


    ‘Lucy, can you tell me about Violette Zidane?’ Bish asked.


    Her crying intensified. Lucy knew exactly who Violette was.


    ‘Russell – Mr Gorman – came searching for the passports that were in my backpack. Someone must have grabbed it on the bus, because it was there in the recreation hall. I don’t remember taking it. I don’t remember much after the explosion.’


    ‘So you didn’t record the names and details on the list that did the rounds?’


    ‘No. Perhaps Mr Gorman. He ended up with the passports, and he contacted the embassy and read out all our names straight from them.’


    Lucy nodded, as if getting clarity for the first time. ‘Within minutes he got a call back. Someone had recognised Violette’s name. Her tour documentation has her down as Violette Zidane, so that was her name on the roll. But her passport includes LeBrac.’


    ‘Where is she now?’ Bish asked.


    Lucy was taking deep breaths and Saffron placed an arm around her.


    ‘I’ll be fine,’ Lucy said. ‘I’ll be fine. I’ve had something to take the edge off.  They were a horrid lot, the kids. Violette. All of them.’


    Bish and his mother exchanged a look.


    ‘We never met any of Violette’s people at Dover,’ Lucy said. ‘Most of the older kids were unaccompanied, except for Bee. Violette said her family had moved to Deal last autumn. She had all the right documentation, sent from there. But they were fakes. According to Mr G’s contact at the embassy, she lives in Australia.’


    ‘But where is she now, Lucy?’


    Her blubbering resumed. Bish’s ex-wife had once told him that a male being critical of a crying woman was an act of misogyny, so he tried to be patient. ‘Have you any idea why she’d lie to go on the trip? Travelling across the world for an eight-day tour of Normandy isn’t exactly top of a teenage wishlist.’


    She shook her head. ‘This was my first time chaperoning,’ she admitted. ‘Mac – Julius McEwan – said that once in a while you experience a group that clashes.’


    ‘This year’s?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Yes. The ringleader was expelled from one of those bluecoat private boarding schools for cheating. Charlie Crombie. He’s a depraved little beast. It’s quite ironic that he’s the son of a reverend. The kids all seemed to relinquish power to him.’


    Lucy took another tissue from Saffron and dabbed at her eyes. ‘The thing is . . . Violette got herself a reputation with Charlie Crombie.’ Her voice had dropped, as if after such a day the worst thing that could happen was a tarnished reputation.


    ‘They had nothing to do with each other during the day, but . . . Of course it was forbidden to be in the cabin of someone of the opposite sex at night, but it’s hard to keep an eye on all of them and they were a sneaky lot.’


    ‘Violette and this Crombie boy were an item?’


    ‘I don’t know what they were. Violette spent most of the days with Eddie Conlon.’


    ‘Romantically linked?’ Saffron asked.


    Bish hoped not, seeing Eddie was thirteen and Violette seventeen.


    ‘I don’t believe so. Mr G thinks they hit it off because they looked the same sort of foreign, but Mac reckons . . . reckoned it was grief. Said he could pick it. Eddie lost his mum to cancer last year.’


    And Violette, Bish thought, had lost her father young and grown up without a mother. That was enough common ground.


    ‘What do you mean by same sort of foreign?’ he asked.


    ‘Eddie looks Mediterranean or Middle Eastern,’ Lucy said.


    ‘Was my granddaughter drawn to them?’ Saffron said. ‘Doesn’t she look the same sort of foreign?’


    Lucy thought about it a moment, as if it had never occurred to her.


    ‘Is your wife Middle Eastern, Chief Inspector Ortley?’


    ‘No, my father was,’ Saffron answered.


    ‘I’m so sorry, did I offend you by that term?’ Lucy’s tears were welling up again. ‘I’m not one of those people who judge by skin colour, and I sound as if I am.’


    ‘Nothing to be sorry about, Lucy dear,’ Saffron said, but her tone had cooled slightly.


    They headed back towards the recreation hall. The bombsite was now crawling with national and regional police, and a group of useless-looking suits. Attal seemed far from impressed and Bish could understand why. A bunch of officials stomping on evidence was the last thing they needed.


    ‘The French policeman’s daughter was on one of the other buses,’ Lucy told them. ‘The Pas-de-Calais football tour. They used school-aged junior coaches. Marianne Attal was one of them.’ Lucy leaned towards Bish, as if Attal could hear her at this distance. ‘What I would call a piece of work, strutting around as if she owned France itself.’


    They watched as Attal almost came to blows with a photographer trying to take a photo of what lay inside the canvas surrounding the bus.


    ‘We seem to have done the same route as the French bus, but in reverse.’ Lucy’s phone rang and she cried out, as if it had burnt a hole in her pocket.


    ‘You’re going to have to pull yourself together, Lucy,’ Saffron said, losing some of her patience with the girl. She took the phone from her and walked away to answer it.


    Bish went to retrieve the handwritten list from his pocket but realised it was with Attal. ‘Can you remember any of those taken to the hospital with minor injuries?’ he asked Lucy.


    She nodded. ‘Amy Jacobs.’


    Bish found the number of the hospital and rang it. He was put on to Amy’s mother, spoke to her briefly, and then asked for one of the embassy staff. A woman named Carmody warmed to him after he gave her a quick but thorough run-down on what was taking place at the campground, and in return she told him they were dealing with ten injured kids. Four seriously. Two had lost limbs and one had lost an eye. Prepare for the worst, she told him, and Bish couldn’t get those words out of his head. He learnt that more embassy staff were on their way from Paris to the campground.


    ‘SIS will no doubt be there,’ Carmody said. ‘I hope our people arrive first. Intelligence aren’t exactly personable.’


    Bish couldn’t imagine Attal escorting British Intelligence around, but figured they’d find their way in. He hung up just as they reached the verandah of the recreation hall, where a cluster of older teenagers stood.


    Lucy nudged him. ‘Charlie Crombie,’ she murmured.


    ‘Is it true what they’re saying about Violette?’ asked a beefy rugby type. A bit of a stupid look on his face. Bish was disappointed that Bee was part of something that had put this Crombie character in charge.


    A journalist from Sky News was hovering too close, desperate for any morsel. Someone had no doubt leaked Violette’s Zidane’s identity.


    ‘You’re worried about her, are you?’ Bish said to the boy. He couldn’t help himself.


    ‘She was a slag,’ the blockhead said. ‘I wasn’t going to have Crombie’s crumbs.’ He elbowed the boy standing beside him, who didn’t react.


    Bish was surprised. This was Charlie Crombie? When Bish was at school, thugs had looked like thugs. Not like this scrawny little bastard with ginger hair that needed a good wash. There was something vacant about Crombie’s stare. Insidious. Over the years Bee had hinted that she might not be interested in boys. Ever. Staring at these lads, all Bish could think was, Thank Christ.


    ‘That’s an ugly word, Mr Kennington,’ Lucy Gilies said to the first boy, trying to keep the wobble out of her voice. ‘If I ever hear you refer to a girl in such a way again, your parents will be hearing from me.’


    ‘My parents would be calling her a slag too.’


    The others around him laughed nervously. But not Crombie. ‘Is it true what they’re saying about her?’ he demanded. ‘Who she is?’


    ‘So Violette didn’t tell you anything about herself?’ Bish said.


    Crombie shrugged. ‘Why would she? We were just shagging.’


    The girl standing beside Crombie shifted to drape herself over him. Charlie had already moved on. Nothing like a rumour of being a terror suspect to kill a relationship.


    Gorman stepped out from inside the recreation hall. The man seemed to be in his element. Bish had met his type before. Disasters gave them purpose, and Gorman wasn’t quite finished playing his part in this tragedy.


    ‘Could you assist me in a matter, Chief Inspector Ortley?’


    Charlie Crombie disengaged himself from the girl’s tongue in his ear, his eyes fixed on Bish.


    ‘You’re Ballyntine-Ortley’s father?’


    A rhetorical question. Crombie looked away, muttering. Bish heard the words ‘Useless fucker.’


    Gorman’s phone rang and he answered it. ‘The embassy,’ he mouthed, as if Bish had asked. ‘I’ll be a minute.’ He walked back inside.


    ‘Does anyone know where Violette’s been taken?’ Bish asked the group. She wasn’t at the hospital, according to Carmody, and her disappearance didn’t sit right with him.


    ‘Ask Gorman,’ Charlie Crombie said. There was a suppressed rage about the kid.


    The last thing Bish wanted was another conversation with the chaperone, but he went after him. Inside, the parents made a beeline for Bish. Saffron was there, holding out a tea for him.


    ‘Are you going to speak to the parents?’ She tucked two digestive biscuits into his hand. ‘They’ll be relieved to know our police are involved.’


    ‘But our police aren’t involved,’ he said.


    ‘They don’t need to know that. Just flash your badge. Everyone wants reassurance.’


    Bish wasn’t really in a position to flash anything these days. He’d been asked to leave his badge behind a week ago. But his job with the Met hadn’t been out on the streets: he was the man back at the station taking care of the uniforms. He was also the liaison guy with the community, and that was the part he’d miss the most if they didn’t let him return. He knew how to distribute information and answer questions and keep the peace.


    He ushered the adults to a small room at the back of the hall used to store gym equipment. He could hear the words ‘police inspector’ whispered among the dozen or so people surrounding him.


    ‘Is everyone’s child accounted for?’ he asked.


    A show of hands and nods. Thankfully no one belonging to Michael Stanley or Julius McEwan had turned up in the past hour.


    ‘I’m one of the fathers too,’ he said, ‘so I’m not here as the police. I know exactly how you’re all feeling. Frustrated and tired and emotional and all I want to do is take my daughter home.’


    ‘Where are our embassy people?’ one of the women asked.


    ‘They’ve been dealing with the injured at the hospital,’ Bish said. ‘Someone will be here soon, though.’


    ‘The French say they won’t let us go home until the kids have been questioned,’ a man said. ‘Except they haven’t even started yet, have they? We could be here for days.’


    This thought caused a ripple of distress among the rest of the parents.


    ‘They need to do all they can to piece together what happened today, so we have to be patient,’ Bish insisted.


    ‘My girls are beside themselves,’ the mother of the twins said. ‘One of their friends is listed as unaccountable.’


    A few others voiced similar fears. How would they tell their children that the person who’d sat opposite them at dinner for the past seven days could be dead, or badly injured?


    ‘I just spoke to one of the parents at the hospital,’ Bish said. ‘Reggie Hill and Amy Jacobs will be allowed to go home soon enough. Their injuries are minor. There are four students in a critical condition. Fionn Sykes, Lola Barrett-Parker, Manoshi Bagchi and Astrid Copely. They were all seated at the front of the bus. If there’s any relief in this situation, it’s that the bus wasn’t at full capacity and the vacant seats were closer to the front.’


    ‘Whose bodies are outside?’ a woman dared to ask.


    ‘I can’t say for sure.’ Not quite a lie. Bish cleared the hoarseness from his voice. ‘A young Spanish girl was killed at the steps of her bus. The two closest to the destroyed bus are obviously ours. So you’ll have to prepare your children for the worst news.’


    ‘They need to remove the bodies,’ said a father dressed as if he’d just walked off a golf course. Half these people had been on holidays. They seemed to have got into their cars or onto a flight with nothing more than what they were wearing. ‘It’s wrong for them to still be out there,’ he added.


    ‘I’m afraid that can’t happen until everyone’s done their job,’ Bish said.


    He watched as a number of the women wept. Men wiped tears from their eyes, shaking their heads in disbelief.


    ‘Can I ask that you don’t take up Ms Gilies’s time for the next couple of hours,’ Bish continued. He kept his tone gentle. ‘There are at least half a dozen parents and guardians still in transit and it’s important she’s free to speak to them if they ring. If there’s any further information, I’ll update you. All I can say is that I’m grateful my daughter’s here and not at the hospital. Or lying outside. The best thing for now is to be with your kids.’


    The group seemed less manic at least. There was a murmuring among them and Bish went to walk away.


    ‘This business with the LeBrac girl,’ one of the fathers said. ‘My son said she was cagey. Strange.’


    ‘And gave out sexual favours to more than one of the lads,’ a woman said. ‘If she comes from that heinous family ––’


    ‘I can’t speak of that,’ Bish said firmly, ‘because there’s little I know. But regardless of whose daughter she is, Violette Zidane is unaccounted for, and as much a victim of this tragedy as your children.’


    He went in search of Bee, worried that he had neglected her this past hour. She was standing with Saffron on the verandah, watching the forensics team appear and disappear inside the tents.


    When Bee saw him she asked the same question Crombie had. ‘Is it true what they’re saying about her? Her grandfather blew up those people and her mum built the bomb?’


    He dodged the question. ‘Do you know where Violette is, Bee?’


    ‘Don’t care. I hope she rots in hell.’


    Bish looked carefully at his daughter. She was dressed differently to her usual attire. Bee was an athlete, a casual-clothes sort of girl. Today she was wearing some sort of short tulle skirt, Ugg boots, and a black singlet. He didn’t remember her dark hair having blue strands.


    ‘She did this to me.’ Bee pointed to a bruise above her eye.


    ‘A girl did that?’


    ‘Yes, a girl, Bish.’


    So he was back to being Bish. Whenever she used his name she made it sound like a euphemism for idiot. He had liked being Daddy for two minutes. She’d taken to calling him and Rachel by their first names a few years ago. They thought it was a phase. Nothing with Bee was a phase these days except perhaps being surly.


    ‘Apart from getting into fist fights with other girls, did she act suspiciously?’ he asked.


    Bee ignored him, her attention on a group of teenagers being led to one of the parked buses. They were dressed in football gear – the Pas-de-Calais team, Bish guessed. Today would have marked the last day of their tour with a game in Amiens, which had been cancelled. If they were boarding their bus it meant they’d been interviewed and Attal was allowing them to return to their homes.


    When the French teenagers disappeared from sight, Bee walked away. Bish glanced at his mother. She understood Bee better than he did lately.


    Saffron sighed. ‘Bee and Violette Zidane shared a room the entire tour.’


    ‘They were friends?’ Bish was shocked.


    ‘Not according to Bee. All the other girls paired up on the ferry. Bee and Violette were the last two left. They didn’t have a choice. But Bee is fixated about where Violette is, as well as Eddie Conlon.’


    ‘Well, Eddie can’t be far away. His name’s been ticked off on the list.’


    ‘Some of the kids whose parents haven’t arrived are camped out closer to the police barricade, waiting,’ Saffron said. ‘He’s probably with them.’


    Lucy joined them on the verandah. Bish could see the boy who’d called Violette a slag out near the picnic tables. He was with his parents, being interviewed by Sky News.


    ‘Charlie Crombie’s friend,’ Bish said to Lucy. ‘Name’s Kennington, is that right?’


    ‘Rodney Kennington. He imagined himself being in charge for about ten seconds and then Charlie Crombie took over and Rodney seemed satisfied with being his lackey.’


    ‘You’re not a fan?’


    ‘I wasn’t really a fan of any of them.’


    She looked at him guiltily. Not even his daughter.


    ‘The only decent year eleven was Fionn Sykes. The type of lad who helped the younger ones and took the time to chat with us shaps rather than argue. He was thinking of reading theology at Cambridge when he finished school.’


    She looked away, pained. ‘I asked Charlie if he could help Lola with her overhead luggage this morning. He resisted of course. Claimed people like Lola should learn to take care of themselves. So it was Fionn I asked next, knowing he would do it.’


    Bish winced. Lola was on the critical list. The seats around her had been the most impacted. If Fionn Sykes had stayed where he was . . .


    ‘Part of Fionn’s leg was blown off,’ Saffron said. ‘I spoke to the paramedics.’


    ‘What about his parents?’ Bish asked.


    ‘There’s a mother,’ Saffron said. ‘In Newcastle. She doesn’t drive, apparently.’


    Bish looked again at the Kenningtons, who seemed to be speaking nonstop to the reporter.


    ‘I think it’s best if someone tells Kennington and his parents not to talk to the press about any of the other students.’


    ‘It’s too late.’ Lucy grimaced. ‘It’s already hit Twitter. Violette LeBrac Zidane is trending.’


    At that moment a young boy emerged from the dining hall next door. Dark eyes, thick curly black hair, olive skin. The same sort of foreign. This must be Eddie Conlon. Bish thought he’d stopped comparing every kid out there to Stevie. Saffron’s Egyptian roots had never really been acknowledged by her family. It had been strange to hear her mention it earlier to Lucy. The only thing that could be said to give away her Arab blood was her dark hair. The rest was all English rose, as his father loved to say. But when Bish and Rachel had kids it was his grandfather’s colouring and features that were prominent. Rachel was a redhead, Bish’s colouring nondescript. Bee’s beautiful olive skin and dark eyes were a surprise to them both, but they were prepared for Stevie. ‘Let’s call him Omar,’ Rachel had joked. They spent years explaining to people that they hadn’t adopted him from the Middle East.


    Eddie Conlon was fidgeting, not out of nervousness, but from a whole lot of excess energy.


    ‘Can I talk to her?’ he asked Lucy. ‘Violette, I mean. Because I can get to the bottom of all this with her, I swear I can because it’s not true, everything they’re saying about her and the bomb. It’s all rubbish, if you know what I mean.’


    Bish studied him. The way his eyes shifted away when he said Violette’s name. He was hiding something.


    ‘Tell them, Lucy,’ the boy pleaded. ‘How Violette and me were pretty tight. She’ll talk to me.’


    There was an endearing musicality to the way he spoke and moved. Bish hoped this kid hadn’t been unwittingly dragged into a mess of a situation.


    ‘What’s everyone saying about Violette and the bomb, Eddie?’ Bish asked.


    Lucy introduced him. ‘This is Sabina Ballyntine-Ortley’s father, Eddie.’


    But Eddie refused to look at Bish. ‘Just stuff,’ he mumbled.


    ‘Eddie, did you know Violette’s registration letter was a fake?’ Bish watched the kid nervously tap a beat on his thigh. ‘The embassy’s made contact with her grandparents in Australia. They think she’s on a Duke of Edinburgh hike in Tasmania, out of range.’


    ‘Are they upset?’ he asked quietly.


    ‘What do you think? She lied to them.’


    ‘Then I’ll ask her why she lied,’ Eddie said. ‘She’s in there on her own and I can’t get her out and I’m scared she can’t breathe.’


    ‘In where, Eddie?’ Bish was confused.


    Eddie pointed to the dining hall. Lucy began blubbering again. Bish was so close to owning the misogyny accusation and telling her to pull herself together.


    ‘Mr Gorman said he’d take care of Violette but he didn’t mean take care in a good way,’ said Eddie. ‘He said foreigners stuff things up, like they did with Madeleine McCann.’ Eddie was talking a mile a minute, his fidgeting worse than ever. ‘He’s gone and locked her up, you know. In a cupboard in the kitchen at the back of the dining hall. He said it was for all our good, didn’t he Lucy? But it’s not, and if Mac was here he wouldn’t have let it happen.’


    ‘Then let’s find Mr Gorman and get her out of there,’ Bish said.


    Rage didn’t come to Bish with much of a warning. It came to him only rarely, but when it did there were repercussions. His nickname at boarding school was the Hulk, not because of his size or his ability to fight, but because he was mild-mannered until someone pushed the wrong buttons. It had happened a week ago at work, and it all came down to stupid people. Not uneducated or slow. Just wilfully stupid. Gorman was one of them.


    Bish found him outside, hovering around the canvas barrier that concealed the blown-up bus. Gorman was trying to ‘catch a word’ with Attal, who clearly had no time for him. Bish waited for the Frenchman to disappear behind the barrier, not wanting to make anything obvious to the locals.


    ‘Where the fuck is the key to that cupboard?’ he asked, keeping his voice low.


    Gorman looked stunned for a moment but his surprise didn’t last long. ‘I’ve made contact with MI6,’ he said with a sense of self-importance. ‘They’re on the grounds now and they’ll want her in British custody.’


    Too long a day. Too long without a drink. Bish grabbed Gorman by the arm and half dragged him to the rear of the dining hall, out of sight of the press and French officials. Gorman tried to pull free, tripping over a piece of tyre rubber, and they both went down with the finesse of the unfit, the middle class and the middle-aged.


    Winning the tussle, Bish was able to retrieve a key from Gorman’s pocket, accessible by the string attached to it. A flicker of movement made him look up, to see his daughter staring down at him from the recreation hall window. Beside her were Crombie, Kennington, and a few of the others. Charlie Crombie smirked something into Bee’s ear, but she shrugged him off and moved away from the window.


    In the kitchen at the back of the dining room, Bish unlocked the storage cupboard. It was dark and smelt of damp. He felt the wall for a light switch. Nothing there. Finally he found it outside the door and the storeroom was illuminated. Violette LeBrac Zidane sat on the ground before him, in the only space available to sit, her arms wrapped around her legs. Surrounding her were shelves of tinned food, paper plates, stacked chairs. When she looked up he saw a flash of fear, but it was quickly gone. She had what appeared to be a broken nose from old. She’d inherited her mother’s olive skin and dark eyes, which contrasted strangely with the woolly fair hair that covered a scalp of a darker shade. It could have been something that came out of a bottle, but Bish remembered four-year-old Violette with the same dark-rooted fair hair.


    He wasn’t sure how long she had been in the cupboard but she was perspiring. Half a minute in there and so was he. She got to her feet, looking past him, and a quick emotion crossed her face.


    ‘Go away, Eddie,’ she said.


    The Australian accent surprised Bish, despite knowing that she had lived there most of her life.


    ‘I’m staying,’ Eddie said from behind Bish’s shoulder.


    ‘Go away!’ she ordered.


    She might have been small but she was tough. She had struck a taller Bee in the face and come out the winner.


    ‘It’s Violette, isn’t it?’ Bish said to her. But her stare was still directed beyond him to Eddie. She said something brief to the boy in Arabic. Bish recognised ‘love’ but not much more. He made an effort to commit the rest to memory.


    Without another word, Eddie walked away.


    ‘Do you have legal representation, Violette?’ Bish asked. He knew she’d need it. Regardless of whether she was guilty or not, Violette was seventeen years old and a long way from home.


    ‘Violette, did you hear me? Does your family have a UK lawyer?’


    The look she sent him was contemptuous. ‘My uncle’s not allowed to set foot on UK soil and my mother’s serving a life sentence. How good a lawyer do you think my family has there, dickhead?’


    Bish had been called a dickhead before, but never with so much conviction. The comment introduced a slight lisp. Nothing about her seemed predictable. He heard a sound behind him and turned to see a cluster of students and parents at the entrance of the kitchen, staring.


    ‘When you get interviewed by the French, try not to say a word until someone from your family arrives,’ Bish advised.


    She was staring past him at the others. ‘It’s not the French I’m worried about.’
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    How would Eddie best describe Violette, the two men in suits ask him.


    ‘She’s very fierce and has no time for rubbish.’ Eddie is lying by omission. That’s what his mum would have said. Because Violette is a whole lot more than fierce. Ferocious, more like it. The fact is that Eddie can hardly find words to describe her.


    ‘We’re going to shame the devil,’ Violette told him when they first met at the port in Dover.


    Eddie can’t say that now because Gorman has brought him to a cabin overlooking the car park, where the men in suits were waiting, and Eddie doesn’t have a clue who they are. At first he’s relieved they’re British. Then he isn’t. So he keeps on lying by omission. Like when they ask if Violette has ever shown any violent tendencies, Eddie mentions her getting into a fight once in a while but leaves out the part where she held a switchblade to Marianne Attal’s neck. The shaps said it was a good thing the French bus wasn’t there at every campsite and that Violette, being one of the older kids, should be setting a good example, and that if she caused an international incident by pulling a knife on the Calais police capitaine’s daughter again, they’d send her back to the UK in a cab and ask her parents to pay for it.


    ‘Did Violette get on with the other kids on the bus, Eddie?’ a suit asks. ‘Did they like her?’


    Not really, he wants to say. He definitely knows that Manoshi from Spitalfields and Lola from Folkestone aren’t exactly fans. Lola and Manoshi bonded on the ferry and plotted to get the best seats at the front of the bus, behind Serge the driver, but Violette got there first.


    ‘We’re sitting here,’ Violette told him, and that’s how it was for the next six days. Violette was a stickler for getting to the bus first, so Lola and Manoshi had to sit behind them, which Eddie didn’t mind, because he likes the pair. They’re in year seven, like him, and most times they’d say stuff that made him laugh, but Violette doesn’t have much of a sense of humour. Especially when she hears Manoshi telling Lola that Violette’s name contains the words ‘vile’ and ‘evil’.


    ‘Don’t make me have to slap you around, Manoshi,’ Violette warned over her shoulder. But Eddie thought she tolerated Manoshi and Lola better than she did the kids her own age at the back of the bus.


    The thing with Violette is that she doesn’t like dumb people, so when an idiot asked if she owned a kangaroo she called him a dickhead of biblical proportions. And if anyone dared say ‘G’day mate’. . . (Who the fuck says g’day mate but dumb tourists, Eddie?) When Charlie Crombie made fun of the way she spoke, because Violette’s words sing with a whole lot of esses, Violette smashed him one in the face and later told Eddie that it bored her ‘fucking stupid’ to be mocked about her lisp because lack of originality bored her ‘fucking stupid’. Violette says ‘fuck’ a lot. But she also says ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ more than anyone he’s ever met in his life. His mother would have liked Violette. Eddie loves her already, which doesn’t mean she isn’t the scariest person he’s ever met, but it’s exciting scary. Like how on the road to Mont Saint-Michel, she nudged Eddie awake and asked if he wanted to see roadkill, and she took out her phone and showed him the photos. Most of them were of kangaroos, fur and guts stuck to the bitumen, as well as other sorts of furry animals.


    ‘Wombat,’ she told him when he asked, and Eddie was really keen to know why her phone was full of roadkill photos.


    ‘Evidence that they lived, Eddie.’


    Violette said later that she knows how to gut a pig. Humans would be easier.


    ‘Would you ever kill a human, Violette?’ he asked.


    She smiled and it was all twisted. Not in a bad way, just lopsided. Eddie thinks she has one of the best smiles he’s ever seen.


    ‘To protect my family,’ she said, ‘I’d kill anyone.’
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    The removal of Violette from the cupboard contributed to an already strained silence in the recreation hall. Right now she was sitting alone on the other side of the hall, directly across from Bish and Bee. One of the parents informed him that Gorman had taken Eddie to be interviewed by embassy staff, which he knew couldn’t be true. Carmody had assured Bish that he would be their first point of call. If Gorman had made it his business to keep Violette a secret, chances were that he was right when he said the British Secret Intelligence Service was somewhere on the campground. Bish decided he would give Gorman another five minutes to return the boy before searching them out.


    Saffron came back from visiting the Spanish camp and settled herself between Bish and Bee.


    ‘They’re beyond distraught,’ she said, her eyes moist.


    Bee reached over to take her grandmother’s hand, perhaps not as switched off as Bish presumed. He filled his mother in on Violette.


    ‘Just say she is responsible,’ his mother said quietly.


    ‘I’m not making assumptions based on who her mother and grandfather are.’


    What worried Bish more was that other parents and students had started talking to the press. It was going to be the Brackenham hysteria all over again.


    His phone rang. A blocked number.


    ‘Ortley?’


    ‘Can’t talk now, Elliot. We’ll speak later,’ Bish said before hanging up.


    ‘Elliot?’ Saffron asked, overhearing. ‘George from school?’


    ‘Yes, the same one you forced me to hang out with in first form.’


    ‘If that’s the way you want to remember it, Bish.’


    ‘“Poor, poor George. Socially inept. He needs friends.” Your words, not mine.’


    ‘Yes, well, if you thought I was a useless mother, his parents were a thousand times worse,’ Saffron said. ‘I don’t think the Elliots even knew when the school holidays were, or that they had a son to retrieve.’


    Bish looked at her. Had he actually told her she was a useless mother when he was a teenager? She had a sad smile on her face. Yes, he must have. His relationship with Saffron was even more complicated than that with Rachel. He had a mishmash of childhood memories when it came to his mother. A contradictory mix of her absence and her love. She had put him into boarding school when his father was posted overseas. He was ten, and until then his mother had been his whole world. Once he was at university it was the memory of her absence that dominated, and he rarely came home. When he married, things changed. Rachel loved his parents, and despite her workload put in all the effort when it came to phone calls and catch-ups. But in the two years since his divorce, Bish hadn’t had Rachel as a buffer.


    ‘Elliot’s in charge of making sure British Rail runs on time,’ Bish said. ‘Tells me every year that if I want to move on to something different he can fix it for me.’


    ‘Darling, you’ve been late all your life. What a catastrophe if the whole grid was in your hands.’


    ‘How did you come to bump into him last week?’


    She looked confused. ‘I haven’t seen George for ten years. Since your father’s funeral.’


    Bish stared at her. Elliot had claimed to know about Bee’s trip from Saffron. Before he could question her further, two men walked into the hall. Definitely Brits, and Bish would have bet his life they were MI6. Their eyes scanned the room until they found who they were looking for.


    Violette. No surprises there.


    The pair made their way between the bedrolls. The tension in the hall seemed to heighten.


    His phone rang again. Another blocked number. Without thinking, Bish answered it.


    ‘I need you to listen to me, Ortley.’


    ‘How did you know where my daughter was, Elliot?’


    ‘Not important at the moment. You have to do everything in your power to make sure no one removes two of those kids from the campground. Then we want you to drive them back to London and we’ll take it from there.’


    This sort of conversation with Elliot seemed ludicrous. Bish felt as if they were playacting in first form, back when they both wanted to be spies.


    ‘It would really make the Home Secretary happy.’


    Elliot worked for the Home Office? Since when?


    ‘Are you there, Ortley? Can you commit these names to memory?’


    Two pairs of legs standing before Violette obscured Bish’s view of her. Everyone else in the hall was looking either at the men or at Bish, as if they expected him to do something. Violette was one of a handful of students who had no parent or guardian sitting beside them. One chaperone had locked her in a cupboard, another was lying in the foetal position in a corner, and the third was dead. Someone had to be responsible for her.


    ‘Violette Zidane and Eddie Conlon,’ Bish said, knowing exactly which two names Elliot would give him.


    Bish heard a sigh and then Elliot was speaking to someone, his voice muffled.


    One of the men beckoned Violette with a hand gesture. The utter silence of it all was chilling. And then a slight movement from Violette. Her head leaning to the left of the legs so she could make eye contact with Bish. There was no call for help. No accusation. But the action called for an answer to a question. Are you just going to sit there?


    Bish hung up and got to his feet. He walked across the room, feeling every pair of eyes on him. ‘Problem here?’ he asked the two men.


    The taller of them held up a hand and pointed to where Bish had come from. A wordless order to sit back down.


    ‘We’ll be speaking to everyone soon enough,’ the man said without looking at him. ‘So let’s wait our turn.’


    ‘How about we stick to legalities?’ Bish said. ‘She’s a minor. She doesn’t get questioned without a chaperone or guardian present.’


    The man summoned Gorman, who was only too eager to be that chaperone.


    ‘If you come anywhere near me, Mr Gorman,’ Violette said softly, ‘I’m going to tell everyone you tried to feel me up in the cupboard.’


    ‘I did no such thing,’ Gorman spluttered in outrage. He glanced around to see if anyone had heard.


    Violette shrugged. ‘Your call.’


    Bish managed to get two names out of the men. Braithwaite and Post. A humourless pair who weren’t impressed to be playing second fiddle to a desk inspector and a regional French police force. But they refused to show ID and Bish trusted coppers more than he trusted men with no identification. So he returned to where his mother and Bee sat.


    ‘Can you go and tell Attal what’s going on here?’ he said to Saffron. He sensed that Violette was no safer with a faceless British Intelligence than she was with the French.


    He followed the three out of the recreation hall and into the dining-hall kitchen, where he sat beside Violette. Braithwaite was the tall one, and he perched on the corner of the table, close enough for intimidation. He seemed to have been assigned the role of bad cop. Post sat opposite them, ready to record every word in a notebook.


    ‘ID?’ Bish asked them again, taking out his passport and placing it on the table.


    Both men ignored him. The only passport they were interested in was the one Braithwaite was studying.


    ‘Violette, you’re the sole student on the bus who forged registration papers to come on this tour,’ he began.


    ‘Where’s Eddie?’


    ‘Answer my question, Violette.’


    ‘You didn’t exactly ask me one,’ she said, her tone blunt.


    Braithwaite studied her coldly and then glanced back at her passport.


    ‘You’ve had a name change, I see. Not keen on everyone knowing you’re a LeBrac?’


    Bish thought back thirteen years, to when Louis Sarraf’s only grandchild had been put into the custody of her paternal grandparents, who lived in Australia. She was four years old. No doubt she’d been given her grandmother’s family name because the Sarraf and LeBrac legacy was potentially too dangerous for an innocent child.


    ‘I’ll always be a LeBrac,’ she said. ‘Can we get this over and done with?’


    ‘You and Eddie Conlon were the only two who weren’t on the bus when it blew up.’


    Violette was nodding. Bish knew she wasn’t agreeing, but processing.


    ‘You look nervous,’ Braithwaite said.


    ‘Because it’s circumstantial evidence and it suggests that Eddie and I had something to do with the bomb,’ she said. ‘And my mother and uncle and grandmother and great-uncle were arrested on circumstantial evidence in 2002.’ She looked at Braithwaite. ‘So wouldn’t you be nervous if you were me?’


    ‘Violette, if I were you I’d be pissing my pants right now.’


    ‘I already did. In that cupboard,’ she said, pointing.


    Bish felt his phone buzzing in his pocket.


    ‘Can we talk about where you sat on the bus every day, Violette?’ Post asked from across the table. He had a harelip scar that made him look angry.


    ‘Front seat, left-hand side,’ she said.


    Where the bomb was planted, Bish thought, although it seemed to have its most deadly effect on the right-hand side.


    ‘Until yesterday,’ Post reminded her. ‘When Lola Barrett-Parker finally convinced poor Mr McEwan to let her and Manoshi Bagchi sit where you and Eddie Conlon sat every other day.’


    ‘You weren’t happy with Lola taking your seat, were you?’ Braithwaite said.


    Violette had a look of bitter amusement on her face. ‘Yeah, so last night I went back to my cabin and started building myself a bomb to put under Lola’s seat, because where I come from that’s what you do when a thirteen-year-old steals your seat on a school excursion.’


    Post opened a folder and Braithwaite removed a photograph, leaning over and placing it in front of Violette. It had been taken outside the police barricade where the uniforms were keeping the press at bay. It was a crowded scene. Reporters, and desperate local parents arriving. This morning they wouldn’t have known it was the English bus that had been blown up. They were all jostling for space, begging to be let in, every parent’s worst fear in their expressions. In the midst of the panic was a man in his early thirties, of Middle Eastern appearance, wearing a beanie. Dark eyes, dark short-cropped beard.


    ‘Is that your uncle, Violette?’ Braithwaite asked. ‘Is that Jamal Sarraf?’


    The shrug again. ‘I haven’t seen my uncle since I was four years old.’


    ‘You Skype with Jamal Sarraf every couple of days, except for the past fortnight,’ Braithwaite said.


    ‘If only they’d give my mother a laptop,’ she said, feigning regret. ‘Then the three of us could be Skyping each other 24/7 and planning bombings all over the world.’


    ‘You think it’s funny, Violette? Do you find these photographs funny as well?’


    Braithwaite scattered them before her. Images of the kids taken to hospital. Missing limbs. A girl with half her face wrapped in bandages. Another connected to a life support machine with burns to most of her body. Bish reached over to shut the folder. Violette pushed his hand out of the way and then scraped her chair back. Braithwaite and Post were on their feet in an instant, but she only placed one foot on the table and indicated the toes of her trainers.


    ‘That’s Manoshi Bagchi’s blood. She came flying through the window and landed at my feet, and I’m kind of sure she was missing a body part. I don’t need to see your photographs. I saw the real thing this morning.’


    Her eyes lingered on the photograph of Jamal Sarraf. ‘And the reason my uncle was out here is probably the same reason this woman and this man and this man were,’ she said, pointing. ‘Because somehow he found out I was here and was desperate to know if I was alive.’


    ‘You came all the way across the world and didn’t tell your uncle, who lives not even half an hour’s drive from here. Why?’


    ‘That’s my business.’


    Post sat back down and took over the questioning. ‘Tell us where you were last night, Violette.’


    ‘Don’t answer that, Violette,’ Bish said.


    ‘Do you want us to ask Eddie, Violette?’ Post said, ignoring Bish. ‘We can interview him again. Take him away. Or maybe head down to La Forge Salle de Boxe on Rue Delacroix. Haven’t had the pleasure of meeting your Uncle Jimmy. But was always impressed with the skill he had with the ball.’


    Violette’s hand clenched. ‘I was with Charlie Crombie,’ she finally answered. ‘He’ll vouch for me.’


    Braithwaite gave a small laugh. ‘Charlie’s got a new interest, Violette. Some of the other students have seen him snogging the girl from Worthing. She’s all pale and pretty. The type of girl he can bring home to the Reverend Crombie.’


    ‘I don’t think our Charlie likes dirty little girls like you, Violette,’ Post added.


    Bish had had enough. He stood up. ‘This interview is over,’ he told the men. ‘Let’s go, Violette.’


    ‘Charlie knows all about your family, Violette,’ Post said. ‘He knows you ended up in a prison cell with them that day. Did you know that your family were heard laughing in that cell? Do you want to know what the headlines were the next day, Violette? “The Sarraf family share a joke while Brackenham buries its dead.”’


    Bish held out a hand to her, but she seemed fixed in her seat, staring at Post.


    They heard the heavy footsteps first and then the angry French voices. Attal burst into the room with two of his officers. A fiery exchange took place in French between Attal’s men and the British Intelligence duo. Bish imagined it centred on who was going to take Violette away for questioning. That’s when he noticed her tears. Remembered them from another time, thirteen years ago.


    ‘She stays here until proper legal representation arrives,’ he said.


    Braithwaite looked at him. ‘You’re not in charge here.’


    ‘Why don’t we ask the Home Secretary who’s in charge here?’ Bish removed his phone from his pocket and pressed Elliot’s number. ‘She might want to have a word with the Foreign Minister. Isn’t that who you answer to?’


    He put the phone on speaker, praying that Elliot wasn’t still the delusional bastard he had been at school. Finally he had everyone’s attention. Post reached over for Bish’s passport, which remained on the table.


    ‘Strange name for a Brit,’ he said, showing Braithwaite. ‘We’ll be seeing you again, Bashir Ortley.’ He threw the passport down before casually walking out.


    Bish hung up. Saffron was at the door, concern in her expression.


    Attal rattled off something, fast and furious.


    ‘He wants her for interviewing,’ Saffron translated.


    ‘Tell him the anglais want to take their children home,’ Bish said. ‘Starting now. And when someone arrives for Violette, he can ask her whatever he wants.’


    Evening came with more than half the students having been interviewed and allowed to go home. Those left were given a family cabin each. Two staff members from the British embassy finally arrived from Paris, but their stay was short-lived.


    ‘Can you take over here?’ one of them asked Bish. ‘We’re going to need Russell Gorman to come with us. The Stanley parents have arrived.’


    Bish spent the rest of the evening talking to parents in the other cabins. Twenty-five years in the police force had taught him that people wanted communication. It made them feel safe, and listened to.


    Later, he stepped out for some fresh air and found himself walking back towards the bombsite. Attal’s team had left but the capitaine remained, along with the bodies of Julius McEwan, Michael Stanley and the Spanish girl. Bish guessed the Frenchman was waiting for the coroner, who would come only once all the evidence was collected and labelled. Attal’s people had been meticulous all day and Bish couldn’t fault their procedures.


    Bish stood not far from the Spanish bus; the concealed body of the fourteen-year-old girl lay before him. He watched as Attal crouched, almost reverently, between the bodies of Michael Stanley and Julius McEwan. When the Frenchman noticed Bish he nodded in acknowledgement, and in that way the pair of them kept a strange vigil.


    Forty-five minutes later the coroner arrived. Julius McEwan’s body was taken first. A 35-year-old man who lived with his mother, loved his dog and loved his job. It didn’t seem to Bish such a bad life to have had. All three deaths had been quick. The pain wouldn’t be over quickly for the families, but one day there would at least be the consolation that their loved ones had never seen it coming.


    The next morning, a handful of parents arrived on the first ferry, two having flown in from holidaying in India, the other Eddie Conlon’s father. An older man. Dishevelled. Disconnected. And certainly not someone Lucy Gilies would identify as a foreign type. Bish was about to introduce himself when sirens sounded and Attal and his team arrived in a small convoy. The capitaine hit the ground shouting orders. His people sprinted from cabin to cabin.


    ‘Do you think it’s another bomb?’ Saffron asked as they watched from the verandah of the dining hall.


    Lucy, sans medication, was the one to break the news. The students without guardians had shared her cabin, and sometime during the night two of them had managed to disappear.


    Eddie Conlon and Violette LeBrac Zidane.
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    Bish rang his embassy contact at the hospital to update her on the Violette and Eddie disappearance and found himself on the receiving end of a heartbreaking update. He passed it on to the remaining parents, before they could hear it from the press. The news of Astrid Copely’s death stunned the already fragile group. Astrid had sat next to Michael Stanley, opposite Manoshi Bagchi and Lola Barrett-Parker. The wounds to her torso were so horrific that Bish hoped Bee would never learn the details.


    A group of local women were allowed to enter the campground with fresh food to distribute to the various busloads of foreign kids, as well as to the British families. There was a practical earthiness to them that provided a comfort beyond words.


    Bee was finally interviewed by Attal. She was rude in dismissing the translator. Her French, as far as she was concerned, was better than the translator’s English. Bish wasn’t happy with that arrangement and called in Saffron, who could at least translate for him. The capitaine’s questions centred on Violette. Had the girl revealed anything about her family’s identity? Had her actions spoken of anything suspicious? What did they talk about, seeing as they shared a room for six nights? Bee was surly in her responses. Angry. At one stage she demanded that Attal return the belongings of those on the bus.


    ‘Your suitcase is part of the investigation now,’ Bish told her patiently. He knew her anger was covering her grief. It was how Bee dealt with tragedy. Fury first and then she switched off.


    Attal wasn’t going to let her go so easily. Did the other students on the bus know that Violette was a LeBrac? Did they think she was hiding something?


    Bee told him that all of them knew her as Violette Zidane. A couple of them recognised the surname and asked if she was related to Zinedine Zidane, who the French kids claimed was the greatest footballer of all time. Violette ignored them, mostly. Except for the night before last, when she told a bunch of them that her uncle was a great footballer.


    The questioning seemed to be over and Bee was on her feet. ‘I want to ring Mum,’ she said, holding out her hand for Bish’s mobile. He gave it to her and she left the interview room.


    Attal’s eyes met his, but Bish couldn’t read anything in his expression. Not even when the capitaine reached over and gave Bish his business card, and returned the handwritten list of names.


    Outside, Bee had disappeared. Bish went searching and found her sitting alone on the recreation hall steps. She had her ‘sod off’ earphones on, which meant no conversation was going to take place.


    On the way to the main gate he walked ahead of Saffron and Bee and rang his ex-wife to let her know they were coming home.


    ‘We’ll be there by four,’ he said. ‘She’ll be relieved to see you.’


    ‘David says you need to let her play out the anger,’ Rachel told him.


    David Maynard, being a headmaster, was the expert on Bish’s daughter and every other kid in Kent. Bish muttered a goodbye and hung up.


    A moment later the phone rang. Again a blocked number. Elliot? Or one of the other parents? He picked up.


    ‘The LeBrac girl going missing with Eddie Conlon is a bit of a cock-up.’


    Elliot hadn’t lost the art of stating the obvious.


    ‘I’d blame that on the friends you sent yesterday to scare her into believing they’d go after Eddie and her uncle.’


    ‘Ah come on, Bish. You know I’m pretty particular about who I’m friends with.’


    Bish wasn’t in the mood for jokes.


    ‘At the moment our greatest source of information is The Sun,’ Elliot said. ‘First we read that Violette was put in a cupboard. Next that she gave every guy on the bus a hand job.’


    ‘Yes, because Murdoch’s people always get it right.’


    ‘Give us something, Ortley. Anything.’


    ‘What makes you think I have anything?’ Bish asked, just as Saffron and Bee caught up with him.


    ‘Because we’ve been tracking down the parents who’ve returned home. Most of them saw you speaking to the French cop in charge. All of them saw you walk into that interview with Violette and two men who we’re presuming are MI6. You’re the name on everyone’s lips, Ortley. So you might know more than we do at the moment.’


    ‘If anyone had brains they’d go visit Sarraf and find out what he knows,’ Bish said. ‘Violette would have gone straight to him.’


    ‘Both sides of the Channel have done that,’ Elliot said. ‘He told us to fuck off, but not before we discovered that his niece and the boy visited early this morning. He went out to buy croissants or baguettes or whatever the fuck the French eat for breakfast, and when he got back the kids had vanished.’


    ‘I’m presuming whoever you work for isn’t just focusing on Violette as a suspect,’ Bish said.


    ‘We have no idea who’s responsible for yesterday, but I think it’s pretty clear that those kids are on the run. From us.’


    ‘Who’s this “we”, Elliot? Is it some sort of royal we? You and the Queen?’


    ‘Let’s talk when you get home, Bish. And give your mum my love. She’s doing a marvellous job over there.’


    Bish hung up and found his mother and daughter staring at him.


    ‘Elliot?’ Saffron asked.


    ‘He’s working for either the Home Office or MI5.’


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Bish darling.’


    ‘Not as ridiculous as believing he made the trains run on time.’


    They approached the car in silence and got in. It seemed a long time ago that Bish and his mother had travelled down this dirt path, not just the day before. After executing an awkward U-turn, trying to avoid every other car parked in so narrow a track, Bish was relieved to be in control again. He had just reached a fork in the road when Bee made a gagging sound.


    ‘I’m going to be sick.’


    He stepped on the brake. Bee was out of the car, disappearing into a thicket of trees before they could stop her. Bish looked at his mother, not knowing whether to follow.


    ‘Daddy. Sofi!’


    He was never going to ignore a ‘Daddy’. Saffron was there beside him and they found Bee with a hand against a tree, bent over.


    ‘Don’t come closer. It looks vile,’ she said miserably, turning around and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


    Bish and Saffron waited a short distance away and when Bee reached them he put his arm around her shoulder.


    ‘You’ll be home with Mum soon, Honey Bee,’ he promised softly.


    She held on tight to both of them and when she let go the always prepared Saffron had wipes.


    ‘Can we just sit here?’ Bee asked. ‘I feel sick at the idea of getting back into the car.’


    Twenty minutes later they were on the road to the port of Calais. Bee was tense, flinching at every sound, every siren. Bish wondered how much she’d actually seen of the dead and injured. Would the memories return now or in weeks to come? He reached out to take her hand and she let him. He thought of those families travelling home without their loved ones and it made him hold her hand even tighter. Bish hadn’t felt blessed in three years. At this moment it was all he could feel.


    Driving through Calais he saw the hunched way that people walked. Regret. Guilt. Children from other countries had died in their own backyard. Had been killed so savagely.


    Bee was quiet all the way through French immigration, but when they were asked to hand over their passports by the UK Border Force she was telling the officer everything. That she’d been on the bus that blew up and her father was a chief inspector for the Met and he was helping out with the investigation, and that the capitaine of the police wouldn’t give them back their luggage and all she wanted was to get home. And then she burst into tears.


    The officer was sympathetic.


    ‘She’s in shock,’ Saffron said, placing an arm around Bee and leading her away.


    ‘Is it as bad as they say?’ the officer asked Bish.


    He nodded, collecting Bee’s documents.


    ‘Lucky you’re driving your daughter home then,’ the man said, his voice low enough for Bee not to hear.


    From Dover to Ashford Bish tried conversation with Bee. Saffron had insisted on taking the backseat again and he could see she was fighting sleep.


    ‘Were you close with any of them?’ he asked Bee quietly. ‘The kids who were taken to hospital?’


    She shrugged. ‘Fionn Sykes wasn’t exactly the most social person in the world. He spent most of the time on his own. He was a birdwatcher.’


    Glancing across, Bish caught a flash of pain in her expression.


    ‘Michael Stanley and Astrid Copely had a crush on each other. The day before . . . the day before yesterday, everyone was making fun of them because they were caught kissing. Two Geeks in Love, we called it. Lola Barrett-Parker and Manoshi Bagchi took a photo of them. They took photos of everything. Lola was the biggest pain in the arse and Manoshi was a show-off cynic. Thirteen going on forty.’


    ‘Do you think Violette LeBrac and Eddie Conlon bonded because they seemed to have the same cultural background?’


    ‘Her name’s Violette Zidane,’ Bee corrected. ‘She’s Australian and he’s from Kent. I wouldn’t exactly call that the same culture.’


    ‘You know what he means, Honey Bee,’ Saffron said from the backseat.


    ‘Eddie’s mum died about a year ago so they must have bonded over lost mothers,’ she said. Her tone was callous, but there was something else in it too. ‘Violette thought she was too above it all to tell anyone anything.’


    ‘Why didn’t the other kids like her?’


    ‘What makes you think they didn’t?’


    ‘No one seemed to be concerned about her being locked in a cupboard, Bee.’


    ‘We didn’t know, okay?’ she shouted. ‘We didn’t know.’


    She turned to stare out the window. Bish caught Saffron’s eye in the rearview mirror.


    ‘She played with people,’ Bee said after a while. ‘And that accent. It was hideous. It was like watching a really bad episode of Neighbours.’


    ‘And Eddie?’


    ‘I think he had a big crush on her. During the day they were always together. Sometimes he was withdrawn. Other times he was really funny. He’d break out in song and he did a really good pelvic-thrust version of “Moves Like Jagger”. He was totally obsessed with music.’ Bee was pensive for a moment. ‘They were both kind of uninhibited. This one time we were at a town fair just outside Saint-Malo and there was a platform for dancing, but it was empty. Until them. They danced like no one else existed in the world. They did most things like that. Most times.’ There was a strange quality to Bee’s storytelling. A wistfulness, perhaps. ‘On the bus she’d be teaching him Arabic. The kids at the back used to make fun of it but she didn’t care.’


    ‘It’s a hard language to learn,’ Saffron said.


    Had she tried? Bish wondered. Once, as a teenager, he’d been intrigued enough to borrow Arabic language books and tapes from the library and study them in his dorm room. Until his father was notified by the headmaster.


    ‘It’s not really who we are, Bish. Your mother’s more English than the Queen. No more Arabic study now, promise?’


    And Bish had promised, although he wondered why his more- English-than-the-Queen mother had named him Bashir, and why the earliest memory he had was of her calling him habibi. But he chose not to pursue it. Stephen Ortley had worked hard for the Foreign Office. He was respected and loyal to his country and he expected his wife and son to be the same. Bish had honoured that part of the deal. He didn’t know what his mother had honoured. She had been a no-show for part of his teenage years, even during those times when his parents were living not half an hour’s drive from where he was boarding. When he was home for school holidays he could see that she did her best to be the mother he remembered from when he was a child, but by the time he was fifteen he had switched off. Saffron’s saving grace in his adult life was that she was a good grandmother. Her grief following Stevie’s death almost broke her.


    ‘There’s no way Violette did it, you know,’ Bee said.


    ‘How can you be so sure?’


    ‘I asked her myself after you got her out of that cupboard, and she said if she truly wanted to blow someone up, she’d have put the bomb under Crombie’s seat.’


    Bish flinched. He hoped for Violette’s sake that she hadn’t said this to anyone else.
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    Bish had been home for less than a day when Elliot rang again.


    ‘Get yourself to Kingly Court, Ortley. A colleague would like to have a word.’


    He’d already downed his second Scotch for the morning. Wasn’t in the mood to stay focused. The previous evening he’d left an exhausted Saffron and Bee with Rachel and Maynard and driven home alone. Bish had always refused to break bread with David Maynard in the home he once owned. And here was Elliot trying to involve him in something he didn’t want to be involved in. It was boarding school all over again except now the Home Secretary was involved.


    ‘Get off at Oxford Circus. I’ll send you the address,’ Elliot said before hanging up.


    Bish hated public transport. These past two years he had lived in the Isle of Dogs. He worked locally and drove there, avoiding the West End at all costs. Saffron lived in Gravesend, his daughter in Ashford, both accessible within an hour via the A20. Getting to the West End was another story. The DLR seemed unnatural to him. An automated tram was too close to a metaphor of his life, on so many levels. No one at the helm, people putting their lives into those driverless hands. So he took the Tube from Canary Wharf, regretting it in an instant. The heat and the body odour combined with his throbbing headache made him want to take up cycling.


    Elliot’s directions led to a café with outdoor tables. Bish suffered from the opposite of seasonal illness. He hated sunshine, and for the life of him couldn’t understand how a man with skin as white as Elliot’s would want to sit outside. At school Elliot had been called anything from Casper to albino boy, and the older he got, the more ghostly he seemed to become. Rachel used to refer to him as the Spectre of Death.


    The man sitting with Elliot had a pissed-off look that he directed at anyone who ventured too close. It was the sort of look that belonged to a harassed man at the end of the day, not at ten in the morning. Elliot introduced him as Grazier. He was older than Bish, but fit. Bish didn’t question whether Grazier was his first or last name because he didn’t want a relationship with the man and asking such a question would suggest he did.


    A selection of morning papers lay on the table before them. All about the same person. SPAWN OF SATAN. VIOLENT VIOLETTE. POISONOUS AND PROMISCUOUS. The alliterations were turning his stomach. Violette LeBrac was front-page news everywhere he turned. Most media outlets had dropped the Zidane surname.


    Earlier that morning Bish had watched a panel arguing about Violette on a talk show. How had a minor’s name been made public, one of the panellists wanted to know. The killers of James Bulger were given more anonymity, and they’d actually been convicted of a crime. Violette LeBrac had not, so why was she being treated like a criminal? Another panellist brought up the rumours of Violette running off with one of the lads from the tour. At least Eddie’s name and age were being kept out of the media. Bish could just imagine the further savaging she’d receive about what pact existed between a seventeen-year-old girl and a thirteen-year-old boy.


    ‘We were relieved to hear your daughter wasn’t injured in the bombing, Chief Inspector Ortley,’ Grazier said.


    That ‘we’ again.


    ‘You had the opportunity to speak to most of the students and parents as well as the French police, I hear?’


    ‘As a father. I have the right —’


    ‘That wasn’t a reprimand.’


    But it was something other than a friendly discussion, and Bish hoped Grazier would get to the point sooner rather than later.


    ‘I don’t even know where you work,’ Bish said, looking at Elliot.


    ‘We work for the government.’


    ‘My postman works for the government,’ Bish said. ‘Can you be more specific?’


    The waiter came with a tea for Grazier and a fried-up feast for Elliot.


    ‘Violette LeBrac Zidane holds dual French-Australian citizenship, so neither country is going to be happy with us,’ Grazier said, ignoring Bish’s question. ‘Basically we want this to go away, and the only way that will happen is if we find Violette and Eddie, alive. Every bleeding- heart organisation in the country is crying foul over the way she’s been treated. So what’s your theory?’


    ‘About what?’


    Bish didn’t want to have theories. He had got used to the numbness since being forced to take leave.


    ‘About why someone would want to blow up British kids in Calais,’ Grazier said.


    On the table before them, Bish caught the squinting distrust in Violette LeBrac Zidane’s eye.


    ‘Well, I don’t believe it was Al Qaeda or ISIS. I don’t think it was some French fanatic angry with the UK over what’s happening to refugees in Calais either.’


    These were some of the theories floating around.


    ‘It was targeted,’ Bish said, ‘and I think Violette Zidane could have been the target. She spent six days sitting in one of the seats that were most impacted.’


    ‘But on the seventh day she wasn’t on the bus and it blew up,’ Grazier said.


    ‘I’m not exactly buying that Violette bombed the bus because Lola Barrett-Parker took her seat the day before, and I don’t believe she’d be able to make a bomb just because she was coming first in chemistry.’ According to the panel on the morning show, that fact had been posted on a Facebook page titled ‘Who Went to School with the French Bomber?’


    ‘Her mother was incriminated all those years ago partly because she got honours in chemistry,’ Grazier said.


    ‘Noor LeBrac had time to make the bomb,’ said Bish. ‘And she was convicted because she confessed. Violette was travelling on a full itinerary with a large group.’


    ‘And she shared a room with your daughter,’ Elliot said. ‘Not exactly the freedom to build a bomb. Although you and I did in first form.’


    Elliot held up his left index finger, minus the tip. Bish remembered the event vividly.


    ‘We’d really like to know where Violette was on the night before the bombing, Chief Inspector Ortley,’ Grazier said. ‘Can your daughter shed light on that?’


    ‘Why not ask Crombie?’ Bish said.


    ‘According to Charlie Crombie, Violette wasn’t with him. According to Crombie’s roommate, Crombie wasn’t in his room.’


    ‘So apparently half the tour bus was missing from their beds that night.’


    ‘Not quite half, Ortley,’ Grazier said, looking him in the eye. ‘Five, in actual fact.’


    Bish didn’t like where this was going, and he was now down to ‘Ortley’, which meant the niceties were over.


    ‘Aren’t you going to ask who the others without an alibi are?’ Grazier asked.


    Bish leaned forward in his seat. They were going to drag Bee into this. Now he was seething, blinding headache in this damn sunshine and all. Elliot poured a glass of water and handed it to him.


    ‘Sit back, Ortley. You’re scaring the boss.’


    Grazier didn’t seem the sort to be scared by anyone or anything. ‘Your only suspects are teenagers missing from their cabins?’ Bish asked him.


    ‘I don’t recall saying Violette or the kids were suspects,’ Grazier said. ‘I simply want to know where they were the night before the bomb. Could you find that out for me, Chief Inspector Ortley, you being one of the fathers?’


    Bish bit his tongue. He didn’t want to admit the next fact out loud. Not in front of Elliot.


    ‘I’m probably not the right person to be playing Chief Inspector right now.’


    ‘We’re not Scotland Yard,’ Grazier said. ‘We don’t give a rat’s arse what your suspension was about. All I’m saying is that we’d be happy for you to go out there and continue being who you were in France.’


    Bish presumed ‘No thanks’ wasn’t an option. Grazier was eyeing him with that look he had. Elliot was wolfing down his eggs and bacon, one arm protectively around his plate. The boarding school fear that someone was going to steal your food.


    ‘You and I share a few theories,’ Grazier said. ‘If Violette does have a target on her back, it just got a bit bigger, thanks to the media and that moron who locked her in a cupboard. Those kids are running from us. We’d better find them alive.’


    ‘Then what’s stopping you?’


    ‘The parents we’ve spoken to are pissed off at the embassy staff for taking their time getting to the campsite. They believe Downing Street should have sent someone as soon as it happened. They’re not exactly being chatty with anyone who works for the government. Most of them claim that the only person who did anything was Chief Inspector Bish Ortley. We want you talking to those families. One of the kids on that tour might have a clue to where Violette and Eddie are heading.’


    ‘So I came here this morning for you to give me permission to be everyone’s friend?’


    ‘No, Ortley, you’re here because I was dying to meet you,’ Grazier said.


    ‘Really?’


    ‘No.’ Grazier’s tone was blunt. ‘But someone else is. The acting governor of Holloway contacted us last night. Noor LeBrac has asked for you specifically. She wants to talk. The Home Secretary would like you to go and see what she knows about these kids, and this bombing. You just seem to be everyone’s favourite father at the moment.’


    Bish doubted he was Noor LeBrac’s favourite anything, although he was certain she’d remember him over everyone else from that day her family was arrested.


    Grazier handed him a file. ‘This is what we know about her since she’s been in prison.’


    Bish had no choice but to take the file. ‘Can we call it quits after that?’ he asked, staring at Elliot.


    ‘I’m genuinely hurt,’ Elliot said. ‘We’ve been friends all these years.’ He turned to Grazier. ‘He was Ron Weasley to my Harry Potter.’


    ‘Don’t talk to the press, Ortley,’ Grazier said. ‘Don’t talk to any of your colleagues. And whenever you’re talking to the students and parents, remember you’re there as a father.’


    ‘So I’m going undercover as myself?’


    Grazier liked the sound of it. He stood and handed Bish a business card that identified him as Samuel Grazier and contained only a mobile number.


    ‘Ring if there are any issues with Holloway. Clearance comes through Elliot or me. No one else.’
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    Holloway prison was on the Piccadilly line, so at least Bish didn’t have to travel far. He got off at Caledonian Road and waited for the shuttle bus that would take him to one of the country’s most polarising women. While he waited, Bish flicked through the file. Noor LeBrac had been arrested alongside her mother, brother and uncle for their part in the Brackenham supermarket bombing. They were referred to as the Brackenham Four. Six months later, LeBrac confessed to having built the bomb, claiming she’d been the only person in her family involved, other than her father, who died in the blast. She was thirty-three at the time, the mother of a four-year-old daughter. Cambridge-educated, having just handed in a doctoral thesis in molecular biology. Married for twelve years to Etienne LeBrac, an Australian of French and Algerian parentage. He had been visiting his parents in rural New South Wales at the time.


    The file included a clipping of a newspaper article dated March 2010. A journalist who had followed the case from the outset re-interviewed LeBrac when there was talk that she would try to get an appeal off the ground. Her first attempt had been in 2005. The journalist commented that jail seemed to have broken her spirit, and LeBrac’s response was quoted at length: ‘My father filled the boot of my car with explosives, dropped my daughter off at preschool, drove to work and murdered twenty-three innocent people. My mother died of stomach cancer in a hospice without her family around her. My brother lives in exile, unable to travel. My Uncle Joseph, the patriarch of the Sarraf family, has chronic kidney damage from the beatings he received when he was wrongly imprisoned. My husband’s death has been so lied about that people actually believe he left his daughter alone on those dales, in the middle of a brutal Yorkshire winter. And my daughter has nightmares from the fear of not being able to speak to me at nine pm her time, ten am London time. All this has broken my spirit. Not jail.’


    Rachel had always said LeBrac was easier to hate because she was young, educated, attractive.


    ‘And Arab,’ Bish would remind her.


    ‘How many years does one’s family have to be in this country not to be a foreigner?’


    Bish couldn’t answer that. His family had achieved it by wiping out any traces of his grandfather’s culture. All Bish knew about his late grandmother was that Lily Worthington had been a headstrong young woman who joined the army as a nurse at the outbreak of World War Two. Her first posting was Alexandria, where she fell in love with a young Egyptian interpreter named Bashir. They were married soon afterwards and had two children. Lily died of cancer when Saffron was five and her brother ten years old, which prompted the Worthingtons to retrieve the children from Alexandria and bring them up in England. It was the early 1950s. Bashir Nassrallah had no way of fighting his wife’s wealthy family and could not afford to fly to England to see his children, and so a connection was lost. What Bish’s family history had instilled in him, according to his ex-wife, was an attraction to all things Arab.


    ‘You’ve got a thing for Arab women,’ Rachel told him one night in the dying days of their marriage.


    ‘Yes, that’s why I married a redhead from Cornwall.’


    ‘You married a redhead from Cornwall because you wanted to make your father happy,’ she said softly. ‘He told me at our engagement that the family was worried you were going to end up with one of those foreign types.’


    ‘I married a redhead from Cornwall because I was in love with her.’


    And he had been. Rachel was bolshie and gorgeous and he made her laugh. But he realised early on in his marriage that she was more what he wanted than what he needed. Then the kids happened and they were both in love with being Bee and Stevie’s parents. Their son’s death forced them to acknowledge that wasn’t enough.


    ‘When Arab women are brilliantly smart, you’re threatened by them,’ she said, ‘and when they’re beautiful, you love them. And when they’re both, you’re antagonistic towards them.’


    ‘And you have the facts to back this up?’


    ‘Fact: when they’re beautiful you love them – Yasmin Le Bon.’


    ‘Well, her family’s Iranian, so not exactly Arab. Any more of these facts?’


    ‘Fact: when they’re beautiful and smart you despise them – Noor LeBrac. In your eyes she was guilty from the day they arrested her.’


    ‘She confessed to building a bomb that blew up twenty-three people, Rachel.’


    ‘She didn’t confess for six months. Noor LeBrac got to you from the very day she was arrested. What did she do to you that was so unforgettable?’


    It was more what he had done.


    He presented himself at the Holloway Visitors’ Centre, which was run by a children’s charity organisation, to a woman whose name tag identified her as Allison. When he explained that he didn’t have a visiting form and had been sent by the Home Office, a few phone calls were made. Instead of directing him to the visits hall, she took Bish to another checkpoint deeper within the prison. Two guards sat in an office behind a serving window.


    ‘Next time, he sees LeBrac in the visits hall like everyone else,’ the older guard told Allison.


    ‘Next time, he sees LeBrac wherever the acting governor says he sees her,’ she said.


    Bish was asked to follow the older guard, the aptly named Officer Gray. He was led to a small interview room and buzzed in.


    ‘Knock on the door when you’re finished,’ Gray ordered. ‘You’ve got fifteen minutes.’


    Inside, Noor LeBrac was seated at a table, dressed in tracksuit pants, a T-shirt and cardigan. Her dark stare followed Bish the moment he entered the room and he dared not look away. He sat down and found himself trying not to focus on the freckle on her lower lip. If he were to set up any sort of dialogue, he couldn’t come across as distracted. Or hostile.


    She was still striking, despite her face being drawn and thin. Her dark hair was in a thick loose plait. There was a coarseness to it, unlike the sleekness on the day of her arrest. The LeBracs had been an attractive couple and back then Bish could tell she was a little vain about her appearance. Now he couldn’t help but think how small and helpless she was, this monster who had built a bomb. But the fragility was revealed to be a façade the moment she stood. Bish hadn’t realised she was holding the tabloid until she threw it down in front of him. Violette’s photo was plastered over the front page. It had been taken at the campsite, from outside the dining hall looking in. Bish had managed to get himself photographed standing behind her.


    ‘I just wanted to look into the face of the man who locked my daughter in a cupboard and called her a whore to the world,’ she said.


    Her voice was clipped and polished, and jail had done nothing to soften her arrogance.


    Noor LeBrac walked to the door and knocked twice in a way that seemed to suggest she was in charge. She was buzzed out and taken away.
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    After his short stint as the connection between Noor LeBrac and the British government, Bish spent the rest of the day returning calls from parents he had met at the campsite. Their questions were mostly the same. How were the injured kids? Had he found out any more about who was responsible? Was his daughter having nightmares, as their kids were? Very few had come from the same town, so there was no place to meet and talk. Social media was all they had; their grieving was done online, collectively but disconnected.


    His mother rang in the evening. Bish felt a twinge of guilt that he hadn’t rung to check on her.


    ‘How was Bee when you left her?’ he asked.


    ‘Back to angry and withdrawn. She went for a run this morning, before they dropped me home. Rachel made David go with her.’


    Just what Bish wanted to hear.


    ‘Any news about the missing kids?’ she asked.


    ‘Afraid not.’ He looked down at the front page of the newspaper sitting before him. Two images: an unsmiling Violette placed beside a joyful Astrid Copely. No context, just a headline: evil has taken our girl. No guesses who Evil was.


    ‘I’m praying nothing’s happened to them,’ Saffron said.


    Later, restless and desperate not to have a drink, Bish scoured the news online. The Guardian, Al Jazeera, the New York Times. The Australian media hadn’t made up their mind how they felt yet. At the moment they were identifying Violette as ‘the British-born French-Arab LeBrac, who went by the name Zidane, which belonged to her Algerian grandmother’. Bish couldn’t think of how many more hyphens and details they could use to distance themselves from the world’s least favourite teenager. That was another point being argued on social media. What country did Violette LeBrac Zidane belong to? On Twitter, @princec2 was the most eloquent. ‘She’s Australian, you fuckers.’


    When Bish had exhausted the media outlets he found himself studying the file Grazier had given him. Noor LeBrac’s life was as productive as prison allowed her to be, but her contact with the outside world was limited. She hadn’t attempted an appeal for six years now. Grazier had included phone records of the past year. Until a fortnight ago, LeBrac had rung the same number every day between ten and ten thirty am. In Coleambally Australia. The next most dialled number was in Calais, once a week. Her daughter. Her brother. Every day. Every week.


    Perhaps it was because Bish had nothing better to do, or because searching for Violette’s whereabouts gave him some purpose, but whatever the reason, he found himself crossing the Channel again first thing the following morning. If Noor LeBrac spoke to her brother every week, then he must know something.


    Calais seemed like another world today. Three days ago Bish had just wanted to get to Bee. Now he noticed the reality. Migrants lined the road alongside the port, because Downing Street had promised generous benefits to those displaced from wartorn countries. It had resulted in Calais becoming the place for them to get across the Channel any way they could. An eleven-mile fence and a 21-mile stretch of water stood in their way, and for all its promises, the UK was dragging its feet dealing with the intake. Even if someone succeeded in getting over the Ring of Steel, as it was called, from there they’d have to be desperate enough to attach themselves under a lorry, or better still, get into a refrigerated vehicle where the heat sensors at customs wouldn’t detect their presence. Those lucky enough to get through the tunnel were met by sniffer dogs at customs on the other side, which still counted as French soil. Once caught, it was straight back across to Calais, only to try again the next day.


    The extreme right wing maintained that those who wanted to get into the UK were economic refugees, taking advantage of handouts. But who, Bish wondered, would live like this and take such chances if not out of necessity and desperation? With no assistance from the French government, these people were surviving on the goodwill of a small group of retirees who handed out food and clothing. Bish didn’t know what the solution was, but it wasn’t this.


    The boxing gym on Rue Delacroix was yet another world. The smell was a cocktail of blood and spit and body odour and the stillness of the air was stifling. Bish felt like a foreigner and it had little to do with language or culture. Young men, some of them in their teens, pounding into boxing bags, or each other. It was a room pulsing with testosterone-fuelled energy and the sense that there was nothing else for these men. They eyed Bish suspiciously as he made a sweep of the place, searching. For years the only photos out there of Jamal Sarraf were from his days with the football club. Man United’s great British Arab hopeful. The photos showed a handsome kid with a wide grin and laughing eyes. He was popular. He was a good look for the club.


    ‘Is Jamal Sarraf here?’ Bish asked a young man carrying a bucket and picking up towels. The lad pointed to the ring closest to them, where two men were fighting it out. One was Senegalese, judging from the T-shirt he was wearing. His opponent was lean and muscular, with a short-cropped beard and a quick right hook. Being a man of soft bulk himself, courtesy of a diet of liquid lunches, Bish couldn’t help holding a hand to his gut and vowing he would soon begin a regimen of more vegetables, more protein and fewer excuses. He’d been happy enough to leave exercise to the young because he believed it was futile, and then Daniel Craig had come along as Bond and ruined it for any man growing old disgracefully.


    The bout finished and the two men touched gloves. As the older man stepped from the ring, Bish approached.


    ‘Jamal Sarraf? Bish Ortley.’


    Sarraf didn’t respond but the look in his eyes said there’d be no handshaking between them.


    ‘I’m the father of one of Violette’s friends,’ Bish continued. ‘And my daughter’s desperate to know that your niece and the boy are safe.’


    The man standing before Bish seemed a world away from the promising footballer he had been as a teenager. Back then, Jimmy Sarraf was the star of the England Under 17 team and sought after by a number of the big clubs. When Man United signed him up to their junior team, the headlines read little big man and Sky News did a feel-good piece on him. ‘He’s a cheeky bugger, that one,’ Sarraf’s childhood coach in Shepherd’s Bush had said. When seventeen-year-old Jimmy was first interviewed on TV and asked what he’d do when he made it in the big league, tears welled up in his eyes. ‘Buy me mum and sister a house each, as big as that mansion Posh and Becks have out in Hertfordshire.’ Bish recalled the boy talking nonstop and at a speed beyond reckoning in that interview.


    After the bombing, people wanted blood. Live blood. They wanted someone to hate, someone still breathing, and they got it when London police raided the Sarraf council flat and found evidence to suggest that Louis Sarraf had not acted alone. Jamal and his Uncle Joseph had been caught on camera in the courtyard with Louis, arguing emphatically, all three agitated. The younger Sarraf had looked relieved when his father and uncle shook hands. He had embraced his father. To the authorities it was a deadly handshake, and it took longer than it should have to release Jamal and his uncle, even after his sister confessed.


    ‘Can we sit down somewhere and talk?’ Bish asked Sarraf, aware of the stares from the rest of the men.


    Sarraf retrieved a newspaper from a nearby bench and threw it at Bish, who didn’t need to be fluent in French to understand it. The familiar photo of him standing behind Violette. Good to see that the British and French were united in something.


    Jamal Sarraf walked out of the gym and into a back alley and he followed.


    ‘Is it true you’ve spoken to her?’ Bish asked, and suddenly he felt a grip around his throat and found himself shoved against the steel fence. He saw rage in the man’s eyes, glimpsed a clenched fist.


    ‘I don’t sit down and talk to cunts who lock my niece up in a storage cupboard.’


    Sarraf’s face was menacingly close. Bish held up a hand of warning. Not that he believed it would be powerful enough to stop Sarraf, after seeing what he could do to a younger, fitter man in the ring.


    ‘I removed Violette from that cupboard,’ he said. ‘She’d tell you that herself if you asked her.’


    Sarraf let go and shoved Bish away. ‘She’s not here.’


    ‘Where is she then?’


    ‘No idea.’


    ‘I don’t believe you. You’d be out there looking for her otherwise. So that tells me you know exactly where she is.’


    ‘It tells you nothing.’


    ‘Did she say why she took the boy?’


    ‘For a concerned father, you’re beginning to sound like a copper.’


    ‘I’m both.’ Bish took a business card from his pocket. One he currently had no right to hand out. He found a pen, crossed out his work landline and scribbled his personal mobile number. ‘Bring her to me and she’ll be protected,’ he said. ‘No one wants to hurt her or the boy. She’s just a kid.’


    ‘Yeah, well, so was I,’ Sarraf said bitterly, not taking the card held out to him. ‘And guess where I ended up when I was her age?’


    In Belmarsh. Where good-looking boys like Jimmy Sarraf would have walked into a never-ending nightmare. Bish couldn’t help flinching at the thought.


    ‘If you do know where they are, then God help you should something happen to them,’ Bish said.


    ‘If I knew where my niece was we’d be halfway down to North Africa by now,’ Sarraf said before walking away.
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    Jamal watches Ortley drive away. He’ll be heading for the port, and it makes Jamal heartsick just thinking of the trip home. On an honest day he’ll admit to himself that he chose to live in this town because he’s sentimental. He may have been denied entry into his own country but it doesn’t stop him yearning for it. When the weather is good, he can see England from the port.


    Not that he doesn’t have an affection for this town. Calais has been good to him. He likes its lack of pretension, the hardiness of its people. The transient quality of the place. No foreigner stays long enough to recognise him or ask questions. He’s had a dog’s breakfast of paid work, but it’s got him by from year to year. When he’s not teaching at the gym he works with the kids in the makeshift migrant camps, because the local charities want someone who knows French, English, Arabic and football. Or he works at the piano bar on Rue du Duc de Guise. Nothing changes in Calais for Jamal. Days mesh into weeks mesh into months mesh into thirteen years in exile.


    Until three days ago, when he received a call from Nasrene LeBrac. Had he seen Violette? He thought he’d misunderstood at first. Had Jamal seen his niece who lived with Nasrene and Christophe on the other side of the world? But according to Nasrene, some nameless man had phoned to tell them that Violette had spent the past seven days in Normandy. Jamal thought Nasrene had lost her mind because they all knew that Violette was on a hike in the Tasmanian wilderness. And then came the worst part. Violette was at the campsite outside Boulogne-sur-Mer where a bomb had gone off on a tour bus. Jamal headed out there, but the only way of getting through those police barricades was to prove he was a parent or guardian. He returned to his flat trying to think of a way.


    Violette found him first, just before dawn on Sunday morning. He’d gone for an early run to clear his head and returned to find her on the front step of the gym below his flat. She was with a younger boy. Jamal hadn’t seen her since she was four years old. The Australian government had refused him a visa year after year, and no amount of Skype sessions and photographs could prepare him for seeing her in the flesh. She was dressed in skinny black jeans and a black Astro Boy singlet. She was all gorgeous serious eyes and a feral, thin-lipped mouth that promised a baring of teeth when required. She was his mother. Little Aziza, they had nicknamed her as a kid. She was the question on the lips of every member of Jamal’s extended family, from Le Havre to Alexandria to Beirut. Jamal’s response was always the same. ‘She’s safe in Australia with Nasrene and Christophe. Nothing can hurt her now.’


    But there was a look in Violette’s eyes that told him those days were over. ‘We need to go inside,’ she said. She was carrying nothing with her, not even a backpack.


    Wordlessly he took her hand, dropping his keys once. Twice. Until they were all three in the gym and Violette was clinging to him, both their arms shaking as they held each other.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she cried. ‘I’m sorry.’


    ‘Talk to me, Violette,’ he said, turning on the lights. ‘Nasrene and Christophe are out of their minds with worry. Why would you come all the way here without telling anyone? Without seeing me?’


    She didn’t reply, just looked at the boy. A skinny kid in sunglasses and a hoodie, despite the time of the morning and the heat. A wannabe rapper’s version of incognito. Bloody annoying.


    ‘You were down at the campsite,’ she said. ‘You know how bad it was.’


    How could he not? Five dead. More injured. Some badly. It’s what happened when you were the son of Louis Sarraf. You became obsessed with victims and numbers and how many people were affected. One dead man meant kids and a wife and parents and brothers and sisters and in-laws and nieces and nephews. Injured kids meant the same. A mother. Father. Two sets of grandparents. Say, seven aunts and uncles and at least fourteen cousins. Not to mention friends . . . Jamal had become a mathematician after his father blew up their lives. The figures he tallied based on twenty-three fatalities fucked with his head every time.


    Violette was fighting back tears. He saw the tremble of her mouth.


    ‘They’re saying it was me, Jimmy.’


    His blood ran cold just to hear the words. He would take her as far from this place as possible, where no one could find them. He’d kill anyone who tried to stop him.


    Beyond Violette, the kid was hitting one of the boxing bags.


    ‘Stop doing that,’ Jamal told him. He didn’t like strangers in his life. Violette, he knew, was the same. She was a tough kid because she had to be. It was rare she spoke of friends and he wondered what had made her decide to let someone tag along.


    ‘If you were near here all this time, Violette, why didn’t you come to me?’


    ‘As if I wouldn’t,’ she said. ‘It’s just that I had a plan and it was a good one.’


    The boy was still whacking the bag. ‘Tell him to stop, Violette,’ Jamal said, seeing the boy wouldn’t listen to him.


    ‘They’re saying Mac’s dead,’ the boy called out, and Jamal realised he was speaking to him. ‘Is that true? And Michael from Hastings and one of the Spanish girls. They’re saying she got a piece of glass right through her throat. And now they’re saying Serge the bus driver’s dead and there are heaps in hospital. With legs gone, and arms. That’s what they’re saying.’


    Whack. Whack. Whack. The kid grunted as he pounded into the bag.


    Violette grimaced, shooting Jamal a warning look. ‘We used to talk to the bus driver all the time. But I told him,’ she said quietly, indicating the kid, ‘I told him that just because Facebook says people are dead, it doesn’t mean they are.’


    Jamal didn’t know how to break it to them. He’d read it in the news online. The bus driver and a young British girl had died overnight in the Boulogne hospital.


    Violette could see the truth in his eyes. She made a pained sound, drowned out by the whack of the boy’s punching. His grunts were sobs now.


    ‘One of the chaperones told everyone who I was,’ Violette said. ‘Who Mummy was – and it’s going to be in the papers and everyone’s going to know. Everyone.’ She looked back at the kid, anger and then anguish in her eyes.


    ‘Tell the boy to go back to the campsite,’ Jamal said. ‘I’ll pack us some stuff and we’ll head down south.’


    She shook her head. ‘I need to go because they’ll come here first. Don’t worry, we’ve got money.’ She patted the waist of her jeans, at what he presumed was a money belt. She’d started to sweat and was trembling again, and it broke him to see someone as tough as she was look so vulnerable. He brought her a glass of water and a wet towel to cool down her face.


    ‘You’re not making sense, Violette,’ he murmured. ‘You’re not going anywhere. We’ll ring Nasrene and Christophe and work out what to do.’


    But she was shaking her head. ‘They had photos of you at the gate, Jimmy. Just say they arrest you – they’ll put you away again, and Mummy will never forgive me.’


    ‘Why would Noor need to forgive you?’ Jamal asked. ‘You’re everything to her.’


    ‘She’ll hate me for this.’


    ‘It was me who ruined everything,’ the boy shouted. ‘Not you, Violette. I found you, and if I hadn’t you’d be on that hike. Safe.’


    The air began to smother Jamal. He felt the bile rising in his throat. What had this kid dragged Violette into?


    ‘I heard Henna Nasrene speaking to Papy,’ Violette said. ‘She asked him what they should give me for my eighteenth birthday and he said . . . he said, “I want to take her back into the past, to a time when Etienne was alive.” And he was crying, Jimmy, and I’ve never heard my grandfather cry before.’


    Jamal swallowed hard. He felt a twist in his gut. His brother-in-law had come into their lives when Jamal was five years old. Easygoing Etienne LeBrac, the complete opposite to Noor in so many ways. Even after all these years, Jamal still couldn’t believe he was dead. And he’d never accept that Etienne had taken his own life, leaving Violette alone up on that cove at Malham.


    ‘But why come here, Violette? Without telling anyone?’


    ‘To do part of what Papy Christophe wants. But not for me, though.’


    Right then the boy was finally toppled by the bag. He let out a laugh and Jamal turned to see him on his arse, sending a toothy grin towards Violette, his gangster sunglasses flying across the floor. Jamal couldn’t help staring. Couldn’t trust what he was seeing. He walked over, needing a good look at him, and Violette was there, clutching Jamal’s hand.


    ‘Isn’t he beautiful, Jimmy?’ she said. ‘Isn’t he the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?’


    Jamal stood before the kid and removed the beanie from the boy’s head. And like a punch in the gut, the truth sunk in.


    ‘Oh, Violette. What have you done?’
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    Bish decided to make the most of the trip and drove out to the hospital at Boulogne-sur-Mer. He told himself it was in order to give an update to the parents, but he knew it was more than that. Lola Barrett-Parker and Manoshi Bagchi had sat close to Violette and Eddie for most of the trip. Bish hoped they might have heard something that could shed light on where the two would be heading.


    On the front lawn of the hospital, waiting for a story, was a cross-section of the world’s media. Sky. CNN. BFMTV. There were no kids left out at the campsite, so the only possibility for a soundbite was the families of the injured. One or two journalists recognised Bish from the day of the bombing, and before he could make it to the entrance microphones were thrust at his face and cameras blocked his path.


    He succeeded in ignoring them, but inside was a different set of problems. A strong police presence stopped him in the foyer. According to the hostile receptionist, who at least spoke English, the list of people allowed up to the third floor didn’t include media or troublemakers. Bish tried anyway. Explained that he was the father of one of the English kids and he just wanted to check on those injured. He thought it best not to mention that he was a police inspector because he had no badge to prove it. He also suspected that unauthorised British law enforcement came under the category of troublemaker. The receptionist dismissed him.


    Next he tried the uniform stationed at the lift, politely asking in slow English how it was possible to get onto the third-floor list. The cop snapped back in fast French. Bish was about to walk away when he heard a familiar voice behind him. He turned. Attal. No sleep, little food, and a whole lot of grief were taking its toll on the French captain. Attal exchanged a few words with the officer before acknowledging Bish with a sound that perhaps meant ‘hello’ or ‘fuck off’. Whatever the case, Bish found himself on the list.


    Outside Lola’s room he encountered her father berating an orderly. Ian Parker was a member of parliament. He came from wealth, had married into wealth, and his public rhetoric reeked of xenophobia and Britain’s decay.


    When he was finished Bish introduced himself.


    ‘Ortley?’ said Parker. ‘Aren’t you with Scotland Yard?’


    Bish shook his head. ‘I’m here as —’


    ‘I’m fed up with you people and your inane questions,’ Parker barked. ‘Make yourself useful. Get out there and find that LeBrac bitch or I’ll have someone do it for you, and there’ll be nothing left of her to put on trial.’


    His much younger wife put a cautionary hand on his arm. ‘Ian,’ was all she said, softly. Down the corridor, a doctor exited a ward and headed for the lift. Parker went after her, leaving Bish with the insipid Katherine Barrett-Parker. Moments later, they could hear Parker yelling at the doctor down the corridor.


    ‘Lola is his youngest, and the only one of his children who gives him the time of day,’ Katherine finally said. ‘Arrogance is one thing. Mixed with heartbreak it’s lethal.’


    Not quite insipid. Just grief-stricken.


    ‘Can you do something about the press?’ she asked. ‘Sometimes my husband and I need fresh air. Apparently the Pakistani mother is frightened to step outside as well.’


    Bish was going to point out that the Bagchi family were originally from Bangladesh, but decided not to make an enemy of Katherine Barrett-Parker. When her husband’s shouting grew worse she excused herself and went to rescue the doctor.


    Two rooms and another world away was Manoshi and her family. Manoshi had qualified for one of the travel grants the Bengali community in Spitalfields provided for their youngest and brightest in public housing. Her mother was inconsolable as they took Manoshi away for another set of tests. The girl’s hair was half shaved, her arm bandaged and the hand missing. Sadia Bagchi told Bish she’d spent the past three nights on a stretcher bed in her daughter’s room, weeping.


    But your child’s alive, he wanted to say to her. He asked about her husband instead.


    ‘We have four other children at home. He needs to be with them. He needs to work.’ Her Bengali accent sang him a sad tune. Of something more than pain for her daughter.


    ‘It was my pride,’ she said bitterly. ‘I demanded that my husband let her go to France. He is very protective, but I shamed him. “Do you want our clever daughter selling cucumbers at the markets like her clever father?’’ I asked him.’


    She met his eyes across her daughter’s empty bed. ‘Who would do this to our children, sir? Who would be so cruel?’


    Bish had been asked that question too many times over the years, and could never find the right response.


    They spoke for a little while longer about the other students before he left to look in on Fionn Sykes. Bish had found out little about him from Bee, but the papers had profiled all the injured kids. Despite losing part of his left leg from below the knee, his injury was simple compared to Manoshi’s and Lola’s, and he seemed to be healing better than the others. Bish had no idea how the boy was faring mentally, except that according to Sadia Bagchi he was pining for his mother.


    Bish knocked at his door and went in. A rather plain face looked up at him from the bed. ‘I’m Bee’s father,’ he said. ‘She sends her best,’ he lied.


    ‘She’s not hurt then?’ Fionn asked.


    ‘One of the lucky ones.’


    ‘That’s a relief.’ A twist of a smile transformed his face.


    Bish made small talk. The kid was quiet, unassuming. Just a few minutes in his presence and Bish was already a fan. Fionn seemed to be an old soul, which would no doubt have made him an outcast among the likes of Crombie and Kennington.


    ‘Well, I won’t keep you,’ Bish said after a while. ‘Just thought I’d say hello.’


    ‘I haven’t really spoken to anyone in days,’ Fionn said. ‘The nurses and doctors are kind but it’s hard to communicate.’


    Bish figured it was an invitation to stay, so he sat down in the chair beside the bed.


    ‘What about the others, sir?’ Fionn asked, a flicker of pain on his face. Bish couldn’t tell whether it was physical or from the memory of what happened. ‘I know about Mac and Serge, the bus driver. They won’t bring me newspapers or a TV yet, but I know someone died here on the first night. I can’t understand much because they speak so fast, but I saw one of the nurses crying.’


    Bish nodded gently. It felt like an insult to deny the deaths. ‘Michael Stanley and Astrid Copely,’ he said. ‘And a Spanish girl called Lucia Ortez.’


    Tears sprang to the boy’s eyes and he gave a ragged sigh before composing himself. ‘They were younger than me, Michael and Astrid. Fifteen, I think.’


    ‘Did you know them well?’


    ‘No. But I remember that his great-grandfather was buried in the Bayeux War Cemetery. Michael played the last post there on his harmonica. Astrid was getting her braces off when she got back from France. I heard her telling him one day.’


    Fionn Sykes seemed to take notice of people in a way that others, including Bee, didn’t.


    ‘Lola and Manoshi are just down the corridor, of course,’ Bish said.


    ‘Yes, their mothers have popped their heads in once or twice. And I worked out that if I was here, anyone sitting close to where I was would be too. I’m not sure they’re being honest about how badly those two are hurt.’


    ‘Well . . . Manoshi lost a hand, and her left eardrum has been severely damaged. Lola’s lost an eye and has a broken arm.’


    ‘I did know that much,’ Fionn said. Then, ‘Lola and Manoshi were like those two guys in The Muppets. A running commentary on everything.’ He looked a little guilty. ‘Everyone thought they were pretty annoying.’


    Was that how Bee felt? Guilty that people she didn’t like or who annoyed her had ended up with such horrific injuries?


    The phone buzzed on the bedside table. The boy reached for it awkwardly and put it down again.


    ‘It’s the newest iPhone,’ he said. ‘An anonymous donation with a 200-quid credit so I get to speak to my mum whenever I want.’


    ‘Have you seen her?’


    Fionn shook his head.


    ‘Will she be arriving soon?’


    ‘We’re from Newcastle way.’ He grimaced. ‘We can’t afford this. Private rooms and all.’


    ‘I don’t think you have to worry about hospital fees for the time being, Fionn.’


    ‘And if my mum was to come, she’d have to find a place to stay near the hospital and that costs money too, and she doesn’t speak a word of French. She’s never travelled outside our village.’


    Bee had never had to worry about where the next fiver was coming from. As a barrister, Rachel earned more than Bish and they’d lived comfortably.


    ‘She doesn’t drive,’ Fionn mumbled.


    Bish regretted mentioning his mother. The boy was forced to make excuses and it was none of his business. ‘What do you hope to do with yourself after next year?’ he asked to change the subject, although he’d hated that question more than any other at Fionn’s age.


    ‘It’s between reading history or theology at Cambridge. I’m going for a scholarship.’


    ‘Theology?’


    The boy seemed amused by Bish’s reaction. ‘I get all the criticism about religion, you know, Mr Ortley. But the thing is, you can’t take it away from people and not leave something else of substance. That’s what your generation will be remembered for. Taking so much away and replacing it with so little of worth.’


    Seventeen going on seventy.


    ‘I don’t want to hit you when you’re down, Fionn,’ Bish said, ‘but I think your generation is going to be known for being the least useful at anything except ticking likes on Facebook.’


    ‘Cruel words, sir,’ Fionn mocked. ‘Only this morning the nurse let me look at my Facebook page on her phone, and I was feeling heartened by the hundred and fifty likes for the words “Get well soon”.’


    But the mockery was bitter. ‘My leg’s been blown off and someone writes, “Get well soon” as if I’ve just had my tonsils out.’


    Bish was grateful to Fionn for bringing up the elephant in the room. He could see the tears threatening to spill. Bee got vicious if Bish ever caught her crying. Sod off, Dad. I don’t have to share every thought that goes through my head.


    ‘ Sometimes people who care about us say all the wrong things for all the right reasons,’ Bish said. ‘How bad’s the pain?’


    ‘I get asked that question every half-hour by the nurses,’ Fionn said. ‘Can you ask me something else?’


    ‘Talk to me about the other kids on the bus then.’


    ‘I know the chaperones probably said we were a rubbish lot, and all that talk about Violette . . .’ Fionn shrugged.


    Bish thought of the rumours circling around Violette and a number of the boys on the bus. Had Fionn been one of them?


    ‘Did you fancy her?’


    Fionn was surprised by the question. ‘Violette only had time for Eddie Conlon. And Crombie, of course.’


    ‘You didn’t like her?’


    ‘It wasn’t that. On the first day she made a name for herself when she punched Charlie Crombie. I thought she did it for attention, but it scared people off and I realised that was exactly what she wanted. To be left alone.’ Fionn thought about it a moment, his face aflame. ‘I don’t know how the two of them ended up . . . I heard her talking to Eddie Conlon about me. “I know his type,” she said, “I’ll bet you the dickhead asks who our favourite Doctor is.”’ A blush crawled up Fionn’s face again, and reached his ears. It seemed Violette had guessed right.


    ‘I was obsessed with Tom Baker,’ Bish told him. ‘Even wore the long scarf, much like every other nincompoop in the seventies. It’s pretty obvious who everyone’s favourite Doctor is.’


    Fionn laughed, and again his face was transformed.


    ‘She called me a dickhead as well,’ Bish added.


    ‘In here,’ Fionn said pointing to his heart, ‘Violette was tough. Revealed nothing. As girls go, she’s probably up there in the category of don’t-even-think-of-it-unless-you’re-insane, like Charlie Crombie.’


    ‘Do you have someone back home?’ Bish asked.


    The boy shrugged, his cheeks and ears instantly red again. ‘Not really,’ he mumbled. ‘There was a girl from school. We were just flirting.’


    Flirting didn’t appear to conjure up great memories for the lad.


    ‘Tell me about Charlie Crombie.’


    Fionn seemed relieved at the change in conversation. ‘He used to be a student at my school. We were both bluecoat scholarship students, but our paths never crossed. I suppose you know of the cheating thing?’


    Bish nodded.


    ‘I heard him tell Rodney Kennington that he had to repeat a whole history unit at his new school, and that they were going to accept the trip as one of his assignments.’


    Fionn was pensive a moment. ‘The thing with Crombie is that he was hands down the leader.’


    ‘Was there a need for one?


    ‘Always.’


    ‘A bullying cheat? That was everyone’s only option?’


    ‘Yes. If he hadn’t established hierarchy, he’d have been at the mercy of the other year elevens. He said he could smell the weakness in their piss from a mile away. The only two who had balls were “the alpha bitches”. Violette and – pardon me, sir – your daughter. The rest of us were his minions.’


    Yes indeed. Bee came from a long line of alpha bitches on both sides of the tree.


    ‘You liked being one of his minions?’


    Fionn laughed again. ‘It was a strange sort of fun. I’m better as a follower, except I was almost wetting my pants half the time Crombie suggested something to the group. It was mostly getting back at the French kids. The French police captain’s daughter is another one you don’t want to cross. Sometimes it got vicious.’


    Fionn looked up at Bish, as if working something out for the first time. ‘Crombie’s a bit bent, you know. He sees things at a tilt. It’s why Violette made sense to him. Everything about her screamed different to the rest of us. Nothing matched. Her accent. Her name. Her face and her hair. She was pretty intense.’ He sighed. ‘It’s hard not to think of her as anything but the Brackenham bomber’s granddaughter, now that I know that.’


    ‘And the Eddie thing?’


    ‘I heard someone say his mother died, not even a year ago. But I don’t know, they seemed to just get each other.’


    ‘Did you feel that she was hiding something?’


    ‘Weren’t we all?’


    Was Bee hiding something, apart from her sorrow? ‘What were you hiding, Fionn?’ Bish asked softly instead.


    Another flash of pain in his expression. ‘The girl I’d been hanging out with, we board together at Ashcroft. She came home to Newcastle with me at Easter. My best mate too. It was pretty awful. They hooked up in the end. Came back to school and spread stuff around about my mum. I think I miss being friends with him more than the idea of her, but it was a bad term and I thought the holidays would be even worse, knowing they were together. So the tour made sense.’


    Fionn seemed embarrassed by his disclosure. ‘If you tell me that my time will come at university, sir, I’ll have to ask you to leave.’


    Bish laughed. ‘I was a social twat at university, so I’d never lull you into a false sense of security.’


    Fionn grew pensive again. ‘He’s a smart one, that Crombie. Don’t know why he cheated on that exam. He didn’t have to, you know.’


    Was the truth behind the bombing to be found in a hidden part of Fionn’s memory? This boy who noticed the not so obvious? Bish would love to know what he had observed of Bee, but talking about her seemed a betrayal.


    A nurse came in to check Fionn’s blood pressure and Bish thought it was a good time to leave.


    ‘Mr Ortley,’ Fionn called out when he was at the door.


    Bish waited, but Fionn didn’t speak again until the nurse had left.


    ‘It would be easy for people to hate Violette because she belongs to that family, but regardless, she didn’t hand out sexual favours on the bus. I think it’s wrong that they’re saying things about her that aren’t true. It’s just wrong.’


    Elliot rang him when he was on the M20 heading home. ‘Every time I turn on my TV or open a paper, there you are.’


    ‘What is it you want, Elliot?’


    ‘Layla Bayat. She’s a connection to the Sarrafs and could have information about Violette and Eddie. Grazier wants us to speak to her.


    ‘Good luck with that, Elliot, but you and me aren’t an us.’


    ‘We are if the Home Secretary says we are.’
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    ‘Ms Bayat?’


    Layla looks up to see two men standing in the doorway of her office.


    ‘Can I help you?’ she asks, feeling far from helpful, because whoever these men are, they should have been announced. Her office may be a shoebox next to the toilets, reflecting her status in the firm, but all she wants is for people to do their job and respect the importance of the four suffocating walls around her, thank you very much.


    One of the assistants appears behind the men, looking almost apologetic. Almost. ‘George Elliot and Bish Ortley.’ Jemima gives a couldn’t-give-a-shit-who’s-who wave between the two.


    Layla’s last encounter with a George Eliot was in high school, where she failed an English literature exam after expressing the view that Middlemarch could have been written in five hundred pages rather than eight hundred-plus. So the hostility she feels towards these two, turning up at ten am without an appointment, is limitless. But one look at them tells her they aren’t here for Silvey and Grayson business.


    ‘Can you bring me the file on the Carrington-King case?’ Layla asks Jemima all the same. Because unknown men in suits means trouble and Layla needs the office spy to reassure the partners that these men are part of everyday business.


    Chances are Jemima will tell Layla to get it herself. On the younger girl’s first day two years ago, Layla told her she wouldn’t be there long. Jemima, misunderstanding, complained, and Layla was called in to explain herself to one of the partners, and to Vera, the head of the admin girls. Layla couldn’t admit that she had meant Jemima would outgrow her typing and filing duties, because Vera was a world-class bitch and would make sure that Layla never got a document typed again. The pity is that Layla liked Jemima instantly. A working-class Hounslow girl, smart and thorough. It was hard shaking a council-estate address when you were working in the city, regardless of your job or your race. But Jemima decided that Layla wasn’t the ally she wanted. The antagonism festered, even though Jemima was the only girl Layla gave work to. Everyone else was lazy and thought they were above it. Rumour had it that Jemima would be in charge of the admin girls one day. Nothing wrong with that. But if Jemima had taken the time to listen, Layla would have told her to get herself a law degree.


    After Jemima leaves the room the two men seat themselves. Gut instinct tells Layla they’re government. Gut instinct has been talking to her since the bombing outside Calais made the front page four days ago.


    ‘Carrington-King?’ the shorter of the two asks, perhaps the Elliot one. Skinny, pale, with a perpetual ‘Who me?’ look on his face, as if he’s in the midst of doing or saying something wrong.


    ‘Two people getting a divorce who don’t concern you,’ she says flatly.


    Jemima returns with the file as well as a quizzical look that can only mean she’s been questioned by one of the partners.


    ‘Will you close the door on your way out?’ Layla says. Jemima leaves and Layla studies the men. ‘What is it you want?’


    There is hesitation, until the other one, a shaggy-dog type with a healthy head of golden-brown hair spliced with grey, stands, sifts through his pocket and hands over a messy business card. Chief Inspector Bish Ortley of the Bethnal Green police station. Now she’s confused. Calais is a long way from Bethnal Green.


    ‘Have you been in touch with Jamal Sarraf lately?’


    But not that far away.


    ‘Last I heard Jamal Sarraf lived somewhere in France.’ She’s pissed off. The men sitting at her desk know she’s pissed off. She presumes both of them have come across many pissed-off women in their lives.


    ‘We’re here out of concern for Sarraf’s niece,’ Ortley says.


    So he’s playing good cop, but there’s something about him. A festering below the surface. The bloodshot eyes and sad teddy bear look. This man comes with a story.


    ‘You desperately care about her, do you?’ she asks. ‘From what I’ve been reading, no one seemed to care about Violette’s reputation when it was smeared before the whole world this week.’


    Ortley gets twitchy at this. ‘We think you may know where she and the boy are,’ he says.


    ‘And why would you think that?’


    ‘Well, let’s start with the fact that you lived next door to Violette’s mother and uncle for almost eighteen years,’ Elliot says.


    ‘I’d like you to leave.’


    ‘Layla,’ Ortley says. ‘Can I call you that? All we need to know is whether Violette has made contact with you. Whether she and the boy are okay.’


    Layla points. ‘There’s the door.’


    Elliot leans forward. ‘We may visit your sister next, Layla,’ he says. ‘And from what I know about the family Jocelyn married into, the Shahbazis have built wealth and a good name in a reputable way. If there’s anything they hate most in the world, it’s people breathing the word “Muslim” and “terrorist” in the same sentence.’


    ‘Then do me a favour, wanker,’ Layla says. ‘Try really hard to avoid breathing “Muslim” and “terrorist” in the same sentence. You’ll get the hang of it sooner or later.’


    This guy, unlike his partner, seems oblivious to the fact that he irritates people.


    ‘My brother-in-law’s family are well aware of who our neighbours were,’ she says.


    ‘But do they know you’d been in a relationship with Jamal Sarraf since you were sixteen?’ Elliot asks. ‘I’m willing to wager that it didn’t end there. Some acquaintances of your brother-in-law’s may not like the fact that over the years you’ve crossed the Channel to fuck a terrorist.’


    He looks pleased with himself. Ortley seems uncomfortable, his attention on the furnishings.


    The Sarrafs have no more family living in the UK. So each time there’s a bombing, the media call on Layla. Once or twice it was Layla’s sister Jocelyn they went to, since she’d been Noor’s best friend. But most people know not to approach Ali Shahbazi’s wife and kids. Ali has the power and money to sue anyone who hassles his family. These clowns in her office know that too, which is why they’ve come here first and not to Jocelyn’s home.


    ‘So what are you thinking, Layla?’ Elliot asks.


    ‘It’s Ms Bayat to you, and what I think, Elliot, is that deep down you want to fuck me, but you’ve seen photos of Jamal Sarraf so you know I don’t go for pale middle-aged men with little dicks.’


    There’s the hint of a smile on Chief Inspector Ortley’s face.


    ‘Now get out,’ she tells them.


    Phillip Grayson is in her office before the men have reached the lift. ‘What was that about?’


    Layla dismisses the question with a wave of her hand. ‘They can’t afford us.’


    Phillip offered her a job when she was straight out of university and competing with candidates whose connections and qualifications were better than hers. Layla never quite understood why he chose her, but she worked hard enough to ensure that he never regretted his decision.


    ‘Are you ready for next week?’ he asks, referring to the interview for junior partner.


    ‘I’ve been ready since you interviewed me eight years ago.’


    The purse of his lips means she’s going to get a reprimand.


    ‘When you’re up in front of the rest of the partners, sweeten the tone,’ he says.


    She tries to smother the anger. Fails, like always. ‘Did you give Luke the same advice?’ she asks. ‘Or Damien?’


    Irritation on his face. ‘Don’t turn this into accusations of sexism, Layla.’


    She feels as if everything is slipping through her fingers. If it isn’t the fact that she’s a woman, it’s that she once lived next door to the Brackenham Four. A week before the most important interview of her life, she doesn’t need two men in suits screwing with her head.


    Phillip stops on his way out the door. ‘Tell me that bombing business with the LeBrac girl is not going to touch this firm, Layla.’


    She gives him a smile. She has a killer of a smile, she’s always been told. ‘Whatever you’ve heard about my family and hers is doubtless exaggeration and fabrication,’ she lies. ‘My sister and I can hardly remember living next door to those people.’


    One thing was always certain to the people of the Brackenham council estate: the greatest war in the Arab world took place on Uxbridge Road back in the 1970s, between two women, Mariam Bayat and Aziza Sarraf. It wasn’t over religion or territory or water rights, or the fact that they were born on opposite sides of Beirut, or that one was married to an Iranian and the other to a French Egyptian. It started with their firstborn children, Jocelyn and Noor. Who was more beautiful? Who spoke first? Who was meant for greater things? Fifteen years later, when both mothers coincidentally gave birth to their second children, the Sarrafs won by having a boy. From the very beginning Layla was the lesser in her mother’s eyes. Not so much when compared to Jocelyn – well, anyone was lesser than Jocelyn – but compared to Jamal Sarraf. Layla didn’t stand a chance alongside him. When five-year-old Jimmy showed signs of being the estate’s football prodigy, Aziza’s boasting was drowned out by Mariam’s declaration that her elder daughter was the greatest beauty Brackenham had ever seen. Photos of Jimmy holding up trophies that weighed more than he did were all over the community noticeboard in the foyer of the main building, only to be replaced by photographs of Jocelyn being presented with a bouquet of flowers by the ex-Duchess of York for her work with the Great Ormond Street Hospital Children’s Charity, or of Jocelyn’s portrait, painted by an award-winning artist as part of his Women of Persia exhibition.


    The thing the two mothers couldn’t control was the deep connection between all their children. Jocelyn and Noor adored each other, not once allowing their mothers’ rivalry to get in the way of their friendship. When their younger siblings were born within the same month, the girls believed it cemented something special. They were doting older sisters, Jocelyn the more maternal, Noor the more practical.


    But what turned out to be even less controllable was the bond between Jimmy and Layla. They were raised mostly by their semi-mad mothers and adoring older sisters, and not a day went by without them seeing each other. Until Jimmy went up north to stay with his uncle and visit with scouts. Three months later, when Layla stood on the platform at Euston Station watching her best friend get off the train, she hadn’t expected the strange rush of weirdness. All their lives, Jimmy had looked younger than her, but now there was such confidence in his walk. And that look on his face. Despite his newfound maturity, he still managed to blurt out, ‘Fuck, you’re hot,’ in a way that had them both flushed and refusing to look at each other the rest of the way home. From that day on, everyone knew that Jimmy and Layla were forever.


    When Jimmy was finally released after the Brackenham bombing, Layla was there waiting for him outside Belmarsh prison. He didn’t walk towards her with a swagger and he didn’t have that ‘Fuck, you’re hot’ look on his face. She should have turned and walked away then, because he wasn’t the Jimmy she’d known all her life. But after he travelled with his uncle to Alexandria and they wouldn’t let him back into England, Layla made the trip across the Channel every weekend.


    ‘My shrink says that you and I probably romanticise who we were when we were kids,’ she told him on the last night they were together, in the shoe closet he called home down by the Calais port. The sex was rough and Layla hadn’t signed up for rough. ‘She says most people romanticise the first person they sleep with, and that we do because we’ve never coped with the reality of who we are now.’


    ‘Why the fuck do you need a shrink, Layla?’


    He’d lose it over anything those days.


    ‘You need to speak to someone, Jimmy,’ she said, getting out of bed.


    ‘And tell them what?’ he shouted. ‘That I spent my eighteenth birthday in jail and got fucked up the arse? You think talking to a shrink’s going to make it all go away?’


    Back home, she went off the rails for a while. Got herself a reputation with the local boys. Everyone knew she’d been with Jamal Sarraf after he got out of prison. By the time she was nineteen she felt as though she had lived a lifetime.


    ‘Shame on you, Layla,’ her sister said one day while they were sitting in the park watching her niece play. ‘For wasting your brain. Noor’s stuck in that prison wasting hers, but she doesn’t have a choice. You’ve got all the choice in the world.’


    So Layla applied for university, and life with the Sarrafs and LeBracs was forgotten. A boyfriend or two, but nothing serious enough to get in the way of her work. She was ambitious and she wanted the junior partnership, and she worked hard for it.


    And now a second bomb has gone off in their lives and Layla has a feeling that everything is heading downhill fast.
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    Outside on Fetter Lane Bish walked ahead of Elliot. Surrounding him were buildings housing state-of-the-art courtrooms that reeked of multimillion-dollar cases. London had outgrown him. It was for people with a burning desire. People like Layla Bayat and those young ambitious faces that had surrounded him in the lift, talking apps and tweets. He felt like a little man in a big city and it frightened him to the core. Had he reached an age at which he no longer had access to the riches of the greater world? At his work in the Met, at least there was a place for authority. Seniority. Until his suspension, there was respect for a man who’d worked hard for longer than some of them had been alive. Bish had no idea who he was without his work, and nothing reminded him of that more than standing amidst the city’s high achievers.


    Elliot was at his heels, further confirmation of the regression of Bish’s life. Six years sharing a dorm weren’t enough? What gods had Bish angered to have him and Elliot sharing space more than three decades later?


    ‘Much appreciated if you’d give me a heads-up on when you’re going to threaten people,’ Bish said.


    ‘You’ve spent too much time behind a desk, Ortley. You’re getting soft.’


    ‘I wasn’t the one associated with a little dick,’ Bish said.


    ‘And I’m not the one whose wife ran off with the school principal.’


    Bish began counting to ten in his head to stop himself from responding. Before he got there Elliot’s phone rang and he answered it wordlessly. There was a bit of nodding, a few ‘yep’s. Then Elliot said, ‘Well, the thing is, my phone’s running out of juice and you can’t send it to him because the idiot doesn’t have a smartphone.’


    Bish refused to feel held back by the Nokia brick he carried. He knew plenty of dumb people with smartphones.


    Elliot hung up. ‘Grazier’s on his way up north and can’t deal with this – Violette’s made contact with her grandparents. The Australian Federal Police have taken their time sending us the recording. Grazier wants to know if there’s anything of importance in it.’


    A few moments later, Bish heard the alert and watched Elliot retrieve the attachment. He tapped on a link and they waited, only to hear Arabic being spoken.


    ‘Shit. Fuck. We’re going to have to wait till the translator gets to it.’ Elliot stopped at a filthy black Prius, retrieved a parking fine from the wipers, and stuffed it in his pocket just as his phone rang again.


    ‘It’s a no-go for the time being with —’ he began. Elliot listened, then he paled. ‘Are they sure —?’ He removed the phone from his ear and glared at it. ‘Fuck.’


    ‘Battery dead?’ Bish asked. ‘Not so smart after all then?’


    There was no comeback. Elliot went to open the door but it refused to budge. He kicked it. Once. Twice. ‘Fucking kids. Fucking fucking kids.’


    Bish glanced around. They had an audience. Elliot was a likely candidate for road rage but Bish knew that whatever had set him off had nothing to do with a stuck door and a dead phone battery.


    ‘What’s going on, Elliot?’ he asked once they were in the car, Bish having first shoved a week’s worth of fast food containers and coffee cups off the seat. He wanted to remind Elliot that Prius drivers were meant to be helping the environment. ‘What’s happened to those kids?’


    Elliot stared at his hands on the steering wheel. After a moment he turned on the ignition and it spluttered.


    ‘The French border police picked up a body in the Channel. Young, female. It’s all we know.’


    Bish’s heart hammered. ‘Attal,’ he said, fumbling for his phone. He found the Frenchman’s number and messaged Violette LeBrac?


    They sat in silence. Five minutes later, Bish’s phone beeped a response. He showed it to Elliot, who read it and winced.


    ‘He wants you to meet him at the morgue on Boulevard des Justes.’
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    The body in the Channel made the news within the hour. Bish was numb as he drove to Dover. There was something about Violette LeBrac Zidane that had seemed unbreakable. Attal had also messaged that the French border police were searching for a second body. Eddie’s father had been contacted and Downing Street wanted confirmation as soon as possible.


    Saffron rang just as he was driving onto the ferry. ‘We saw the news,’ she said quietly. ‘Bee’s here for a couple of days.’


    ‘How’s she reacted?’


    ‘She’s on her iWhatever. Claims she hardly knew the girl.’


    Regardless, Bee had spent seven days sharing Violette LeBrac’s room. She had to be feeling something. Was his daughter in shutdown, or was it an apathy that bordered on amorality?


    ‘That poor woman,’ Saffron said.


    ‘Eddie Conlon’s mother died last year,’ Bish said. ‘Small mercies.’


    ‘I meant Noor LeBrac.’


    ‘She’s a terrorist.’


    ‘But still a mother.’


    ‘Tell that to the mothers of those who died in Brackenham Street. And Bee’s upstairs on Snapchat or Facebook or whatever the fuck’s in fashion, not giving a shit.’


    ‘Maybe that’s Bee’s way of coping,’ Saffron said. ‘You spent every moment of your school holidays with earphones on listening to that depressing Jones band. It made me want to slit my wrists.’


    ‘The Smiths,’ he corrected.


    Attal met Bish at the entrance to the morgue attached to the Centre Hospitalier de Calais. The Frenchman ground out his cigarette and raised his chin in acknowledgement.


    ‘A girl,’ he said in his thick accent. ‘Young. Arabe.’


    ‘ID?’


    Attal shook his head. He shoved the door open and they went inside.


    ‘L’oncle. He is coming.’


    The mother. The uncle. Regardless of everything they had done, Bish couldn’t get the families out of his head. Eddie Conlon’s father, Violette’s uncle and grandparents. If it was Violette lying in this morgue, Bish was grateful that he wouldn’t be the one to have to tell them.


    They stepped into a room and an attendant pulled open a drawer. The last time Bish had been in a morgue was to identify his son’s drowned body. He’d known for sure it was him. There’d been no room for hope, only the sort of certainty that could kill a man.


    Attal waited just behind him. The capitaine had not interviewed Violette. Bish knew he’d hardly had a good look at her, except in the photos from the trip that the media were using.


    Bish studied the girl lying on the slab, his stomach churning. He felt an overwhelming sense of relief, mixed with a sickening sadness, and shook his head.


    ‘Again,’ the Frenchman ordered. ‘Look again.’


    Bish tugged at his own hair. ‘Violette. Light.’ He pointed to his shoulder. ‘Up to here.’  This girl’s hair was longer and darker.


    They heard shouting and exchanged a look. Attal walked out with Bish close behind. In the sterile, fluorescent-lit corridor they saw Jamal Sarraf hurrying towards them, his presence filling the narrow corridor.


    ‘Where is she?’


    Bish heard the anguish. Felt it. Attal stepped in front of Sarraf, who shoved past him. It took both Bish and Attal to hold him against the wall.


    ‘Ce n’est pas Violette.’


    But Sarraf refused to listen to Attal.


    ‘It’s not her!’ Bish said.


    Sarraf shrugged free. ‘I need to see for myself.’


    When Bish knew his son was dead, he had still needed to see. He’d needed to see so he wouldn’t believe that Stevie was there at every corner, every doorway, in the backseat of his car, at the dinner table, in his room, at his school, on the football field.


    So they let Sarraf go and he followed the attendant into the room. Bish waited in the stark white corridor with Attal.


    ‘Investigation?’ Bish asked, hoping it sounded like the French equivalent.


    Attal shook his head, a look of bitterness on his face.


    ‘DGSI,’ Attal said. ‘La sécurite interieure.’


    From what Bish knew, the DGSI was French Intelligence answering to the Minister of the Interior. That meant Attal was no longer handling the case, and was here today only because dead migrants in the Channel fell under his jurisdiction.


    Bish thought of the makeshift camps along the port of Calais and wondered if the girl in the morgue belonged to anyone in them. Someone’s daughter. Someone’s sister or niece or neighbour. Someone who had given her father grief. Someone who believed that swimming over a treacherous Channel would lead to a better life. Now Bish wanted to find this girl’s people. He wanted to find Violette LeBrac. All of them. Because who were they if they couldn’t protect their children?


    Outside the hospital, Sarraf stumbled to the side of the gravel driveway and threw up in a flowerbed. Bish and Attal watched through a cloud of Attal’s cigarette smoke as Sarraf wiped his mouth and stood up straight, took a deep breath.


    Attal put out his cigarette and went to leave, then changed his mind, turned back, and demanded something of Sarraf.


    Sarraf shook his head. ‘Dites-moi pourquoi?’ he wanted to know.


    The only word Bish understood was ‘why?’ ‘What’s he’s asking?’ he asked Sarraf. He looked at Attal. Although the Frenchman was reluctant to speak, he didn’t walk away.


    ‘He wants to know if I’ve heard of a man named Ahmed Khateb,’ Sarraf said. ‘An Algerian. He was the driver of Attal’s daughter’s bus.’


    Bish looked back at Attal. ‘Pourquoi?’


    Attal hesitated before responding.


    ‘Because Khateb’s nowhere to be found,’ Sarraf translated.


    The French captain walked off to his car. Sitting on the hood was a tall girl around Bee’s age, all lanky arms and legs. Marianne Attal, Bish guessed. Rust-coloured hair untidily pulled back in a ponytail. Prominent facial features. She wore denim shorts, cowboy boots and attitude. When her father approached she fired out something rapid at him. It gave Bish some relief that the French were getting as much of a hammering from their kids as he was. Until she jumped from the hood and reached her father, linking her arm in his.


    France 1. England 0.


    The girl got into the car, staring back at Bish with a healthy glare of dislike. She looked shifty. Bish had received two warnings about her so far. Was her father covering up for her? Did she know something about the bombing? Was that the reason for Attal being taken off the case?


    Walking back to his own car, Bish felt a firm grip on his upper arm. Sarraf.


    ‘Make sure someone tells my sister it’s not Violette.’


    Bish tried to shrug free. ‘Someone will,’ he said.


    ‘No. You make sure,’ Sarraf said forcefully. ‘We made a pact. If something ever happened to Violette, we’d end it.’


    Bish felt a shudder go through him. Hadn’t he made the same vow on his way to Calais last week? He finally pulled free and got into his car, but Sarraf was hammering at the window.


    ‘You make sure someone tells Noor that Violette’s not the dead girl in the water.’


    When Grazier rang for an update Bish said, ‘A name’s come up. Ahmed Khateb, driver of the French bus.’


    ‘Motive?’


    ‘Attal hasn’t let on much, but it seems Khateb’s disappeared.’


    ‘Then we’ve got a suspect?’


    ‘Looks like it.’


    ‘Anything else?’


    ‘Sarraf wants you to let his sister know it wasn’t Violette’s body, sooner rather than later.’


    ‘You can go see her as soon as you’re back,’ Grazier said. ‘LeBrac will be grateful to the bearer of good news and you may be able to find out more from her.’


    ‘The prison won’t appreciate us turning up whenever we want,’ Bish said.


    ‘The Home Secretary is making the decisions there, not the guards,’ Grazier said. ‘Push LeBrac. If anyone knows where her daughter’s heading, she does.’
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    At Holloway late that afternoon, Bish was forced to wait. Officer Gray wasn’t happy. Why wasn’t the general visits hall being used for LeBrac? Why did a police inspector from the MET think he could just walk in any time he chose? Bish watched Allison from the Visitors’ Centre hold up a faxed document.


    ‘Because this says so.’


    Grazier was thorough, if nothing else. But that didn’t stop Officer Gray taking his time sending out his staff to locate LeBrac.


    ‘It’s been forty-five minutes,’ Bish said, after listening to Gray give priority to the repair of the foyer’s vending machine and to taking a phone interview from a journalist about the authenticity of Orange is the New Black.


    ‘So you think LeBrac’s just waiting in her cell for you to pop by and say hello?’ Gray said.


    ‘No, but I think she’s waiting to learn if her kid’s dead or not, so it would be in your best interest to find out if she’s hanged herself yet.’


    It was another fifteen minutes before he was taken to the same interview room as before. A nurse sat outside. She stood when she saw Bish and Gray approach.


    ‘Do we need to prepare for anything?’ she asked.


    A sedative, in case LeBrac’s daughter was dead? Restraints? A priest or an imam? Did any of those things work in the case of tragedy?


    Bish shook his head.


    He watched Noor LeBrac through the one-way mirror, and it was as if she knew the exact moment he was there. Could have sworn she was staring him right in the eye. When he entered the room she stumbled to her feet, the question all over her face. She was breathing raggedly but deeply, as if she believed that more air would save her from the despair of hearing her child was dead.


    ‘It’s not her,’ he said immediately, because he knew it was all she wanted to hear. Her legs buckled and Bish’s hand snaked out to grab her. He sat her back down on the chair and gently pushed her head between her legs, then waited in silence as she regained her breath.


    ‘Where could she be, Noor?’ he asked firmly.


    She didn’t respond. When she had recovered she sat up. ‘Did you see my brother?’


    He nodded and she said, ‘Tell me what you know.’


    Would sharing information with Noor LeBrac invite her trust and lead to some revelation about Violette in return? Could it be that easy? He told her that a pressure-cooker bomb had been placed in a backpack in the overheard compartment, killing three kids and two adults. There were two amputees and one victim who’d lost an eye. And there were others, like his daughter, who walked away without a scratch.


    The fragile woman from moments before was gone. One unimpressed look said it all. No, Bish. It wasn’t going to be that easy.


    ‘Most of that’s been reported by the media,’ she said, her voice clipped and precise. ‘Tell me something they don’t know.’


    The private school accent irritated him.


    ‘I could ask the same of you,’ he said.


    It was cat-and-mouse and Bish preferred to be neither. ‘I need a motive,’ he said.


    ‘For my daughter blowing up a bus?’  The fury in her expression was instantaneous.


    ‘No. For Violette lying about being on this side of the world. Why now?’


    She studied him silently. It was unnerving, but he held the stare.


    ‘Noor, I crossed the Channel today to ID the body of a young girl and I prayed to a God I’m not sure I believe in anymore that it wasn’t Violette.’


    After a long silence she slid her hand into a pocket and retrieved a postcard, placing it on the table between them.


    ‘It’s from Violette.’


    The message was brief. I’m going to shame the devil.


    Was it a threat of some sort? He picked up the postcard and took in the details. Posted in Calais the day after the bombing. ‘The guards let you have this?’ he asked.


    ‘They didn’t suspect it was from her. They probably thought it was some nutter, so yes, they let me have it. They’re considerate in that way,’ she said dryly.


    ‘How do you know it’s from Violette?’


    ‘She studied Henry IV this year. “O while you live. Tell truth and shame the devil,”’ Noor quoted. ‘She borrowed the line.’


    ‘What truth is she referring to?’


    The hostility was back in her eyes as she studied him. As if he was supposed to know the truth according to the LeBracs and Sarrafs.


    ‘Can I take this?’ he asked.


    LeBrac snatched it out of his hands and tucked it back into her pocket.


    ‘All I have to do is tell your guard about it,’ Bish said. ‘So why don’t you put us all out of our misery and hand it over now.’


    ‘Because it could be the last thing my daughter writes to me, so if anyone wants it they’ll have to fight me for it.’


    He tossed up whether to give her more information. He figured she’d taken a chance by showing him the postcard. ‘Violette’s not on her own,’ he said. ‘She’s travelling with one of the kids from the tour.’


    LeBrac’s lip curled in disgust. ‘Who? The one who smeared her reputation?’


    ‘Crombie’s not important,’ Bish said.


    ‘If my daughter had sex with him, he’s important,’ she said flatly.


    ‘You didn’t have sex with insipid idiots at her age?’


    ‘I’ve had consensual sex with one man in my life and Etienne LeBrac was anything but insipid.’


    Consensual sex. It turned Bish’s stomach to think what she meant by that, regardless of what Noor LeBrac had done.


    ‘The thing is, she hasn’t run off with Crombie. It’s a bit stranger than that.’


    She eyed him cautiously. ‘In what way?’


    ‘The boy she’s with is only thirteen,’ he told her.


    The flash of pain that crossed her face made him susceptible to empathy again and he didn’t want to feel that for her. It also meant she knew something.


    ‘Tell me about the boy,’ she said in a low voice.


    ‘I can’t,’ he said patiently. ‘He’s a child. His privacy is protected. All the students and parents connected to the tour have signed documents stating they won’t reveal his name.’


    She looked around the room. ‘Are we being monitored?’


    Bish actually had no idea. ‘Not by me. Are your visits usually recorded?’


    ‘I rarely have official visits,’ she said.


    ‘So let’s presume that the people who sent me to interview you trust that I’ll tell them everything and haven’t felt the need to record us,’ he said.


    She shifted a little closer to him. ‘Then answer me a yes or no,’ she said, and something in her eyes begged him, so Bish nodded.


    ‘Is his name Eddie Conlon?’


    After getting nothing more from Noor LeBrac, Bish stopped by the off-licence on the way home. He had learnt the art of not always going to the same place. Didn’t want to see the look in the eye of the same someone behind the counter. He’d become a master disguiser of it all. In the end he didn’t know who he was disguising it from. And by the time he finished the bottle of Scotch that night, he didn’t care.
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    He stayed in bed late the next morning to sleep off his hangover. His dreams were a mishmash of drowned bodies. In one, the body in the French morgue belonged to his son. In another Stevie was weeping, asking, ‘Who’s the girl in the Channel?’ It was Noor LeBrac who comforted his boy, while Bish could only watch, just as he had from behind the mirrored prison wall. In his dream she stared at him smugly. ‘I’m taking your child the way you took mine,’ she said.


    When he woke his face was wet with tears. He opened another bottle of Scotch, downed a glass, then one more. He found his phone and deleted every message from Grazier and Elliot. Then drank straight from the bottle.


    Later in the day, in the muffled crowded blur of his head, he heard footsteps downstairs. He tried to get out of bed but his hand caught the glass on his bedside table and sent it shattering to the ground.


    ‘Bish?’ Rachel was outside his room. He managed to get up and attempted to put on some clothes, despite the fact that they’d been married for sixteen years and she’d seen it all.


    She knocked again and opened the door just as he pulled on a pair of trousers.


    ‘I’ve been ringing for ages,’ she said. ‘I found the spare key.’


    He saw the look on her face as she took in the room. It was a look of pity, and it shamed him.


    ‘Sorry. I’ve had this bug since I got back,’ he lied.


    ‘I’ll be downstairs making you a cup of coffee.’


    The coffee sobering-up myth irritated him but he figured she made the offer to give her something to do. He showered quickly, his head hammering with the familiarity of too little food and too much Scotch.


    She was cleaning up when he came downstairs. A week’s worth of plates and rubbish.


    ‘I’ll do it,’ he muttered, because his overly pregnant ex-wife cleaning up after him was enough to make him feel like a bastard. ‘Did you drive here?’


    ‘No, I had to go into the city today. David will be here soon to pick me up.’


    Great.


    ‘Don’t let our daughter see you like this,’ she said quietly. ‘She might seem as if she doesn’t give a shit, but she’s flirting with depression right now and it’s scaring us.’


    Bish hated it when Rachel referred to ‘us’.


    ‘She’s staying with your mother at the moment. Says we’ve suffocated her since she returned from France.’


    He could hear the hurt in her voice.


    ‘She’s being a bitch about the baby. Acts as if I’ve put on fifteen kilos eating Cornish pastries.’


    He sipped the coffee. Pretended he wanted to be sipping it. Did a lot of pretending while he watched Rachel, all round-bellied, ready to pop out a son for David Maynard any moment now. Not Bish’s son. Theirs was lying cold in a grave.


    Regardless, he wanted nothing more for her than peace. The year before Stevie died she had finally got silk, and she had a great reputation as a human rights barrister. But after his death she became estranged from her world. All she wanted to do was talk about Stevie, and not many people stayed the distance for that. Except for Saffron and the one man Rachel claimed allowed her to grieve in the way she needed to: Stevie’s school principal.


    Bish had reacted in the opposite way. He relied on silence. He became a workaholic, falling into bed every night from exhaustion. After Rachel had told him about her affair with Maynard, they called it quits, because she was in love with another man. Perhaps if they’d been younger when everything fell apart, they’d have made a mess handling the divorce, but neither could bear the idea of their daughter’s life being any more miserable. So he let Rachel stay in the house in Ashford and he moved up to London. Bee claimed the Docklands was a soulless place, especially on weekends, when it seemed as if there was no one left in the world to talk to. But it suited Bish. Outside his police work, talking was the last thing he wanted to do.


    Rachel handed him a muesli bar from her bag, then retrieved her mobile and started flicking through it.


    ‘I found photos on Bee’s iPad. They’re not on her Instagram account. These four were hidden in a folder marked “martial arts”.’ She held out her phone.


    Bish stumbled to the sink, his stomach churning. He thought of the vulnerable teenage girls he came across at the station, caught up in porn.


    He felt Rachel’s hand on his shoulder. ‘They’re not what you think,’ she said.


    He splashed his face with cold water and dried it with a tea towel. When he was seated he took the phone.


    The photos were a shock all the same. Bee with her arms around Violette Zidane and Eddie Conlon. An expression on her face that Bish hadn’t seen for three years. Pure happiness. Another shot of Bee rolling her eyes while Eddie’s tongue cheekily hovered near her ear, Violette watching on with a half-smile. Then the three of them staring solemnly ahead with eyes so dark and skin so perfectly matched. Another of them laughing. Bee looked gorgeous. They all did.


    ‘She told me she’d had nothing much to do with Noor LeBrac’s daughter, but that’s definitely her, isn’t it?’ Rachel pointed to Violette.


    ‘They were forced to be roommates for the entire trip.’


    ‘Who’s the boy, Bish?’ she asked quietly, and he knew what she was thinking. Beautiful boys with golden skin belonged to Rachel and Bish.


    ‘Eddie Conlon. He’s the one who’s gone missing with Violette. They’re trying really hard to keep his name out of the papers.’


    Bish studied the photos one more time before handing back the phone. ‘Can you email them to me on that thing?’ he asked. ‘I can print them off here.’


    Rachel concentrated on the task of sending the photos and he watched her master something he had no idea about.


    ‘What made you suspicious about the martial arts file?’ he asked.


    ‘I bumped into her instructor at the supermarket a couple of weeks ago and he asked after her. Told me how disappointed he was when she dropped out back in May.’


    Had they become those type of parents? Who didn’t know where their kids were?


    ‘What could she possibly have been up to on Saturday mornings?’ he asked.


    She shrugged. ‘I was going to ask her when she returned from Normandy, but then . . .’ Rachel shrugged.


    But then someone blew up their daughter’s bus and it didn’t seem important.


    Bish heard a sound at the door and leaned back in his chair to see David Maynard standing in the hallway. Maynard was an unorthodox principal. Every kid at the school had his mobile number. Bee had told Bish the story of his speech to the seniors – not to get into the car of a drunk driver, to ring him instead. Any time of the night. He’d drive them home, no questions asked. The child protection people wouldn’t have been impressed, but the parents were.


    ‘I rang the doorbell but no one answered,’ Maynard said.


    ‘It doesn’t always work,’ Rachel said.


    Maynard stepped into the kitchen. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked Rachel. ‘What’s going on?’


    ‘Oh, you know. The usual.’ She was trying to keep her tone light. ‘Bee’s hanging out with terror suspects.’


    Maynard seemed tentative, as if waiting for Bish to invite him to sit down. When he didn’t, Maynard stared over Rachel’s shoulder at the photograph on her phone.


    ‘Bee was friends with Violette Zidane?’ he asked. ‘Who’s the boy?’


    ‘Eddie Conlon,’ Rachel said. Her phone rang and she went off to answer it, leaving Bish with Maynard. It wasn’t the most pleasant silence, so Bish decided to break it.


    ‘She thought you were an idiot first time we met you,’ he said, because he wanted to destroy something and Maynard was accessible.


    Maynard nodded. ‘Yes, she told me. And that you totally disagreed and said I was the sort of chap you’d enjoy a pint with.’


    Bish didn’t go around using the word ‘chap’ so it rankled even more to be misquoted.


    Fearing that Grazier or French Intelligence would somehow discover a more intimate connection between his daughter and the missing kids, Bish drove to Gravesend late that afternoon to see Bee. The house had been in the family for generations. A three-acre property that was ridiculously too big for a woman living on her own, but it was home. Saffron had spent decades travelling for his father’s work, ‘to some of the most tedious parts of the world, darling’. His father had never made it high enough up in the service to have preference regarding where to be sent next. Great-Aunt Margaret Worthington had commented more than once that lack of ambition ran in the Ortley line. It’s what some people believed when a cop chose not to become a detective.


    When Bish pulled up at the former coach house on Church Lane, his mother was pruning roses in the front garden. He watched her work and realised that regardless of her beauty, Stevie’s death had aged her. It had aged them all.


    ‘Rachel rang,’ she said when he stood beside her.


    ‘Does Bee know I’m coming over?’


    They looked up to see Bee staring down at them from her window.


    ‘Well, she obviously does now.’


    Inside the house Bish climbed the stairs and waited a while at Bee’s door before knocking, then entering. It had been his room once and now it was Bee’s whenever she came to stay. He was pleased to see that she hadn’t thrown out his posters. Bauhaus. Joy Division. Siouxsie and the Banshees. He had Elliot to thank for his post-punk obsession.


    Bee was lying on the bed with her headphones on. She removed them and shook her head bitterly when he handed her the photos he’d printed out.


    ‘You have no right looking at my personal stuff.’ A tremble of fury in her voice.


    Bish sat down on her bed. ‘We’re worried about you, Bee. You’ve been so cagey – even before Calais. What’s this about you dropping out of martial arts? Where have you been going every Saturday morning?’


    ‘It’s none of your business,’ she said.


    ‘Actually it is, sweetie.’


    Bee got off the bed and pulled on a pair of runners. ‘Let’s make a deal, Bish. I won’t ask why you’ve been suspended and you don’t pry into my life.’


    ‘Tell me about the photos,’ he said, not giving in. ‘You said Violette wasn’t a friend.’


    ‘I’ve got photos with everyone!’


    ‘No you haven’t.’


    Bish had never seen a photograph of Bee with friends. She slipped in and out of friendship groups with little fanfare. It didn’t worry Rachel, who claimed that not many people still hung out with their schoolfriends; Bee would find her tribe one day. Were Violette and Eddie part of her tribe now? Violette LeBrac’s arm had hugged Bee to her in an almost sisterly way.


    ‘Bee, I need you to tell me the truth. The French equivalent to MI5 is in charge of this investigation now and I don’t want them on your doorstep. Do you know where Violette and Eddie are?’


    ‘She’s a scummy terrorist’s spawn and I hope she rots in hell. That’s all you need to know.’


    Bish thought it best not to ask the question that was hovering. Was she in a relationship with Violette? Was his daughter secretly in love with Noor LeBrac’s daughter?


    Saffron insisted he stay the night. Bee made a brief appearance at dinner for her sake, Bish presumed. Bee never extended her surliness to his mother. When Bish’s phone rang after the meal and Elliot’s name showed on the screen he was tempted to ignore it, and then he remembered that Grazier and whoever he worked for had a tape of a conversation between Violette and her grandmother. Had there been mention of Bee? He took the call.


    ‘Is there a reason you don’t answer your phone?’ Elliot asked.


    ‘Yes. I rarely want to speak to you.’


    ‘Grazier thinks the kids on the bus know more than they’re letting on,’ Elliot said.


    ‘Why would he think that?’


    ‘Because one of Grazier’s contacts is a journalist who was at the campground, and he overheard a girl talking about the night before the bombing. Said she saw something. When Grazier tried to set up an interview with the family he was told to go away.’


    ‘Who is she?’


    ‘The girl from Chichester.’


    ‘Greta,’ Bish said.


    ‘Can you look into it, seeing you’re on first-name terms with these kids?’


    ‘I’m not,’ Bish said. ‘It’s common courtesy to know their names. Referring to her as the girl from Chichester doesn’t exactly invite a relationship with the girl from Chichester’s parents.’


    ‘Then can you have a chat with Greta and find out if she saw or heard something the night before the bombing.’


    Bish wanted something in return. He tried to sound casual about it. ‘By the way, did Grazier get that conversation translated? Between Violette and her grandmother?’


    ‘He did, and we’re trying to work out how to deal with it. We don’t want some of this stuff getting out.’


    ‘What stuff?’ Bish hadn’t meant his question to sound so much like a demand. He could feel Elliot hesitating.


    ‘Just talk to the kids and parents, Ortley. That’s what Grazier wants you to do.’


    He joined his mother to watch the news. A teenage girl in Marseille had been threatened by a group of thugs wearing balaclavas outside a gymnasium. It was only through the intervention of a passer-by that she escaped without being hurt. She claimed that her assailants had mistaken her for Violette Zidane. Not that the girl looked anything like Violette, but she clearly didn’t have to.


    ‘How did Lucy Gilies put it?’ Saffron asked with bitterness. ‘The same sort of foreign. And then all you need is a social vigilante on Twitter who wants their hundred and forty characters of fame claiming to have seen her in the neighbourhood.’


    ‘I thought you were a social networker extraordinaire,’ he said.


    ‘Oh I am. I just find the unregulated part of it frightening.’


    In the guestroom Bish lay in bed desperate for a drink. He knew with great certainty that he was going to be creeping around the house in the dark soon enough, like a seventeen-year-old searching for his parents’ booze. He hadn’t slept in this room before. It was a converted attic space, but there was nothing stuffy and old-fashioned about it except the portable TV.


    He found himself watching a movie in Arabic and French, the subtitles difficult to read on the small screen. It was hard to watch while half asleep. He couldn’t close his eyes a moment and still understand what was going on. But somewhere in a different sort of blur to the one he’d woken up in that day, he heard words that had him wide awake in an instant. The subtitles were gone already from the screen, but the phrase echoed in his memory. It sounded like the same thing Violette had said to Eddie in the campsite kitchen, he was sure of it. He scribbled it down phonetically. He had no idea how to make sense of it, but those words haunted his sleep and were on his lips when he woke the next morning.
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    The overgrown teddy bear is coming Layla’s way just as she’s walking into the towers on Fetter Lane during the peak-hour morning shuffle. She doesn’t know whether it’s pure bulk or overindulgent padding, but he’s a big guy.


    ‘Can we talk, Layla? Can I call you that?’


    ‘No we can’t. And no you can’t.’


    She steps into the revolving doors, hoping to shake him off. There’s no way she wants him following her to the tenth floor. But he’s already waiting inside, having taken the other door, so she revolves herself right back outside and faces off with him on the street.


    ‘Where’s bad cop?’ she asks, looking around.


    ‘He’s not a cop,’ Ortley says. ‘And this is something separate from the other day.’


    She isn’t in the mood for game-playing. ‘Don’t follow me in,’ she says, walking back into the revolving door. But he’s instantly there behind her and now she’s truly irritated because they’re trapped in the same small space.


    ‘It’s bad etiquette getting into a revolving door with someone who hasn’t given you permission.’


    ‘Haven’t actually read the handbook on revolving door etiquette,’ he says. ‘I need a favour, Layla.’


    ‘I don’t give out favours,’ she says, about to step into the busy foyer for the second time.


    ‘I need you to translate a comment in Arabic that Violette made to the boy she’s with.’


    Layla finds herself out on the street again. She doesn’t know what this guy is up to but she wants him nowhere near her office.


    ‘Last I heard, Scotland Yard had Arabic translators, Chief Inspector Ortley. Not to mention Google. So I think you’re lying to me.’


    ‘I’m not with Scotland Yard, and Google has a problem with the way I spell.’


    ‘Then who are you with?’


    He doesn’t respond. Just retrieves a piece of paper from his pocket and holds it out to her.


    ‘There’s something written here that I don’t trust anyone else with,’ he says.


    ‘But you trust me?’ she asks, disbelieving. ‘Someone you’ve met once, who you interrogated because I fucked a Sarraf?’


    He winces. So does she, a little, inside.


    ‘Your friend’s words, Chief Inspector.’


    ‘But not mine,’ he says, still holding up the paper. ‘I trust anyone who cares for Violette. It’s why I’m not handing it over to just any translator.’


    She tells herself to walk away. Junior partner, she reminds herself. It would make up for all the wrongs in her life.


    ‘Two minutes,’ she says. ‘Talk.’


    He looks relieved. ‘My daughter was assigned a room with Violette on the Normandy trip. They were supposedly enemies. But my ex-wife found photos of B–– my daughter with Violette and the boy, clowning around together. So for some reason, my daughter is lying.’


    Layla puts up two hands to stop him. ‘The moment I get to my computer,’ she says, ‘I’m going to google you and find out everything about you, including your daughter’s name, so you can just go ahead and use it.’


    That makes him grimace. He would have been good-looking in his youth, Layla thinks. For girls who are into older men, he probably still is. There’s a bloodshot quality to his eyes that could be attributed to the fact that his daughter’s just been in a bomb attack, but she suspects it’s more than that.


    ‘Bee,’ he says finally. ‘Short for Sabina.’


    ‘And you’re scared she’s going to get dragged into this?’


    ‘To be honest, yes. But I also want Violette and the boy safe.’ He gestures again with the slip of paper. ‘Violette spoke these words to the boy in Arabic. I know it mentions love. That much I understand.’


    She refuses to take it, which seems to anger him.


    ‘People are dead, Layla. Kids are dead. The right wing both here and in France are riling up racist scum. Violette and the boy are at risk. Do you honestly think I want those kids hurt?’


    ‘You’ll do anything to protect your daughter,’ she says. ‘Including sacrificing Violette. My sister and Noor were best friends for most of their lives. My sister would never forgive me if I put Noor’s child at risk. I would never forgive myself.’


    Layla is finished here. ‘Please don’t follow me up. If your daughter showed you the photographs, then I’m sure she’ll trust you with the truth.’


    ‘Bee didn’t show us the photos. My ex-wife found them on her iPad.’


    Layla can’t believe what she’s hearing. ‘You snooped on her life? What kind of people are you? Teenage privacy is important. Very.’


    ‘Please,’ Ortley says.


    She looks down at the paper. It appears to be gibberish.


    ‘I’ll wait out here,’ he says.


    From the corner of her eye she sees one of the partners in the foyer.


    ‘No, you won’t,’ she says, keeping her voice low. ‘I’ll ring you when I get to it.’


    She pockets the paper as Frank Silvey walks to the lift. She means to follow, but stops. Can’t resist.


    ‘Did you see him?’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Jimmy Sarraf? Did you see him in Calais?’


    He nods.


    Layla badly wants to ask how he was, but doesn’t. She can’t make junior partner with the Sarraf noose around her neck.


    ‘Don’t call me,’ she says. ‘I’ll call you.’
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    The soup ladle had found a new purpose scooping dead fish out of the tank. It was getting to Bish now, because he was following all the rules. Don’t overfeed. Make sure the tank is filtered and cleaned. He was even thinking of filling the tank with bottled water. Didn’t drink bottled water himself, but he’d do anything to keep a fish alive these days.


    The phone rang and he saw it was Grazier. Bish had finally added him as a contact, because getting five phone calls a day really seemed to invite the inclusion.


    ‘Charlie Crombie?’ Grazier said. No salutation. Sometimes he’d come on the line mid-sentence.


    ‘Hmm?’ Bish concentrated on keeping the fish in the ladle as he took it to the bathroom for its final rites.


    ‘I’m presuming that name rings a bell?’


    ‘Responsible for Violette Zidane’s less than pure reputation with our tabloid-reading friends.’


    ‘We believe there’s more,’ Grazier said.


    Bish thought it best not to flush the fish down the toilet in case Grazier drew the wrong conclusion.


    ‘Why?’


    ‘He beat up that kid from Guildford. Tried to do it incognito, wearing a Chelsea beanie. Apparently Crombie’s a Tottenham fan.’


    ‘Kennington?’ Bish asked.


    ‘That’s right. I’ve spoken to the chief constable of the Surrey police and she’ll make sure the Guildford lot are expecting you. The other family’s pressing charges.’


    Of all the parents he had met at the campground the Kenningtons were the only ones who hadn’t responded to his calls. They’d been the big mouths with the press. And Bish didn’t know who he liked least, Crombie or Kennington.


    ‘I’m not a copper here, Grazier. So what the hell am I doing? Either arrange for me to go back to work or stop sending me off to do Elliot’s.’


    ‘We’ve got nothing to do with the Met. You answer to the Home Secretary for the time being, Ortley. She’s not too happy with the way that nutter Gorman handled things and she’s less than impressed that the Foreign Minister, our Intelligence, and French Intelligence are revealing nothing.’


    ‘Because it didn’t happen here?’


    ‘That’s what they’re telling us. To butt out. But the Home Secretary has to answer to people here, and the way she sees it, the kids on that bus are ours. Anything they get up to on home ground has to be investigated.’


    ‘And who am I down in Surrey?’ Bish asked.


    ‘I’ve told you before. Your being one of the fathers is the closest we’ll come to getting people talking. Find out if Crombie and Kennington know something.’


    Bish flushed the toilet anyway because he no longer cared if Grazier thought he was taking a dump while talking to him.


    ‘What else do you do, Grazier, apart from ordering people around?’


    ‘The fun stuff, Ortley. I get to hang out with Eddie Conlon’s father and reassure him that his son’s not going to turn up dead. And next week I get to watch two families bury their teenage children, and a town say farewell to its favourite teacher. Make the comparison. Who would you rather be at the moment?’


    Bish knew he was going down to Surrey whether he wanted to or not.


    Grazier must have taken his silence as acquiescence. ‘Any theories about why Crombie targeted Kennington?’ he asked.


    ‘Kennington’s apparently a bit of a squealer,’ Bish told him. ‘I suppose he could have something on Crombie, who may have tried to keep him quiet.’


    ‘And the story with Crombie? By the sounds of it, he’s quite the little cunt.’


    ‘Quite,’ Bish agreed. ‘He was at the back of that bus. He was asked to help a kid sitting in the seat close to where the bomb went off, but refused. Could have known it was there.’


    ‘Too far-fetched. If you’re a murdering little bastard who knows there’s a bomb, you’re not going to stay on board. Plus he doesn’t have a motive.’


    ‘And Violette does?’


    ‘Have we ever implied Violette’s a suspect?’ Grazier asked.


    Bish still hadn’t worked out where Grazier stood when it came to the missing pair.


    ‘Did you get that phone call between her and the grandparents translated?’


    Grazier’s telltale sigh sounded in Bish’s ear, and he didn’t know whether it was his pissed-off sigh or exhaustion.


    ‘Let’s not talk about the translation. Let’s just find her and Eddie and bring them in. They’re our number-one priority and anything Crombie or Kennington can tell us may help.’


    Bish wondered what was in the conversation between the LeBracs that made Violette Grazier’s number-one priority.


    ‘Just get over there before Crombie’s parents arrive,’ Grazier said. ‘They’re travelling from Margate, so you’ve got about an hour on them. If we’re lucky, the kid doesn’t know his rights and he’ll talk.’


    Charlie Crombie did know his rights and he was talking to no one. His sour-faced expression shifted slightly when Bish entered the holding cell in Guildford. A pathetic attempt at summer facial hair made him look even more pale and puny.


    ‘I think it would be in everyone’s best interest if you apologised to Kennington,’ Bish said. It was the best advice he could give. ‘I’ll talk to his parents, persuade them to drop the charges, and this won’t go on your record.’


    ‘And I think it would be in everyone’s best interest,’ Charlie mimicked, ‘if you were out there looking for my missus.’


    ‘Violette’s your missus, is she? A bit derogatory.’


    ‘She’s been called worse.’


    ‘Give me something on Kennington that could motivate his family to drop the charges, Charlie.’


    ‘He’s a wanker. Literally. Wanks all night long.’ Crombie was enjoying himself. ‘You think that’ll do the trick, Chief Inspector Ortley?’


    Bish pushed aside fantasies of tearing Crombie’s bum fluff off his chin. ‘It’s your life, Charlie,’ he said.


    It wasn’t until he was leaving the cell that Crombie called to him. ‘Kennington’s father reckons they should round up all the Pakis and towel heads and migrants and set ’em on fire under Marble Arch.’


    Bish hesitated. Didn’t want to believe the kid, but there was a hint of disgust in Crombie’s tone.


    ‘Not to mention the queers. His words, not mine.’


    There it was. A Grazier comparison. Kennington or Crombie? Who deserved a win today?


    Rodney Kennington certainly didn’t look like a winner. His broken nose, swollen lip and purple eye were proof that for someone so scrawny, Charlie Crombie packed a punch. The Kenningtons were furious. Yes, yes, Bish agreed, Charlie Crombie was a troublemaker, and now he was claiming that the Kenningtons believed the solution to Britain’s problems was to set fire to minorities. Perhaps the media would be interested in just how low Charlie Crombie would stoop to get out of this cowardly act. To tell such lies about the Kenningtons. Hopefully the powers that be at Rodney’s school wouldn’t believe everything they heard. The school had a zero tolerance for racist remarks by students. Bish’s advice was that the Kenningtons go all the way with their charges, to show just what a thug and a liar Charlie Crombie was.


    The Kenningtons exchanged an uneasy look.


    Perhaps not.


    Bish met Crombie’s parents in the foyer, where they were being reunited with their ungrateful sprog. Mr Crombie, in a Salvation Army uniform, was a silent man in his fifties with a sad smile for his son, as if he had only just realised there were souls to be saved closer to home. Mrs Crombie was the talker. A robust woman with a no-nonsense manner. They were listening to a harried-looking legal rep.


    ‘The Kenningtons have agreed to drop the charges,’ she said, ‘but they want a restraining order.’ Her phone buzzed and she walked away to take the call.


    The Crombies looked relieved, and Bish thought he needed to explain the whole restraining order deal to them. ‘Mr and Mrs Crombie ––’ he began.


    ‘Reverend,’ Charlie interrupted, the sneer back on his face.


    ‘Reverend and Mrs Crombie ––’


    ‘Mr and Reverend Crombie to you, wanker.’


    ‘Charlie,’ his mother warned, ‘let it go.’


    ‘My apologies,’ Bish said. ‘It was stupid of me to presume.’


    Charlie muttered something under his breath.


    Loud voices were coming from down the hall. ‘The Kenningtons,’ Bish said.


    Charlie’s parents glanced at one another. ‘Tell the Kennington boy you’re sorry, Charlie,’ his father said.


    ‘Yet I’m not,’ Charlie said, feigning pleasantness. ‘And if he opens his mouth again,’ he shouted to everyone within hearing distance, ‘I’ll cut out his tongue!’


    ‘Oh, Charlie,’ his mother said.
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    That evening, Bish received a text from Grazier. It listed Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, BuzzFeed, Reddit, and the words JOIN/FOLLOW in capitals. Bish couldn’t deny it was the best way to track down Violette and Eddie, but he was irritated at being forced into something he’d deliberately avoided for years, not because he was a Luddite, but because he didn’t care to embrace the art of ticking mediocrity and keeping up with the mundane comings and goings of other people’s lives.


    His first Facebook friend request was to his daughter. Bee rang him a moment later.


    ‘You’ve got to be joking.’


    ‘You’re friends with Sofi,’ he said.


    ‘You’re a copper. How do you think everyone’s going to feel about posting stuff?’


    ‘I want to keep in contact with some of the kids from your trip, Bee. And this is faster than going through their parents.’


    ‘Do you know how creepy you sound? I heard David tell Mum you’re having a nervous breakdown.’


    The fact that his ex-wife and her husband discussed Bish in front of his daughter was humiliating. He managed to talk Bee into accepting his request, but it came with a threat that if he did anything to embarrass her he’d be unfriended. He posted on her wall, Thanks Honey Bee, and she posted back, That was your first and last warning.


    He set about studying her list of friends. A handful from her athletics club, her school football team, and about half a dozen from the Normandy tour. The rest were names he didn’t recognise, though he checked those pages just in case. They all seemed legit. The one thing he was certain of was that Eddie and Violette weren’t using their real names on Facebook. He tried every variation of Violette’s name and came up with nothing. There were only a few Eddie or Edward or Ned Conlons, and they all lived a long way from Kent.


    What he did read on Bee’s Facebook wall was that Lola, Manoshi and Fionn had been transferred from Boulogne to Buckland Hospital in Dover. It hadn’t made the news yet, so Bish couldn’t help wondering if it was true. It seemed too soon to be moving them around.


    He went to bed that night with three Facebook friends: Bee, his mother, and Jill from the comms team at work, who had 768 friends. He had ended up in bed with her after the Christmas party last year because they were both pissed, so once again he felt a great regression in his life as he accepted her invitation to befriend him online.


    Next morning he checked to see if he had gained any friends overnight and found himself bombarded by the Worthington side of the family. Bish had spent a lifetime avoiding them, and now he would be subject to hearing about their tedious lives on a daily basis. By nine am the transfer of the three injured kids to Buckland had been confirmed, and was being discussed vigorously on morning talk shows in both countries. The French were insulted that the kids had been moved so soon, given the severity of their injuries. The British media commentary was along the lines of ‘Thank God these kids are safely home on UK soil’, as if France were a distant enemy territory and not a 35-minute drive across a 21-mile channel.


    It was now a week since the bombing, and the mainstream press had exhausted their stories about the five dead and three badly injured and were after tales of heroism and resilience. Bee had already expressed regret that she’d got out of the bus as fast as she could, and Bish didn’t want her actions judged by others. It would break her.


    He was checking his Facebook page to see if Layla Bayat had accepted his friend request within the past five minutes when Elliot rang.


    ‘Grazier’s fuming because Ian Parker won’t let us talk to his daughter.’


    Bish didn’t question why he needed to know how Grazier felt. ‘You work for the government, Elliot. Just go down there and demand to speak to him.’ He was concentrating on finding any new friends Bee had accepted overnight. Was Zulu Dawn a pseudonym for Violette, despite there being no obvious connection between their names?


    ‘Making demands is tricky,’ Elliot was saying now. ‘The French already did that. Apparently their investigators were insinuating that Lola Barrett-Parker was the target of the attack.’


    Elliot suddenly had his attention. The daughter of an MP who persisted in expressing his views about migrants could easily have been a target. Lola had been sitting in the front row of the bus that day.


    ‘Grazier wants you to speak to Parker face to face,’ Elliot said.


    ‘I already did that. Wasn’t pleasant. And I thought my job was bringing Violette and Eddie out of the cold?’


    ‘Yes, by getting the parents to find out what they can from their kids. Ian Parker is a parent. Both your children were on that bus. Common ground.’


    Common ground? It’s what Bish had with Noor LeBrac. With Ian Parker. With the Kennington bigots. He didn’t want that sort of common ground.


    ‘Lola, Manoshi and Fionn haven’t been interviewed by our Intelligence. Better that you chat with the kids than those goons do. Total ignorami when it comes to dealing with kids.’


    ‘Ignoramuses,’ Bish corrected.


    ‘You’ll make the Home Secretary very happy if we don’t have to force an interview on Parker and the other parents of the injured.’


    ‘And yet making the Home Secretary happy is not my number-one priority this morning.’


    ‘Try,’ Elliot said, hanging up.


    So Bish spent the next two hours talking to parents, trying to find a way to Ian Parker. There was no number for him on the Calais list and no one seemed to have a connection with him. No one seemed to want it. When Bish rang Greta Jager’s father, he knew he had to question what Grazier’s journalist contact had overheard. They spoke about the injured kids for a while until Bish found his segue.


    ‘Paul, is there a chance Greta might have seen something that could help the investigation? On the night before the blast?’


    There was silence on the other end.


    ‘The kids are my priority, Paul. You know that.’


    ‘That I do,’ Paul said. ‘But just say it’s not connected. What she saw, I mean.’


    ‘Then there’s nothing to worry about. But for now, every detail of the night before is important.’


    ‘Can you promise you won’t bring her into the investigation, Bish?’


    ‘I’m not part of the investigation. As far as this case goes, I’m just another father who wants to know who’s behind this thing. I can’t promise something I can’t deliver, but I will promise that if Greta has to be questioned again, I’ll be there with you all.’


    Bish waited, then at last heard a sigh.


    ‘She says that on that night, she saw a security car being pushed out of the grounds. The engine wasn’t on. Or the lights. She knew it was security because of the shape at the top of the car.’


    ‘Get her to write down everything she saw. Tell her not to leave anything out. I’ll pass it on and we’ll keep her name out of it until we have no choice.’


    ‘We just don’t want whoever’s responsible for the bomb knowing Greta saw anything. We’re really worried about her. How’s your daughter holding up?’


    Bish heard a break in the man’s voice. He couldn’t hang up now, so he chatted a while longer. He then sent a text to Grazier detailing the conversation, and one to Attal as well, even though Bish knew he wasn’t on the case anymore. Then Naomi Hill returned his missed call. Reggie’s mother had met Parker at the Boulogne hospital on that first day, before Reggie was discharged.


    ‘Are you joking, Bish?’ she said when he asked if she’d had further contact with Ian Parker. ‘Have you read what he says about young black people? It’s not just migrants he goes after.’ She added briskly, ‘Anything else?’


    ‘Yes. Can you tell me what photobombing means? And how to use Instagram?’


    Naomi worked for an entertainment magazine, so he figured she’d know. It was an icebreaker.


    ‘You need an account for Instagram,’ she said. ‘All your photos go public unless you set your account to private. Then only the people who follow you will be able to see them.’


    So he had to continue begging people to be his friends online.


    ‘Do you think I could follow Reggie’s account?’ he asked.


    Within an hour he had access to ten Instagram accounts. He pitied French Intelligence, who had to go through eight busloads of teenage photography. Under any other circumstances Bish would have taken the time to despair at the priorities of the young. Seven days in Normandy and hardly any landscapes or monuments. Who went to Mont Saint-Michel and took selfies in the gift shop?


    It was at lunchtime, when he was back on Facebook, that a gift was presented to him. Bish couldn’t help marvelling at his ubiquitous mother. Absent throughout his teenage years, everywhere he turned in his middle age. Saffron had a hundred and thirty-four Facebook friends. Katherine Barrett-Parker was the latest.


    After a quick phone call he went to pick up his mother and drive her down to Dover. Earlier that week she’d travelled to Boulogne to visit the injured kids, and had met both Katherine Barrett-Parker and Sadia Bagchi.


    ‘You could have told me you were going,’ he said. ‘I would have taken you.’


    ‘I find that the best way to battle the demons, darling, is to get into a car and drive for hours.’


    Bish understood demons. He wanted to ask about hers, but feared they involved Stevie’s death. So they spoke of Bee instead.


    ‘She just holds everything in,’ Bish said.


    ‘Well, she takes after you, and you take after my father,’ Saffron said.


    He was surprised to hear the comparison, and took his eyes off the road for a moment. There was a wistful smile on his mother’s face. Bish was always fascinated by the snippets of information about her earlier life.


    ‘I still can’t understand how the Worthingtons got away with taking you from him.’


    ‘The same way most people get away with the wrong thing,’ she said. ‘Wealth. After our mother died, Aunt Margaret had us flown back to Kent for the holidays and we were never returned.’


    ‘Imagine being up against Great-Aunt Margaret in her prime,’ Bish said.


    Saffron went quiet and Bish thought the conversation was over. He wanted to know more about their stolen history, and was relieved when she continued.


    ‘We hated our English names. Our parents named us Khalid and Safeyah. We may have looked like foreigners in Egypt, but we felt like strangers here. No one ever speaks of it but I know it killed my brother in the end.’


    ‘So you don’t think it was an accident?’ he asked. Carl Worthington had died before Bish was born. His uncle had been a big drinker, and one night his car went off a Cornwall road and into the sea.


    ‘Who knows?’ she said. ‘He was old enough to remember more than I ever could. Carl adored our parents and spoke of them often, reminding me of how happy we had been in Alexandria. A simple life, but Bashir Nasrallah was not a simple man. Just one of few words.’


    ‘And you never saw him again?’


    ‘No. I think my father tried once or twice to see us, but I can’t imagine Aunt Margaret making it easy for him. He remarried years later. That much she chose to share with us.’


    Bish heard bitterness in her voice, but sadness in her sigh.


    ‘I went a bit silly after my brother died,’ she said. ‘Aunt Margaret told me often enough that my reputation was in tatters. I met your father and then you happened, when I was just about Bee’s age. I told him I was pregnant and he could have walked away, but he didn’t, so we fudged the dates and got married. No one dared talk about it.’


    She turned to look at Bish. ‘I promised your father I wouldn’t do anything to affect his prospects with the Foreign Office. I owed him, in a way, and the expat lifestyle suited us. I think we made each other as happy as we possibly could.’


    Made each other as happy as they possibly could? A marriage like that could be read in so many different ways.


    ‘Saffron’s not such a bad name,’ he said.


    ‘It’s damn ridiculous,’ she said with a laugh. ‘So twee. It sounds worse as I get older. Thank God Bee and Stevie had the sense to call me Sofi.’


    Saffron reintroduced him to Katherine Barrett-Parker outside her daughter’s room, before going to see the registrar, who was an old friend. Lola’s mother was slightly warmer than she had been the first time, mostly because Saffron was a good press agent.


    ‘She’s recovering quicker than we thought she would,’ Katherine said, a little defensively. ‘This business about my husband insisting she be transferred to England has got out of hand. We’re not racists, and we’re not ignorant. Boulogne was merely impractical. We did it as much for the other two kids as for Lola.’


    ‘Is your husband around?’ Bish asked.


    ‘He was here this morning, but had work to attend to.’


    ‘Would you let Ian know that if he’d like to talk, one father to another, I’d welcome it?’ Bish held out his card, hoping he wasn’t laying it on too thick.


    ‘Your mother told me about your loss,’ Katherine said. ‘Well, she was speaking of her own loss, I suppose . . .’


    Bish didn’t want to use Stevie’s death as a means to get Ian Parker talking. He looked away and was about to pocket his card, but Katherine took it.


    ‘Can I speak with Lola, Katherine?’ he asked.


    ‘Ian won’t —’


    ‘She may be able to shed light on where the two missing kids are,’ he said. ‘It’d be heartbreaking if we lost them too.’


    He could see she was torn.


    ‘Please don’t tell her about the deaths,’ she said, relenting. ‘It’s been tricky, but the language barrier in France made it easier to keep the truth from her.’


    ‘You’re going to have to tell her sooner rather than later,’ he said. ‘With the funerals approaching, she’s bound to overhear someone speaking about them.’


    He was grateful when she turned to open the door of her daughter’s room and led him in. Lola was all big ears and patches of hair on a half-shaved head. Her face was still bruised, although Bish could imagine what she was like before the bombing. Her one eye was bright, alert and inquisitive, and she actually looked better than he expected.


    ‘Darling,’ Katherine said, propping Lola up in the bed, ‘this is Chief Inspector Ortley. He’s the father of one of the girls on the tour.’


    ‘Sabina Ballyntine-Ortley’s dad,’ Lola confirmed to herself with a nod. ‘Did she get hurt too?’


    He shook his head.


    ‘Manoshi Bagchi did,’ Lola informed him, as if he didn’t know. ‘She can’t hear on her left side and she lost her hand, and Fionn Sykes’s leg was blown off.’


    All this had just become news to Lola and she seemed at once horrified and fascinated by the carnage. And then she was sobbing. Bish concentrated on the motley bunch of flowers in the glass by her bedside.


    ‘Manoshi and Fionn will be fine, I told you that,’ Katherine said, fussing. ‘And once the police in France find the other two, we’ll be able to get to the bottom of all this.’


    ‘Who are the other two?’ Lola asked, the tears suddenly gone. ‘Were some left behind?’


    Katherine caught Bish’s eye over her daughter’s bed. He figured it was her way of telling him to talk about the runaways.


    ‘Violette Zidane and Eddie Conlon.’ Bish sat down on the chair beside the bed, watching her reaction. He didn’t want to say anything that might cause an anxiety attack. ‘They weren’t injured, Lola, but they’re still in France and once they’ve been . . . returned, they’ll be able to help answer a lot of questions.’


    She made a confused face. ‘If they’re together, they’re not in France,’ she said, as if she had never heard anything so silly. ‘Violette’s here.’


    ‘Poppet, they’re in France,’ Katherine said.


    ‘No. Violette came to visit while I was sleeping.’


    Katherine gave her a look. ‘You said you didn’t wake up once, Lola. You couldn’t have seen her.’


    Lola, apparently, was a storyteller. By the looks of things, a storyteller who believed her own fibs.


    ‘Was Violette a friend, Lola?’ Bish prodded, unnerved by the intensity of her one eye.


    ‘Not really. Eddie was.’


    ‘He’ll be home soon,’ Bish said. He sounded as though he was telling a once-upon-a-time story to a five-year-old. One that certainly wasn’t going to end with a happily-ever-after.


    ‘Violette was here,’ Lola insisted. ‘See?’ she held up her cast and Bish peered at it. The cast was clean except for the words, Wake up Lollapalooza.


    ‘It’s a concert in America,’ Lola explained. ‘I used to think she was calling me Lola the Loser, because that’s what the girls at school call me, but when I showed the nurse this morning he told me about Lollapalooza.’


    Bish heard the sharp intake of breath from Katherine. He could only stare at the cast. A nurse entered to check Lola’s vitals, and Bish led her mother outside.


    ‘You’re sure it wasn’t there before she fell asleep?’ he asked.


    ‘Of course I’m sure,’ she said, horrified. ‘I have to ring Ian.’


    Bish wished there was some way of getting her to hold off telling her husband. Ian Parker would go ballistic at the thought of Violette being anywhere near his daughter. He could see Saffron and Sadia Bagchi standing outside Manoshi’s room and led Katherine towards them before she could reach for her phone. Sadia was weeping. The talk in the nurses’ station was that Manoshi was the greatest concern of the three. Not because of her physical injuries, but because of her state of mind. Who could blame the kid? A week ago she had woken up to a half-silent world. The doctors were talking cochlear transplants, but the costs were astronomical.


    ‘Perhaps a cup of tea,’ Bish suggested to all three.


    Manoshi’s mother shook her head but Saffron would have none of it.


    ‘Let’s go, Sadia,’ she said firmly. ‘You’re going to be no help to your daughter if you’re dead on your feet. ‘You too, Katherine.’


    Bish peered into Manoshi’s room. She was lying on her side facing the window. He was about to walk out when he noticed the same pathetic cluster of flowers in a glass on her bedside table. Much like those in Lola’s room – not from a florist, or placed there by a nurse. A nurse would have put them in a vase.


    He walked around to the other side of her bed and saw that she was awake. ‘Manoshi, who gave you these flowers?’ he asked.


    She looked at them vacantly and managed a shrug. ‘While I was sleeping.’


    Fionn Sykes was on his new iPhone when Bish poked his head round the door. And there were the flowers. When he casually asked about them, the boy mumbled. ‘One of the nurses, I think.’


    Bish knew he was lying.


    ‘Fionn, have Violette and Eddie come to visit?’


    ‘Violette Zidane? Here?’ Fionn tried to sound shocked but there would be no BAFTA for him.


    ‘What did she say, Fionn? Where is she heading?’


    Fionn closed his eyes. ‘Can you tell the nurse I’m in pain?’


    Whether he was lying or not, Bish left him and went for the nurse.


    ‘Are you sitting down?’ Bish asked Grazier on his mobile. He was standing outside the cafeteria, watching through the glass doors as Saffron and the other two women drank tea. Katherine and Sadia were talking with an animation he could only attribute to Saffron, given their flat moods earlier.


    ‘Just spit it out, Ortley.’


    ‘Violette and Eddie have managed to cross the Channel.’


    Silence, and then: ‘All right, I’m sitting down now. How?’


    How indeed. Channel security had been heightened since the bombing. ‘Have no idea, but I’m almost sure they’ve done the rounds at Buckland Hospital.’


    ‘Jesus.’


    ‘Do you want me to get hospital security to check their CCTV?’ Bish asked.


    ‘No, I’ll get Elliot onto it,’ Grazier muttered. ‘The French aren’t going to be happy if they let those kids slip through their fingers. They’re not having much luck with suspects either.’


    ‘Did you find out anything about the driver of the French bus?’


    ‘Some of our people are talking with the CNI in Spain, and one or two of their kids claim they saw the driver of the French bus arguing with the driver of the English bus.’


    ‘Could that make Serge Sagur the target?’


    ‘Theories?’


    ‘Well, they both drove a big enough vehicle, so what if they had a people-smuggling business on the side?’


    ‘They’d be risking a 2000-pound fine per person for anyone found in their cars or trucks,’ Grazier said.


    ‘What do the French have to say about any other suspects?’ Bish asked.


    ‘They’re too offended about the kids being transferred to be taking our calls. Pity we don’t have Attal anymore.’


    Bish was tempted to point out that he, not Elliot or Grazier, did have Attal. Attal was his. ‘Tell me about that phone call between Violette and her grandparents,’ he said instead. ‘What is it that the Home Secretary doesn’t want the public to know?’


    ‘It’s nothing.’


    ‘Listen, if you want me out there looking for Violette, talking to Ian Parker and the other parents, then I need to know what she’s been saying to people.’ What Bish really wanted to know was whether Violette had made mention of Bee.


    Grazier’s sigh seemed never-ending. ‘The day after the bombing, Violette rang her grandparents because she knew they had been contacted. Nasrene LeBrac told her they were getting on the first plane to Paris. Violette informed her that if they left her pony and dog for “the dickhead next door” to look after, she’d never forgive them.’


    Oh Violette. God love you.


    ‘The tabloids’ top teenage terror suspect is worried about a pony named Tickles and a dog named Booboo, and if that gets out the public are going to love this kid. One we failed to protect.’


    ‘How are the grandparents coping?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Elliot’s been talking to them.’


    ‘Elliot?’


    ‘Yes, Elliot,’ Grazier said with another sigh. ‘He’s rubbish with everyone else, but give him a tragic elderly couple who’ve lost a child and he becomes their surrogate son. You’d know why better than anyone else. Doesn’t it all stem from his childhood?’


    ‘What are the LeBracs saying to him?’ Bish asked, evading the question.


    ‘They say England took their son Etienne from them and now they fear for Violette’s life. Look, where do you think those kids are heading, Ortley? Hazard a guess.’


    ‘I’m sure Fionn Sykes knows something, but he’s not talking.’


    ‘Then push him harder.’


    ‘He’s just had half his leg blown off, Grazier. Give him a bit of time with this.’


    ‘We don’t have time,’ Grazier snapped. ‘Those kids are at risk. I want them off the street.’


    What had Layla said? My sister would never forgive me if I put Noor’s child at risk. ‘Jocelyn Shahbazi. She’ll know where they are.’


    ‘Doubt it,’ Grazier said. ‘The Shahbazi family don’t like fuss, and front-page Violette is a whole lot of fuss.’


    ‘Ali Shahbazi doesn’t want fuss,’ Bish corrected. ‘His wife could be a different story.’


    Bish hung up and joined the women for tea. Katherine and Sadia were discussing their daughters as they had been before the bombing. Manoshi, it seemed, was a vivacious, acid-tongued girl with a quick wit. It made Bish wince to compare that description with the girl he’d just seen.


    ‘The doctors have suggested a day out,’ Sadia told him, ‘but Manoshi doesn’t want to know about it. I think she’s frightened of the world outside now.’


    According to Katherine, Lola’s moods were swinging between extremes, one moment listless, the next bordering on hysteria.


    ‘Does she get picked on at school?’ Bish asked, remembering Lola’s earlier reference to being called a loser.


    ‘Bitchy little high school girls,’ Katherine said. ‘Slumber parties every second weekend and she is never invited. They make it seem as if the worst thing someone can offer the world is unbridled joy.’ She shook her head in bitterness. ‘My punishment. I was one of those catty girls at her age.’


    ‘I do not believe punishment works that way,’ Sadia said.


    The moment Bish stepped outside with Saffron they were surrounded. Cameras and microphones were thrust at their faces, questions barked at them. The press pack had a vicious energy about it. The media presence had tripled now that the kids were in Dover, the hometown of Julius McEwan.


    ‘Chief Inspector Ortley, do the parents care that the French are offended by the transfer?’


    Any other question and he would have continued walking in silence, but he stopped. ‘The care and compassion shown by the medical staff in Boulogne will not be forgotten,’ he said. Bish had no idea if that was the truth, but it’s what he’d want to hear if he were French. ‘The transfer across the Channel comes down to one thing and one thing only. The commute has been difficult for the families, who are desperate to see their children whenever possible.’


    Weak, but better than nothing.


    ‘Do you know anything more about Violette LeBrac and her companion?’ the journalist persisted.


    ‘I’m just here as a father of one of the students on board the bus. I’m not privy to talk about the investigation.’


    ‘Not even about the fugitive suspects?’ another asked.


    ‘Well, I’d hardly call them fugitive suspects,’ Bish said. ‘They are persons of interest.’


    He went to lead his mother away, but it was not going to be that easy.


    ‘What was Violette’s relationship with the other students?’


    ‘Does your daughter believe Violette’s a terrorist, Chief Inspector Ortley?’


    ‘Are you able to offer advice to the families of the dead, having experienced it yourself?’


    He stiffened, clenched his fist. Advice on how to deal with your child’s death? The next question involving his family would result in his second assault charge for the month.


    ‘This is a difficult time for the families involved,’ Saffron said, taking his hand. ‘They’ve expressed their gratitude for all the well wishes, but they’ve also emphatically asked that you give them space. That’s the advice I’d give on how to deal with families who have lost so much.’
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    Bish’s hunch about Jocelyn Shahbazi had paid off. While scouring CCTV that afternoon, Elliot caught a glimpse of Violette and Eddie coming out of St John’s Wood Tube station, a couple of minutes’ walk from the Shahbazi home. It confirmed that the two hadn’t just arrived from France: the footage was four days old.


    Jocelyn’s husband was the son of a Tehran-born banker. The story was that Ali Shahbazi saw Jocelyn Bayat at the wedding of his housekeeper’s son and went courting the very next day. He was considered the simpleton of his family, the one most likely to be tied to his father’s purse strings, but a few shrewd investments soon had him running his own show. Some said it had to do with an ambitious wife who had come from nothing, without whose consent Ali never made a decision. If true, her influence had made him wealthier now than his parents had ever been.


    Jocelyn was wary when she saw Bish and Elliot at her front door. ‘My husband will be home any minute and I’d advise you to be gone by then.’


    She went to shut the door, but Elliot was too fast and held it open with the flat of his hand. ‘If you don’t let us in, Mrs Shahbazi, we’ll come back with a search warrant.’


    ‘Really? Because if a police car so much as drives up to my gate I will call our lawyer. I will call The Guardian. I will call anyone interested in your practice of interrogating people based on their race.’


    Bish removed Elliot’s hand from the door. ‘Mrs Shahbazi,’ he said, ‘my daughter was on that bus in Calais. Her name is Bee and she’s worried sick. What’s happened to Violette and the boy is affecting more people than you think. We’re not here to cause trouble.’


    That last statement was more of a warning to Elliot than a promise to Jocelyn. She stared at Bish, still suspicious. ‘Two minutes.’


    Bish had done his research before the visit. Noor LeBrac’s former best friend was stunning, her children picture-perfect, her house on Avenue Road tasteful. And she had the Hello photographs to prove it. Jocelyn’s daughter was Bee’s age and the photographs from the magazine had the girl in a white dress identical to her mother’s, contrasting with their rich black hair. Good genes, his mother would say. Bish was surprised by the friendship between Jocelyn Bayat and Noor Sarraf. Where Noor was brilliant, Jocelyn was slightly superficial. Bish knew this from her responses in Hello. But he supposed she wasn’t given too much opportunity to convey her smarts, with an interviewer who asked about bathroom accessories and the possibility of cosmetic surgery in the future.


    She led them into the lounge room, where Bish saw a Chagall he assumed was an original. He tried not to be impressed.


    ‘Layla had the good sense to warn me,’ she said coolly as she sat down.


    ‘Warn you about what?’ Elliot asked.


    ‘A visit from an idiot and a slob. My sister’s always had a great eye for detail. So, ask what you need to ask.’


    ‘Where are they?’ Elliot asked. ‘That’s all we need to know.’


    ‘I have absolutely no idea.’


    ‘Violette and the boy were caught on CCTV coming out of the Tube station down the road. We can’t think of any reason why she’d be in this area if not to see you.’


    She gave them both a look of disbelief. ‘You’re lying.’


    ‘Why would we do that?’


    ‘You ask that of someone who watched what you people did to that family?’


    ‘When was the last time you saw Noor LeBrac, Mrs Shahbazi?’ Elliot asked.


    There was a sound of keys opening the front door, a number of voices, and footsteps in the foyer.


    ‘Could you invite your husband in here to speak to us?’ Elliot asked, getting to his feet.


    ‘My husband won’t want to get involved in this.’


    But Ali Shahbazi was standing at the door with his four children, ranging from age five to seventeen. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked. He was looking at Bish and Elliot but his question was directed to his wife.


    ‘They’re here to ask about Violette Zidane,’ Jocelyn said.


    A flash of fury crossed Shahbazi’s face. ‘My family has nothing to do with the Sarrafs or the LeBracs. Do not come to my home making trouble.’


    ‘Nothing to do with them?’ Elliot asked in a tone Bish recognised. It meant Elliot knew something to the contrary. Which he had failed to pass on.


    ‘Then you’ve never visited Jamal Sarraf in Calais, Mrs Shahbazi? Or Joseph Sarraf in Alexandria? He was one of the Brackenham Four, wasn’t he? Louis Sarraf’s brother?’


    ‘We have friends in Alexandria,’ Jocelyn said in a bored tone. ‘And if I visit Calais, it’s for quick duty-free.’


    ‘In 2010 you made a trip to Australia with your daughter.’


    Ali Shahbazi made a sound of irritation. ‘My wife has family there.’


    ‘In the Riverina?’ Elliot asked. ‘A town called Coleambally? Violette LeBrac’s hometown?’


    Neither Jocelyn nor Ali had a response for that.


    ‘Because we do have evidence of you being there, Mrs Shahbazi,’ Elliot continued. ‘Not to mention your visits to Holloway every month under your maiden name.’


    Ali Shahbazi stared dumbfounded at his wife. ‘What’s he talking about, Joss?’


    ‘Daddy!’ The cry came from the teenage daughter.


    ‘Go upstairs,’ Jocelyn ordered her kids. ‘Now.’


    None of them moved.


    ‘Jocelyn?’ her husband pressed.


    ‘I don’t know where Violette is!’ she said. The kids were staring from one parent to the other, and Bish was imagining the next Hello photo shoot: Jocelyn Shahbazi bringing up her kids on her own. Had this been a contentious issue throughout their marriage?


    ‘Do you honestly think I’d keep Violette’s whereabouts from Noor?’ she asked her husband.


    ‘You’ve been in contact with her all these years?’ he asked. ‘What the hell, Joss?’


    The youngest child was crying now and Jocelyn stood up. ‘You’re scaring the kids, Ali,’ she hissed. ‘Take care of these idiots, I’m going to my mother’s.’


    ‘Mrs Shahbazi —’


    ‘Go do your job and find them,’ she shouted, ushering her children out of the room.


    That night, Bish took a call from another blocked number.


    ‘A twenty-year marriage with not a sniff of infidelity, and from what I know they’re still having sex at least twice a week, and you’ve managed to ruin it.’


    Layla Bayat.


    ‘Well, it can’t be that great a marriage if she’s lying to him and he’s telling her what to do.’


    ‘What’s this CCTV bollocks?’


    ‘Truth. Those kids were there. Let me talk to your sister, Layla. Is she there?’


    ‘She’s at my mother’s. The kids are hysterical. Do you know how scary divorce is to them? My niece Gigi fainted. Fainted. She’s petrified.’


    Bish felt grateful for his stoic daughter. There’d been no fainting from Bee when she heard about his and Rachel’s divorce.


    ‘Look, if you let me see Jocelyn, I’ll keep Elliot and the Home Office out of this.’


    ‘I’m going to really believe you now,’ she said.


    ‘Was I the idiot or the slob?’


    Layla Bayat hung up on him.
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    Violette and Eddie’s visit to Buckland had worse repercussions than Bish imagined. The CCTV footage was forwarded to Elliot by the hospital security company, and also to the Dover police. From there it was leaked, and the image of Violette and Eddie was all over the media. For a minute, Eddie’s identity was kept safe because of the code of practice that stopped the media from naming a minor. Until someone from his village outside Tonbridge tweeted that the kid with Violette LeBrac goes to my school, which was followed by yeah, that looks like Eddie Conlon. That led to Eddie Conlon & Violette LeBrac are the Calais bombers.


    ‘How the fuck did this happen?’ Bish asked Elliot when he rang.


    ‘It goes viral, and no one’s accountable. The press still don’t have permission to release his name, but that means nothing when over a million people have already seen an image of Eddie and know his full name.’


    Bish heard shouting in the background. ‘Where are you?’ he asked.


    ‘In the office. Grazier isn’t taking it well. He’s paying a visit to the Dover police and then heading out to Tonbridge to have a word with a few of the locals.’


    ‘There’s not much he can do about them,’ Bish said.


    ‘Oh but he’ll try. He wants you to visit LeBrac again. Violette used to speak to her mother every day, so who better to know her whereabouts, or at least her plans.’


    ‘Pick that woman’s brain,’ Grazier shouted, replacing Elliot on the line. ‘I want those kids brought in. I want them in a safe house. What part of that don’t these people understand?’


    ‘The part where they don’t feel particularly comfortable being reassured by the police or the government,’ Bish said.


    ‘You’re beginning to piss me off, Ortley.’


    ‘It took you this long?’


    Bish’s reading that night was the rest of the file Grazier had given him a few days ago. He started looking for anything in the Sarraf and LeBrac family histories that could shed light on how best to persuade Noor to open up. Most of the media articles were based solely on opinion. There was nothing on Jamal Sarraf post his arrest, but a great deal prior to it when Man United signed him up. Young Sarraf spoke obsessively about his old coach from the Brackenham council estate, and his mates there who’d watched his back, no matter what. His favourite topic was his girlfriend Layla, but it was the reverence he showed for his mother and sister that was most profound.


    ‘Before my sister and me, no one in our family had any sense of a home country,’ he was quoted as saying in one interview. He went on to relate that his mother had been born in Beirut, and at fifteen had made her way to Alexandria, on her own, to work for a wealthy relative. His father was born in Alexandria to a French mother and Egyptian father. When his mother was pregnant they left Egypt to head for the UK, but ended up having Noor en route, in Le Havre. ‘Fifteen years later,’ said Jimmy, ‘my mum wanted me born in the same place as my sister. It’s sort of cool because it’s also where my brother-in-law was born before his family migrated to Australia, which was a bit of a coincidence. So obviously my niece Violette had to be born in Le Havre. We like it that there’s a family tradition when it comes to passports and stuff like that. But Noor and I have never been confused about who we are. If there were two things we were sure of growing up, it was belonging to England and speaking Arabic. We didn’t let religion rule. It’s what me and my girl Layla have in common. Her mother’s Christian, my mother’s Muslim. Her father’s Muslim, my father’s Christian. We say it all the time: our kids are going to have the best of both worlds.’


    Bish tried very hard not to be fascinated with this family. Two siblings, one who had completed a doctoral thesis, the other with a lucrative football contract. Up until the Brackenham bombing they were an immigrant success story.


    A guard stood outside the now familiar interview room on Sunday morning. Noor LeBrac was already seated, her suspicious eyes following him from the door to the chair before her. One thing was certain: Violette’s disappearance was clearly affecting her. There were dark circles around her eyes, sinking deep. She swallowed constantly, as if trying to keep down the bile in her throat.


    ‘I’m presuming you know that Violette’s in the UK,’ Bish said, sitting opposite her.


    ‘Whether they’re here or in France makes no difference.’ She looked away and he felt the sting of her disdain.


    ‘We’ve got a better chance of finding them now,’ he said.


    ‘We?’ she demanded. ‘We who, Ortley? The people whose fault this was in the first place?’


    She shifted in her seat. ‘You thought I’d be grateful, didn’t you? Do you honestly believe everything’s fine just because Violette and Eddie are in the UK? The only safe place for my daughter is with her grandparents in Australia. Etienne’s father will put a bullet through anyone who’s a threat to Violette.’


    ‘Then help me find her, Noor,’ he said patiently. ‘When was the last time you heard from her, apart from the postcard?’


    She made a sound of disbelief. ‘Are we really doing this again?’


    ‘We’re doing this until something you say triggers a clue to where they are. I’m not accusing you of holding back information, I’m just saying I may be able to see something you can’t.’


    She thought about that for a while, then sat forward in her seat. Bish took up his notebook.


    ‘I spoke to her three weeks ago when she supposedly left for her Duke of Edinburgh camp.’


    ‘Did she take part in Duke of Ed before this year?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes. She was going for her silver award so that next year she can be part of a residential project in Nepal and get her gold. Etienne was involved with the Duke of Ed Award when he was at school, and she’s determined to do anything her father did.’


    Bish heard pride in her voice.


    ‘It was a short conversation,’ LeBrac said. ‘I have a two-quid phone card that doesn’t go far with international calls. Violette told me it would be the last time I’d speak to her for a couple of weeks. That I believed. The hikes are in deep bushland. Part of the program is that they have to rough it. She said, “I love you, Mummy. We’ll talk when I’m back.”’


    It gave Bish a sinking feeling to realise that Noor LeBrac spoke to her daughter on the other side of the world, from behind bars, more often than he spoke to Bee.


    ‘Nothing strange about the conversation?’ he asked. ‘You didn’t sense her lying?’


    He waited. On her face, yet another expression he couldn’t read. Or perhaps didn’t want to.


    ‘There was something?’ he prompted.


    She nodded finally. ‘Months before, Violette told me she’d remembered an important detail from the last time she saw her father. She was only four and a half when he died, so her memory of that day has always been sketchy.’


    Bish hoped Violette hadn’t seen her father jump.


    ‘She recalled that Etienne was wearing his watch.’


    Bish was confused. ‘Is that important right now?’


    ‘When you lose someone, Chief Inspector Ortley, everything about the day they died is important. Especially the lies.’


    Her stare bore into him and he looked back down at his notes before she could do some damage with it. Because Bish felt it was in her power to damage him. That she could seek out the thin parts of his skin. He felt his throat go dry.


    ‘The watch comes with an extraordinary story. One you don’t deserve to hear, so I’ll skip that part. What you need to know is that when Etienne’s parents flew across the world to identify his body, there was no watch. Violette remembering it being there makes all the difference in the world.’


    Bish put his pen down because this watch business was bollocks and had nothing to do with bombs going off outside Calais or with Violette’s disappearance.


    ‘Keep writing,’ she ordered, pointing to his notebook.


    ‘Why? Do you seriously think Violette came all this way to find a watch?’ Bish felt the frustration of the past week. ‘Noor, you’re wasting my time.’


    ‘Please refrain from using my name,’ she said with a quietness soaked in ice. ‘You speak it with such contempt.’


    Because it was contempt he felt.


    ‘I’m not the one who allowed an idiot to lock Violette up and then let her run off,’ she said. ‘When I think of my child —’


    ‘You should have thought of your child in 2002.’ The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them.


    ‘You’ve been dying to say that ever since you walked into this place, haven’t you?’ She looked at him in bitter disbelief, then leaned closer across the table. ‘No, I think you’ve been dying to say it even before that. Back when you took my daughter away from me. The first time.’


    Her stare was a bullet now.


    ‘Oh, I remember you,’ she said, her voice wavering slightly. ‘I remember the disgust in your eyes when you came into the cell and cast judgement on my family. As if you believed my child was safer with you than with the people who loved her.’


    He was finished here for the day. He moved to collect his notebook and pen but LeBrac grabbed them and began to scribble furiously.


    Wordlessly he removed the notebook from her hands, not wanting her privy to its content.


    ‘Then commit this to your tiny brain,’ she said, hurling the pen against the wall. ‘Etienne wearing his watch in death could have been the tragedy of a man taking his life. Etienne’s body without it could be the tragedy of a man murdered for his watch.’


    Bish had been a constable working behind the desk when Brackenham happened and they brought in the Sarraf family. The station had gone into lockdown because the crowd outside was baying for blood. His boss came to find him later that afternoon.


    ‘You’ve got a kid her age, haven’t you Bish? You’re going to have to go in there and take the little girl.’


    When he went to remove Violette LeBrac from her mother’s arms, Jamal Sarraf cried. Her great-uncle Joseph Sarraf sat with his head in his hands. Her grandmother wailed. But Noor LeBrac was chillingly calm, all smiles, though a look of despair beyond reckoning was in her eyes.


    ‘It’s just a game,’ she whispered into her daughter’s ear, so close to Bish’s cheek that he felt the broken whisper of her voice for nights to come. ‘Daddy will be here soon and you’ll see it’s just a game.’


    When news of Noor LeBrac’s confession came through six months later there was rejoicing at the station. And across the country. Louis Sarraf may have escaped punishment by blowing himself up, but justice had been served.


    There was relief that the families of the dead would not be put through a trial. The country had moved on. A memorial hall was built on the Brackenham council estate where the supermarket once stood. It brought together a fractured community, and cultural diversity was once again celebrated rather than feared. There were music programs for youth, and concerts to showcase their talents. Occasional daycare for working parents. Weekly meetings about public policies that affected them; they were well attended, mostly for the suppers. PG Tips tea served alongside baklava and basbousa. The wounds had started to heal and no one wanted to look back.


    Bish had looked back more than once. On the morning they buried his son he had the clearest memory of Noor LeBrac’s face the day he’d taken Violette from her. It reflected his own grief and hopelessness. Over time, only the blackouts from grog could make him forget that bleakness. Until a bomb went off on a bus carrying his daughter. Violette LeBrac Zidane was personal business for Bish. Removing her from the arms of her family had undone something in his psyche and he knew the only way to restore it was to return Violette.
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    The brutal bashing of two teenagers outside a Bristol skate park made news that Sunday afternoon. The girl was in serious condition with a punctured lung, the boy had had most of his teeth knocked out. Police in Bristol and Greater London made pleas to the social media sites that had been encouraging people to hunt for Violette and Eddie. It was the public’s responsibility to report any sightings, not take matters into their own hands.


    Bee arrived to spend the night. The summer holidays were dragging on, as far as she was concerned. ‘All this sunshine,’ she complained, which Bish could relate to, and her friends at home were being cows and Rachel was in ‘baby la-la land’. When she went for a run he phoned Rachel just in case Bee had left without telling her.


    ‘I was about to ring to make sure she arrived safely. She was pretty shaken by those Bristol bashings and I got a sense she wanted to be with you.’


    Bee returned from her run looking as if she had pushed herself hard. He saw tears but she refused to meet his eye and went straight to the shower. Later, he thought he could entice her out for a quick meal. Just as he was about to knock at her door, his phone rang.


    ‘She’s here and she’ll speak to you, for five minutes,’ said Layla Bayat. ‘Only because the Violette and Eddie lookalikes getting beaten up has freaked her out.’


    It took Bish a moment to realise that ‘she’ was Layla’s sister. Before he could ask a question, Layla gave him her address and hung up.


    He didn’t like the idea of leaving Bee alone in the flat. It gave him an easier reason to knock on the door.


    ‘We have a little errand,’ he said.


    She looked up from her iPad. ‘The way I hear it, you don’t have a job,’ she said, ‘and I’m not going anywhere unless it’s worthwhile.’


    His phone rang again, Grazier this time. ‘You’ve seen the news?’


    ‘Yes. Only good thing that’s come from it is that Jocelyn Shahbazi has agreed to speak to me.’


    ‘I’ll send Elliot.’


    ‘Not if you want this to end well,’ Bish said, hanging up.


    He was about to go into round two of convincing Bee to come along, but she was already on her feet. ‘Let’s go,’ she said.


    Layla’s flat was in Shepherd’s Bush. The traffic across town was wretched and the trip wasn’t helped by Bee’s silence. Bish tried to ask her about the athletics meet coming up in a couple of days but she wasn’t in the mood for conversation.


    He pulled into a street off Uxbridge Road, around the corner from the Brackenham estate. ‘You stay here,’ he told Bee. ‘It won’t take long. Then we can go somewhere cool and trendy to eat.’


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


    Bish didn’t know which of the two suggestions she thought was ridiculous. Bee was out of the car before he could stop her.


    ‘They were in Hello,’ she told him. When she said Hello she rolled her eyes. ‘I want to see how much photoshopping was done on them.’


    He pressed the doorbell and Layla buzzed them in without a word. In the foyer he glanced up the central stairwell to see Layla and one of the Shahbazi boys looking down over the banister from the top floor. By the time he got to them he was trying hard to catch his breath.


    ‘Five minutes,’ Layla said, eyeing Bee and then Bish. ‘Are you taking her along on your police work now? First you go through her personal stuff. Now this?’


    ‘He was going to leave me in the car,’ Bee said.


    Layla looked at him in disgust. ‘One more strike and I’m reporting you to child protection, Ortley.’


    Inside the flat a teary Jocelyn Shahbazi was sitting in a small living room, with the rest of her obscenely good-looking children draped all over her. It was a fragile scene of a family on the brink. Until Layla slapped one of her nephews on the back of his head.


    ‘Get your grubby feet off my couch and go play in my room,’ she said.


    ‘Your room’s a cupboard!’ the curly-haired youngest whinged. ‘We can’t fit in there.’


    ‘You’ve got ants in your pants,’ Layla grumbled. ‘That’s your problem.’


    The boy got to his feet and started doing pelvic-thrust dance moves.


    ‘Go!’ Layla ordered.


    The girl stayed. Georgette Shahbazi seemed to be suffering the most from the upheaval Bish and Elliot had introduced into their lives the day before.


    Jocelyn’s phone started ringing but she didn’t answer. ‘I honestly don’t know where Violette and Eddie are,’ she said. ‘I wish I did. I’m sick to my stomach thinking of them out there.’


    Bish was disheartened, because he believed her. ‘Then give me names,’ he said, taking out his notebook. ‘Anyone Violette knows here. The authorities are in contact with the boy’s father every day and he’s heard nothing. Violette has to know someone in this city, Jocelyn. Can I call you that?’


    ‘I’m sorry you had to witness what you did in my home, Mr Ortley, but Ali’s family have always been uncomfortable about our name being dragged down with the Sarrafs.’


    ‘Yet you see Noor LeBrac every month,’ he said.


    ‘I’m not apologising for my behaviour,’ she said. ‘I’m apologising for his.’


    Georgette was sniffling into a tissue.


    ‘Where did you get that T-shirt?’ Bee asked her abruptly.


    Georgette gave her a hostile look. ‘Where did you get that skirt?’


    Bish had no idea what this exchange was about, but he kept his attention on Jocelyn. ‘I don’t want to disrupt your family any more than they have been,’ he said. ‘And I’m not passing judgement on your phone calls or visits to Noor LeBrac or Jamal Sarraf. I just want to bring in Violette and the boy safe and sound.’


    Layla was staring at her sister. ‘You visit him?’


    ‘Don’t start, Layla. You told me never to mention his name, so I haven’t mentioned his name.’


    ‘How could you, Joss?’


    ‘I promised Aziza I’d keep an eye on him and I promised Noor,’ Jocelyn snapped. ‘That’s all I’m saying on the matter.’ Her mobile started ringing again.


    ‘Just answer it, Joss,’ Layla said, irritated.


    ‘Daddy’s being an arsehole of biblical proportions,’ Georgette sniffed.


    ‘Gigi, we don’t use language like that,’ said Jocelyn, and Bish felt his daughter pinch him in the side.


    Yes, yes. The Ortley family used language like that all the time.


    ‘She knows,’ Bee whispered.


    Bish gave her a warning look but Bee persisted in the whispering and Georgette Shahbazi watched. ‘You’re being rude,’ Georgette accused.


    ‘Then I won’t whisper, Beirut Barbie,’ Bee said loudly.


    There was a collective gasp.


    ‘Sabina!’


    ‘And you’re a dyke!’ Georgette shouted at Bee.


    Another collective gasp.


    ‘Gigi!’


    Bish was livid, but Bee was unperturbed by the name-calling. ‘She’s only trying to distract us by calling me that,’ she said. ‘She knows where they are, Bish.’


    Georgette was horrified at the accusation. Bee was nodding with certainty. ‘The only person who calls anyone arseholes of biblical proportions is Violette,’ Bee said. ‘So where are you hiding her?’


    Bish would have been sure Bee had it wrong if not for the look on Layla’s and Jocelyn’s faces. Stunned. Then furious. Not at Bee, but at Georgette.


    The girl burst into tears. She had a delicate way of crying.


    ‘Gigi, cut the crocodile tears,’ her mother said.


    ‘Do you know where Violette is?’ Layla demanded. ‘Did she ring? Text? Email? Anything?’


    When no one seemed to be buying Georgette’s tears, she stopped. ‘They only stayed a night,’ she said defensively. ‘I don’t know where they are now.’


    There was a moment’s silence, then everyone was speaking at once.


    ‘Geeej!’


    ‘In our home?’


    ‘How could you not know you were hiding two runaways in your house?’ Bish asked Jocelyn, incredulous.


    ‘I don’t like your tone,’ Jocelyn said. ‘Don’t you dare judge me.’


    ‘Yeah,’ Georgette said. ‘Your daughter’s the one who smuggled them over the Channel.’


    Nothing delicate about her now. Beirut Barbie was all attitude.


    ‘Bee was hardly in a position to smuggle anyone across the Channel,’ Bish said patiently, ‘because she didn’t drive herself over the Channel. I did and —’


    He stared at his daughter, speechless. ‘Bee?’


    She refused to look at him. Surely he hadn’t driven Violette LeBrac and Eddie Conlon onto the ferry? He thought back to that day, and Bee’s constant disappearances, her stalling at the campsite, the sobbing at Immigration.


    There was a long, guilty, uncomfortable silence.


    ‘Where are they heading?’ he finally asked Georgette, hoping Bee didn’t think she was getting off scot-free.


    ‘I don’t know.’ She sent her mother a pitiful look. ‘I think she just wants to lie low so no one arrests her for something she didn’t do.’


    In spite of himself Bish was impressed by how easily she’d steered the attention away from her own wrongdoing.


    Jocelyn was teary. ‘They must be petrified.’


    ‘Another reason we need to get them off the streets.’


    ‘Jimmy’s the only person who can bring her in,’ Jocelyn said.


    ‘I disagree,’ he argued. ‘Violette had her chance to stay with him in Calais. I don’t think she trusts her uncle.’


    He saw Jocelyn’s fury. ‘Do you not understand what’s happened to that family, Chief Inspector Ortley? When Jimmy got out of prison his mother begged him to take his uncle to Alexandria, because there was no way Joseph Sarraf was returning to Manchester. Although Jimmy couldn’t bear the idea of leaving her in that hospice alone, he went because he thought he’d be back within the week. But he was flying on a French passport and they wouldn’t let him back into this country. His mother died alone. He can’t see his sister. He can’t see his niece because the Australian government won’t give him a visa. Family is everything to the Sarrafs. It’s everything to Violette and she will do anything to protect them. She might not want to get Jimmy involved, but you need him. He knows the truth.’


    ‘What truth?’ Bish demanded.


    ‘Speak to him.’


    ‘You think I haven’t tried?’


    ‘Get him to trust you!’


    Layla stood up. ‘Can we keep this down? I don’t want the neighbours to know everything about my life.’


    ‘And I don’t want the boys to know,’ Jocelyn reminded herself. ‘This thing with Violette has given them nightmares.’


    ‘The little one with the curly hair has got the moves like Jagger,’ Bee said. ‘He’s met Eddie Conlon for sure.’


    Bish started the car. Couldn’t get his head around the reality that he’d driven Violette and Eddie across the Channel. How was he going to explain that to Elliot and Grazier? Beside him Bee was silent. She had the audacity to take out her iPad, as if she had every right in the world to switch off.


    ‘Where did they get out of the car?’ he asked. ‘On the ferry?’


    No response.


    ‘You know they’re not safe, Bee,’ he said. ‘If you’d told me, I could have helped them. Does she have a plan or is she just on the run?’


    ‘I don’t know. She’s not much into confiding.’


    ‘But she confided in you.’


    ‘She asked a favour. “Can you get me across the Channel?” There was no detail other than that.’


    ‘So someone you’ve known for a week asks you to commit a felony and you agree?’ he asked in disbelief.


    ‘It was a gut reaction to say yes. It felt right.’


    ‘Just like that?’


    ‘I came out to her,’ Bee shouted. ‘So yes, I trusted her. Just like that!’


    After a silent journey home, Bish parked outside his flat and neither of them got out of the car.


    ‘I don’t like the name-calling,’ he finally said. ‘With Gigi Shahbazi.’


    ‘I wasn’t being racist,’ Bee said. ‘She does look like a Middle-Eastern Barbie doll.’


    Obviously no photoshopping for the Shahbazi women.


    ‘I don’t mean that, I mean the name-calling towards you.’


    ‘Maybe you just don’t like the fact that I am one,’ she said. ‘A dyke.’


    ‘But why would you think that, Bee?’


    ‘I heard you talking about it once with Mum. You said it was a phase I was going through. It made me feel like shit.’


    ‘When did I say that?’ he asked. ‘When you were twelve?’


    ‘Well, you haven’t brought it up since.’


    ‘It’s just . . . you’ve never mentioned it to me.’ A thought occurred to him. ‘Have you spoken about this to your mother, or the principal?’


    ‘Stop calling him that. He’s Rachel’s husband, Bish. Get used to it.’


    ‘Then stop calling me Bish! I’m your father. It’s the only frickin’ thing in this world that means anything to me.’


    ‘I can’t believe you said frickin’ and not fucking.’


    ‘Well, Bee,’ he said, imitating Jocelyn Shahbazi’s tone, ‘we don’t use language like that.’


    Bee made a rude sound and somehow the tension in the car softened. He didn’t know how to ask the next question, but this was progress and he had to make the most of it.


    ‘Are you and Violette together?’


    Bee was mortified. ‘As if she’s my type.’


    His daughter had a type?
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    Rachel Ballyntine had a plan for the last couple of weeks leading up to the birth of her son. Keep off her feet. Get a good haircut, because David would have the camera in her face through the whole birth. Most importantly, get a pedicure for her poor swollen distorted feet. If she could have sat with them soaking in water all day long, she would have.


    But France has changed everything. Bee’s roommate on the tour was a LeBrac, and a better friend than her daughter has let on. The photos were a giveaway, reinforced by the sound of Bee throwing up in the bathroom when the bashings in Bristol made news.


    The idea of visiting the prison is in Rachel’s head when she wakes on Monday. It obsesses her more as the morning goes on, but of course when she makes the phone call she’s told she needs to do things the official way. So Rachel has no choice but to lie. Tells them she’s Noor LeBrac’s new barrister and that a request to see her client will be faxed through on her chambers’ letterhead.


    ‘Just for the record, I’m not happy,’ David says when he drops her off out front. ‘Nor will he be.’


    ‘He’ is Bish, but what her ex-husband doesn’t know won’t kill him.


    Inside Holloway she makes it through three entry points before she hits a roadblock.


    ‘Her barrister?’ the bland guy behind the window asks, studying the request, then staring down at her belly.


    Rachel isn’t sure how accustomed those at Holloway prison are to legal representation turning up with a belly as big as hers, but she hopes that the last thing Her Majesty’s prison guards are going to do is stop a pregnant woman from supposedly doing her job.


    ‘You’re going to have to wait.’


    ‘Will do,’ she says, feigning cheerfulness. ‘But if my water breaks in that chair over there, you’re delivering this baby.’


    After a pat-down and a surrendering of everything but her notebook and a locker key, she’s warned she has only fifteen minutes. Moments later she finds herself in a room facing Noor LeBrac. There’s a sharp intelligence in the woman’s eyes, which Rachel recalls from photographs of her pre-Brackenham. She’d had a fierce life force. Some of it has survived, but not the humour or light.


    ‘My name’s Rachel Ballyntine,’ she says, sitting down. ‘I’m a QC, and I think it’s about time people heard from a Sarraf, Noor,’ she says with so much conviction that she almost persuades herself it’s why she has come today. ‘I’m here to help.’


    Noor LeBrac’s wordless study of her is uncompromising. She leans back in her seat, as if enjoying the way Rachel is running herself into a bit of a babble.


    ‘I didn’t ask for help,’ Noor says after a time, and when Rachel goes to speak she holds up a hand to stop her. ‘I wanted your help years ago. When I was handcuffed to a hospital bed and told by a kind doctor that Rachel Ballyntine was one of the best human rights lawyer in London. But you didn’t respond to my letter. Since then I’ve had to put up with every idealistic idiot legal intern searching me out and promising me justice will be done.’


    ‘Look, I know how you —’


    ‘Do you?’ Noor LeBrac is not a babbler. Her pauses are weapons. ‘Have you woken up every single morning since that bus bomb went off and pictured a maniac stomping your child to death out of revenge for something the media says she’s responsible for? Or imagined the police arresting her and keeping her in one of those underground cells at Paddington Green for as long as they like, because if she’s a Sarraf and a LeBrac she’s obviously a terrorist? We’re clichés like that.’ Rachel goes to speak, but Noor LeBrac holds up a hand again. ‘Don’t dare to presume how I feel.’


    Lying has made Rachel weak. It makes her voice quiver and it stops her from looking this woman straight in the face. And she’s getting mighty sick and tired of Noor LeBrac’s hand. ‘Okay, I’m not here about your case,’ she says bluntly. ‘Saying I’m your barrister was the only way they’d let me in at short notice.’ She flicks quickly through her notebook and slides one of Bee’s photographs across the table.


    It has the desired effect. Noor LeBrac isn’t going to walk away from a recent photo of her child.


    Rachel points to Bee. ‘That’s my daughter.’


    Noor stares at the photograph greedily. ‘She was on the trip with them?’


    ‘Bee Ballyntine-Ortley,’ Rachel says, spreading out the rest of the photos. ‘She shared a room with Violette.’


    There’s a question in Noor’s eyes, a tilt to her head as she studies her. ‘You’re married to the copper Ortley.’


    ‘Was.’


    Noor looks down at Rachel’s belly.


    ‘Not his. Our marriage didn’t survive the death of a child. We’re clichés like that.’


    Noor LeBrac makes a sound of dismay, as if she can’t help herself. ‘I should have seen it,’ she murmurs.


    Suddenly Rachel feels she can’t breathe. She wants to cry and has to get out of here before she does. She tries to stand.


    ‘Stay,’ Noor says.


    Rachel shakes her head. ‘I shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have come here.’


    And then a hand reaches out and takes hers. ‘Stay. Please.’


    Rachel can only stare at the hand. After a moment, Noor lets go. ‘Your daughter doesn’t have either of your colouring but she looks like your husband.’


    ‘Ex. Bish’s grandfather was Egyptian. Bashir.’


    ‘Of course.’ As if Bish had been a puzzle this woman has just solved. ‘Was it a son or daughter?’ she asks quietly.


    ‘Son. He drowned.’ Rachel points to the image of Eddie Conlon. ‘Stevie would have been thirteen this year.’


    It is Noor LeBrac’s look of soul-wrenching empathy that finally breaks Rachel and she bawls. In front of this stranger, supposedly responsible for such devastation. And it makes Rachel speak until she’s hoarse. About David and Bee and the baby, and Bish, and the fact that regardless of how their marriage turned out, her greatest fear these days is someone knocking on her door to tell her he’s dead. She blames herself. It’s her pregnancy that seems to have begun his spiral into something truly frightening.


    ‘You still love him?’ It’s almost an accusation.


    ‘Not in that way, not anymore. But he’s a good man. My husband, David, feels a bit put out that they’ll never be friends. We’re selfish, he and I. We want our cake and to eat it too.’ Then Rachel can’t stop herself asking, ‘Have you ever loved someone you shouldn’t?’


    ‘Yes. My father.’ Noor sighs, world-weary. ‘Why are you here, Rachel?’


    ‘Do you want the selfish answer?’


    ‘It’s probably the most honest.’


    Rachel touches one of the photos. ‘I haven’t seen Bee this happy since before her brother died.’ She tries not to cry again but fails. ‘Violette and Eddie mean something to her and I’m frightened that if anything happens to them it will be the last straw for Bee.’


    Noor does not respond.


    ‘You know Violette’s in danger out there,’ Rachel says. ‘You need to find a way of letting her know it’s safe for me to walk her into a police station.’


    ‘I don’t know where she is,’ Noor says emphatically. ‘I’ve told your ex-husband that. He stuffed up by not getting on Jimmy’s good side in Calais.’


    ‘What has your brother told you?’


    ‘Just that Violette and the boy came to visit him. I didn’t get a sense Jimmy was holding anything back.’


    ‘You think you’re being tapped?’ Rachel asks.


    ‘Oh, I know we’re being tapped. Since last week anyway. Jimmy by the French, and my calls are recorded here.’


    ‘So you don’t think your brother knows their whereabouts?’


    ‘Not consciously. But Violette and her uncle speak all the time when she’s back home. They have the luxury of longer conversations. So if anyone can get into Violette’s head, it’s Jimmy.’


    A guard enters without a knock. ‘Time’s up. Let’s go.’


    Before Rachel can stop herself she reaches for Noor’s hand. The other woman squeezes it in return.


    ‘Tell your ex-husband that if he wants to find Violette and Eddie, he’ll need my brother.’
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    It had been almost ten days since the bombing and the media were uncompromising in their attacks on the French and British authorities, accusing both of dragging their feet. As yet, no one had claimed responsibility. In the eyes of the world this ruled out Al Qaeda and ISIS, who were never shy about owning up to atrocities. French Intelligence, according to Attal, seemed to be focusing on Ahmed Khateb, the driver of the French bus, but they were keeping tight-lipped about it.


    As far as Bish could tell, there were at least five agencies involved, the most official of which were French Intelligence and MI6. If his suspicions about Grazier and Elliot were correct, MI5 were also onto it. The Spanish were conducting their own investigation, based on the death of Lucia Ortez. The Australian Federal Police had sent over a couple of people to find out what the French knew about Violette, which according to Elliot, who was in touch with her grandparents, was nothing.


    And then there was Attal himself. Bish welcomed the clumsy texts he received from the French copper, although they demanded intense analysis through Google translations. Attal may have been officially off the investigation, but the bombing was within his jurisdiction and his daughter had been at the campsite. Bish knew that nothing would stop Attal continuing his own inquiries, especially since the driver of her bus was a suspect. For Attal, this was personal. He had returned to the campsite often, suspecting that an employee there knew something. Someone had to have given details about which security cameras to avoid when planting the bomb. Attal had revealed to Bish that the camera overlooking the bus parking bays had been smashed. On the day of the bombing, Attal’s people had backed up footage from the other three cameras still operating, one outside the recreation hall, one outside the office, one overlooking the pool. The footage yielded very little, but did confirm the presence of a security vehicle. When Attal spoke to the owner of the security company, he was told that all their vehicles were accounted for. But between the evening before the bombing and the morning after, there was a discrepancy of eighty kilometres on the odometer of one of the vehicles and very little petrol in the tank. Greta Jager hadn’t imagined what she saw.


    Photographies, Attal texted more than once. The answer to who was responsible possibly lay in the photographs taken by the kids.


    The lack of progress in the official investigation meant that Violette and Eddie remained in danger of the ignorance that had swept across London and beyond. Social media was abuzz with sightings of them in Richmond, Pimlico, Edgware Road, Manchester and Swansea, all on the same day. According to Elliot, the only two that could be confirmed were Richmond the day before, when Violette and Eddie were caught on CCTV on the foot ferry near Orleans Road, and Edgeware Road Tube station later in the afternoon.


    Bish had spent the previous night studying a map of those areas and their surroundings. London Central Mosque? Had someone in the Muslim community made contact with Violette? Promised her protection? Or were Violette and Eddie fearless enough to go sightseeing at Madame Tussauds?


    ‘They split up,’ Elliot told him early Monday morning while Bish drove them around Edgeware Road for what Elliot called a clue spark. ‘She knows they’re looking for a girl of seventeen and a boy of thirteen, so on the Tube they separate so as not to draw attention, and they travel during peak hour so they can get lost in the crowd. They look like the least nervous kids in the country. No backpacks, which means they have some kind of home base. A different football beanie each day for him. Hats and wigs for her. Yesterday morning she looked like Eliza Doolittle, later in the day she’s a rock chick.’


    For Bish the area brought back memories of working at Paddington Green police station. ‘What’s Grazier’s latest theory about the bombing?’ he asked as he pulled up at the Tube to drop Elliot off.


    ‘Knows as much as you do.’


    ‘Well, that can’t be much,’ Bish said.


    ‘According to him, MI6 weren’t taught to share their toys,’ Elliot said.


    ‘With their little brothers and sisters, you mean?’


    ‘MI5 would never consider themselves the younger siblings of 6.’


    ‘You’d know that from first-hand experience, would you?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Just come out and ask the question, Ortley.’


    ‘Okay, are you and Grazier working for MI5?’


    ‘Grazier and I work for the Home Secretary.’


    ‘And MI5 answers to the Home Secretary.’


    ‘You’re saying everyone who answers to the Home Secretary works for MI5?’


    ‘So when bombs aren’t going off on buses and vulnerable kids aren’t on the run, what is it you do for the Home Secretary?’


    ‘I do whatever she calls on me to do,’ Elliot said. ‘Isn’t that what an employee does for their employer?’


    Bish tightened his grip on the wheel. ‘We’re done here,’ he said. ‘You can get out of my car now, Elliot.’


    Morning peak hour was just about to hit and Bish found himself driving to Dover. He was curious about something he’d come across while searching for Ian Parker’s speeches about the migrant crisis in Calais. In the May newsletter of the Kent Garden Society he read that Katherine Barrett-Parker was forced to withdraw from a garden competition at the last minute because of vandalism. He had contacted one of his former detective sergeants, now working for the Folkestone police, who confirmed that no report had been made about the incident, and Bish wanted to know why. He still hadn’t received a call from Ian Parker, despite Katherine taking his number, and figured morning would be the best time to track him down at the hospital.


    He reached Buckland two hours later and noticed that security had been beefed up since Saturday. There were two guards and a police officer at the front entrance, as well as at the staff entrance. A couple more policemen could be seen inside. Bish wondered if the request had come from the Home Office or whether Ian Parker had enough pull to put his own security in place.


    Bish bumped into Sadia Bagchi in the cafeteria. He asked about her family and they spoke about her husband’s stall at the Spitalfields market and how a cousin of hers was helping out while Sadia was here in Dover.


    ‘Her father cries each time he sees Manoshi,’ Sadia said, ‘but I have stopped weeping. If she is less than what she was before Calais, it is better than what Astrid Copely’s and Michael Stanley’s people are left with.’


    He insisted on paying for her tea and then went looking for Katherine, coincidentally bumping into both husband and wife exiting the lift. Parker was dressed for work in an expensive suit with all the trimmings. There was nothing welcoming in his expression.


    ‘Can I have a quick word?’ Bish asked.


    ‘We’ve already been interviewed by French Intelligence, Ortley. Not to mention the daily attempts by the Security Service. And as far as I’m concerned the Met has nothing to do with this investigation.’


    ‘The police are working across three counties to confirm any threats made this past year to the families of those on board the bus,’ Bish said, impressed at how good he had become at lying.


    ‘Receiving threats is part of a politician’s job description,’ Parker said.


    ‘We have a substantial security system in our home,’ Katherine said.


    ‘Then you were able to see who destroyed your garden in May?’ Bish asked.


    Katherine stiffened. Parker’s stare was dismissive. ‘You think someone who cut off the heads of my wife’s flowers is responsible for the bombing?’


    Bish hadn’t known that detail. ‘Well, it’s not everyday vandalism,’ he said. ‘That seems more like some kind of message. Why didn’t you report it?’


    ‘We didn’t want a fuss,’ Parker said firmly.


    ‘And we had to concentrate on Lola at the time,’ Katherine added. ‘She was being bullied at school and not coping. We let her go on this trip because she’d been miserable all year, and her favourite teacher was a chaperone on the tour.’


    ‘Julius McEwan?’ Bish asked.


    Katherine nodded. ‘Lola was in his history class. Some teachers can find her annoying, but he understood her spirit. Up until the day of the bombing, she was having the time of her life.’ Katherine was looking at him, pained. ‘Do you think that bomb was meant for my daughter?’ she asked.


    ‘I honestly don’t know.’ Bish still believed that Violette could as easily have been the target. ‘But I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t cover every hunch.’


    ‘If someone takes issue with my views, it’s me they should come after,’ Parker said. ‘Not my family.’


    ‘But that’s not how these sort of people operate,’ Bish said. ‘They go for your nearest and dearest.’


    ‘All I’m doing is saying the things most people are expressing around their kitchen table.’


    Bish again felt Katherine eyeing him. ‘What are your thoughts, Chief Inspector Ortley? You seem to have some, I can tell.’


    Bish’s opinion on the subject was simple. What was said in the confines of one’s home should sometimes remain there. But he didn’t believe the Parkers would appreciate the honesty.


    ‘My thoughts these days are always on the kids,’ he said, retrieving his notebook. He scribbled down his email address and tore out the page, handing it to Parker. ‘Can I have the security tape from the day your garden was destroyed?’ he asked. ‘And a list of any speaking engagements you were invited to prior to the vandalism?’


    ‘There’s no security tape,’ Ian Parker said.


    ‘It got damaged,’ Katherine said.


    ‘If that’s all, we’ll be off now.’ Parker turned briskly to his wife. ‘I’ve booked us a table for morning tea in town.’


    She looked surprised. ‘I’ve already arranged to drive up to Canterbury with Sadia for a bit of sightseeing,’ she said.


    ‘With who?’


    ‘Sadia Bagchi. Manoshi’s mother.’


    Parker’s look was one of disbelief. ‘Why would she want to go to a cathedral?’


    ‘For the art and the history,’ Katherine said, irritation in her voice. ‘Honestly, Ian, I’m going for a drive with the woman. Not converting her to Christianity.’


    Bish was becoming quite a fan of Katherine Barrett-Parker.


    Before he left, he went up to see Fionn. The door was shut and he heard laughter coming from inside.


    ‘He’s got a visitor,’ one of the nurses told him cheerfully. ‘Two mornings in a row. Go on in. I doubt he’ll mind.’


    But he shook his head, glad the kid had friends coming through. ‘I think he’s spent enough time with us oldies around him.’


    ‘Speak for yourself.’


    He went to walk away, but stopped. What if it was Violette or Eddie in there?


    ‘Is it a girl?’ he asked the nurse.


    ‘No. One of the lads in his form at school.’


    Back home, Bish stopped at his local for a drink. He had avoided it for weeks, not wanting to explain why he wasn’t at work, and now he sat at the back where he was surrounded by TV screens. It was sombre viewing. A Sky News special edition of three of the funerals taking place. White balloons hovering above Astrid Copely’s village in Devon. A transcript of the heartbreaking eulogy by Julius McEwan’s childhood best friend being read aloud. The coffin of Lucia Ortez being carried up a stony outcrop in Basque country to an 800-year-old chapel by the kids she grew up with, all of them taking their turns. Add to that Bish’s memory of Stevie’s funeral and the drowned body of the anonymous girl in the Calais morgue, and it was too much to bear.


    Grazier rang for an update and Bish told him about Katherine Barrett’s vandalised garden.


    ‘When did it happen?’ Grazier asked.


    ‘Back in May.’


    ‘Did they report it?’


    ‘No. And, surprisingly, their own security footage for that night got damaged.’


    ‘What are you thinking?’


    ‘She’s hiding something,’ Bish said. ‘Perhaps an affair. She may know whoever was responsible and wants to keep it from her husband.’


    ‘I’ll get Elliot to look into it.’


    ‘No, I’ll do it ––’


    ‘I need you for something else.’


    According to Grazier, Noor LeBrac had received a letter from her daughter. Although it was intercepted in the prison mailroom, a decision had been made by the acting governor of Holloway to release it to LeBrac. Apparently there was nothing in it of concern, but the Home Office wanted it regardless.


    ‘And you want me to go in there and wrestle it from her?’ He’d lost count of how many drinks he had consumed. ‘Right now—’


    ‘Get to Holloway, ask her politely to hand it over and we’ll take care of politely asking the officer in charge of mail to send anything from Violette straight to us in the future,’ Grazier said. ‘There was another bashing this afternoon. Same age as Violette. Same colouring. The parents don’t want it made public. Tell LeBrac that if she doesn’t give you the letter she’s putting her daughter and Eddie Conlon in danger.’


    Bish could just imagine how much Noor LeBrac would appreciate being told she was the one responsible for her daughter and Eddie being in danger.


    Grazier, or the power Home Office thought they had over Holloway, seemed to be slipping. That, or the acting governor was trying to make a statement.


    ‘There’s no Bish Ortley on the list to see anyone today,’ he was told by Allison, the efficient woman from the Visitors’ Centre who usually accompanied him to Officer Gray’s post. Her expression always seemed to warn against trying to charm her.


    ‘But you know who I am,’ he said.


    ‘Yes I do, Chief Inspector Ortley, but there’s nothing here to say that a visit has been approved.’


    ‘Then it’s probably been organised directly with Officer Gray.’


    She picked up the phone, punched a few numbers, and waited a moment before asking if Chief Inspector Bish Ortley was authorised to visit Noor LeBrac.


    She hung up and shook her head. ‘And according to Officer Gray, the meeting rooms are all being used for parole hearings or visits from legal representation.’


    ‘Then I’ll see her here in the visits hall.’


    ‘If you’d like to see an inmate on a social visit, you’ll have to get a visiting order signed by her, and then book the visit over the phone, quoting the number.’


    He stared at her, beginning to lose his cool. ‘Which means I can’t see her now?’


    ‘All general visits to the inmates are organised via our booking line —’


    Bish removed his phone from his pocket. ‘Allison,’ he said patiently, ‘in two minutes’ time you’re going to speak to the Home Secretary’s adviser.’ He had no idea whether Grazier was the Home Secretary’s adviser but Allison didn’t need to know that. ‘He’ll be the one to work out whether to interrupt the Home Secretary’s busy schedule because some incompetent person didn’t do their paperwork.’


    But she refused to be moved. He pressed the number and waited. Prayed that it wouldn’t go straight to message bank.


    ‘What?’ Grazier asked.


    For once Bish was relieved to hear his voice. ‘They won’t let me see LeBrac,’ he said. ‘Lack of paperwork or some bullshit. Can you have a word?’


    He handed the phone to Allison and watched as she listened. As her face turned many shades of puce. A wince or two. Fear. Anger. Then fear again. All in total silence until she handed Bish back his phone.


    ‘Visits are in the yard today.’


    Noor LeBrac looked different in natural light. Not so much younger as more human. Outside with the other inmates and their visitors, she nodded in acknowledgement to some who passed by. But he missed the confines of the meeting room already. It was noisier out here, mostly arguments between family members or crying kids.


    ‘You’ll have to hand over the letter you received from Violette,’ he said.


    ‘No.’


    Just like that.


    Before he could insist, a woman twice LeBrac’s size stood at their table and shoved a form under her nose. ‘I need this filled out.’


    ‘Then come to my classes and learn,’ LeBrac said dismissively.


    A wail sounded close by. One of the younger girls, heavily pregnant, was gripping the hand of her female visitor. Two prison guards made their way towards them.


    ‘Gentle,’ LeBrac said as they passed by. It sounded more like an order than a request. The young girl was wailing in a language Bish couldn’t understand. He was finding it hard to read Noor’s mood.


    ‘She’s not having the baby out here, is she?’ he asked softly. He sensed a fragility in this dark, savage place.


    ‘She’s due soon. Her cousin won’t take the baby once it comes, and she hasn’t a place in D4. So it goes into the system.’


    ‘D4?’


    ‘Mother and baby unit.’


    ‘You work in that unit?’ he asked.


    ‘I show them how to feed and to change nappies.’ He felt her eyes boring into his. ‘Teach them how to cope without their children.’


    Bish tried to stay focused on the reason he was here. ‘You need to hand over the letter,’ he said.


    ‘The guard in the mailroom has already forwarded it to the acting governor and she returned it to me,’ she said. ‘It in no way incriminates Violette, nor does it reveal where she is – those were their words, not mine. It was sent from central London, postmarked two days ago. She’s obviously not there anymore. The letter stays with me.’


    ‘All I have to do is make a phone call, Noor. I didn’t the last time as a sign of good faith between us. So why don’t you save me the trouble and hand it over.’


    ‘We’re outside,’ she said. ‘Which means you’re here as a visitor, not as someone from Special Branch. I doubt a phone call is going to change anything.’


    ‘I’m not with Special Branch.’


    ‘You’ve all come to look the same to me over the years,’ she said absently, her attention back to the sobbing girl a few tables away.


    He tried a different tack. ‘Tell me about Violette,’ he said. ‘What sort of a kid is she?’


    ‘Tell me about your son.’


    Bish felt stunned. ‘My son has nothing to do with this.’


    ‘I have a feeling your son has everything to do with most things you do these days. I met your ex-wife this morning. We had so much in common.’


    Oh Rachel. What possessed her to allow this woman a glimpse into their lives?


    ‘I don’t talk about my children,’ he said, his fists clenching under the table.


    ‘Really? Yet you expect me to talk about mine. Why is that?’


    ‘Because I don’t think you and Violette keep secrets from each other, and I believe you know exactly where she is.’


    ‘Do you know what I think, Bashir? I think you and your family need to speak to each other more often.’


    ‘I’ll say this one more time. Do not talk about my family.’


    ‘What are you going to do? Have me locked up for life? Are you going to punch me in the face with those clenched fists?’


    He hadn’t realised his hands were now on the table between them.


    ‘You know nothing about my family,’ he said.


    ‘I know about guilt,’ she said.


    ‘Yes, you would.’


    ‘Not mine. The only guilt I’ve ever felt is for catching Etienne LeBrac’s eye in the cafeteria of St John’s College and ruining his life by association,’ she said. ‘I’m talking about yours.’


    He stood to leave.


    ‘You feel guilty because you weren’t on that beach to save him.’


    Her words gutted him.


    ‘Your ex-wife feels guilty because she thinks she’s not going to love her new child as much as she loved your son. And your daughter feels guilty that she’s not dead and her brother is. So who’s the better detective here?’


    ‘Shut up.’ He spat the words out before he could stop himself. It got a reaction from those around them. A guard was walking towards them. LeBrac waved the man away.


    ‘It’s why I can’t hand over the letter from Violette, Chief Inspector Ortley,’ she said, unfazed by the fury he directed at her. ‘Because she didn’t write about a bomb going off outside Calais. She wrote about the people she met and the secrets they shared with her. Are you prepared for whoever you’re working for to know that Bee didn’t compete in track meets for two years because she was cutting herself and wouldn’t be able to hide the scars? Or that the reason she couldn’t be angry with her mother for having an affair with her school principal was because it seemed to make your ex-wife happy, when everyone else was so broken?’


    ‘Are you finished?’ he asked.


    ‘No, not just yet, Chief Inspector Ortley,’ she said. ‘You’re drunk. I can smell it from where I’m sitting, like I always can when you visit. And you’re slurring your words. It makes me sick to the stomach. But the thing is, you’re the best of a bad bunch. So whatever you believe gets you through the day has to stop. Because you’ve got it wrong. I have absolutely no idea where my daughter is, and there are people out there attacking kids with lead pipes. Kids who look like Violette and Eddie. And every time I see your face in this place I think you’re here to tell me my daughter’s dead.’


    The wailing got worse and Noor LeBrac stood and walked towards the pregnant girl, pushing through the guards. Wordlessly, she held out a hand and the girl allowed herself to be led away.
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    Bish should have been angry to see Rachel sitting on the front step of his flat when he got home, but concern for her overrode it.


    ‘You’ll get piles,’ he said, putting the key in the lock.


    ‘I’m pregnant at forty-six, Bish. Piles are the least of my health issues.’


    He held out a hand and she took it, groaning as she got to her feet.


    ‘Are you hiding the spare key from me?’ she asked.


    ‘Bee’s got it.’


    ‘You know, a welcome mat would work a treat out here,’ she told him.


    ‘Yet welcoming people into my home is the last thing I want to do.’


    Inside he made her a cup of tea while she settled herself onto a stool at the breakfast bar. He concentrated on the teabag, taking his time in order to choose the right words.


    ‘Why did you go see her?’ he asked.


    ‘LeBrac,’ he said, when she didn’t respond.


    Rachel removed a file from her satchel and placed it between them. ‘I think Noor and I are on first-name terms,’ she said. ‘We’re besties. Like this.’ She twisted two fingers together, and managed to look both surprised and angry at herself. ‘Don’t ask me why, Bish, because you know. Bee’s involved with this business whether we like it or not, so let’s not put our heads in the sand. David says —’


    Bish put up a hand. ‘Can we leave out what he says? Just this one time?’ It seemed to him that whenever David Maynard spoke, his words were quoted and spun into pure gold. David Maynard’s take on education. David Maynard’s views on youth. David Maynard was the most quoted wife-stealer in England.


    ‘Okay, I won’t go into what David says, although he did say hello.’


    Sod off, David.


    ‘Noor LeBrac made mention of something and I haven’t been able to get it out of my head.’ Rachel was searching through the file with one hand and sipping her tea with the other. ‘She told me that all those years ago, she’d given a doctor a letter to send to me.’


    ‘To you?’


    ‘She was looking for a human rights lawyer. This doctor apparently recommended me.’


    ‘You never mentioned Noor LeBrac contacting you back then,’ he said. When they were married he had always known what she was working on, just as she had known what was going on in his world.


    ‘Well, she did, but too much was happening and I must have forgotten to tell you,’ she said. ‘It was two weeks before Stevie was born. I passed on all my cases to Robert Houghton and forgot about it. Forgot about her.’


    From the file she removed an envelope with handwriting on it, still pristine. Bish couldn’t believe she had spent the day travelling from Ashford to Holloway to her chambers and then here to the Docklands.


    ‘She was guilty, Rach. She confessed.’


    ‘This letter is logical, smart, and convincing,’ she said, as if he hadn’t spoken.


    ‘And on that basis you believe what, that she’s innocent?’ he asked in disbelief. ‘Rachel, she has a copious amount of degrees from Cambridge. You’d hope for the sake of British education that she does know how to string a sentence together.’


    ‘It’s unbelievable to me that the person who wrote this letter then confessed the day after.’


    She pushed the file towards him. Another volume on the subject of Noor LeBrac to sift through.


    ‘I’m not investigating Noor LeBrac’s case,’ he said firmly. ‘I’m trying to work out where those kids are.’


    Rachel glanced over his shoulder towards the pantry. Her way of hinting that her sweet tooth was about to make her narky if she didn’t get a fix.


    ‘I’ve only got Scotch Fingers,’ he confessed.


    ‘Buttered, please.’


    ‘It’ll go straight to your arse.’


    ‘Fuck, you’re cruel for saying that to a pregnant woman.’


    He couldn’t help smiling and went searching through the pantry for the biscuits.


    ‘Robert Houghton jumped ship a couple of months later for the corporate world,’ Rachel said, ‘and that was that. But what he collected before he left is interesting.’


    ‘Rach—’


    ‘I can’t do this now, for obvious reasons. But there’s something here, Bish. Please don’t ignore it. If not for me, then do it for Bee. Because whenever she’s locked in her room with that iPad, I think she’s looking for those kids. I think she’s worried rotten that something’s going to happen to them, and I think the only way to get Violette LeBrac off the streets is to sort out why she’s on the run. I honestly don’t believe it’s because she’s scared of an arrest.’


    Bish thought of the message Violette had sent her mother.


    ‘LeBrac received a postcard from her. A cryptic message about telling the truth and shaming the devil.’


    Rachel was nodding. Bish could tell she had already thought this through.


    ‘What if this kid’s trying to prove her mother’s innocence?’ she said.


    He finally sat down, and she seemed to take it as a sign that he was ready to listen. Perhaps he was.


    ‘I’ve done a bit of research of my own,’ she went on, indicating the top left-hand corner of the envelope where the doctor’s name and personal address appeared on a gold-coloured sticker. ‘I searched everywhere for this Dr Owen Walden. It’s not such a common name, and the only one I could find was out at St Therese’s. When I rang they told me he retired five years ago and now runs a B&B in Rye.’


    He went to protest but she stopped him.


    ‘Bish, just read what’s in this file,’ she said, ‘and you’ll see that the arrest of the Sarraf family would never have stood up at trial. Whoever was in charge at the time found a way to get around one. They were desperate to keep the public happy. Elections were won on the back of those arrests. It would have been humiliating for Blair’s people to admit they got it wrong.’


    ‘Do we have to blame everything on Blair?’


    ‘No. Just the War on Terror, and Iraq, and having his head stuck up Bush’s arse.’


    ‘Rachel, let me repeat yet again, LeBrac confessed.’


    ‘Stop calling her that,’ she said, irritated.


    ‘What the hell am I supposed to call her? She won’t let me use her first name. You won’t let me use her last.’


    She ignored his question and pointed once more to the file. ‘It’s all in there. The week of the bombing, she handed in her dissertation. I don’t know too many people who have the time to make a bomb, complete a doctoral thesis in molecular biology, and hold down a full-time job when they live with their extended family and have to take their mother to chemo as well as bring up a child.’


    She looked at him, waiting for a reaction.


    ‘Listening,’ he muttered.


    This time she smiled. ‘The single flimsy piece of evidence they had was the dynamite on the soles of her shoes. In her letter she claims that her husband Etienne had spoken to experts who confirmed the high probability of explosives being on the shoes of anyone living with the bomber. Anyone who walked into that flat. That was the key evidence at the time of her arrest, Bish!’


    ‘And the fact that she’d threatened the manager of the supermarket the week before,’ Bish reminded her. ‘“Your time will come,” she was heard to say. And the fact that she wouldn’t let the police into the house without a search warrant, and when they returned with one it was obvious someone in that house had burnt evidence. And the fact that they found residue from the bomb in the boot of her car.’


    Rachel was shaking her head. ‘All circumstantial. It should have gone to trial, that’s all I’m saying.’ She had a look in her eyes that Bish recognised, and he took a childish pleasure in knowing that David Maynard wouldn’t. Maynard had never seen her hungry for a legal case.


    Bish relented and took the file.


    He walked her down to the Tube station, knowing Maynard would be waiting for her at Ashford, and it made him melancholy. His hand was almost tempted to take hers. It seemed the natural thing to do, and because Rachel was more evolved than Bish, she took his. The next time he saw her, she’d likely have had the baby. How strange it would sound to hear Bee speak about a brother who wasn’t Stevie. Who wasn’t theirs.


    He stood with her on the platform in silence until the train came.


    ‘Would it seem odd to say that I want you to have a place in this kid’s life?’ she asked.


    Bish could hardly be a player in his own life, let alone another man’s child’s. He pressed a kiss to her brow. ‘Text me when you get home,’ he said.


    Robert Houghton’s file on Noor LeBrac contradicted the one provided by Grazier, so Bish set down the identifiable truths. Fact: the Brackenham Four spent twenty-eight days of incarceration at Paddington Green police station, in underground cells built especially for terror suspects. Fact: they were imprisoned separately in twelve-foot-square cells with no windows. Fact: the new post-September 11 terrorism laws allowed the government to hold them without a hearing or trial for as long as Downing Street wanted. Fact: they were then transferred to prisons in four different counties and didn’t see one another again until six months later, when Noor LeBrac confessed. Fact: Noor LeBrac’s confession came one day after Etienne LeBrac’s suicide.


    As Rachel had pointed out, Noor’s letter wasn’t written by someone who was about to confess. It told the story of the family’s last days together in Brackenham. Written in a way that Bish found strangely haunting; it wasn’t so much a letter outlining a case as a plea for help. Well into the night something niggled at him, and he searched his own notes on the Boulogne bombing. Searched Facebook pages, interviews, notes on phone conversations with parents and students. He googled the date of the confession. Found nothing. Went back to the letter Noor had sent to Rachel’s chambers thirteen years ago. Who was Owen Walden in all this? Bish found something online about Walden delivering a paper in 2005 in Nova Scotia on fibroids in the womb during pregnancy. A strange sort of alarm bell went off in Bish’s head as he scrolled to the end of the pdf for a brief biography and realised that St Therese’s hospital, where Walden had been head of obstetrics, was four miles away from Foston Hall prison in Derbyshire, where LeBrac had been transferred after Paddington Green. Bish started his search again, sifting through every single document he had in his possession. And there it was. On that faithful handwritten list of student names from the day of the bombing.


    Eddie Conlon had been born on the same day Noor LeBrac confessed.


    His hunches didn’t really come out of the blue. They brewed and festered and kept Bish awake for yet another hour. Until he called Layla Bayat’s number.


    ‘What did Violette say to Eddie that day in Boulogne?’ he asked.


    ‘Do you know what time it is?’


    ‘What’s the connection between Noor LeBrac and Eddie Conlon?’


    There was silence, but he knew she was still there.


    ‘Layla?’


    ‘I’m not answering personal questions about Noor. Not at this time of the night and not over the phone. Someone’s probably tapping us now like everyone’s tapping phones these days, So can I say, Fuck off to you all and I hope none of you ever get a good night’s sleep again!’


    Layla hung up.


    A thought suddenly came to him. Bee had used his phone more than once at the campsite. Had she used it to set up contact points with Violette? He scrolled urgently through his calls back to the day after the bombing. He went through the list of everyone he’d rung then until he came across a number he couldn’t identify. He called it, and after a few rings someone picked up without speaking.


    ‘Violette?’ he said.


    Silence.


    ‘Violette, listen, it’s Bee’s father. Please trust me. I’d never let anything happen to Eddie. You know that.’


    He was disconnected. Bish tried again, but this time an automated voice told him that the phone was switched off. He tried three more times before he fell asleep, cursing himself for being so slow on the uptake. A link to Violette had been right there all along, in his hands.


    The next morning he was surprised to see that Layla had finally accepted him as a Facebook friend. She’d accompanied it with a message. Short and to the point. Princess Victoria. Uxbridge Road. Noon.
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    Watching his daughter run a race was one of the few pleasures left in Bish’s life. He had always been in awe of his children’s accomplishments, but was particularly astounded by the idea that any such talent might have come from his half of the genes. Bee wasn’t just fast, she had grace. Ever since she won a ribbon in the twenty-five metres at the age of four, Bish had gone to most of her track meets. He’d been watching her run up north on the day Stevie died on a beach in Newquay, learning to surf. It was bad enough that he would never forgive himself for not being there, but now Noor LeBrac’s words were in his head. It killed him more than a little inside to learn why Bee had stopped competing. He knew it was due to Stevie’s death, but hadn’t known she was cutting herself. He and Rachel were both happily surprised when she started training again this year. She easily made the junior British Athletics team sent to Gothenburg for the European titles and had come home with a gold and a silver.


    Early on Tuesday morning he stood watching Bee warm up for the two hundred metres at a London club that was putting on a summer-holidays carnival. It was her strength and it was Bish’s favourite race to watch, whether it was his daughter or an Olympic runner. It was the race of champions. He liked the fact that Bee had chosen it, rather than the length choosing her.


    His phone rang. A blocked number. He ignored it. Twice. Accepted the call reluctantly the third time.


    ‘I will ring you back,’ he said, ‘and for the record, if someone doesn’t pick up the first time, Elliot, they don’t want to speak to you.’


    ‘But you eventually did pick up, Chief Inspector Ortley, so it must have worked.’


    A calm voice. Practical-sounding. A girl with a slight lisp.


    ‘Where’s Eddie, Violette?’


    ‘Safe.’


    ‘He needs to be home with his father.’


    ‘John Conlon had his chance and stuffed up. No more talk of Eddie or I’ll hang up.’


    Their accents may have differed, one private-school-educated, the other broad country Australian, but Violette and Noor LeBrac shared the same tone.


    ‘Where are you, Violette?’


    ‘Why would I tell you that, Chief Inspector Ortley? I’m a suspect and you’re a cop.’


    ‘There’s never been talk about you being a suspect,’ he said. ‘We all just want you and Eddie safe.’


    ‘How do you know everyone wants me and Eddie safe? Have you been following Twitter lately?’


    ‘Okay, so how about we limit it to Bee and I want you both safe. She’d love to see you and Eddie.’


    ‘You reckon? I think she’s angry because I didn’t tell her who I was on the tour.’


    ‘Yes, but you asked her for quite a big favour and she helped you out, regardless.’


    ‘She was still pissed off.’


    ‘Bee’s a bit pissed off with everyone.’


    ‘Well, so am I,’ she said, irritated. ‘Look, I just need you to tell my mum I’m okay.’


    ‘What are you angry about, Violette?’


    ‘Nothing! Everything. Just shut up and promise you’ll tell my mum I’m okay.’


    He did part of what she asked and shut up. Knew she was still there.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said moments later. ‘That was rude.’


    She had manners. Who would have thought?


    ‘Do you know what pisses me off the most?’ she asked. ‘My father was proud of being a LeBrac and my mother still is. I hated not sharing something that belonged to my parents. For all these years I’ve been Violette Zidane, and now you go and take even that away from me.’


    ‘Tell me the story of the watch,’ he said.


    There was such a profound silence that he thought she was gone. Then: ‘Who told you about the watch?’


    ‘Your mother. She said I wasn’t worthy of hearing it, but since you’ve bothered to return my call, Violette, perhaps you think I am?’


    ‘Is she angry with me?’


    ‘Why would she be angry with you?’


    ‘Because of the talk about me and Crombie!’ she said, as if Bish were an idiot for not working it out.


    ‘You think your mum’s angry at you for having sex with Charlie Crombie?’


    She made a sound of disbelief. ‘How would you react to Bee having sex with Charlie Crombie and everyone reading about it in the papers and on social media?’


    He doubted that Noor LeBrac would appreciate him doing the fatherly thing with Violette and giving her a lecture on keeping away from the wrong guy, but he couldn’t resist. ‘I wouldn’t want Bee in love with someone who’s going to break her heart,’ he said.


    ‘Then you should have had that talk with her a while ago.’


    He didn’t know what she meant by that. Had Bee fallen in love with someone who broke her heart? He was desperate to ask but had to focus on Violette.


    ‘I think your mother is more angry with the media and the chaperones and me and Charlie Crombie,’ he said. ‘You she’s worried about.’


    ‘And Eddie.’


    ‘How does your family know the Conlons?’


    ‘That’s a long story and I’ve only got time for one today, so I’ll tell you about the watch.’


    Bish wished Bee wasn’t just about to run her race. He needed to watch it, but he also needed to hear this story.


    ‘Go on,’ he said, keeping an eye on the marshalling area.


    ‘It started sixty years ago, during the Algerian War of Independence. Just after the massacre of pro-French Muslims by the FLN. I assume you know about that, so I won’t go into the details.’


    Bish noticed the change in the way she spoke. The intensity. He was hardly an expert on the Algerian War of Independence, but he offered a few ‘hmm’s to cover his ignorance.


    ‘The retaliation was vicious, and in a village outside the capital, hundreds of Algerians were killed. But there was one dead Algerian who would haunt a French soldier for the rest of his life. You see, it was a macabre French tradition for a soldier to take something from those he had killed, and this soldier took a watch from one of the dead. Not an expensive watch, or even particularly beautiful. But he wasn’t after anything more than acceptance among his own. It wasn’t until he arrived home in Le Havre that he looked at it properly, and found engraved on the back a message in Arabic. He asked a neighbour to translate. Beloved son. I love you. I love you. I love you. The words haunted the French soldier. He had a ten-year-old son, so the watch became a reminder of how much he had taken away from another man’s family. He gave the watch to his son as a token of love. Not just his love, but that of a supposed enemy’s father for his own child. The son grew up haunted by the words on that watch, and when his father drank himself to an early death he went on a journey. Despite the dangers for the French to be travelling in Algiers after independence, he knew he would drink himself into the same sort of grave if he didn’t return that watch to where it belonged.


    ‘So he went to the village that had given his father nightmares over the years, and knocked on every door to tell them the story. Until one day he came across the most beautiful girl he had ever seen, who looked at the watch and wept. It had belonged to her father, who, all those years ago, had died at the hands of this Frenchman’s father.’


    When Violette stopped, Bish wanted her to go on. He wanted to know more. Loved the tune of her lisp in the storytelling. ‘I need a happy ending for this, Violette,’ he said with honesty.


    ‘How can I possibly give you that? I come from a bloody history, on both sides of my family. That French soldier’s son is my grandfather, Christophe, and the Algerian’s daughter is my Henna Nasrene, and they have loved each other despite everything. It’s why they chose to emigrate to Australia after my father was born. They moved to the newest town in the country. It was a ballot system, the way they got their land. Out where I live, they could be anyone from anywhere, as long as they were willing to work hard. They did it for my dad, so he wouldn’t have to choose between being French or Algerian, Christian or Muslim. They wanted him to be all those things. And my father wore that watch every day of his life from the time he was ten until the day he died. Because history meant everything to him.’


    It sounded to Bish as if she were crying but he couldn’t be sure. There weren’t stories like this in his family. Just ones of children being taken away from their father by imperialistic relatives who believed the British knew how to raise their children better than others.


    ‘That’s a good story, Violette. Best I’ve heard for a while.’


    ‘You’re only saying that to make me surrender.’


    He felt regret at the sound of fear in her voice. ‘It wouldn’t be surrender. They’d only want to ask questions, Violette.’


    ‘My family went in for questioning the day after my grandfather blew up that supermarket and look what happened to them.’


    ‘This isn’t the same,’ Bish said.


    ‘It’s exactly the same.’


    ‘Your mother confessed, Violette.’


    ‘It was an illegal confession. They got it through torture.’


    Bish hesitated. The wrong response now could end the call.


    ‘I’ll only let them question me if my mother or my uncle is in the room,’ she said.


    ‘That’s not possible. You know that.’


    ‘Then you’re turning out to be a great disappointment.’


    Bish was dismayed to have reached that status in such a short span of time. It used to take people years to work out what a great disappointment he was. ‘Give me a chance, Violette, and I’ll turn out to be just what you need.’


    ‘Your daughter’s about to run her best race, Chief Inspector. Don’t miss out on that because of me. I’m dealing with enough guilt in my life. We’ll speak later.’


    Bish stumbled to his feet, searching the oval and grandstand. She was here?


    ‘Violette?’


    But she’d already hung up. He punched Grazier’s number just as the starter’s gun went off. He looked up to see Bee, and she was beautiful to watch. He hung up. He didn’t know for sure what Grazier’s people had in store for Violette, and he didn’t want to be the one to tell Noor LeBrac that he had found her daughter and had no idea if she had been taken to a twelve-foot-square cell in Paddington Green.


    Violette had rung him. It was progress. He’d find another way.
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    Layla Bayat walked into the pub and most of the men turned to have a second look. Bish was no exception. She was beautiful. Long, thick, wavy black hair, and a pretty impressive body fitted in a black suit. She slid onto the bar stool beside him and he tried not to stare at the way her skirt rode up, because he was almost twenty years older than her and women like Layla made him feel past his prime.


    ‘What can I get you?’ he asked.


    ‘The Sangiovese.’


    He signalled the guy behind the bar and fought the urge to order a second Scotch. He settled for a tonic water.


    ‘What did I overhear Violette saying to Eddie?’ he asked, getting straight to the point.


    ‘You need to talk to Noor about Violette,’ she said. ‘Not me.’


    ‘Noor and I aren’t exactly on chatty terms, Layla. In fact I’m up there with the top three people she’d prefer to see under the wheel of a bus.’


    She studied him suspiciously. ‘Were you one of the arresting officers?’


    ‘No,’ he said, then decided to go for broke. ‘But I was sent into the cell to take Violette from her that day.’


    She looked horrified. ‘I think I could hate your guts for that too.’


    ‘But then you’d have to remind yourself that no one from the neighbourhood went down to the station to collect Violette,’ he said. ‘Didn’t family and friends turn their backs on the Sarrafs?’


    Her wine arrived and she took a sip without answering.


    ‘I reckon that’s something Noor and Jamal will never get over,’ Bish continued. ‘They expected it from the government, but not their neighbours.’


    She looked away. He could tell it was a sensitive issue for Layla. Perhaps he should have pointed out that she was only seventeen at the time, but he doubted it would make her feel better.


    ‘My mother’s only way of dealing with the whole mess was to nurse Aziza Sarraf when she was released from jail,’ Layla said. She looked up, angry tears in her eyes. ‘Jimmy should have been there with her.’


    ‘What did Violette say to Eddie, Layla?’


    ‘You could have got this translated by anyone without mentioning Violette,’ she said. ‘What do you want from me?’


    ‘I care what happens to those kids and I figure you do too. That’s why I came to you with this. You were still there for a Sarraf after everything that happened. Not many people were. Etienne LeBrac certainly wasn’t there for his daughter.’


    She flinched at his words. ‘You have no right to pass judgement on Etienne. You didn’t know him like we did.’ She downed her wine and he ordered her another.


    ‘What’s your theory about Brackenham?’ she asked. ‘About what really happened?’


    ‘Does it matter? The clue to Violette and Eddie’s whereabouts doesn’t belong in the past.’


    ‘If you’ve come to me, then it is about the past.’


    ‘I just want those kids safe.’


    She sighed. ‘You wrote it down phonetically better than you thought. Bhebak Khayi – I love you, my brother. It sounds a lot less clichéd and a lot more profound in Arabic.’


    It sounded profound enough to him in any language. And the confirmation still came as a shock, despite his having worked it out himself.


    ‘Did you know Eddie was Noor’s son?’ he asked.


    ‘Not until I read those words of Violette’s. Then Jocelyn confirmed it. My sister’s a bit of a mess at the moment. She’s scared for those two. We all are.’


    ‘That’s exactly why we have to get them off the streets, Layla.’


    She looked at him in frustration. ‘But I don’t know how to make that happen!’


    ‘Is what Elliot said true?’ Bish asked. ‘That you and Jamal were lovers even after his release?’


    ‘Is it true that your wife ran off with a school principal?’ She held his eye. ‘I mean, wives run off with rock stars, and men with sports cars, and personal trainers, but whose wife runs off with a school principal, Chief Inspector Ortley?’


    Bish ignored the jibe. ‘Noor says Jamal knows Violette better than anyone. But he’s not trusting me. If you went to see him ––’


    She was shaking her head vigorously before he could finish. Fighting back tears.


    ‘Layla, please. Give me something. And I promise it won’t get back to anyone who will put Violette or Eddie in danger.’


    There was a long stretch of silence.


    ‘My sister . . . I once asked her why she believed Noor had confessed. Joss said it was about the breaking point. Everyone has one, and the day Noor confessed she’d reached hers. Etienne meant everything to her. His death would have broken her.’


    He couldn’t buy that. There was more to Noor LeBrac than loving a man.


    Layla finished her drink and stood. ‘If I cross the Channel to see him, the people I work for, the same ones I want to impress enough to give me a junior partnership, will find out. I can’t let the rest of my life be controlled by the misfortunes of the Sarrafs.’


    She was crying now.


    ‘It pains me – it shames me – to say that. So please don’t ask me again.’

  


  
    [image: ]


    From the pub he headed south for Rye, where Rachel had discovered that the retired Dr Walden was running the Red Goose B&B. If Bish wanted to reduce himself to quoting Violette, then being at the mercy of holiday-makers clogging up the A229 was what he would describe as a nightmare of biblical proportions.


    He arrived in Rye an hour after his GPS promised and drove through the narrow town wall gate, clipping his side mirror in the process, before parking his car on a steep lane that petered out in what looked to be a courtyard shared between the village church and a cottage. Heading off on foot in search of the B&B, he passed the same pub patrons at least five times before one of them pointed him in the direction of the Red Goose. Dr Walden was out for the evening, which meant that Bish was forced to spend the night in a room too small for someone not born in the seventeenth century and stunted by famine.


    Next morning, Dr Walden’s wife proved to be like most B&B hosts he’d come across by giving him an excess of local information.


    ‘. . . and then I’d finish on Winchelsea Beach. Glorious in this sunshine. Let me get you a couple of maps.’


    Bish smiled politely. ‘And would you tell Dr Walden I’d like to say hello?’ he said.


    She looked at him with curiosity. ‘Then you know Owen?’


    ‘A mutual friend whose baby he delivered at St Therese’s told me to look him up here.’


    ‘Of course,’ she said, and left to get his maps, while he pocketed a few of the marmalade samples.


    When Owen Walden finally stood before Bish after the breakfast rush he was wary. Bish felt studied, judged, dismissed, then reluctantly studied all over again.


    ‘I’ve seen you on the telly,’ the doctor said.


    ‘You may well have. My daughter was on that bus in France,’ he said, extending a hand. ‘Bish Ortley. I’ve been sort of dragged in as a spokesperson for the parents.’


    ‘The media seem to be reporting a whole lot of nonsense,’ Walden said. And when Bish agreed, the man added, ‘Emma mentioned we have a mutual friend whose baby I delivered.’


    ‘Yes, at St Therese’s. Noor LeBrac.’


    At the mention of the name, Bish could see that Owen Walden had a story to tell but wasn’t quite sure whether Bish was a man to trust.


    ‘I’ve been waiting for this moment. No one’s ever come asking about her. Until now, with those kids off all over the place.’


    ‘Her kids?’ Bish prompted.


    Walden took a moment to reply. ‘I’m presuming you’re in contact with people who know all the answers, so why come to me?’


    ‘Because I have a feeling you’ll give me the straight-out truth and they won’t,’ he said.


    Owen Walden seemed to like the response. He sat down.


    ‘You knew something the rest of the world didn’t,’ Bish said. ‘Did it ever worry you?’


    The doctor dismissed this with a wave of his hand. ‘I don’t think it was top secret. She may have been in solitary confinement but there would have been a handful of people who knew she was pregnant. Granted, the authorities didn’t want people to know. It would have earned her sympathy, and someone had to pay for what happened. True?’


    ‘Is that what you believe?’


    ‘I believed a lot of things before I heard her confession.’


    ‘So you can vouch that there was one?’


    ‘Oh, there certainly was.’


    A pity, Bish thought, and was surprised at himself. Perhaps Rachel and Violette’s conviction had started to make a dent in his head.


    ‘So how was a confession obtained from a woman who just the day before had written a letter claiming she was innocent?’


    A wry smile. ‘In the movies, the way to get a confession out of a guilty person is to tell them lies and trick them,’ Dr Walden said. ‘But the way to get a confession out of an innocent person is tell them the truth. The most damaging truth for Noor LeBrac was that her husband was dead. I was there when they told her that Etienne LeBrac had thrown himself off a clliff at Malham Cove and left their daughter on her own. Then, a reminder that her mother was rotting in jail with stage four cancer. And that her uncle, the proud patriarch of the Sarraf family, was reduced to cleaning the shit off the toilets in Lewes prison. They taunted her with the fact that her eighteen-year-old brother was being raped in Belmarsh prison. They convinced her that only she could make things right for her family, and that by refusing to admit her guilt she was causing them insurmountable pain.’


    Bish fought the images conjured up by all this.


    ‘And what did she say to that?’ he asked. He knew that Owen Walden’s response was going to challenge everything he had come to believe for the past thirteen years.


    The doctor didn’t reply for a long time.


    ‘If you were there for the confession, Dr Walden, you would have witnessed her reaction?’ Bish pressed, trying to control the shake of his hand under the scrutiny of the other man.


    ‘I was a bit busy,’ the doctor said softly. ‘I was delivering a baby, Chief Inspector Ortley.’


    Bish felt the next breath catch in his throat. ‘She confessed during labour?’


    Walden nodded and Bish chose his next words carefully. ‘Do you believe she was coerced?’


    ‘Is there a difference between belief and certainty?’


    It was a rhetorical question, but Bish nodded all the same.


    ‘Then no, I don’t believe she was coerced, I’m certain of it.’


    When Owen Walden walked him to his car he removed the parking fine from under the wipers and handed it to Bish without a word.


    ‘Why is it that you didn’t reveal what you know before now?’ Bish asked, hoping he didn’t sound judgemental.


    ‘Because I was a coward. Wasn’t frightened for my life, of course. But I had no doubt that if I went on a Noor LeBrac campaign they wouldn’t hesitate to trump up a bogus malpractice suit.’ He was pensive a moment. ‘I did go and see her a couple of years later and convinced her that if she went for an appeal, I’d testify. She was grateful. Excited. A few ambitious QCs had expressed interest in taking it on.’ The old doctor shook his head in regret. ‘Bad timing. It was July 2005.’


    The London Bombings. An appeal at that moment would not have stood a chance. Bish unlocked his door and extended a hand. ‘I appreciate your time,’ he said.


    ‘I’m not sure if you’re aware, but there’s a journalist asking about rumours of a Noor LeBrac pregnancy thirteen years ago,’ Walden said. ‘A Sarah-something from one of those dreadful rags.’


    ‘What sort of questions?’


    ‘“We’re running a story about Eddie Conlon’s connection to Violette LeBrac” were her exact words. “Is it true you delivered babies at Foston Hall?”  ’


    Bish felt an uncontrollable need to smash something. The doctor gave a sympathetic grimace. ‘I think of those people often,’ Walden said. ‘Noor LeBrac. The handler. The Conlons. All of them. It’ll be a pity if Eddie Conlon’s connection to Noor is revealed. Noor LeBrac’s children were raised apart to protect the boy’s identity. It will all have been for nothing. A cruel, cruel pity.’


    On his way back to London, Bish tried Violette’s number at different intervals but the phone was switched off and he figured it no longer existed. When his own mobile rang, Grazier’s name showed on the display.


    ‘That little cheating fucker Crombie is back behind bars,’ he said without preamble. ‘Just got himself arrested for assaulting Russell Gorman. Jumped him outside Strood railway station last night.’


    It took a moment for Bish to register the victim’s name. ‘The chaperone?’ he asked. He was a bit annoyed that he hadn’t thought of jumping Gorman outside Strood railway station himself.


    ‘At the moment the only kids on that bus getting good press are those who are dead or injured,’ Grazier said. ‘Crombie’s association with Violette LeBrac is going to get him fried at that hearing. I’m not making threats here, Ortley, but the media will drag anyone linked to her into this mess. Including Bee.’


    ‘Why are you telling me this, Grazier?’


    ‘The Reverend and Mr Crombie have taken a liking to you. I think they’d appreciate a bit of hand-holding at the bail hearing tomorrow. Anyway, an old schoolmate of yours will be a judge on the case, so you may want to catch up.’


    ‘Then send Elliot.’


    ‘I will, but I want you there as well. There’ll be a media presence and we don’t want Elliot talking to them. He’s not very good with the uncivilised. I’ll send you the details.’ When Bish didn’t respond, Grazier said, ‘Tomorrow, two-thirty.’


    Bish was about to turn onto the M20 for London when he found himself following the signs to Dover instead.


    ‘What if I told you I could bring in Violette and Eddie by the end of the week?’


    ‘I’d tell you that you’d be making the Home Secretary very happy.’


    ‘Well, if she wants to be happy she has to be willing to pull a few strings. Big strings. Some may say Big Impossible Strings. Are you listening?’


    He heard the trademark irritated sigh, but he knew Grazier was listening.


    Two hours later he entered La Forge Salle de Boxe on Rue Delacroix. Jamal Sarraf was taping the hands of a kid a little older than Eddie Conlon. Bish wondered if Sarraf saw himself in these younger lads. That fidgeting desire to get into a boxing ring or onto a football pitch. An immigrant boy’s next step to a better life. England’s cricketers always seemed so much more composed, walking calmly on and off the field, not as if their whole lives depended on it. Perhaps it was why Bish cared little for the game of cricket. He could see the skill and brilliance, but no feral hunger pulsing through the players’ veins.


    Sarraf was alerted to his presence by one of the old guys, and Bish saw fear cross his face. He knew it wasn’t fear of him, but of what he might have to tell him about his niece. And nephew.


    ‘Violette and Eddie are fine,’ he said straight away. ‘She rang yesterday.’


    Sarraf wasn’t going to express thanks for the news, but he looked relieved all the same.


    ‘Has she contacted you?’ Bish asked.


    ‘I’ve had my phones tapped by your people for the past week and a half. If she had rung me, you’d know about it.’


    ‘No, you’ve probably had your phones tapped by the French,’ Bish said. ‘I can’t imagine them letting the Brits in for a listen.’


    ‘Thanks for correcting that assumption,’ Sarraf said.


    ‘Those kids have managed to stay hidden this long but I don’t know how much longer their luck will hold out.’


    ‘Luck?’ Sarraf’s laugh had little to do with humour. ‘My niece is the daughter of two incredibly smart people. That’s why no one’s found them yet.’


    ‘Can we talk somewhere private?’ Bish asked.


    ‘No we can’t.’


    ‘Even if it’s in Violette’s best interest that we do?’


    ‘I don’t trust that you have Violette’s best interest at heart.’


    ‘But Violette does, so you’re going to have to accept that the daughter of two incredibly smart people chose me to trust.’


    Somewhere private was a bar on Rue du Duc de Guise. Sarraf wasn’t going to let Bish into his flat above the gym. The barman placed a pot of tea in front of Sarraf and gestured at Bish with a raised chin and a look at Sarraf that meant either ‘What does he want?’ or ‘Who is he?’ Bish insisted on ordering his own coffee in his best French, which didn’t seem to impress anyone.


    Once or twice someone clapped Sarraf on the back as they passed him by and there was a brief exchange of handshaking and small talk. Those who stood at the bar for their coffee were out within minutes. Others sat and were served wordlessly. Familiarity: Bish missed it. He missed being known. He had spent the past three years avoiding the sort of regularity that invited conversation. Had gone from having one local pub to a few, so as not to draw attention to being rat-arsed every second night.


    ‘I want you to speak to your sister,’ he said after he’d finished his coffee. ‘You need to put your heads together to bring these kids in.’


    ‘Five-minute conversations on two-pound phone cards don’t exactly allow for a shitload of communication between Noor and me.’


    ‘I’ll give you half an hour with her,’ Bish said. ‘Face to face.’


    Sarraf stiffened. He stared at Bish in disbelief. Or was it fury?


    ‘What are you playing at, Ortley?’


    ‘Go get your passport,’ Bish said. He put five pounds on the counter and heard an irritated sound from the barman. Sarraf swapped the pounds for euros and gave him back some change.


    ‘This better not be a joke,’ Sarraf said.


    ‘Lost my sense of humour when someone put a bomb on my daughter’s bus.’
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    Bee sees them as soon as she steps out of Mile End Tube station. Violette, Eddie, and that annoying Gigi Shahbazi. They’re across the road, standing in front of the bus stop. Bee hasn’t realised until now how much she’s been hoping Violette and Eddie would turn up in her life again. She hasn’t known them for long but she’s felt bereft without them. Violette is wearing a sundress, of all things. She’s cut all the blonde out of her hair and Bee can’t get over how short and dark it is. Eddie is dressed in skinny long shorts and expensive runners. They could be a couple of rich kids out on a sunny London day.


    Bee crosses the road and Violette’s watching her all the way. Eddie grins when she reaches them, and Bee sees her own brother standing next to him. She sees Stevie everywhere these days.


    ‘Lots of CCTV around here,’ she tells Violette, while eyeing Gigi. It would have been her dumb idea to pick Mile End Tube station.


    ‘Yeah, but also a lot of people who look like us, so we don’t stand out.’


    Gigi gives Violette a droll stare. ‘We do not look like these people.’


    ‘What’s with the dress?’ Bee asks. Up close, she notices that Violette is wearing a small satchel purse across her body. No backpack. She had been a canvas bag sort of girl in France. Her favourite one said: World change starts with educated children. Bee googled the quote when she got back to Ashford.


    ‘What’s wrong with the dress?’ Gigi wants to know. So it’s hers, Bee thinks. Eddie and Violette’s upmarket clothes make more sense now.


    ‘Where are you guys heading?’ Bee asks Violette, ignoring the question.


    When Eddie goes to speak Violette nudges him to silence and Bee hates her for it. Brainless Georgette Shahbazi, who caved after a minute of interrogation, can be trusted, but not Bee.


    The poser in question stands up and does that ridiculous thing that vain, vacuous girls do with their hair. Bee recognises her own Arctic Monkeys T-shirt. ‘I can’t believe you gave that to her!’ she tells Violette.


    ‘I can’t believe she gave you my skirt,’ Gigi says to Bee.


    ‘I can’t believe you sent it to me, Geej,’ Violette says. ‘Did you honestly think my grandmother would let me wear that around the farm?’


    ‘It doesn’t look bad with ugg boots, like she wore the other night,’ Gigi says.


    ‘That’s a Gigi compliment, Bee,’ Violette says. ‘She knows her stuff.’


    The poser nods in agreement. Of course she would.


    ‘My mum and Aunt Layla have only one fashion rule. As long as they can’t see arse cheeks.’


    Bee doesn’t want to give her the satisfaction of saying it’s her mother’s rule as well.


    ‘I’d better go before everyone at home has a cow,’ Gigi says to Violette and Eddie, as if Bee isn’t there.


    ‘Is it true your dad split her parents up?’ Eddie asks Bee.


    ‘And she called me Beirut Barbie.’


    ‘Gigi’s three-quarters Persian,’ Violette tells Bee, ‘so you should have gone for Tehran Barbie.’


    ‘Barbies are banned in Tehran,’ Gigi says. She kisses Eddie and Violette, all noisy and dramatic.


    ‘I’m going to get some chewy,’ Eddie says. ‘You want some, Violette?’ She nods and he’s off across the road with Gigi.


    ‘I can’t believe you’re friends with her,’ Bee says.


    ‘She’s loyal. In my family that counts for everything.’


    They’re awkward with each other. Some nights on the trip, when there was no Charlie or Eddie, they’d stay up talking until god knows what time.


    ‘I watched you race,’ Violette says.


    ‘Why didn’t you come and say hello?’ Bee knows it’s a pretty stupid question before she’s even finished asking it. ‘What will you do when your cash runs out? They’ll find you the moment you use an ATM.’


    ‘I don’t do ATMs. Not even back home. Still got a piggy bank.’


    Violette is the weirdest person Bee has ever met. Who doesn’t carry plastic in their wallet, especially when they’re travelling?


    ‘I saved ten thousand Aussie dollars back home,’ Violette says. ‘For thirteen years. Money from relatives. Pocket money. Working on the farm. Didn’t spend a cent of it until I bought that airline ticket.’


    ‘Please tell me all that cash isn’t on you now,’ Bee said.


    ‘As if.’


    ‘Where’s your gear?’


    ‘Gigi’s next-door neighbour’s garage. They’re in Turkey for the holidays. Gigi’s brother has to feed the fish.’


    ‘You’re sleeping there?’ Bee says. Shahbazi was a fantastic liar.


    Violette is offhand. ‘We’re laying low before we can take off. Gigi just got her licence, so she’s been driving us around when she can.’


    They fall silent for a while. A couple of coppers are hassling some kids their age wearing hoodies.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ Violette says, seeing Bee’s reaction. ‘They won’t come near us dressed like this.’


    She seems to have it all worked out, but there’s sadness in her eyes.


    ‘You sort of look like shit,’ Violette says.


    Bee shrugs. ‘Haven’t been sleeping.’


    ‘I wanted to say thanks,’ Violette says. ‘You didn’t have to help us get out of France.’


    Bee doesn’t know what to say. ‘Do you ever think of them?’ she asks after a moment.


    ‘Always,’ Violette says. ‘About ten times a day.’


    ‘Same.’


    ‘Eddie wants to talk about them all the time. He reckons Michael Stanley gave him his email address and told Eddie to send a playlist. Eddie says he’ll do it regardless.’


    ‘Did you see anything?’ Bee asks.


    ‘Manoshi. And that Reggie kid from Brighton. He had blood all over his face, but I read online that he only needed two stitches. What about you?’


    Bee nods. ‘Michael. I think Charlie saw some bad stuff and he’s screwed in the head now.’


    ‘Crombie was screwed in the head to begin with.’


    ‘Did you hear he’s locked up in Strood?’


    ‘Yep. Eddie and I have rewritten the NATO phonetic alphabet in honour of him. Arsehole. Bastard. Charlie. Dickhead. Excrement. Fuckwit . . .’


    Bee can’t help laughing.


    ‘Have you heard from your girlfriend?’ Violette asks with a nudge.


    ‘She’s not my girlfriend. It was just snogging.’


    Violette rolls her eyes. ‘Seriously, Bee, don’t tell me you’re still sitting around waiting for her to make the next move?’


    Bee had forgotten about the lisp thing. It disappears sometimes and then it’s there, reminding her that Violette can’t control everything.


    ‘My mother saw the photos from that last night in Calais,’ Bee says. ‘She said you and I are probably descendants of two sisters who lived in Mesopotamia thousands of years ago.’


    Violette gives this some thought. ‘Yeah, that sounds right.’


    Eddie reappears from the Tube station and his face makes Bee ache. Anyone who reminds her of her brother makes her ache, but she can’t say so to her mum or dad. All those mornings her mother wouldn’t get out of bed. She doesn’t want that happening now that the baby is coming.


    ‘You need to take him home, Violette,’ she says.


    ‘I can’t force him to go. Something happened there.’


    ‘Like domestic stuff?’


    ‘Like stuff here,’ she says, pointing to her heart.


    ‘So where are you heading?’


    When Violette is silent Bee feels anger rising again. ‘You won’t tell me because you’re scared I’ll tell my dad! But it’s okay to trust Cosette the poser.’


    ‘Georgette,’ Violette corrects, and then she laughs and Bee is laughing again herself.


    ‘I won’t tell you because I know you’ll keep it from your dad and I think that will hurt him. I would never keep anything from my dad if he was alive.’


    Bee wants to say that’s because Violette’s father didn’t live long enough to disappoint her. Although throwing himself off a rock and leaving Violette there alone was a pretty shit thing to do. Bee would never forgive her dad if he did something like that.


    ‘Is he someone we should be worried about?’ Violette asks. ‘I only met him for a moment but he looked like he was good at his job.’


    Bee sighs. ‘He’s been drinking up a storm this year and the Met suspended him a couple of weeks ago. Now he’s got nothing better to do than visit blown-up kids in hospital and search for terrorists.’


    They watch Eddie as he waits to cross the road. Bee can sense Violette looking at her, and turns.


    ‘He’s my brother,’ Violette says softly.


    ‘Who, Eddie?’


    Violette nods. ‘And that’s the biggest secret I’ve ever told anyone outside the people who already knew, so don’t accuse me of not trusting you again.’


    Bee can’t help thinking what an idiot she is. Idiot. Eddie crosses the road and a cab misses him by an inch. How bloody obvious is it that he and Violette are related? She reaches out and takes Violette’s hand.


    ‘I’ve just got two more things to do, okay?’ Violette says. ‘And then I’ll take him home.’ After a moment she asks, ‘Does your dad think I did it?’


    ‘No. I told him that if you were going to put a bomb on the bus, you’d have chosen Charlie Crombie’s seat up the back. My dad’s beginning to understand why.’


    Eddie arrives and offers them a stick of chewing gum. ‘I’m going to bash Crombie when I see him,’ he says. ‘I’ve learnt some moves.’ He does a bit of shadow boxing for Bee and it makes her laugh.


    ‘Can I trust him?’ Violette asks. ‘Your father, I mean. He’s everywhere. Who’s he working for?’


    ‘I think he’s working for you, Violette. I think my dad wants to save every kid in England because he couldn’t save his own.’
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    There wasn’t much talk in the pre-boarding lane at the port of Calais. Absolutely none at French border patrol. And only an intake of breath by Sarraf once they reached the UK Border Force. Bish handed over his passport and watched the officer process the information in his computer. A moment later the man looked up, not quite suspicious, but whatever he had read seemed to demand a silent stare. First at Bish and then at Sarraf. Wordlessly the officer held out a hand for Sarraf’s passport.


    ‘Jamal,’ Bish prodded, and when he glanced at Sarraf he saw beads of sweat on his brow, the strange pallor of his skin. He looked as though he was about to have a meltdown. Was it the memory of having been here all those years ago and being told he wasn’t allowed back into his country?


    When Sarraf finally handed over his passport it drew another raised eyebrow. This time the officer beckoned a senior operative in the next lane, who was giving a carload of lads a hard time over their duty-free booze allowance. Bish and Sarraf were now under double scrutiny. Then the senior officer walked away and made a phone call. Bish saw plenty of nods. A resigned sigh. More staring in their direction.


    ‘Welcome back,’ was all the man said upon his return. Having been out of the country for approximately fifty minutes, Bish figured he wasn’t the one being addressed.


    Sarraf swallowed hard as Bish started the ignition.


    ‘You’re working for the Home Office,’ Sarraf said.


    ‘What makes you think that?’


    ‘Visa and Immigration answer to them. I should know.’


    ‘I’m not working for anyone,’ Bish said as he drove onto the ferry.


    On the A2, his passenger seemed to be in his own world and Bish didn’t attempt much conversation. When they reached London, he wondered what was going through Sarraf’s head. The working-class pockets of the city had been so different all those years ago. While many argued that gentrification had brought about much-needed improvement to some boroughs, others believed it had destroyed communities, especially those of the immigrants who could no longer afford to live in the areas they had been forced into on arrival so many years before. As they drove through Shepherd’s Bush, though, he heard a sound of disgust.


    ‘It’s Westfield shopping mall,’ Bish said. ‘Biggest in the northern hemisphere.’


    ‘What the fuck?’


    Sarraf stared at the walls around him as they walked through Holloway’s gates. Jamal Sarraf had been only a bit older than Bee was now when he was arrested. One month shy of his eighteenth birthday. Which was how he ended up in Belmarsh and not a place for young offenders. Bish could see the memory of it on his face now.


    ‘I should have brought her something,’ Sarraf said quietly.


    ‘They won’t let you bring anything in, and I’m thinking she won’t notice anything but you.’ Bish was hoping Grazier had carried out his other instructions and that they weren’t about to have another confrontation with Gray and his lot.


    Bish went into the interview room first, without Sarraf. There was more of a guard presence today. One outside, one inside. By the look of things, a reunion between Noor and her brother was treated as a security risk. She was seated as usual, but handcuffed. She made no eye contact this time. Handcuffs on her wrists had changed her composure. Her countenance.


    ‘Have you got a key to those things?’ Bish asked the guard. He was young. Bish had seen him once before with Gray. His name tag identified him as Farrington.


    ‘I don’t have the authority to remove them,’ Farrington said.


    ‘Then can you ask your friend outside to find someone who does?’


    The guard walked to the door and poked his head out. Bish could hear the talk between the two guards.


    ‘What’s going on?’ Noor asked, looking at him at last.


    ‘Your brother’s outside. You two need to talk and work out how to bring Violette in.’


    He saw the disbelief first. Then the tears that sprang to her eyes, contained, as if she dared not hope too much.


    The guard finally returned and removed her cuffs while Bish went to get Sarraf. When her brother entered the room Noor stood and walked into his arms. There was no talking. No theatrics, just their bodies racked with quiet sobs. They had talked on the phone and exchanged letters but had not felt the beat of the other’s heart.


    After a long while Sarraf let out a breath. ‘You’ve shrunk,’ he said, standing back to look at his sister.


    She gave a throaty laugh. ‘And you haven’t.’


    The guard was hovering. ‘That’s enough now,’ he said.


    Bish would have given them a couple of minutes more.


    LeBrac led her brother to the table and they sat holding hands tightly. She cupped his face and Bish could see he was overwhelmed.


    ‘No more touching,’ the guard said, and when Noor spoke to Sarraf in Arabic Bish said, ‘No Arabic.’


    She glanced at him and the mixture of savagery and joy in her expression quickened his pulse. He looked away. Couldn’t bear the idea of feeling such empathy for her. She began to speak in French. Sarraf thought that was funny.


    ‘English,’ Bish warned. ‘Or we leave.’


    ‘Did you know his name was Bashir?’ she said to her brother, a quirk of a smile on her face.


    ‘Bollocks.’


    ‘What did Yimi used to say? All roads lead back to Alexandria.’


    Sarraf was unimpressed. ‘We’d better not be related to him.’


    LeBrac removed something from inside the pages of the book she had brought with her, and Bish saw they were Bee’s photographs. Sarraf pointed to Eddie but LeBrac wordlessly pushed his hand away. A warning not to talk about the boy, as if Bish hadn’t worked it out yet.


    ‘Fuck, she’s gorgeous, Noor. But you don’t want to cross her. She’s Yimi and Khalti Sadie mixed together, you know.’


    LeBrac laughed her throaty laugh again and Bish wanted to be in on it. He wanted to know what it was about Yimi and Khalti Sadie that produced someone like Violette.


    He interrupted them. ‘We need to work out what her plan has been, and what it is now,’ he said, removing a map from his pocket. He had spent the night in Rye marking every place where Violette and Eddie had reportedly been spotted. A red asterisk for a confirmed sighting, black for unconfirmed. ‘We’ll start with France. Why that trip? It wasn’t to see you, Sarraf. She could easily have stayed in London and just crossed the Channel any time she wanted. So why an eight-day tour of Normandy?’


    Neither of them spoke. Bish didn’t know whether it was because of the guard or because they didn’t trust him. He got to his feet and scribbled down a number, tearing the page from his notebook and handing it to the guard standing outside the door.


    ‘Ring it,’ he said. ‘Tell whoever answers that I can’t have a guard in this room if they want me to get the job done.’ He went back in and sat down.


    LeBrac and Sarraf were staring at the map. ‘Violette spoke to him,’ Sarraf said, referring to Bish. ‘So it seems he’s got more to tell us than we do him.’


    LeBrac stared at Bish in surprise. ‘When?’


    ‘Yesterday.’ He reached across the table and tapped the red asterisk at Olympic Park in Stratford.


    ‘You actually saw her?’


    ‘Didn’t know she was there until it was too late. She phoned.’


    ‘What did she say?’ LeBrac demanded.


    ‘She spoke about her father. His watch. I got a history lesson.’


    ‘Nothing else?’


    Bish shook his head. He didn’t think now was the right time to bring up the conversation about sex.


    ‘Start with what you know,’ Noor said. ‘When did she fly in?’


    ‘The day before the tour began. According to Home Office intel she was only planning to stay for two weeks and then was flying out of Heathrow.’


    He pointed to the red asterisks at St John’s Wood Tube station and Buckland Hospital in Dover. ‘What we know is that she stayed with Georgette Shahbazi, then went to see the three injured kids.’


    LeBrac was silent, studying the map. There was a knock on the door, and without a word their guard was beckoned out, leaving them alone.


    ‘I know Eddie’s your son,’ Bish said. ‘I know where he was born and who delivered him.’


    LeBrac’s eyes met his. He couldn’t read her expression. She turned to her brother. ‘Have you been in contact with anyone in Australia, Jimmy?’


    Sarraf didn’t respond, but LeBrac was staring at her brother with a strange expression. Bish realised she had read something in his eyes that told her he had more information.


    ‘The federal police there are monitoring the LeBrac phone line,’ Bish said. ‘So who’s Violette going through to get a message to her grandparents?’


    ‘These are other people’s lives we’re involving,’ Sarraf said to Bish. ‘They don’t deserve to have their phones tapped and their lives poked into. Give me your word that you won’t drag them into this. On your kid’s life.’


    ‘Leave my kid’s life out of this,’ Bish said.


    ‘Tell him, Jimmy,’ Noor said.


    Sarraf sighed. ‘Violette emailed a photograph of her and Eddie to Nick Scolari.’


    ‘Etienne’s best friend,’ Noor told Bish. ‘He lives in a town close to Coleambally.’


    ‘She told him to pass on a message to her grandparents that they were not to worry. She was heading north. She had things to do before she came home.’


    It was a game-changer. Bish could see from LeBrac’s expression that she agreed. Perhaps Rachel was right and the reason Violette was on the run had little to do with fear of an arrest. There had always been another purpose for the trip.


    ‘Violette’s being Violette,’ Sarraf said. ‘When she has a plan, nothing gets in her way.’


    ‘Not even a bomb on a bus.’ LeBrac was again focused on the map. Bish watched a sequence of expressions cross her face. Finally heard her halting breath.


    She leaned an elbow on the table and buried her face in her hand. Bish almost reached out, but checked himself. Sarraf took his sister’s hand.


    ‘What is it, Noor?’


    She composed herself. ‘I know where she’s heading.’


    They waited as she moved the map closer.


    ‘Remember Etienne’s tours, Jimmy? We’d go to the local market, or the park, or wherever, and it was all a history tour. You loved them as a kid, and years later, when we had Violette, she loved them more. They were funny. Idiotic at times. Full of facts. Because the history tours included us in them. “This is where Mummy kissed Daddy for the first time, and where The Beatles recorded at Lime Grove studios and where the Germans bombed during the war and where Uncle Jimmy dropped his chocolate ice cream and cried all the way home.”  ’


    Sarraf gave a watery smile.


    ‘What’s that got to do with heading north?’ Bish asked.


    She held out a hand to Bish. ‘May I?’ she asked. He stared at her outstretched hand, until she pointed to his pen and he gave it to her. ‘They’re on a history tour of our lives. Starting in Normandy, where you and I and Etienne and Violette were all born. That’s why she chose the French tour.’


    ‘Fuck,’ Jamal muttered under his breath.


    ‘So let’s presume they meet for the first time at the port of Dover the day after she arrives,’ Noor said, marking the map at Dover. ‘The plan is to take Eddie to Le Havre.’


    ‘But why not come to me?’ Jamal asked. ‘She waited seven days to come to me.’


    ‘Because there goes her plan if she does. You would have contacted Etienne’s parents straight away and Christophe would have been on the first flight over.’


    ‘But if the bomb hadn’t gone off, John Conlon would have been waiting for Eddie in Dover. That would have spelt the end of their history tour.’


    ‘The Conlons live less than an hour out of London,’ she said. ‘So if John Conlon is there to pick up Eddie after the tour, what’s to stop Eddie meeting Violette every day after that? If Anna was still alive, I’d say none of this would have been possible. But it’s school holidays and John Conlon’s at work.’


    She pointed to Richmond on the map. ‘Twickenham cemetery, where Yimi is buried, is close by.’ She looked at Bish. ‘Violette knows how Jamal and I feel about neither of us having seen our mother’s grave.’ Bish heard the catch in her voice. ‘She would have gone there for us.’


    He dared not look at them. Let them have their time.


    Some moments later, Sarraf tapped Edgeware Road Tube station. ‘Paddington Green,’ he said, in a voice resigned to the truth of what his sister was saying.


    Where Bish had taken Violette out of her mother’s arms. Was he part of this history tour?


    ‘So heading north can only mean one thing,’ LeBrac said. ‘She’s taking Eddie to Malham Cove. To the last place she ever saw her father.’


    ‘It’s been almost two weeks,’ Bish said. ‘There’ve been no sightings up north.’


    ‘She knows everyone’s on the lookout for them,’ Jamal said. ‘In London it’s easy for them to get lost in the crowd, but they’ll get noticed the moment she gets on a train north, or hitchhikes. Fewer people around, and much harder to blend in. They’d stick out for sure.’


    LeBrac nodded. ‘If the bomb hadn’t gone off, it would simply have been Normandy, London, Malham Cove, me, Jimmy back in Calais, and home. All within two weeks. Her destinations haven’t changed. The chronology has.’


    Sarraf looked gutted, gripping his sister’s hand. ‘Why now? How did they find each other?’


    ‘Talk to John Conlon,’ she said to Sarraf, and Bish heard anger in her voice. ‘Remind him that Eddie’s thirteen years old and that Anna would never have let this happen. Tell him to be a damn father to his son.’ Her tears spilled now. ‘Because Violette wouldn’t have gone behind our backs if Eddie didn’t need her, and if Eddie needs her it means John Conlon has screwed up!’


    When it was time to go, Bish joined the guard outside the door, leaving them to say their goodbyes. A couple of minutes later they stepped out and Noor said, ‘Take him to my mother’s grave.’ It wasn’t an order or a plea, and she waited for neither a refusal nor confirmation. She pressed a kiss to her brother’s hand and cupped it to her face before the guard led her away.


    He drove Sarraf to Twickenham cemetery and asked for directions at the office, which prompted a lecture from the woman behind the desk about the desecration of graves being an offence. When they came across Aziza Sarraf’s grave he understood why. Someone had taken to the headstone with a sharp object and there were traces of old graffiti.


    Sarraf couldn’t contain his fury. ‘After she died, they pissed on her grave and left their shit. No one did anything about it except for a bunch of the old women from the council estate. People are only outraged when Muslim men are violent towards Muslim women. That’s the only time you people care about our women.’


    ‘Don’t generalise,’ Bish said. ‘I’m not a racist and most people I care about aren’t either.’


    ‘You like to think you’re not a racist.’


    ‘No, actually, I’m fucking sure of it.’


    ‘Watch your mouth around my mother’s grave,’ Sarraf said. ‘And give me some privacy.’


    Bish walked away, reading the pamphlet he had picked up at the office. Plots in the Islamic section were on unconsecrated land, the bodies buried with their heads facing Mecca. He had always been fascinated with rituals for burying the dead. Until he had to bury his son.


    Twenty minutes later he saw Sarraf stand up and walk away from the grave and figured it was time to go.


    ‘Don’t tell my sister we found it like this,’ Sarraf muttered as they went back to the car.


    ‘Your sister and I don’t get into that sort of conversation.’


    ‘She’ll ask. She obsesses over things like this. The only reason she let Etienne’s parents take his body home to Australia was because she knew he’d be buried on the farm.’


    ‘Where’s your father buried?’ Bish asked, and got no response at first.


    ‘My uncle took my father’s ashes back to Egypt,’ Sarraf said suddenly when they reached the London Road roundabout. ‘He was a Christian, you know. Not many people remember that. They were too busy labelling the bombing an act of Islamic terrorism.’


    Bish had known that, from reading one of Sarraf’s interviews.


    ‘My parents met in Alexandria in the sixties. My mother was said to be amazingly beautiful. By the time she had me she’d let herself go, but my Uncle Joseph always said that if my father hadn’t married her, one of the other brothers would have. When they moved here in the late sixties my father was determined to be accepted by everyone, and refused to belong to the Arab packs, as he liked to call them. Whereas my mother’s whole identity revolved around the community. She worked like a dog to get Noor into a private school, to compete with the other Arab mothers who were just as ambitious for their smart daughters. But my father couldn’t seem to catch a break. His obsession with fitting in changed him and I got to experience the changed man, not the man he was when my mother met him. He was embarrassed that my mother wore the hijab and he believed that her being a Muslim held them back socially. They fought a lot. Some women feel strongly about being forced to wear the hijab and my mother felt strongly about being forced not to wear it.’


    ‘And yet your sister didn’t wear one?’


    ‘Noor felt that too many women wore it because they had to rather than wanted to. She and my mother agreed to disagree. They did that a lot over culture and religion, but they loved each other.’


    Bish pulled up in front of Waterloo Station. He retrieved his wallet from the glove box and handed Sarraf an Oyster card. ‘You’ve got a 48-hour visa,’ he said. ‘If you violate the rules you’ll be back behind bars and on your own.’


    Sarraf was at first speechless. Then: ‘I get to stay for two days?’


    ‘I want to know the moment Violette makes contact,’ Bish said.


    ‘She won’t know I’m here.’ Sarraf cleared his voice of emotion.


    ‘Then you need to find a way to let her know.’


    The two-day visa was a condition agreed to by Grazier and the Home Secretary. Setting him loose in London wasn’t. When he gave Sarraf his business card Bish’s hand was shaking. The only consolation was that the hand that took it was shaking even harder.

  


  
    [image: ]


    It’s dark by the time Layla gets home from a booze-up at the Defector’s Weld. The first of her university friends are finally engaged, and although she doesn’t feel left behind, she was hoping for good news of her own that day. The junior partnership was within her reach, but those hopes are down to nothing now. The mood has changed around her during the week. Elliot and Ortley’s visit didn’t help, but it’s more than that. Once or twice she’s seen Jemima in Frank Silvey’s office, and her manner with Layla has gone from indifferent and unimpressed to awkward and slightly guilty. It means Jemima knows something, as office spies usually do.


    And yet it isn’t the inevitable failure to get junior partnership that is humiliating so much as the realisation of what she’s allowed herself to become this past year. A yes person. The sort who doesn’t question anything. Who checks her tone and volume when speaking to the partners. Who lets them believe they’re teaching her something she doesn’t already know. Layla’s greatest regret is that she has sold a piece of her soul and still missed out.


    It’s rare that she switches on the main light in the staircase, even when she’s back late. Most of the time it turns itself off when she’s halfway up the stairs, which frightens her more than the dark. But tonight she wishes she had switched it on. She feels a quick thump of fear when she sees the shadow at her door.


    ‘It’s just me.’


    Him.


    ‘I need a place to stay for the night,’ Jimmy says softly, as if it hasn’t been twelve years since they last saw each other. He has nothing with him. No overnight bag, just the clothes he’s wearing.


    ‘Are you legal?’ she asks. ‘Because I don’t need trouble.’ She doesn’t care if that sounds harsh. After Calais all those years ago, she owes Jimmy Sarraf nothing.


    ‘I’ve got two days,’ he says, and she’s reminded of how much pleasure his voice always brought her. Unlike Noor, educated at the best schools on scholarship, Jimmy would always sound like the neighbourhood.


    ‘They think Violette might show her face if she knows I’m in London,’ he says.


    Layla unlocks the door and lets him in. Already he fills the space of the room. ‘Have you seen Noor?’


    He nods, looking around.


    ‘How is she taking it?’ Layla is trying to ignore how uncomfortable she feels having him look at everything she owns. The art on her walls and the flawless cream furniture suddenly look pretentious. When they were teenagers they knew each other’s interests by heart. Layla knows nothing about him now.


    His eyes settle on the piano in the corner. It’s ridiculous to have one in a flat this size but it belonged to his family. Both their mothers forced them to learn to play. Layla failed miserably. Jimmy never failed at anything, and had shown as much talent for the piano as for football. When Etienne sold off everything belonging to Noor and her family to pay the lawyers, people were getting their belongings for a steal, so Layla’s mother bought the piano to stop others from taking it.


    ‘Does my mother know you’re here?’ she asks.


    ‘I rang Jocelyn.’


    ‘She’ll want to see you. My mother.’


    There had always been a complicated but profound relationship between their mothers. Especially at the end.


    Layla walks past him into the kitchenette. ‘I know who Eddie is,’ she says, sensing him close behind her, and when he doesn’t respond she figures that if he hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her about Noor’s pregnancy all those years ago, then he wouldn’t want to speak of it now.


    ‘Do you want a drink?’ She’s desperate for another herself.


    ‘I don’t drink.’


    To the point. She feels judged. ‘The couch turns into a bed,’ she says, and without a second thought walks out of her flat.


    She flags a taxi and tells the driver to take her to St John’s Wood. Jocelyn phoned earlier that day. ‘School’s starting soon, the kids need to be home,’ she said. ‘And Mum was driving me insane.’


    When Jocelyn opens the door she doesn’t ask any questions. Gigi’s the only one of the kids still up. Sulking.


    ‘She didn’t come home until an hour after I told her to,’ Jocelyn says. ‘She’s angry because I checked in on her a couple of times last night.’


    ‘You think Violette and Eddie are hiding in her closet?’


    ‘I don’t know what to think any more.’ Jocelyn is watching her closely. ‘Is he staying with you?’


    ‘I don’t want to talk about him.’


    ‘Good,’ Jocelyn says. ‘You can stay up with Ali and smoke your lungs out. He doesn’t want to talk to me either. I’m going to bed.’


    ‘You don’t have to be so judgemental!’


    ‘What do you want me to say, Layla? Go home. Deal with Jimmy so you can get on with your life.’


    Layla ends up on the back balcony with Ali, smoking a couple of cigarettes and arguing about Jocelyn.


    ‘She shouldn’t have lied to me.’


    ‘She shouldn’t have had to, Ali.’


    ‘My business will survive this. So will the family name. But do you honestly think that Jocelyn is going to be everyone’s favourite fundraiser, or playdate mum?’


    Layla grinds out her cigarette. ‘You’re going to lose her if you’re a dick about it, Ali. Fix this up before she packs her bags for good.’
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    Saffron rang him on Thursday. Not a particularly good morning for Bish. He had gone from cutting down to just one drink a day to going cold turkey. It introduced the reality of a drinking problem.


    ‘Are you there, darling? Did you know that Anthony Walsh is the district judge on the Charlie Crombie case? Remember him from school?’


    A. J. Walsh and Bish had never travelled in the same circles. Walsh had been a demigod back in those days, while Bish was awkward in his own skin, his personality a deterrent to the well-adjusted and well-connected. Being friends with Elliot hadn’t helped. The same Elliot who now met Bish outside the Strood courthouse, his crumpled suit marked with food stains.


    ‘Aren’t you supposed to be babysitting Sarraf?’ Elliot asked.


    ‘It’s not a babysitting job.’


    ‘Really? I understood you’re not supposed to let him out of your sight until you’ve found Violette and Eddie.’


    ‘I know what I’m doing, Elliot.’


    Elliot studied him. ‘Don’t piss off Grazier.’


    ‘Why? Because he’ll make sure I never work in this town again?’


    ‘This is personal for him.’


    ‘Personal in what way?’


    ‘In a none-of-your-business way,’ Elliot said.


    ‘I’d say my daughter being on that bus makes it my business.’


    ‘Did you hear A. J. was running the show today?’ Elliot asked, changing the topic.


    Bish found himself under the scrutiny of a young journalist he recognised from the campground and the Boulogne hospital. She’d been outside Buckland as well. She walked over and offered him her business card: Sarah Griffith. He didn’t take it.


    ‘Let’s talk about Eddie Conlon sooner rather than later,’ she said. Owen Walden had got it wrong. Sarah Griffith didn’t work for one of the rags, but for an online news and entertainment paper. Not that it made a difference. The confident woman standing in front of him was no different from the hacks he’d come across over the years. Age was irrelevant when it came to integrity. And for the life of him, Bish couldn’t find a wisp of integrity in revealing Eddie Conlon’s identity.


    Elliot, still beside him, reached across to take her business card. ‘Sarah Griffith?’ he said.


    ‘Yes.’


    He handed back the card. ‘Just committing your name to memory.’


    In the foyer, Bish saw Crombie’s parents and reintroduced himself. Arthur Crombie was holding a suit for his son. They seemed relieved to see Bish.


    ‘The barrister has managed to get us a few minutes with him,’ the reverend said. ‘Apart from that, she’s not making much sense to us.’


    ‘Unlike the Kenningtons, Russell Gorman has chosen not to drop the charges,’ Bish explained. ‘So this hearing is to determine whether bail will be set.’


    ‘And if it’s denied?’ Crombie’s father asked.


    ‘He’ll be remanded in custody and a court date will be set.’


    ‘Charlie doesn’t deserve to be locked up, Chief Inspector,’ Arthur Crombie said. ‘What happened in Calais has sent him over the edge.’


    ‘He hasn’t had a night’s sleep since,’ his mother said.


    The Crombies didn’t seem the sort of people who made excuses for their son, but it was Charlie’s second arrest in as many weeks and Bish didn’t want to promise them anything.


    ‘This judge is a decent man,’ Bish told them, ‘and can probably be swayed by an accused’s statement. So Charlie being personable and sincere may be the way to go. Have him talk about his trauma after the bombing.’


    The Crombies exchanged a look. Personable and sincere didn’t seem to describe their son. They were led away by their harassed barrister and Bish moved into the courtroom with a handful of others. There he saw the Kenningtons. Crombie may have got away with breaking their son’s nose, but they were no doubt going to make sure he didn’t walk away from this one.


    A short while later, Crombie was accompanied into the dock, where he stood looking as sullen as ever, his usual sour, pasty-faced self, dressed in skinny black jeans, white shirt, skinny tie and black jacket. The judge entered, his eyes sweeping the room and settling on Bish and then Elliot, who were sitting beside the Crombies.


    Although it was only a bail hearing, Russell Gorman’s barrister was more interested in a character assassination. The cheating incident at Charlie’s previous school was rehashed. His sexual relationship with Violette LeBrac was brought up. The drinking, smoking, causing of public nuisance, breaking of curfew, and urinating in public fountains while on the tour were discussed in detail. Bish wondered if this had come from Rodney Kennington. Wasn’t it the rule that what happens on tour stays on tour? Kennington was a corporate whistle-blower in the making. Not a moral one, but one who’d do it out of spite, out of bitterness for not getting the promotion. Bish surreptitiously moved forward in his seat and poked Crombie’s barrister in the back. Say something, you stupid woman, he wanted to shout. This wasn’t a trial.


    In the dock Crombie was staring from Kennington to Gorman, hatred in his expression. Bish could see that he was going to be the media’s next target.


    ‘You’re a strange one, Charlie,’ Judge Walsh said, looking far from impressed. ‘Decent people raising you, and you reward them with disgraceful behaviour. I think this court needs for you to start with an apology to Mr Gorman.’


    Walsh was giving Charlie a chance to keep his record clean. The Crombies turned to Bish for confirmation and he nodded. It was now up to Charlie to impress Judge Walsh.


    ‘Mr Crombie?’ Walsh said. ‘We’re waiting.’


    Rodney Kennington was leaning over and whispering something to his parents. They seemed amused by what he had to say. Suddenly Crombie leapt to his feet, throwing a punch at the glass wall before him. ‘Fuckers!’ he shouted.


    ‘Oh, Charlie,’ his mother muttered.


    ‘They locked my girl in a cupboard like she was nothing. Called her a slag and no one tried to stop them!’


    Bish was as stunned as everyone else in the room. The judge ordered that procedures be stopped and Crombie was dragged from the dock, still yelling threats at Gorman.


    ‘I’ll come for you again and this time I’ll cut out your heart!’


    ‘A Shakespeare in the making,’ Elliot muttered.


    The Crombies were ashen-faced as they watched their son disappear beyond doors not open to the public.


    Bish and Elliot shouldered their way past the reporters, into the restricted hallway where one of the guards was trying to hold Charlie back. He had lost control, his fists flying way too close to Walsh, who was waving off security. Two guards finally pinned him to the ground.


    ‘The thing is, I’m going to have to set bail or put this down to post- traumatic stress and have him go through a psychological assessment,’ Walsh said in his chambers a short while later. He had asked Elliot and Bish to join him after Charlie was taken back to his cell. The judge had ordered a written apology from Charlie. ‘Make sure he doesn’t do anything with that pen,’ he warned the guards.


    Walsh was trying to find the best way around the situation. ‘But I’m not going to waste my time if Crombie’s not worth the trouble.’


    ‘Let’s hope he’s not going to track down every person on that bus and knock them out,’ Elliot said.


    ‘Do you think the Crombies can find someone to vouch for a sliver of decency in this kid?’ Walsh asked.


    ‘He was sticking up for a girl,’ Bish tried.


    ‘Yes, that’ll make me very popular with the public,’ Walsh said. ‘Charlie Crombie was sticking up for the granddaughter of the Brackenham bomber, so let’s wipe any record of wrongdoing from the files.’


    ‘I doubt there are too many people who could say much in Charlie’s defence at the moment,’ Bish said.


    Elliot agreed. ‘And Gorman will make a media fuss if you let the kid off the hook.’


    ‘Gorman reminds me of that bastard who used to thrash us raw in geography,’ Walsh said.


    He stood up and walked to the cabinet in the corner of his office. Unlike Elliot and Bish, Anthony Walsh hadn’t aged disgracefully. He had never done anything disgracefully. He had always been ahead of his time, the first openly gay head prefect at his school.


    ‘Are you two an item?’ he said, looking back at Bish and Elliot. ‘The marriage wasn’t a cover-up, was it Ortley?’


    Bish tried not to look offended in case Walsh believed it was a homophobic reaction rather than an Elliot-phobic one.


    ‘It’s what we all thought back in fifth form,’ Walsh said. ‘You two hung out at each other’s homes for the hols quite a lot. What was the attraction then?’


    ‘His Italian exchange student,’ Bish said.


    ‘His mother,’ Elliot said.


    Walsh looked slightly amused as he took out a bottle of Johnnie Walker from his cabinet and held up a glass to them.


    Yes. Please. Would love to.


    Bish shook his head to the drink. Elliot’s phone rang and he walked out to take the call.


    ‘What’s this business about your suspension from the Met?’ Walsh asked when they were alone.


    Bish was back at school and his head prefect was about to tell him off. ‘Lost my temper, sir,’ he said feigning humility.


    Walsh laughed. ‘Fuck off.’ He sat down and took a sip of Scotch. ‘What was your nickname back then, Ortley? The Hulk? Mr Meek and Mild until someone set you off?’


    ‘Did I do that much? Don’t remember.’


    ‘Fourth form. Study hall with Thomas Simpson from Plymouth. It still gets mentioned once or twice at reunions. The ones you refuse to turn up to.’


    Bish couldn’t think of anything worse than a high school reunion.


    ‘I was gutted when I heard about your son,’ the judge said quietly. ‘I lost a brother the same way.’


    Bish remembered the Walsh family tragedy back when they were fourteen. It had happened in Spain on a family holiday.


    ‘Better see what Elliot’s getting up to,’ he said, standing and extending a hand just as a knock sounded on the door. Walsh’s clerk came in with an envelope.


    ‘Little cunt,’ Walsh muttered after reading the apology note, then handed it to Bish. It read: I’d rather rot in jail than apologise to those fuckers!


    It wasn’t the words that surprised Bish, but the handwriting. He recognised it, knew it by heart, because it was from the one document that had provided information on the day of the bombing and beyond. Regardless of everything, Charlie Crombie had managed to do what the two surviving chaperones had failed to. He had also made sure that most of the kids spoke to their parents on his phone. Fionn Sykes had said it. Charlie Crombie took care of his minions.


    ‘I think I’m it,’ Bish said. ‘Charlie Crombie’s referee.’


    They spoke about Charlie and the list a little while longer and when Bish went to leave again he couldn’t resist asking, ‘What did you think of the Brackenham Four case?’


    Walsh was pensive. ‘I would have liked to see it presented in a courtroom with a jury.’


    ‘I think —’


    ‘Don’t,’ Walsh said. ‘I’m about to be tapped for the Federal Court, Ortley. I can’t afford a drama.’


    In first form, when Elliot was getting thrashed by the prefects, Bish hadn’t had the guts to stick up for him. But he did write a note and put it in Anthony Walsh’s locker. Elliot was never touched again. Walsh’s idealism had always outweighed his ambition.


    ‘Just five more minutes?’ Bish said.


    Reluctantly Walsh sat back down and Bish started talking, knowing full well that someone else would be waking at three am with Noor LeBrac in his head.


    It felt good to be spreading the insomnia around.
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    Jamal can hear her moving around in the bathroom next morning. Would she want him in her home in the cold light of day? Would she worry about him being alone in her flat while she was at work? Layla, who trusted him with her getting-the-fuck-out-of-Brackenham money back when they were fifteen? She’d been planning to run away all the years he had known her, yet here she is, in the same neighbourhood.


    She walks into the living room dressed for work. Jamal’s never been impressed with suits, until he sees Layla in one. She’s been avoiding him ever since he arrived last night. Avoiding the inevitable. Layla and he are unfinished business.


    ‘Can we talk?’ he asks, but she’s disappeared into her study.


    ‘I can’t find my keys,’ she calls.


    He assumes that means a big fat no to the sort of talk he wants to have.


    In the kitchenette he puts on the kettle. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ he asks when she comes in.


    She puts her briefcase on the table, which he takes as a yes.


    ‘I was wondering if I could use your computer today. Thought I’d get on Facebook.’


    ‘You? On Facebook?’


    He likes that she knows he’s not on Facebook. Perhaps she’s searched him out over the years.


    ‘Just trying to find a way to let Violette know I’m here,’ he says.


    She stares at him a moment, then rummages through her bag, grabs her phone and dials.


    ‘Oh sorry, Gigi. Meant to ring your mum. Can you just let her know that Jimmy Sarraf staying here is a bit hush-hush?’


    She hangs up with a sort of smug victorious expression.


    ‘It’s not really hush-hush,’ he says. ‘Joss knows I’m here, so that means your mother knows, and if your mother knows . . .’


    ‘Yes, but my mother isn’t in secret contact with Violette. Gigi is. This is quicker.’


    She bristled a bit when he mentioned her mother.


    ‘And my mother doesn’t gossip as much as she used to.’


    ‘Sorry.’


    ‘Ortley joined Facebook,’ she tells him. ‘He’ll want to be your friend. You’ll get a request every day.’


    ‘Doubt it. But I made a list of Violette’s pseudonyms. It’s unlikely she’s on Facebook, but if she is I know I’ll find her.’


    ‘Violette has pseudonyms?’


    ‘Yeah, like Lette Le-Hyphen.’


    She smiles for the first time since he arrived. It’s a good one, Layla Bayat’s smile. Always was. It promised things.


    ‘Niece of James Hyphen-Hyphen?’ she asks.


    ‘Affable chap – bit dashing, really.’


    She laughs this time. Accents had become Etienne and Jamal’s thing when Etienne appeared on the scene. That was when James Hyphen-Hyphen came into being. Noor would roll her eyes and remark on her husband’s maturity being comparable with that of her little brother’s. But she’d be laughing. In their repertoire, there were the Rothfuss-Joneses and the Franklin-Mays and the Atkinson-Hills and the Fuckety-Fucks. The hyphen joke got old, but a couple of years back, when Jamal told Violette about it, she had to have her own, and Lette Le-Hyphen was born.


    Jamal is suddenly overcome with a bittersweet ache. As long as he lived, he’d never get over Etienne’s death. It was senseless, and a shock, and he found out about it while sitting among the inmates at Belmarsh, watching the communal TV. For Jamal it was breaking point. Etienne was like a blood brother to him, but also the Sarrafs’ only hope in the outside world. That night, Jamal smashed his head against the wall of his cell so many times they had to restrain him, while he begged them, ‘Just kill me, kill me.’


    Layla is watching him carefully. ‘Are you all right?’ she asks. He’s holding the kettle and she’s pointing to her mug that he hasn’t yet filled.


    He pours her tea. ‘It’s hot,’ he murmurs, taking the mug from her so she doesn’t burn her hand. But it’s just a pathetic excuse to touch her.


    When the doorbell rings she gives him a questioning look and he retreats to the study. He hears more than one male voice.


    ‘Is it true he’s here, Layla?’


    ‘Wouldn’t mind seeing him.’


    Jamal knows those voices, even after all these years. The Tannous brothers, from the neighbourhood. He ran around with these guys. Hasn’t seen them since he was seventeen. Alfie was the wilder of the two, in trouble with the law more than once. Disturbing the peace. His brother Robbie was smarter. Last Jamal knew, Robbie was teaching PE at a local high school.


    ‘You’ve heard wrong,’ Layla says and Jamal, peering around the study doorway, watches her go to close the door on them.


    ‘People are saying he’s here,’ Alfie persists.


    ‘People are having you on, Alfie,’ she says. ‘Go home.’


    ‘Your mother told us, Layla,’ Robbie says softly.


    Jamal hears her swear under her breath.


    ‘We’re not here for trouble,’ Robbie says. ‘Just let him know that the old guy’s still coaching down at Haversham Park tonight. He’ll want to see him.’


    ‘Fine. Whatever.’


    ‘You’re looking good, Layla,’ Alfie says.


    ‘Don’t even think about it,’ she mutters, shutting the door in his face.


    She looks over to where Jamal is standing and points to the door and he knows the boys are still on the landing outside. He shakes his head. Jamal isn’t here to get nostalgic about football and old friends. Although he understood everyone’s fear at the time, he still feels betrayed. The lads he grew up with were tight, and they always vowed to watch one another’s backs, didn’t they? But his father’s bomb had killed locals. Everyone was connected; they knew either the families of those who died or the family of the accused. It was seen as disrespect to the dead to be in any way associated with the Sarrafs.


    After Layla leaves for work, he rings John Conlon. He first spoke to Conlon after the visit from Violette and Eddie. It was an awkward conversation but he reasoned Conlon would want to hear from the last person to see Eddie. Now he has in mind a visit, and when Conlon has no objection he makes his way down to the Tube station. On the corner he passes a restaurant called Algiers Street Food, where a man stands outside.


    ‘Sabah el Kheir,’ the man says. He’s in his early forties, with a receding hairline and an impassive look on his face. Or he’s trying to come across as impassive.


    ‘Morning,’ Jamal murmurs in response. There’s no doubt in his mind that the man knows who he is. The waiting on the street corner. The certainty that he understands Arabic. There’s a compartment in Jamal’s head that’s always alert to the possibility of someone’s vengeance for what his father did. And now it’s also alert to the possibility that Ortley and the government are using neighbourhood spies to keep an eye out for Violette and Eddie. In the London that he owned as a boy, Jimmy is a stranger as a man, overwhelmed by the crowds, paranoid at any recognition.


    He takes the Tube to Charing Cross and then the train to Tonbridge and arrives within the hour. He’s never met Eddie’s adopted parents but Anna Conlon was a letter writer. Every year on Eddie’s birthday she had sent Jamal a card with a photo. She mentioned her husband often. John Conlon was a gravedigger and, Jamal suspects, less forgiving than his wife. The Conlons had moved to Kent when Eddie came to them. Originally from Liverpool, they couldn’t bear to live in their old neighbourhood after losing a son.


    Conlon is waiting for him at the station. He’s somewhere in his late fifties, but grief seems to have added to his years. It’s a strangely quiet morning they spend together; Conlon has nothing to offer on Eddie’s whereabouts, and Jamal isn’t much of a talker these days. But he finds himself enjoying the stillness of it all.


    ‘I dug my son’s grave all those years ago,’ John tells him as they sit eating lunch in, of all places, a cemetery, watching a procession pass them by. John has brought ham rolls and beer for them both. Jamal doesn’t have the heart to tell him that regardless of how superficial his practice of Islam is, he avoids pork and alcohol. ‘And a year ago I did the same for my wife. If I have to dig Eddie’s grave, someone will be digging mine soon after.’


    No use telling him not to think that way. Jamal would do the same thing. Noor too.


    ‘What happened between you and Eddie, John?’


    ‘I think I broke his heart even more than our hearts were already broken,’ Conlon says, and there’s a crack in his voice. ‘I don’t care if he’s done something wrong and the French want to talk to him. I don’t care if the police here want to talk to him. I just want Eddie off the streets. I want people to stop hurting kids who look like him.’


    When his phone rings on the train back to Charing Cross Jamal knows it will be Noor. Anytime between three and four-thirty is her time to ring him.


    ‘Where are you?’ she asks.


    ‘On the train. I went to see John Conlon.’


    ‘What has he got to say for himself?’


    He’s reminded of her words yesterday. Tell him to be a damn father to his son. How much must it have hurt to say that? Etienne was Eddie’s father. She is his mother. They never had their chance.


    ‘He’s blaming himself. Says he’s slackened off ever since Anna died, that he said something to hurt Eddie and that’s why he’s not coming home.’ Jamal knows Noor would have pushed John Conlon for more.


    ‘What’s it like out there?’ she asks.


    ‘It’s the same and different.’


    ‘Yimi’s grave?’


    ‘Beautiful,’ he lies. ‘Taken care of real good.’


    He can tell she’s crying.


    ‘I wish I hadn’t seen you, habibi,’ she says, and it makes him weep himself.


    ‘If you want to fight this, Noor, just tell me. We’ll get you out of there. The family will find the money to try again. You know that.’


    ‘Just find Violette and Eddie safe,’ she says. ‘That’s all I want in this world.’
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    When Bish returned from Strood he settled in for another session with the brain-numbing, Kardashian-inspired, selfie-obsessed Instagram photos. To make matters worse, his search was unaided by alcohol and his body was telling him loud and clear to rectify that. His dull headache tapped out the request in a taunting morse code as his hands shook on the keyboard. But he resisted, and the patron saint of two-day sobriety rewarded him with evidence.


    It was a photo of Manoshi and Lola sleeping, heads together, dribbling. Bish had determined that the bus carrying the British kids arrived at the campsite at 5.45 pm on the day before the bombing, because the time was displayed on a selfie taken by one of the twins from Ramsgate on the front steps of the bus. Serge Sagur had playfully photobombed it, which was surprising because most of the other shots of the ill-fated driver showed a seriously irritated man. The photo of the two girls sleeping was taken at 5.40, after the bus had turned off the A16 onto the narrow stretch of road leading to the camp gates. The road Bish and Saffron had walked the day of the bombing. Surrounding the bus were rows of Scots pine trees that looked close enough to touch from the window beside Lola’s head. When Bish zoomed in to analyse the shot he could make out the shape of someone in the copse of trees.


    The doorbell interrupted his find and he thought about ignoring it, but the second ring was accompanied by a text from Grazier.


    I’m outside your flat.


    He went to the door.


    ‘How are things, Bish?’


    Bish figured that a personal visit, and no longer being referred to as Ortley, meant either something was wrong or Grazier was about to ask him to do something else he didn’t want to do. He felt bone-tired. Had covered more mileage in the past few days than he had in a year. He wanted a drink, but wanted more desperately to resist having one. An order from Grazier would send him over the edge.


    ‘Things are no different from two hours ago,’ Bish said. ‘When Elliot filled you in on the bail hearing.’


    ‘Can we talk inside?’


    He didn’t want Grazier in his home. It revealed too much about him and his state of mind. But Grazier wasn’t going anywhere and Bish didn’t have a choice.


    ‘Love the high ceilings on these post-war restorations,’ Grazier said as they made their way down the hallway into the kitchen.


    Bish had never noticed, or cared to notice. ‘I think I’ve got something,’ he said before Grazier could make any demands. He turned his laptop around and showed him the image.


    ‘I can take it into the experts but we’re going to need something clearer than this,’ Grazier said, studying it. ‘What’s to say it’s not someone from the campsite going for a walk?’


    ‘What’s to say it’s not someone on their way to the campsite to plant a bomb?’


    Grazier shrugged. ‘Email it to me. We’re looking at everything. Whose photo is this?’


    ‘One of the Ramsgate twins.’


    ‘Whose parents never return my calls. So what’s the Ortley secret ingredient?’


    ‘Apart from looking after uniformed cops and talking to the community about Guy Fawkes celebrations, Grazier, it’s what I do,’ Bish said. ‘It’s my job. So why don’t you talk to the powers that be and get me back to work? I can do all of this better with access to information.’


    ‘You stuck a gun down the throat of a senior detective, Bish. Do you honestly think they’re going to want you back?’


    He wondered how long Grazier had known that. And whether the Home Secretary and the rest of the world knew too. ‘I’m regretting that I haven’t done the same to you and Elliot.’


    ‘I think the Home Secretary would give you a medal for sticking a gun down Elliot’s throat.’ Grazier tried to smile. Couldn’t pull it off. He made himself comfortable at the breakfast bar. Bish didn’t. Sitting down meant an invitation to stay. Grazier knew that.


    ‘Talk,’ Bish said.


    Grazier sighed. ‘Well, let’s start with the easy part and introduce the country to these brave kids. Everyone’s wanting a human interest story now, and Fionn, Manoshi, Lola and the other kids on that bus are it.’


    The easy part? ‘I don’t think they’re feeling particularly brave at the moment,’ Bish said.


    ‘The Home Secretary wants the public to —’


    ‘Those kids aren’t here to make the public feel good.’


    ‘It’s to take the focus off the deaths, now that the funerals are over. To take attention off Violette and Eddie too,’ Grazier said. ‘That’s all we’re suggesting.’


    ‘So we’re going to pretend the dead no longer exist? Out of sight, out of mind?’


    ‘I didn’t say that,’ Grazier said in an icy tone. ‘Don’t put words in my mouth.’


    ‘They’re not ready,’ Bish argued. ‘The kids in hospital are depressed. Charlie Crombie’s being assessed for post-traumatic stress. The others are barely coping. I speak to the parents, Grazier, so I know our little tour of teenagers is falling apart. Thirteen-year-olds getting pissed on alcopops. Getting into fights. Locking themselves in their rooms. Cutting themselves. Bawling all day and night. Not getting out of bed. Taking pills. Screaming in their sleep. Glued to social media for a sighting of Violette and Eddie. Praying that some fucking lunatic isn’t going to bash the shit out of two innocent kids who sat beside them for seven days.’ His head was hammering. Too much shouting in his brain. In his heart. He poured a glass of water and downed it. ‘So on behalf of the parents, can you tell the Home Secretary that our kids are a bit on the sad side and not up to being next week’s feel-good story.’


    Grazier was studying him with one of those looks Bish could never read.


    ‘Why are you really here, Grazier?’ he asked. ‘Now that we’ve got the easy part out of the way.’


    Grazier removed a file from his backpack. ‘This is what we’ve got,’ he said. ‘French Intelligence are fixated on Ahmed Khateb as the main suspect. They want access to Noor LeBrac.’


    ‘No!’


    ‘Let me finish.’


    ‘What’s their strategy?’ Bish demanded. ‘Get into the head of a terrorist by interrogating a so-called terrorist? We’ll lose Noor and any chance of finding Violette and Eddie.’


    ‘A so-called terrorist?’ Grazier asked. ‘Is that how you’re seeing Noor these days?’


    He ignored that.


    ‘Khateb is the French’s main suspect not only because he was seen arguing with the driver of the British bus on three occasions,’ Grazier said, ‘but because an Estonian kid on one of the buses in Bayeux posted a video. If you remember, the French and British tours were in the same campsites for three nights: Calais twice, and Bayeux mid-tour. So this Estonian kid has footage of Michael Stanley playing the trumpet and Astrid Copely dancing in the car park of the campground. It’s gone viral. Gut-wrenching to watch when you know those two kids will be dead four days later.’


    Bish knew the video existed. He just hadn’t wanted to look at it. ‘I don’t understand where this is going, Grazier.’


    ‘Your friend Attal is watching this footage over and over again and he picks up something no one else has noticed. The driver of the French bus is in the background arguing with someone. Violette.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘So Attal passes this on to French Intelligence and they begin reinterviewing those on board the French bus. According to one of the kids, Violette mentioned Khateb in conversation on the night before the bombing.’


    ‘Then we’re back to Violette being a suspect?’


    ‘No. We’re back to Violette possibly being the target. Who knows why? Payback for Brackenham. A connection with the Zidane side of the family in Algeria. We’re all guessing. But we have evidence that she and Khateb spoke at Bayeux, and he’s been missing since the day of the bombing.’


    ‘How would he have learnt her identity? No one but Eddie was aware she was travelling to this side of the world.’


    ‘How do you know that?’


    ‘Let’s just say that I worked out the Eddie connection, Grazier. You could have saved me a lot of time if you’d told me sooner. Why didn’t you?’


    ‘What makes you think I knew?’


    ‘You seem to know everything else.’


    ‘Yes, well, I don’t know where those kids are, so my omniscience is a bit flawed at the moment,’ Grazier said. ‘Let’s get back to Khateb. If he discovered Violette was a LeBrac, and she was the target, then he had a couple of days to plan this. So we need LeBrac . . . Noor to identify this guy.’ Grazier put up a hand to stop Bish interrupting. ‘We’ve said no to the French visiting Holloway because we’ve got you there to talk to her. At the moment, what both sides of the Channel have in common is that Khateb is our chief suspect.’


    ‘What about the security car that was seen being pushed out of the campground the night before?’


    ‘That witness needs to be reinterviewed.’


    ‘No. The parents don’t want that. They’re frightened. None of us want our kids involved.’


    Grazier winced. He wasn’t the wincing sort, so Bish was suspicious.


    ‘This is the deal,’ Grazier said. ‘Tomorrow morning I want you to go see LeBrac. Show her the photographs of Khateb. Find out what she knows. Does she recognise him? Could he be connected to any of her neighbours in the Brackenham estate? Elliot’s on his way to the grandparents’ farm to find out if they know Khateb.’


    ‘He’s flying all the way to Australia to see if Nasrene LeBrac knows Khateb because they’re both Algerian? What happened to Skype?’


    ‘Those people are beside themselves, Ortley,’ Grazier snapped. ‘Their son died in this country, and we can’t find their granddaughter – grandchildren. I think we owe them a bit more than a Skype session.’


    Bish was getting a lecture in compassion from Grazier?


    ‘I want you to cross the Channel and speak to your friend Attal,’ Grazier said.


    ‘If my friend Attal wanted to speak to me, he would have texted in very bad English and told me what was going on.’


    ‘Your friend Attal isn’t texting you because he’s angry that French Intelligence have dragged his daughter into this. Marianne Attal is the one who claimed Violette made mention of Khateb.’


    ‘Then I’ll ring him with a translator and talk to him from here.’


    The wince again. It was making Bish twitchy.


    ‘According to Marianne Attal, Bee was present when this conversation took place. French Intelligence want to speak to both girls together.’


    ‘Not happening.’


    ‘You’re going to have to make it happen.’


    ‘My daughter is not returning to France, Grazier. Let’s end this conversation here.’


    Grazier was growing exasperated. ‘Look, Downing Street wants you to take her there. The French are telling us nothing. They’re talking to the Spanish more than to our people. We’re finding out facts through blogs. So if you go in telling them about your meeting with LeBrac, they may give us something in return.’ He stood up, and the only relief for Bish was the idea that he was leaving. But instead the other man had the audacity to put on the kettle in Bish’s kitchen.


    ‘You’re going to be with Bee. Sitting next to her. Stopping her from saying anything that may incriminate her.’


    ‘Do you have kids, Grazier?’


    Grazier didn’t like the question. ‘What does that matter? Does it give you a monopoly on caring? I’ve seen dead kids. Isn’t that enough?’ Grazier seemed to regret the comment in an instant. Tried to give a compassionate look. It turned out better than Bish thought it would.


    ‘For some reason, people talk to you, Ortley. The chaperones, the kids, the parents, LeBrac, Sarraf. The fucking French even talk to you. The prime minister’s thinking of sending you to the Middle East to get things sorted out over there.’


    ‘Is that right?’


    ‘No. But the consolation prize is that the Home Secretary would like you in Calais speaking to the French. Tomorrow, seven pm.’


    ‘So this was all just a formality? The meeting was going to happen whether I liked it or not?’


    ‘What do you want me to say, Ortley?’


    ‘Her mother will never agree to this,’ Bish said. ‘Bee will never agree to this.’


    ‘They’re not the ones making the decisions.’ Grazier was searching through the cupboards now. ‘Where the fuck’s your green tea?’
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    Despite himself, Jamal can’t resist Haversham Park. His best memories come from that footy field down on Hoxton Bridge Road. He can see the kids out there training under the floodlights, while the wind carries the old guy’s threats from across the field. Nothing has changed after all.


    In the stands he recognises Robbie Tannous, with a few less pounds on him, and Alfie with a few pounds more. And the rest of the lads. Boys he knew as a kid, now grown men. Davie Kennedy. Charbel Bechara. The Ayoub cousins, whom he could never tell apart. They stand up when he arrives and he realises they’re here tonight for him.


    Robbie wordlessly embraces him. Alfie calls, ‘Jim-my,’ in that singsong voice Jamal and the boys always used to greet one another. One by one the lads step forward to shake his hand.


    Alfie takes out an envelope, a wad of bulging notes. ‘For you.’


    Jamal stares at them all. Sees the guilt on their faces. He shakes his head. ‘I don’t need that. I’m doing fine over there.’


    ‘It’s legit,’ one of the Ayoub cousins says.


    ‘It’s clean, brother,’ Robbie says. ‘For Noor’s kid. If they arrest little Violette, you make sure she’s got the best to take care of her.’


    Jamal’s overwhelmed, not wanting to insult them with a refusal. So he mumbles a thanks and takes the envelope. Beyond his childhood circle he can see his coach. Even when Jamal was a kid Bill looked ancient.


    ‘He’s getting old and tired of the little tossers coming through, yeah,’ Robbie says.


    ‘Bigger tossers than us?’ Jamal asks.


    ‘If you want to meet tossers you should see some of the kids I’m teaching.’


    Jamal makes his way towards Bill. It would be disrespectful to let the old guy come to him. He tries not to think of father figures because that will remind him of his own father, Louis. And what he did. But Bill had been a father figure. He had come to Jamal’s house when he was six and told his parents their son had a gift. There are times in Calais when Jamal finds himself threatening the kids he coaches with words that came out of Bill’s mouth.


    They don’t speak for a while. Just watch the younger lads warm up. Alfie is shouting out some inane advice and his brother is telling him to shut up.


    ‘I thought they weren’t letting you back in,’ Bill finally says.


    Jamal shrugs. ‘They’ve changed the rules for a couple of days.’


    Bill doesn’t ask why.


    ‘Any of them good?’ Jamal asks.


    ‘Lazy lot. No one says they want to play football anymore. Everyone wants to be a star.’


    ‘You used to say the exact same thing about us, boss.’


    That seems to lighten the mood slightly.


    ‘What are you doing with yourself over there?’


    ‘Bit of this and that. Training some of the local kids.’


    ‘Any of  ’em good?’


    ‘Doesn’t really matter. Most are migrants. They just disappear after a while.’


    Bill blows his whistle and walks towards the players and Jamal follows. It’s the smell of the grass. The neighbourhood. It’s watching Bill’s bandy legs as he walks. It’s remembering the nights Noor and Etienne would walk down to watch him practise, and how Layla would be trailing them because she was after Davie Kennedy with a vengeance back then. How they’d go to the chippy on the way home.


    When training is over, Jamal runs that field with his Brackenham lads and a bunch of fourteen-year-olds. He can feel the Tannous brothers at his heels, just like the old days. They were never able to catch him then. Jamal has never been as invincible as he was at fourteen.


    The younger lads approach to taunt Alfie, who’s lying on the ground panting.


    ‘The boss says you was even better than Rooney,’ one of them says to Jamal.


    ‘Yeah, better looking.’


    And then it’s time to go, and without saying goodbye he turns to walk away. Because he knows he shouldn’t have come. Nostalgia is a weakness.


    ‘Jimmy lad?’


    The old guy is close behind. Jamal stops and waits.


    ‘People around here talk more now,’ Bill says in a low voice. ‘It’s not that they’ve forgotten the dead, but some people . . . some people say the coppers shouldn’t have gone for the whole family. Some’d bet their life you had nothing to do with it.’


    ‘Would you?’


    Bill’s eyes are watery with age and emotion. ‘My opinion’s not worth much.’


    ‘It’s worth everything.’


    The old guy gives a smile. ‘Then I’d bet my life.’


    Layla is in her bedroom when he gets back. The door is open so he takes a step inside. There isn’t much in the room apart from the bed, a print on the wall and a dresser, but it all speaks of class. The Bayat sisters always liked beautiful things and they can spot a bargain from across a marketplace. Jocelyn taught Layla to be frugal but to choose well, the approach she took when she chose Ali Shahbazi to marry. It was her only way out of the council estates. Layla’s way out was her brains.


    She looks up from where she’s sitting on the bed. Her eyes are swollen, like she’s been bawling all afternoon. Beside her is a cardboard box of stuff that she’s sorting through.


    ‘Did you go down to Haversham Park?’


    He nods. ‘No one speaks normally,’ he says. ‘It’s always a whisper. Noor’s name. Etienne’s. Now Violette’s. They’ve all become a whisper. Am I one?’


    ‘You’re the greatest whisper of them all,’ she says. ‘It’s human nature. You make people feel good about their lives. Because whatever they’ve experienced, it can’t be worse than what happened to Jimmy Sarraf.’


    ‘I don’t want my niece to be a whisper.’


    He takes the envelope of money from his pocket and holds it up. ‘Alfie and the lads. Can you get it back to them somehow?’


    She gets off the bed. ‘That Brackenham lot don’t part with their money too easy. If they’ve given it to you, they mean you to have it.’ She brushes past him.


    ‘Are you okay?’ he asks.


    ‘Rough day,’ is all she says.


    He follows her into the kitchenette, where she puts on the kettle.


    ‘Do you know the guy who owns the Algerian restaurant on the corner?’ she asks.


    ‘No, but he’s watching me.’


    ‘His name is Bilal Lelouche and he stopped me tonight because he’s one of the hundreds of people who know you’re staying with me.’


    She doesn’t seem happy about that fact.


    ‘He asked if you could drop in for supper. He knew Noor and Etienne, apparently.’


    Jamal gives a shake of his head. It sounds like a set-up.


    ‘I’ve never heard anything bad said about him,’ she says. ‘Great restaurant. People come from all over to eat there.’


    ‘No clean clothes.’


    ‘I’ll find you something.’


    ‘No thanks.’


    He hadn’t meant it to sound judgemental. He just doesn’t want to be wearing some other guy’s clothing.


    ‘I’ve got some stuff of Ali’s that Jocelyn wants me to give to a Brackenham charity,’ she says.


    He has no excuse now. ‘Will you come with me?’ he asks.


    The restaurant is packed but there’s a table set for them down the back. Jamal and Layla exchange a look and follow the waiter. The moment they sit down the food comes, and doesn’t stop coming for the next hour.


    ‘Love the French,’ Jamal says, wolfing down the best kefta he’s ever eaten. ‘Hate their food.’


    Layla laughs and it’s a good laugh to hear, and even better to see. ‘My favourite treat is a French restaurant,’ she says.


    ‘Hate the food with a passion,’ he says.


    With a meal this good, there’s no room for being polite. It’s the survival of the fastest and Layla likes her food as much as he does. There’s less room for talk too, which is fine, because he has to accept that they’re strangers now. She’s guarded and it makes him tense; he wants to be anything but. When he brings up her work she dodges the subject. Asks about his instead. He tells her about the gym, and working at one of the bars downtown.


    ‘As a bouncer?’ she asks, soaking up the last of the chakchouka with her pita bread.


    ‘Not a bouncer.’


    ‘You work behind the bar?’ she says.


    ‘Who said I was working behind the bar?’


    He reaches over and finishes the eggplant dip on her plate. They eye each other. The old Jimmy and Layla always ate from each other’s plates. There was an intimacy to it.


    ‘You’re not a bouncer and you’re not behind the bar,’ she says, trying to work it out. ‘So you’re running the place?’


    ‘Not running the place.’


    By ten-thirty Bilal Lelouche still hasn’t come over for a chat and Jamal is surprised when a waiter puts the bill on the table. Not that he’s complaining, but Layla made it sound as if the meal was on the house. She reaches for the bill before he can and takes out her purse.


    ‘Put it away,’ he says gruffly.


    ‘We’ll go halves,’ she says, looking at the bill, and her expression changes at once. Her eyes meet his as she hands it over.


    Breakfast tomorrow, 9 am. Lette Le-Hyphen and a friend.


    For most of the short walk home it’s like old times and Layla and Jamal argue about whose plan has worked best.


    ‘Lette Le-Hyphen found out I was on Facebook.’


    ‘Yes, but through my message to Gigi.’


    Inside her building, Layla reaches for the stairwell light. The moment it’s illuminated they hear a sound further up the stairs. Instinct has him taking her hand. ‘Stay here,’ he whispers.


    ‘Who’s there?’ Layla calls out.


    A young blonde looks down at them from the stair rail. Layla leads him up to her flat where the woman, dressed in a suit, stands holding a plastic Marks & Spencer bag. Layla lets go of his hand.


    ‘Some of the things you left behind,’ the woman says, holding out the bag. ‘Toiletries from the ladies’ room.’


    When Layla takes the bag she seems surprised by the weight of it. The two exchange a look Jamal can’t read before the woman heads down the stairs.


    ‘You shouldn’t have lasted this long typing,’ Layla calls out after her. ‘You’re better than being the next Vera. That’s what I meant back then. So next time someone gives you advice, listen to them.’


    There’s no response and Layla clutches the bag to her.


    ‘What was all that about?’ he asks, his heart sinking because he understands now. The reason she was in her room crying. The carton on her bed.


    She doesn’t respond. Jamal takes the keys from her and wordlessly opens the door.


    Inside he sits at the piano, tinkering. Layla disappears into her bedroom and when she returns she seems composed. She comes to sit on the bench beside him and tries to remember the beginning of Für Elise. He takes her hand and guides her through it. When they were younger he’d be rough, jabbing her fingers against the keys. Tonight he lets his linger over hers. He plays the opening strands of Clapton’s ‘Layla’. He used to play it to her back when life made sense. Back when Layla Bayat could have had him on his knees begging for the rest of his life.


    ‘Any requests?’ he asks.


    She looks at him and then suddenly laughs. ‘No way. Are you the piano man at that bar?’


    Playing the piano and playing football. They were the two things that held his life together in Calais.


    ‘Just on weekends. All my mother’s nagging paid off in a strange way.’


    ‘Whereas my mother brings up the waste of money every time we have a family get-together.’


    ‘Your mother was too tough on you,’ he says quietly. ‘I could easily hate her for that, but then she went and nursed my mother while she died, didn’t she?’ He concentrates on the keys because he can’t bear thinking of Aziza Sarraf dying without her family.


    ‘They were a strange pair, our mothers,’ she murmurs.


    And then their eyes lock and he realises they’ve both avoided that for the past twenty-four hours, with one of them looking away just in time. But not now.


    She reaches across and touches the scar above his eye, a souvenir from Belmarsh. And the rest is inevitable. Has been from the moment he stood outside her door waiting for her to come home. One minute they’re at the piano, the next they’re in the bedroom, hardly making it to the bed. And all through the night a harmony of cries and skin against skin cutting through the stillness. Beyond exhaustion but they can’t stop. She’s crying real tears. He’s crying himself. Because what Ortley has given them is a tease. A glimpse of what could have been. In Calais it’s easier to pretend he isn’t sick at heart for home. For Layla. She doesn’t just remind him of who he was back then, but of who he wanted to be. Thought he would be. If he was a selfish man he’d beg her to cross the Channel with him, but he knows it would be a fake life for her. She’d been second best all her life, had told him that often enough. He can’t stomach being responsible for her having a second-best future.
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    The shakes of the previous day had made way for a full-blown migraine. It pounded Bish’s brain every step he took. He knew he wouldn’t make it to the end of the day without succumbing to a drink, and between now and that moment there was Holloway.


    First the brisk, forced cheerfulness at the Visitors’ Centre. Then the ever-hostile Gray and his colleagues. And for the prize, Noor LeBrac, who looked far from impressed when she was finally delivered to the room and buzzed in.


    ‘You gave my brother a two-day visa but I can’t see him again?’ she said before she had even sat down.


    Bish wanted to believe that antagonism would give way to thanks after Jamal Sarraf’s visit. Not when it came to this woman.


    ‘The reason he’s in London is to find Violette and Eddie,’ he said. ‘Not to have a daily reunion with you.’


    ‘Yet you’re the only adult who’s spoken to her for two weeks. The fool who found out nothing.’


    Bish’s headache didn’t like the word fool. The pain pounded back its response and made him giddy. Pity she didn’t appreciate that her daughter trusted Bish enough to ring him. He opened the file Grazier had given him. ‘There’s been a development,’ he managed to grind out. He filled her in on the driver of the French bus.


    ‘That’s all you’ve got?’ she said. ‘The fact that he’s Algerian? Would he be a suspect if his name were John Smith and not Ahmed Khateb? Would a German bus driver arguing with a Spaniard be a suspect?’


    ‘He was caught on CCTV arguing with your daughter and now he’s disappeared. That’s why he’s a suspect.’ Bish handed her a photograph of Khateb. ‘Do you recognise this man?’


    She shook her head in disgust. ‘I married an Australian whose mother is Algerian and you think I’m going to know every one of her countrymen? You people are so ignorant.’


    He counted to three, to stop himself from telling her to fuck off. ‘Just look at it, please!’


    She looked at it again and pushed it away. ‘Yes. The spitting image of the Algerian spice man at our Saturday markets. Has to be him.’


    Bish’s hand snaked out to grip her wrist across the table, dragging her closer. ‘A bit of fucking humility would work a charm here.’


    ‘I don’t do humility,’ she said, pulling free of him. ‘Because I’ve met very few people in the past thirteen years who have humbled me.’ She stood up. ‘And I won’t tolerate the profanities.’


    ‘You’re in a fucking jail, Noor. You take whatever is dished out to you. Including profanities.’


    ‘I think we’re finished here,’ she said.


    ‘Off you go, then. Let someone else take care of your kids. You should be used to it by now.’ He stumbled out of his chair.


    ‘You’re going to faint,’ he heard her say.


    ‘I’m not prone to fainting.’


    He came to lying on the floor with his feet up on something soft. Her face was the first thing he saw. During his sleepless moments deep in the night he often thought of it. The freckle on her bottom lip. What he’d like to do with it. And here he was laid out on the ground like a pathetic drunk at her feet. His humiliation could get no worse.


    Gray was beside LeBrac. ‘Keep the icepack on the bump and don’t let him fall asleep. His mother’s coming to collect him,’ he said before disappearing from view.


    Yet there it was. A further descent.


    ‘I black out for a minute and they call my next of kin? Haven’t they got better things to do?’


    ‘You’ve been out for longer than that,’ Noor said. ‘The nurse has been and gone. Gray’s not happy about the paperwork.’


    She moved the icepack on his temple and he flinched, grabbing for her hand to shift it.


    ‘You hit your head on the table on the way down,’ she said, and her voice was almost gentle. ‘And they didn’t call your mother, they called the Home Secretary’s office. The ubiquitous Samuel Grazier called your mother and your mother called here.’


    His head made it hard to think clearly. ‘You know Grazier?’


    ‘Intriguing woman, your mother,’ she said, ignoring his question.


    Bish tried to sit up too quickly. She pointed back to the floor. ‘You’re going to faint again. Try to believe me this time.’


    ‘You spoke to my mother?’ he asked. Had Noor LeBrac infiltrated all the women in his life?


    ‘Apparently Gray, he of the matching name and nature, wasn’t impressing her at all, so she asked to speak to the person in the room with the highest IQ.’ Noor was enjoying herself. The slightest ghost of a smile on her face.


    Beside her lay Grazier’s file. Also his wallet, opened, its contents displayed as if she had been going through them. There was nothing much in there. Licence. Couple of business cards. Forty quid. An Oyster card. Credit card. A photo of him with his children from three years ago. The last shot taken of Stevie. LeBrac picked it up and sighed with a depth of sadness that played with his head. As everything to do with this woman did.


    ‘People keep telling me I’ll get over it,’ he found himself saying. ‘I don’t want to get over my son.’


    She pocketed one of his business cards, returned the rest of the contents, and handed back the wallet. But not the file. ‘All those years ago I never got to read what the press scrounged up about me.’


    The file contained not just interviews, but clippings from the time of the bombing. He didn’t want her reading them. Even the more reputable newspapers had gone for the knee-jerk headlines and it was Noor who copped the worst. Long before she confessed, she’d already been found guilty by the media. As well as by him. They had often made a play on her name. Noor meaning light. So they spoke of the darkness within.


    She opened the file and removed an article. ‘“Cold and driven,”’ she read out.


    He tried to retrieve it from her, but she held it away.


    ‘A university colleague wrote that,’ she said. ‘Angus Stephenson. But then again I won a university medal and he didn’t.’


    She scanned another article. ‘According to Anonymous, I was “the least maternal person in the Morphus Street mothers’ group.”’ She gave a harsh laugh. ‘I remember the anonymous type well. Insignificant twits.’ She looked at Bish angrily. ‘I love my daughter to death but I hated the domestic part of it. More than anything, I hated talking about the domestic part of it.’


    ‘Give it here,’ he said, holding out a hand for the file. But she refused and he wasn’t in a position to fight her for it.


    ‘“A fanatic about everything Islam”,’ she read on. ‘That came from a supposed schoolmate. What were you fanatical about when you were fourteen, Chief Inspector?’


    It was the first personal question she had ever put to him. ‘Well . . . I wanted to join the seminary. I went to a Jesuit school and discovered St Francis of Assisi. He was sort of the first environmentalist and I wanted to be him, hairshirt and all.’


    She looked surprised at that. But his revelation seemed to soften her a little. ‘I wore a hijab my entire third form,’ she said. ‘I wanted to make a point about how Muslim women were treated after my mother was verbally abused at a park. My point was proven. On top of the discrimination I was subjected to then, eighteen years later someone labelled me a fanatic over it. No one labels a nun a fanatic for wearing a habit. Or a priest for wearing a collar.’


    ‘Do you practise Islam?’ he asked warily, and to his continuing surprise she answered him.


    ‘On my terms.’ She was emphatic. ‘I pray at sunrise and sunset because my brother does and it’s the only control we have over our lives together. I fast during Ramadan because Violette wanted to do it one year and Nasrene wouldn’t let her. It would have been hypocritical if I insisted that she be allowed to if I wasn’t going to join her. Now I do it for my mother, who did it year after year on her own.’


    She took a moment to collect herself. ‘My mother practised goodness. Part of that came from her religion. Giving to those less fortunate is one of the five pillars. That’s what I practise – the aspects of both my parents’ religions that make sense to me as a human. My brother is the same.’


    Sometimes he couldn’t take his eyes away from her. It had to do with the passion and the fury.


    ‘And you? How do you feel about Catholicism now?’ she asked.


    He grimaced. ‘I can’t get past the paedophile priests and brothers and cover-ups. I hate the hypocrisy of it. But probably the same as it was for you. My mother and father practised the good side of it, and that was the part of my childhood I remember most. The teenage years weren’t so good. I was petrified that everything I did was a sin. That every time I masturbated I’d be struck down.’


    ‘I’m presuming that was often.’


    ‘Every single day of my life when I was fifteen.’


    ‘Not during your St Francis of Assisi obsession.’


    ‘No, I abstained that year.’


    She had a creeping smile. It began with a twitch.


    ‘Next?’ she said, going back to the file. But this time Bish managed to take it from her and she didn’t protest.


    ‘I wish a person of substance had written something of worth about me,’ she said. ‘Even if it was negative.’ She pointed to the file he held. ‘That’s what I’ve been reduced to? Petty people claiming to be authorities on my life. I wrote an amazing doctoral thesis, you know. There were only two copies out there. One with my professor and the other on my computer. My professor chose to publicly burn hers and the police confiscated my computer. So four years of feeling guilt for neglecting my husband and daughter and being seen as the least maternal person to join a mothers’ group amounted to nothing!’


    He had opened up an old wound. He’d seen that same wound before in Rachel.


    ‘Not to mention moving my family back into my father’s house so I could complete my doctorate. That was right up there with the best decisions I made.’


    Bish wondered how often that had plagued her mind over the years.


    ‘What they have on Ahmed Khateb isn’t concrete,’ she said suddenly. ‘It’s the same way they arrested my family. On circumstantial evidence.’


    ‘At the moment he’s the only suspect,’ Bish said.


    ‘One with no motive. He’s a suspect because he’s Muslim.’


    ‘We don’t know that. The French may have something on him that they’re not letting on. For now, every lead is important, and you have to face the possibility that Violette was the target.’


    She closed her eyes for a moment, as if that were too much to bear. ‘Etienne’s mother has very strong ties to a number of Algerian families here and in Le Havre. They looked after Etienne and Violette when I was arrested. So to point a finger at a member of the community, with so little evidence, is an insult to them.’


    ‘Another reason we need to speak to Violette. Find out what she argued with Khateb about.’


    ‘Well, she hasn’t made contact with any adult but you,’ Noor said.


    ‘She’s sent you letters.’


    ‘I want to hear her voice!’ she cried. ‘I spoke to her every day until three weeks ago, and something’s happened to distance her from me. All she had to do was give you a number I could contact her on and she didn’t.’


    Cruel teenage children were cruel teenage children regardless of who their parents were. Slowly he sat up, positioning his back against the wall, and he took a chance.


    ‘She isn’t contacting you because she had sex with Charlie Crombie.’


    ‘She told you that?’


    He couldn’t quite lie. Shrugged reluctantly. ‘She thinks you’re disappointed.’


    ‘I am disappointed. Violette knows how I feel about smart girls turning into needy sex objects for dumb boys.’


    ‘Maybe she’s too smart to be serious about him,’ he tried.


    Noor retrieved a photo from her pocket. The one of Bee, Violette and Eddie. She pointed to a corner and Bish saw something he had missed before. ‘She’s serious about this person,’ Noor said. ‘It can only be Crombie.’


    One of Violette’s fingers was entwined with another finger, its owner out of frame. It was a tiny detail that spoke of a great intimacy. Not a fumble of adolescent groping, just two fingers linked.


    ‘How can you be so sure?’ he asked.


    ‘Because Violette’s never had a boyfriend, so what are the chances that within seven days she’s going to have sex with one boy and hold hands with another?’


    ‘How do you know she’s never had a boyfriend? They do lie, you know.’


    Noor sent him a look that said she knew what she was talking about.


    Bish thought back to the interview that day with Braithwaite and Post. After a bomb and carnage and being locked in a cupboard and threatened, it was mention of Charlie Crombie kissing the girl from Worthing that had made Violette weep.


    He tried to lighten the mood. ‘Anything else, Sherlock?’ he asked.


    She pointed to his daughter. Bee was staring into the lens, looking luminous.


    ‘What is it?’ he asked.


    ‘Can’t you see? She’s in love with whoever’s taking the photograph.’


    Bish heard the buzz of the door and Gray was there.


    ‘The acting governor wants you back in your cell,’ he ordered Noor, before turning his attention to Bish. ‘And Mummy with the BBC voice is downstairs waiting for you,’ he mocked. ‘We’re just getting you a wheelchair.’


    After a moment Noor held down her hand to Bish, and greedy, needy fool that he was, he let her help him up, his fingers lingering in hers like those of the two adolescents in Violette’s photograph. He chanced a look at her and saw the flare of something in her eyes. A salve to the emptiness that sometimes threatened to suffocate him.
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    Friday morning, Layla steps into Algiers Street Food, inhaling the smell of coffee and baked eggs. Bilal is behind the espresso machine talking to a customer. He looks up and his eyes send her to the door leading to the kitchen.


    It feels strange, not putting on a suit and going to work, but it isn’t as if she has nothing to do while searching for a job. Jemima has made sure of that. Layla only realised last night that there was more camaraderie at Silvey and Grayson than she had given credit for. Every woman there had stored her makeup bag in the toilets so she didn’t have to carry it across the office and hear someone say, ‘Off to apply some lippy, eh?’ At times Layla had wanted to say, ‘Off to have a wank, eh?’ Her stash in the bathroom was simple – a Jocelyn rule – perfume, mascara, lip gloss, a brush. Four items that fitted in a pencil case. Too small for the large M & S bag Jemima handed over. She may have been sent in to clean out Layla’s office and find evidence that she’d been compromising the firm, but Jemima held onto a manila folder labelled ‘Skipton’ from Layla’s drawer.


    In the kitchen, staff are arguing and music blares from someone’s iPod. Jimmy is at a table in the corner with Violette and Eddie, his head bent low as they talk. The kids are hanging off his every word.


    Violette is the first to notice her standing there. Once, Layla was Violette’s favourite babysitter, but teenage Violette is a different story. She has a dismissive, disdainful look that could send the best of them into the foetal position. Nevertheless, she stands and kisses Layla on both cheeks.


    ‘Eddie, this is Layla,’ Violette says.


    The boy has a mouthful of bread and can respond only with a few mumbles and a nod.


    When Bilal walks in to speak to one of the chefs, Violette excuses herself and goes after him. Eddie follows with his plate.


    ‘Well, Violette seems ecstatic to see me after all these years,’ Layla says.


    Jimmy holds out a hand and leads her outside. In the courtyard they stand in silence. She puts a hand to his face. He’s tense.


    ‘Talk to me, Jimmy.’


    ‘I can’t call the copper on them. I can’t.’


    ‘They can stay with me.’


    ‘Violette won’t stay put. Noor thinks she’ll head up to the place Etienne died, but I don’t know. She’s telling me nothing, and in about an hour I won’t have any control over the situation.’


    He gathers himself. ‘I want you to promise me something, Layla. Go to those bastards and beg for your job back.’


    ‘Are you going to waste time arguing with me about that? When we could be doing this?’ She stands on tiptoes, kisses his mouth. When she hears a sound beside them, she glances over to see Eddie standing at the door with a plate of pita and baked egg yolks.


    ‘I’m so confused,’ the kid says. ‘I can’t get heads or tails of who’s related.’


    ‘We’re not related,’ Jimmy says, and can’t help laughing. Eddie disappears back inside.


    A waiter steps out for a smoke, eager to talk football with Jimmy, so Layla goes to find Violette and Eddie. When he sees her, Eddie whispers something in Violette’s ear and wanders off. Layla receives a loaded stare from a frightening miniature version of Aziza Sarraf. It’s the same look Jimmy’s mother had given her when Layla was seventeen and started sleeping with him. ‘If your mother finds out, it will all end in tears, habibi.’


    It ended in tears for so many different reasons.


    ‘Gigi reckons you were wasted at that dumb place you got sacked from,’ Violette says.


    ‘Thank you?’ Layla is unsure if it’s a compliment.


    ‘I’ve got some money saved, so I’d like to hire you, Layla.’


    ‘Hire me?’


    ‘For Noor.’


    ‘Oh Violette, I’m not the right person to be talking to. I’m a solicitor.’


    ‘Who’s out of a job because she sent an email to the Skipton police asking about my father’s death. Gigi overheard you telling Jocelyn. She says you’ve got a file. We think you’re the right person. It all begins with a solicitor.’


    ‘Violette —’


    ‘All my mother needs is someone smart who won’t give up. That’s what keeps happening – people give up because it’s too hard, or the timing is wrong.’


    ‘I’ll tell you what,’ Layla says. ‘I’ll find out all I can about what happened with your father —’


    ‘My father would have wanted you to take care of my mother first,’ Violette says. ‘He loved you, Layla. The way he loved Uncle Jimmy. He used to tell my mum that Brackenham breast milk must have been pretty potent. That when a Bayat and Sarraf put their heads to something, they never gave up.’


    Layla sees a glimpse of tears, feels them sting her own eyes.


    ‘I’ll give you all the money I have,’ Violette says. ‘Just get my mum out of there.’


    Jimmy returns with Eddie on his heels.


    ‘Pity we can’t go on one of those double-decker bus tours,’ Violette says, as if the intense conversation with Layla hasn’t happened. ‘Eddie wants to see Big Ben and I want to see where Wills and Kate live when they’re in London.’


    ‘Yeah, heartbreaking,’ Jimmy says, his voice gruff with affection. He puts an arm around each kid. ‘What were you speaking to Bilal about?’ he asks Violette.


    ‘A favour,’ she says. ‘His two firstborn children.’

  


  
    [image: ]


    Bish had to talk Saffron out of taking him straight home. The trip to Ashford and then over to Calais needed to happen sooner rather than later.


    ‘Could you drive me to Bee’s?’ he asked. ‘I’ll work out how to get around from there.’


    ‘You need to see a doctor.’


    ‘One that will tell me what I already know. “Drink plenty of fluids and rest.”  ’


    ‘Bish . . .’


    ‘I don’t really have a choice,’ he said. ‘Sorry, I feel as if I’ve stuffed up your day.’


    She put on her indicator and turned illegally. ‘I was wanting to visit Sadia and Katherine and the kids in Dover,’ she said, ‘so nothing ruined about my day.’


    ‘I can’t believe you just did that,’ he said. ‘Double lines.’


    ‘Are you going to give me a ticket, darling?’


    Her phone rang and when she answered it Bee’s voice came through on the bluetooth. ‘Rachel wants an update on Bish.’


    He looked at his mother. ‘Did you have to let them know?’


    ‘I can hear you,’ Bee said.


    ‘Daddy’s fine, sweetheart,’ he called out.


    ‘Then what’s going on?’


    ‘I’m coming down to see you.’


    ‘Why?’ He heard the alarm in her voice.


    ‘I’m fine, Bee. I’m not dying. I just want to talk to you and Mum.’


    ‘Yeah, whatever.’


    ‘Listen,’ he said before she hung up, ‘did you take a photo of Lola and Manoshi dribbling while they slept on the bus the night before the bombing?’


    ‘No, Bish. I’m not thirteen! Why?’


    ‘I’ve found three versions of the same photo on three separate Instagram accounts. Just curious. Maybe you took one as a joke.’


    ‘Why would I think taking a photo of people dribbling is funny?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Why would the others?’


    ‘Because they’re thirteen! Aren’t you listening to me?’


    She hung up and Saffron glanced at him. ‘Why don’t you close your eyes and have a bit of a sleep?’


    ‘No, Saffron. I’m not thirteen!’


    She laughed. He couldn’t help laughing himself.


    ‘I’ll come down to the hospital if you don’t mind dropping me off at Bee’s on the way back,’ he said.


    It was a pleasant drive down to Dover. They talked politics – local, national and international – TV and films. His mother had an awful habit of not being able to contain herself when it came to revealing endings. They shared a love of Game of Thrones and though he was two episodes behind, he already knew who had died in the past two weeks.


    ‘Between you and Elliot, I’ve never had a cinematic surprise. He used to give away the cliffhangers, you’d tell me about the deaths.’


    ‘Well, I wanted to prepare you for the worst.’


    They were both quiet after that. Because nothing had prepared his family for the worst.


    At the hospital, Iqbal Bagchi was playing cards with his daughter, and Sadia and Katherine had gone for a walk in town. When they returned twenty minutes later they looked animated but exhausted, the sort of exhaustion that comes from living out of a suitcase. The friendship that had developed between them was on the surface surprising, but Bish figured the two had more in common than first appeared. Katherine’s husband may have had all the money in the world and Sadia’s very little, but both women were controlled by the roles they played as wives. Not that they allowed their husbands’ hostility towards each other to affect their budding friendship. Saffron had filled Bish in on a couple of arguments she had witnessed between the two fathers. One blamed everything on Islam, the other blamed the problems of the world on Western dominance.


    Bish ended up in the cafeteria with Sadia and Katherine drinking bad coffee and eating almond biscuits made by Iqbal’s aunt.


    ‘Would it be possible to see Lola and Manoshi’s photos from the trip?’ he asked.


    Sadia told him that Manoshi wasn’t allowed on social media yet. It meant that all her photos had been stored on her phone, which was destroyed in the blast.


    Katherine retrieved her iPad. ‘Most of Lola’s are very silly, so I don’t think they’ll be much help.’ She logged into an Instagram account and showed Bish.


    ‘Don’t you think it’s strange that the French haven’t asked for them?’ she asked. ‘Or even British Intelligence?’


    ‘I’m presuming they don’t have to ask,’ Bish replied. ‘Not if they’re investigating a terrorist attack.’


    ‘We’ve been able to collect some photos of Astrid and Michael to send to their parents,’ Katherine said. ‘Not much of a consolation, but those kids were very happy.’


    Bish flicked through the screen while the women chatted. ‘Katherine and I have set up a blog,’ Sadia told him. ‘It’s been such a big job keeping everyone up to date otherwise. Family, friends, the other children on the tour, their parents. We even get letters from people on the foreign buses who were at the campsite that day. Everyone is desperate to know how Manoshi and Lola and Fionn are coping.’


    Looking at the photos, Bish was even more convinced that the kids on the Normandy tour had enjoyed it, regardless of what Lucy Gilies had implied. Lots of tongues in ears. Pouts. A few ‘Blue Steel’ Zoolander poses. Perhaps there may have been a touch of antagonism, hostility, indifference, but these shots showed a connection among the kids before the bomb went off.


    ‘Our readership has doubled in two days,’ Katherine said. ‘We get comments from people in Australia. They’re quite upset there about the treatment of Violette, apparently.’


    ‘Well, their government should have taken a strong stance earlier,’ Bish said.


    ‘Astrid Copely’s sister wrote a beautiful piece in her honour,’ Katherine said. ‘Of course we’d never ask her parents for anything, but teenagers are used to expressing their every thought on social media. She wrote about the fear she has that Astrid will be remembered as a tragedy, when she was such an annoying prankster.’


    Katherine burst into tears. It took the others by surprise, and seemed to surprise Katherine even more.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’


    Sadia took Katherine’s hand, squeezing it.


    ‘An aisle. That’s all it was,’ Katherine said. ‘This side of the aisle said our girls lived and the other side said their children died.’


    ‘There but for the grace of God. That’s what Fionn’s mother says.’ Sadia was nodding.


    ‘Then she’s visited him?’ Saffron asked.


    Sadia made a clicking sound that said no. ‘She rings every day and we speak often. But she’s a recluse.’


    ‘They miss each other,’ Katherine said. ‘The doctors are doing everything to get Fionn well enough to transfer him up to Newcastle.’


    ‘If they miss each other, then she should be here with her son,’ Bish said.


    Sadia and Katherine exchanged a knowing look. ‘It’s about her size,’ Sadia said, with a confirming nod. ‘She’s a big woman.’


    They returned to Manoshi’s room and Iqbal went to get some fresh air, which meant a cigarette. Saffron volunteered to go with him.


    ‘Can I speak to the girls together?’ Bish asked Katherine and Sadia. Moments later, Katherine guided Lola into Manoshi’s room, an arm hovering close to her daughter, who was trying to get accustomed to reduced vision. Lola had been walking unassisted for a day now and seemed pleased with herself. They spent the next half-hour looking through their fellow campers’ photographs on Instagram and Facebook. The girls hadn’t seen most of them before. Now and then the images elicited a giggle, even from Manoshi. When Bish saw they were looking at a photo of the Ramsgate twins asleep in their seats he asked them about it.


    The two girls glanced at each other. ‘Anyone who fell asleep on the bus had a photo taken of them,’ Lola said. ‘The older kids used to get really angry about it.’


    ‘It was funny.’ Manoshi made a face, mouth gaping open, head tilted to one side, and there was more giggling.


    ‘So everyone tried not to fall asleep,’ Lola said. ‘Because the photo always ended up on Snapchat or Instagram.’


    Bish eyed them both with mock suspicion. ‘Bee as well?’


    They looked at each other again. Lola made a snorting sound, nodding.


    ‘We held out the longest,’ Manoshi said.


    ‘But we fell asleep on the bus the day before . . .’


    ‘Before the bomb went off,’ Manoshi finished for her.


    They both seemed relieved that one of them had said it. As if no one had yet dared used the word.


    ‘Everyone took photos of us,’ Lola said.


    ‘It was big payback,’ Manoshi confirmed.


    ‘If anyone sends you one of these photos, can you forward them straight to me?’ Bish said. ‘Your mums have my email address.’


    There were quite a few photos of kids in another bus. In a car park, it seemed. Same bus each time, but not the Boulogne car park. Bish recognised Marianne Attal in all of them.


    ‘We shared the same campsite three times,’ Lola said.


    Manoshi pointed to Lola. ‘She had a crush on a boy from the French bus who did magic tricks.’


    Lola covered her face, embarrassed. Laughing.


    ‘You didn’t tell me about a boy, Lola,’ Katherine said. The mothers were enjoying their daughters’ frivolity.


    Bish came across a photo of Bee sitting on her own, staring out the window of the bus. She cut a lonely figure.


    After he had said his goodbyes to the girls, Katherine and Sadia stopped him outside the room.


    ‘Could you write something, Bish?’ Sadia asked. ‘For our blog.’


    ‘We’re asking all the parents,’ Katherine said. ‘Perhaps a piece from the point of view of a father who is also investigating.’


    ‘I’m not really investigating.’


    ‘When we share experience, it becomes cathartic,’ Sadia said. He liked the way she said it. Cathartic. All pronounced and full of meaning.


    ‘One of the parents from Canterbury wrote about the role of schools,’ Katherine said. ‘In providing community, counselling, a place for collective grief. If the bombing had taken place on a school tour or during the school term, the children would have been better taken care of in the aftermath. The kids on this tour are from an assortment of schools in different counties. They’ve had no place to go to talk about what’s happened. The tour organisers have let these kids down.’


    ‘I agree with what David Maynard wrote,’ Sadia said. ‘His post has received the most comments. “Schools are a constant in an always changing world.”’


    Of course. David Maynard, principal extraordinaire, would have had to put his two bloody pence in.


    Katherine nudged Sadia surreptitiously and she reddened. ‘Sorry Bish, I forgot —’


    ‘Send me the link,’ he said politely. He heard laughter amid the chatter from inside the room. Manoshi and Lola were like those two guys in The Muppets, Fionn had said.


    ‘Have you thought of the girls sharing a room?’ he asked. ‘It’d do them the world of good.’


    He left them for Fionn’s room, tapped lightly on the door and nudged it open. He caught a whiff of pot, and on entering found Charlie Crombie lazily curled up in an armchair. When he saw Bish he got to his feet and held out a hand to the other boy.


    ‘Later, Sykes,’ he said as they shook. He walked past Bish, sniffing exaggeratedly.


    ‘Give my regards to your parents, Charlie,’ he said.


    ‘Will do, Inspector Bish,’ Charlie said with feigned reverence.


    When Crombie was gone, Fionn waved away the remnants of smoke. Bish was incredulous at the audacity of bringing pot into a hospital ward.


    ‘I thought Mr Crombie considered you a minion?’ Bish said.


    ‘If anyone can argue me under the table in theology, he can.’


    It sounded lame. Bish was certain Crombie wanted something from this lonely, awkward boy.


    ‘Don’t sell yourself short, Fionn,’ he said, and caught the hurt in the kid’s eyes.


    ‘Don’t tell me I’m selling myself short, Mr Ortley. I go to school with plenty of decent people and hardly any of them have come to see me. A few came once. Did their duty. They acted like nothing had happened and I was just lying back and resting my constitution. And try getting any of my friends from up north to come visit.’


    Bish knew the same thing had happened to Lola. Katherine couldn’t convince any of the parents of Lola’s so-called friends to visit. It’s too distressing, they said, too much for their children to bear. It’s too far for them to travel. Maybe when Lola’s better . . .


    Fionn looked pained. ‘But Crombie’s been here four times now. It takes him just under three hours for the round trip, but he’s here. Like he’s got nothing better to do with his summer holidays.’


    Other than get arrested, Bish thought.


    ‘At first I thought he was here out of guilt,’ Fionn said. ‘He didn’t speak to me for most of the trip. Not until the last couple of days. But now he lets me talk and talk. And not once has he pretended that my leg hasn’t been blown off. Because he was there, he was the first person I saw when I opened my eyes afterwards, and he kept saying over and over, “It’s okay, Sykes. I’m here. I’m here.” I was so scared I pissed my pants.’ Fionn seemed heartbroken. ‘Did you know it was me who killed them? I was trying to make room for Lola’s bag and I moved the backpack that had the bomb in it. Put it in Astrid and Michael’s overhead locker. That’s what the French are saying. I read it on a blog.’


    Bish put a hand on the boy’s arm. ‘No one knows what happened, Fionn. Not yet. And even if what you say is true, what would that mean? If the bag had stayed where it was, you and Lola and Manoshi would be dead.’


    Fionn was now sobbing. ‘I just want to get out of here. Sometimes I wake up and I can’t breathe. Can you find a way to get me out of here? Please? ’
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    Iqbal Bagchi had volunteered to drop Saffron home on his way back to London. It meant that Bish could take her car, with the hope of making it across to Calais by seven with Bee by his side. He suspected that the conversation with Rachel about the proposed interrogation by French Intelligence would be tricky, and was bound to end in either labour or another fainting spell.


    ‘No. And no!’ Rachel said. ‘Just in case you didn’t hear it the first time.’


    ‘We don’t have much of a choice, Rachel.’


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, I know the law. Of course we have a choice.’


    She was chopping up onions in a way that had Bish fearing for her fingers. He removed the knife from her hands and found himself making the wife-stealer’s dinner.


    ‘They’ve promised me Bee isn’t under suspicion. When Attal’s daughter was interviewed by Intelligence, she recalled Violette mentioning an argument with the driver of the French bus. That was reinforced by footage caught on a video of Michael and Astrid.’


    ‘So why involve Bee?’


    ‘Because Marianne Attal claims Bee was there when Violette spoke about the argument. French Intelligence believes Bee can shed light on what took place. Not to mention the fact that she shared a room with Violette for a week.’


    ‘I thought Violette wasn’t a suspect?’


    ‘She’s not. She was possibly the target. Could still be if we don’t get her off the streets.’


    Rachel was unconvinced. ‘Why did they interview Attal’s daughter in the first place? They’ve got something on these kids, Bish. There must be more on those campsite security cameras.’


    ‘Worst case scenario is that Bee and the others were drinking or smoking dope. Better that I take her there with a barrister from Home Office than French Intelligence cross the Channel to interview her and it becomes a headline.’


    ‘Do you know what I think?’ Rachel said. ‘That Marianne Attal, or whatever the hell her name is, has something to hide and is trying to drag the British kids down with her.’


    ‘I think French Intelligence believe the kids saw something while they were getting up to no good the night before the bombing.’


    ‘Well, if you go I’m coming with you.’


    ‘Well, you’re not,’ he said, pointing to her belly. ‘Bee says you’re having a C-section. Do you honestly think the French will let you do that if you decide to go into labour in Calais? French hospitals weren’t good enough for the anglais – didn’t you read that headline? They’ll send you back in an ambulance and you’ll have the baby in the tunnel, caught between two worlds, and they’ll call him Little Lord Folkestone —’


    ‘Shut up, Bish.’ But she was laughing.


    ‘Look, you know I won’t let anything happen to Bee,’ he said. ‘But the last thing either of us want is for The Sun to be running some trashy piece on her.’


    Still Rachel was sceptical. ‘What’s the name of the barrister Home Office is sending?’


    ‘Marie Bonnaire.’


    Rachel was at least happy enough with the name. Almost impressed. ‘You’re going to have to drag Bee there kicking and screaming, you do know that? She won’t go voluntarily. She’s not doing anything much voluntarily these days.’


    ‘What’s going on?’ They both swung around to see Bee standing at the door, having just returned from a run.


    They hadn’t had time to rehearse what to tell her, and in the awkward silence Bee’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘Please don’t tell me you guys are getting back together.’


    Bish felt insulted. Wasn’t it every kid’s dream to reunite their parents? Obviously not their daughter’s.


    ‘Just spit it out. The suspense is boring me.’


    It was an unspoken certainty that Rachel would handle this better. ‘The French want to question you again about the night before the bomb, sweetheart. They’re not accusing you of anything, they just want to confirm a few things you might have seen or heard.’


    Bee looked unconvinced.


    ‘And if you were experimenting with drugs, so be it,’ her mother said.


    ‘I was experimenting with drugs when I was fifteen, Rachel. It’s why David called you up to school and you started an affair with him.’


    This was the perfect moment for Bish to take over. He was now the favourite parent. ‘It’ll be pretty low-key,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a legal representative, and Captain Attal has insisted there be only one person from French Intelligence interviewing. He’s pretty particular about who speaks to his daughter.’


    ‘His daughter?’ Bee asked, stunned.


    ‘Don’t worry about what she’s saying, Bee,’ Rachel said. ‘The Home Office is sending one of their best solicitors and you know that no matter what, I won’t let anything ––’


    ‘Do I need to pack a bag?’
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    Bee’s stomach is churning. Driving off the ferry reminds her of that time at the beginning of the tour, when Astrid Copely was taking photographs of the fat bottom of the woman in front of them. It’s what Astrid did all the time, take photos of ridiculous things. Astrid was the one who came up with the idea of taking photos of droolers while they were sleeping.


    Michael Stanley was the exact opposite. Very intense and quiet, but not in the dreamy way Fionn was quiet. Bee tries to remember Mr McEwan from that day. Put a motor on it, Fionn. That was his way of telling Fionn to stop staring into space and walk faster. And then the coach arrived to pick them up and everyone said the driver looked like a serial killer. Serge had a strong accent and he told them over and over to learn the numberplate off by heart because the buses all looked the same, and Eddie would do the perfect impersonation. Bee wishes she knew more about Serge and the others who died.


    The port of Calais is for Bee about life before the bomb. Before seeing Michael’s dead body. It was her first one. Her parents wouldn’t let her see Stevie’s body, so she feels she never got the chance to say goodbye. But since seeing Michael dead, Stevie is suddenly everywhere. Standing beside Eddie and Violette outside the bus after the explosion, yelling, Run, Bee. Run. There between Violette and Eddie as they wait for her at the bus stop outside Mile End Tube station, and walking alongside Eddie when he crosses the road to buy chewing gum. It’s as if the bomb has resurrected her brother, after Bee has spent these years closing her heart to everything.


    The barrister from the Home Office is there to meet them outside the police station in Calais. Marie Bonnaire looks like most of the other barristers Bee has come across in her mother’s world. Not exactly one of the Top Twenty-Five Glamorous Female Barristers in the UK as featured online.


    Marie holds out a hand for Bee to shake. ‘Do you go by Sabina?’


    ‘Bee.’


    ‘They’re waiting inside.’


    Her stomach churns even more. Her father notices her reluctance and squeezes her hand.


    ‘We’ll be out of here in no time,’ he tells her.


    How clueless can one man be? As if she gives a shit how long they’re in here.


    The three of them walk into an interview room. Capitaine Attal is there, and another creepy-looking man with a Dracula-peak hairline called something Dupont. He’s from French Intelligence. And she is there. Marianne Attal.


    There’s a lot of talking in French among Marie Bonnaire and the other two men about the driver of the French bus. Bee can tell Capitaine Attal wants to explain to her dad what’s being said but the Dupont guy keeps shutting him down. Dupont tells Marie that the information he’s just revealed is for Downing Street ears only and not for the father of a witness.


    Bee is pretty particular about who makes her dad look like a fool. ‘The driver of the French bus lived in North London in 2002,’ she says. Now she has everyone’s attention. Dupont isn’t happy. There’s more discussion about secrecy, and not letting the press in on anything. Once or twice the capitaine says something to her dad in the most god-awful English Bee’s ever heard. But then her dad responds in the most god-awful French in existence and Bee can’t avoid Marianne Attal’s eye-roll. Whose father is the biggest dickhead of biblical proportions? Violette would ask.


    Then they get down to business. Marie Bonnaire asks Bee if she wants a translator. Bee says in French that she doesn’t need one. She’s become obsessed with the French language since going to the Gothenburg junior athletics meet in May. There she ran the two hundred metres in lane eight. Marianne Attal was in lane seven. Bee won the race, but had to be happy with second in the four hundred. After the other girls left the dressing rooms that day, Marianne Attal stayed behind and asked Bee for her phone number. Kind of demanded it. Like she knew something Bee wasn’t willing to say out loud. So Bee told her to sod off.


    But her father and the capitaine and Marie and Dupont don’t need to know that. It’s enough that Marianne knows exactly what Bee is thinking and why she chose to be on a summer tour that began and ended close to Marianne’s hometown. Bee did her research when she got home from Gothenburg. Found an interview with the Pas de Calais junior sportswoman of the year. Marianne Attal was going to be a junior coach on the Calais junior football tour in August.


    ‘Bee?’ her father prods gently.


    She looks up and finds everyone staring. Waiting.


    ‘Ils veulent savoir ce que Violette a dit à propos du chauffeur de bus,’ Marianne says when Bee doesn’t respond.


    Two weeks of nothing and now this! Hasn’t she heard of Facebook? Instagram? Snapchat? Anything? Does she really have to make them witnesses to what Violette said about the French driver, just to get Bee across the Channel again?


    She tries to work out what to tell them and what not to tell them. There’s the fact that things started with a fight between the Calais football tour and Bee’s bus on their first night at the campground. The kids Marianne was chaperoning had egged Bee’s bus. Charlie Crombie smashed a security camera so they could retaliate, writing the English national anthem all over the French bus. Rodney Kennington said it was a sure-fire way of letting on that they did it, but Crombie convinced them that the shaps were too stupid to go for the obvious suspects. Which was true because the Germans were blamed. They were on a summer tour of cathedral architecture and had been heard taunting the French and the English about the last World Cup victory.


    Any which way, the shaps had said thank God the French were going in the opposite direction. But then they were all at the same camping ground again in Bayeux, halfway through their tour. Gorman thought it a good idea to organise a World Cup match between France and England. Having never travelled beyond these two countries, he believed they constituted the world. The French won that game. Blood was shed, mostly Crombie’s, and there was a rumble of sorts, and at one point, Marianne straddled Bee and they just stared at each other for so long. Violette went to kick Marianne off, but she grabbed Violette’s boot, which ended up in Bee’s face, which is how she got a black eye. Violette and Marianne had a C’est de sa faute à elle argument, and then the shaps put an end to it. For days, all Bee could think of was the straddle. And how perhaps the next time she saw Marianne, they would exchange phone numbers.


    On the last night, at the campsite outside Calais, the French were back. And so were the Germans, who’d spent their entire trip with a curfew in place for the graffiti. The seniors of all three factions ended up in the car park, shoving one another, calling one another names. Pretty pathetic. Someone threw a can, but that was as violent as it got. And suddenly, there was Marianne grabbing Bee’s arm, pulling her away, and once out of earshot saying something about it being personal, about her being the reason Bee was in Calais in the first place. Bee’s greatest fear wasn’t that everyone would find out, it was that every time the capitaine’s daughter beckoned, Bee would come running. That she’d be one of those girls.


    And then the lights in the car park came on and everyone split, but Marianne wouldn’t let her go and Violette wouldn’t leave without Bee, and Eddie wouldn’t leave without Violette. Charlie Crombie was there too, so the five of them hid under the stilts of one of the cabins until the shaps were gone. Then, instead of walking back to her cabin, Marianne told them she knew how to hot-wire a car and they could head down to the coast for the night.


    That was how they came to be pushing the security guard’s car through the woodlands surrounding the camping ground and finding Fionn Sykes, who was out searching for night herons. And then the six of them were in the car, heading nowhere in particular.


    It was the longest night of Bee’s life. The best night of her life. They talked about everything. It’s why sometimes she thinks she hates Violette, because Bee trusted them with all the stuff that keeps her awake at night. Stevie’s death. Her parents’ divorce, her father’s drinking. How petrified she is that one day there’ll be a phone call saying he’s done himself in, because he’s headed for the edge. And how she had sex with a boy over Christmas at a party, just to prove to her friends she wasn’t a lesbian. She cried when she said that. She had come out to Violette days before, but this was different. She knew there would be no turning back.


    Charlie talked about the cheating episode. They couldn’t see one another in the dark but she knew from his voice that he was crying. Being expelled for drugs would make you cool in years to come, but cheating was different. Everyone hated a cheat. Eddie talked about his mother’s death and how his father didn’t want a bar of him now that she was gone, and Fionn also spoke about his mum. She didn’t leave the house ever, because she was one of those people you read about in the Guinness book of records. At Easter Fionn finally got the guts to bring friends home to meet her, and the girl he thought he could trust told everyone that his mum was so fat she couldn’t move out of her room. Like Gilbert Grape’s mother.


    And then there was Marianne. Her dad had shot dead the son of a local crim and was taking it bad, regardless of the fact that the guy was scum in the making. She said it wasn’t like the movies; police didn’t kill people every day.


    Violette said very little. Just that her father was dead and she lived with her grandparents. Charlie asked where her mother was, and at least she was honest about that. ‘In jail.’  They spoke briefly about the kids on the tour who got on their nerves. They compared bus drivers: both cranky most of the time. Violette told them she’d had words with the driver of the French bus. He was a bit of a stickybeak, she said.


    Later, they came across a party on the beach in Arromanches and danced. As if no one they loved had ever died, or killed anyone, or cheated, or shamed them. It was the most uninhibited Bee had ever been. Her arms around Violette and Marianne, laughing up at the stars. Crombie made them all promise they’d never tell anyone that he had danced to One Direction. But the very best part was later, lying beside Marianne on the sand. And her kiss. And her fingers and her tongue and the way they shook in each other’s arms and the way they didn’t really speak the same language but understood exactly what the other was saying.


    That was what happened the night before the bomb went off.


    Bee’s father and Capitaine Attal and Dupont are staring at her in disbelief.


    ‘Stickybeak?’ Dupont asks. ‘Qu’est-ce que ça veut dire?’


    There’s a discussion about what it means. ‘Nosy,’ Bee explains to her father, because now she has to be a translator for Australian English as well. ‘He was prying.’


    ‘That’s it? You went for a joyride in a car?’ her dad asks, not really caring what stickybeak means.


    ‘C’est tout?’ the capitaine asks.


    ‘That’s all,’ Bee says with a shrug, because in the end it’s all she decides to tell them.


    ‘C’est tout,’ Marianne says.


    The one good thing to come out of the bombing, Bee thinks, is how everything fades in comparison. She would never have guessed that Marianne’s father and her own could be so relieved to hear that their children are car thieves and not terror suspects.


    She stands up and says that if they need more information they can contact her on her mobile. Marianne does the same. They’re both giving their numbers but their fathers are being dicks and shouting above them. Bee can’t hear the last couple of Marianne’s digits over the din the men are making.


    ‘You contact me,’ Bish is telling Dupont. ‘Not my daughter. If you want to speak to anyone, speak to me.’


    Capitaine Attal says much the same with a lot of French swear words thrown in. Dupont ignores them. As if French Intelligence don’t already have everyone’s phone number.


    Back in the car, Bee and her dad put on their seatbelts in silence. Then he turns and stares at her, as if he can’t believe what he’s thinking.


    ‘Just ask,’ she says.


    ‘Did you give up martial arts for French classes on a Saturday morning?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Why not?’


    She hears a message come through and fumbles for her phone.


    Ton père est un idiot. Mxx


    Yours is too, she texts back. Bxx


    Bee has never been so grateful for idiot fathers.
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    They spent the night at a motel in Calais, close to the port. While Bee texted her life away, Bish borrowed her iPad and searched through media from thirteen years ago. If Ahmed Khateb had been living in North London in 2002, someone he knew could have been a victim of the Brackenham bombing. What did Violette mean by calling him a stickybeak? Had Khateb approached her because he’d worked out who she was? It wouldn’t have been easy linking a Zidane to the bombing, but perhaps a grief-stricken man knew every single detail there was to know about the family whose patriarch had been responsible for Brackenham.


    He searched for names, statements from the injured, death notices, and anything else written about the bombing back then, and came across a front page of The Guardian showing photographs of the twenty-three victims. At one point in his police career, Bish had known the names of them all. Remembered their personal stories. A young mother and her five-year-old son on their way to school. A father of four who worked for the council. An eighteen-year-old lad who was the only child of a couple from Merseyside. Bish stared at the lad’s face. Eternally laughing, without a care in the world. His name caught Bish’s eye. A common name, so he should have put the thought aside, but he couldn’t help a Google search. And at a time when he thought there was no more room for surprises from Noor LeBrac, Bish discovered her biggest one.
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    When Eddie’s mum died his dad had stopped doing things around the house, like cooking and cleaning and getting the mail from the post office. Then he stopped getting out of bed.


    That was how Eddie came across the letters. He ignored personal mail to his mum and just concentrated on counting out the money in the tin that paid for the bills. But this letter came from Holloway prison, and Eddie had never known anyone to get mail from someone in prison, so he opened it. It was from a woman named Noor. Most of it was about the babies born in the wing where she worked, but the last few sentences read:


    
      It’s the anniversary of Etienne’s death, and Eddie’s birth, and the day I knew I’d never see Violette again. The worst time of the year for me. The pain never lessens. In actual fact it grows, and one day I’m frightened that it will consume me. Please write when you can, Anna. I worry that I haven’t heard from you.


      Love, Noor

    


    He had always known his parents weren’t his from birth. People only had to look at them to work it out, so Eddie worked it out straight away. This Noor lady must be his birth mum. So he tore up the letter, because as long as Eddie lived he would never want another mum.


    But he couldn’t forget the names. Noor. Violette. Etienne. No surname, but when he googled those names together he learnt everything. Who had done the Brackenham bombing and why. He’d already known that ‘our Jimmy’ had died in a bombing, and for days and days and days Eddie was sick inside and couldn’t look his da in the eye.


    Eddie went searching for other letters his mother had been sent by Noor. Not all of them were from Holloway. The other mother had been in a few prisons in the early days. And the more Eddie read, the more curious he was. Not about Noor or Etienne, but about Violette. He had a sister. A full-blooded sister. She was seventeen years old and she lived in Australia. On a farm. The other mother spoke to her every day.


    Eddie found out everything about Violette through those letters. Like the fact that she seemed tough but was ‘seeing someone’ because of the nightmares. And she had been homeschooled since year seven because the kids in her class found out who her grandfather was and wrote awful things on her locker. The other mother said she was desperate for an appeal on her case because she needed to be home with Violette. But that didn’t seem to happen.


    He also learnt from the letters that Violette was clever and wanted to be a doctor, and she loved her animals and was enjoying netball because for the first time she was allowed to be on a team. That she had become obsessed with her father’s death and wrote to Scotland Yard each time she remembered something new about the day Etienne died. That she swore way too much because she was used to being with the workers on the farm. That she knew very little about the world outside the town she lived in. That she spoke Arabic, French and English. And that she was going on a camp that year. To Tasmania.


    So Eddie went searching for Violette. He couldn’t find her on Facebook or Twitter or Instagram or anywhere else. The only Violette Zidane he came across was in a local paper called The Daily Advertiser. She played centre in a junior netball competition in the Riverina, New South Wales. So he found the name and address of the netball club and sent her a letter. He kept it short in case it never reached her.


    
      Dear Violette,


      My name is Eddie Conlon and I think you’re my sister. If you get this, my email is djeddie@hotmail.com.


      Yours sincerely,


      Eddie Conlon

    


    One month later he received an email from vlb@gmail.com.


    
      Dear Eddie,


      This is Violette. Yes, I am your sister. I’ve thought of you every day since you were born, and I will think of you every day until I die. (Not to be dramatic or anything.) I’ve attached a photograph of myself. Do we look the same? It doesn’t matter if we don’t. I hope for your sake you don’t have my hair.


      Love, Violette

    


    And from that time on, they hadn’t stopped emailing each other. Twice, three, four times a day. The first time they Skyped she bawled her eyes out. The second time, he did. They talked about everything. Like music and the fact that he wanted to be a DJ, and she wanted to be a doctor and her netball team had a chance of winning the grand final for the first time ever. Everyone said she was a bitch, but a good centre had to be.


    During that time, his dad got a bit better. He started cooking dinner, getting the mail. It made Eddie happy because he had thought things would never be normal again. But one night he could see that his father, who had fallen asleep in the armchair, was having a nightmare. ‘It’s okay, Da,’ he said, nudging him. ‘It’s Eddie. It’s okay.’ And Eddie would never forget the next moment. The way his da opened his eyes and flinched. Cringed.


    ‘Get away from me.’


    So. That was the real truth, then. His father had only ever put up with him because of his mum. He actually thought Eddie was a monster, just like people said Louis Sarraf was when he blew up our Jimmy and the others.


    When he Skyped Violette that night he told her, and she said it killed her to see him so sad. He knew by the look on her face she was up to something.


    ‘What are you thinking, Violette?’


    ‘I’m going to have to miss out on Duke of Ed camp,’ she said in a determined voice.


    ‘Why?’ He knew how much Duke of Ed meant to her. It had a lot to do with the other father, Etienne.


    ‘Because I’m coming there to be with you.’
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    Bish arrived at Holloway on Saturday afternoon with no visiting order and no clearance from Grazier. But his find last night was burning a hole in his head. Added to that was the news that Khateb had lived in North London at the time of the bombing. As far as Bish was concerned, he had reason enough to talk his way in.


    Gray was nowhere to be seen at his hole in the wall. Bish identified himself to the guard and said he was here on his ongoing Home Office business, and was surprised by the startled look in the man’s eyes.


    ‘That was quick,’ the guard muttered.


    Bish was even more confused when he was taken straight to the acting governor’s office. Sitting there with Eleanor Cook were Gray, his younger sidekick, Farrington, a female guard whose nametag identified her as Vasquez, and Allison from the Visitors’ Centre. They seemed alarmed to see him there. Nevertheless, he was invited to sit down.


    ‘Everyone’s off sick these days,’ the acting governor said once he was seated. She had misapplied lipstick around her mouth. ‘We were short-handed.’


    He looked from one to the other of them. ‘And I’m being told this because . . .?’


    Eleanor Cook cleared her throat. ‘A woman visiting an inmate this morning claimed to recognise Violette LeBrac and a younger boy in the visits hall.’


    He stared at her. ‘Violette and Eddie were here? Visiting Noor LeBrac?’


    ‘We haven’t confirmed that, but the visits hall was understaffed this morning.’


    ‘Lorna here had to help out,’ Farrington chimed in. ‘She usually works in the mailroom and probably didn’t know what she should be doing.’


    ‘Just the two of them, on their own?’ Bish asked Farrington, who seemed the one to break. ‘They just walked up to the visits hall and popped in to see Violette’s mum?’


    Farrington didn’t seem to know how to answer this without looking at Gray.


    ‘A Mr Bilal Lelouche came visiting,’ Allison answered for him, handing Bish a printout of the visitors’ log.


    ‘Who’s he?’ Bish asked.


    ‘A LeBrac family friend,’ Allison said.


    ‘We spoke to Noor LeBrac after the report was made,’ Cook said. ‘She told us that Mr Lelouche visits every year, after Ramadan. We checked previous years’ records and confirmed it.’


    ‘Ramadan ended almost a month ago,’ Bish said.


    Cook was irritated. ‘Yes, we know that, Chief Inspector Ortley. Apparently, out of respect for what’s happening with LeBrac’s daughter, he held off this year. According to the records, he did the same thing today he always has. He brought along two of his kids —’


    ‘Names and ages?’ Bish asked.


    Farrington had found his voice again. ‘We asked for his ID, as we do all adult visitors.’


    ‘But you didn’t check the IDs of his children?’ Bish said.


    Cook indicated the printout of the visitors’ log. ‘It says here they were Fatima and Anwar, seventeen and fourteen years old.’


    Bish took a deep breath.


    ‘I’d say it’s unlikely that Violette LeBrac and the boy were actually here,’ the acting governor said, looking at the others. They, of course, nodded in agreement.


    ‘It was probably some racist who made the claim because she thinks they all look the same,’ Gray said.


    Bish wondered how long they’d spent getting their story right. ‘Let me see the security cameras,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it’s all there in black and white.’


    ‘We’ve already looked,’ Cook said. ‘The images aren’t clear enough to make confirmation.’


    ‘Let me be the judge of that.’


    Cook already had the footage downloaded to her computer. Bish stared at the screen where Bilal Lelouche and the children were visible. The girl was wearing a hijab and the boy an Arsenal beanie. They were quite obviously avoiding the security camera.


    ‘It’s them,’ he said.


    ‘How can you be sure?’ Cook asked.


    ‘Because I’ve met them,’ Bish said. ‘My question is, how could this happen? Two kids of Middle Eastern appearance wander into the Visitors’ Centre, and no one takes the time to check them out?’


    ‘So now we’re going to intimidate every single teenager of Middle Eastern appearance who walks through those gates?’ Cook demanded.


    ‘No,’ Bish said with forced patience. ‘You’re going to interview every single teenager of Middle Eastern appearance who visits Noor LeBrac.’


    ‘The girl offered to take off her hijab for security,’ said Farrington. ‘But Lorna said we wouldn’t want any trouble from the bleeding hearts who think they have a right to be covered.’


    Vasquez shot Farrington a dark look, but Bish was unimpressed with all of them. ‘Can I see you in private?’ he asked the acting governor.


    Cook dismissed the others and Bish waited until the door had closed behind them. ‘Gray’s lying. He let this happen and you’re protecting him. You’ve done Noor LeBrac a favour and that’s not going to look good for you.’


    ‘You have no idea what you’re talking about,’ she snapped. ‘Gray is merely backing his two officers. He wasn’t there when Lelouche came through with the kids. Farrington is less experienced and Lorna doesn’t even handle visits. It’s mayhem here in the mornings.’


    Bish wasn’t buying any of it. ‘You’re lying too, for Noor LeBrac.’


    ‘I don’t give a damn about Noor LeBrac! As far as I’ve heard, there’s no love lost between her and Gray either. She’s complained about him in the past and he’s been known to use a choice word or two about her. I can assure you no one’s done anyone a favour here, Chief Inspector Ortley. It was a mistake for us not to have interviewed Bilal Lelouche and those kids, but that’s all it was. A mistake. Not a conspiracy.’


    Bish didn’t believe for a moment that the guards hadn’t bothered to question the teenage visitors. Whatever else they were, Holloway’s guards had never struck him as incompetent. ‘I want to see her,’ he said.


    ‘No.’ Now Eleanor Cook’s voice was cool. ‘A visit hasn’t been sanctioned by the Home Office, so you’ll have to organise it like everyone else. You’re not calling on a neighbour for afternoon tea, Chief Inspector. There’s a number you can call to get a visitor’s pass.’


    ‘Well, how about you let it slide that there’s no paperwork sanctioned by the Home Office, and I won’t mention the fact that your guards think all people of Middle Eastern appearance look the same, and have let two at-risk teenagers walk out of your prison.’


    Noor was waiting for him. He could tell the difference in her instantly; she’d seen her children. The happiness lingered.


    ‘Where are they?’ he asked, keeping his voice even, and when she didn’t respond he said, ‘I made it possible for you to see your brother. I brought him here so he could find your kids.’


    ‘What is it you want?’ she asked. ‘Gratitude?’


    Yes, he did. The realisation hit him in the gut and made him feel like a pathetic needy kid. He was furious at being left out. Left behind. A boy in the playground crying, ‘I thought you were both my friends.’


    ‘Do you want me on my knees?’ she asked. ‘Are you like those arsehole screws at the last place who wouldn’t give me my daughter’s letters unless I gave them something in return?’


    He felt as if she’d slapped him. ‘Damn you for saying that.’


    ‘As if you care what I think of you.’


    ‘Why can’t you fucking trust me?’ he shouted.


    ‘Because you think I’m a monster!’ she shouted back.


    And regardless of his anger, all Bish wanted was not to ruin the beauty of her day with the son and daughter she hadn’t seen for thirteen years.


    ‘I know who the Conlons are,’ he said, sitting down. ‘I know about their son. James Edward Conlon. Eighteen years old. He’d been in London for a couple of months, working on a construction site around the corner from Brackenham Street.’ Bish had spent the previous night trying to fathom the mentality of the people on both sides of the Brackenham tragedy. ‘Why would you give Eddie to people who could so easily have hated him?’


    She held his eyes but he couldn’t read hers.


    ‘Some people get hate mail in jail,’ she finally said. ‘Some get proposals. I got Anna Conlon. Hers were the only letters the authorities passed on to me before I “confessed”. Maybe they didn’t want to deny a woman who had lost her son in the bombing. She needed to understand why her boy died. I had no answer, and she didn’t deserve my theories or whatnot. She wanted her boy back and I couldn’t give her that. Perhaps it was something in my reply that made her write again, that led her to believe I had nothing to do with Brackenham.’


    She bit her lip to stop it from trembling.


    ‘And we just continued writing to each other. Apart from Etienne, Anna was my only link to the outside world. Mostly, she wrote about her boy. “Our Jimmy,” they called him. I wrote about Etienne and Violette and Jamal and my mother. By the time I gave birth to Eddie I felt as if I knew Jimmy Conlon, as if I’d grown up alongside him. When you make a decision not to give your baby to family, you make damn sure about the people you hand him over to.’


    ‘So why not your husband’s parents, since they were taking Violette?’


    She looked away. ‘My mother-in-law had just been diagnosed with Parkinson’s. She was only in her fifties so it was a bit of a surprise. That’s why Etienne was in Australia without us when Brackenham happened. To help his father on the farm. So the idea of giving her a baby to care for seemed cruel. But worse than that was what happened to Violette after Etienne died. His parents flew to England to take Violette and Etienne’s body back home with them. Violette had been placed in foster care for a couple of nights, and a whole lot of well-meaning people had collected clothing for this poor destitute child whose father had left her freezing on the dales. Except some base repulsive subhuman laced a cardigan with acid and it burnt her little arms. And I knew then that there was no way to protect my children from other people’s rage and insanity. I had to give them anonymity. The Conlons had moved away from Merseyside because they couldn’t handle the memories, or the scrutiny. Who better to give my son to than a couple who had raised a beautiful lad like Jimmy Conlon? It’s why we decided on the name Eddie. Edouard, for my grandfather, and Edward for Anna’s father.


    ‘He was born twelve hours after his father died,’ she finished. ‘I was allowed to keep him for forty-eight hours and in that time I gave him a history of our lives. It’s what Etienne had done with Violette the day she was born.’


    She looked at Bish. ‘Samuel Grazier was the middle man. I still haven’t quite worked out whether I hate him or appreciate what he did. It was his job to make sure the victims’ families were kept up to date on everything. Getting bodies returned. Arrests. That sort of thing. He got close to the Conlons. It was Grazier who made the exchange of letters between Anna and me possible. He made the adoption happen. He took Eddie out of my arms . . .’


    Bish couldn’t help thinking what a pair he and Grazier were. Removing children from their mother.


    ‘I had one stipulation,’ she said, finding her voice again. ‘It was that neither Eddie nor the public could know who his birth family were. Anna agreed, but it didn’t stop her visiting me once a month. She brought picture books and a tape recorder and I’d spend hours reading the books into the tape, which she’d play back to our son. Eddie may have thought it was a stranger reading those books at the time, but the first thing he said to me today was “I know your voice.”  ’


    She was fighting tears. ‘Anna continued to visit me right up to a few months before her death. It was a deep friendship that I will never forget. My fear now is that John Conlon is a man of few words and that darling boy seems to be the exact opposite. I can’t bear the idea of Eddie living in silence when he was so used to talking all the time with his mother. That’s what will wake me now at the witching hour.’


    The witching hour. How well he knew it.


    To Bish, these people’s stories made sense of a cruel world. The story of Etienne LeBrac’s watch. And the story of two sons.


    ‘What else do you think of?’ he asked. ‘At your witching hour.’


    She seemed almost to welcome the question. ‘All the things I miss. Holding my daughter. All the talks we could have had when she came home from school. I miss my mother’s belly laugh, and the way my little brother would drop to his knees when he scored a goal. I miss talking to my best friend for hours on the phone, and I miss not having seen her four children grow up. I miss my husband’s lazy smile and I miss the sex and I miss wearing high-heeled shoes and beautiful things, and I miss using my brain and I miss the pride people used to feel in me . . .’ Her shoulders slumped with a fatigue that was doubtless etched in her bones. It made Bish want to hold her. Tell her he understood.


    Instead he removed the image of Ahmed Khateb from his notebook. ‘Can you look at this photo again? Khateb lived in North London in 2002. Could he be a threat to Violette?’


    She stared at the photo. Shook her head. ‘I don’t know this man.’


    There seemed nothing else to say, but he didn’t want to leave.


    ‘How did the kids seem to you?’ he asked.


    ‘They’re tired. I told her . . . to take Eddie home where he belongs. But she’s a bit of a mess, my Violette is. Deep down she needs to feel convinced that Etienne didn’t desert her on that rock. That’s what happens when they stick you in a cupboard, lock you up. You start to believe all the lies and you don’t know what the truth is anymore. You don’t know who you are.’


    ‘I can only help Violette if I know where she is,’ he said. ‘If she’s working out how to get to Malham Cove, where could she be staying now? Would she be with Lelouche?’


    ‘She wouldn’t tell me where she was staying. But it wasn’t with Bilal.’ Noor took Bish’s pen and wrote down an address in his notebook. ‘He has a restaurant in Shepherd’s Bush. If Khateb was living in these parts in 2002, Bilal may have known him. He might also be able to tell you where Violette is, but I’m presuming she’s long gone from him.’


    He walked to the door but her voice stopped him. ‘When Eddie was sitting before me, Etienne’s spirit was dancing there between us. I felt it. Here.’ She pressed a fist to her chest. ‘Make peace with your ex-wife’s life, Chief Inspector. Because her son will have some of your boy’s essence and it could bring you joy. How could it not?’


    Officer Lorna Vasquez was at the desk when Bish asked for his belongings. ‘Looking forward to getting back to the mailroom?’ he asked. He couldn’t imagine her finding satisfaction working alongside Gray and Farrington.


    She retrieved a form for him to sign. ‘Strange place to be, the mailroom,’ she said. ‘All that private business between people. All the lies and the promises. The hate mail. All the marriage proposals.’


    He signed and she handed him his phone. ‘But every month a letter arrives from Violette. Boy, can that kid write a letter. The kind any mother would want to receive. About the farm, the sunshine, the dog, the horse, the grandmother and grandfather, the crying, the hope. I know every lad she’s ever had a crush on, every kid who’s called her names. I know every confession she’s made to her mother, and every promise. Nothing delusional about that kid. I tell you what, Chief Inspector Ortley, if a girl like that looks you in the eye and hopes you won’t recognise who she is, you give her everything she wants. Because she deserves it.’


    Gray chose that moment to appear. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked, picking up the mood between them.


    Lorna Vasquez was staring at Bish defiantly.


    He pocketed his phone. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘My work here’s done.’
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    That evening he paid a visit to Algiers Street Food on Uxbridge Street. He was politely advised that, it being a Saturday night, all they could offer him was a seat at the bar, where he was most welcome to have food brought. He ordered a tasting plate, ignored the wine list, and then ordered more of what he’d tasted. Bish recognised Bilal Lelouche from the CCTV at Holloway. He was dividing his time between chatting with guests and checking up on his staff, but Bish felt the man’s attention on him the entire time, and when he’d finished his meal it was Lelouche who came to remove the plates and cutlery.


    ‘May I?’ he asked, indicating the stool beside Bish when everything was clear before him.


    ‘Of course.’ He extended a hand. ‘Bish Ortley.’


    ‘Bilal Lelouche.’


    They talked about food and business for a while, even though they both knew that Bish wasn’t here for the hospitality.


    ‘What you did was illegal, Mr Lelouche,’ Bish said at last.


    ‘And what was it that I did, Chief Inspector Ortley?’


    ‘Passing off Noor LeBrac’s daughter and Eddie Conlon as your own children.’


    ‘Well, you do not have proof of that.’


    ‘Do you know where Violette and Eddie are?’ Bish asked. ‘I’m not here to bring any harm to them.’


    Bilal Lelouche shook his head. ‘Both Jamal and Noor have asked me to keep an eye on her. But Violette is a very determined young lady. They stayed one night. I haven’t seen her since we left. . . since this morning.’


    ‘But she’s in contact?’


    ‘I sense you’re angry, Chief Inspector Ortley.’


    ‘Then you’ve read me wrong. Maybe I’m disappointed Violette didn’t come to me. Because I would have done anything to get her and Eddie in to visit Noor.’


    Lelouche eyed him. ‘You make it seem as if it’s personal.’


    ‘Doesn’t everything feel personal when you get to our age, Mr Lelouche?’


    The other man’s smile suggested that he couldn’t help but agree. Bish took the photo of Khateb from his pocket. ‘Do you recognise this man? His name’s Ahmed Khateb.’ Briefly he explained the connection to Violette.


    Lelouche studied the photograph. ‘He does not seem familiar. I’m sorry I can’t help you.’


    Bish pocketed the photo and removed his wallet to pay.


    ‘You haven’t tasted our date and honey pastries, Chief Inspector Ortley.’


    Bish looked at him. Bilal Lelouche had a story to tell, and these days Bish couldn’t resist one.


    A waiter was beckoned and instructions given.


    ‘How is it you know the Sarrafs?’ Bish asked when they were alone again.


    ‘The LeBracs,’ Lelouche corrected. ‘Etienne came across my food at the souk close to where he lived. They had moved in with his wife’s family when she took up her studies again. The next week he brought Noor to my stall and told her it was the way he wanted her to cook.’


    Lelouche looked amused at the idea of anyone telling Noor how to do anything.


    ‘It was an ongoing joke between them. Etienne would say his wife could do everything in the world better than everyone else, except cooking. That was his job. He was always with a smile. A laugh. I knew I could trust him, so I told him about my past, why it was impossible for me to ever return to my country, and about my Amina, who was pregnant with our second child, and about Amina’s parents who lived with us. Mine had died in Algiers. We had been lucky to get a temporary visa. When it expired we stayed, scared all the time that we would be found out. But better to take that chance than return.’


    The coffee and pastries arrived. When the waiter had gone, Lelouche continued. ‘One day, Etienne and Noor came to my stall to tell me she was going to work on making things right for my family. Noor . . . she was difficult to understand. Not her language, but in here.’ He pointed to his heart. ‘How do you say it? Aloof. But she told me she had filled out immigration and government papers for the Sarrafs all her life. She would be convincing with ours. So she and Etienne spent the next month interviewing us, writing down everything about our life in Algiers and our life in London. At first we were frightened to reveal so much that could place our entire family in danger, or trouble, both here and in Algeria. But it didn’t take long to trust the LeBracs.’


    He smiled sadly. ‘Months later, when they came to arrest Noor, she wouldn’t let them in without a warrant. The police believed she used that time to burn evidence of buying material for the explosives, but what she actually burnt were the notes she took about us. Evidence that could have been used to tear my family apart. You see, regardless of how strong our chances were of staying here, we were planning to break the law. Noor had put in an application for Amina and me, but she thought Amina’s parents’ application would fail. So we decided that if we succeeded, my wife’s parents would live here with us illegally. No one would ever discover it.’


    Bish put up a hand. ‘Be careful what you tell me here, Mr Lelouche.’


    ‘Amina’s parents are both dead now, so they can’t be taken from us. My five children got to be held in their grandparents’ arms. That has meant everything to my wife. To me. My own mother and father never had that chance.’ Lelouche fell silent a moment and then said, ‘Noor owed us nothing, yet what she did for us has counted for everything in our lives. So every year after Ramadan I take my children to see her in jail. I tell them that this life we live would not have been possible without Noor and Etienne LeBrac.’


    Lelouche looked around the room. ‘They even worked on the papers that made this restaurant happen. It’s a good life, Chief Inspector. All because of two generous people.’ Bish saw a resolute look in the other man’s eyes. ‘So when Etienne and Noor’s children come to me for help, who am I to turn them away?’


    ‘So you know about Eddie?’


    ‘Eddie has the colouring of his mother and the rest is from Etienne. To see that boy breaks the heart of anyone who knew Etienne, but fills it also with joy. Etienne came to this restaurant, sat right here, just days before he died. He was determined, and optimistic about Noor and her family being released. He knew the evidence would not stand up in a court of law. I did not break bread with a man who would lose hope days later.’


    Bish was about to get into his car when he remembered that Layla Bayat lived on the next block. If Jamal had stayed with her and had been in contact with Violette and Eddie, she would have met them as well. He knew it was late but he rang the doorbell all the same.


    ‘It’s Bish Ortley,’ he said, and surprisingly she buzzed him in without a word.


    Upstairs at her door she didn’t quite let him in.


    ‘Violette and Eddie aren’t here,’ she said.


    ‘Just looking for a clue, Layla. To keep them safe. I promise your involvement won’t get back to your employers.’


    ‘I’m no longer employed by Silvey and Grayson,’ she said.


    ‘They asked you to leave?’


    ‘I’m not into euphemisms,’ she said bluntly. ‘It’s called being sacked.’


    ‘Well, I got sent home from work a few weeks ago,’ he said. ‘Do you think that’s a euphemism for the Met sacking me?’


    After an internal war that played out in her expression, she stepped aside and let him in. He’d forgotten how small the place was, especially now that the entire living room floor was carpeted with files. He noticed a map of Yorkshire among them.


    ‘How can I help?’ he asked.


    ‘I don’t need your help.’


    ‘You have a Yorkshire map, Layla. Noor and Jamal believe Violette is heading that way. So that tells me I can help out here.’


    ‘This isn’t about Violette and Eddie.’


    He couldn’t hide his frustration. ‘We’re on the same side, Layla. What else can I say to convince you?’


    She looked tired. Defeated. Perhaps that was due to spending two days living with her past in the form of Jimmy Sarraf.


    ‘Ask me again what my theory about Brackenham is,’ he said.


    She shook her head. ‘Go home, Ortley.’


    ‘Do it. Ask me.’


    She sighed. ‘Okay, so what’s your theory about the Brackenham bombing?’


    ‘That Louis Sarraf acted on his own.’


    They were the magic words she seemed to want to hear. After a moment’s consideration she crouched on the floor by her layout.


    ‘I got sacked because I sent an email to the Yorkshire police asking questions about Etienne’s death,’ she said. ‘I used my company email signature so I’d be sure to get answers.’


    ‘Why investigate Etienne’s death now?’ he asked. ‘In the middle of everything that’s happening.’


    ‘Because of you,’ she said. ‘You accused Etienne of not being there for his daughter. In all this, I’d forgotten him. He met Noor when Jimmy and I were five years old. They were twenty. We all adored him because he was such an idiot. So much fun.’ She laughed. ‘He wasn’t ambitious. Not like Noor. And years later, when they had Violette, he was a fantastic father. Noor and Jimmy had done whatever they wanted all their lives, made up the rules along the way, but not Etienne. Nasrene was strict and Etienne worked that farm with his father with discipline. He would never have left Violette up there on that cove alone. Never. What have I been fucking doing all these years not challenging that? I was too busy making money for the firm, watching couples who used to call each other poppet quibble over their Pomeranians. What kid says, When I grow up I want to be a divorce lawyer?’


    She swallowed hard. ‘That pile is Etienne,’ she said, pointing. ‘That pile is Noor. I’m trying to prioritise.’


    ‘Why Noor?’


    ‘Violette hasn’t come here just to take Eddie on a history tour of their lives. She’s here to continue what her father started all those years ago. Getting her mother out of jail.’


    Rachel’s theory again.


    ‘And she wants you to help her?’ he asked.


    Layla nodded. ‘She says it’s what Etienne would have wanted. But finding out what happened to him is probably a thousand times easier than working out a case for Noor.’


    Bish crouched down beside her. ‘What have you got?’


    She picked up the map of Yorkshire and laid it out on the coffee table. ‘I drew a radius of twenty miles around Malham Cove on all sides,’ she told him, ‘and contacted every police station within that area, asking for every crime committed the week of Etienne’s death. In Skipton, on the day after he died, three teens were arrested. In the pub the night before, one of them was heard saying, “We saw that Aussie. The terrorist’s husband.”  ’


    Bish stared at a front-page article Layla had printed. A photo of Etienne LeBrac. Laughter in his eyes, a quirk to his lips. An older version of Eddie.


    ‘Someone in the pub was disturbed by their words and called the cops the next day,’ Layla continued. ‘It was dismissed as drunken talk, and the three kids were charged with loitering and under-age drinking, as well as being in possession of stolen goods.’


    ‘Not Etienne’s watch?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Not Etienne’s watch. But the police found souvenirs from the gift shop at Malham Cove. Those thugs were there that night. Now I’m trying to work out how to take this further.’ She pointed to the Noor pile. ‘That’s the too hard basket. I literally don’t know where to start. The 2005 appeal didn’t get off the ground because of the London bombings. The 2010 appeal didn’t because there was a general election that year, and then a hung parliament. The legal world was being cautious. There really wasn’t much work done to make these appeals happen. I’m going to have to start from scratch.’


    ‘Where’s scratch?’ he asked.


    ‘Noor’s confession. Jimmy told me how they got it, but there’s only Noor’s word for it. For now, that’s all I have.’


    Bish thought of Noor’s explanation of Violette’s postcard. Tell truth and shame the devil.


    ‘What if I had a witness to the confession?’ he asked.


    Layla looked at him. ‘How did you come by that?’


    ‘I investigated,’ he said with a shrug. ‘It’s what I do for a living.’


    He saw a flash of excitement in her eyes. ‘So how can I help?’ he asked again.


    She appeared to be studying the files carpeting the floor. Finally she reached for one labelled ‘Skipton’ and held it out to him.


    ‘The way I see it, Etienne’s death needs an investigator and Noor’s life needs a lawyer,’ she said. ‘I think we’re it.’
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    Bish gave up trying to sleep that night. He found himself writing a piece for Sadia and Katherine’s blog about collective grief, and how it could bring out the best and the worst in a community. Brackenham was a good example of that, so he wrote about Brackenham and how personal it was to him. He uploaded the piece and then started on Layla’s research. Of the three teens arrested for the break-in at the Malham Cove gift shop in August 2002, Alan Penney had been the only one over the age of eighteen. That meant The Yorkshire Post could name him, while the two under-aged boys remained anonymous. Skipton was a town of fourteen thousand, so Alan Penney was going to be difficult to find. Bish missed having access to a police computer. He was left with two options: his Facebook friend Jill from the comms team, who would probably insist on a drink and sex, and the phone book. The online phone book spat out too many A. Penneys to deal with, so Jill it was.


    ‘I’m warning you now,’ she said early Sunday morning when she returned his call, ‘I’m dating someone else. Whatever favour I do for you, there’s to be no sex attached. So don’t even ask.’


    ‘Devastated, to say the very least, Jill. Who’s the lucky guy?’


    ‘I’d prefer not to say. After your meltdown at the station, I’d like to keep him safe.’


    ‘I just need a favour,’ he said. ‘It’s linked to the Calais bombing two weeks ago.’


    ‘I heard your daughter was on board.’ Her tone had softened a little.


    ‘She was one of the lucky ones,’ he said.


    ‘Name?’


    ‘Alan Penney. Lived in Skipton in 2002. He’d be approximately thirty-one years old now. A last-known address would be great.’


    ‘Only doing this because you accepted my Facebook invitation, Bish. Others are so rude.’


    ‘Bloody rude,’ he agreed, thinking of the many who had ignored his online requests.


    This was what Bish’s life was reduced to. Waiting for Facebook acceptance. Being rejected even by Jill, who popped a condom in her purse every Friday morning on the off chance of getting lucky after drinks. Missing his ex-wife’s company even as she was about to go into labour with another man’s baby. Waiting for his daughter to take out her earphones so they could talk about the real things going on in her life. Driving down to Dover every other day to drink bad coffee with his mother and two lonely housewives. Feeling dangerously attracted to a convicted terrorist who hadn’t been with a man for almost thirteen years and still found Bish undesirable. It was a never-ending litany. Perhaps this was what happened after so many years of getting your priorities wrong. He felt a desperate need to crawl back into the womb, into the comforting arms of a woman so he could get a good night’s sleep.


    He flew to Manchester later that morning, picked up a car and drove north. Jill had promised to get back to him within the hour, but he reached Skipton still with no message. Once upon a time, a week ago, he would have waited in a pub. It had now been five days without a drink and he needed these little victories. Which left him browsing the high street, where he bought a tea cake boasting a true Yorkshire recipe, before heading up to Skipton Castle. It had been his thing with his father.


    He rang Saffron because he thought she’d appreciate a reminder.


    ‘I’m in Skipton. Just remembering Dad and his obsession with castles.’


    ‘Your father hated castles. It was our obsession, Bish. Yours and mine. Rochester, Pickering, that one down in Wales. Let’s do the Scottish castles one day, darling.’


    Where were you? he wanted to ask, because he was tired and lonely and heartsick. ‘I’ll talk to you when I get home,’ he said.


    Jill’s text finally came through. Alan Penney’s last known address was the council flat of his mother in Scarborough, a hundred miles north of Skipton. Bish got back in the car.


    Mrs Penney had seen better days. Or perhaps this had been her life from the beginning. Perhaps her lot was set before she was even born. She had a hard face ravaged by booze or cigarettes or misfortune. She stood behind the screen door in a dressing gown, her eyes smudged with makeup that looked as though it belonged to the night before. They were outlined in a way that made them look small. Mean.


    He contemplated whether to hand over his business card. Being a cop would get him through some doors, but not in this neighbourhood.


    ‘Is Alan here, Mrs Penney?’


    ‘Who wants to know?’


    ‘My name’s Bish Ortley. I’m with the Home Office,’ he sort of lied, ‘and we believe Alan may be able to shed light on an incident that took place in Malham Cove back in 2002.’


    She glared at him. ‘Home Office? With all those fancy computers and files?’


    He tried to decide whether she was impressed.


    ‘Because the way I see it, Mr Bosh, whatever your name is, the Home Office would only have to put my son’s name in a computer to find out that he’s dead.’


    Thanks, Jill.


    ‘I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs Penney.’


    ‘No you’re not.’


    Bish was getting a bit sick and tired of people challenging his truth. ‘Actually, yes I am,’ he said. ‘I’m really sorry. Because outliving your children is unnatural and no one deserves that.’


    Too much information, Bish. He walked away. Another fucking dead end. Literally this time. Another broken person to add to his long list of acquaintances.


    ‘Why concern yourself with something that happened all that time ago?’ she called after him.


    A question was good. A question meant she was willing to speak to him. He turned back. It got him through the door, and because poor Mrs Penney seemed to have had a shit of a life and a shit of a son, who she had loved, Bish shared the tea cake with her.


    ‘Alan dropped out of school and started hanging out with a couple of no-hopers,’ she told him. ‘Younger boys, but oh they were brazen. Keith Hugh was one of  ’em. He’s doing time for glassing his girl and knocking out her teeth. My Alan may have been a thief and a liar but he never raised a hand to a girl.’


    Keith Hugh. Bish committed the name to memory. ‘And what about the other boy?’


    ‘Paulette Gilbert’s boy. Frank. Always thought they were better than us, the Gilberts.’


    Mrs Penney had no idea of the Gilberts’ present whereabouts. Bish chatted with her until they’d finished the cake and tea, and once he’d left he rang Layla and asked her to do an internet search for a Frank Gilbert. She tracked him to the town of Keighley, ten miles south of Skipton, in a street that surprised him. Not too fancy, but a proud one, with neat gardens and cheerful passers-by. The man tending the garden at number twenty-seven was dressed in coveralls, tidying up the garden. All so civilised.


    ‘Frank Gilbert?’


    The man looked up. He had a younger face than Bish’s, but less hair.


    ‘Who’s askin’?’


    Bish held out a hand. ‘Bish Ortley.’


    Frank Gilbert shook it with suspicion in his eyes.


    ‘I just wanted to talk to you about Alan Penney and Keith Hugh.’


    Frank let the hand drop. ‘Don’t have anything to do with them.’


    ‘But you did thirteen years ago.’


    ‘They belong to a different time,’ Gilbert said, returning to what he had been doing with the strimmer. ‘And I’d like you to go. Now. You’re a copper and my family will be home any minute. I don’t want them upset. Do you hear?’


    ‘Why would they be upset, Mr Gilbert? I’m just asking questions. Did Keith Hugh or Alan Penney ever speak about a watch —’


    ‘I know nothing about a watch!’


    The response was so quick and vehement that it had Bish’s pulse beating at a Violette LeBrac I-told-you-so speed. Frank Gilbert looked beyond Bish’s shoulder, a flicker of panic in his eyes.


    ‘Mr Gilbert, have you ever visited Malham Cove?’


    ‘Daddy!’


    Bish turned to see a boy of about nine and a little girl walk up the path with their mother. A pretty woman. A question in her eye. The girl let go of her mother’s hand and ran into Frank Gilbert’s arms. Bish watched him hold her close.


    ‘What’s going on, Frankie?’ the woman asked.


    ‘Nothin’,’ he said. ‘Just about some of the lads I used to run with years back. Go inside,’ he said gently.


    His wife wasn’t buying any of it but she ushered the kids into the house, turning back once while Bish and Gilbert stood in silence.


    ‘I’m not the same person who hung out with Keith Hugh and Alan Penney. My family is what matters now.’


    ‘I believe you, Frank. I honestly do. How old’s your little girl? Four? Five? That’s how old Violette LeBrac was when she lost her father.’


    He saw the twitch of the man’s cheek.


    ‘Deep down Violette knows he would never have taken his life in that way,’ Bish continued, ‘but sometimes she’s forced to believe what everyone says. That her dad left her to die up there on that cove. On her own. A four-year-old. We’re both fathers, Frank. We know we wouldn’t do that to our kids.’


    Frank Gilbert looked away.


    ‘You know what I can’t understand about her theory, though?’ Bish said. ‘If someone murdered Violette’s father, why didn’t they go after her too? Just in case she’d seen something she shouldn’t have.’


    Frank’s wife was looking at them from the front window. Bish stepped a little closer. ‘I think that in all the madness up on that rock, there was a voice of reason. I think Etienne LeBrac was supposed to get the bashing of his life. Maybe for his watch. Maybe because he’d been recognised. But somebody went too far. Perhaps Keith Hugh. In jail now for glassing his girlfriend? Or perhaps Alan, who had to prove himself to the younger lads.’


    Frank Gilbert’s eyes were glued to the window now, where his family stared back at him. It was Bish’s experience that not many people managed to turn their lives around, but Frank seemed to have done so.


    ‘What do you think happened to that father, Frank?’


    ‘I think . . . I think he was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’ And Frank Gilbert walked into his home. A home, it seemed to Bish, that he would never let the truth take away from him.


    As Bish was about to board the plane back to London, Elliot rang.


    ‘A Violette and Eddie sighting down south reported on Twitter. Grazier wants you on it sooner rather than later.’


    ‘Tell Grazier it’s probably a false alarm. She’s seen her mother, her uncle, and she’s now with her brother. She’s done everything she set out to do except go to Malham Cove, which she’ll do when she deems it safe. I say Grazier contacts the local police up here, gets them to be on the lookout.’


    ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about Malham Cove being the only destination. I know this kid —’


    ‘So you think you know Violette well, do you?’ Bish said, then checked himself. He couldn’t afford to lose it while surrounded by airport security.


    ‘I’m the one spending time in her home at the moment, Ortley. Me. Did you know that before they moved back to the Sarraf family home, Noor, Etienne and Violette lived in Cambridge? Or that the locals ransacked Joseph Sarraf’s home in Manchester all those years ago? The family memorabilia is scattered far and wide and Violette’s always said that she’ll go searching for it one day. And guess where the LeBracs spent their honeymoon? Edinburgh. All north. So I wouldn’t put all your eggs in the Malham Cove basket.’


    ‘I’m in Manchester now,’ Bish said, ‘so if the ever reliable Twitter decides she’s close by, let me know. But I’d bet my life on there being nothing and no one that’s getting her out of hiding for the time being.’


    ‘Not even someone who lives in Margate, Kent?’


    Charlie bloody Crombie.


    ‘Ring Grazier when you get to London,’ Elliot said, sounding smug. ‘One of our drivers will pick you up from the airport and drive you to Margate. Grazier mentioned you had a fainting spell.’


    A fainting spell? That’s how it was being described to the Home Secretary? As if Bish were someone out of a Regency romance?


    ‘Dehydration and low iron,’ he said. ‘I’m perfectly fine now. My car’s parked at Gatwick so I’ll go straight from there.’


    ‘Well, if Violette is with Crombie, tell her I’m spending a couple of days in the outback with her grandparents.’


    ‘They live in the country, Elliot. Not the outback.’


    ‘Tell her that Nasrene and Christophe have taken a great liking to me, and if she doesn’t come back I’m moving into her room. I’m seriously thinking of migrating.’


    ‘With your skin you’ll be dead within the year.’


    When Bish switched his phone back on at Gatwick he saw that Bee had rung. He was about to return her call when another came through. A blocked number.


    ‘This is Holloway prison,’ a voice said. ‘Will you take a call?’


    Had the acting governor worked out that one of her officers let Violette and Eddie through to visit Noor? Bish didn’t want to be the one responsible for Lorna Vasquez losing her job.


    He reluctantly agreed and heard a click.


    ‘Did you find out anything?’ Noor asked, sounding even more cool and clipped over the phone. Bish was taken aback to hear her voice.


    ‘Through Bilal?’ she asked when he didn’t respond.


    He was sort of flattered that someone who had such limited use of phone time would call him.


    ‘Jamal’s phone is turned off,’ she said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘Your mother suggested I call.’


    ‘My mother?’


    ‘She gave me her number on Friday. We’ve been chatting for the past two days.’


    ‘You and my mother?’


    ‘Yes, Bashir,’ she said.


    ‘I’m trying to imagine what you and my mother could have in common,’ he said.


    ‘You mean apart from her father and mine coming from the same city in Egypt?’


    ‘I’m just surprised,’ he said, suddenly on the defensive.


    ‘Well, I find it therapeutic speaking to Saffron.’


    ‘What do you talk about?’


    She hesitated. ‘About how much we love our children. How much we miss our husbands and our mothers and our brothers . . . and our fathers. How she regrets never going to university. How one day she hopes she’ll have the courage to ask you to come along to an AA meeting with her.’


    ‘I might have a drinking problem,’ he said, ‘but I’m not an alcoholic.’


    ‘No one said you were.’


    It took a long moment to sink in. His mother had a drinking problem? Or did have? And had managed to hide it from him all these years?


    ‘Do you know what’s strange, Bashir? I’m locked up here and I have more communication with my family than you do as a free man. What are you afraid of finding out if you ask the questions?’


    That Saffron had stopped loving him. Stopped wanting him. He understood his father’s absence from his life. Stephen Ortley had always been emotionally distant, but his mother’s love had promised so much when he was a child.


    ‘It’s a bit like circumstantial evidence,’ she said.


    ‘What is?’


    ‘The way we remember our childhood.’


    ‘So you’re a psychologist now?’ It came out harsher than he meant it to.


    ‘No, but I meet a lot of troubled people in here and it all seems to stem from either childhood or the men these women met.’


    As much as he resented Noor being privy to his personal life, he wanted to keep talking to her. ‘Can I ask you something? And you don’t have to answer.’


    ‘All right.’


    He heard hesitation in her voice and almost changed his mind. ‘That circumstantial evidence thirteen years ago – you were overheard threatening the manager of the Brackenham supermarket two days before the bombing. You told him, “Your time will come.” Is that right?’


    A long silence.


    ‘My father was demoralised,’ she finally said. ‘And don’t think for one moment I’m justifying what he did. But he started his life in this country stacking boxes and he ended it stacking boxes. The manager of the Brackenham store was thirty years younger and was patronising and rude and had no respect. My father was losing the plot in the end, he thought his own family were conspiring against him. Jimmy had made decisions without him. Apart from the Premier League, he had been pursued by a French team before signing with Man United. My father found out through a magazine article months later. He was angry – hurt that Jimmy had consulted his own brother but not him. There was a rift, and Uncle Joseph came to visit because he wanted peace. It was the handshake caught on camera that supposedly incriminated Jimmy and my uncle. But days before, when my father came home from work humiliated, I was so angry I went down to the supermarket and told Jason Matthews what I thought of him. The witnesses heard right. I did say that, but in a sane world where the media and the public aren’t after your blood, those words would be taken as they were meant – that one day Matthews would be a man in his sixties demoralised by someone younger in the workplace, and then he would know how my father felt.’


    There was something besides regret in her voice. He wished he were hearing this face to face.


    ‘So many assumptions. So many. You were there that day,’ she said. ‘My mother’s crying in that cell was scaring Violette, and I told Jimmy to make her laugh. And all anyone could say was that the Sarrafs were laughing while Brackenham buried its dead. How could people I’d known all my life possibly believe that my words meant I was going to make a bomb and blow Jason Matthews up? How? I bet you’ve said the exact same thing in your own anger.’


    ‘I have indeed. You are I aren’t that different.’


    ‘Oh, but we are,’ she said bitterly. ‘Because if your father had blown up those people, they would never have come for your mother, or for you. They came for the Sarrafs because of our race.’


    What could he say to that? He didn’t want to insult her with a denial.


    ‘I’ve got to go,’ she said.


    ‘Don’t,’ he found himself saying.


    ‘Is that “Baker Street”?’ she asked suddenly.


    Gerry Rafferty’s voice rang out from the airport speakers.


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘I haven’t heard that for years.’


    ‘My first slow dance was to “Baker Street”,’ he said. ‘Francine Riley. I got to touch her boobs. Your first dance?’


    ‘“Mandy”, Barry Manilow,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t let anyone touch my boobs that night.’


    ‘Well, what a disappointment you’ve turned out to be today.’


    It was the first time he had made her laugh. A great laugh. Coming from some place real.


    When he got through to Bee after hanging up from Noor she told him Rachel had delivered a baby boy named Rufus, after David’s father. Bish thought it was a ridiculous name, meant for pets, but he didn’t articulate that thought.


    ‘Will you go and see them?’ Bee asked.


    And because his daughter asked Bish for so little, and because Noor’s words about his son’s spirit were in his head, he took a detour on his way to the Crombies and went to see Rachel. Rufus had his mother’s red hair and his brother’s mouth. From Bee he would probably inherit her attitude. Bish could tell this by the way he screwed up his face when Rachel mentioned that David was spending the night in the bed beside them. He stayed longer than he’d planned to, and they spoke of Bee and Stevie, and how their hearts would always be tied because of their amazing kids. He felt a bittersweet ache, but Rachel was so happy, and he couldn’t want more for someone he loved.


    He heard his phone beep and checked the message. Jamal Sarraf.


    About time you started on that fitness program we spoke about. 9 am tomorrow at the gym.


    They’d never discussed a fitness program. Not even the fact that Bish needed one. Sarraf must have news that he didn’t want to risk on his phone.


    ‘Can I crash at your place later tonight?’ he asked Rachel. ‘I’m heading over to Calais in the morning.’


    ‘Where are you off to now?’


    ‘Margate.’


    ‘Manchester, Ashford, Margate, Calais, all in twenty-four hours?’ No wonder you’re fainting left right and centre.’


    ‘Once,’ he reminded her.


    The Crombies were surprised to see him later that evening, but hospitable. Charlie had avoided a police record, so Bish was welcome any time in their home.


    ‘Has he done something else wrong?’ Reverend Crombie asked.


    ‘Not really.’


    The ‘not really’ got him an offer of a cup of tea.


    ‘I know this may sound alarming,’ Bish began, ‘but we think Charlie could be hiding Violette Zidane and Eddie Conlon.’


    The Crombies looked at each other.


    ‘What on earth would make you think that?’ the Reverend asked.


    ‘Violette and Eddie were caught on CCTV just outside the Margate railway station.’


    Now they were staring at the ceiling. Obviously Charlie’s room.


    ‘He just got home from taking the senior citizens to bingo,’ the Reverend said.


    ‘Community service with the Salvation Army,’ Arthur Crombie added.


    Charlie Crombie unleashed on the elderly?


    Bish followed the Crombies upstairs to their son’s room. Arthur Crombie knocked and they all entered. The reverend gasped.


    ‘Oh, Charlie,’ she said.
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    It was a shadow Charlie had seen first when he walked into his room the previous night. He saw it and he knew. Because he’d been waiting for this, every day since Sykes had told him she’d visited at the hospital.


    ‘You didn’t tell me your mum was a reverend,’ she said.


    And there it was. That slight lisp. That awful accent. That funny face that made him ache. Charlie wasn’t just a cheat. He was a liar as well. Because Violette Zidane wasn’t just the girl he was shagging, like he told the cop. She sort of owned his heart a little. Kind of a lot. He knew that now. He may have been angry with her but he had never been so relieved to see someone in his life.


    Eddie Conlon was studying the Tottenham posters on the wall, shaking his head. ‘Lame,’ Eddie muttered.


    She walked towards Charlie and then whack. The slap made his eyes sting.


    ‘Do that again and I’ll slap you back,’ he growled.


    Eddie had tackled him to the ground in an instant. The little bastard was strong. Violette pulled the kid off.


    ‘Did you tell everyone on the bus that I gave you a hand job?’ she asked.


    Eddie covered his ears.


    ‘You did give me a hand job,’ Charlie said, getting to his feet, ‘and you were rubbish at it.’


    He could tell she wanted to hit him again. She had been rubbish at it, but he liked the fumble. He liked the inquisitive hand. Contrary to popular myth, they hadn’t shagged every night. They only did it three times. It took them that long to get it right.


    ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he asked. ‘Who you were?’


    ‘Why do you think, Charlie? Because every time I tell a guy my grandfather blew up a supermarket, I never get a second date.’


    She sat down on his bed and watched Eddie touching all Charlie’s stuff, as if they both had every right to be there. Eddie held up a pair of headphones.


    ‘So I don’t have to hear anything else that will turn my stomach,’ he said before putting them on.


    Charlie sat on his bed beside Violette.


    ‘Did you kiss that girl?’ she asked.


    ‘Fucking angry at you. Meant nothing.’


    ‘Meant everything.’


    He looked at Eddie, now grooving in the corner. ‘Like he means everything?’


    ‘You’re jealous of a thirteen-year-old?’


    Yeah, he was.


    ‘I would’ve looked after you,’ he said, a lot more fiercely than he intended. ‘If you’d asked me to, I would’ve run with you.’


    She had that closed look that he recognised. The one that said she wasn’t going to let anyone in. Except Eddie Conlon, who she had sat with all day long on the bus. Never Charlie. Charlie was just for night-time flirting and sex. During the day, he sat at the back of the bus and watched them with their heads together, talking nonstop. He wanted that with Violette.


    ‘He’s my brother,’ she said quietly. ‘And if you ever tell anyone that, I’ll do something to hurt you really bad, Charlie.’


    Now he was confused.


    ‘My mum had him in prison,’ she said, and gave him a mumbled family history. She wasn’t facing him and he thought maybe she was crying.


    ‘We’re tired,’ she said eventually. ‘We need to sleep. Are your parents around?’


    ‘They don’t come in here unless there’s a pretty good reason.’


    Like an arrest. Or the principal telling them he wasn’t returning to school because cheating wasn’t part of its tradition.


    ‘You people should lock your back doors,’ she said. ‘Lots of weirdos around.’


    ‘Violette,’ he said. He wanted to see her face. ‘Turn around. Please.’


    When she did he saw the angry tears in her eyes and they made them look like liquid black gold. The last time they had sex they came together. She’d been embarrassed after that and he remembered the way she hid her head in the crook of his throat. It was as if when they were rubbish at sex they had a better handle on their non-existent relationship.


    ‘Fionn said you’re heading north,’ he said. ‘So why are you here?’


    ‘I can’t believe you punched Kennington and Gorman for me,’ she said, pressing her brow to his. It gave Charlie hope. ‘That’s why I’m here.’


    ‘I can’t believe he wore a Chelsea hoodie to do it,’ Eddie muttered. Charlie hadn’t noticed him remove the headphones.


    ‘It was good thinking,’ Charlie said. ‘I got to smash them one and put Chelsea fans in the bad books at the same time.’


    ‘I had to wear an Arsenal beanie the other day,’ Eddie said.


    ‘You’d have to kill me before I’d wear an Arsenal beanie.’


    They all slept in Charlie’s bed that night. When he heard Eddie’s snore he tried to kiss her, but she pointed to her brother and shook her head. She did let him hold her hand, and they whispered all night.


    ‘Do you want to know why I’m going to be a doctor?’ she asked in the early hours of morning, her voice drowsy.


    ‘No. Why?’


    ‘So I can save twenty-three people. And make things right.’


    ‘I can’t believe you hid them in our house!’ his mother is saying now, still staring around his room.


    ‘Why would you think that?’


    ‘Look at this room! Just look at it,’ his mother repeats as if no one has heard her bellow. Sometimes the Reverend Crombie forgets she isn’t standing at the pulpit of a half-empty church. ‘I’ve never seen it so clean!’


    Charlie is irritated that she’s worked it out so quickly. ‘Violette made me clean it,’ he mutters.


    ‘Oh please. Don’t make me have to like this girl.’


    Bee’s father is standing there staring at him, as if that will make him reveal what he knows. And in a strange way, Charlie wants to. Because every morning when he listens to the news he expects to hear that Violette and Eddie have got themselves killed. Like that time they found the body in the Channel. Charlie had been glued to his computer all day, waiting for news.


    Once they’re downstairs, Bee’s father tells Charlie to follow him out to his car.


    ‘Where is she?’ he asks once they are on the street.


    ‘Don’t know. She’s not big on sharing her plans.’


    ‘I think you’re keeping something from me, Charlie.’


    ‘I don’t care what you think, Bish.’


    ‘One day Violette will forgive you for telling me where she is,’ Bee’s father says. ‘But she’ll never forgive herself if she puts Eddie’s life in danger.’ He gets into the car and shuts the door, and Charlie knocks at the window.


    ‘I got a call from one of the journalists who was at the courthouse. Sarah Griffith. Griffin. She contacted me through the rectory.’


    ‘What did she want?’


    ‘Most of the others want to talk about Violette. This one says she’s going public about Eddie. Wanted to know if I had anything to say.’


    ‘Did you have anything to say?’ And Charlie can tell that Bee’s father knows exactly who Eddie is.


    ‘Yeah, I told her to go fuck herself.’


    Charlie walks back inside to where his mum and dad are watching Britain’s Got Talent. ‘You know the worst thing about the cheating, Charlie?’ his mum asks as he’s about to go back up to his room.


    He doesn’t want to talk about the cheating thing. It always brings tears to his father’s eyes.


    ‘It’s that it makes me forget sometimes how decent you are deep down.’


    He shakes his head. ‘Some people are born decent. I have it thrust upon me.’


    ‘They thrust you with decency?’ his father asks.


    ‘With a dual-edged blade, good man.’


    Charlie catches a glimpse of a smile on his father’s face. It’s the sort of game they used to play.


    ‘I can’t understand how we turned into the sort of people who don’t know that refugees are hiding in their attic,’ his mother says.


    ‘They’re not refugees, Mum. They’re from Australia and Tonbridge.’


    He knows it wouldn’t kill him to stay there in the living room with them, but all he can think of is people finding out who Eddie is. And how then the kid will never have a chance of winning Britain’s Got Talent.
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    It feels good to be back in a suit. Work clothes make Layla feel competent, unlike the tracksuit she’s been wearing while watching repeats of Made in Chelsea and feeling sorry for herself. Today is going to be a big gamble, but she’s determined.


    ‘I’m Layla Bayat,’ she tells the guard at the inquiry desk on Monday morning. ‘My name should be down there to see Noor LeBrac. I’m her new representation.’


    That gets a reaction.


    ‘What happened to last week’s new representation?’ the woman asks.


    Layla’s not prepared to be the inferior in this exchange.


    ‘Is my name there or not?’


    The last time she saw Noor was the day the family were arrested, when they still believed that Louis was an innocent victim of the bombing. Noor was frantic. Etienne was flying back from Australia and she was trying to keep everyone focused. Uncle Joseph was visiting from Manchester and had calmly reassured them. But Jimmy was inconsolable. No one ever imagined the nightmare of Louis Sarraf being the main suspect.


    Today she’ll be facing a harder version of Noor, but when she’s taken into the room it’s still so recognisably the woman Layla had always looked up to alongside Jocelyn.


    Noor kisses Layla’s left cheek, right cheek, then left again, and they sit down in silence. Layla thinks she’ll just go straight into talking about an appeal. But then she doesn’t.


    ‘I never came to see you.’


    Noor seems to be processing and after a moment she nods. ‘True. But you were the only one there for Jimmy when he got out of jail. And you used to drive your mother to the hospice to look after mine. I think the Bayat women have done enough for my family.’


    ‘We could have done more.’


    ‘Is this about Etienne’s death?’ Noor asks. ‘Violette said you’re looking into it.’


    ‘Not yet,’ she says. ‘Because we start with you, Noor. If we can get you into a courtroom and win an appeal then everything else falls into place. Etienne’s death. Jimmy’s and your uncle’s citizenship. We start with you and blow the rest out of the water.’


    She ignores Noor’s headshaking. ‘Yes,’ she says firmly. ‘Most decent people are upset about the way Violette has been treated. I hear it on the streets, in my neighbourhood. That means they’re talking about Brackenham. They’re talking about you.’


    She removes a file from her briefcase and places it in front of Noor. ‘From a blog created by two of the mothers whose daughters were badly injured by the Calais bomb.’


    ‘I’ve heard of it,’ Noor says, picking it up.


    ‘A piece went online this morning written by Chief Inspector Pain-in-the-Arse Ortley. He ends it by saying he believes Louis Sarraf acted on his own. He said the same thing to me.’


    She hears the intake of Noor’s breath.


    ‘Katherine Barrett-Parker and Sadia Bagchi have as big an online readership at the moment as some of the tabloids,’ Layla says. ‘The comments in response to Ortley are polarising. For every person who thinks he should shut his mouth in respect for the dead, there’s another who supports him.’


    ‘Every attempt at an appeal ends the same way, Layla. It runs out of steam, it never makes it to court. It’s always the wrong timing —’


    ‘I’m not going to run out of steam and I’m not going to give up on this, Noor. I grew up living in everyone’s shadow. Jocelyn’s. Yours. Jimmy’s. And ever since the bombing I’ve been living in its shadow. What if I’m selfish and I’m doing this for me too?’


    ‘If you take this on you’ll be begging to get back into that shadow. And if you lose you’re going to spend the rest of your life doing conveyancing for your extended family, and everyone on the block.’


    Noor isn’t telling her anything she doesn’t know herself.


    ‘You can’t do this without a barrister and no one will touch it,’ she says.


    But Layla would rather spend the rest of her life doing conveyancing than go back to selling her soul on the tenth floor for Silvey and Grayson. ‘Leave the barrister to me,’ she says.


    Outside she rings Ortley, but it goes straight to voicemail. Layla decides to put her niece to work. She suspects Gigi and Bee Ortley text each other obsessively about their common denominator, Violette, despite the fact that they don’t consider themselves friends.


    Can you ask your frenemy what hospital her mum’s in?


    Next stop, William Harvey in Ashford. Rachel Ballyntine smiles questioningly when Layla walks into her private room She’s nursing a baby with a thatch of red hair much like its mother’s.


    ‘Hi Rachel. My name’s Layla Bayat. I’m Noor LeBrac’s solicitor. I know this probably isn’t the best timing but I’m wondering if we can talk about her case.’


    Rachel is staring at her. The baby in her arms doesn’t seem to like the change in its mother’s mood. Badgering a woman while she’s breastfeeding her newborn is a bit on the low side, but Layla can’t back down now.


    ‘I’ve just had a C-section and I haven’t slept for two days,’ Rachel says coldly. ‘Can you please leave?’


    Layla places the chocolates on the bedside table with her business card. At the door she stops and turns. ‘Did you know they forced her to confess during labour? She was giving birth to Eddie. They gave her forty-eight hours with him. Noor didn’t let go of him that entire time because she knew she’d never see him again.’


    The baby is crying now and Rachel tries her best to comfort it. There are tears in her eyes. Angry ones. Full of sorrow.


    ‘Oh Layla,’ she says. ‘You don’t play fair.’
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    When Bish pulled up on the Rue Delacroix on Monday morning Sarraf was standing on the pavement looking annoyed.


    ‘I meant nine am in France,’ he said, getting into the car. ‘Not nine am in the UK.’


    Bish wasn’t in the mood to apologise about the misunderstanding. ‘So what’s going on?’ he asked.


    ‘Bilal found Khateb.’


    That took some processing. ‘He did?’ Bish asked. ‘He had no idea who Ahmed Khateb was when I spoke to him.’


    ‘But he knows every wealthy Algerian within a radius of two hundred miles, which includes Paris, and wealthy French Algerians have staff. Khateb’s wife works as a live-in for a family in Paris. A cousin of a cousin of a cousin of Bilal’s. If some fucker’s caught on camera arguing with my niece, we want to know why. Turn left at the bottom of the street.’


    Bish pulled out but forgot where he was and had to swerve to miss a car coming from the opposite direction. He could feel Sarraf’s glare.


    ‘I’m driving,’ Sarraf said. ‘Pull over.’


    ‘We should get Attal in on this,’ Bish said when they’d swapped seats and set off again.


    ‘Not happening. It was hard enough convincing Khateb to let you come along.’


    ‘Good of you to trust me this time round.’ Bish tried to keep the reproach out of his tone.


    ‘I don’t,’ Sarraf said. ‘But if I get caught speaking to a terror suspect, who knows where I could end up. You’re here to do the explaining if I do get caught, and Khateb’s agreed because you have no jurisdiction in France and can’t arrest him.’


    ‘Always, always a pleasure to be useful,’ Bish muttered.


    Khateb’s hideout was a twenty-minute drive south of Calais, off the main highway and five miles down a gravel track not quite meant for a Renault 5. Bish couldn’t help wondering what his response would have been if someone had told him two weeks ago that he’d be letting Jamal Sarraf drive his car down a road that seemed to go nowhere. Just when he was beginning to think that Lelouche and Sarraf had been duped, they came across a dilapidated cottage fronted by a rotting vegetable plot. Sarraf pulled up. The overripe produce had split open and the stench was overwhelming. A far cry from Monet country.


    Bish counted four children peering out at them from a cracked window before disappearing from sight. Inside the cottage, he and Sarraf sat on the only piece of furniture in the room, a two-seater with half its stuffing pulled out. A girl of about twelve wearing a hijab served them tea, choosing the floorboards as she moved. She looked nervously from Sarraf to Bish. Khateb sat opposite them, his appraisal less nervous than hostile. He was surly, if not rude, and refused to speak English although he admitted to knowing a little. He and Sarraf slipped from French to Arabic and back again. Bish had to trust that Sarraf was translating accurately.


    The Algerian was clear about one thing: he would cut off his hand before he would hurt a child. He had five of his own, the oldest thirteen, the youngest two. His issue with the driver of the British bus had to do with the parking bays. Serge Sagur had been a stickler for assigned parking. Ahmed Khateb wasn’t.


    Bish listened to Sarraf question the man about Violette. It was the only word he recognised in the quick exchange. Did English sound this fast to immigrants?


    ‘In Bayeux, he overheard a phone conversation between Violette and Nasrene in Arabic,’ Sarraf told him. ‘He heard her use the word henna, which is Algerian for grandmother. When she hung up Khateb told her off for being disrespectful to her grandmother. It was obvious to him that Violette wasn’t where she was supposed to be. She’d described the weather as bitterly cold, for one thing, in the middle of August. So Violette told him to mind his own business, but then came back to say she was sorry.’


    ‘Do you believe him?’ Bish asked, remembering the stickybeak comment.


    ‘Yeah, I do. Nasrene’s a stickler for manners, and one of the big rules is to respect your elders.’


    ‘Ask him why he disappeared the day of the bombing,’ Bish said.


    Sarraf asked, then translated. ‘He says his wife is working illegally for a wealthy Algerian family in Paris. She sends home money, but mostly he’s raising these kids on his own. When he’s away for work for more than a week, he leaves them with a friend in Amiens. He went to collect them after being gone for eight days, and by the time he returned, his photo was plastered all over the TV. He’s been hiding in this dump ever since.’


    ‘I’m not buying it,’ Bish said. ‘Why not go talk to the police? He could have cleared things up with the truth.’


    ‘Really?’ Sarraf’s voice was icy. ‘Because coppers always believe the truth, do they?’


    ‘Look —’


    But Sarraf cut him off with another question to Khateb. It was a quick exchange and Khateb was agitated. Then silent.


    Sarraf glanced at Bish. He went to speak but Khateb stopped him.


    ‘What?’ Bish asked.


    Whatever Khateb had just revealed to Sarraf, he seemed to regret it. He began talking rapidly.


    ‘What’s going on, Jamal?’ Bish asked.


    ‘He lied about leaving the kids with a friend in Amiens. They aren’t enrolled in school. He needs the older ones to look after the younger ones while he works. He’s scared the authorities will find out and take them away.’


    Bish sat forward, his eyes meeting Khateb’s. ‘I’ll bring you in to Attal.’


    ‘No!’ Khateb shouted. No translation needed there.


    ‘You heard him,’ Sarraf said. ‘We’re finished here. Let’s just leave these people alone.’


    ‘He’s a terror suspect. They’ll come hunting him down. Tell him that if he gives himself up as a person of interest, it’ll go much better for him.’


    ‘You’re asking too much,’ Sarraf said.


    ‘Then why did you bring me here?’


    ‘To find out if he was a threat to Violette! That’s all I wanted to know.’


    ‘Well, how about you answer to Violette when Anti-Terrorism catches up with this guy and starts shooting. Because God help you all if five innocent kids get caught in between.’


    Bish retrieved his phone but Khateb was on his feet in an instant, yelling at both of them. They heard crying from the back room. ‘Baba. Baba.’


    ‘Put the phone away,’ Sarraf said. ‘You’re scaring him. He thinks you’re calling the coppers.’


    ‘I’m getting the name of someone who can help. Tell him to trust me.’


    Sarraf looked torn.


    ‘This isn’t a repeat of Brackenham, Jimmy,’ Bish said. ‘Tell him I can help.’


    When Bish finally got the nod he rang Rachel at the hospital. ‘Do you know a human rights lawyer in the Calais area who could make a big fuss if a French Algerian disappeared beyond the doors of a police station?’ he asked. ‘Someone like a French Amal Alamuddin,’ he added.


    ‘What’s wrong with a French Rachel Ballyntine?’


    ‘Yeah, her too.’


    Once Bish had a name, there was more back and forth between Sarraf and Khateb, but finally Khateb agreed. Sarraf phoned a volunteer he knew through his work with migrant kids and organised someone to take in Khateb’s children for the time being. And then they drove to the Calais police station, where the French equivalent of Amal Alamuddin and Rachel Ballyntine was waiting outside.


    Lena Crozier spoke French, Arabic and English. She had contacted Attal to say she was bringing her client in for questioning, and had informed the French press as well. She made a statement outside the police station explaining that her client was about to be questioned. It all seemed so civilised. Until the four of them entered the foyer under the intimidating scrutiny of the local police.


    ‘I’m getting out of here,’ Sarraf said, well aware that the hostility was directed at him as well as Khateb. ‘Let me know how it goes.’


    ‘Keys?’ Bish reminded him.


    Sarraf went to retrieve them from his pocket and within seconds two uniforms had him facedown on the floor, with a gun to his head. Khateb got jumpy, turned to run and there was shouting and more weapons drawn until Khateb too was down, a knee to his back. Both men were cuffed.


    ‘Uncuff them!’ Bish shouted at Attal, who had just entered the foyer and was looking stony-faced.


    It was Lena Crozier’s voice of reason that seemed to calm the situation. Probably a threat or two that Bish couldn’t understand. Once uncuffed, Sarraf made an exaggerated show of removing the keys from his pocket and handing them to Bish.


    ‘Fuck you all,’ he muttered, walking out.


    Attal beckoned Bish to follow him upstairs with a gesture, but Bish was too annoyed to respond.


    ‘You should go with him,’ Crozier said in English. ‘There is something else going on here, I think. I’ll take care of Monsieur Khateb.’


    By the time Bish was inside the station proper, he knew Crozier was right. The place was in full frenetic alert. There were phones ringing, shouts across the room; every landline, mobile and computer was in use. It was constructive chaos and seemed to have nothing to do with Khateb or Sarraf walking through the front doors. Bish followed Attal into his unsurprisingly cluttered office. Once inside, through the glass door he could see a group standing before a massive map of the area projected onto a white wall.


    ‘What’s happening?’ he asked.


    Attal put on a pair of latex gloves to open a plastic evidence bag and take out an envelope with the words Capitaine Olivier Attal scrawled on the front. He withdrew a single sheet of paper and held it out to show Bish.


    Lundi 16.05. Bombe numéro deux.


    Bish didn’t need a translator for that. Attal pointed to the mobile phone in Bish’s hand. Ring your people was the silent instruction.


    ‘There’s been a bomb threat,’ Bish told Grazier moments later.


    ‘Where?’


    ‘Calais.’


    He heard a commotion on the other end and figured Grazier was multi-tasking his own staff into action.


    ‘Did they give a time?’


    ‘This afternoon, 4.05. A letter addressed to Attal at his station. Postmarked Calais. Probably means it’ll happen here.’


    ‘Facts, Ortley. Not presumptions.’


    ‘The letter says “Bomb number two.”  ’


    ‘Does Attal think it could be another British target?’


    Now it was presumption time?


    He watched an agitated Attal light up a cigarette. A thumping sounded at the glass door and Bish saw a woman wagging her finger. Attal ground out his cigarette with a curse.


    ‘I’m presuming he showed it to me and wanted you to know for that precise reason,’ Bish said. ‘I’m presuming that Bombe numéro deux suggests that it’s the same bomber, which could mean the same targets. British kids.’


    ‘Summer tours are over,’ Grazier said. ‘The Boulogne campground is still closed for business. Can’t imagine it being there. Think, Bish.’


    Attal was listening attentively, but Bish could tell he understood little.


    ‘What about the driver of the French bus?’ Grazier asked.


    ‘We’ve got him here. They’ll question him, but I’m almost certain he’s not the one.’


    ‘We?’


    ‘Long story.’ Bish thought of the scene along the port. ‘This town is turning into one big refugee camp and it could be someone trying to make a political statement. They’re pretty pissed off at our government.’


    Some of those words Attal certainly did understand because he was nodding.


    ‘So they kill British kids?’ Grazier asked. ‘I’m not buying the evil madman thing.’


    ‘Why not? Louis Sarraf walked into a supermarket and blew up twenty-three people because he couldn’t stand his supervisor.’


    ‘Louis Sarraf probably only had one victim in mind but the bomb went off too early and too close to a couple of gas cylinders,’ Grazier said. ‘Less intent than the bus bomb, but more fatalities.’


    ‘That sounds like a presumption, Grazier, rather than a fact.’


    ‘A presumption that is not going to bring those people back, so it doesn’t need to be explored.’


    ‘Yes, well, it does when someone’s rotting in prison because of it!’


    ‘Control your stonker for LeBrac, Bish, and concentrate on working out where this bomb is.’


    ‘We got it wrong back then and you know it,’ Bish said with a quiet fury. Attal was watching carefully. Bish turned away a little, as if that could stop Attal overhearing. ‘It’s why you and the Home Secretary have been desperate to get this right. Because you know deep down, whether it was Blair’s people or yours, we got it wrong.’


    ‘Just concentrate on making sure we don’t get it wrong today, Ortley. As far as I’m concerned, Violette and Eddie are still in danger.’


    ‘Any more sightings?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Not since Margate. Should we have a tail on Crombie?’


    ‘I doubt he’ll get up to much driving a Salvation Army minibus around on community service, but it’s worth getting the local police to check in on him today. Violette and Eddie may return there.’


    ‘Keep me posted on any developments,’ Grazier said before ringing off.


    Bish followed Attal out to where his team was studying a wall covered in hundreds upon hundreds of photos. Bish recognised some from his trawling on Instagram. Photos taken by kids and teachers from every bus at the campsite the night before the bombing. Here, he saw the bigger picture. It’s what he hadn’t noticed in his cynicism. That the United Nations of youth having fun on Instagram looked all the same in the end. Happy and safe. He recognised those he had sent through. Shots of the shadowed man lurking in the woodlands. Birdwatcher or murderer?
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    Two blocks away, he saw Sarraf walking in the direction of home. Didn’t know whether to beep the horn or stop or just keep driving. But he couldn’t rid himself of the image of Sarraf on the floor, gun to his head. Bish wound down the window and Sarraf glanced at him but kept walking.


    ‘I need your help, Jimmy.’


    ‘Fuck off.’


    ‘There’s going to be another bomb,’ he said, trailing him in the car. ‘This afternoon at 4.05 and we don’t know where.’


    That made Sarraf stop.


    ‘I need a computer and a place to work,’ Bish said.


    Without a word, Sarraf got into the car.


    Some ten minutes later, Bish followed him through the gym and up a flight of back stairs that looked nailed solid but still creaked. Sarraf unlocked a door and led Bish into a small flat. Kitchenette in one corner, table at its centre, neatly made bed in the opposite corner. It was surprisingly clean and homely.


    ‘You use the desktop. I’ve got an old laptop,’ Sarraf said, unlocking a cabinet. ‘And then you’ll tell me what we’re looking for.’


    Bish was surrounded by photographs of the family. Mostly Violette at various ages, snapshots sent by the LeBracs, perhaps, or Violette herself. Images of her horse, her dog, the ducks, the pigs, the cows, the sheep. There were one or two of a younger Jamal and his sister. Noor’s wedding, Etienne LeBrac’s grin so wide, her joy so potent. A photo of the Sarraf and Bayat siblings from sometime in the eighties, judging by the clothes, a wild promise of beauty and intelligence and talent and a sense of wicked fun shining in all their eyes. The four of them would have been a force beyond reckoning, he thought. These were photographs Sarraf must have begged from others; those in his home at the time of the bombing had been confiscated, locked up like the rest of their lives. Along with Noor’s thesis and Violette’s childhood keepsakes and Jimmy’s football trophies.


    Then Bish saw a photo of Violette and Eddie. He couldn’t believe Sarraf had been stupid enough to take a photo of the kids in public, until he realised with a quickening heart that Lola was standing behind them, waving. It had been taken in Normandy.


    ‘You have a photo of Violette and Eddie on the tour.’


    Sarraf sat down at the table, laptop in hand. ‘You know I saw the kids in London, Ortley.’


    ‘Did they give you any others?’


    Sarraf booted up his ancient laptop. ‘I downloaded it from Eddie’s Instagram account.’


    They were the exact words Bish wanted to hear. He logged on to Dropbox. ‘I was searching for anything out of the ordinary,’ he explained, finding one of the six photos he had collected of Lola and Manoshi sleeping on the bus. He zoomed in. ‘An anomaly. Something that seemed out of place.’ He pointed to the figure in the woodlands. ‘French Intelligence and our lot couldn’t get much more out of it. Attal even went back to where he thinks this was taken. There’s a walking track beyond those trees, so it could have been a birdwatcher.’


    Sarraf adjusted the shutters, blocking out as much light as possible. It made no difference to the image on the screen.


    ‘The kids used to prank anyone who fell asleep,’ Bish told him. ‘Eddie was sure to have taken a shot like this. He was sitting opposite these girls, one row down. He may have the clearest picture of whoever’s beyond that window.’


    Sarraf logged into Instagram and went straight to Eddie’s profile.


    ‘Why don’t the other kids follow Eddie online?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Violette banned any social networking,’ Sarraf said. ‘So @moveslikejagger02 has one follower. Me. He was planning to network when he got home from the tour. That hasn’t happened yet.’


    Sarraf turned the screen towards Bish.


    ‘I didn’t take much notice of his tour stuff. The photo of the two of them was the only one I got printed. My eyes glazed over by the time I saw the twentieth shot of someone’s tongue stud.’


    ‘Reggie Hill from Brighton,’ Bish said. ‘I think someone dared him to lick the pigeon shit off the rocks at Mont Saint-Michel.’


    Eddie had taken photos of anything that moved, but thankfully they were in date order. Bish looked at the time. It was past three pm.


    ‘There,’ he said a minute later, pointing to a couple of photographs of the sleeping girls. Most were close-ups. Eddie seemed to have been determined to capture every dribble, freckle or blemish. Sarraf focused on one of the photographs that didn’t just capture the faces.


    Bish indicated the space behind the girls’ heads. Sarraf zoomed in until Lola and Manoshi were a blur. But the image in the woods was the clearest Bish had seen yet. It was definitely a man. Middle-aged. Deep-set eyes, jowls that drooped, a bulbous nose. Bish reached over to click onto the next image, hoping it would reveal even more.


    ‘Wait wait wait,’ said Sarraf.


    ‘What?’


    ‘I know this guy!’


    ‘Bullshit! How?’


    ‘Comes into the gym. A real thug.’


    ‘He trains with you?’


    ‘No. He’s a heavy. A henchman. Goes round collecting debts – gets people to do things in return.’


    ‘So who does he work for?’


    ‘Arnaud Benoix. You heard of him?’


    ‘No. Should I have?’


    ‘Local drug dealer. Pig-ignorant. The type who pimps thirteen-year-old migrant kids. At the beginning of the year he made news when his eighteen-year-old son was high on ice, swinging a semi-automatic all over Novamatique. The laundromat. The cops shot him dead during the arrest. It’s all anyone round here could talk about for weeks.’


    Sarraf showed Bish an internet image of Benoix. Nothing going on in his eyes. Dead cold.


    ‘I’m presuming Benoix’s man isn’t coincidentally in the same place where people die the next day,’ Bish said.


    ‘What else do people do around there but camp?’ Sarraf asked.


    ‘Birdwatch.’


    ‘This guy, Dussollier, is more the type to hunt birds with a semi-automatic,’ Sarraf said.


    Bish dialled Attal’s number and put the phone on speaker. ‘Just tell him what we know,’ he told Sarraf. They waited, only to hear Attal’s recorded message. Bish hung up and tried Attal’s landline. There seemed to be a diversion, and then a voice answered, identifying the Bureau de Police. It was the first and last thing Bish understood before Sarraf started speaking, apart from Arnaud Benoix’s name. The woman’s response was quick. Then the click of the line being disconnected.


    ‘Attal’s out and she’ll let him know,’ Jamal said.


    ‘Out where?’ Still on speaker, Bish tried Grazier next, who picked up with his usual blunt ‘Grazier.’


    ‘Can you ring the Bureau de Police in Beaumarais and find out where Attal is?’


    ‘What have you got?’


    ‘A name that might interest him. Arnaud Benoix.’


    ‘Stay on the line.’


    Bish couldn’t sit still. Less than an hour until a possible repeat of what took place at the campsite. He walked to the window, needing air.


    ‘Who is he?’ Sarraf asked. ‘The guy on the phone.’


    ‘Someone who makes things happen,’ Bish said as truthfully as he could.


    ‘What sort of things? Arrests? Because I know that name.’


    Bish caught Sarraf’s eye. Looked away.


    ‘He makes two-day London visas happen,’ Bish said. ‘And adoptions.’


    Sarraf swore under his breath.


    Grazier was back on the line. ‘It’s not good. There’s been a bomb scare at Calais-Fréthun Station and they’re taking it very seriously. A Brussels to London Eurostar train arrives there at 4.01.’


    ‘Any suspects?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Who knows? What about the French bus driver? I still don’t understand why he’s not a suspect.’


    ‘Apparently Serge Sagur had an issue with him because of parking spots,’ Bish said. ‘Did you at least mention Benoix to them?’


    ‘Yes. That name seemed to get a reaction, but not one they shared with me,’ Grazier said. ‘Stay put. If it’s not a hoax, I’ll need you out there.’


    Grazier hung up. Sarraf looked gutted.


    ‘A trainload of people.’


    Bish didn’t want his brain going there. ‘Could Benoix be responsible?’ he asked Sarraf.


    ‘Not his sort of thing. And why go after a bunch of British kids, or a train heading for London? Why wouldn’t he blow up the police station instead? His issue is with Attal, not tourists.’


    ‘Why Attal?’


    ‘I’m not one for sticking up for coppers, but Benoix’s son was holding a girl and her baby hostage. Attal had no choice.’


    Bish’s heart thumped hard in his chest.


    ‘Attal shot Benoix’s son?’


    ‘Yeah. Why?’


    Bish moved away from the window. In an instant he was tapping into Lola’s Instagram feed. She wasn’t much of a photographer, just the type to take snaps of everything. Bish remembered photos taken of the kids inside the French bus. One dated the first day of the tour, one from Bayeux on the fourth day, one from Calais on the last day. The three times the British and French buses were at the same camping ground. Marianne Attal was pictured inside her bus, staring out the window. Behind Marianne was the object of Lola’s affections, the French boy who did magic tricks. Bish had looked at these photos ad nauseum. In some of them Lola had managed to frame the young magician well, but in most, Marianne’s head was in the way.


    ‘What?’ Sarraf asked over his shoulder, staring at the three almost identical photos on the screen.


    The French bus, unlike Bee’s, had been full and everyone stuck to their assigned seats. Three different days, same seating. Marianne Attal had been one of the junior coaches on hers, so there was no sitting in the back, Charlie Crombie-style, for her. What had Khateb and Serge argued about? Assigned parking spots.


    ‘What if it was the wrong bus?’ Bish said softly.


    ‘I don’t understand.’


    ‘Benoix’s man got the wrong bus. Marianne Attal’s assigned seat was first from the front.’


    ‘Fuck. Fuck! ’ Bish could see Sarraf’s reaction wasn’t just about the wrong bus.


    ‘What?’ he asked. ‘Anything. Say whatever’s in your head, Jimmy. Even if it sounds like bollocks!’


    ‘It’s the first day back at school,’ Sarraf said. ‘Last bell rings at four pm. What if the fucker’s put a bomb on her school bus and Fréthun is a hoax? Or a diversion?’


    They were back in Bish’s Renault inside a minute, with absolutely no idea which direction to drive.


    ‘How many schools in town?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Too many for guesswork.’


    ‘Fuck!’


    They tried Attal’s mobile number again and this time when it went to message bank, Sarraf repeated what he knew. He spoke slowly with an element of calm before hanging up.


    ‘What about your daughter?’ Sarraf said. ‘These kids know more about each other than you’d think.’


    Bish looked at his watch: 2.53 in Kent. Bee could be anywhere. She didn’t start school until Wednesday.


    ‘It’ll be quicker to text,’ Sarraf said. ‘They ignore phone calls but can’t resist a text.’


    ‘Please tell me you’re not dating teenage girls.’


    ‘One teenage girl in my life is enough and she’s giving me grey hair.’


    Bish figured that if they had been in a stolen car together, Bee and Marianne might have exchanged details about their lives.


    Urgent. Where does Marianne Attal go to school?


    They had stopped at an intersection on the Boulevard la Fayette. Cars honked their horns behind them as Sarraf debated which way to go. ‘Quai Gustave Lamarle, Quai du Commerce, or Boulevard Victor Hugo. Take a guess.’


    Bish’s phone beeped. He read the message aloud. ‘Convent school in Calais. Why?’


    Sarraf rammed his foot on the accelerator, dodging cars as he turned onto Boulevard Victor Hugo. ‘It’s about two kilometres out of town,’ Sarraf said. ‘But what if we’re wrong?’


    ‘Then a bomb goes off on a train heading to London and we’re fucked either way.’


    Bish pressed Attal’s number again and held up the phone. Sarraf left another message, then picked up even more speed.


    It was Bish’s idea of hell, sitting in the passenger seat on the wrong side of the road at this speed. He shouted out more than once, remembering too late each time that Sarraf had driven on French roads for years now and knew what he was doing.


    ‘Just close your eyes and shut up, Ortley. Okay?’


    At 3.59 they sped through the school gates of what looked like a fifteenth-century convent. Three minibuses sat in a closely confined turning circle. They were marked with their destinations: Calais, Desvres, Étaples. Bish was out of the car while Sarraf was still pulling up and he hit the ground running, hammering at the door of the Calais bus.


    ‘Ouvrir. Ouvrir. Open the door! Open!’


    The driver stared at him in irritation.


    ‘There’s a bomb on your bus. Bomb.’ Bish made a ridiculous bombing gesture with his hands but the idiot driver didn’t move. Then Sarraf was behind Bish, shouting at the man in French. The driver’s irritation turned to alarm and he opened the door. Just as the school bell rang. The first of the kids came spilling out of the buildings surrounding the turning circle. Bish dragged the driver out of his seat and onto the kerb. Sarraf had already taken off in the direction of the students and Bish could hear him shouting, ‘Rentrez! Rentrez!’ and suddenly everyone was screaming. And then Bish was in the driver’s seat, crashing into the bus in front, crashing into the one behind, before swinging left and mowing through the rose garden at the centre of the turning circle, knocking down a statue of the Virgin Mary and narrowly missing a cluster of kids who were being ushered into the chapel by two teachers.


    Hail Mary full of grace, I’m so bloody sorry.


    The turning circle had two exits. One where Sarraf had entered, the other leading to a meadow where Bish could see a grotto in the distance. He scrunched the gears and charged in its direction. Statues and grottos could be repaired. Replaced. People couldn’t. He had to get the bus as far from the kids as possible. Perhaps there was no bomb and he was just some mad Brit causing chaos across the Channel. Desecrating a shrine dedicated to the Virgin Mary and ruining a fifteenth-century rose garden. But he thought of the body of the Spanish girl that night in Calais. A distance away from the bus, but still a victim. There could be no more dead kids. He would give his life never to see a dead kid again. The time on the dash read 4.04. He hit the brake, almost falling out of the bus. Ran.


    Come on, Dad!


    And Stevie was shouting out to him, laughing, just as he had on that holiday in Cornwall, and Bish would have followed his boy anywhere. Anywhere. So he ran with his lungs exploding, feeling the way Bee had described the last five metres of a two hundred.


    Come on, Dad!


    And when the ground shook beneath him and Bish felt himself being thrown into the air he could still hear his boy laughing. It was the further tragedy of the past three years: he hadn’t been able to remember the sound of Stevie’s laugh. But right now it was ringing in his ears. The entire world was ringing in Bish’s ears.
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    When he came to he could see black plumes of smoke above him. Voices were shouting in French. He needed familiarity right now. It came in the form of Jimmy Sarraf.


    ‘What the fuck, Ortley? I thought you were going to drive that bus to Belgium.’


    He tried to sit up. Sarraf was gently pushing him back down.


    ‘Stay there.’


    Then a paramedic was replacing Sarraf and asking him questions in French. Bish closed his eyes to shut her out. He didn’t have the strength to tell one more person in this country that he didn’t understand a word they were saying. He pushed her hand away and gingerly got to his feet, miraculously undamaged.


    He looked around. A couple of firefighters were dealing with the bus, completely destroyed and smouldering. Bish could smell the sulphur in the air.


    ‘Anyone hurt?’ he asked Sarraf.


    ‘Yeah. You broke the bus driver’s wrist. He complained to the coppers that you didn’t have to use so much force.’


    The paramedic must have understood, because she chuckled.


    Laughter. That didn’t happen where death was present. Bish felt as if he could take on the world. Zero body count.


    Regardless, the place was chaos. Parents were arriving in droves, pushing past police, hysteria in their voices. He felt his phone buzz in his pocket and retrieved it. The screen was cracked. His ears were still ringing and it got worse when he answered the phone. Someone was asking if he’d take the call. Then Noor’s voice: ‘Where are you? All I can hear are sirens.’


    ‘I’m in Calais. There’s been another bomb —’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Jimmy’s here —’


    ‘Oh God!’


    ‘No one’s hurt.’


    ‘You’re slurring your words.’


    ‘I haven’t been drinking.’


    ‘I didn’t say you had.’


    He could see her brother being questioned now by a couple of uniforms. He hoped they wouldn’t do something stupid like arrest him.


    ‘Slow down and tell me everything,’ she said, her tone gruff. Not hostile, not tender. But gruff belonged to the caring family.


    He gave her the shortest version he could. One with an optimistic ending in which he hoped Benoix’s people got caught. ‘This means Violette and Eddie are safer out there now, and once they realise it, they’ll ask for help,’ he said. ‘And the Home Office will stop sending me to bother you.’


    She didn’t respond and he wanted her to.


    ‘My Holloway privileges will be revoked, I’m guessing.’


    ‘A privilege, was it?’ she asked.


    ‘A great privilege.’


    He thought she was gone and then he heard a ragged breath. ‘Etienne LeBrac was the love of my life. But some days you make me forget him and I don’t think I can forgive you for that.’


    Good. Now he knew what he was up against. The ghost of a man who hadn’t lived long enough to fuck up a marriage. Who would stay eternally perfect in the eyes of the woman and child who adored him.


    ‘When you can forgive me for making you forget, send me a letter. Handwritten. I might just have to give up my Saturday afternoons to see you.’


    She didn’t have a response. And for now, Bish was happy with that. ‘Do you want to talk to your brother?’ he asked.


    ‘Of course.’


    He waved Sarraf over.


    ‘You know, you’re going to faint if you don’t lie down,’ Sarraf told him, taking his phone.


    ‘I’m not prone to fainting.’


    When he came to again, Attal was standing over him, one eye concealed by a heavy swollen lid, which had bled down his face. A man that ugly didn’t need another scar.


    ‘Benoix,’ Bish mumbled.


    The captain knelt and gripped his hand. Didn’t let go. Bish could see he was gutted, but there was relief in his eyes. Then the paramedic dared suggest Attal sit down so she could attend to his face, and a shouting match ensued.


    Bish eventually learnt from Sarraf that Attal had been combing through the Eurostar at Fréthun when he was alerted to their message. It was minutes before the bomb went off. His first instinct was to contact the school, but there was no answer and at 4.05 he collapsed to his knees and wept. Then he got a call from Marianne telling him she was safe. So he went after Benoix, arresting him in a bar on Boulevard Jacquard. But not before beating him to a pulp. Benoix had managed to get a few in himself, by the looks of things. He was now in the custody of French Intelligence and Attal had been told to stay away.


    ‘French Intelligence want Eddie’s photos,’ Sarraf said. ‘Especially the one with Dussollier.’


    Attal was mumbling something to Sarraf while fighting off the paramedic.


    ‘He wants us to come home with him.’


    ‘Tell him it’s not necessary,’ Bish said.


    ‘I think we should go,’ Sarraf said quietly.


    Sarraf pulled up at the capitaine’s home just as Attal and Marianne were getting out of the car. Her blue eyes were filled with angry tears.


    ‘They are dead because of me,’ she told Bish when he joined them. ‘The English and the Spanish girl and Monsieur Sagur.’


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘They’re dead because of Benoix.’


    The woman who opened the door to them held Marianne wordlessly and Bish could see her hands trembling. When she let go, she ushered them all inside.


    The Attals lived in a cramped apartment. There were two other kids, a boy of fifteen or so and another of six, both talking at once. They threw themselves onto their father as soon as they saw him, and Bish heard him suppress a groan of pain. For the next few hours Bish spoke through Sarraf and Marianne, who managed to keep texting as she translated, while her mother sewed up her father’s brow with rough furious fingers while instructing her son to cook the evening meal. She was a nurse, Bish was told.


    The family were big talkers. It sounded to Bish that they were shouting half the time, except when eating. Halfway through dinner two lads, twins of about twenty, burst into the house, shouting even louder. One of them dragged his sister out of her seat and all but choked her while hugging her. The other was crying.


    ‘Any more?’ Bish asked Marianne, trying to make light of all the emotion.


    She shook her head and gleefully made a scissor with two fingers, pointing to her father. Attal had had the snip. Who could blame him after five kids?


    Then the bottle of Brenne came out and Bish knew he wouldn’t be able to resist. He was tired and homesick for Bee. And strangely also for Noor. It made him feel like a fool, not because of feeling this way about a convicted terrorist, but because she was a woman he couldn’t possibly have. He’d have this drink to forget the fool he was. Anyone would understand.


    Just as he was about to take the glass of Scotch held out to him, he noticed a photo on the mantelpiece. Marianne standing on a podium holding a gold medal. Goteborg Sverige. Beside her, holding the silver, was Bee. Bish caught Marianne’s eye. Bee and Marianne knew each other from Gothenburg? And at that moment Bish knew with certainty who had taken the photo of Bee, Eddie and Violette. Marianne Attal had put that look in his daughter’s eyes.


    Oh Bee, of all the girls in the world, you pick the daughter of a copper?


    When it was time to say goodbye there was a lot of kissing on both cheeks with all of them. Except Attal’s wife, who held Bish in a robust embrace.


    ‘Merci, Bashir. Merci.’ And it felt strange but familiar to hear her use his proper name.


    Attal grunted something to him and Sarraf interpreted. ‘He says, “Learn French and I’ll take you fishing.”  ’


    The capitaine held out a hand to Sarraf and said something in such earnest rapid-fire French that Bish figured it was personal and didn’t ask him to translate.


    Outside, on the sort of night when the wind speaks cruelly of summer’s end, Bish couldn’t help sighing with regret. ‘I only speak one language,’ he said as they got into the car. ‘Should have learnt more. You can conquer the world that way.’


    ‘My sister and I speak quite a few and we’re not exactly ruling the world,’ Sarraf said. He started the engine. ‘You can crash on the sofa,’ he offered.


    Bish didn’t argue, though he knew the ferries ran all night.


    They drove in silence until they neared the flat. ‘I’ve drawn you up a fitness plan,’ Sarraf said.


    ‘Really?’


    ‘You’re a heart attack waiting to happen, Ortley. You need to get yourself fixed up here.’ He pointed to his own head. ‘Make your goals reasonable. You’re never going to have a six-pack again so don’t aim for that.’


    ‘Never had one in the first place.’


    ‘You’re good at what you do, Ortley. Ask them for your job back. You’re not the first copper to get pissed on the job.’


    ‘No, but I’m probably the first to stick a gun down a colleague’s throat.’


    Inside, Sarraf grabbed a few blankets from a closet and threw them on the sofa. ‘I’ll see you in morning,’ he said, moving to his side of the room.


    ‘Jimmy?’ Bish called. He’d remembered something Noor had told him about the Sarraf family’s guilt.


    ‘It was a twelve-seater bus today. Twelve kids. Twenty-four parents. Thirty or so siblings. Forty-eight grandparents. All those people, and I haven’t even counted friends. Tonight, be a mathematician for the living and not the dead.’
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    Bish was still on a high next morning on the ferry heading back to Dover. The Guardian, in reporting the arrest of Benoix and the bomb on the Calais bus, noted that Jamal Sarraf had been working with the police and was being hailed as a hero. Two students were interviewed about the terrifying moment. ‘Monsieur Sarraf he says, “Rentrez! Rentrez!” Go back!’


    Bish wondered if all the students had also seen Monsieur Ortley have a fainting spell. But he was too happy to care. Until he saw Eddie Conlon’s face on the TV screen in the lounge. Had that journalist done exactly as she’d threatened? Or was it something worse? Don’t let him be dead. Bish strained to listen, as if he might understand by sheer force of will. His phone rang and for once he was glad to see it was Elliot.


    ‘Eddie Conlon?’ Bish said.


    ‘Then you’ve seen it. Sarah what’s-her-face ran with the story and it’s gone fucking viral.’


    The cruelty of it. Just when the boy was out of danger he was exposed as the grandson of a terrorist. Bish watched footage of the media camped outside a cottage. The graffiti on the stone wall read Eddie Bin Lardin lives hear. All the sacrifices made to keep Eddie from this sort of hate, all for nothing.


    The segment crossed to Layla Bayat walking out of the Holloway grounds, closely followed by a press pack.


    ‘Why is the press after Layla Bayat?’ he asked Elliot.


    ‘Wanting to know whether it’s true she was asked to leave Silvey and Grayson because of her links to a terrorist cell.’


    Bish swore under his breath, moving closer to the screen.


    A journalist asked, ‘What’s Noor saying about her children, Layla?’


    Bish watched as Layla stopped walking, and for a moment he thought she was going to have a meltdown on live TV. But only for a moment.


    ‘We’ll deal with the treatment of Violette and Eddie soon enough,’ she said to the first microphone poked in her face. ‘For now, I’m here because Noor LeBrac’s confession thirteen years ago was obtained illegally, by coercion. Her imprisonment is unlawful. Louis Sarraf acted on his own and my client is innocent.’


    Bish felt his heart somersault.


    His phone beeped a message.


    Can you make sure nothing happens to her? Please.


    Jimmy. Helplessly watching the girl he loved from across the Channel.
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    Layla’s phone rings all morning. Interviews. A death threat. Her mother. A death threat. Phillip Grayson wanting her to ‘pop into the office for a talk’. And yet another death threat. She sits on the stairs outside her flat door. She can hear her landline ringing nonstop.


    If the truth be told, Layla is petrified. Not just because of the threats, but because there’s no turning back now. She’ll have to make a list of all the things she needs. Office space. A barrister. A paralegal. God almighty, she’ll have to sell her flat and move back in with her parents.


    Her mobile rings again and this time she sees her sister’s name.


    ‘If you’re going to speak to the press, Layla, you need to look like a million pounds or they’ll make out that you’re nothing but a council flat girl who has no idea,’ Jocelyn says.


    ‘A million isn’t that much these days.’


    ‘Two million then. So two suits. I’m taking you shopping.’


    Jocelyn’s crying. Everyone seems to be crying these days.


    ‘And if Ali offers you an overdraft, Layla, take it.’


    ‘Well, I’ll think about it, but I may have another way.’


    ‘Layla, do not move back in with Mummy and Baba.’


    ‘Keep telling me that,’ Layla says. ‘I’ll talk to you later.’


    She returns Phillip Grayson’s call.


    ‘Come in and let’s talk, Layla,’ he says. ‘If you win this, LeBrac and the Sarrafs will go for compensation. You can’t go after those responsible on your own.’


    Can she really still be naïve enough to feel surprised? It was always going to be about money for the Graysons of the world.


    ‘Remember when you used to send me out to see the “Arab clients”, as you liked to call them, Phillip? Because most of them were old-fashioned and preferred to meet with one of their own kind? So what if they find out that it was you who told the press I was sacked because of my so-called links to a terrorist? I have a feeling they’re going to want to start looking for different legal representation. A firm that doesn’t reek of racism.’


    He makes an impatient noise. ‘Then why call me back, Layla?’


    ‘I want you to swap the word “sacked” for “made redundant” and I want a package. I’ll get back to you with the details. And for your information, Noor LeBrac and the Sarrafs would never go for compensation. Out of respect for the people Louis Sarraf killed.’ Layla wishes she had one of those old phones she could slam in his ear.


    She hears the sound of the front door opening on the ground floor, and tentative footsteps walking towards the stairs.


    ‘Layla?’


    Surprised, she peers down the staircase and sees Jemima.


    ‘They’re wasting your time,’ Layla calls out. ‘I’ve already told Grayson what I want.’


    Jemima reaches her, holding a takeaway coffee. ‘Everyone says you’d be a fool not to take the job back.’


    ‘Why, when I can get a redundancy package instead?’


    ‘Enough to pay a paralegal?’ Jemima asks.


    Layla can’t hide her surprise.


    Jemima gives her a look. ‘Offer me a job or you’ll end up with someone like that crap paralegal from Leeds who couldn’t understand your writing.’


    She holds out the coffee. ‘Latte with half a sugar?’


    Layla can’t help a smile.


    ‘What else do we need?’ Jemima asks.


    We. Paralegal: tick.


    Her phone beeps again. ‘If you’re going to work for me, start by reading this.’ She hands the phone to Jemima. ‘And if it’s a threat, delete it.’


    Jemima studies the screen. ‘Sounds more like a come-on than a threat.’


    ‘Jimmy?’


    ‘Nope. Someone called Rachel.’


    Layla’s heartbeat is back to out of control. Forgive me, Jimmy, she thinks, but a come-on from Rachel Ballyntine is what I need at the moment. ‘What does it say?’


    ‘Let’s do this.’
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    Bee came to stay with Bish and even took him out for brunch at an old church converted to a café on Westferry Road.


    ‘My treat,’ she said when they were seated at an outside table. It was one of London’s drearier autumn days and Bish and Bee couldn’t have been happier with the weather as they enjoyed spectacular eggs and coffee under a filthy sky.


    ‘Is this because you’re impressed that I sort of saved your girlfriend?’ he asked, reaching over for the last of her bacon.


    She sipped her coffee before answering. ‘First, she’s not my girlfriend. Second, you didn’t sort of save her, you did actually save her.’


    Not according to Grazier. ‘We’d rather you don’t get identified as having anything to do with what happened in Calais yesterday,’ he’d told Bish on the phone. Bee had found out from Marianne.


    ‘Anyway, I was impressed long before that,’ Bee said. ‘When you rolled around in the rubbish with Gorman at the campground.’


    ‘Really? I was oblivious to impressing you for a couple of weeks?’


    ‘No. You haven’t impressed me for a couple of weeks, you impressed me a couple of weeks ago. Bum crack showing and all.’ Bish could tell she was trying not to laugh. ‘Even Crombie admitted you weren’t as useless as you looked. He was also impressed.’


    ‘With the bum crack?’


    This time she did laugh. But then she set her coffee cup down on a precise spot. ‘I’m going to tell you something and you can’t get mad.’


    There was a look in her eye that said he wasn’t here for a treat. ‘I can’t promise you that, Bee.’


    ‘Of course you can.’


    ‘But I’m not going to.’ Now Bish was truly suspicious. ‘I’m presuming there’s a 99.9 percent chance you’re not pregnant.’


    She was slightly amused, so he figured it couldn’t be that bad. ‘People trust you,’ she said, leaning forward and moving his cup out of the way. ‘Parents. The government. Now even the French trust you, and they think everyone’s beneath them. Violette’s mum trusts you, and according to Violette she trusts no one.’ Bee looked hard at him. ‘So if anyone rings with what may appear to be alarming news, tell them to trust you. Because you’ll take care of things.’


    As if on cue, his phone rang. He looked at the screen. Grazier. They had already touched base that morning but Bish picked up the call anyway.


    ‘What’s happened?’ he asked.


    ‘Manoshi, Fionn and Lola have gone missing from the fucking hospital.’


    Bish stared in alarm at Bee, who was looking over his shoulder – to avoid eye contact, he presumed.


    He covered the phone so Grazier couldn’t hear. ‘Bee, what’s going on?’


    Before she could answer, someone pulled up a chair and sat beside him.


    ‘I’ll get back to you, Grazier,’ Bish said, looking from Bee to Violette. ‘Trust me.’


    Violette was thinner in the face and the dark circles under her eyes were prominent. But she seemed less fierce. Even relaxed.


    ‘I need you to come with us, Chief Inspector Ortley,’ she said. ‘We mightn’t be terror suspects anymore, but we’ve got a better chance of getting up to Yorkshire with you. I want to show Eddie where our father died. It’s part of why I came over here, and I’m not going back without doing that.’


    Driving a bus with explosives through a French convent school seemed so simple compared to dealing with Violette LeBrac Zidane.


    ‘Where’s Eddie? And the others?’ He wanted a response that didn’t involve a felony.


    Violette and Bee seemed to have taken a vow of silence.


    ‘They’re injured,’ he said. ‘They can’t be out of the hospital.’


    ‘It’s not as if they’re still on the critical list,’ Bee scoffed. ‘They’re off drips and eating solids and bored to death.’


    ‘Look,’ Violette said, ‘it was only supposed to be Fionn, but Lola and Manoshi caught on and decided they were coming along or it would be hashtag we-know-where-Fionn’s-gone.’


    Bee shook her head in disgust. ‘Whose stupid idea was it to put those two together again?’


    It was Bish’s turn to stay silent.


    ‘And the thing with Fionn is his mother,’ Violette said. ‘He needs to see her.’


    ‘We thought we’d kill two birds with one stone.’


    He stared from one to the other. He didn’t like all this bird death with little promise of success.


    ‘We’ll be back down south by nine tonight,’ Bee said. ‘Win-win.’


    ‘And all you have to do is tell anyone who rings that they can trust you,’ Violette said.


    ‘Noor’s not going to like your plan, Violette.’


    ‘Noor?’ she said, hostility suddenly in her voice. ‘We’re on first-name terms, are we?’


    ‘Yes, we’ve bonded over your being the star of social media and CCTV for the past weeks, Violette.’


    Her eyes narrowed even more.


    ‘How’s Eddie taking everything?’ he asked, reminding himself that he was the adult here.


    ‘Did you see the graffiti on the news?’ she asked. ‘Someone wrote Eddie Bin Lardin lives hear on his cottage wall. Can’t even spell. Frickin’ dumb people give me the shits.’


    ‘Same,’ Bee said.


    Bish nodded. Same.


    ‘So where are they?’ he asked, as Bee put money on the table and stood up. ‘How the hell did you get Fionn into a car?’


    Sighing from his companions, as if Bish were an idiot for asking so many questions.


    A long car horn sounded loudly from the road.


    ‘In that,’ Violette said.


    ‘What?’ He turned to look.


    ‘We got him out of hospital in that.’ She was pointing to the Salvation Army twelve-seater with wheelchair access that had just pulled up. Lola, Manoshi, Fionn and Eddie waved ecstatically from the backseats.


    Bish stumbled to his feet. Bee and Violette followed him to the van, where Charlie Crombie poked his head out of the driver’s window. ‘He’s not driving.’


    That was how Bish found himself riding shotgun to Charlie Crombie on the road to Yorkshire with a carload of kids who should have been in school or in hospital. The upside was that the fathers of Lola and Manoshi finally found something to unite them: their desire to have Bish arrested on a string of charges. Katherine and Sadia were only slightly more forgiving.


    ‘Have you lost your mind, Bish?’ Katherine asked when Lola passed him her phone. ‘Ian’s called the police. You do know that?’


    ‘They are sick children,’ Sadia said. He could tell he was on speaker phone.


    ‘I think they’re sick of being sick children,’ he said. ‘And they were heading north regardless of whether I came with them or not. Would you rather I’d let them go on their own?’


    ‘I’m calling your mother,’ Sadia said.


    Bish rang Grazier and waited for the swearfest to end before he spoke. ‘You’re a heart attack waiting to happen, Grazier.’ Now he was reduced to channelling Sarraf.


    ‘Turn the bus around and bring them back,’ Grazier ordered.


    ‘I don’t have access to the keys. Charlie won’t relinquish them for the time being.’


    Charlie shot him a look that said he was never going to relinquish them.


    ‘I’ll have the kids back at the hospital tonight,’ Bish said. ‘Meanwhile keep the media away from this. Call off whatever police Ian Parker’s got on board. No roadblocks. No car chase.’


    ‘I’m up for a car chase,’ Charlie said.


    Grazier swore again. ‘Where are you heading?’


    Bish didn’t quite lie, just left out some of the truth. ‘Fionn needs to see his mother. I’ll ring you when we get there.’


    ‘No, you’ll see me when you get there,’ Grazier said. ‘And judging by the phone call I just had from Ian Parker, you’ll be seeing them as well.’


    When Bish hung up, his phone rang immediately. Twice. Elliot. Rachel. He ignored them both.


    ‘Can you please switch that off?’ Crombie said. ‘It’s annoying me.’


    ‘Chief Inspector Ortley, is it true you were involved in what happened at Marianne Attal’s school?’ Manoshi asked.


    Bish turned around to face the rest of the kids. Perhaps it was time to own his hero role.


    ‘Someone tweeted that you broke a man’s arm and ran over a statue of a saint,’ Lola said.


    Or perhaps not.


    ‘Chief Inspector Ortley, is it true you thought there was a point-one percent chance that Bee was pregnant?’ Lola asked.


    ‘Why only point one?’ Violette said. ‘Being a lesbian doesn’t mean someone’s knicked off with her uterus, Chief Inspector.’


    ‘I might want kids one day,’ Bee said. ‘Sperm’s all I need.’


    ‘You can have mine if it’s okay with my missus,’ Charlie said.


    ‘Eyes on the road,’ Bish ordered. He looked at Violette. ‘Is that what you aspire to? Being Charlie’s missus?’


    ‘Yes.’ Violette seemed proud to own the title. ‘He’s going to be my first ex-husband.’


    ‘Cheeky bitch.’ Charlie was grinning.


    When they passed through Cambridge, Bish was ordered to swap seats with Bee and found himself next to Violette.


    ‘I need to say something to you, Chief Inspector, that you won’t like hearing,’ she said, not wasting any time.


    There were screeches of laughter from behind them. He turned to see Eddie Conlon imitating someone, doing pelvic thrusts in his seat, entertaining the girls.


    ‘If this is about your mother —’


    She held up a hand to warn him against further mention of her mother.


    ‘It’s about Bee. She thinks she wasn’t enough to keep you all together . . . and that her brother would have been. She thinks she wasn’t worth it.’


    He winced, glancing at Violette. She nodded in confirmation. When he couldn’t think of anything to say, she sighed.


    ‘Sorry.’ He heard the regret in her voice. ‘I’ll swap with Eddie. He’s really good at lifting moods.’


    ‘Stay,’ he said. ‘Tell me one of your stories.’


    A hint of a smile crept across her face.


    ‘How about the one where my parents fell in love in Cambridge?’


    When they reached Sheffield, Bish suggested they stop for sandwiches.


    ‘Sandwiches?’ Charlie said. ‘That’s what they serve these three every day in hospital. Have a bit of imagination.’


    Imagination was McDonald’s. It didn’t have a drive-through, so Bee and Charlie went to get the food, because, according to Eddie, ‘They aren’t ex-suspected terrorists or missing any body parts, so they won’t stand out in a crowd.’


    Bee and Charlie came back soon enough with bags of food and serious expressions.


    ‘We’re all over the news,’ Charlie said.


    Lola and Manoshi were caught between the drama of being all over the news and the excitement of eating chicken nuggets and French fries. Bish fiddled with the radio scan and found a news station.


    ‘Chief Inspector Bish Ortley is a person of interest in the disappearance of three young patients who were injured in the August Boulogne bombing.’


    ‘A bit dramatic,’ Bish said, and everyone agreed.


    ‘Ortley was suspended from the force last month after assaulting a fellow officer with a firearm.’


    He felt their eyes on him. So much for Grazier keeping the media out of it.


    ‘Should we be scared?’ Charlie said, sounding anything but.


    ‘Did he deserve it?’ Bee asked.


    ‘No one deserves to be threatened with a gun, Bee.’


    ‘Bullshit,’ Violette said. ‘I’d threaten a paedophile with a gun. I’d actually shoot him in the dick.’


    After tapping away at the minivan’s GPS, Charlie started the engine. Bish turned his phone back on and regretted it the moment he saw the eleven text messages and twenty missed calls.


    ‘Nothing you can do until we get to Malham, so I’d switch it to silent if I were you,’ Charlie said.


    Bish did as he was told.


    In the rearview mirror he could see Violette whispering to Fionn, a vicious little expression around her mouth. Fionn seemed uncomfortable, and Bish had a feeling that she was forcing him into something he didn’t want to do.


    Charlie saw him looking and checked his own mirror. ‘She doesn’t judge, you know,’ he said in a low voice. ‘She just says, “Move on, don’t let shit define you.”  ’ He took a moment to contemplate. ‘I suppose a cheating scam seems nothing compared to the stuff that’s happened in her life.’


    Bish was surprised that Charlie had brought that up. He dared to ask, ‘If it was a scam, what happened to the others?’


    Charlie went into shutdown and Bish regretted asking. He looked in the rearview mirror again. There was a lot of whispering going on in the back now.


    ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Charlie said at last. ‘I cheated. And no, I didn’t hand myself in, I got caught. So don’t search for anything decent about the situation. The only thing I didn’t do was rat on the others.’


    ‘Fionn says you’re smart, Charlie. So why?’


    Charlie shrugged. Bish was getting a clearer picture of what a Charlie shrug meant. Shame.


    ‘It’s not like The Vicar of Dibley with my parents, you know. Most of the time it’s a council flat next to a church. At Ashcroft you either had to make a name for yourself or be invisible. You couldn’t be in-between.’


    ‘How does Fionn fit into the school then?’


    ‘He was one of the invisible ones. Didn’t even know he went to that school until he told me the night before the bomb went off. I thought he looked familiar.’


    Charlie took his eyes off the road to look briefly at Bish. ‘I was supposed to move that suitcase for Lola. Not Sykes. But Sykes did it. It should have been me. Sykes is fucking decent and he didn’t deserve that to happen to him.’


    ‘And you did, Charlie? You really think anyone deserves that?’


    ‘You don’t know how it feels,’ Charlie said dismissively.


    ‘Did Bee tell you about her brother’s death?’


    Charlie seemed surprised. ‘Yeah. He got caught in a rip and drowned. She said you don’t talk about it.’


    ‘I wasn’t there that day,’ Bish said. ‘Her mum and I were having a bit of time apart and she went to Portsmouth with Stevie and I took Bee to a race meet up north. Over the years everyone’s said the same thing to me. Coastguards, police, even Bee’s mum. That even if I’d been there I wouldn’t have been able to save him. It was a killer rip.’ Bish swallowed hard. ‘But a man did go in to save Stevie. Some random guy on the beach. And he died out there too. That’s what I can’t forgive myself for. Another man died trying to save my son.’


    After a moment he said, ‘So I sort of do know how you feel, Charlie. Just don’t let it take you to dark places, because it’s a bugger to dig yourself out of that pit.’


    Ten minutes later, Bish knew something was wrong. There hadn’t been talk in the back for some time and when he checked the mirror Fionn looked shattered.


    ‘Pull over, Charlie.’


    When the van was parked by the side of the road, Bish unbuckled his seatbelt and turned around. ‘Fionn, are you okay?’


    ‘I’m fine.’ He was scrubbing tears from his eyes.


    ‘Whatever Violette wants you to do, forget about it,’ Bish said, eyeing her with a warning.


    ‘What did I do?’ she asked.


    ‘I’m just angry, okay,’ Fionn said. ‘I’m allowed to be angry.’


    ‘Course you are,’ Bish said.


    ‘And I can’t even fucking walk away when I’m angry!’ Fionn shouted.


    Bish looked at the younger girls in the backseat, worried that Fionn’s mood would frighten them. But they only looked sad.


    ‘I told them about the other bus,’ Bee said. ‘How the bomb was meant for the French kids and not us.’


    ‘I love the way I get the blame for making him cry,’ Violette said.


    ‘I thought you were hassling him before,’ Bish admitted.


    ‘I’m just trying to convince him to go to his school dance with a hot girl so his dumb-bitch ex-best friend’s girlfriend will see what she’s missing.’


    ‘Dumb bitch is a terrible term, Violette,’ Bish said, discreetly pointing to the impressionable three at the back.


    ‘She broke his heart. If I ever meet her, I’ll punch her in the face.’


    Fierce Violette was back.


    ‘There was this magician kid on the French bus,’ Fionn said. ‘Every time we were at the same campsite he’d do these tricks.’


    ‘Patric,’ Lola reminded everyone.


    ‘He’d be dead if the bomb had been on his bus,’ Fionn said. ‘He sat four seats from the front. So would Marianne. So would that girl with all those plaits. So would at least the next five rows. Because their bus was packed and ours wasn’t. I kept wondering why this happened to me, and now I know why and I’m angry, because I can’t regret it any more. Because if I do, all those kids would be dead. The boy with the magic tricks would be dead.’


    Charlie started up the van and put on his indicator. For the next hour they talked about Michael Stanley and Astrid Copely and Mac and Serge Sagur and Lucia Ortez, whom they had never met but whose name they’d never forget. Bish had seen his first dead body at the age of twenty-five, six months into the job. These kids had experienced it far too young.


    Fuck it, he was going to have to speak to David Maynard about getting all the kids of the tour together again. It was the sort of thing the principal extraordinaire was good at.


    His phone beeped with a text from Saffron telling him to look at Sadia and Katherine’s blog. ‘Who’s got internet access?’ he asked.


    Everyone. They hadn’t managed to grab a spare set of clothes or shoes but they all had their technology.


    ‘You two look up your mums’ blog,’ he ordered Lola and Manoshi. Lola had it on her favourites page so was first to find it.


    ‘Your dad wrote a piece, Eddie,’ she said.


    A surprised Eddie reached over and took the iPad. Bish watched him study the screen.


    ‘Eddie? Are you okay?’


    Eddie nodded.


    ‘What does it say?’ Fionn asked.


    Eddie swallowed and started reading. ‘“My eldest son Jimmy was killed in the Brackenham bombing when he was eighteen. It was how my wife Anna came to meet Noor LeBrac. A need to understand why our boy had died. My wife’s relationship with Noor introduced us to our second son who means everything to me . . .”  ’


    Eddie started crying and Violette leaned over and gently took the iPad out of his hands and continued to read. When she cried, Bee took over, and by the end everyone had read it aloud and Bish felt like crying himself.
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    An air of tranquillity had hit the bus by the time they reached Yorkshire. Bish welcomed the sensory overload of the landscape. Perhaps days without alcohol had opened him up to everything. Drystone walls lined with flowers, the fluorescent fields of rapeseed. It was functional beauty. Cottages advertised free-range eggs, black-faced sheep dotted the hillsides, farmers collected silage for the winter. A cyclist or two and seasoned walkers with sticks signalled that the cove was close by. Violette was alone in finding it too picture-perfect. Her farm in Coleambally, she said, was a different sort of beauty. More savage.


    Bish heard the homesickness in her voice. But he didn’t want to think of Eddie and Violette being separated. He didn’t want to think of any of these kids being apart – he wished he could drive them around the countryside for the rest of their lives, keeping them all safe and less lonely.


    Ten miles out of Malham, Bish knew he had to let Grazier in on where they were. He was hoping they had at least a forty-minute head start and that Violette would get the chance to complete the journey she had begun all those weeks ago. So he took a chance and sent a text, and then sat back and enjoyed the rest of the drive.


    They arrived in Malham just before two. After parking in the village, they secured Fionn in the wheelchair and set off to the cove, a mile down the road. Violette led them, glancing back more than once at the sound of voices in the distance.


    Bee nudged Bish and pointed to Violette, a silent order to catch up.


    ‘She won’t want me walking alongside her, Bee.’


    ‘She insisted you come along. We wouldn’t have done this with you if not for her.’ She poked him in the side. ‘Go.’


    Bish did as he was told but figured his daughter had got it wrong. Violette wasn’t interested in talking and at times he felt as if she were quickening her step to shake him off. Until she suddenly said, ‘I thought they were friends of my father’s who followed us up here that day. That’s what I told my grandparents and they wrote it all down.’


    ‘Why did you think they were friends?’ he asked.


    ‘Because one of them said, “I know you.”  ’


    They came to the foot of the cove, staring up at the vertical face of the cliff. It wasn’t merely the height that filled Bish with awe, but its seeming impenetrability – a reminder of human frailty against the might of nature. Beside him, the kids were staring up at the ancient stone with reverence. No selfies here. Bish saw tears in Fionn’s eyes for the second time that day. It was here that the kid truly realised things would never be the same. The greatest nature lover among them could go no further.


    ‘I’ll take Violette and Eddie,’ Bish said. ‘The rest of you stay.’


    ‘I’m coming too,’ Bee said.


    Charlie looked in the direction of the village. ‘People were staring back there. I bet they’ve called the cops.’


    Bish pointed to Manoshi and Lola. ‘Don’t let those two out of your sight.’


    It was a sombre journey up the steps, Violette ahead once more as they took it in single file. On the limestone platform above the cove, the wind made their cheeks smart and their eyes water. But regardless, the view of the area was breathtaking, the rock formations stunning: clints and grykes as far as the eye could see, their strange hues in communion with the grey storm clouds that hung low and threatened to spill.


    Violette turned to them and Bish saw she was crying, holding her arms around her body. ‘He hid me,’ she sobbed. ‘They always say I was left walking on my own, but that’s not true! He hid me between the fissures big enough to fit me. It was to protect me. Not leave me behind. My dad wouldn’t have left me behind.’


    And Bish thought it strange that seventeen-year-old girls who had sex with idiot boys could still cry like babies for their fathers.


    ‘I believe you, Violette.’


    Eddie wasn’t coping well with Violette’s reaction and was now crying himself. His sobbing seemed to come from the gut, a mixture of pain and grief. ‘I miss my mum,’ he said over and over. And that got Bee started, and all Bish could do was hold onto the three sobbing kids and hide his own overwhelming anguish. All those years ago, a man had tried to protect his child on this rock. Etienne LeBrac hadn’t come here to die. He’d come to be reminded of beauty in an ugly year. If Bish were still a religious man, he would have sworn the dead were with them in this ancient place. The beautiful dead. And he felt that the three in his arms sensed it too.


    They heard a whistle and looked down to see Charlie waving, and pointing towards the village. A horde was approaching. They didn’t look like daytrippers. Reporters, Bish thought.


    Back down in the meadow, the girls were picking flowers and Fionn was lying on the grass, the sun in his eyes and a degree of contentment on his face. His chair was close by and Bish helped Charlie get him back in.


    ‘Are you tired?’ Charlie asked.


    ‘Sick and tired of you asking me if I’m tired,’ Fionn said.


    ‘I’m tired,’ Manoshi said.


    ‘You’re always tired, Manoshi,’ Bee said. ‘Even in France you were always tired.’


    ‘They’re not going to let us go any further, are they?’ Fionn asked Bish.


    ‘We’ll get you home,’ Bish promised.


    ‘Maybe your mum will come here, Fionn,’ Lola said.


    ‘She can’t move from the house, Lola!’ Charlie said. ‘How many times does he have to say it?’


    Lola started crying.


    ‘Stop blubbering or everyone’s going to think Bee’s dad molested us,’ Violette snapped. She put an arm around Lola all the same. ‘Come on, Lola, don’t be a wimp. You don’t want to end up like Lucy.’


    Everyone agreed.


    ‘You shouldn’t be so hard on Lucy,’ Bish said. ‘Some adults don’t deal with extreme circumstances.’


    ‘Extreme circumstances?’ Manoshi said. ‘That’s what she was always like, Chief Inspector Ortley.’


    ‘Yeah,’ Eddie said. ‘Everything was a drama. Like, Lucy, can we have a toilet stop? I can’t handle this. You kids are pushing me over the edge!’


    By the laughter, Bish figured Eddie’s impersonation was spot on, the pitch of Lucy Gilies’s voice, the hands flapping around the head.


    ‘Lucy, do you have a tissue?’ Manoshi asked.


    ‘What did I do to deserve this? It’s too much!’


    Their laughter became wheezing and snorts. Bish hadn’t heard such unadulterated hilarity for a long time. Eddie had an audience and was on a roll.


    ‘Lucy, do they have internet coverage at the campsite?’ Fionn asked.


    ‘Why are you tormenting me with all these questions?’


    ‘I’m going to wet my pants,’ Lola said.


    The laughing was so infectious Bish couldn’t help joining in. He should have felt guilty but then remembered that Lucy Gilies had known that Gorman had locked Violette up in that pantry all those days ago and done nothing.


    Elliot and Grazier were ahead of the horde, looking out of place in their suits.


    ‘Don’t join them, Dad,’ Bee pleaded. ‘You’ll look like The Three Stooges of Doom.’


    But he went to meet the pair. ‘What happened to keeping the press away?’ he asked them.


    ‘The hospital released a statement,’ Grazier said. ‘Most of the press are heading to Newcastle. This lot are locals. The Home Secretary wants us to take advantage of it. Would love nothing more than the media getting a positive moment with these kids. Especially Violette and Eddie.’


    Bish shook his head. ‘Not after they put his face on the front page.’


    ‘John Conlon’s piece on the blog has gone viral,’ Grazier said. ‘Let’s show the world how unique Eddie is.’


    Bish looked back at the group, who seemed oblivious to anyone but each other.


    ‘John Conlon should be here soon,’ Grazier said. ‘He can take Eddie. Elliot’s going to take Violette. You can take your daughter home in my car. I’ll get the kids back to the hospital in the Salvation Army bus. I think the Reverend’s heading this way with a vengeance as well. Apparently the senior citizens Charlie was supposed to pick up this morning are not happy.’


    ‘I’m taking Fionn to see his mother,’ Bish said.


    ‘Not your decision to make.’


    ‘G’day Violette,’ Elliot called out in an awful Australian accent. ‘How y’going?’


    Violette laughed, despite herself. Bish had hardly ever seen her teeth, but Elliot received the full gummy grin.


    ‘Tell her to stop,’ Bee whispered to Bish. ‘She’s scaring me.’


    The first of the journalists reached them, panting and red-faced. A one-mile walk had wiped them out. When a reporter from The Mail asked what they were doing in Malham Cove, the kids exchanged looks.


    ‘My father died here,’ Violette finally said, which resulted in a frenzy of questions. Violette ignored them, and instead told the story of the watch. Its bloody and beautiful history. Her belief that one day it would be returned to her family.


    ‘How fucking smart is this kid?’ Elliot said, watching a reporter surreptitiously wipe a tear from his eye.


    Bish couldn’t help agreeing. All eloquence. No accusations. No bitterness.


    ‘Decent people, the grandparents,’ Elliot said. ‘Bloody decent. Wish I hadn’t got to know them. Bad things always seem to sniff out the most decent people. Yet the arseholes . . .’ He shook his head. ‘They keep on keeping on.’


    When the local police had managed to get the kids inside the Visitors’ Centre, away from the press, a handful of villagers turned up with cake and juice. The Parkers and Bagchis arrived, in separate cars. Bish stood with Katherine and Sadia watching the girls with their fathers. The men would never be friends but it was clear they loved their daughters, so they were stuck with each other.


    ‘The only reason I’m not shouting at you, Bish, is because the girls are so happy,’ Katherine said.


    ‘All I ––’


    ‘Ring your mother,’ Sadia interrupted, her tone cool. ‘She will be the only person who’ll want to speak to you today.’


    He rang Saffron, not because Sadia told him to, but because he wanted to.


    ‘Everyone’s a bit furious with you, Bish darling. Is it true you’ve kidnapped the children from the hospital?’ And it made him smile, the way his mother had of announcing the most dramatic thing in the most normal tone.


    He was suddenly overcome with a homesickness for her. As if he’d regressed thirty-five years. ‘Where were you all those years I was at school?’ he asked. ‘Because if you say you were drying out I think I can cope with that. More than with your not wanting me.’


    He had to wait a long moment for her reply. ‘Did I ever tell you that I went searching for my father when you started boarding? I missed you so much and I think I needed to fill that void.’


    Bish didn’t know why he was surprised that she’d tried to find Bashir Nasrallah.


    ‘I was too late by six months. I didn’t think it would affect me so badly, but of course it wasn’t just about his death. It brought up everything. My mother, my brother. Leaving Alexandria. Growing up with Aunt Margaret. So I did what the Worthingtons do so well, I drank. It’s easy to hide how much you’re drinking when you have the expat’s lifestyle. Brunch, followed by a long lunch, followed by cocktails and then pre-dinner and post-dinner drinks. Different guests each time. No one picked up that I had a problem. Then I’d try desperately to pull myself together for your school holidays, and I failed at that.’


    In the silence Bish wanted to say the right thing. Something that would make sense to them both.


    ‘Six days without a drink.’


    ‘Thirty-three years.’


    ‘So it gets easier?’


    ‘Not at all, darling. Stevie’s death made me almost give in about a thousand times a day. And if it wasn’t for visiting those kids in Buckland, I would have had one for sure these past weeks.’


    Demons, she had called them.


    ‘No more secrets, Mum,’ he said. ‘They make us lonely.’


    ‘Do you want to hear some good news coming out of this whole bombing mess?’ she asked.


    ‘Please.’


    ‘My nephew found me. My half-sister’s son. Out of respect for my father’s second wife, they waited until she died to search for me. It was what our father wanted – that one day, all his children would be reunited. They got as far as knowing that my surname was Ortley and that my brother had died, then they hit a roadblock. Until my nephew saw us on Al Jazeera – you and I talking outside Buckland hospital. The French ran the story and identified you as Bashir Ortley.’


    Bish turned at the sound of a car and watched as a sedan pulled up and an older man stepped out. John Conlon.


    ‘I’ll take you there, Mum. To Alexandria. Bee can come too. Right now I’ve got to go, but I’ll ring you later.’


    Grazier was there to greet Conlon and they embraced. Eddie and Violette walked out of the Visitors’ Centre and stood close together. They looked so vulnerable. Bish went over to join them and the atmosphere was strained.


    ‘Can you introduce me, Eddie?’ Bish asked.


    The kid did a mumbled pointing and naming. ‘Have you been feeding my fish?’ he asked his father.


    Conlon nodded. He seemed not to know what to say. Wasn’t that Noor’s fear? That all the talking would have stopped now Anna was dead?


    ‘Am I going to live with them?’ Eddie asked his father. ‘With Violette?’


    Conlon flinched as if someone had struck him. ‘Don’t be silly, Eddie. You belong with me.’


    Eddie was gripping his sister’s hand. ‘I belong with my dad, Violette.’


    And she was trying not to cry and nodding at the same time. ‘Yeah, that’s what my mum said.’


    ‘We saw the graffiti,’ Eddie said to his father. ‘On YouTube.’


    ‘It’s all gone now. Didn’t have to lift a finger myself. People are mostly decent, Eddie. I’ve dug the graves of their loved ones. They’ll pay me back with decency.’


    John Conlon looked at Violette for the first time. ‘We’ll take you home,’ he told her.


    Bish read the confusion on her face.


    ‘Eddie and me together,’ Conlon said, turning back to his son. ‘It’s where our Jimmy always wanted to go, you know, Eddie. The other side of the world. I bought him an atlas and we picked a place together. And our Jimmy . . . he said, “I’ll get your passport stamped if it’s the last thing I do, Da.”  ’


    This time Violette did cry. ‘It’ll mean everything to my grandparents to see Eddie. Everything.’


    Bish felt as though he was in a fishbowl. Their little group in the car park surrounded by a circle of police, surrounded by the press. All wanting a glimpse of these kids’ lives. Soon afterwards, Violette was saying goodbye to Charlie, just as the Crombies were parking a smart car.


    ‘If their snogging entails tongues and saliva, one of you is going over to stop them,’ Grazier said, approaching Bish and Elliot. ‘I’m fucking traumatised by those Instagram accounts.’


    But there was no snogging. Just the pair of them holding onto each other with all their might. Bish was a bit touched.


    ‘Oh God, she’s coming this way,’ Grazier muttered as they watched Reverend and Arthur Crombie striding over to them.


    ‘Right-o,’ she said. ‘Who’s in charge here?’


    Bish and Elliot pointed to Grazier.


    ‘We’re taking that boy to see his mother,’ she said firmly, pointing to Fionn, who was being wheeled around by Eddie as if the chair were a shopping trolley. A subdued Charlie took over and wheeled Fionn towards them.


    ‘That won’t be necessary, Reverend Crombie,’ Grazier said politely. ‘I’ll take him myself.’


    ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said. ‘Come on, boys.’


    ‘Reverend Crombie, I’ll be taking Fionn,’ Grazier said.


    ‘Well, you’re just going to have to arrest me then,’ she said. ‘Who has the authority to arrest people around here?’ She looked at Bish.


    ‘Unfortunately I can’t, Reverend Crombie, because I’ve been suspended from the police force.’


    ‘And they can’t because they’re spooks,’ Charlie said, pointing to Grazier and Elliot.


    ‘We work for The Home Office,’ Grazier said.


    ‘Yeah, so does MI5 and they can’t arrest people,’ Charlie said.


    ‘We’ve watched the show,’ Mr Crombie said politely.


    ‘Then I’ll come along with you.’ Grazier’s politeness was now forced. He handed Bish his car keys. ‘We’ll talk later.’


    ‘What about my job?’ Bish asked.


    ‘Fuck your job, Ortley. Just resign without fanfare. That’s what the Met wants, by the sound of things.’


    Bish had always imagined this moment feeling like a bandaid being ripped off his hairy leg, but suddenly realised he’d been slowly peeling it off since he was suspended. The bomb and Noor LeBrac and her kids and her brother had changed everything. But he would miss his job. And he wished he could walk away on his terms.


    ‘I’ll be in touch,’ Grazier said.


    Bish shook his head. ‘Don’t. Be in touch, I mean. Don’t offer me work.’


    Grazier gave him a questioning look.


    ‘Because there’s this woman and it’s complicated and I don’t think you people will approve of where she lives.’


    Grazier muttered something as he hurried off after the Crombie entourage.


    ‘His woman’s ex-IRA,’ Elliot said. ‘I’d say he understands complicated.’
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    Bish started the car with Bee in the passenger seat. He heard a knock at the window and saw Violette’s solemn face staring at him. He wound it down and before he could ask what she wanted, she leaned in and kissed his cheek. And walked away.


    He pulled out of the car park and a moment later Bee’s phone beeped. ‘Anyone I know?’ he asked.


    ‘Yeah. It’s Violette saying goodbye.’


    ‘Why didn’t she say that just now?’


    ‘Dad, stop asking stupid questions.’


    A moment later there was another beep, and Bee made a scoffing sound after reading the text. ‘Shahbazi’s already hysterical.’


    ‘You have her number?’


    ‘Why wouldn’t I?’


    ‘I thought you two were enemies.’


    ‘Violette told her what Mum said about Violette and me being two Mesopotamian sisters, and of course Gigi had to be the third. Except now we’re apparently three Persian princesses.’


    Bish tooted at the Salvation Army van being driven by Charlie. Grazier, of the one facial expression, was riding shotgun. The Crombie smart car was close behind.


    ‘I’m going to tell you something else now, and you can’t get hurt,’ Bee said.


    ‘I can’t promise that.’ And he actually couldn’t.


    ‘Okay, then I’ll say it anyway.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’m going to unfriend you on Facebook.’


    Bish was crushed. Tried hard not to show it.


    ‘I’ve encouraged all my friends to do the same,’ she said, digging the knife in deeper. ‘Don’t take offence, Dad. We can’t say stuff and muck around with you checking us out.’


    ‘That’s cold, Bee. Really cold.’


    ‘Violette’s started a Free Noor LeBrac page and she says if you want you can join that.’


    Little crumbs.


    ‘And I need to tell you one more thing . . .’


    ‘There’s more? Couldn’t we just stop at you not wanting to be my friend?’


    She studied him a moment. ‘You make Mum laugh,’ she said softly. ‘But David makes her happy.’


    She had the iPad in her hand now. Soon it would be four hours of silence after a day of babble. He didn’t want the conversation to end there.


    ‘Can you promise me something now?’ he said.


    ‘As long as it’s not something really stupid.’


    ‘Why would you think that?’


    ‘Because you’ve got that look on your face. Stevie used to call it your he’s-going-to-say-something-stupid face. Remember?


    ‘Trust me, there’s nothing stupid about what I want you to promise.’


    ‘Okay, what is it?’


    ‘That you’ll never accept Charlie Crombie’s sperm to make my grandchild.’


    She laughed. ‘You’re an idiot.’ She put her iPad in her bag and sat back and laughed some more.


    By the time he’d driven all the way down to Ashford and then back to London, he was beat. He went to the supermarket to grab some dinner, tempted himself with a look at the off-licence, but picked up the Evening Standard instead. For once in his life he liked the front- page news. They were laughing. Violette and Bee and Eddie and Charlie and Fionn and Lola and Manoshi. the kids are all right, ran the headline. It had to count for something.


    Inside his quiet flat he collected a week’s post, marvelled at the life force of this particular fish, checked his email, was the fourth to join the Free Noor LeBrac group, and sifted through his mail. Bills. Bills. Bills.


    Handwritten envelope.


    He stared at it, saw it had been opened and then sticky-taped shut, but he didn’t care. And he began to read.


    Dear Bashir . . .


    He’d have to get himself a stationery set.
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    Sometimes Violette thinks the loneliness and yearning for opposite sides of the world will break her. She misses Eddie most of all. She was never so sure of who she was as when they were together those three weeks last year. And as long as she lives, Violette will not forget the looks on Henna Nasrene’s and Papi Christophe’s faces when they saw their grandson for the first time.


    Still, most days she worries about her brother. Some kids at his school are okay about who he is but others write crap on his locker and she knows it gets to him. It doesn’t stop him visiting Jimmy in Calais, and at least once a month his dad takes him to Holloway. John says it’s what Anna would have wanted, but whatever his reason, Violette knows it means a lot to her mum, who tells her, ‘Some days are worse than others, my love, some days better than most.’


    There’s talk that Layla will lodge the appeal soon, and fingers crossed there’ll be a trial. Bee’s mum is their QC and she’s pretty thorough. Doesn’t cut corners. Doesn’t allow mistakes. Her approach is ‘Every i dotted and every t crossed so we can blow it out of the water in the first couple of days.’ A friend of Bee’s dad turned down the prospect of being a federal court judge so he can represent Jimmy and Uncle Joseph. Rachel and Layla say the entire family must be in that courtroom. Team Noor has to be strong and visible and they need to get the media on side.


    But Violette knows they’ll need more than the media. The Guardian ran a piece over Christmas asking the families of the Brackenham victims how they’d feel about Noor LeBrac getting an appeal hearing. Most had no comment. Two families believe she’s innocent. Three say they hope she burns in hell. One says that regardless of whether she’s innocent or guilty, someone in the family has to pay.


    It depresses Violette, that sort of thinking. The Sarraf family have paid enough. Too much. Sometimes she forgets what time it is in London and rings Bee’s dad when he’s asleep. He isn’t a cop anymore but he’s definitely working for the spooks, because he keeps saying he can’t talk about his job. Violette knows he visits her mum most weeks, and it’s good to talk to someone who sees her regularly. Some days he’ll say, ‘Tell me a story, Violette. I need a happy one today,’ but other times he makes her laugh. Bee says it’s the idiot savant in him, but whatever it is, Violette always feels better after speaking to ex-Chief Inspector Bish Ortley.


    She can’t say the same about Manoshi and Lola. Pains in the arse of biblical proportions. They send the most ridiculous links and YouTube crap. A couple of months ago they mailed Violette a leather bracelet with instructions to add a bead every time something good happens, and when the bracelet is complete, they wrote, God would grant her a small wish. Violette tells them straight: Fuck off youse two and don’t send anymore of this crap.


    Anyway, she doesn’t know whether she believes in God or not –he’s been a bit of a no-show in her family history.


    Eddie tells her to try it, though, to see if the wish thing is true. So just to make him happy she gives it a go. The first bead is for when Layla’s Facebook profile says she’s in a relationship right after a weekend in France.


    The second is when Bee wins the two hundred metres in the junior nationals.


    The third is when Fionn gets his artificial leg fitted.


    And there’s another when Manoshi’s and Lola’s mums get to meet Wills and Kate because of the foundation they’ve started to build a wing at the Boulogne-sur-Mer hospital for amputee kids from war-torn countries. Another bead because they name it after Lucia, Michael and Astrid.


    She adds another two when Noor’s PhD is finally released, a result of Bee’s grandmother writing a letter a day to the powers that be.


    But then, one bead short of making a bracelet, nothing good happens for a while.


    Until a day in July, when Henna Nasrene gets a package in the mail from the UK. It’s addressed to the LeBracs, Coleambally, New South Wales, Australia. There’s no return address. And Violette knows. She knows what’s inside without opening it. When her grandfather holds the watch in his hands he cries, and they all trace their fingers on the writing at the back. Henna Nasrene reads it aloud in Arabic. Beloved son. I love you. I love you. I love you. Violette says it will be a good present for Eddie when he comes for Christmas again with his dad, but Henna Nasrene takes the watch and places it on Violette’s wrist. She says her father would have wanted her to have it, and that Eddie will agree.


    Later that night, Violette chats with Bee and then Gigi and then checks Charlie’s Facebook page. He’s not much of a social networker except when @princec2 is rubbishing something on Twitter. Today he has a new update. He’s finished his A levels. Without cheating. But it’s Charlie’s new profile photo that Violette can’t help staring at. A brand-new travelling backpack with the dumbest-looking kangaroo sticker on it. The kangaroo’s saying ‘G’day.’


    And Violette laughs so much she cries and thinks that maybe there is a God.
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