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PROLOGUE



It was a surprise, and everybody likes surprises, don’t they? Well, the good ones anyway. Today was her birthday and although it was only late afternoon, she was already tipsy on lager and fizzy wine. Her laughter rang out in the chill October air. She stumbled forward, eager and excited. The car ride had been a short one, a blindfolded one for the last bit, and although they weren’t that far from home she couldn’t say exactly where they were.


‘Keep walking,’ she was told, and she happily obeyed.


‘Where are we? I-I can hear something. Water? Is it water? I can feel the wind. It’s cold here.’


‘Keep walking.’


The ground had been soft and giving beneath her stilettos but now it changed to something firm and solid like wood. Her heels tapped against it. Her arms, held out in front of her, like in a game of blind man’s buff, randomly searched the air for obstacles. ‘Are we … are we nearly there?’


‘A few more steps.’


‘Where are we?’


‘Almost there.’


She’d had other plans for this afternoon, but the phone call had changed all that. You have to come, the caller had said. It’s a big surprise. She giggled, imagining all sorts in her head: fairy lights strung through the trees, a rug on the ground, a surprise party with a bottle of champagne. She was happy. She was twenty-five and without a care in the world. The bad stuff was behind her, the future stretching ahead like one great adventure.


‘One more step.’


She was still smiling, still laughing, when she took that next step and encountered … nothing. Thin air. For a moment she had no idea what was happening. God, what? She was hurtling through darkness like a bird falling out of the sky. There was only confusion, fear, panic, before the ice-cold shock of the water took her breath away.


Then she was under, going down, kicking out with her legs, frantically searching for the bottom. Not there. She clawed at her eyes to rip the blindfold off. She thrashed about with her arms, beating at the black water, trying to get to the surface. She couldn’t swim. She’d never learned. Who needed to swim when they lived on an inner-city estate?


She would be saved. She was sure of it. All she had to do was hold on, push up, try and stay afloat, stay calm, until she was pulled to safety. Or a rope was thrown. Or a yell for help brought other people running. An accident. That’s all it was. A terrible mistake. A surprise that had gone horribly wrong. She made it to the surface, to a different kind of darkness, and gulped in oxygen. Gulped in river water too, briny and metallic. Her eyes desperately scanned the bank. There they were, standing, watching, a thin silhouette in the darkness. Not moving. Not doing anything.


What?


Horror rolled through her. Her head went under again, stifling her cries. The current began to carry her away. Her birthday dress swirled like seaweed. She struggled in vain as the water sucked at her, pulling her back down into its depths. She prayed to God to help her. She wanted her mum.
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It was by pure chance that Julia bumped into him on the Strand, and she would have walked right past if he hadn’t stopped, done a double take, and said, ‘Julia Reeve!’


She gave a vague smile while she waited for her brain to roll through its face-recognition process and come up with a name. Although he did look familiar, she couldn’t quite place him. A client? A business associate? A neighbour? A friend of a friend?


‘Tom Finch,’ he said, his face dropping a little.


‘Of course!’ she said. ‘Tom. I’m so sorry. It’s been such a long time.’ She hadn’t seen him since she was fourteen. They had been at school together and lived on the same estate in Kellston, until her mother had decided they should leave London. Tom looked the same and yet different, still tall and gangly, still with that earnest expression in his eyes, but without the spots. ‘God, how are you?’


‘Not too bad, considering. Still trying to come to terms with it all, to be honest.’


Julia looked at him, confused. ‘Come to terms with it?’


‘About Angel,’ he said.


‘What about her?’


Tom’s hand flew up and briefly raked through his floppy brown hair. He shifted from one foot to the other, his eyes refusing to meet hers. ‘Oh, shit. You don’t know? You haven’t heard?’


Julia felt a tremor run through her. She had a bad feeling, a terrible feeling, and wanted to cover her ears, to not hear what was coming next. Angela Glover – known to everyone as Angel – had been her best friend back in the day. They had been inseparable, devoted, sharers of each other’s secrets. And now … ‘No, I haven’t heard. What is it? What’s happened?’


‘Angel’s dead. She died a month ago.’


Julia shook her head. Even though she’d suspected what he was going to say, she still couldn’t accept it. ‘She can’t be. How? How did it happen?’


‘She drowned in the River Lea.’


‘What?’


‘On her birthday. It looks like it was suicide, or some kind of awful accident. They didn’t find her body for three days.’ Tom paused and then said, ‘Sorry, I thought you’d know. I thought that was why you were here, that you’d come back for the funeral.’


‘No, I work here now. I’ve just started a new job.’ This wasn’t strictly true – she’d been in London for the past nine months – but she felt guilty and ashamed for not getting in touch with Angel. Damn it! Why hadn’t she? Well, she knew the answer to that but didn’t want to dwell on it right at this minute. ‘They’re only just having the funeral?’


‘Post-mortem and stuff. It’s on Monday, twelve o’clock at St James’s, the church by the cemetery. You should come. Renee will be pleased to see you.’


When Julia thought of Renee, of what she must be going through, her heart turned over. Renee had been like a second mum to her, the kind of mum she’d have preferred if she was being honest – reliable, attentive, and not forever rushing off to the next political rally or peace protest or feminist work group. ‘Monday?’ Only three days away. ‘I’m not sure I’ll be able to get the time off, but I’ll try. How is Renee doing?’


‘Oh, you know,’ Tom said, shrugging.


There was a brief, awkward silence. Under normal circumstances they would have asked the usual questions about jobs and homes and families, but Angel’s death made all that seem mundane and irrelevant.


‘It must be awful for her,’ Julia said eventually.


Tom nodded and started to edge away. ‘Well, maybe I’ll see you on Monday.’


‘Yes,’ Julia said. ‘Of course. I’ll try my best.’


They parted then, each going in different directions. As Julia headed back to the office she couldn’t stop thinking about Angel. Suicide? Why would she take her own life? Especially when she had a son to take care of. And then she remembered that she hadn’t even asked about Jack. He would be eight now. Poor kid. Angel had got pregnant at sixteen, had him at seventeen, and been a single parent ever since so far as she knew. Although she hadn’t raised him on her own; Renee had been there to help. Renee was the sort who was always there. She should go to the funeral.


Julia went down Southampton Street, past the shops which for once she didn’t stop to look in, through the dark blue door and up the stairs to the office. There was the usual Friday-afternoon rush with everyone trying to tie up loose ends before the weekend. People on phones, people wading through piles of paper. She walked to the far corner, went through the door, took the ham salad sandwich out of her bag, and laid it on a serviette on her desk.


She had thought when she’d got the job with Harley Jenks – a public relations company within spitting distance of Covent Garden piazza – that she’d be entering a glamorous world of endless possibilities. But nothing could have been further from the truth. She was on the lowest possible rung of the ladder and as such had been landed with all the clients that no one else wanted – the awkward ones, the stupid ones, the boring ones and the ones who were more trouble than they were worth.


She glanced over at Cressida, her immediate boss, and said, ‘Do you think I could book Monday off? I’ve got a funeral to go to. I know it’s short notice, but I’ve only just heard.’


‘Oh, someone close?’


‘An old school friend.’


‘Oh,’ Cressida said again. ‘Sorry to hear it. Yes, I’m sure that’ll be fine.’


Somehow Cressida made it sound like she wasn’t very sorry at all. And no sooner were the words out of her mouth than she frowned and said, ‘Haven’t you got that dreadful Apostle man coming in on Monday?’


‘I can reschedule.’


‘Make sure you don’t forget.’


Which, in translation, meant that she didn’t want to get landed with him. Ivor Apostle was a new client, a businessman who owned a security firm, pubs, several wine bars and a couple of nightclubs. There were rumours that he moved in criminal circles, that he didn’t always operate within the law, and it was these sorts of rumours that he preferred to keep out of the press. ‘I won’t forget. Is he really that dreadful?’


‘Thinks he’s God’s gift by all accounts, but you can manage him. He likes a pretty face, so use it to your advantage. You’ll be okay. Just keep him sweet and tell him whatever he wants to hear.’


Cressida Hale was what Julia’s mother, Ellie, would call hard-bitten – ruthlessly ambitious and happy to play the men at their own game. She was a curvy redhead, knocking on forty, who dressed in power suits with shoulder pads, and worshipped Mrs Thatcher. Ellie wouldn’t have approved of her. Ellie believed in equality, but not at the price of women behaving like men. It should be the other way round she always said, but in reality the chances of that were slim.


‘Why was he taken on if he’s that dreadful?’ Julia asked.


Cressida rubbed the thumb and fingers of her right hand together. ‘Money, hon. Harley can smell it a mile away. If Apostle’s prepared to pay, then Harley’s happy to take his cash.’


Except, of course, he wouldn’t be the one dealing with him, Julia thought. She flicked back her long dark hair, rolled her hazel eyes and said, ‘Can’t wait to meet the guy. He sounds a dream.’


Cressida gave a snort. ‘You can handle him. Just flatter his ego and make him feel important.’


Julia nibbled a corner of her sandwich while Cressida took out her compact, viewed her face in the mirror, adjusted her hair and put on fresh lipstick. ‘Okay, I’m off,’ she said, rising to her feet. ‘If anyone calls, I’m in a meeting for the rest of the afternoon.’


Cressida’s meetings usually took place in restaurants and bars, and always involved a lot of alcohol. She could drink any man under the table. Her monthly expense account was eye-watering, but no one ever challenged it. Cressida got results, was loved by her clients, and brought in a massive amount of business for the company.


Julia wanted to be Cressida. She wanted to be rich and successful, respected and admired. She wanted to be as confident as she was. Alone in the office, she took another bite of her sandwich. Through the plate-glass window, she could see what was left of the rest of the staff, most of them ex-public schoolboys with a sense of entitlement as big as their salaries. To rise to the top in a business like this was difficult enough, but when you were a woman, it was ten times harder. The eighties were drawing to a close, and although the prime minister was female, the world was still run by men.


Angel was dead.


Julia felt the shock of it run through her again. The sandwich stuck in her throat. She drank some water, swallowing hard. Already she was dreading Monday. All the old faces reviving memories she’d rather forget. She had turned her back on the past, left it all behind, or at least she’d thought she had.


After it had happened – it still clung to her conscience like a bad smell – her mother had decided it was time to get out of London. A fresh start with some Suffolk country air. An old rambling house with twisting corridors, uneven floors and rooms that always smelled of damp. A new communal life with Ellie’s lentil-eating, yoga-practising, mainly lesbian friends. But Julia hadn’t kicked up a fuss. Anything had been better than staying here.


‘I’ll write,’ she’d promised Angel. The Glovers didn’t have a phone then. One more expense they could do without. ‘You can come and see me. Or I’ll come here.’


But the letters had dwindled and only one visit had ever taken place, a few months after Angel had given birth to Jack. Julia had cooed over the baby, said how lucky Angel was, but secretly she’d been horrified. She had never been maternal and couldn’t imagine being tied down to a baby at seventeen, her future dictated by a red-faced howling bundle who would probably grow up to resent and dislike her. Accordingly, the little white pill went into her mouth every morning, regular as clockwork.


When she’d taken the job here, she’d always known there was a chance of bumping into someone from the past, but the more time had passed the less likely it seemed to happen. Until today. Until Tom Finch had appeared from nowhere. If she’d had any sense, she’d have stayed well clear of London. Or had she been tempting providence, pushing her luck as far as she could, seeing if karma would eventually catch up with her?


The guilt she felt was wound around her innards, always there no matter how hard she tried to ignore it. Like a parasitic worm sucking the joy out of her life. That was why she hadn’t contacted Angel. That was why she’d kept her distance. Although the external scars had healed, Angel had been left with a different kind of damage: something irreversible had happened to her brain, leaving gaps in her memory, the occasional stutter when she spoke and lapses in concentration. She would repeat herself, forgetting what she’d said, and stare into the middle distance as if some entity, invisible to everyone else, was distracting her attention.


Angel was dead.


Julia wasn’t responsible for that. And yet she wondered if in some way she was, that what had happened when they were fourteen had cast such a terrible shadow over Angel’s life that she had always been fated to die young. Could that be true? She pulled the crust off her sandwich and grimaced. A guilty conscience was a terrible thing.


Perhaps she wouldn’t go to the funeral. It would be too hard, too emotional, too upsetting. She didn’t have to. No one was holding a gun to her head. And booking the time off didn’t count as a commitment. ‘I’ll try my best,’ is what she’d told Tom. He would just presume that work had got in the way.


But she knew that it would be cowardly not to go. Some things had to be faced up to, no matter how daunting they were. It was only an hour out of her life. She could manage that, couldn’t she? And she owed it to Angel to say a final goodbye.
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Julia had changed her mind a hundred times over the weekend, leaning one way and then the other, leaving it until the last minute on Monday morning to get dressed in a black suit, black polo-neck jumper and boots. She put her hair up and then let it down again. She stared at her reflection, seeing the gawky fourteen-year-old girl clearly visible beneath the make-up and smart clothes. When she had first come back to London, she had thought of herself as a different person, cool and mature, but none of that was evident now.


It’s only an hour, she told herself for the umpteenth time.


She picked up her bag and left.


As the bus swayed through the Camden streets, she gazed out of the window at the place that had become her home over the past nine months. She liked its mixture of scruffy and smart – she lived in the scruffier part, but it didn’t take that long to walk to Regent’s Park where the surrounding houses were grand and imposing and carried the distinctive smell of money. She would like to own one of those in the future.


A long way in the future, she thought. For now, her wages barely covered her rent and bills, with whatever was left going on clothes. It was important to dress the part for her job, to always look smart and stylish, to give the impression of success even if it was only an illusion. It was easier for men – God, what wasn’t easier? – who only needed a couple of suits, a decent pair of shoes and half-a-dozen shirts and ties.


Julia’s mother had tried to instil in her the notion that appearances didn’t matter, that it was what was inside a person that was important – kindness and compassion – but that hardly cut it in the ruthless business of PR. There it was dog eat dog, the survival of the fittest. Why was she even thinking about this stuff? Because she didn’t want to think about the funeral.


The closer the bus got to the East End, the more jittery she became. She knew that she could still change her mind. She didn’t have to get off at Kellston station; she could take the coward’s way out and stay aboard or get off early and catch another bus back to Camden. But she wasn’t going to do that. She was going to do the right thing, the decent thing, and see it through.


She had thought a lot about Angel over the weekend, trying to remember the good times, that easy, comfortable friendship that had started in infant school and continued into their teens. They had hardly ever argued and had only ever fallen out once in any serious way. Their lives had been intertwined and they had told each other everything. It was hard to imagine having such a friendship again. The girls she hung out with now were more drinking partners than anything else, all people she had met through work: girls she liked well enough but who she would never bare her soul to.


How had she not heard about Angel’s death earlier? The truth was that she hardly ever read a newspaper, and certainly not from cover to cover. She hardly ever watched the news on TV either, knowing that the state of mankind with all its wars and suffering and casual violence would only depress her. Had it even been reported? Perhaps, at first, Angel had simply been a missing girl, one of many who walked out of their homes every day, and by the time her body was found it had been put down as suicide or an accident. Just another statistic, just another girl who never came home.


It was twenty to twelve when she got to the station. From here it was only a five-minute walk to the church. In order to avoid the conversations she didn’t want to have, she intended to get there exactly on time, and so she took the long way round, strolling slowly through the streets looking out for any changes that might have occurred in her absence. The café was still there, the pub, the florist and the newsagent. In fact, nothing much had altered in the years she’d been away. In the distance she could see the three tall towers of the Mansfield estate. Kellston remained as grey and run-down as it had always been.


Julia’s heart sank as she approached St James’s. It was a minute to twelve and despite her dawdling a small group was still huddled in the doorway. Among them she recognised Angel’s mum, Renee, looking much thinner and older than when they’d last met. She’d been hoping that she could slip in unnoticed as the service started but that clearly wasn’t going to happen now. Any chance of beating a hasty retreat was extinguished too as everyone turned to stare at her.


Julia went straight up to Renee and said, ‘I’m so sorry about Angel.’


‘Thank you for coming, love. It’s good to see you again.’


Julia thought she seemed dazed, not quite with it, her eyes blank and dull. Perhaps the doctor had given her something. ‘I still can’t believe she’s gone. It doesn’t feel real.’


Renee turned to the others and said, ‘You go in now. I’ll only be a minute.’ As soon as they were out of earshot, her eyes suddenly brightened. She gripped Julia’s arm and said in a fierce whisper, ‘I have to talk to you. After the funeral. We’re going to the Fox. You’ll come, won’t you?’


‘Of course,’ Julia said, unable to refuse. ‘What do you—’


But before she could even finish asking what it was about, Renee had hurried into the church. Julia followed her, bemused by the request. What on earth did Renee want? Something she hadn’t wanted the others to know about, that was for sure. It made her feel uneasy, as if demands were going to be put on her, as if Renee was about to suck her into something she had no desire to be sucked into. Or was it about the past? Maybe Renee was about to confront her about it.


Julia felt her insides clench.


The church was surprisingly full, but it was impossible to know whether that was down to Angel’s popularity or the manner of her death. The story had probably been in the local paper and publicity always attracted people. Her eyes swept the congregation but most of the mourners were strangers to her. Renee went down to the front, close to where the coffin was. It gave Julia a start seeing the coffin there, covered in flowers.


Angel was dead.


It was hard to think of her body in that wooden box, her life snuffed out, her future a blank. The pungent smell of lilies filled the church.


Tom Finch beckoned from a pew three rows from the front, but Julia shook her head, preferring to squeeze in near the back. He was sitting with the old crowd, the three others who had made up their gang of six: Lindsay March, Pauline Archer and Frankie Hays. Lindsay and Frankie smiled, but not Pauline. This didn’t come as any great surprise. Pauline had never liked her; she had been one of those predatory girls, always trying to get between her and Angel, to steal Julia’s place as Angel’s best friend.


As the funeral began, Julia found her mind drifting back to those school days. There had been the popular kids, the swots, the sporty ones, the arty ones and the geeks. So where had the six of them fitted in? They had been the odds and sods, she supposed, the leftovers, the ones who didn’t belong anywhere else. But despite their disparities, they had been a solid little band, sticking together through thick and thin. Were they all still living in Kellston, or had they come back especially for the funeral?


The mourners were on their feet and halfway through ‘Abide with Me’ when Julia became aware of someone’s eyes on her. She glanced sideways across the aisle and met the gaze of a tall, dark-haired man in his thirties. He was staring at her so intently that she wondered if she knew him. But nothing about his face was familiar. And it wasn’t the sort of face you’d forget in a hurry – sharp and angular with high cheekbones and startlingly blue eyes. When he realised that she’d noticed, he quickly looked away.


The hymn came to an end and everyone sat down. She shot another quick sidelong glance at the man but now he was staring straight ahead with what seemed like a forced determination to not be caught in the act of looking at her again. It hadn’t been a lascivious look but something more inquiring, as if he was trying to place her, to make sense of her connection to Angel.


Julia listened to the priest talking about how much Angel had been loved and how much she’d be missed. She found herself thinking about what Tom Finch had told her, that she had died through suicide or an accident. What was she even doing alone by the river? Would she really have killed herself? That Angel could have been so unhappy filled her with a sudden grief. She would never have thought of Angel as the type to take her own life, but then she’d had no contact with her for years. People changed; things changed them.


And what about Jack? Julia strained her neck to peer towards the front. There was no sign of a boy. Perhaps Renee had decided that it would be too upsetting for him. She had never found out who Jack’s father was. Angel had refused to say. ‘He’s not important,’ was all she’d ever got out of her. ‘He’s not on the scene anymore.’ But that had been then, not now. Men, like bad pennies, had a habit of turning up again.


Julia had remembered Angel’s birthday on 14 October, had even considered getting in touch or sending a card. But in the end, she’d done neither. Regret swept over her. If only she’d reached out, made the effort, she might have been able to make a difference. Guilt raised its ugly head again. But she knew that she was giving her own influence too much importance, that they had been too far apart by then, that the old closeness had gone and couldn’t have been repaired overnight.


Her gaze returned to her erstwhile friends. Lindsay was dabbing at her eyes with a crumpled piece of tissue. Frankie put an arm around her shoulder, and she leaned in against him. Julia caught a brief glimpse of Pauline’s hands gripping the pew in front, her knuckles white against the black cuffs of her jacket. Tom sat very straight, his body rigid, as if it was taking every last effort of will to maintain his composure.


Eventually the service came to an end and the coffin was carried out, placed in the hearse and taken the short distance to Kellston cemetery. Here the priest intoned the burial rites while everyone shivered. She stayed at the back, watching and listening, her head bowed partly out of respect and partly to shield her face from the chill winter wind. She noticed that the tall, dark-haired man stood back too, even further away than her, as if to distance himself from the proceedings, to not intrude perhaps where he wasn’t wanted. That made her even more curious about him.


When the holy words had been said and the soil had been thrown – landing with a dull thud on the coffin – the mourners began to drift away in twos and threes, leaving Renee to spend some final moments alone. Tom broke off from the others and came over to her.


‘Nice service,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d make it. Are you coming to the Fox? We’re going for a few drinks.’


Julia was tempted to turn down the offer, to get on a bus and go home, but she’d already promised Renee that she’d be there. ‘Sure. Why not?’ She paused and then added, ‘Do you really think it was suicide? Was she depressed?’


Tom shrugged. ‘Hard to say. You never really know what’s going on inside someone else’s head.’


‘But she seemed all right?’


‘As all right as Angel ever was.’


Julia took a few seconds to absorb this. ‘If it was an accident, what was she even doing by the river?’


‘I’ve no idea.’


‘Did she often go there?’


‘Not that I know of.’


Julia was aware of asking too many questions but couldn’t stop herself. ‘Had you seen her before she … I mean, that day. Had you seen her that day?’


‘We’d arranged to meet in the pub in the evening, but she never showed up.’


‘You must have been worried.’


‘Not really, not right away. Angel wasn’t always dependable. She’d make arrangements and then forget about them.’


‘But not on her birthday, surely. You don’t forget a thing like that.’


Tom dug a heel into the hard earth, his eyes fixed on the ground. ‘I suppose we just figured she’d got waylaid somewhere. We’re often in the Fox on a Saturday night, so it wasn’t as if she was putting us out in any major way. It wasn’t until the next day when Renee started ringing round that we knew something was wrong.’


Despite his explanation, Julia still found it odd that none of them had been concerned about her. But what did she know? She hadn’t been here. If Angel had made a habit of being unreliable, then maybe it was understandable.


They had begun to walk along the path, and she nodded towards the tall, dark man in front of them, lowering her voice as she spoke. ‘Do you know who that bloke is? He gave me a few funny looks in the church.’


‘You’ve lost your nose,’ Tom said. ‘You wouldn’t have had to ask ten years ago. You’d have sniffed him out from a hundred yards.’


‘Huh?’


‘The law,’ he said softly. ‘That’s DI Michael Vyse. He’s in charge of the investigation into Angel’s death.’


It was true that she’d have clocked him as a cop back when she was a teenager. They’d known even the plain-clothes officers then, and not just from the way they’d looked and acted. It had been like a sixth sense, an instinct, and a necessary one if you’d wanted to stay out of trouble. Not that they were ever major rule breakers, but the cops had always liked throwing their weight around.


‘And what has he found out in this investigation of his?’


‘Not much,’ Tom said.


‘So why is he here?’


‘To pay his respects, I suppose. And the rest.’


‘The rest?’


Tom pulled a face. ‘A spot of mild intimidation just in case one of us has a guilty conscience.’


‘Do you think anyone has?’


Tom shot her a look, his forehead creasing into a frown. ‘Why would any of us want to hurt Angel?’


‘I didn’t mean you,’ Julia said quickly, sensing that she’d offended him. ‘Or the others. I meant if there was anyone she was seeing, or someone she’d fallen out with. Did she have a boyfriend?’


‘No one that she told me about, but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t someone.’


‘She wouldn’t have told you?’


Tom sighed into the cold air, his breath emerging as a wispy cloud. ‘We didn’t really talk about that kind of stuff. She might have told the girls, but they say she didn’t mention anyone.’


Julia was staring at the back of the police inspector’s head where the dark line of his hair met the creamy paleness of his neck. He was walking quickly, maybe towards the Fox. ‘What’s he like then, Michael Vyse?’


‘A bit of a shit, to be honest. I’d steer clear if I was you. He had us all down the station for hours, going over and over what happened that Saturday. Apparently, being in the pub surrounded by a hundred other people wasn’t a good enough alibi. He’s the sort of cop who isn’t much bothered by the actual law. I’m sure he’d love to pin it on one of us, but he’s not having much luck so far.’


Julia stopped in her tracks. ‘He thinks it might have been murder then?’


‘Hard to know what he thinks. Maybe he just enjoys giving people a hard time.’


Julia had no idea how much truth there was in that. And if Angel had been murdered then there was still a killer on the loose. Weren’t most people killed by someone they knew?
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Julia had never been in the Fox before and was surprised by how warm and welcoming it was with its log fire and wood-panelled walls. She rubbed her frozen hands together trying to get the circulation back in them as she followed Tom through to the area at the back that had been set aside for the wake. There was a long trestle table there with sandwiches and sausage rolls, crisps, a few boxes of wine, some spirits, mixers and a keg of beer.


Already the pub was filling up, but the others had got there early enough to nab one of the booths. As Tom got chatting to some bloke she didn’t know, Julia helped herself to a glass of red – she needed it – then went over and sat down beside Lindsay. She had the feeling that the three of them had been talking about something they didn’t want her to hear because they instantly went quiet and there was an awkward silence.


Frankie was the one to break it, leaning across to pat her on the arm and say, ‘Hey, good to see you again, Julia. You’re looking well. What have you been up to?’


Julia gave them the same version that she’d given Tom, that she’d just started a new job in London, rented a flat and that everything was pretty hectic. ‘I wouldn’t even have known about Angel if I hadn’t bumped into Tom. It’s all so terrible, isn’t it?’


A murmur went round the table. There was a shaking of heads, a general agreement that it was all terrible.


‘It must be what, ten years since you last lived here?’ Frankie said. ‘No, eleven. Christ, where does all the time go? One minute we’re lurking behind the bicycle sheds having a sneaky fag and the next we’re all grown up and holding down jobs and getting married and having kids. Crazy, isn’t it?’


Of them all, Frankie had always been the most extroverted, the most voluble, not to mention the best looking, with his smooth caramel skin and chestnut eyes. He was small, slim and lithe, and had never gone through that spotty adolescent stage, but had morphed instead from pre-pubescent boy to teenager with what had seemed like effortless grace. Now, in his mid-twenties, he had the feline elegance of a dancer.


‘I’m getting married,’ Lindsay said, flashing her left hand which had a diamond engagement ring on the third finger. ‘But not until next summer. His name’s Mark, Mark Grey.’


‘Congratulations,’ Julia said. ‘That’s fantastic.’


‘And Frankie’s already tied the knot. He’s got two kids, a boy and a girl.’


‘You’ve been busy,’ Julia said.


Frankie grinned, as proud of the achievement as if he’d given birth himself. ‘Four and three. They’re a handful but they’re worth it. Are you with anyone, Julia? Any kids?’


Julia shook her head. She was already aware of feeling adrift from these people who had once been her friends. For them the future was all about family and parenthood, and settling down, never straying far from what they knew. Her last long-term relationship had been in Suffolk with a charming man called Alex who had cheated on her once too often. It had been one of the reasons she’d decided to leave. ‘So, are you all still living on the Mansfield?’


‘What’s wrong with the Mansfield?’ Pauline said sharply.


‘I didn’t say anything was wrong with it.’


Pauline’s wide, pink-cheeked face had taken on an angry look, her grey eyes narrowing into slits. ‘It sounded like it to me.’


‘Then you can’t have been listening properly.’


‘I don’t even know what you’re doing here. It’s not as though you’ve had any contact with Angel for years.’


‘Don’t be like that,’ Tom said, arriving just in time to hear the comment. ‘She’s got as much right to be here as any of us.’


Pauline wrinkled her nose. ‘I was just saying. I’m allowed to say, aren’t I?’


Tom slid in beside Julia and placed his pint on the table. ‘We’re all still friends, no matter how long it’s been.’


‘I hope so,’ Julia said, without any genuine feeling. Tom had always been the peacemaker, the calm one, the one who loathed conflict. The faint waft of a lemony aftershave drifted into her nostrils. She took a gulp of wine and looked around for Renee but couldn’t see her. She did, however, spot DI Vyse standing at the bar. He was keeping his distance again, but his gaze roamed over the back room, stopping every now and again to study a face or a gesture.


‘Don’t mind her,’ Lindsay said. ‘She’s just upset.’


Julia turned her attention back to the table. She smiled at Lindsay, nodding to imply that she understood. But Pauline had always been the same, always looking for an opportunity to stick the knife in. If this hadn’t been Angel’s wake she’d have called her out on it, but it wasn’t the time or the place.


‘How’s Jack doing?’ Julia asked. ‘I didn’t see him at the funeral.’


‘Who?’ Lindsay said. ‘I don’t think I know a Jack. Was he at school with us?’


Julia stared at her, bemused. ‘Angel’s Jack. Her son. Isn’t he about eight now?’


‘Angel didn’t have a son. She couldn’t have kids.’


Everyone was looking at Julia now, like she was nuts. She took another gulp of wine. ‘What? I don’t understand. I came to see her a few years after I left, and she had a baby. She said he was hers. She said his name was Jack.’


‘She was having you on,’ Pauline said with glee in her voice. ‘That must have been Larry, her cousin’s boy. She used to babysit him.’


‘Why would she do that? Lie about it, I mean?’


Pauline shrugged. ‘For a laugh. To see your face, probably.’


‘I don’t get what’s funny about it.’


Pauline smirked.


Julia thought back to that summer of 1981 when she had turned up unannounced at Carlton House, the block on the Mansfield where they had both grown up, to find Angel holding a baby. ‘That’s just weird.’


‘Angel wasn’t weird,’ Pauline snapped. ‘Don’t call her that.’


‘I didn’t mean she was weird. It was just a weird thing to do. Why didn’t she tell me the baby wasn’t hers?’


But no one seemed to have an answer to that. Frankie shifted uncomfortably in his seat and then abruptly stood up. ‘We should get some food before it all runs out. I’m starving.’


‘You lot go,’ Lindsay said, ‘and I’ll stay here with Julia, so we don’t lose the table. Bring us back some sandwiches, yeah, and a couple of glasses of wine.’


Julia leaned back against the booth, watching the three of them push their way through the crowd. She felt confused, mortified by the knowledge that Angel had lied to her. And for what? Some kind of strange joke. It didn’t make any sense.


As soon as the others were out of earshot Lindsay pushed back a strand of light brown hair, sighed and said, ‘Angel was devastated that she couldn’t have kids. Maybe she just wanted to pretend for a while. I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it.’


Julia thought back to that day, to how she’d cooed over the baby, and debated as to whether the pretence had simply gone too far, and Angel had felt unable to backtrack. But friends didn’t make up stories like that. What was the point of it? To make her jealous? But Julia had never shown any interest in having children, and envy had been the last thing she’d been feeling. ‘Why couldn’t she have kids? Was it anything to do with … you know, the accident?’


‘I don’t think so. It might have been. I’m not sure.’ Lindsay hesitated and then said, ‘She used to make stuff up sometimes, about boyfriends and jobs and … well, all sorts of things. It was like she felt some kind of compulsion to make her life appear more interesting. So it wasn’t just you. She did the same to all of us.’


And Julia remembered the letters she’d received, always full of news and gossip and the fun things Angel had been doing and wondered now if any of it had been true. Her own letters couldn’t have provoked any sense of missing out, compiled as they had been of numerous complaints about the cold and the damp and living in a house full of hippy women. Julia had never mentioned new friends, although she had made some, not wanting Angel to think that she’d replaced her in any way.


‘She never used to be like that,’ Julia said.


Lindsay gazed into the middle distance and said, ‘We should have realised how unhappy she was. We all feel bad about it.’


Julia didn’t know what to say to that and so she said nothing. She noticed Renee heading for the toilets and decided to get their talk over and done with. Once that was done, she could get away from here, go home and draw a line under it all. ‘I need the loo. I won’t be long.’


Suspecting it would be busy inside, Julia waited outside the ladies until Renee appeared again. The corridor was full of mourners going to and fro, a stream of swirling black like some strange funereal murmuration. She vaguely recognised a few faces now but none she could put a name to. She looked at her watch – five to two – and shifted impatiently from one foot to the other. Unease and worry rippled through her.


Renee came out a few minutes later, saw Julia, and quickly pulled her aside into a shallow alcove where a payphone was attached to the wall. With her fingers still gripping Julia’s arm she glanced furtively along the corridor that led to the bar. There was a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead and her eyes were shining.


‘What have they said?’


Julia shook her head. ‘What? Who?’


‘Them,’ Renee hissed, so close that Julia could feel her breath on her face. ‘Frankie and the others. What have they said about Angel?’


Julia, taken by surprise by the question, didn’t really understand what Renee was asking. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You have to find out what they did. They’re lying, all of them.’


‘Lying about what?’


Renee shot a quick look along the corridor again. ‘About my Angel, of course. She didn’t kill herself. She’d never have done nothing like that. She was happy that day. Happy! I know they’re not telling the truth. They’re hiding something and you have to find out what.’


Julia was shocked but thought it was probably best to humour her. If what Tom had said was true, they had all been here that night, waiting for Angel, so they couldn’t have had anything to do with her death. ‘They’ve not said anything to me. But they wouldn’t, Renee. We barely know each other anymore. It’s been years since I saw any of them.’


Renee, too caught up by what she was trying to tell her, wasn’t listening. Her grip tightened on Julia’s arm. ‘They’ve got their neat little alibi, but not until seven o’clock. What were they all doing before then? No one knows exactly when Angel died. Those two girls were at the flat in the afternoon, but they left at about three. Plied her with booze and then took off. Or they say they took off. And that Frankie – I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him. He was always sniffing round Angel. I’m telling you they’re not as innocent as they’re making out.’


And what about Tom Finch? Julia almost asked but decided against throwing any more fuel onto the fire. Until today she had been assuming that Renee had got Jack, a grandson, to help pull her through the grief, but now she knew that this wasn’t the case, the depth of Renee’s grief seemed intolerable. Gaping, dark and filled with invisible monsters.


‘You’ll try, won’t you, Julia? Tell me you’ll try. I can’t trust anyone else.’


‘Of course,’ Julia said, gently releasing Renee’s hold on her arm. ‘But I can’t promise anything. I’m virtually a stranger to them now. What about the police? What do they think?’


Renee’s face twisted. ‘The law don’t care about Angel. Too busy lining their own pockets, aren’t they? Bent, the whole bloody lot of them. They don’t give a damn. They don’t care about anyone but themselves. I’ve told them she didn’t kill herself, she couldn’t have, but they won’t listen.’


‘What about that inspector? Vyse, is it? He was at the service.’


Renee seemed surprised by this. She hesitated. ‘Was he? I didn’t see him. Well, I dare say he’s just trying to look good, to cover his back in case his bungling ever comes to light. They’re like that down at Cowan Road, always one step ahead, always making sure they’re in control.’


Julia nodded as if police bungling was nothing new to her. Cowan Road police station was just round the corner from the Mansfield, which was handy if the crime rate on the estate was anything like it used to be. ‘Look, I should go. The others … they’re going to be wondering where I am.’


‘You’re a good girl, Julia. You’re the best friend Angel ever had. You won’t let me down, will you?’


Guilt rolled over Julia, a tsunami of regret. She hadn’t always been a good friend to Angel, far from it, and the knowledge of that filled her with remorse. ‘I’ll try. I promise. I don’t think I’ll get much out of them today, but I’ll see what I can do.’
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Julia returned to the booth and slid in beside Tom. There was food on the table, paper plates with a choice of corned beef sandwiches or cheese and pickle, and fresh glasses of wine. The room was warm and noisy. Frankie was going on about the new Rover hatchback to Tom while Pauline was slagging off some girl called Shirley, bitching about how she hadn’t worn black to the funeral. Julia looked at each of them in turn, curious as to why Renee suspected them. Was it just paranoia springing from the loss of her daughter or something more? She couldn’t imagine why any of these people would want to harm Angel.


‘You okay?’ Tom asked her when there was a pause in the motor talk.


Julia played with her wine glass, running her finger along its rim. ‘I still don’t get it,’ she said. ‘How did Angel get down to the river? Did she have a car? Did she even drive?’


Her questions caused everyone to stare, as if she’d just dropped a cluster of bombs into the conversation.


There was a long pause before Tom shrugged and said, ‘No, she didn’t drive but there are buses. She could have caught one to Hackney and walked from there.’


‘Or taken a cab,’ Frankie said.


‘Wouldn’t the cabbie have remembered her?’


‘More likely the bus,’ Tom said. ‘They get busy on a Saturday.’


‘For God’s sake, do we have to talk about this?’ Pauline said irritably. She glared at Julia. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Julia said with as much sincerity as she could muster. ‘But it’s all still so new to me. I’ve not had enough time for it to sink in. It’s still really … really confusing. Did anyone see her that day? Apart from Renee, I mean.’


‘We saw her,’ Lindsay said. ‘Me and Pauline. In the afternoon. We went round to wish her a happy birthday, took her a bottle of fizz. She seemed fine. Happy. She was going to wash her hair, do some shopping and meet us in the Fox later. There was nothing wrong, nothing that we noticed anyway.’


Julia watched her carefully but couldn’t see any sign that she was lying.


Pauline placed her elbows on the table and scowled. ‘We’ve had weeks of this, weeks of the law going over and over it. Can’t we just have one day to remember her in peace?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Julia said again. ‘Yes, of course.’ She sat back, unsure of where to go from here. Conducting any further interrogation was hardly feasible in the circumstances. It was then, as she looked over her shoulder, that she noticed Vyse finishing what was left of his pint, putting the empty glass on the counter and heading for the door. She glanced at her watch, pretending to be surprised by what time it was. ‘Oh, I’ve got to go. I’ve got a work thing at four. Sorry to rush off, but it’s been good to see you all again.’


Pauline looked relieved.


‘Don’t be a stranger,’ Frankie said, flashing her one of his wide, engaging smiles.


‘We should get together again,’ Lindsay said. ‘Have a proper catch-up. We’re usually in here on a Saturday night.’


‘Hang on a sec,’ Tom said, quickly scrawling his telephone number on a green serviette and passing it to her. ‘Give me a ring and we’ll sort something out.’


‘Sure,’ Julia said, standing up and putting the serviette into her pocket. ‘Thanks. That would be nice.’


As she walked away, Julia looked back at them. Already their heads were down, huddled together like four conspirators, all talking at once. About her? About Angel? Renee’s words swirled haphazardly around her mind, and she couldn’t help speculating on whether there was any truth in the accusations. She needed to find out more.


By the time she was out on the street, Vyse was already a hundred yards in front of her. He walked with a very upright gait, like an army man on parade. She hurried to catch up with him, not an easy task in the high-heeled boots she was wearing. Fortunately, he had to wait at the traffic lights, giving her time to close the distance between them. Once she was near enough, she called out his name.


‘Inspector Vyse?’


He turned and gave her a long assessing look. ‘That’s me,’ he said.


She hurried up to him, slightly breathless. ‘I’m Julia Reeve, an old friend of Angel’s. Could I have a word?’


Vyse raised his eyebrows as if it was a novelty to come across someone in Kellston who actually wanted to talk to him. ‘What’s on your mind?’


The traffic lights turned red, and Julia moved to one side to allow the other pedestrians to cross over. She waited until they were out of earshot before continuing. ‘It’s about Angel’s death. Do you think it’s suspicious?’


‘Do you think it’s suspicious?’


Nothing like lobbing the ball back into her court. ‘You’re the police. I only found out about her death a few days ago. Suicide is what people are saying but Renee doesn’t seem to think so.’


‘Ah, Renee,’ he said, as if those two words were an adequate response.


‘You think she’s wrong?’


‘I haven’t made my mind up yet.’


‘It’s been a month. You must be leaning one way or the other.’


‘It’s not black and white. There are … complications.’


‘What sort of complications?’


Vyse’s blue eyes left her face and travelled along the road before coming back to rest on her. ‘Look, this probably isn’t the best place to talk. Do you have time for a coffee?’


Julia nodded. ‘Sure. Okay.’ She had nowhere else to be and after her futile attempt to get information out of the old gang, she was hoping for some clarity from the inspector. Having promised Renee to try and find out what she could, this seemed as good a place to start as any.
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The Station Café, only a few yards away, was in a post-lunch lull with just a few customers. Julia was glad it was quiet. Even though she didn’t live in Kellston now, old habits die hard, and she still felt that chatting to the law was something that would be frowned upon. Vyse went directly to the back of the room, away from the window and everybody else. They had barely pulled out their chairs and sat down when the waitress came over. Two coffees were ordered.


‘So, Julia,’ he said, ‘how long is it since you last saw Angel?’


‘About eight years. When we were seventeen. But that was just a fleeting visit. I left Kellston in ’78 and went to live in Suffolk. We were close before then, best friends, but I suppose we … well, I suppose we drifted apart. Angel’s mum didn’t have a phone and neither of us were great letter writers. I came back to London nine months ago.’


‘You didn’t get in touch with her?’


‘I meant to. Eventually. But you know what it’s like – new job, new flat, everything a bit manic. And then on Friday I bumped into Tom Finch, and he told me what had happened. Do you think it was suicide? Renee seems convinced that it wasn’t.’


‘Parents don’t always know what their kids are thinking.’


‘They had a good relationship, though. Renee was a lovely mum. The others don’t really want to talk about Angel’s death, which I understand, but so much of it doesn’t make sense. I mean, even if she was suicidal, why would she choose to drown herself?’


‘Because she couldn’t swim?’ Vyse suggested. ‘She knew that once she was in the water, there was no changing her mind.’


The waitress came with the coffees, and they stopped talking until she left again. Julia shivered at the thought of Angel in the river, of the desperation that might have led her there. ‘Do you know where she went in?’


‘We know where her coat and bag were found. On the bank of the river Lea in Hackney. By then, of course, any evidence as to whether she went there alone or with someone else had been destroyed. It rained pretty hard for a few days, and the ground was sodden. All this was in the local paper,’ he added, as if to make it clear that he wasn’t telling her anything not already in the public domain.


Julia picked up her cup and sipped her coffee. ‘I didn’t see it. You said, “someone else”?’


‘It can’t be ruled out.’


‘And you think that someone could have been one of her friends?’


‘Could have been.’


‘But why?’


‘If I knew that, I’d have this all wrapped up already.’


‘But you must have a reason for suspecting them.’


‘What can I tell you? It’s a cliché but something doesn’t smell right.’


It didn’t smell right to Julia, either. But she wasn’t sure if that was down to Renee’s suspicions, the way the others had behaved, or just her growing refusal to believe that Angel had killed herself. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about it too.’


‘That could just be your guilty conscience.’


Julia gave a start. ‘What?’


‘You feel bad about not getting in touch with her and now you’re secretly hoping that it was murder rather than suicide because that gets you off the hook.’


Julia’s mouth fell open. Her voice, when she found it again, had a higher pitch than usual. ‘What the hell kind of thing is that to say?’


‘A true thing. But don’t feel bad about it. It’s a perfectly natural reaction. In situations like this people always stress over what they didn’t do. If only you’d got in touch, if only you’d made the effort, if only you’d made a different decision. You get what I mean.’


Julia did get it but didn’t like him for saying it out loud. She liked him even less because it was true, and nobody liked to hear unpleasant truths. Vyse and his bluntness were discomfiting. She clamped shut her mouth and stared at him.


‘Ah, now I’ve pissed you off. But we may as well be straight with each other if we’re going to be working together.’


‘Who said anything about working together?’


Vyse gave a smug smile. ‘Isn’t that why you’re here? To pick my brains, to find out what I know? Well, I’m happy to help but I expect something in return. A quid pro quo if you like.’


‘Which is?’


‘You do some delving into the stories of those mates of yours, find out what’s really going on.’


‘You want me to spy on my friends?’


‘Don’t sound so shocked. It was what you were going to do anyway. Tell me I’m wrong.’ He nodded when she didn’t respond. ‘I’m just asking you to share the information. Two heads are better than one, right?’


‘I’m not sure if I’m comfortable with that.’


‘Tough,’ he said. ‘That’s the deal. If you’ve got qualms, if you can’t do it, then walk away now. But if you want to find out if Angel really did kill herself or if someone shoved her into that river, then you’re going to have to sweep your finer feelings aside.’


Julia could see why Renee didn’t like Vyse. Recalling what she had said about all the police being bent, and listening to him now, it wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility that he was on the take. But where was the advantage in what he was asking her to do? It certainly wasn’t financial. Unless he hoped to get a promotion out of it. Or maybe he was just the sort of guy who didn’t like to lose.


She studied his lean face and cool blue eyes. The problem with attractive people, she thought, is that you often gave them the benefit of the doubt, as if their good looks entitled them to an extra helping of trust. But that could be a big mistake. If anything, you should trust them less. So used were they to getting their own way that they tended to take it for granted. And then it occurred to her that even if she did agree to his demands, she only had to tell him what she chose to tell him.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘As long as you don’t keep stuff from me. You mentioned “complications” when I first asked you about Angel’s death. What did you mean by that?’


‘Gut complications,’ he said.


Julia frowned at him. ‘Gut?’


‘Yeah, those four mates of yours. My gut tells me they’re lying and my gut’s rarely wrong.’


‘And that’s it? That’s all you’ve got to go on?’


‘It’s enough. They all tell the same story and it’s way too pat. And they all say Angel had been down recently, depressed, withdrawn, and yet her mother says the very opposite.’


‘Lindsay told me she was fine in the afternoon.’


‘Yeah, she told me that too. But quickly went on to say that it wasn’t always the case, that she was very up and down, that she suffered with her mental health. Lindsay said that she wasn’t surprised at what she’d done. Shocked but not surprised.’


‘That could be true.’


‘Could be,’ he agreed. ‘But none of them have got a firm alibi for late afternoon or early evening. From seven, yeah, they were in the Fox, but there was plenty of time before that. Renee was at work so she can’t confirm that the two girls left when they said they did, or that they left without Angel. They say they went back to Pauline’s flat, next door in Haslow House, where they had something to eat before going down the pub.’


‘Were they together the whole time?’


‘That’s what they claim.’


‘Why didn’t they pick up Angel on the way to the pub?’


‘She told them she had something to do first.’


‘And what was that?’


‘Washing her hair and then doing some shopping for her mum, although Renee says that wasn’t the case. That she had any shopping to do, I mean.’ Vyse pulled a face. ‘So someone was lying. Anyway, Frankie Hays claims he was tinkering with an old motor he’s doing up in his garage – but no witnesses. His wife, Clare, was at her mum’s place with the kids. Tom Finch says he was working alone in his flat, catching up on some paperwork. So, basically, any one of them, or all of them, could have gone with Angel to the river. Frankie, Tom and Lindsay all have cars.’


‘But what motive could they have in killing her?’


‘You don’t want to get sidetracked by motive. Love, hate, money, revenge, fear. It’s usually one of them. Take your pick.’


Julia heaved out a sigh, placed her elbows on the table and rubbed her face with her palms. ‘To be honest, I don’t even know where to start. It’s going to look suspicious if I carry on asking lots of questions. They’re going to realise what I’m doing.’


‘Divide and rule,’ he said. ‘Take them one at a time if you can. Who do you get on with best?’


‘It’s been years but Tom, I suppose.’


‘Good. Start with Tom then. See if you can get some background, what was going on before Angel died. Just keep it casual, not too probing, and try to get a feel for how the group was interacting then. If any of them had fallen out, were sleeping together, cheating on their partners, the usual stuff.’


‘Is that the usual stuff?’


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘In my experience.’


Julia supposed that his cynical views came with the job, or that he had a somewhat colourful set of friends. But then she remembered Renee saying that Frankie had always been ‘sniffing round’ Angel. They weren’t fourteen-year-old kids anymore and the lives of adults could get messy. ‘I can’t see any way of getting Pauline on her own. She’s never liked me, and the feeling’s mutual.’


‘Where do you work, Julia?’


‘Harley Jenks,’ she said, surprised by the sudden change of subject. ‘It’s a PR company.’


‘Yeah, I know what it is. And what they do. Don’t you spend most of your working life putting a spin on things, doing damage limitation, making bad things look good, making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear and all that?’


‘I wouldn’t put it like that exactly.’


‘What you need with Pauline is a charm offensive. Think of her as a client. I’m sure you can win her round.’


‘When hell freezes over.’


Vyse grinned, reached into his jacket pocket, removed his wallet and took out a couple of business cards. ‘Here,’ he said, passing them over the table. ‘Call me if you find out anything. And write your number on one so I can get in touch with you.’


Julia found a pen in her bag, scribbled down her name and number and gave the card back. ‘That’s home.’


‘What about work?’ he said.


‘I’d rather you didn’t ring me there.’


‘What if it’s an emergency?’


Julia frowned. ‘And what would constitute an emergency?’


‘I won’t know until it happens. But don’t worry, I can get the number from the phone book.’


Julia put the other card in her bag. ‘Try and ring me at home if you have to call. There’s an answer machine. You can leave a message.’


Vyse didn’t make any promises. He drained his mug, rose to his feet and said, ‘Well, nice meeting you, Julia. Good luck with everything.’


Julia watched him go over to the counter and pay the bill. She kept her eyes on him until he’d left the café – he didn’t look back – and then she sat and wondered what she was getting herself into. Trouble was the first word that sprang to mind.










6



Tom Finch put down his pint and looked around the table. He had other friends now, friends from work, friends from the Labour party meetings he went to on a Friday night, but he couldn’t shake free the ties of his school days. Most Saturdays, whether he wanted to come or not, he would be here at the Fox having the same conversations with the same people. This was different, of course, being Angel’s wake, but he still had the feeling of being trapped in something he couldn’t escape from.


‘She won’t call you,’ Pauline said smugly. ‘That’s the last we’ll ever see of her.’


‘She might,’ Tom said. He wasn’t convinced but he said it anyway. It had been a surprise running into Julia Reeve on the Strand; he’d only gone up West to pick up a present for his mum’s birthday. He’d recognised her straight away even though she was sleeker now, slimmer, a woman rather than a girl. It had been disheartening to see the confusion on her face as she tried to figure out who he was. Although, if he was putting a more positive spin on it, maybe that was a good thing. It showed that he’d changed and hopefully for the better.


Pauline carried on. ‘No, she won’t be back. She reckons she’s too good for us now, thinks she’s a cut above with her fancy job and fancy clothes. Did you see those boots she was wearing? They must have cost a bomb. No, Julia won’t be darkening our door again. She only came out of curiosity, and to look down her nose at us.’


Tom, who had not got this impression, didn’t bother to argue. Perhaps it would be better if Julia did stay away. Everything was too messy right now, too tangled up. If she started digging, God knows what she’d uncover. And what had Renee said to her outside the church? Renee had been weird with them ever since Angel’s death, as if she had suspicions, as if she knew things she couldn’t possibly know.


Tom lifted his glass again and took another swig of beer. Pauline had arrived at Kellston Secondary Modern a year later than the rest of them and had hated Julia right from the start. He’d presumed with Angel and Julia being so close that she’d pal up with Lindsay, but she’d had other ideas. Angel had been the one she’d set her sights on, wooing her as ardently as a potential suitor, whispering in her ear, taking every opportunity to be alone with her, taking her arm proprietarily whenever the six of them were walking together.


Angel had liked the attention. There was no denying that. Although she pretended otherwise to Julia. Like illicit lovers, they had sneaked around behind her back until the accident … but Tom didn’t want to think about that. It was a depressing enough day without piling on the misery. What was past was past and there was no point dwelling on it. Nothing could be changed now.


Tom glanced across the table at Frankie, who grinned back at him. He sometimes wondered what went on in Frankie’s head besides motors, football and girls. Having kids hadn’t changed him. He still slept around as if sex was going out of fashion – and didn’t spare the details. Tom only had to mention anything faintly political and he would roll his eyes, as if to give due warning that the listening part of his brain was turning off.


They had nothing much in common now other than history, but that history was deep and dark and dangerous. It was enough to keep them bound together, reliant on each other’s loyalty and silence. Perhaps one day, no longer afraid of exposure and repercussions, they would naturally drift apart, but he couldn’t see that coming any time soon. If he had more courage, he’d cut the ties, but fear kept him attached. Well, that and self-preservation. He was the one who kept the group calm, who ironed out the problems and prevented disagreements from spiralling out of control. Without him things would fall apart.


Lindsay, he noticed, was on her third glass of wine. Her cheeks were flushed and she was more animated than usual. Her eyes darted around the pub, maybe searching for Renee. They were all afraid of what Renee might say publicly; ravaged by grief, she was a loose cannon, more than capable of spreading unfounded accusations. Or even well-founded ones.


Tom suspected that once Lindsay was married, she would gradually shift away from the group and spend more time with her husband’s circle of friends. Already Mark was talking about buying a flat away from Kellston, somewhere affordable but more up-and-coming. Apart from Lindsay, nobody much liked Mark Grey. He was a right-wing Tory boy who had a menial job in the civil service but acted as though he was running the country.


Mark had chosen not to come to the funeral today, and Tom was glad of it. The man had never really got on with Angel. Even after he’d been told about her troubles, he had still treated her with callous condescension. How Lindsay put up with him, why she put up with him, was a mystery. Desperation, Pauline said. It was a worry that she might confess all to her fiancé – isn’t that what couples did? – but Frankie said she wouldn’t, that she’d be too afraid of losing him, that some things couldn’t be forgiven.


Now Angel was gone, they were down to four. If Lindsay left, they’d be three. A trio of conspirators. A ghastly triangle.
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