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      Lucy Rivers stood under the railway arches, sheltering from a thin, drizzly rain. Her shoulders were hunched, her face pale and tight. She shivered. It was getting dark now and the hope was seeping out of her. He had to come. He must! She peered along the narrow street, willing him to appear through the gloom. Please, she silently begged, her hands clenching into two tight fists. Please, God, let him come. 

      She checked her watch again. Already it was half an hour after the time they had agreed, and with every minute that passed she felt the knot in her stomach grow tighter. Her mouth was dry. Her heart was racing, thumping in her chest. Briefly she closed her eyes, but when she opened them again, the street was still empty.

      There was the rumble of a train as it approached and slid smoothly into the station. She thought of the travellers mingling on the platform, beginning their journeys or ending them – people leaving and people coming home. Tonight she was supposed to have been starting on a journey of her own. What chance of that now? Tears pricked her eyes and she roughly brushed them away. 

      She glanced at her watch again. She looked down at the pavement. All her meagre possessions, everything she owned, were packed into the small, shabby suitcase standing by her feet. Her hands had been trembling with fear and excitement as she’d packed the case in the early hours of the morning before slipping out to the yard to hide it behind the bins. At work, she had barely been able to concentrate, her fingers clumsy on the keyboard, her mind a million miles away from the words she was typing. And with everything she had done, every simple action, every routine chore, she had thought, This is the last time I will be doing this. 

      There was a sound, footsteps, and her heart gave a leap, but it wasn’t him. She shrank back into the shadows as a tom with her arm linked through a customer’s tottered by. The clicking tap of the prostitute’s heels echoed on the pavement. The woman’s voice was high and brittle, her artificial laugh carrying on the damp evening air. 

      Gradually, the quiet settled around Lucy again. From somewhere behind came the light, steady drip of water. There is no point in waiting, she thought, but still she couldn’t leave. Another five minutes. She would give him that. Half an hour was nothing. He could have been held up. Or an accident, perhaps. What if he was lying in hospital, unable to get in touch with her? What if he was – No, she would not allow herself to think of it. A world where he did not exist was too painful to imagine.

      The minutes dragged by, five, ten and then fifteen. She rummaged in her pocket for loose change. She could go to the phone box at the station and call him. But what if he came while she was gone? Anyway, she knew that it was pointless. She would get no answer if she rang. Either he was on his way or he wasn’t coming at all. 

      Although the street was empty, she still felt self-conscious, as if the very bricks in the wall, the pavement slabs and even the air that she breathed bore witness to her humiliation. She hung her head in shame. It was obvious what had happened. He had changed his mind. He had weighed up the pros and cons and decided she was not worth it. In the final reckoning – for she would not be the only one who was leaving everything behind – the price had proved too high.

      As soon as the thought entered her head, she tried to push it away. It couldn’t be so. All the things he had said, the promises he had made. Surely they must have meant something. He was the one who had suggested they run off, who had made all the plans, who had convinced her that this was the only way they could be together. We can do this, Lucy.

      But men lied and that was the God-honest truth. They gazed into your eyes and swore that black was white. She only had to look at her dad to know this for a fact. He lied about money, about where he’d been and what he’d done, about all the cheap little tarts he slept with. She would smell the perfume on his clothes when he came home, the overly sweet scent mixing with the ugly stink of fags and booze. 

      She paced ten feet to the left, turned and went back to where she had started. She shifted unhappily from one foot to the other. ‘Where are you?’ she muttered under her breath. ‘Why? Why are you doing this to me?’ She lifted her eyes to the darkening sky and knew that she couldn’t wait any longer. It was almost an hour now. People didn’t turn up an hour after they were supposed to. 

      If she didn’t go home soon, she’d have trouble explaining where she’d been. There would be questions, an interrogation. She would get a grilling from her stepmother, Jean. She had promised to be back from work by six and already it was past the hour. Her emotions welled up inside her, a swirling pool of grief and pain, of shame and shock and anger. How could he have betrayed her like this? He had taken her love and trust and thrown them both away. 

      With a heavy heart, she picked up the suitcase and began to walk. As she trudged along the street, her legs felt leaden. She glanced back over her shoulder, still hoping even though she knew it was hopeless. She couldn’t help herself. In her mind, she had an image of him hurrying towards her, his mouth full of apologies, his arms reaching out… 

      But no, that wouldn’t happen now. She realised that. The dream was shattered. She had envisaged the two of them together for always, but it wasn’t going to be. It was over, finished. She had been cut adrift. The breath caught in her throat and the tears began to flow. 

      As she passed the station, she stopped and looked in through the entrance. There was nothing to prevent her from leaving on her own. She was eighteen, old enough to take care of herself. She could buy a ticket, get on a train, go anywhere that her money would take her. Except that wasn’t very far. And what then? To be alone in a strange place would take more courage than she currently possessed. An hour ago, she had thought herself brave, fearless, a woman rather than a girl. Now she felt like a child again, small and defenceless and scared of her own shadow.

      A lad walked past and grinned at her. ‘Cheer up, love. It may never ’appen.’

      Lucy, jolted from her introspection, gazed blankly back. Yesterday she would have been ready with a smart retort, but at this moment she had nothing. ‘Fool,’ she murmured, although she was not entirely sure if the comment was directed at the boy or herself. 

      Her gaze shifted towards the row of three phone boxes, one of them empty, and she wondered again about calling him. She was clutching at straws, but that was all she had. What if something had happened and he was waiting for her to make contact? It was possible. Anything was possible. Before she could change her mind, she rushed over, pulled open the door and stepped inside. 

      Dropping the case down by her feet, she grabbed a couple of coins from her pocket. She picked up the receiver and dialled the number with a shaking hand. It began to ring at the other end. ‘Come on,’ she urged, as she pressed the phone to her ear. It rang and rang and rang. Long after she knew that it would not be answered, she continued to stand there with the sound echoing in her head. Eventually, she put the receiver down, gave a sigh, wiped the snot from her nose with the back of her hand and wearily set off for home. 

      Crossing the road, she was careless of the traffic and deaf to the protests of honking horns. She went to the corner and began to walk up Kellston High Street. The rain was coming down harder now, soaking into her coat and drenching her long, fair hair. Most of the shops had closed, their iron shutters pulled down for the night, but a light was still shining from Connolly’s. As she passed the café, she peered in through the window, automatically scanning the faces of the customers in case he was sitting there. But of course he wasn’t. Why would he be? 

      She traipsed along the street until she came to Rose Avenue. Here she stopped again, her face twisting as she gazed down the row of identical terraced houses. She could see the light on in number 26 and knew that their visitor must have arrived. The front room, the parlour, was only ever used for special occasions. 

      A part of her wanted to turn round, to retrace her steps and hurry back to the station. Anything was better than what awaited her at home. She hesitated, aware of the sound of her own lightly panting breath. What now? She still had a choice, but her emotions were too tumultuous, too confused, for her to think straight. 

      A bus went by, heading for Victoria. That was near to where he lived. She could go to his flat, see if he was there, demand some answers to the endless questions that were rolling through her mind. But he wouldn’t be there. Or if he was, he wouldn’t come to the door. And by the time she got there and back – probably with nothing to show for it – it would be really late and she’d be in even more trouble than she already was. 

      She stood for a minute, paralysed by indecision. As her eyes darted left and right, she worried about seeing someone she knew. How would she explain the suitcase? Her fingers tightened round the handle. In these parts, the women had nothing better to do than gossip; they took pleasure in other people’s misfortunes, in other people’s mistakes. She could imagine their eyes, shiny with malice. She shuddered at the thought of being ridiculed, of her humiliation being exposed to the world. 

      In the end, aware that the longer she stood there, the more likely she was to be observed, she made the choice and set off for home. She felt sick inside, hot and cold, almost dizzy. She wished she had the strength to go it alone, but she didn’t. As she cut down into the alley that ran along the back of the terrace, she recalled the tom she’d seen earlier. Perhaps once, years ago, that woman had dreamed of something better too. 

      It was dark in the alley, only a faint light slipping from the kitchen windows. She heard the rattling of dinner plates and the muffled sound of voices. Keeping her head down, she walked as quietly as she could, desperate to escape the notice of the neighbours. The rain was starting to gather, forming puddles on the uneven surface of the path. In her haste, she stumbled, twisting her ankle. 

      ‘Damn it!’ she cursed, before quickly limping on. 

      When she came to the open gate of number 26, she paused again, checking that no one was watching from the window, before hobbling into the cluttered yard. She slid the suitcase in behind the bins, then leaned down to rub at the swelling flesh of her ankle. She was glad of the pain. It helped to distract from the grinding ache in her chest, from the knowledge that her life was in ruins. But then, as she approached the back door, she had another rush of hope. What if he had left a message? Something cryptic that no one else would understand. Maybe he had pushed a note through the letterbox. Or got someone else to do it. 

      She burst through the door, eager now to get inside. The kitchen light dazzled her for a second and she raised a hand to shield her eyes against the brightness.

      ‘Sorry I’m late.’

      Her stepmother, Jean, a thin, waspish woman, was placing the lid on the best china teapot. ‘Oh, decided to honour us with your presence, have you? What time do you call this? You were supposed to… And the state of you! Jesus, you look like a drowned rat.’ 

      ‘It’s raining,’ Lucy explained unnecessarily. ‘And I had to… to stay late at work.’ She wondered if the lie showed on her face. ‘There was nothing I could do about it. A last-minute order came in and we all had to stay. And then I had to wait ages for a bus. I got back as fast as I could.’

      ‘He’s been here half an hour,’ hissed Jean, glancing towards the front room. ‘Tidy yourself up, for God’s sake. What’s he going to think?’

      Lucy gave a shrug. She didn’t care what he thought. And she didn’t give a damn how long he’d been waiting. She slid out of her wet coat and hung it over the back of a chair. Her eyes raked the room, searching for a note, but there was none in sight. She was desperate to ask the question on her lips, but equally afraid of the answer she might get.

      ‘Er, did anyone call round for me earlier?’

      ‘Like who, for instance?’ 

      ‘Anyone.’

      ‘No.’ 

      ‘Are you sure? No one came round?’

      Jean’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. ‘Who you expecting, then?’

      ‘Nobody.’ Lucy gave a quick shake of her head. ‘It doesn’t matter. I was just wondering. We’re supposed to be going out Saturday, me and the girls. I thought one of them might have —’

      ‘Well, they didn’t. No one did.’

      Lucy stared hard at her. Was she lying? Jean was more than capable. It was ten years now since she’d married her father and the evil cow had started sniffing around before poor Mum was even cold in her grave. It hadn’t taken her long to get her claws in. Still, the one consolation was that neither of them had got what they’d bargained for: he had found himself hitched to a nagging harridan who made his life a misery, and Jean had been landed with a no-good bastard who squandered his cash on tarts, booze and gambling. The two of them deserved each other. 

      Jean glared back at her. ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Lucy slumped down at the table, a wave of exhaustion washing over her. This morning, over breakfast, she’d been convinced that it was the last time she’d ever have to see the woman, the last time she’d ever have to listen to her vile grating voice. So much for that! So much for all her stupid dreams! She felt a lump growing in her throat and quickly tried to swallow it. She mustn’t cry. If she started, she might never stop. 

      ‘So what’s with the face?’ 

      Lucy put her elbows on the table and rubbed at her eyes. ‘I’m tired, that’s all. It’s been a long day.’

      ‘Well, don’t just sit there. Get upstairs and smarten yourself up. And put some lippie on. You look like a bleedin’ ghost.’ 

      Lucy wished she was a ghost. To be dead and buried was all she wanted. The dead couldn’t think, couldn’t feel, couldn’t weep. Slowly she got to her feet, wincing at the pain in her ankle. 

      ‘And I wouldn’t go making any plans for Saturday,’ Jean said. ‘You play your cards right and there could be a much better offer on the table.’ 

      ‘Maybe I don’t want a better offer.’

      Jean’s lips pursed. ‘Don’t start that again. We agreed, didn’t we? Or do you want to see us out on the street without a roof over our heads?’ She glanced towards the front room and lowered her voice. ‘You should thank your lucky stars that he’s taking an interest. Most girls would be grateful.’

      Grateful, Lucy thought with a shiver of revulsion. The man was over twice her age, a gangster and a thug. It wasn’t her fault that her dad owed him a fortune, but she was still the one who was expected to pay. And it wasn’t money that Brendan Vasser was after. Sure, he expected the debt to be repaid, but not in hard cash. What he wanted was her. He had made that clear from the first day they’d met. And the more she’d resisted, the more determined he’d become.

      ‘Well?’ Jean said. ‘What are you waiting for? Get a move on.’ She made a flapping gesture with her hands. ‘Sort yourself out and get back down here. Five minutes, yeah. Don’t take any longer or he may change his mind.’ 

      Lucy gave a small shake of her head; she knew he wasn’t going anywhere. Once Vasser set his mind to something, he didn’t give up until he got it. She was the prize and he intended to have it. A feeling of dread enveloped her. Her chance of escape had gone. If only she’d had the nerve to get on a train, a bus, to run away from it all… but it was too late for regrets now. She limped out of the kitchen, glad at least to be free of Jean’s scrutiny. Had she suspected anything? It was hard to tell. 

      As Lucy passed through the narrow hallway, she gazed hard at the phone as if by sheer effort of will she could force it to ring, but it remained silent. Naturally it did. The phone had been cut off months ago when the bill hadn’t been paid. The rent was overdue too. Other final demands were piled up on the table, gas and electricity and water, all of them unopened. 

      Male laughter drifted from the front room, a harsh, dirty sound that set her teeth on edge. What kind of man pimped out his own daughter? She glanced at the front door, tempted to open it, to step outside and keep on walking. But she couldn’t find the strength. Instead she climbed slowly up the stairs, resigned to her fate and too tired to fight it. 

       

      Jean leaned back against the sink, a self-satisfied smile playing around her lips. She lit a fag and breathed out the smoke in a long, narrow stream of relief. She’d been on pins all day, worried that something would go wrong, but one look at the girl’s face had been enough to put her mind at rest. He hadn’t shown up and that was all that mattered. He was out of the picture and that was the end of it. 

      She reached for her handbag and pulled out the letter that had come a week ago. It had been typed and sent to her anonymously from a ‘well-wisher’. I think you should be aware that your stepdaughter is planning to elope. A hot flush of rage burned across her cheeks as she read the man’s name, address, telephone number and the date that the two of them were intending to leave. 

      ‘Ungrateful bitch,’ she muttered. All the years she’d skivvied for her, washed her clothes, cooked her meals and this was the bloody thanks she got. The slut had got herself a fancy man and had been planning on running off, leaving her and Charlie high and dry. It was all there on the page in black and white.

      A thin hiss escaped from her lips. The dirty little tart deserved a slap. Still, she’d managed to scupper their plans good and proper. It had taken her a whole morning to construct the brief note, but when it was done, she’d been well pleased with the result: I’m so sorry but I can’t go through with it. It’s over. Please don’t try and see me. I won’t change my mind. 

      The writing had been perfect, an immaculate forgery, but Jean had still been worried that the man might ignore the response and turn up as arranged. That had been the big problem, the fact that she’d known when but not where they were meeting. 

      Jean shoved the letter she’d received back in the envelope – she would burn it later tonight – and returned it to the bottom of her bag. She took one last drag on her cigarette before jabbing the butt into the ashtray. Then she painted a smile on her face, picked up the pot of tea and carried it through to the front room.

      ‘Sorry about the wait, Brendan. She won’t be long now. She’s just powdering her nose.’ 

       

      Lucy stood in the bedroom, gazing at her reflection in the dressing-table mirror. The person who looked back felt like a stranger, someone she had never seen before. She studied the oval face, the wide blue eyes, the bloodless lips that were slightly parted. Was this really her? An odd kind of numbness was spreading through her body, a sense of dislocation that she couldn’t shake off. 

      ‘Lucy Rivers,’ she murmured. 

      She ran a brush through her wet fair hair and listened to the sound of the rain against the window. It had been raining the last time she had seen him. They had decided not to meet again until this evening – no unnecessary risks, no chance of anyone seeing them together – but perhaps that had given him time to reconsider. She wondered at what precise moment he had stopped loving her, or at least stopped loving her enough. And why hadn’t he let her know? It had been cowardly and cruel to leave her waiting there. She had not believed him capable of either of those things.

      ‘Why?’ she whispered, her lips barely moving. 

      There was still a chance, she thought, that someone or something had prevented him from coming, but the idea was a stale one now. No, if he had wanted to contact her, he would have found a way. She threw the brush on to the bed, went over to the window and looked down at the street. She wrapped her arms around her chest and rocked gently back and forth. The gaping emptiness of her heart was suddenly shot through with rage and bitterness. She wished that he was dead! Better that than he’d betrayed her. She would rather grieve for him than suffer this kind of pain. 

      Outside, the street lamps cast a soft orange glow. A middle-aged couple walked by, the man holding an umbrella protectively above the woman’s head. Abruptly she pulled the curtains across and turned away. She went back to the mirror and stared at herself again. The simple blue dress was creased, but she wasn’t going to get changed – she had nothing to get changed into. All her decent clothes were in the suitcase, and the suitcase was out in the yard. Anyway, it didn’t matter what she looked like. She didn’t care. She didn’t give a damn. 

      Slowly she limped down the stairs, her hand gripping the banister. She paused for a moment when she came to the bottom of the flight, took a couple of deep breaths and then walked into the front room with her head held high. 

      ‘There you are,’ said Jean, as if she’d been gone for hours rather than minutes. 

      Lucy glanced from Jean to her father to the monster that was Brendan Vasser. He was sitting in the armchair by the fire with his legs splayed and his hands resting on his heavy thighs. She knew what he was feeling without him having to say a word. She could see it in his cold reptilian eyes, in the way he stared at her. It wasn’t love – brutes like Vasser didn’t understand the meaning of the word – but it was obsession. He wanted to possess her, to own her body and soul. And she suddenly thought, What difference does it make? She had already lost everything. Lucy Rivers was dead. Whatever happened next was irrelevant.

      Her stomach flipped over, but her voice remained calm. ‘Here I am.’ 
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      Maddie Layne shifted the rucksack on to her other shoulder as she passed through the tall wrought-iron gates. It was half past eight and a thin morning haze still blurred the outlines of the graves. She liked this time of day best, when everything was fresh and new. The constant burdens of her life, the responsibilities, the worries and financial difficulties, seemed to weigh less heavily in the peace of the cemetery. 

      Dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, she strolled along the main thoroughfare before turning left by the weeping willows and heading down a narrower path. It was almost a year now since she had placed the advert in the Kellston Gazette offering her services as a grave tender. It didn’t bring in a fortune, but every little helped. 

      She had twelve clients on her books, and most of them lived away from the area, making it difficult to visit the cemetery on a regular basis. Her duties involved washing down and polishing the headstones, tidying the plots and putting fresh flowers in the urns. To prove that the work had been done, she would then send a photo from her mobile. Once a month was the most common arrangement, but sometimes it was quarterly, and in one unusual case it was every week. 

      It was this latter client who interested Maddie the most. The man, Mr Cato, had contacted her six months ago, and the cheques came regular as clockwork. The voice on the phone had been neither young nor old, but it had been terse, gruff even, with the merest hint of a London accent. He had provided the name on the grave and the number of the plot, given her instructions, taken her address and then hung up without saying goodbye – all in the space of a couple of minutes. 

      The grave, which she was now approaching, was situated on the edge of the older, wilder part of the cemetery. Here, nature had reclaimed the land, with weeds and wild flowers establishing themselves in every nook and cranny. Deeper into the undergrowth lay weathered tombstones and crumbling mausoleums covered in ivy. Grey stone angels rose from the foliage with their hands clasped in prayer.

      The grass, still damp from the morning dew, brushed against her ankles as she walked. She could hear the birds in the trees and from across the other side of the graveyard the low rumbling sound of a mower. She checked her watch – she had to be at the garden centre for her shift at ten o’clock – before coming to a halt beside the white marble headstone. 

      ‘Hey, Lucy,’ she said, softly patting the top of the stone with the palm of her hand. 

      She stood and studied the inscription for a moment. Lucy May Rivers had died over thirty years ago when she was only nineteen. So young, too young. Maddie drew in a breath and released it in a sigh. She found herself wondering, not for the first time, what had happened to the poor girl. Her gaze travelled over the brief and by now familiar words – there was only the name, the dates of her birth and her death, and then Rest in Peace. 

      Maddie swung the rucksack off her shoulder and dropped it on the ground. She crouched down, took out a bunch of red roses and placed them on the grass. The flowers had come from her back garden, and before leaving the house, she had cut down the stems and wrapped the ends in wet cotton wool and cellophane. Next she removed a bottle of water from the rucksack and a couple of cloths. She dampened one of the cloths and stood up again, leaning over the stone to wipe away the film of summer dust before giving the surface a polish. 

      As she worked, she pondered on Cato’s connection to Lucy. Who was he? A relative? A friend or lover? But if this was the case, she didn’t understand why the grave had been neglected for so long. When she’d first started tending the plot, it had been clear that no one had visited for years. Or if they had, they’d made no attempt to tidy it. At the start, it had taken her half an hour just to clear away the tangle of weeds. 

      ‘So what’s the deal?’ she asked softly. ‘Who is this guy, then?’

      Maddie didn’t even know his Christian name. The monthly cheques, sent by a local firm of solicitors called Crosby, Link & Chatham, only added to the mystery. Why didn’t he send them himself? Perhaps he was living abroad. But the mobile number she had was for the UK. She thought of that voice again, gruff and insistent, but still couldn’t attach an accurate age to it. 

      ‘Cato,’ she said, rolling the name on her tongue.

      She tugged the old flowers out of the urn, discarded the water, refilled it with fresh and then set about arranging the roses. She always took extra care with this plot, and it wasn’t just because of the money. Lucy Rivers had died at the same age as her own sister, Greta, and she felt an emotional attachment to the grave that she didn’t feel towards the others. 

      Maddie paused for a second, her fingers hovering over the smooth red petals of the flowers. She couldn’t visit Greta’s resting place because there wasn’t one. Her sister had been murdered – there was little doubt about that – but her body had never been found. The police reckoned that it had probably been swept out on the tide from the Thames to the sea. It was six years now since she’d gone missing and Maddie was still struggling to come to terms with it.

      She gave a shake of her head, trying to free her mind of the horror of what had happened. 

      It was no good dwelling on it – that wouldn’t change anything – but the lack of closure, of not being able to bury her, to properly grieve for her, meant that it all felt unfinished. Greta’s life was like a book with the last few pages torn out. 

      She finished arranging the roses and stood back, inclining her head to view the effect. ‘Not bad,’ she murmured. The different shades of red looked striking against the cool white of the marble. She took a photo and checked her watch again before sitting down on the rucksack. The sun was getting stronger and she could feel its rays warming her bare arms. She would stay for a while and have a few minutes to herself. Time alone was a precious commodity these days.

      There was a kind of solace in tending Lucy’s grave. Maddie was able to do for her what she wasn’t able to do for Greta. It might not be much, but it went some way towards filling the void. In front of the headstone was a small oblong marble kerb filled with white quartz chips and she began to pick out the pieces of twig and leaf that had gathered there. As her fingers worked, her thoughts revolved around her sister. Where had it all gone wrong? 

      As kids, they’d been close, allies in the face of their mum’s manic restlessness. Never staying in one place for more than a year had been a strange, nomadic way to live, but Kim Layne had always believed that the grass was greener someplace else. They’d travelled the length and breadth of the country, settling in cities, towns and country villages only to be quickly uprooted again. 

      Maddie had soon learned that there was little point in making new friends and she and her sister had relied on each other for company. With Greta being four years younger, she had always felt protective towards her. They’d rarely disagreed, shared the same sense of humour and had a common understanding. They even looked the same, with their long, glossy chestnut hair – an inheritance from their frequently absent father, Conrad – and the slender frame and hazel eyes of their mother. 

      But later it had all changed. Maddie frowned, her brows bunching together. When was that exactly? After she had gone to university, she thought, when Greta was left on her own. At Christmas everything had been fine, at Easter too, but on returning for the summer holidays, Maddie had found a sister she barely recognised. She hadn’t just become sullen and argumentative, but downright hostile.

      ‘It’s just a phase,’ her mother had said dismissively. ‘Teenage hormones. She’ll grow out of it.’ 

      But Maddie hadn’t been so sure. There was something reckless, something hard and brittle about Greta that hadn’t been there before. She had a sudden image of her leaning against the kitchen sink with her arms folded across her chest, her chin jutting out, her eyes flashing with contempt. 

      ‘Archaeology,’ she’d said sneeringly. ‘I mean, why are you even doing that? What’s the point? It’s just old bones and dirt and bits of pot and stuff.’

      ‘It’s more than that.’

      Greta had curled her lip. ‘Oh yeah? Who cares about all those dead people? It’s boring.’

      ‘It’s not boring.’

      ‘You’re boring.’ And with those words, delivered as smartly as a blow, Greta had given a snort and flounced out of the room. 

      Maddie winced at the memory, wondering why that particular moment had stuck so vividly in her mind. Perhaps it was because it marked the beginning of the end of their closeness. Old bones, she thought, raising her face to look around the cemetery. Well, there was certainly no shortage of those around here. 

      It was a year or so later that their mother had made the ultimate mistake of moving to London and, more specifically, the East End. Why had she chosen Kellston? Maddie still didn’t know. Something to do with one of her causes, probably. She was keen on causes – feminism, human rights, animal rights, anti-racism, anti-war, global warming – but her enthusiasms were as changeable as her postcode. 

      It wasn’t long after the move that Greta started bunking off school, smoking and drinking and hanging with the other local drop-outs from the Mansfield estate. Then, when she was sixteen, she’d had the misfortune to meet Bo Vale. He was twenty-three, a tall, black, handsome, cocky guy who liked to flash the cash. Anyone could see that he was trouble, but maybe that was what Greta was looking for. It wasn’t long before she fell pregnant, and nine months later she gave birth to a son. 

      Maddie smiled as she thought about Zac. He was the one good thing, the only good thing to have come out of the relationship. She had no idea if the pregnancy had been planned or not – Greta was barely talking to her by then – but the child had probably been conceived in the same careless way in which her sister appeared to do everything else. Anyway, Greta had moved in with Bo on the Mansfield estate and two years later she was dead. 

      Maddie’s smile quickly faded. Not just dead but murdered. And whose fault was that? A gangland killing, the cops reckoned, but she placed the blame firmly at Bo’s door. He’d worked for the Streets, a local family of villains that by all accounts pretty much ran Kellston.

      She’d never liked him. What was there to like? They say never judge a book by its cover, but that’s all there was to him – a man who lived outside the law, who was all show and no substance, a man who had managed to get Greta murdered. 

      Angrily she pushed deeper into the white quartz chips, churning them up. She wanted to shake him, scream at him, make him tell her what had happened, but it was too late for that. He was dead too, shot through the head, his corpse rolled into the Thames. He had died on the same night as Greta. His body had snagged on the tow rope of a boat, but hers had never been found. There was blood, though, her blood as well as his, on the path where they must have been standing. 

      Maddie didn’t like to think about those last few seconds of her sister’s life, of the terror she must have felt. It made her feel sick inside. What had Greta got involved in? What was she even doing there that night? The police had found out nothing. The investigation had dragged on for months, but no one had been arrested. There was, she knew, little chance of the truth ever coming out now.

      She took a few deep breaths. As her anger subsided, she withdrew her hand, sighed and began to smooth out the chips. It was then, in the far left corner of the kerb, that she noticed a tiny glint in the sunlight. A piece of foil or shiny paper, she presumed, as she casually reached across to retrieve it. But what she pulled out was something quite different. For a moment she stared at it, astonished. It was a gold ring, a wedding band, and judging from the size, it was a woman’s. 

      Maddie held it up between the thumb and finger of her right hand. She examined it some more, holding it closer to her eyes and squinting. Engraved on the inner rim were just two words: For ever. What was the ring doing here? It was hard to tell how old it was, but it didn’t look thin or worn. She couldn’t figure out when it had been put on the grave. She was sure, absolutely sure, that it hadn’t been here six months ago, when she’d first starting tending the plot. She had removed all the chips to clear out the debris that had gathered between them and would have spotted it for sure. And it couldn’t have been dropped – it would have been lying on the surface – so someone must have buried it. 

      She placed the ring in the palm of her left hand, wondering what to do next. Intrigued, she glanced over at the headstone. Perhaps it had been Lucy’s. From the inscription there was no indication that she’d been married, but then there was nothing to say that she hadn’t been either. But not to Cato, she thought. The name on the stone was Rivers. Should she mention it to him or keep it to herself?

      After a moment’s reflection, she decided that the best thing, the right thing to do was to simply put it back. If someone wanted the ring left there, it was none of her business. She’d push it down between the chips and pretend she’d never seen it. 

      She was leaning forward, about to bury the ring again, when she heard a movement behind her. First there was a small rustling sound and then the distinctive crack of breaking twigs. She got to her feet, turned and peered into the undergrowth, but it was too dense for her to be able to see anyone. 

      ‘Hello?’ 

      She was greeted by silence. 

      ‘Hello?’ she said again. 

      Nothing.

      Maddie took a few steps along the narrow curved path. ‘Rick?’ Rick Mallory was one of the cemetery workers. Although a pleasant, easy-going kind of guy, he had a questionable sense of humour and was more than capable of trying to put the wind up her. ‘Come on, stop messing. I know it’s you.’

      She thought she caught the whiff of a cigarette. Not Rick, then. He didn’t smoke. Or had she just imagined the smell? She sniffed the air again. Perhaps she’d been mistaken. But she wasn’t wrong about the feeling that was rolling through her body. There was someone out there, someone watching her. She was absolutely certain of it.

      She stopped dead in her tracks, a thin shiver rattling down her spine. Warning bells were going off in her head. She held her breath and listened. The air seemed unnaturally still, heavy with foreboding. She wasn’t usually the nervous sort, but this was the loneliest part of the cemetery; even if you cried out, it was unlikely that anyone would hear. For a moment she remained frozen, her feet glued to the ground, but then the adrenalin kicked in. 

      Instinctively, she turned tail and fled, snatching up the rucksack as she passed the grave. 

      She sprinted towards the main path, her feet barely touching the ground. She ran as if she had the Devil at her heels, her lungs pumping, her heart thrashing in her chest. Panic had engulfed her and her single thought was flight. 

      She reached the central thoroughfare in record time and it was only then that she glanced back over her shoulder. No one was following her. As soon as she realised this, she slowed to a jog before making her way to the nearest wooden bench. She threw the rucksack on to the seat, leaned forward from the waist and waited for her breathing to get back to normal. 

      What had happened? She wasn’t entirely sure. Now that she was on safe terrain – there were people walking through the cemetery on their way to work – a wave of relief flowed over her. Then she began to wonder if she’d overreacted. She’d got spooked all right. Someone or something had been lurking in those bushes, but it could have been a cat or even an urban fox searching for a meal. Maybe thinking about Greta’s murder had made her overly jumpy.

      She stood up straight again and stared in the direction she’d come from. No, she’d been right to run, to follow her instincts. You never knew who was hanging around. There were rumours of homeless people living rough in the crypts, of junkies and drunks, of devil-worshippers who gathered at night to try and raise the dead. Granted, most of these stories had come from Rick Mallory, so there was no accounting for their veracity. Personally, she had never experienced anything to worry her – well, not until now. 

      It was only as she leaned over to get the bottle of water from the rucksack that she realised she was still grasping the ring in her hand. Unfolding her fingers, she gazed at it again. The plain gold band, still mysterious, seemed to have acquired a darker quality, as if it was in some way connected to what had just happened. 

      She rolled it in her palm, frowning as she pondered on what to do next. The ring belonged with the grave, but its return would have to wait until her next visit. She was not prepared to take the risk of going back there today. With the decision made, she slipped the gold band into the back pocket of her jeans, picked up the rucksack and set off towards the exit. 

      Maddie glanced at the cemetery office as she went past, wondering if she should mention anything to the manager. She thought not, but then had a change of heart. What if some psycho was lurking in the bushes? What if another woman came along who didn’t get away in time? She would never be able to forgive herself. 

      She stopped, retraced her steps, pushed open the heavy glass door and went inside. 
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      The walls of the office were painted a utilitarian shade of magnolia. There was a wooden floor, two desks, a few chairs, a bank of filing cabinets and a potted palm standing in a pale blue pot. It was cool inside, the fan already whirring in preparation for another scorching day. The chill air made Maddie’s bare arms come out in goosebumps. 

      There was no sign of the manager, Bob Cannon, but his secretary was standing by the photocopier as a stream of A4 sheets rolled out into the tray. Delia Shields looked to be in her early fifties and had a thin face, cropped brown hair and a pair of shrewd grey eyes. She was the type of woman who if not perhaps embracing middle age did nothing to try and disguise it. Her clothes were smart but not stylish, and she wore little make-up. Maddie didn’t know her well. She had introduced herself when she’d first started working at the cemetery, but since then they hadn’t had any contact. 

      Delia moved away from the machine and came over to the desk. ‘Good morning. Lovely day, isn’t it?’

      ‘Lovely,’ Maddie echoed. 

      ‘What can I do for you?’ 

      Maddie noticed her gaze slide sideways towards the machine and knew that her presence was if not exactly unwelcome, certainly an interruption. She hesitated, in two minds again as to whether to say anything. Ever since Greta’s murder – when the whole family had been under the intrusive glare of the media – she had developed an aversion to making a fuss or drawing attention to herself. Still, now that she was here, it would be stupid and possibly irresponsible to leave without reporting the incident.

      ‘Look, it could be nothing, but…’ Maddie, not wanting to look a fool, embroidered the truth a little. ‘Well, there’s a bloke hanging around by the old path that used to lead down to the chapel. I thought you might want to check it out.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Delia, her brows arching. ‘Was he…? Did he…?’

      ‘No, no, he didn’t do anything. He was just kind of lurking in the bushes. I wouldn’t have mentioned it, only he seemed to be acting a bit suspiciously.’ Maddie gave a light shrug of her shoulders. ‘I’m not sure. It might all be completely innocent, but…’

      ‘Better safe than sorry. Absolutely. You were right to let me know.’ Delia looked over Maddie’s shoulder and made a beckoning gesture with her right hand. Maddie turned her head and saw Rick Mallory striding towards the office. He came through the door with his usual swagger and that familiar grin on his face. 

      ‘Morning, ladies. And how are we today?’

      Maddie saw Delia Shields frown at the trail of grass that his boots left on the floor. However, seeing as she was the one who’d invited him in, she could hardly complain about the mess he was making. 

      ‘Rick, do me a favour and take a look round D Section, will you? I think there might be a man hanging about. This young lady, er…’

      ‘Maddie,’ Maddie reminded her. 

      ‘Yes, of course. Maddie. She was tending one of the graves and there was someone hiding in the bushes.’

      Rick gave a nod. ‘Sure. No problem.’ He glanced at Maddie. ‘You okay? You get a look at the geezer?’

      ‘I’m fine. Sorry, no, I didn’t see him clearly.’ She wasn’t about to admit, especially to him, that she hadn’t set eyes on the bloke at all. The last thing she wanted was to come across as some hysterical female who jumped at the sight of her own shadow. ‘I got the impression he was trying to hide. It was over by the old path, near the Rivers grave.’

      Delia gave a start, flinching at the name, and her forehead furrowed into a frown. ‘Lucy Rivers?’

      ‘That’s the one.’

      ‘Oh, I didn’t realise that anyone was taking care of it these days.’ Delia paused for a second, visibly flustered, but then rapidly recovered her composure. ‘Well, I’ll leave it to you, Rick. Let me know if you think we should call the police.’ She gave Maddie a thin smile. ‘Nice to see you again. Thanks for the tip-off.’ 

      Maddie, having been dismissed, followed Rick out of the office. She was simultaneously bemused and intrigued by Delia’s reaction, wishing she’d had the nous to ask a few more questions when she’d had the opportunity. It was too late now. ‘That was odd,’ she murmured.

      ‘What’s that?’ 

      ‘How does she know about the Lucy Rivers grave? It’s been abandoned for years. I had to clear away the weeds just to find the name.’

      Rick Mallory placed his hands on his hips. He was a tall, good-looking man in his early thirties, his skin tanned brown by the summer sun. ‘Are you kidding me? Delia Shields knows everything about everything. Well, about this cemetery at least. She’s worked here for years.’

      ‘But there are thousands of graves. And she seemed sort of… I don’t know, kind of surprised that it was being tended.’ 

      Rick’s shoulders lifted and fell in a casual shrug. ‘Did she?’

      ‘Yes, she did.’ Maddie studied his face for a moment, wondering how he could have failed to notice. But then again, men failed to notice all kinds of things. ‘I thought so, anyway.’

      ‘Do you want to come with me, point out exactly where this bloke was?’ 

      ‘Why? Are you too scared to go on your own?’

      Rick’s mouth slid into a grin again. ‘What if he’s a flasher and gets his bits out? It could scar me for life.’

      ‘I’m sure you’ll cope. You’re a big boy now.’

      ‘Well, I’ve never been one to brag, but…’

      Maddie raised her eyes to the heavens. ‘Spare me the details! I’d like to keep my breakfast in my stomach if that’s all right with you.’

      Rick laughed. ‘Come on, then. Let’s get over there before he does a runner.’

      She was pretty sure that her own hundred-metre sprint would have been enough to make the bloke take off in the opposite direction, but she was still curious to find out if he had left any evidence of his presence. Although she wouldn’t have dared to go back on her own – not this morning, at least – now that she had company, it didn’t feel so daunting. She glanced at her watch again. ‘Okay, let’s do it, but we’ll have to be quick. I’ve got to be at work by ten.’ 

      They set off at a smart pace towards the older section of the cemetery, Maddie having to trot to keep up with his longer stride. ‘So where’s Eli today?’ she asked. ‘I thought you two were joined at the hip.’ 

      ‘He’s around someplace. Up top, I think, measuring out. We’ve got a couple of burials tomorrow.’

      Suddenly, Maddie found herself wondering if Eli Glass had been the man in the bushes. 

      He was a small, strange, furtive sort of bloke and had been working at the cemetery for even longer than Delia. She didn’t think he’d spoken more than ten words to her since she’d first started tending the graves, and all of those had been a muttered ‘Morning’, his mouth turned down at the corners and his gaze quickly sliding away as if her very presence in some way offended him. ‘He doesn’t say much, does he?’

      ‘He’s the quiet type.’

      ‘He’s that all right.’ But didn’t they say that it was the quiet ones you had to watch? Maybe Eli got his kicks out of lurking in the undergrowth and spying on women. ‘What do you two talk about all day?’

      ‘Oh, you know: world peace, the state of the economy, the usual chit-chat.’

      ‘That must make the time pass. What about beer, women and football?’

      ‘Ah, now you’re just being sexist. There’s a law against that, you know.’

      Maddie smiled back at him. ‘You’re right. Please accept my heartfelt apologies.’

      ‘Apology accepted,’ he said, as they turned on to the side path. ‘And you’d be surprised what Eli talks about. Sometimes he even tells me what the voices are saying.’

      She raised her eyebrows. ‘Huh? What voices are those?’

      ‘The voices of the spirits. All those dead people chattering away, trying to make themselves heard. Now, some folk can’t hear them, but to Eli, they’re as clear as a bell.’

      Maddie looked up at him, her eyes widening. ‘Jesus, tell me you’re kidding.’

      ‘Straight up.’

      ‘Don’t you find that a little worrying?’

      Rick laughed again. ‘Nah, he’s harmless enough. Anyway, who’s to say he’s wrong? Maybe he’s one of those psychics, able to tune in to the other world.’ 

      She kept her gaze on his face, wondering if he was actually being serious or if this was just another of his wind-ups. ‘For real, or are you having me on?’

      Rick put his hand on his heart. ‘Swear to God. He reckons he can hear them, and who am I to call him nuts?’ 

      Maddie gave a shudder as they approached the grave of Lucy Rivers. ‘Bizarre,’ she murmured. 

      ‘And the voices are especially strong round these parts. So Eli reckons. Men, women, kids – all of them with something to say, and most of it none too pretty. Yeah, it’s real busy round here. Seems like the spirits aren’t resting too easy.’ 

      ‘You don’t really believe in that ghost stuff, do you?’

      Suddenly, he stopped dead in his tracks, his body becoming rigid. ‘What’s that?’

      Maddie started, her heart missing a beat. ‘What?’ she asked, her eyes darting frantically from side to side before finally coming to rest on his face again. He was grinning from ear to ear. ‘You bastard,’ she said, slapping him on the arm. ‘Cut it out. I don’t scare that easy.’

      ‘You just jumped three feet off the ground.’

      ‘Did not.’

      ‘Yes, you did.’

      Maddie gave a snort. ‘Anyone ever tell you how annoying you are?’

      ‘Frequently.’ He walked past the grave and on to the narrow, winding path that was so overgrown as to be almost invisible. There were tall stinging nettles, clumps of buttercups and wild briar roses. ‘This where you saw the geezer?’

      ‘Yes, in among the bushes there.’ 

      Maddie followed behind, her gaze shifting between the undergrowth and Rick’s tall, lean body. Today he was wearing faded jeans and a dark blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Through the thin cotton, she could see the contours of the muscles on his upper arms. His hair, usually the colour of wheat, had been bleached by the sun so that now it was streaked with a paler blond. She took all this in, aware that she was paying more attention to him than the job in hand. Well, she could look, couldn’t she? A girl deserved a few small pleasures in life.

      Rick veered off to the right, strolling round the old ivy-clad mausoleum of the Belvedere family. It was about seven feet square and built of a grey brick that had weathered to a silvery colour. There was a heavy arched door and he pressed against it with the palm of his hand. ‘Could have been someone checking out a place to kip.’

      She pulled a face. ‘Do people actually do that? I mean, isn’t it full of coffins?’

      ‘Gets cold at night, even in this weather. Beggars can’t be choosers.’

      ‘I guess,’ she said, wondering what it would be like to be so desperate that sleeping with the dead became a viable option. A thin shiver ran through her. The mausoleum had been built in the nineteenth century, and she read through the inscriptions, the list of six Belvederes interred in the tomb. Once, she thought, they must have been a prominent family, wealthy enough to afford the more ostentatious kind of burial place. Now, all of them were long gone, all of them forgotten. 

      ‘Still locked,’ he said, moving away. ‘And there’s no sign of anyone trying to get in.’ 

      Maddie was pondering on the transient nature of life when she glanced at the ground near the foot of the door and saw a couple of cigarette stubs partly crushed into the earth. She crouched down and picked one up with her fingertips. ‘Look at this,’ she said, straightening up again and holding it out. 

      Rick shoved his hands in his pockets as if to indicate that he had no intention of removing the item from her fingers. ‘It’s a fag end. So what?’

      ‘It’s a fresh fag end. Don’t you think? I thought I smelled cigarette smoke when I was here earlier.’

      Rick looked dubious. ‘It hasn’t rained for ages. That butt could have been there for weeks.’

      ‘I reckon it was his. And there are two of them close together, like he was standing here for a while.’ She withdrew her hand, brought the cigarette end close to her eyes and studied it carefully. ‘Which rules out your theory about him being a homeless person.’

      ‘How do you figure that out?’

      ‘What kind of down-and-out smokes packet cigarettes like these? They cost an arm and a leg these days. Wouldn’t they be more likely to roll their own?’

      ‘Unless he picked them up off the street.’

      Although his line of reasoning was perfectly viable, Maddie refused to accept it. ‘No, this wasn’t a tramp. I’m sure of it.’

      Rick gave a small shake of his head, his expression one of amusement. ‘Okay, Miss Marple, so what if you are right? Now we know our lurker likes a smoke, what next? Should we call the cops and get them to run a DNA test on the evidence?’

      ‘Oh, mock me if you like, but I bet it’s true.’ However, being certain of this made her feel more nervous rather than less. A random tramp searching for shelter was one thing, but a man deliberately hiding was quite another. She stared back along the path. Yes, you could just see Lucy’s grave from here. The guy could have been watching her from the moment she’d arrived. This gave her an uneasy feeling, a shifting in the pit of her stomach. 

      ‘Well, whoever it was, he’s obviously scarpered. I’ll keep an eye out, check back every now and again.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan,’ she said, chucking the cigarette end into the weeds. ‘I’d better get off or I’ll be late.’ 

      They walked in single file back to the start of the path. As they went past Lucy’s grave, she noticed the discarded flowers still lying on the grass and bent to pick them up. As she did so, she felt a light blush rise to her cheeks, wondering if Rick would guess at her reason for having left them there. Would he realise that she’d taken off like a bat out of hell, or would he simply presume that she was the type of lazy grave tender who didn’t bother to take away the rubbish? On balance, she wasn’t sure which of these options was worse.

      ‘Oh,’ she said, trying to make her voice sound casual. ‘I forgot about these.’ And then as soon as she’d spoken, she wished that she hadn’t. Now it sounded like she was making excuses. 

      ‘There’s a bin down the way.’

      ‘I know,’ she said, more sharply than she’d intended. 

      He gave her a sideways glance, but didn’t pursue the subject.

      They were silent until they hit the main path and then he said, ‘So, you got any plans for Friday night?’

      Maddie shook her head. ‘Nothing special.’

      ‘You should come down the Fox, have a few drinks.’

      ‘Maybe,’ she said. It wasn’t the first time he’d suggested it and she was never sure whether he meant the invitation as a date or was simply being matey. It was ages since she’d been asked out by a guy. She was out of touch with courtship rituals and found it hard to interpret the signals. What had once come so easily to her – there’d been a time when she was never short on offers – now felt like a complicated dance to which she’d forgotten the steps. ‘I’ll have to see if I can get a babysitter.’

      ‘How’s your Zac doing, then?’

      Your Zac. Even after all this time, Maddie hadn’t quite got used to hearing those words. Six years ago, when she’d first started taking care of him, she had always told people that he wasn’t actually her son. It had felt disloyal to Greta to claim him as her own. But now she no longer bothered to explain. The story was a long and painful one, and somehow it was easier – and less upsetting – to let the presumption lie.

      ‘He’s fine,’ she said. ‘He’s going to one of those daytime activity camps at the moment, so that keeps him out of trouble.’ Without the extra cash from the grave-tending, and especially from the mysterious Cato, she would have struggled to afford the fees. ‘My friend Shauna picks him up in the afternoon and drops him off at his grandparents’. They look after him until I get home from work, but they’re getting on a bit, so I don’t like to impose. It’s hard work taking care of an eight-year-old.’

      ‘It must be tough,’ he said, ‘bringing up a kid on your own.’ 

      They went past the bin and she dumped the wilted flowers in it. ‘I’m not completely on my own. Like I said, I’ve got help.’ In truth, without Bo’s parents – Winston and Alisha – she would have struggled to cope. Her own mother had taken off to Portugal shortly after Greta’s death, making it clear that her child-raising days were over and that she had no intention of taking on another. And as for her father, well, when it came to family responsibilities, he hardly qualified as Dad of the Year. 

      ‘Enjoying the camp, then, is he?’

      ‘Yes, loving it, but not as much as I am. He’s so worn out by the time he comes home I barely get a peep out of him.’ 

      ‘Now that’s worth paying for.’

      ‘Every penny,’ she agreed. She was on the verge of asking if he had any kids of his own, but then thought twice about it. What if he thought she had an ulterior motive, that she was sussing him out as possible boyfriend material? That wouldn’t be good. It might make her look desperate, and no girl wanted to be placed in that particular category.

      They arrived at the main path that led in a northerly direction to the top part of the cemetery and in the southerly to the high-street exit near Kellston Station. Rick stopped and there was one of those slightly awkward pauses as if neither of them was quite sure what to say before they separated. Maddie looked at her watch again even though she already knew the time. 

      ‘So…’ he murmured.

      ‘I’d better go,’ she said, ‘but thanks for being so brave.’

      ‘No problem.’ He rocked back a little on his heels. ‘We gravediggers are renowned for our chivalry and courage.’

      ‘And modesty,’ she said. ‘You mustn’t forget modesty.’

      ‘Well, I didn’t like to mention it, but…’

      She smiled. ‘See you around, then.’

      ‘Sure. See you around.’ 

      She had only gone a few feet when he called out to her again.

      ‘Oh, and, Maddie?’

      She turned, wondering if he would mention the Fox again. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Take care, huh?’

      ‘You too.’ She gave him a wave and continued along the path, aware of a mingling sense of disappointment and relief. Quickly she brushed the feelings aside. What was the matter with her? It wasn’t as if she even had time for a boyfriend. No, she definitely didn’t. With two jobs to do and a child to take care of, with all the washing, cleaning and cooking, there were barely enough hours in the day as it was. 

      Maddie raised her face to the sun and felt the warm rays spread across her skin. There she went, making excuses again. When it came to relationships, she was always full of them: reasons why she couldn’t, why she shouldn’t. It was years since she’d even been out with a man. And yet other women managed it. There were plenty of single mums out there who didn’t stay home alone every night. 

      ‘What’s the matter with you?’ she murmured.

      But she already knew the answer. It was fear that prevented her from getting involved, fear of loving someone and losing them. Greta’s death had shaken her to the very core. The only person she allowed herself to love was Zac, but even that love was shrouded in anxiety. She was not his real mother and never could be. What if she got it wrong? What if she let him down? Sometimes she woke up in the middle of the night, her heart racing, her skin clammy with dread. Staring into the darkness, she would clench her hands into two tight fists, praying that nothing bad would happen. 

      Maddie had almost reached the tall wrought-iron gates that led out on to the street when she heard the sound of footsteps hurrying behind. She flinched and turned sharply, her nerves still on edge after the episode at the grave. But it was only Delia Shields. 

      ‘Sorry,’ Delia said, catching up with her. ‘I didn’t mean to… I was just wondering if I could have a quick word?’ 

      ‘Of course.’

      Delia hesitated, the tip of her tongue snaking out to dampen her dry lips. Her hands did a curious dance in the air. ‘Er… I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I was… I was just curious as to who’d employed you to tend the Lucy Rivers grave.’
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