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Part One


1

It looked like nothing. A tiny piece of paper that spiralled down towards the floor on a parachute of dust. She could have ignored it. If it hadn’t landed face up she certainly would have.

It was a black and white photograph of a woman. Nasreen picked it up. Dark-haired and unsmiling, the woman looked somewhat like her aunt Shahana. But there was something more European about this face. The eyes were heavy, reminding her of the eyes of some of the Romanian boys she saw flogging fake Adidas tracksuits in Queens Market. Too thin and plain to be what Nasreen always thought of as typically Italian, there was a kind of beauty in the woman’s face but it was not of an obvious or comfortable nature. This was someone who, though far from old, had done a lot of living. And even though the image had faded over time, Nasreen could see that the eyes were full of pain. She turned the photograph over in her hands and wondered what had happened to this woman.

Nasreen had been sanding down the front door when she’d spotted it, an ancient paint-encrusted lump stuck to the doorframe. To begin with she’d thought that it was merely a build-up of paint. The house hadn’t been repaired or decorated for decades and she and Abdullah had found layers of paint and wallpaper that probably dated from the 1940s. But this lump was different. As she’d chipped away at it with her scraper, Nasreen had seen that it was some sort of capsule fixed to the doorframe. About the same length as a wide, flat lipstick it was attached by screws, forced through metal loops at either end. She went into the house to find a screwdriver. When she returned, she gave the thing a tug and it came away easily from the rotten wood of the frame. The photograph had floated down to the floor from behind it. Someone had hidden it there. Why?

Nasreen and Abdullah had only just taken possession of the house and were both still excited to be home owners. But, due to the state of it, they hadn’t moved in and were still living with Nasreen’s parents a few streets away. Until they managed to make the place habitable, things would have to stay that way.

Abdullah called down from the bathroom, where he’d been knocking out a sink the colour of stewed tea. Now the banging coming from upstairs stopped. ‘How you getting on?’ he shouted, over the top of the CD player belting out Paul Simon’s ‘Graceland’. His accent always reminded her a little of that comedian Peter Kay. It made her smile.

‘OK,’ Nasreen yelled back.

‘I’ve got the sink out. Now I’m going for the bath,’ he said.

‘I’m still scraping off paint.’ Nasreen didn’t tell him about the paint-encrusted lump or the photograph. She put them both into the pocket of her jeans, like secrets. She didn’t know why.

*

Lee Arnold knew that his assistant Mumtaz Hakim wouldn’t join him when he went out to get his lunch from the chippy. Saveloy and chips. He’d explained to her what a saveloy was and that the ones he bought contained no pork products. He’d told her that this kind of saveloy had been created for the Jewish immigrants, and was made of beef and cereal.

‘You should try it,’ he said now, ‘with chips. You eat chips. Everybody eats chips.’

She smiled. ‘I’m just not hungry. Maybe another time.’

‘My treat,’ he tried again. She’d lost weight in recent months and Lee was worried. He wanted to ask her if she was alright, but she was a private person and it was difficult. She hadn’t taken any time off work and she was performing well. But the dark circles underneath her eyes bothered him.

He shrugged. ‘OK.’ He put his jacket on and made his way towards the office door. ‘Call me on me mobile if you change your mind.’

‘I will.’

He knew she wouldn’t. He ran down the metal stairs leading from the front door of the Arnold Detective Agency and in to a rough back alley behind Green Street, Upton Park. A burst of Greek bouzouki music from George the Barbers heralded his arrival on one of London’s liveliest streets. In spite of his concerns about his assistant, Lee Arnold smiled.

One way or another, Lee had been around Green Street all his life. As a kid he’d come with his mum and his brother to Queens Market for fruit, veg and the odd turn around the junk shops. As an adult he’d walked it to the sound of bangra music, past ornate jewellery emporiums run by Sikhs. He’d broken halal bread with owners of money-exchange agencies, restaurants and mobile phone shops. His favourite pub, the Boleyn, still stood at the far end of Green Street, on the Barking Road, and the chippies still sold saveloys, wallies and his favourite fish, rock eel. Managing to get an office on Green Street when he’d set up in business had been a bonus.

Lee lit a cigarette and began walking south towards the chippy. He tipped his head at an old white bloke who scowled back. He’d been a fence, and probably still was. When he was a copper, Lee had arrested him twice.

The sky was as grey as a sewer rat’s tail. London weather. It neither thrilled nor depressed Lee, it just was, and in its ‘just was-ness’ it represented comfort. His thoughts drifted back to Mumtaz. Since she’d joined the Arnold Agency, Lee had gradually been given access to a very lucrative market in troubled Asian ladies. Mumtaz helped them pursue errant husbands, looked into the backgrounds of prospective in-laws, and offered them a familiar and at the same time forceful woman with whom they could discuss their problems. Ever since she’d arrived just over a year before, Mumtaz Hakim hadn’t missed a beat.

Lee stamped out his first fag on the ground and lit another. He knew that Mumtaz had financial problems. She was a young widow with a step-daughter and she lived in a house that was too expensive for her. Clearly things hadn’t yet got so bad that she’d had to move because she was still in it, but she wasn’t happy and whatever was causing her misery was making her pale and gaunt. Lee wanted to tackle her outright about it but something held him back, which made him feel impotent and also vaguely guilty. He knew that if Mumtaz had been a white woman he wouldn’t have hesitated to ask her what was wrong.

*

There was no point going to Lee for more money because he didn’t have any. Mumtaz and Lee had always shared the book keeping and she knew what he did and didn’t have in the bank. The business was prospering but overheads were high and Lee had recently had to update his camera equipment as well as the office computer systems.

Mumtaz looked at her mobile phone and wondered, not for the first time, about calling her father. Her latest payment wasn’t due – yet – but it was only a matter of days away and she was broke. There was just enough food in the house for dinner and Shazia could well have to go in to college with leftovers. She looked hard at her phone again. What would her father say if he knew? What could he do?

She knew that if she told him about her predicament, he would certainly help her with the mortgage. But it wouldn’t be easy for him, he and her mother were old and they needed every penny. No, she couldn’t take money from them. And anyway, even if she did, what would paying the mortgage do on its own?

Her two brothers were also out of the question. They were young men, quick to anger, and if they found out what was really happening to their sister they would be furious. And that, Mumtaz knew, could only end badly – for her brothers.

No. There was only a single realistic course of action and that was the one she had taken the previous month. She extracted a sheet of paper from the office printer and made a list. A lot of her jewellery had already gone and she didn’t want to touch that again for a while. In her head she roamed around her house looking for things she could live without. She wondered whether items like toasters, microwaves and soft furnishings were actually worth selling. Mumtaz baulked at the idea of selling any of Ahmet’s carpets. Her late husband had not been a man of taste – except when it came to carpets. Two Persian and three Afghan remained out of what had once been a considerable collection. Could she bring herself to sell those? If she failed to make the next payment there was more than just an increased rate of interest at stake.

The entryphone buzzed, interrupting her thoughts. Mumtaz got up from her desk to answer it. She heard a man’s voice then saw his face on the monitor. She recognised it immediately. He was called Naz Sheikh.

‘Hello Mumtaz,’ he said. There was a smile in that voice which made it even more oily than usual. He must have seen Lee go out.

Mumtaz stared at him on the CCTV monitor. She wasn’t even frightened any more. Not for herself. She didn’t answer.

‘Just a friendly reminder about your obligation,’ he said. ‘The end of the week. You know what—’

‘You’ll get it,’ she said as calmly as she could.

‘Just making sure, you know, for the sake of your—’

‘You’ll get it,’ Mumtaz reiterated. ‘Go away.’

Naz’s face broke into a big smile. He enjoyed what he did, and that made it much worse. To be so young, so handsome and yet so … Mumtaz didn’t have the words for what he was. She watched him as he turned and walked back down the metal steps, back to whatever he did with the rest of his time. The silver panels on the sides of his trainers caught what little light there was left in the cloudy London sky.

*

The first thing that John Sawyer had noticed about Helmand had been the smell. He’d struggled to describe it for months until he finally came up with ‘seven shades of shit’. Lieutenant Reeve had once asked him to list the seven shades. He’d said, ‘Goat, sheep, man, woman, child, chicken, fucking bastard Taliban, sir.’

Lt Reeve had lost his head less than a week later. He and two others out on patrol, blown into thousands of pieces by the ‘fucking bastard Taliban’. John had seen it. Walking fifty metres behind, he’d got away with a face full of his mates’ blood. Everybody said how lucky he’d been. And he’d agreed with them.

A month, maybe a bit more, had passed then. Out on patrol again – some village in the arse-end of nowhere. He didn’t know its name, he never had. Just like he’d never known the girl’s name. John shook his head as he tried to forget about all that and concentrate on the present. Now, keeping low in the garden undergrowth so that he couldn’t be seen, John watched the young, beautiful woman scrape away at fifty years’ worth of paint on that rotten old doorpost. He had wanted to talk to her ever since he’d first seen her, but he had to be careful not to let her see him. If she did her husband might go mad and chase him away, and he didn’t want that. John didn’t like frightening people, even by accident.

Back in the horror of his past, the girl had frightened him because she’d been bleeding. It wasn’t easy to say where from but it looked to John as if she had been shot or stabbed in the abdomen. He told the Afghan translator to ask her if there was anything they could do to help but he’d been reluctant to do so. John remembered that feeling of impatient agitation he’d had then. Sergeant Willets had told him to ‘fucking pipe down’. But then he’d ordered the translator to ask the girl what was wrong.

‘Don’t do too much.’ The man – the woman’s husband’s voice – ripped through the present and across the ruined, tangled garden. John lowered his head.

‘I won’t,’ the beautiful woman said. Then he heard her scrape, scrape, scraping again. In Helmand he’d tap, tap, tapped his foot as they’d waited in fifty-degree heat for the girl to tell the translator why she was bleeding.

‘She says it’s nothing,’ the translator had said. They’d talked in the local language, Dari. There was no contact on any level with English. They could have been saying anything. The girl, whose head was almost completely obscured by a scarf, began to walk on, blood dripping down her exposed ankles as she went.

And then the translator had said the fateful words, ‘She must go back to her husband now.’

John closed his eyes, as if by shutting out the grey London light he might also somehow shut out what had happened next in Afghanistan as well. Tears seeped from the corner of his right eye. Then he heard the present reassert itself again. The beautiful woman called out, ‘Abdullah, I’m going to get some cold drinks. What do you want? Coke or—’

‘Fizzy water,’ the man said. ‘That’ll do me.’ He had a northern accent and if John hadn’t been screaming inside he might have found it funny. He was, he had been, the type of bloke who found almost anything funny. But back in Helmand on that hot day he’d turned the girl around, taken the scarf off her head and looked into her eyes. Only after that had everything changed.


2

Abdullah didn’t like her working at their new home on her own, but Strone Road was close to her mum and dad’s house and Nasreen was anxious to get on. The place was such a mess, it would take them months to make it livable. Her mum wasn’t happy about her act of defiance. ‘If your husband comes home here and you’re still out at the house I won’t lie for you, you know,’ she’d said as Nasreen left.

It was late afternoon now, the day had turned warm and Nasreen felt happy as she walked out into her garden. She wouldn’t do any more paint scraping today. There was a hideous old sink outside the back door that she wanted to move. But before she did that, she would sit down on one of the deckchairs that Abdullah had brought for them and turn her face to the sun for a moment. Looking up, she caught sight of the back-door frame and the mark where she’d removed that odd lump with the photograph behind it, both still in the pocket of her jeans. She took them both out and looked at them.

The woman was difficult to place in terms of age. Clearly she wasn’t old, but whether she was thirty, forty or even fifty was difficult to tell. Her expression was serious, on the edge of severe, but Nasreen felt a warmth towards her. Maybe the woman was someone who had lived in the house long ago? Abdullah had the deeds and she could maybe ask him to look into who had lived there before them. She’d just started to scrape some of the layers of paint away from the lump when the noise of something snapping behind her made her look round. There was a man, tall, scruffy, his hair and beard in long brown hanks. His eyes looked right through her.

The girl had been twelve at the most. Younger than his little sister.

‘What’s she doing with a husband?’ he’d asked the translator.

The man had looked anxious and shifty – John had never trusted him. ‘It is the custom here for girls to marry when they are young,’ he’d said.

‘She’s a kid!’

Sergeant Willets had put a hand on John’s arm. ‘Leave it, Private.’

‘Leave it?’ He’d grabbed the girl and she’d screamed. John closed his eyes against the remembrance. But a voice in the present made him open them again

‘Who are you? What do you want?’ the beautiful woman said.

She had her hands on her abdomen and her voice quavered. He could see that she was scared.

‘I er, I …’

‘This is my house,’ Nasreen Khan said. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

John looked away.

‘You should go home,’ she said. He didn’t answer. ‘You do have a home …’

‘I live in lots of places,’ John said. ‘Sometimes here.’

‘Here?’

‘I live in the shack,’ he said.

She clearly didn’t understand what he meant, so John pointed through the densest part of the tangle of trees and shrubs towards the back of the garden. She said, ‘You mean the wood pile at the bottom of the garden?’

John said, ‘I can show you if you …’

‘No!’ She took an abrupt step backwards. ‘No. I think you should go.’

John couldn’t remember when he’d first found the shack. The coppers had moved him on from his old billet down in Silvertown some time in the winter. Then there’d been the shack, Central Park sometimes, occasionally down by the river.

‘Where will I go today?’ he said to himself rather than to her.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Where do you come from?’

John said it entirely without thinking, ‘Helmand province, Afghanistan.’

And Nasreen Khan’s heart changed in an instant.

*

It was a slow day – a slow week as it went – and Lee let Mumtaz go home early. Whatever was upsetting her wouldn’t be helped by sitting in the office with not much to do. She had a couple of appointments booked for later in the week – a missing husband and a background check on a potential bride from Leeds – so things could pick up. But Lee had bugger all. Clearly the upcoming Olympics were having an adverse effect upon infidelity in Newham. Lee let himself into his Forest Gate flat and put his keys down on the telephone table in the hall. From his living room he heard a low, cawing sound followed by a high-pitched rendition of that famous West Ham United anthem, ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’. Christ, he’d taught that bloody bird well!

Lee took his coat off and walked into the living room. The mynah bird eyed him with his usual slight suspicion.

‘Evening Chronus,’ Lee said. He rubbed the bird’s blue-black head with his fingers and Chronus stopped singing and shouted, ‘Up the ’ammers!’

Lee laughed. ‘You’re a poor brainwashed fucker, aren’t you?’

‘Bobby Moore! Trevor Brooking!’

Lee went into the kitchen and took a bottle of diet Pepsi out of the fridge. He poured some into a glass and drank it straight down. He wanted a pint of bitter, or gin, or anything that would get him out of it for a bit, but that was out of the question. He walked back into the living room and put the TV on. It was all gloom as usual: Egypt still in turmoil, the endless civil war in Syria, another British squaddie killed in Afghanistan. Then there was the farce of the London mayoral elections. Bumbling Boris Johnson, the clever, posh boy, not-so-idiot, or Ken – there go my Socialist credentials – Livingstone. He’d have to vote for someone, but who?

His mobile rang. He picked it up and saw that it was Vi. He put it down again and let it ring out. She’d been a bit keen lately and he wanted to nip it in the bud. It was all very well sleeping together occasionally but Lee didn’t want a girlfriend. Well, he didn’t want Vi Collins to be his girlfriend. The phone stopped ringing. Vi didn’t leave a message and Lee thought again about Mumtaz. Not for the first time he wondered whether he could pay her more. Thanks to the internet and modern home security systems, people were doing some forms of private investigation themselves. Not always well, but they were doing them. And that included some of Mumtaz’s covered Asian ladies. He’d thought about a career change, but where, if not to private investigation, did an ex-soldier, ex-copper go? The wonderful world of security? Lee had turned his Roman nose up at that years ago. Nights spent wandering about outside dodgy factories chasing down illegal immigrants jumping out of lorries? No chance.

The telly showed a picture of the squaddie who’d just been killed in Helmand province and Lee felt his blood pressure rise. They’d called the conflict he’d fought in the ‘First’ Iraq War. Then there’d been the ‘Second’ Iraq war and now the endless Afghan campaign. It made him mad. When was it going to end, for Christ’s sake?

*

Nasreen gave John a bottle of fizzy water she’d bought earlier in the day. He took it gratefully and drank it down.

‘Thanks.’ He smiled at her.

‘It’s no problem,’ Nasreen said.

Nasreen knew a little about men like John, if that was really his name. He was one of those ex-soldiers that were sometimes spoken about on the TV. Unable to adjust to civilian life after the rigours of Afghanistan, they drifted, homeless and often ill, on the outside of society. Her cousin Abbas had fought in Helmand. He’d lost an eye and his faith and was hiding from his nightmares in drug abuse. Before she’d married Abdullah, she had done some temporary office work for a mental health charity which had tried to help sick soldiers. She’d been touched by some of their stories, which had chimed with what Abbas had experienced. She knew that most people, for all the talk of the soldiers as ‘heroes’, didn’t give a damn.

‘The thing you call the shack …’ she began.

‘At the bottom of your garden,’ he said.

‘It’s just a woodpile.’ She paused. She still wasn’t entirely easy being on her own with him in her ruined garden, with evening coming on. If Abdullah ever found out he’d lose his mind. ‘My husband and I bought this house in an auction six weeks ago,’ she said. ‘How long have you been coming here?’

He didn’t know. Nasreen looked down the tight, rough tunnel John had forged to get from his ‘shack’ and into the part of the garden nearest the house and she said, ‘Did you rearrange the woodpile to make a shack out of it?’

‘A bit,’ he said. ‘It was something, a structure, once. But it collapsed, I reckon. It’s old.’

Although she knew what he was talking about, Nasreen couldn’t see much apart from branches and leaves. Again John asked her if she’d like to see his shack, and again she declined. At the end of the garden there was nothing of interest except the high wall that enclosed the old Plashet Jewish Cemetery. And if John suddenly ‘lost it’ or went for her, down there, no-one would know. As if reading her thoughts, he said, ‘Why are you here? On your own?’

‘Why do you ask? Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘You’ve always been with your husband when I’ve seen you before.’

‘He’s gone to work,’ she said, then thought that maybe that was a stupid thing to say when she was alone with an unknown man. ‘He’s a lawyer,’ she added. ‘He works strange hours. He could be back any minute.’

But John had drifted off. ‘Why are you here?’ he repeated.

Nasreen changed tack. She pointed at the old sink by the back door. ‘I wanted to see if I could move that,’ she said.

John looked at the large, heavily stained Butler sink. There was even what looked like the remains of a tap on the side of it. ‘On your own?’

It did look heavy and she wasn’t sure how she was going to move it, or even why she wanted to move it. It was probably just a case of striking one more thing off the long list of tasks that needed to be done in the house and garden. It wasn’t easy for her or Abdullah, living with her parents. Everyone was perfectly civilised and polite but she knew it was a strain – especially for her husband.

‘I’ll move it for you, if you like,’ John said.

‘Oh, no it’s not your—’

‘It’s no problem.’ He walked past her, his eyes fixed on the knackered old sink.

He took hold of it, a hand on either side. His fingernails were black, she noticed. He tugged and pulled and Nasreen began to feel guilty that he would strain himself. Suddenly he stopped and turned a red face towards her. ‘It’s plumbed in,’ he said.

Nasreen went over to see for herself and, yes, the old sink was attached to a pipe. ‘That’s odd isn’t it? To have a sink outside?’

John looked vague again. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe. You’ll have to get a plumber, I think.’

‘Yes.’ She looked up at him. He was well over six feet tall and behind all the hair and the unkempt beard, he had the look of someone kind.

‘What do you do for food, John?’ she asked.

*

Dinner was a basic dhal with rice. Luckily Shazia had been anxious to finish her homework so that she could watch TV later and so the food, or lack of it, hadn’t bothered her much. Mumtaz was so glad that her stepdaughter was enjoying college. She was just anxious that nothing should stop her from doing so.

Now that the girl was up in her bedroom doing her work, Mumtaz could roam the house looking for things to sell. She’d given up on the idea of selling kitchen equipment; it just wasn’t worth it. Even one of the many canteens of cutlery that Ahmet, her husband, had liked so much would barely fetch the price of a week’s shopping. Mumtaz went from the kitchen and into the room Ahmet had called ‘the games room’. It was where he’d sat with his friends, smoking, drinking and playing poker. Even with his friends, for fivers and tenners, he played it badly. With other people it was worse. She opened the large teak chest in the corner by the window and took out a bundle enrobed in sheets of tissue paper. She laid it on the larger of the two card tables and began to unwrap it, removing layer upon layer of thin, white tissue – a modern and, she felt, deserved mummification.

Her red wedding sari came into view. Made of banarasi silk and decorated with zari and buta work, it was a sari fit for a Bollywood superstar. Ahmet had spared no expense and Mumtaz and her family had been dazzled. How happy she’d been! Not even a scowling Shazia, resentful that – as she saw it – Mumtaz had usurped her dead mother, could spoil her big beautiful wedding. Rich, handsome and generous, Ahmet had been the perfect bridegroom and her female cousins – and even some of her aunts – had been openly jealous of her. And although she had been nervous about her ‘first time’ alone with her husband, Ahmet had been so gentle it had been wonderful. Her father and mother, she had felt back then, had chosen carefully and well. But within a year she’d wished Ahmet dead.

She looked down at the dress with nothing but contempt. She’d take it to one of those vintage shops at the northern end of Brick Lane so beloved by those young white people known as ‘hipsters’. If she stuck to her guns, she’d get a good price for the sari. Also, it would probably be bought by someone who would do something self-consciously ironic with it. Some boy would make it into a jacket to wear to the pub or a girl would team it with a pair of combat trousers and a bag made out of old tractor tyres. The thought of its defilement pleased her. She went into the teak box again and found her wedding shoes and the heavily jewelled bag she had used at her wedding.

Her mobile rang. Mumtaz took it out of her pocket and looked at it. She put it down on top of her wedding sari. It was always like this when a payment was coming up. Relentless.
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First she took him some mutton biryani and chapatis, but Nasreen quickly learned that John had a sweet tooth. Her mum made good baklawa which she took him, and he had a particular weakness for halua. She bought some from one of the shops on Green Street.

Whether or not she and Abdullah were working on the house, she’d go there most days and put a small box of food out for John just in case he was around. If she was alone they’d talk, and he’d tell her how much he’d liked the Afghan people and how sad he’d been to see so many of their beautiful buildings in ruins. She told him that if her husband was around she would hide his food in the long grass just in front of the trees.

‘You seem a bit afraid of your hubby,’ he said to her one day. ‘Why is that?’

‘John, it isn’t your business,’ she said, but she smiled.

He’d said he understood. Nasreen wished that she did too. Her husband was a good man.

When she was with Abdullah, sneaking food out wasn’t easy even if they were taking something to eat for themselves. He always wanted to look in the bag to see what she’d packed before they left her parents’ house. She had to pretend to have eaten more sweets than she had which had made Abdullah tell her that she should watch her weight. ‘Just because you’re pregnant doesn’t mean you can eat all day long,’ he said one day when she appeared to have eaten all the baklawa they had brought with them.

Nasreen had become pregnant as soon as she married Abdullah. They were both pleased, although Nasreen felt that buying a house and having a baby at the same time was probably a bit much. Abdullah had a good job, but he insisted on doing the renovation work on the house himself. It wasn’t easy on either of them, but the less money they spent on it the more they’d have for the new baby. Still, Nasreen couldn’t help thinking that he could at least have employed someone to do the heavy work. While she scraped paint and stripped layers of ancient wallpaper, Abdullah pulled out fireplaces and removed sinks, kitchen units and ancient built-in cupboards. Sometimes, after spending all day at the house, he would be exhausted. Renovation coupled with his job was too much for him, although Nasreen had learned early on in their marriage that her husband didn’t listen to any form of dissent. That she loved him and worried about him was, she sometimes felt, irrelevant to him. But then her father was of a similar type – if rather more gentle. He’d worked through two heart attacks so far and there had been nothing anyone in the family had been able to do about it.

Nasreen, for some reason she didn’t fully understand, told John about it.

‘It’s because men are stupid,’ he told her. ‘We’re always challenging ourselves and it’s bonkers. That’s why there are wars, because men have to front up to other men. We’re programmed to do it.’

Yet Abdullah wasn’t some empty-headed alpha male who was always ready for a fight. He was educated, a qualified lawyer, and he loved her passionately. But he was also very jealous and he didn’t like it if she spoke to or even looked at other men. It was only recently that she’d been able to get him to laugh about the teenage crush she’d once had on Will Smith when he’d been in The Fresh Prince of Bel Air. He’d been jealous of the Hollywood star for weeks. She’d asked him, ‘Don’t people have crushes on film stars and musicians in Bolton?’

He hadn’t answered. But then Abdullah didn’t talk about Bolton much these days. When they’d first been introduced, his Uncle Fazal was with him and they’d talked about their old home town. Many people had moved to Bolton from Pakistan and Bangladesh in the Fifties and Sixties to work in the Lancashire cotton mills. Now the mills were all but defunct and people found other work, or went on the dole. Abdullah’s uncle had moved to London in the Eighties and Abdullah had lived at the boarding house in Poplar that Fazal owned when he’d first come to the city in 2005. As far as Nasreen could tell, her husband had only been back to Bolton once since he’d left: when his father died in 2011. His people were not like hers, they weren’t close.

*

Lee hadn’t expected to see Martin Rogers, not in the Boleyn. A pub with pretensions was more his style, or a wine bar or lap dancing club. But there he was, sitting at a table by the door, while one of his minders loudly ordered a bottle of champagne. Marty Rogers only drank champagne, or rather that was the legend that he liked to put about. Lee looked down into his diet Pepsi and ‘did invisible’. He’d been to school with Marty and his brother Sean but had no wish to speak to him. Lee had never arrested either of them, which was a shame.

‘Don’t tell me you ain’t got Cristal!’ the minder bellowed at the barmaid. Another Custom House scrote that Lee remembered from his youth, called Dave something or other. Twat had to know that a place like the Boleyn wouldn’t have one of the most expensive champagnes in the world.

‘We’ve got Moet,’ the barmaid emphasised the ‘t’. ‘Take it or leave it.’

Clearly Sandra, the barmaid, didn’t live in any of Martin and Sean’s shonky old properties otherwise she might have made a few calls to try and find some of Marty’s preferred tipple. The Rogers’, together with their ‘business’ partner Yunus Ali, were landlords that harked back to the days of Rachman. If you didn’t pay your rent you got a visit from their ‘boys’ or, even worse, Marty’s wife Debbie, a shoulder-padded, fag-wielding stick of malice known to be handy with a sharp instrument.

‘Oh, I’ll have the Moet,’ Marty pronounced it without the ‘t’. ‘I don’t mind.’

Sandra took a bottle of champagne out of the fridge and said, ‘Don’t force yourself.’

‘Oh, darlin’, I can slum it for once.’ Marty laughed.

He was clearly in an expansive mood for some reason, although Lee was still in the dark as to why he was in the Boleyn at all. An old geezers’ pub that went bonkers with West Ham fans whenever a match was on couldn’t possibly be his scene. Lee sipped his Pepsi, wishing it was a pint of bitter. Marty Rogers had always made his skin crawl.

Dave the minder paid for the champagne, popped the cork and took it over to his boss. Sandra had given him two glasses, but he only picked up one. Marty had never been a great one for sharing, not even with his brother. But then Sean had never been big on sharing either. They were both fucking psychos. Lee drained his glass and stood up to go outside for a fag. Marty Rogers’s minder was sitting across the pub from his boss, drinking ginger ale and looking pissed off.

Lee had to pass Marty as he walked towards the door into Green Street. He couldn’t stop himself from sneaking a peek at him. Marty, his dead green eyes refusing to smile in tandem with his mouth, raised his glass to Lee and said, ‘Hello there, officer.’

Lee didn’t hang around to see what Marty wanted, if anything. He got out of there, lit a fag and made his way to his office. For a moment back there the Plaistow air had smelt bloody foul.

*

Nasreen wasn’t at the house, even though she must have been earlier. She’d left him a box with some chicken curry and rice and a Mars bar. She was a lovely lady. In some lights she looked a bit like the girl whose dead face he had cried into as the dust blew over Helmand. Shot by a Talib sniper, they said, but John had known better. Her husband had done it, or rather, had it done by someone else. Everything inside John’s head screamed. Even now the memory of his own impotence in that situation made him claw the ground underneath him in frustration. When this didn’t help, and for no reason he could properly articulate, he began to dig.

He dug in time to scraping noises that came from the house, it helped him to focus. Her husband worked in the house, only rarely in the garden. But that thought made John nervous. This billet had been so quiet and secure and in the short time that Nasreen had been bringing him food he’d hardly had to kip elsewhere at all. What would he do when it all came to an end? Because it would. Like Nasreen, her old man knew about the woodpile, he wouldn’t put up with some homeless type living in it if he found him …

When the scraping stopped, Paul Simon tracks belted out of the house. John stopped digging. For a while there was just music and then, when it stopped, he heard what sounded like footsteps on the stairs inside the house. John turned his head.

Abdullah was very good looking. Tall with black hair, he had that light brown skin that people reckoned spoke of Kashmiri blood. When John had first seen him he had thought that Abdullah was probably mid-forties but Nasreen had told him that her husband was thirty-eight. John watched as Abdullah sat down on the step outside the back door. ‘Fuck!’ he said. He never swore when his wife was around, and he never smoked in front of her either. Now he took his cigarettes out of his pocket and lit up. Lawyers like him were generally stress-heads. In fact people with money seemed to do little else but stress out as far as John could see. His fingers dug into the clay as he stayed motionless on all fours beneath the flimsy roof of his shack. He didn’t want Abdullah to see him. He didn’t want any sort of confrontation.

‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’ he heard Abdullah say. So far he had rarely come into the garden, but whenever he did it was to let off steam in some way. Last time John had seen him he’d kicked the shit out of that old Butler sink by the back door. He’d stubbed his toes and sworn like a sailor.

Back in Helmand, the girl’s seventy-year-old husband hadn’t looked even slightly phased when John had finally caught up with him outside the fly-blown house he’d been visiting. John had known that the old man could speak English because he’d heard him do it. It was night-time and John had lain in wait for him for hours. If he’d just pummelled the crap out of him and said nothing, she might have lived. But that was something he only knew with hindsight. At the time, he’d felt he had to say those things – those things about how he had hurt her, how he was a pervert, how he didn’t deserve to live. But had he done it for her or for himself? And if he had his time over again would he do the selfsame thing?

John couldn’t think about that and so he began silently clawing at the earth again. Abdullah smoked and looked around himself with an arrogant sneer. Then he threw his cigarette butt across the garden and went back inside the house. John was sure that he hadn’t seen him, but he shook with fear nevertheless. His hands, almost on their own, began probing ever deeper into the ground as he looked at the cigarette butt that Abdullah had casually thrown away and wondered whether he should break his cover and take it. He hadn’t smoked for weeks and he suddenly felt the need of it. Caught in a bind of desire and fear, John scrabbled at the earth still more violently, his ever increasing movements accompanied by grunts and sobs of frustration. If he didn’t get a hold of himself, Abdullah would hear him and then that would be the end of it for him. But then his fingers touched something that made him look down and for just a moment, John’s shaking stopped.

Then it started up again. More violently than it ever had done before. Paul Simon sang about Scarborough Fair.

*

The woman was nothing like Mumtaz had imagined she’d be. For a start she was white. She wore Western clothes and her problem was nothing to do with either her husband or her children.

‘It’s my little sister,’ she said as she took the cup of tea that Mumtaz had made her. ‘I think she’s on the game.’

She was called Mrs Mirza and she looked about forty. With her long blonde hair and pale blue eyes she was one of the whitest people Mumtaz had ever met. She lived in Forest Gate with her husband, a Pakistani-born taxi driver. Ayesha, or Mary – Mumtaz could choose to call her by either name – had found out about Mumtaz on what she called the ‘umma telegraph’.

‘That’s one of the great things about being a Muslim,’ she said. ‘You get help. We all help each other and that’s priceless.’

Mumtaz, who was well aware of the power and utility of the worldwide Muslim brother and sisterhood known as the umma, smiled in spite of herself. That was usually the case but …

‘Why do you think that your sister might be a prostitute, Mrs Mirza?’ Mumtaz asked.

She leant across the desk. There was no-one else in the office. Lee was out at lunch, but Mrs Mirza clearly felt that she had to lower her voice. ‘Well, you know how it is, these days,’ she said. ‘What with all the cuts and everything. Wend, that’s me sister, Wendy Dixon, well she’s on her own with three kids, know what I mean?’

Mumtaz, on her own with one child, understood more than Mrs Mirza could imagine. It had been almost two weeks now since she’d sold her wedding dress to a shop called Retro Rocks! on Brick Lane. A woman called Lilith had told her that saris were going to go ‘viral’ in the summer and had bought the dress on the spot. What Mumtaz had got for it after, surprisingly, no haggling at all, had paid off half her debt – for last month.

‘Yes,’ Mumtaz said.

‘None of the kids’ dads are interested,’ Mrs Mirza continued. ‘She can’t get a job. She’s tried, but she’s got no certificates or nothing. She had her eldest at sixteen, she’d never been to work. But everything’s gone up – food, fags, rent.’

‘Yes, but why do you think that—’

‘She’s never in of a night,’ Mrs Mirza said. ‘Leaves Dolly, that’s her eldest, fifteen, to look after the two little ’uns. I know people who’ve seen her in pubs, giving all the men the old come on, you know. One time, she was so skint she didn’t even have the price of a packet of nappies for the baby. Then about three months ago that all stopped.’

‘That was when you noticed your sister had started going out at night?’

‘You’ve got it,’ Mrs Mirza said. ‘Inshallah, I’m totally wrong and she’s found some money in the attic or something, but I don’t think so. There’s no actual bloke on the horizon as far as I can tell. I’m worried.’

Mumtaz nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘I want to find out what she’s doing so I can stop her before it’s too late,’ she said. ‘That life, well, it’s a one-way ticket, and if she’s having to do that just to pay that slime of a landlord of hers …’ She shook her head. ‘Me and Wazim, that’s my old man, we’d rather Wend and the kids moved in with us if that’s what it takes.’

‘So you’d like us to follow her?’

‘Well not you, obviously,’ she smiled.

‘Why is that?’

Mrs Mirza blushed a little now. ‘Well, you’re a covered lady. Our Wend, she goes into pubs.’

‘And you think that I can’t?’ Mumtaz asked.

Mrs Mirza’s eyes widened.

‘Just as you choose not to cover your head, I may uncover mine when I need to,’ Mumtaz said. ‘I may also go into a pub, for my job. Provided I don’t drink alcohol, which I don’t, that’s fine. Mrs Mirza, you are obviously a woman of faith and so you will know that Islam is a very practical religion.’ She smiled. ‘If you would like me to take this case, I will be happy to work for you and do whatever I have to in order to find out the truth about your sister. Let’s start with you giving me her address and the name of this landlord, please?’

Mrs Mirza looked relieved. She gave her Wendy’s address in Plaistow. ‘The landlord’s called Sean Rogers,’ she said, ‘and he’s a right, if you’ll excuse the expression Mrs Hakim, bastard.’

*

When John was little and he’d dug about in the back yard, his granddad had always told him off. ‘Keep on digging like that and you’ll end up in Australia. And leave my bloody daffs alone while you’re at it!’ But John had always carried on anyway. Granddad hadn’t really minded that much and, anyway, as a kid John had always been besotted by the idea of buried treasure. Now he dug because it comforted him and because it meant that sometimes he could get into the hole that he dug and hide there. Except that he couldn’t get into this hole. This hole was way too scary.


4

‘Amma, are you sure?’ Shazia said.

She’d been asking to stay overnight at her friend Maud’s house for weeks but Mumtaz had refused to let her – until now. Unbe-known to her stepdaughter, it had taken Mumtaz a while to check out Maud’s family. For some reason, that Mumtaz now knew was Maud’s father’s redundancy, they had moved from a house in Shepherd’s Bush to a rented dump in Plaistow. They were nice people, who had initially struck Mumtaz as rather too good to be true. But the father, though out of work now, was an academic and the mother a struggling mid-list author. As far as Mumtaz could tell, they didn’t have any skeletons in their cupboards.

Working in private investigation had made Mumtaz, who was cautious by nature, even more so. And when it came to her step-daughter, Shazia, she was fanatical. She had good reason to be – and not just because the girl was only sixteen. Mumtaz’s creditors, including the odious Naz, used the threat of harm to Shazia as a lever. In spite of Shazia not being her own blood, Mumtaz loved her. They shared a bond of pain forged at the hands of Ahmet Hakim who had beaten and raped them both. Even from beyond the grave he still made their lives hard. Theirs was a connection that was never going to be broken, not by anyone.

‘Yes,’ Mumtaz said. She’d spoken to Maud’s mother, Christine, 
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