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  Friday, 3 July




  I left Romford later than I’d planned.




  It was a hot, sticky afternoon and the noise of the traffic and petrol-wrapped heat had seeped through the windows, slowly tightening my mood.




  I’d been fighting myself the whole day; one part wanting to go, to flee and leave all the bad blood behind and one part feeling the seductive pull of the past: the emotional investment

  that had held me, but had also left me strung out and on the verge of nervous collapse.




  I couldn’t put it right. No amount of soul-searching, of revision, could bring my leading firefighter Sandy Richards back to life or return Jenny to me, warm, beautiful, prepared to be

  faithful.




  Too much and too deep.




  In my urge to burn bridges, to create a barrier between the past and some kind of future, I had decided on an act of myopic symbolism. I was leaving the flat for good.




  Chris Adamou, the fire brigade union rep, had said that there was a place in Mid-Wales, a therapy unit that specialised in trauma cases like mine. It was a new place, partly sponsored by the

  union.




  What she didn’t say was that it was highly political: a thorn in the side of fire authorities who had failed to respond to the increasing numbers of emotionally damaged firefighters.




  I had no wish to be a pawn in their games, but with a discipline tribunal hanging over my head it made sense to jump through this particular hoop.




  It seemed everybody in the Brigade knew that I was going to the unit.




  Many thought I was responsible for Sandy’s death, that my lack of foresight had contributed to the tragedy, and many others just repeated the rumours out of ignorance or for want of

  something better to do.




  Either way it was the time to go, to disappear off the scene, until time softened the edges of the lies and friends had a chance to tell it like it really was.




  Leaving later meant that I hit the escaping city traffic on the far side of the M25. It stayed that way until Oxford; compressed into a segmented blindworm that moved fitfully and exuded the

  sour odour of exhaust fumes.




  Alex McGregor had lent me his Shogun to replace the one I’d written off.




  That too was unfinished business.




  I travelled south of Birmingham, on to the M5 and then the A5, making better time as the cars and lorries thinned and the road stretched out ahead of me. Two hours later, with the sun as a

  beacon pulling me westward, I reached the A470 heading for Dolgellau.




  The grey urban landscape of the Midlands had gone, replaced by sharply angled hills sliced apart by insistent silver-black streams. Each dark fold of land, each stretch of wild rock, drew my

  eye, until I stopped the car, wound down the window and absorbed the silence.




  Slowly, I got out, walked across to a rocky outcrop and sat, looking down the valley.




  Fifty yards away a buzzard wheeled lazily above a stand of sessile oak in the humid evening sky.




  I felt it for the first time then. A sense of having shaken off, if only temporarily, the stench of guilt and failure. I closed my eyes and smiled. Maybe this journey wouldn’t be wasted;

  maybe there was something here, for me.




  Christ knows I needed it; needed a balance to pull me back to some kind of normality.




  I stayed there for maybe twenty minutes, then climbed back into the car and drove on. Half an hour later I came to the wooden toll bridge just beyond Dolgellau and stopped again, stunned by the

  riverine landscape.




  To my left the Mawddach estuary was as still as glass and the sun was a molten ball burning a red-gold path down the estuary towards the toll bridge and the hamlet of Penmaenpool.




  The mountains on either side of the estuary were covered in forest and the whole reminded me of a sea loch, its beauty and quiet so powerful it sent a chill through me.




  I wanted Jenny to see it. I wanted her here, my arm around her; no history, no betrayal, no baggage.




  I smiled. There – it had tricked me again, letting me think that all I had to do was forgive and the past would be washed away. I had to let go. Not in anger, but in resignation. What

  cannot be changed must be endured or at least spared corrosive self-pity.




  In the corner of my eye I saw someone approaching from the other side of the bridge.




  It was a man around sixty years old. His stride was strong and purposeful and he was dressed in a stained three-quarter-length wax-proofed coat, with a bush hat made from the same material set

  back on his head. His face was weather-tanned and grimy, but the eyes were shrewd and darted backwards and forwards, missing nothing.




  As he reached me, he nodded hello and gave a good-natured smile. I nodded back and then edged the car forward.




  I drove on slowly, knowing I was within three miles of the unit, Ty Hiraeth. Half a mile on, two motorcyclists flashed past me, coming from the opposite direction; their exhilaration at driving

  the open, winding road easy to understand, though they must have been blind to the wild beauty of the surroundings.




  The road ran parallel to the estuary, through coniferous woods that tumbled down to the water’s edge. As the trees thinned on the left, I caught glimpses of the huge mass of Cader Idris,

  the mountain that dominated the southern flank of the Mawddach.




  The humidity seemed to be rising and I could feel the sweat running down my back. Thunder flies made the windscreen tacky and I flipped on the washer and blades – only to smear the insect

  detritus across the remainder of the screen.




  I must have taken my attention off the road for barely an instant.




  There was a flash of movement and a runner came bursting through the trees on the right. I braked hard and turned the wheel, adrenalin shooting through my body. The car missed him by inches and

  he stumbled awkwardly.




  I held my hands up and shook my head. For a second he stared at me in shock.




  ‘Are you okay?’ I called.




  There was the melt-smooth mark of burn scarring down the left-hand side of his face, that puckered the skin and pulled at the line of his eye. He seemed agitated and looked from me to something

  in the distance.




  I turned and followed his gaze.




  Half a mile away, in the direction of the toll bridge, a tongue of bright orange flame was curling upward. Then I caught the smell of smoke, drifting on the air.




  It wasn’t the dry scent of woodsmoke, but an acrid smell; like a house fire. I looked at the runner.




  ‘What is it? What’s over there?’




  He stood still, as though not hearing me. Then, wordless, turned and ran back into the trees.




  ‘Shit!’




  I scrambled back into the car and threw a three-point turn, racing back in the direction I had come.




  The trees came up fast on the river side of the road and I lost sight of the fire. I was driving too fast and had no choice but to slow down and search for a road or approach that would lead

  down in the right direction.




  Two hundred yards further on I found it: a rough track, slanting off towards the river. Between the trees I could see the increasing glow of the fire and hear the noises of structural

  disintegration.




  Grateful that I had the Shogun, I turned onto the track and immediately had to swerve around a deep rut, wincing as overhanging branches whipped the sides of the vehicle. Thank Christ Alex

  wasn’t there to see the abuse being taken by his favourite toy.




  The track came to an end in a clearing close by the river. On the far side of the clearing, a two-storey granite-built house was well alight with flames snaking out of the ground-floor windows

  and the front door.




  Thick black smoke billowed up and sparks swirled in the heat current.




  I hit the brakes thirty yards short of the front of the house, grabbed my corduroy barn jacket and ran forward, shouting. The heat was intense, making it impossible to gain entry that way.




  I called out again and then walked quickly around to the rear, consciously slowing my speed and steadying my breathing, knowing that if I was to enter the house the worst thing I could do would

  be to arrive panting.




  A black pick-up truck was parked between the trees and in my mind that doubled the chances of the house being occupied.




  I tried the rear door, but it was locked. I moved back several feet, then ran forward and booted the lock. The door crashed open, releasing a cloud of thick smoke.




  Dropping to my knees, I peered under the smoke into a passageway leading to the bottom of a staircase.




  The smoke was heavy.




  I couldn’t see any indications of small flames within the fume cloud, the tell-tale sign of an impending flash-over, but I was in two minds about going in. On the one hand I was a fireman

  and on the other I had no equipment and no back-up. If it did flash-over whilst I was in there, I’d be burnt alive.




  I hesitated, looking for other options, an edge, anything, and my eye fell on a water-butt next to the rear door.




  I pulled off my barn jacket and plunged it into the water, then slipped it on and turned the collar up, pulling the jacket over my head. Then I flattened out and started to crawl in under the

  smoke band, breathing shallowly. I had my mouth against the floor, where most of the oxygen would be trapped, feeling the fierce heat prickle my skin.




  I pulled my hands back into the jacket sleeves.




  As I reached the bottom of the stairs I realised that there was a door, about four feet beyond the stairs, that separated the front and the back of the house.




  The smoke and heat were getting worse, spiralling towards a simultaneous ignition of the entire passageway. It felt as if I was drowning, the light-headedness of smoke-inhalation was starting to

  disorientate me and the rising temperature was flooding my brain with panic.




  I could feel the heat scorching my back and hear the hollow roaring as the fire ripped through the front of the house.




  Somehow I managed to reach the separating door and pull it closed. With my lungs burning and my eyes streaming, I crawled back down the passageway to the rear door.




  I emerged on all fours, gulping for air and fighting the urge to vomit. Instinct was screaming at me to stay where I was, but I knew that if there was anyone on the first floor then I was their

  only chance of getting out alive.




  I turned and crawled back to the staircase.




  With the separating door closed, shutting off the main fire, and the back door open, the temperature had dropped, reducing the chances of a flash-over and allowing me to get beyond the passage,

  to the stairs.




  The chance of a flash-over wasn’t the only danger. I knew that the fire, trapped behind the passageway door, would be eating its way upward, burning away the ceilings and devouring the

  floors from beneath – and it’s a cardinal rule that you never go above the fire.




  At the foot of the stairs I started to crawl upward and immediately felt the increase in temperature and thickness of the smoke. I was on the very edge of my limitations, measuring out my

  chances in seconds.




  At that moment I reached the landing and almost immediately touched a body.




  I felt along the length of it, grabbed the shoulders and pulled it around so that the head was towards me. I held the collar and started to drag it down the stairs when I saw a flare of light

  off to my left.




  The separating door had just failed and the flames and smoke were pouring back into the passageway. I hurried, knowing that already it would be rising up to the ceiling and mushrooming down

  again, cutting me off.




  The body felt heavy. The smoke was intoxicating me, slowing me down and making my movements clumsy. A surge of panic threatened as I recognised what was happening, but I pushed it away and felt

  behind me with my feet, trying for the passageway floor.




  My leg swung, meeting only air.




  Suddenly I slipped, taking the body with me, the extra weight accelerating the fall and slamming me into the floor at the bottom.




  Instinctively I gulped in air and thrashed violently as the smoke invaded my lungs and contorted my body in a savage fit of coughing. I forced myself to exhale and in a frenzied, desperate

  struggle made for the open doorway, hauling the body behind me.




  Outside, I collapsed six feet from the house; unable to give the casualty any help, fixated only with the need to draw my knees into my chest and throw up.




  I knew if the casualty was to have any chance at all resuscitation was urgent, but my body wouldn’t obey me and stayed in a heap, sucking in air.




  Finally, with an act of sheer bloody-mindedness, I wiped at my mouth and eyes and turned him over. Almost at the same time I realised that my arms, my face, my coat – all of me – was

  soaked in blood.




  His throat was cut to the bone.
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  As I stared at the body an eerie sound erupted from inside the house: a whistling, like a scream rising in intensity. Then a sheet of flame curled out of the upper rear windows

  and attacked the eaves.




  The fire was pushing relentlessly into the back of the building and the entrained air from the front was acting like a blowtorch, searing the inside of the building.




  I grabbed the corpse and dragged it away from the fierce heat, but I got barely twenty yards before collapsing in a heap. The smoke-inhalation made me feel like a steel band was constricting my

  chest.




  Propped on one arm, I lay there, breathing hard and staring at the victim, noticing only now the extent of his injuries.




  There were defensive wounds on his hands and arms and a dark bloody hole in the top of his thigh and another in his right shoulder, but it was the severed throat that fixed my attention.




  This wasn’t a man stabbed in a fight. This was someone weakened then butchered with clinical precision – perhaps even craft.




  The house was a hundred and fifty, maybe two hundred yards from the road and screened by pine woods. No one would have heard the sounds of the struggle, the screams.




  I studied his face. He was about thirty years old, with thick dark hair and the complexion of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. He was fit as well; bulky but muscular.




  The clothes also suggested an outside occupation; brown moleskin trousers and a heavy check shirt worn over a T-shirt. The boots were of good-quality leather.




  I didn’t have a mobile with me to ring the fire brigade and police. Then I remembered that I’d passed a sign indicating a phone box about a mile back up the road. But then I heard

  two-tone horns in the distance, coming from the direction of Barmouth.




  I’m not sure why I searched the corpse.




  Maybe it was a legacy of having been a temporary inquiry agent for Alex McGregor or just plain curiosity. Whatever prompted me, I knew it was unlikely to be appreciated by the police; anything I

  noted would have to be replaced exactly as it was found.




  On his wrist, there was a sophisticated GPS, a Global Positioning System; an advanced navigation aid used by outdoorsmen and the military. The black leather strap was half cut through.




  In his back trouser pocket there was a wallet containing a number of business cards and a company ID. The corpse’s name was Hugh Jones; a surveyor for the Black River Mining Company. On

  the back of the business card was one word – Xingu.




  First the fire brigade arrived and then the police.




  I was kept hanging around as the CID were called and my identity checked. The policeman who first arrived was from Dolgellau and he seemed out of his depth, oscillating between nervousness and

  what I imagine he thought was toughness.




  He asked the same questions three times before the CID arrived. Who was I? Where was I staying? Could he see my driver’s licence again?




  When the CID arrived, it was in the form of a Detective Sergeant John Vaughan, a red-haired man in his mid-thirties, who was switched-on and given to smiling in a disarming manner that made you

  want to tell him anything he wanted to know.




  The constable from Dolgellau hung around, trying to eavesdrop on the questions Vaughan was asking me. I could see in the detective’s eyes that he wasn’t appreciating it.




  Suddenly he turned around. ‘Bugger off, Dewi! There’s a nice man.’




  The constable sniffed and wandered over to talk to the firemen.




  ‘Friend of yours, is he?’ I asked.




  ‘Worse – he’s my brother-in-law. Look, I can see that you want to get cleaned up and get to Ty Hiraeth so I’ll let you go . . . my boss’ll want to speak to you,

  mind – sometime tomorrow if that’s convenient?’




  ‘Fine . . . thank you . . .’ I was covered in blood and filth and felt weary. I rubbed my eyes and sighed. ‘I need a bath and a stiff drink after this lot.’




  He smiled. ‘How long do you think you’ll be staying at Ty Hiraeth?’




  ‘I’ve no idea . . . a month – maybe two. I’m really not sure.’




  ‘Right, then. Look, Ty Hiraeth is nearby, but the entrance is hard to find. Why don’t I show you the way?’




  ‘Thanks, but—’




  ‘Think nothing of it.’




  And with that he climbed back in his car and waited for me to turn the Shogun around.




  It was late now and starting to get dark; I was grateful for his offer, but couldn’t help feeling he was making sure of me.




  Ty Hiraeth was less than half a mile away and John Vaughan was right, I wouldn’t have found it on my own, but as we came to a halt in the driveway, he got out of his car and I felt a touch

  of irritation.




  ‘There’s no need,’ I said as I climbed out of the Shogun and retrieved my case and grip bag from the rear.




  ‘No problem. Can I give you a hand with any of that?’




  I shook my head and he rushed ahead to open the door for me. I stopped, put my luggage down and stared at the building.




  It was a large granite-built place with high gables and an octagonal tower-like structure at one corner, on the estuary side of the building. Wisteria snaked across the façade and in the

  gloom it looked like a B-movie haunted house.




  He walked back and joined me.




  ‘It’s looks better by day.’ He laughed. ‘The name – Ty Hiraeth – it means Inspiration House. There’s great views of the Mawddach from the other side . .

  . lovely, it is.’




  ‘You’ve been here before?’ It was meant to be ironic, but if he spotted it he didn’t let it show.




  ‘Oh yes! Quite a landmark from the other side of the river. It was built a hundred years ago, by a Superintendent of the Mines . . . till he killed himself when the gold ran

  out.’




  ‘Gold?’




  ‘Of course – the mountains at the back of here are riddled with mines. Some of it used to make royal wedding rings.’




  ‘But there’s no gold there now?’




  ‘There is, but not enough for commercial mining. People say that the real bonanza’s down there – in the sand and silt of the estuary where it’s been washed since the land

  was formed.’




  ‘Gold.’ I yawned, still trying to get my head around the idea.




  ‘And copper.’




  He picked up my case and marched forward to the door. I gave a wry smile and followed.




  Inside there was a small reception committee waiting. The police had phoned ahead and an attractive dark-haired woman in her early forties was sitting in a small office. Drinking coffee with her

  was another, older woman, who disappeared when she saw us.




  The dark-haired woman stood up. ‘Steven Jay, is it? Goodness, what on earth has happened to you?’




  ‘Hello, Julia,’ said John Vaughan.




  I looked from him to her and then realised why he had been so eager to show me the way. If I judged it right the interest was mainly on his side, but she wasn’t panicked by the idea. I

  caught his eye and gave a flat smile.




  ‘Sorry, Mr Jay – this is Julia Lloyd, the Unit Manager.’




  She held out her hand and I held both mine up to show her they weren’t in any fit state to shake. She nodded.




  ‘Eve!’ she called out.




  The older woman came back.




  ‘Mr Jay will be wanting a bath . . . he’s in room number seven. Be a love and run it for him.’




  She turned back to me, ‘Now . . . are you hungry?’




  ‘Starving.’




  ‘Well, the evening meal was at seven, but I could cook you a steak – if you’d like?’




  ‘I don’t want to be any trouble . . . a sandwich would be fine.’




  ‘Steak sandwich, then?’




  I smiled my appreciation, ‘If it’s not a problem.’




  ‘It’s no trouble. Look, go and have your bath and I’ll prepare it.’




  I turned to follow Eve up the stairs and John Vaughan stepped forward.




  I looked at him directly. ‘Problem?’




  He shrugged. ‘I need your clothes.’




  I ate in my room. Like the rest of the house it was wood-panelled, with solid furniture and heavy drapes. From the window there was a view of the night-black river glinting in

  the moonlight and, beyond, the dark shoulders of Cader Idris.




  Opening the window, I stared out into the warm, soft night and worked out roughly where the house fire had been. The river angled away and I thought I could make out the shape of the land as it

  fell to the water.




  Ty Hiraeth was quiet and the drama of the day seemed unreal. The adrenalin had long since ebbed away and I was left with a feeling of isolation.




  It should have been a welcome feeling.




  I had come here to escape the turmoil that had shaped my life for the last nine months, but I knew that part of me didn’t want to escape it, at least not in its entirety. I had walked away

  from Jenny. She had returned to me after a six-month affair and I had let her back, because I needed her.




  In three weeks, I . . . we, managed to relive the whole fiasco again. We held each other, made love and plans, but still she couldn’t let go of him. I believed her when she said she loved

  me but had wanted him physically. I also believed her when she made a commitment to leave him in the past. She tried, I could see that she tried, but ultimately she’d weakened.




  Before she left me for the first time she had lied to me, to cover up what she was doing and when she came back she had lied to herself.




  So I walked away. The question was, could I stay away?




  The night air infiltrated the room and I turned out the light and lay on the bed with my eyes closed; thinking and feeling.




  When I left here I would have to be at peace with myself; that was a given. The truth was I had carried on an internal war; ranting at myself that to be with Jenny was to lose self-respect yet

  knowing that when we were together I felt alive.




  I had taken one solid thing from the wreckage of our last interlude; the belief that Jenny needed me as much as I needed her.




  To let her have other relationships, licence, would destroy me. Or would it? Was the pain in knowing what she did or in the betrayal? Could I live with her and see it as part, not all? Could I

  settle for less than the complete woman?




  Other people did it. People had affairs that went on for years; never possessing, just . . . borrowing. Blanking out the other partner, being pragmatic. Was that a real option? Or did madness

  lie that way?




  There were still times when I ached for her but was that just physical need? Maybe I could find some peace of mind here, some detachment. Then perhaps I could go and find her, knowing what the

  game was, knowing what was required.




  First I had to get my head right. I had been through months of turmoil with Jenny and then Alex McGregor, my best friend, had offered me a job as an inquiry agent. Alex knew that when Jenny left

  me I had big money troubles, mainly through financing Jenny’s business, a business bought out by her lover shortly before Jenny left me for him.




  So when Alex had offered me a part-time job investigating a series of fires with the strong smell of fraud I was interested but sceptical that I could do it. I was a fireman, not a copper.




  But then Alex showed me a photograph of the main suspect with Jenny’s lover and I leapt at the chance to put him away.




  The investigation backfired on me. I was beaten senseless and left for dead. My Leading Firefighter, Sandy Richards, was killed and Jenny and I crashed and burned yet again.




  The stress had been crushing. I had bouts of explosive temper, chillingly real nightmares and woke crying tears of frustration and grief. It had all merged into the same thing. Jenny, Sandy

  Richards’s death, my very existence, became a blur of unfocused pain and regret.




  I became distracted and questioned and requestioned my fire-ground decisions on the day Sandy Richards died to the point when I could no longer think straight. I was in denial about how badly it

  had ripped me up and told myself that all I needed was a couple of nights’ sound sleep and one less drama in my life.




  Others knew better.




  What finally decided me on Ty Hiraeth was Bob Grant. He was an Assistant Divisional Officer that I knew and trusted. He taken the time to come and see me, despite the fact that technically I was

  still under suspension.




  ‘There’s a place in Wales, Steve. It’s new, but the buzz is that it’s good. Go there. Go there and, if nothing else, rest. Switch your mind off for a couple of

  months.’




  Then Chris Adamou, the union rep, weighed in. ‘If we can prove stress it might get you off the hook, Steve.’ Next in line was John Blane, my Sub Officer. Others followed. People were

  queuing up to tell me. That was the hardest part. I knew it made sense, but going was an admission that I wasn’t functioning right and that in itself can flush your professional credibility

  straight down the toilet. Damned if you go, damned if you don’t.




  My inner philosopher settled the issue. ‘When your Karma’s fucked, back up and see the obvious.’




  I drifted off, letting the coming nightmare devour me.




  It always started in the same place; I was running through the alleyway at the back of the Heathway shops, screaming instructions at firefighters who ignored me and ran past. Sandy Richards went

  by and I tried to grab him, to make him listen to me, but he was like vapour passing through my hands.




  Then I was standing in the yard at the back of the shop when a deep rumble came from the core of the building, turning my legs dead with fear.




  Silence.




  From nowhere, firefighters appeared all around me, their faces set in accusation. I could neither speak nor hear them; some pointed fingers, others turned their backs.




  The emergency crew entered the building on their way to rescue Sandy Richards and Wayne Bennett.




  Minutes ticked by and somehow I found myself at the back of the yard, isolated. I tried to get back to where I had been, by the rear door where Sandy and Wayne had entered, but I couldn’t

  push past the firefighters.




  Then the emergency crew emerged, dragging a body behind them. I went frantic; pushing, pulling, shoving, fighting with all my strength, forcing a way through.




  Up until that point, the nightmare had been the same as always, but now it changed.




  The emergency crew laid Sandy on the ground and stood back. As I went forward and lifted him, his head fell back; the throat had been cut to the bone.




  I woke up gasping for breath.




  A pool of moonlight was spilling across the floor, throwing shadows against the walls. I was shivering. The temperature had dropped and the muted sounds of the river were carrying into the

  room.




  The irony of the day’s events at the house fire merging with my guilt about Sandy wasn’t lost on me. So bizarre was the connection, so perverse, it actually helped. It showed me that

  I was looking to blame myself: that whether I was culpable or not, another process was attacking me emotionally; so that I drew guilt to myself, like an addict needing a hit.




  I rolled off the bed and shut the window then undressed and got into bed.




  At first I didn’t want to close my eyes, for no matter what detachment waking logic brought, the prospect of revisiting the nightmare unnerved me.




  I lay there, half asleep, trying to silence my ticking conscience.




  I remember a change in the pattern of light in the room, like a shadow passing over the moon. Sometime later, sleep closed over me.
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  Saturday, 4 July




  I had set the alarm for seven, intending to jog through the grounds and down to the river before breakfast. But when the beeping woke me I still felt tired from my interrupted

  sleep and turned over instead.




  An hour later, better for the extra, I climbed from the bed and looked out of the window over the mist-shrouded Mawddach and lower slopes of the estuary. All the signs pointed to another hot,

  sultry day.




  I opened the window, breathed the clear, uncontaminated air and smiled.




  If demons had to be confronted, if I had to cast out the past, then this was the place to do it. If nothing else, I promised myself, I would take time out to walk the wooded, rocky hills and

  read some Steinbeck. In the evenings I would find a pub somewhere and drink red wine until sentiment and alcohol mellowed the pain.




  Balance, rhythm and rest; I would reset my life-clock.




  The sound of running feet crunching the gravel path came from the direction of the river. The mist blanketed the runners until they were fifty yards away. When they came into view they were

  running at full sprint, racing each other. They pulled up directly below my window.




  I stood back, so that I could just about see them.




  One was a woman, in her thirties, with blond short cut hair and an athletic build. The other was the scarfaced runner I’d seen the previous evening.




  They stood with their hands on their hips, breathing hard and talking in low voices. At one point I thought she smiled at him. He was turned away from me so I couldn’t see his expression,

  but he reached out and touched her on the shoulder. It was innocuous enough, but I felt that ownership was implied.




  I tried to see his face more clearly, but they walked from my view, around the side of the house. A dozen questions occurred, but if he was staying at Ty Hiraeth then they could wait; for the

  time being hunger was giving me a different imperative.




  I showered, changed into chinos and a navy T-shirt and made my way downstairs.




  ‘Good morning.’




  I turned to see Julia Lloyd standing behind me.




  ‘Morning.’




  ‘Did you sleep well?’




  ‘Yes, thank you.’




  ‘Breakfast is ready whenever you are. I’ll tell Eve you’re down. Dining room’s through there.’ She indicated a door at the end of the hall. ‘Eddie’s in

  there, Eddie Marlowe. The other lads are still in bed.’ She smiled. ‘I believe they went into Dolgellau for a few drinks last night.’




  I walked down the hallway and opened the door. The dining room was a long oak-panelled affair with lead-glazed windows overlooking the river. On the far bank the mist was lifting and rolling

  through the treetops, like gun-smoke. Beneath it, the metal-sheen waters of the Mawddach were still.




  Sitting by the window was a pale man in his early forties, about the same height and build as me. There was an air of sadness about him, but he smiled when he saw me and beckoned me over.




  As I reached his table he got up and held his hand out.




  ‘Eddie Marlowe,’ he said in a broad accent. ‘Greater Manchester.’




  ‘Steve Jay,’ I replied. ‘London.’




  ‘Sit down, Steve. Eve will be in to take your order any minute. She doesn’t let the grass grow.’




  We both sat.




  ‘How long have you been here?’




  ‘Five weeks. Seems longer, though,’ he sighed.




  ‘How you finding it?’




  ‘Awful.’ He grinned. ‘Your first day here?’




  ‘I arrived last night.’




  ‘First day’s always a bit strange, but the staff are good at making you feel welcome. Elizabeth Rhys-Davies is the main therapist. She’s a psychologist, but nice, knows her

  stuff.’




  ‘What are you here for?’ I said without thinking.




  He looked me straight in the eye. ‘I’m mad.’ Then he grinned again.




  ‘Sorry, Eddie, didn’t mean to pry.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it.’ He looked out the window. ‘It’s lovely here. Bit of a change from where I come from.’




  ‘Me too.’




  ‘When that mist clears the view’s champion.’




  ‘I saw some of it as I drove down yesterday,’ I said.




  ‘Oh, I’d have thought it would have been dark when you arrived?’




  ‘I got delayed. There was a house on fire down the road.’




  ‘That was you, was it? We heard the appliances go by and could see the smoke. Was it much?’




  I studied him, ‘It was a fatal.’




  ‘Oh, that’s a shame.’




  I didn’t want to mention the murder, not till I’d spoken to the police.




  ‘They’ve been busy, the local lads,’ he said. ‘The weather’s produced a series of forest fires. Some of ’em quite biggish, like. Never fought anything more

  than a bit of grass, me. How about you?’




  I shook my head. ‘The odd undergrowth fire in the summer, but not forest. There’s not much of it in London.’




  He grinned. ‘Aye, ’spect you’re right.’




  Eve, the older woman from the previous night, appeared from the kitchen and took my order. Then she returned with the coffee, and Eddie, who had already eaten, poured for us both. We both stared

  out the window, silent for the moment. It was Eddie who spoke first.




  ‘Grief,’ he said quietly, ‘that’s why I’m here. We lost our little girl. Run over, she was, just before her ninth birthday. Four months ago yesterday. The wife

  coped better than me. Well, they do, women, don’t they? Have to keep going ’cos of the others. Me, I fell apart.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Eddie.’




  ‘Aye. She were a great little lass. We were best friends.’ He sighed.




  We fell silent again.




  I hadn’t planned to tell people, other than the therapists, why I was here, but Eddie’s obvious grief beckoned a response.




  ‘I lost my leading firefighter, Sandy Richards; a backdraught got him. I think it was my fault.’




  Eddie looked at me. ‘Thank you,’ he said quietly. ‘Life’s a bugger, ain’t it?’




  I changed the subject. ‘Who else is staying here?’




  ‘You’re the sixth. There’s Alby Hutton from the West Midlands Brigade. Keeps himself to himself, does Alby. Not sure what his problem is, but he’s nervy, like. Then

  there’s Paul Rider from London and Mick Parker from Essex. In their twenties,’ he said wistfully, ‘and they’re as mad as frogs! They’re out drinking most nights.

  I’ve no idea what’s wrong with them, though both have had bad injuries at one stage.’




  ‘You said I was the sixth?’




  He paused, ‘Aye. There’s another lad, Jamie. Well spoken. Don’t know his last name. He were a soldier in Bosnia. Got a nasty burn scar down the side of his face.’




  ‘A soldier?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘I thought we’d be all firefighters?’




  ‘He keeps himself to himself as well. Always running, he is. Something disturbing about him.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘Nothing I could put my finger on, but you know when people give you the willies . . . well he does me.’




  ‘How long’s he been here?’




  ‘Don’t know, but before me.’ He got up, ‘Look, I’ll leave you to your breakfast. I’ve got Elizabeth at half-nine; first appointment of the day. I’ll

  catch you later.’




  I took my time over breakfast. None of the other residents showed. A while later Julia Lloyd appeared in the dining-room doorway.




  ‘The police are here to see you, Steve. They’re waiting in reception.’




  I frowned. I hadn’t expected them back first thing in the morning and felt vaguely uneasy that they had shown up quite so early.




  Julia came over to the table. ‘You had your first appointment with Elizabeth at eleven . . . I’ll try and rearrange it for this afternoon.’ She handed me a form. ‘Just

  fill this in and take it with you.’




  John Vaughan was waiting in reception with a man he introduced as his boss, Detective Inspector Pritchard. I wasn’t taken. If John Vaughan had struck me on our first

  meeting as clever and laid-back, then Pritchard appeared the opposite.




  He was polite and businesslike, but spoke a little too quickly for a man at ease with himself.




  ‘I’ve had a word with Julia and she said we could use the library for our chat, Mr Jay, if that’s all right with you?’ said John Vaughan.




  ‘Fine. I’ve no idea where the library is, though.’




  ‘It’s this way,’ he said, and took the lead.




  The library was on the ground floor with the same wide views across the Mawddach as the dining room, but with a better view of the garden.




  I sat down on an antique leather sofa and the two policemen sat opposite on separate armchairs. They unbuttoned their jackets and I settled back, trying to recall the exact sequence of the

  previous day’s drama. Had I known what was going through their minds I might have been more wary.




  ‘I wonder if you could take us through the events of yesterday, Mr Jay? In your own words just relate what you saw and the actions you carried out,’ said DI Pritchard.




  I went through it all again, exactly as I had the previous evening with John Vaughan. Neither of them interrupted me, but John Vaughan made notes. When I’d finished they exchanged looks.

  Then Pritchard began asking questions.




  ‘You told Detective Sergeant Vaughan last night that you’d never been to this part of Wales before?’




  ‘Yes, that’s right.’




  ‘And your sole reason for coming here is to receive treatment at Ty Hiraeth?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Pardon?’




  Pritchard leaned forward. ‘Why are you here, Mr Jay? What’s wrong with you?’




  I don’t know why the question or its tone surprised me. It’s not unknown for the police to try to unbalance people they are interviewing. Perhaps it was my sensitivity at even being

  in a place like Ty Hiraeth or the lack of sensitivity in the question itself. Either way I didn’t like it. I’d done nothing wrong.




  I looked at John Vaughan, who seemed to shift in his seat.




  ‘It’s very personal,’ I said guardedly.




  ‘Is there any reason why you can’t tell me?’ Pritchard asked directly.




  I took my time answering.




  Since Sandy’s death I’d begun losing my temper for the smallest of reasons. What would normally make me merely raise an eyebrow was tending to trigger overreaction and I’d

  taken to inserting pauses in my conversation whenever I felt it happening.




  I looked at John Vaughan again.




  Finally I said, ‘I lost a member of my watch in a fire. My Leading Firefighter. It’s not an easy thing to deal with and I’m here to get help with that.’




  ‘The Dagenham Heathway fire?’




  I went still.




  I shouldn’t have been surprised that they knew. In any investigation, but especially murders, the witnesses come under a fair degree of scrutiny. One phone call to London would have given

  them a heap of information on me.




  My face and name had been splashed all over the papers in the wake of the fraud case and the police, in the shape of Detective Sergeant Menzies, a cynical bastard who confirmed the stereotype,

  hadn’t been too pleased with my role of inquiry agent for Alex and Andrew McGregor’s loss-adjustment firm.




  At the mention of the Heathway fire all my barriers went up.




  ‘Yes.’




  Pritchard nodded and looked at John Vaughan. ‘It’s been a long night for us, Mr Jay. We ran a check on you with the Metropolitan Police and information just came pouring out. It

  seems you were nearly charged with withholding information from them. Tell us about that.’




  I shook my head dismissively.




  ‘That was an empty threat by an empty-headed copper.’ I paused to let my words sink in. ‘I told the police everything that was relevant to the case.’




  He studied his hands. ‘According to our colleagues in London, you blundered your way through a murder investigation and ended up nearly getting yourself and a young woman

  killed.’




  I tried a longer pause. ‘What does this have to do with yesterday?’




  ‘I don’t know – yet. What I want to know from the start is whether you are acting in any capacity other than as a patient at Ty Hiraeth.’




  ‘Any other capacity?’




  ‘Yes, you know, Mr Jay: are you acting as an inquiry agent on anyone’s behalf?’




  I shook my head. ‘No.’




  ‘You’re sure about that?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Then why did you have the dead man’s business card in the pocket of your trousers?’




  I shrugged. ‘I must have picked it up at the scene. Look, I’ve come here to rest – and to receive some help with getting over the death of my leading firefighter.’




  ‘Yes, you’ve already said that. What I want from you, Mr Jay, is an assurance that you won’t be playing the inquiry agent down here.’




  ‘Inquiring into what? I came across a house fire and I did what any other firefighter in the world would have done. Was that wrong?’




  ‘Are you saying that you have no idea about the background to the fire and the murder?’




  I closed my eyes and breathed out heavily.




  ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. Look, in London I helped a friend out and paid more than the full price for doing it. I have no intention of ever repeating the experience.

  Is that clear enough for you?’




  The vibe off him said no. He had his teeth in and was determined not to let go.




  ‘That 4 × 4 you’re driving, Mr Jay, the Shogun – is it yours?’




  ‘You ask the question so presumably you know it’s not.’




  ‘It belongs to Alex McGregor, doesn’t it?’




  ‘So? The insurance covers any other driver. What’s the problem?’ My voice was flat.




  ‘The same Alex McGregor that you were working for as an inquiry agent?’




  ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake!’




  ‘No need to lose your temper, Mr Jay. I have a murder to investigate here. I don’t need complications.’




  ‘I’m not a complication – if that’s what you mean?’




  ‘I hope so,’ he said quietly. But tension still framed his body.




  I’d become an expert at reading stress in people: the most minute of signs reveal themselves in all manner of ways and Pritchard had several of the key markers.




  The mirror had been my teacher and it doesn’t lie.




  As I studied him I went from irritation to intrigue. Something heavy was eating him up.




  ‘Tell me what happened as you approached the point where you first saw the fire, Mr Jay. Did you pass any other vehicles?’




  ‘Nothing that I can recall.’




  ‘No one driving too fast the other way or anything like that?’




  ‘I passed two motorcyclists, but that was a good two miles before I saw the fire.’




  Pritchard looked at John Vaughan as if to say Now we’re getting somewhere.




  ‘How long did it take you to cover those couple of miles?’




  I shrugged, ‘Three or four minutes at most.’




  ‘And the fire was well developed . . . when you saw it?’ put in John Vaughan.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Was there anything suspicious about the motorcyclists?’ asked Pritchard.




  ‘They were travelling fast, but that was all – no more than you’d expect from bikers on a clear road.’




  ‘What were they dressed like?’




  I thought back. ‘Dark clothing. Motorcycle leathers and black crash helmets. Nothing distinctive.’




  Pritchard shook his head. ‘Well, I’d say leathers were distinctive – in the heat we’ve been having.’




  His voice trailed away, as though he was considering his own words.




  ‘Leathers are worn for more than warmth, they’re protection,’ I offered.




  He shook his head again. It was like talking to a brick wall.




  ‘What else did you notice about these bikers, Mr Jay?’




  ‘That was it: dark clothing and driving fast.’




  ‘No registration numbers?’




  I shrugged. ‘I had no reason to note them.’




  ‘So you didn’t see anything else, then?’ he persisted.




  I flicked my gaze towards John Vaughan and the runner flashed through my mind. Despite what I’d just said about not having an agenda, my curiosity was aroused, not least by Pritchard. For

  the moment, I decided not to say anything more.




  ‘If I think of something I’ll contact you.’




  Pritchard nodded. ‘We may need to talk to you further.’




  His mobile phone ringing interrupted him.




  ‘Excuse me.’




  He went outside the room and closed the door after him.




  I looked at John Vaughan. ‘Am I supposed to have done something wrong?’




  ‘Wrong?’




  ‘Your boss doesn’t seem to like me.’




  He was about to say something when Pritchard stuck his head around the door.




  ‘John, I’ve got to go over to the crime scene. Can you finish off here?’




  ‘Of course, guv.’




  ‘Join me when you’re done.’




  ‘Right you are, guv.’




  With Pritchard gone, John Vaughan seemed to relax more.




  ‘You were starting to tell me why your boss has a problem with me?’




  ‘Not with you – as such.’ He pushed his hair out of his eyes.




  ‘Who, then?’




  He paused, then shrugged. ‘He’s worried that people will think that we can’t handle the investigations. Being a rural police force.’




  ‘Investigations?’




  ‘It’s complex . . .’ His voice trailed away.




  ‘So tell me.’




  ‘What happened yesterday is not a one-off crime. There’ve been other incidents.’




  ‘Such as?’




  He smiled. ‘You sound like an inquiry agent.’




  ‘I nearly died myself back at that house. I’m entitled at least to know why.’




  He paused, but his eyes held mine, like he was satisfying some hidden protocol. Then he smiled, almost shyly. ‘You’ll learn it from somebody else if I don’t tell you.

  It’s the talk of every pub from here to Aberystwyth.’




  I folded my arms and laid back deeper into the sofa.




  ‘The man that was murdered yesterday was working for a mining company. He was part of a team that are surveying the estuary – for gold.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘And for the last two months we’ve had a series of attacks on the surveying team. Gear stolen, a truck burnt out, two of the team beaten up one night so bad that one of them might

  lose the sight of an eye.’




  ‘Why?’




  Vaughan took a deep breath. ‘No one wants the estuary touched. But it goes deeper, see. The survey’s stirred up the past.’




  ‘The past?’




  He nodded. ‘Back in the seventies and eighties we had a campaign of arson carried out against second homes bought up by outsiders and used for weekends and a few weeks in the summer

  – barely two months of the year.’




  ‘That rings a faint bell.’




  ‘It should do,’ he said. ‘It went on for years and was covered in all the national newspapers at one time or another. At first the arson didn’t stop people buying and it

  got so local families couldn’t afford accommodation because the house prices had gone through the roof.’




  ‘I see. And who was starting these fires?’




  ‘Groups of radicals – the Welsh Defence Force, Meibion Glyndwr . . .’




  ‘The who?’




  ‘The Sons of Glendower.’ He paused and studied me. ‘They’re named after a medieval nobleman who tried to make Wales an independent kingdom . . . as it once was.’ He

  waved a hand dismissively. ‘These radicals were trying to make a point, see. Between them they set fire to dozens of holiday homes.’




  ‘Okay, but what does that have to do with yesterday’s murder?’




  Vaughan stood up and gazed out of the window. ‘That estuary out there is the most beautiful thing. You should see it in autumn, when the colours on the hillsides change. Rare

  beauty.’




  ‘And the mining will change that?’




  ‘That’s what people believe.’




  ‘What about the environmental laws? I’d have thought a place like this was protected.’




  He sat down again and leaned forward. ‘In theory.’




  ‘But not in practice?’




  ‘As I said, that’s what people believe.’




  ‘You said something just now. Something about the arson not stopping people buying at first . . . what did stop them?’




  He got up again and looked out the window. Then he turned and looked directly at me.




  ‘Back in the eighties there was a radical group that was very shadowy. They were more extreme than the others.’




  ‘More extreme than the arsonists?’




  ‘Yes. This group was thought to be small; impossible to infiltrate. They weren’t satisfied with burning just the holiday homes – they set fire to them when they were

  occupied.’




  ‘Anybody killed?’




  ‘No . . . at least, not at first. People suffered burns and smoke-inhalation, but that was it. Then a man from London, with a second home near Ganllwyd, was killed.’




  ‘When was all this?’




  ‘Two years ago. Since then it’s been quiet.’




  ‘Till now?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You’ve lost me. Are you saying that there’s a connection with these previous arson cases?’




  He went back to the window and looked out across the estuary once more. I saw the same tension in him then that I’d seen earlier in Pritchard.




  ‘Do yourself a big favour, Mr Jay. Have your treatment – and go home.’
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  When John Vaughan left I found Julia, who told me that she’d rearranged my appointment with the therapist Elizabeth Rhys-Davies for half-two.




  I went upstairs and unpacked my bags. It seemed the last act of acceptance that I was here.




  Then I lay down and closed my eyes for a bit.




  Tiredness had been a feature of my stress and had a tendency to hit me without warning, but I felt that this wave was due mainly to the previous day’s journey.




  Recurrent thoughts of Jenny were also a feature of these periods of fatigue, hitting me at my lowest. I would examine everything that had happened between us; her affair, the nightmare that

  followed and particularly our brief reconciliation.




  At this distance honesty was easier.




  I had taken her back not because I wanted her, but because I needed her. Whatever her faults, she could connect with me on a deeper level than any woman I’d known.




  But she used it.




  She could make me want her with just a look. She had a way of moving, of standing, the sexual and the sensual entwined, so that you were irresistibly drawn. She manipulated by reward; play the

  game and she was yours.




  Each passing day without her made the situation clearer; it hurt to have her enter your life, but the exit wound was massive, fatal.




  When she’d left me I lost the plot. Such was my anger I could barely sleep. Then came her return and I was desperate to keep her, so desperate that I made mistakes. I gave her too much too

  quickly and between my need of her and her . . . wanting of me, the mistakes of the past were reborn.




  I had wanted contrition and faithfulness. She had wanted me, but was drawn to him. Well, now I knew. She wasn’t going to change. The question was could I?




  The alternative was to live life without her. To never again feel her nakedness against me, to never wake with her curled into my body. And it felt too soon for that.




  I’d been hurt, but I wasn’t finished.




  There might be other ways, other options. What if I went back and fucked my way to freedom? What if I revisited the centre and then withdrew at my own pace? Could I take back what she had stolen

  from me and creep away?




  I’d always hated it when she was calculating and told myself I could never be the same, but I had to do something.




  It wasn’t a nice thought to know that that was inside me.




  Kindness, consideration and harmony were hardly the benchmarks for our relationship. But Jenny’s sins were more character flaws worked through with guile than cold, dispassionate

  logic.




  On balance, I knew I wasn’t capable of seeing through such a plan. Simply because I still loved her. Hurt caused by anger was one thing, cruelty, even if born of necessity, was

  another.




  Accept or walk; that’s what it really came down to.




  I closed my eyes, imagining her next to me, remembering the feel of her skin, the sound of her voice. And that look. The eye contact that said, ‘I want you, don’t you want

  me?’




  Because I’d been vulnerable the answer had always been yes. Now I would make myself explore other options, but from strength, not weakness. If I could.




  I drifted off and was woken by the telephone ringing. It was Julia telling me that lunch was ready. I stretched, splashed cold water on my face and then made my way downstairs.




  I was the only one in for lunch and sat mentally preparing myself for the first session with Elizabeth Rhys-Davies.
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