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This book is dedicated, with much love, to Stella


my wonderful sister and equally wonderful friend.





PROLOGUE



The document archive reminded PC Sue Gully of the final scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark, the one where the all-important crate was slipped in amongst so many others that it disappeared.


This building was modest by comparison, but the effect was the same and her ark was in here somewhere. Or so she hoped. The shelves were stacked with document boxes, some containing details of a single case, others packed with many small files of other logs and registers, each filled with hundreds of names.


Much of the newer information had been digitalized but the project to go from the mid-1990s backwards had stalled, so the luxury of accessing the information from the desktop didn’t exist. She was on her own. Literally.


Her hair was two shades darker brunette now and had grown just long enough to tie back into a ponytail; she tightened it, blew her fringe from her eyes, then lifted the next box from the shelf, stacking the library trolley and only wheeling it away when it was fully laden. She used a small square table in the corner furthest from the door, the kind with metal legs that schools use for exams and dinner break. It faced a wall covered in health and safety advice posters.


The surroundings were uninspiring but, if she’d learnt one thing from the death of her friend, it was the importance of moving forwards with the meaningful things in life. Searching amongst these boxes for the answers to a very personal cold case had ceased to be a ‘one day I will’ kind of plan, and she didn’t need any further inspiration than that. So far she’d spent about four months of her spare time amongst the faint smells of printer ink, paper and whiffs of sawdust that reminded her of rodent cages and mouse droppings, reading until the dust aggravated her eyes and left her fingertips feeling greasy and grey. Not knowing a criminal’s name didn’t help of course; she had to follow every possibility, jumping between files and ruling out long-shots. She moved on to the second file of the second box and hesitated. A very familiar name jumped out to greet her: ‘Goodhew’.


She ran her index finger across it. Everything this box held was from 1992, too long ago surely to have any connection to Gary. How old would he have been back then? Eleven? Twelve? She would have moved on to the next page immediately but her gaze was faster than her hands and had already picked out the address in Park Terrace, Gary’s house.


It seemed a strange phenomenon; looking for one thing and invariably coming across another. There ought to be a scientific term for it; there probably was. In this case she’d found a name which seemed to be in both the wrong time and the wrong place.


She’d already followed a paper trail to get to this box, skipping from witness statements to charge sheets before finding her next option was to check unsolved cases from the spring of 1985 onwards. The cases in this box weren’t closed, but dormant, still theoretically capable of bursting into life, and a distraction wasn’t what she needed right now. She’d set her mind against diversions of any kind but, if there was to be an unexpected tangent, it was fitting that the name ‘Goodhew’ was stamped across it.


She cleared the surface of the table, leaving just the one bundle of papers in front of her. The pages were secured with green tie-tags wound through an inch-thick sheaf of hole-punched pages with the form where she’d spotted Goodhew’s name the uppermost sheet. The information on it was minimal; surname, address, case number and the document date. Next to category it read ‘B & E’. Most of the page was taken up with a black box headed ‘OUTCOME’. The black ballpoint ink had yellowed but not faded and read: ‘Merged with case CAM-GOODHEWJ-920716037’. It had been signed off with a squiggle of initials.


She didn’t recognize the form and it gave no clue as to whether this Goodhew had been the victim or suspect. If knowing Gary was any indication, it could go either way.


She turned the page and began to read. The breaking and entry had occurred at Gary’s house. The report had been made by a Joseph Goodhew. She checked the date of birth. Yes, Gary’s grandfather.


She looked up from the papers and whispered the name to herself, ‘Joseph Goodhew.’ It sounded odd. ‘Joe Goodhew.’ Yes, that worked better. It also seemed odd that she’d never heard it before, particularly from Goodhew’s grandmother. Gully’s gaze dropped back to the page.


She read a few more paragraphs then stiffened.


The name she stared at now was far more familiar: ‘DC Marks’. Her fingers had already lifted the corner of the page, poised to turn to the next but, instead, she lifted the whole document, raising it so that it filled her field of vision. DC Marks. Her boss’s name was at the epicentre of her focus. The questions followed quickly, filling her thoughts. How had she never known that there was some kind of history between Marks and the Goodhew family? Why had Goodhew’s grandmother never mentioned it? Was it so incidental that it had been long forgotten? Well, the answer to that question had to be ‘no’, especially since this page was directing her to another case entirely. She let the papers drop onto the table-top and worked her way through the indexing system until she located CAM-GOODHEWJ-920716037.


She pulled it from the shelving, opened the lid and immediately realized that the box and its contents belonged to a murder investigation. Joseph Goodhew’s murder.


By then she only had a single question. Did Gary even know?


She sank down until she was sitting on the cold concrete. She held the top handful of pages on her lap but didn’t begin to read them until the queasy feeling in her gut began to subside.


Instinct told her he had no idea.


At first the sound of Parkside Pool had felt too intense – arrhythmic and booming – and Gully had consequently found it too difficult to gather her thoughts. But after several weeks the sounds had separated; she could now easily pick out the slap of the water and the words hidden in the echo-drenched shouts. There were other bonuses too – the temperature in the public gallery had been set to ‘balmy June’, and, more importantly, this ritual of meeting Goodhew after he swam helped her believe that he would return to work sometime soon. It was too easy to dwell on the moment that she’d seen her colleague, Kelly Wilkes, fall to her death from a rusting fire escape. Goodhew had been elsewhere, answering a different call, and she would never forget the moment when she heard that he lay seriously injured, possibly paralysed. She couldn’t have done anything to save Kelly – neither of them could – but she instinctively knew that they both carried an illogical guilt.


Before his injury Goodhew had always swum and seeing him regain his fitness felt like a step towards normality. He’d gradually built up to his usual one hundred lengths per day and now his speed was almost back too. Not quite, but close.


She’d been certain that he’d swim again, even before she’d heard any news on his recovery. She’d moved desks and sat by a window that offered a better view of Parker’s Piece, and often glanced towards his house. She could have phoned but didn’t. By late autumn she had fallen into the habit of checking for him amongst the pedestrians crossing Parker’s Piece; then, one Tuesday, she spotted him walking slowly from his home to the pool. Goodhew was close to six foot and lean, but from her window she could see that he’d lost weight and that his short hair had grown a little longer. After that first time he appeared more frequently, either first thing in the morning or in the early afternoon. He never seemed to carry a bag or towel but she always watched him until he disappeared inside the entrance, and sometimes she caught sight of him returning home, walking more quickly, often with his jumper or jacket in hand. She’d noted the timings and continued to check some more until he fell into a routine and she decided that she was ready to ‘bump’ into him.


‘Gary?’


She’d caught him by surprise. His green eyes had double-blinked and he’d forced a smile.


‘Sue, how are you?’


Despite always having found it so convenient to live close to Parkside she could now tell that he valued his privacy more; she realized then that she had never seen him glance at the station and he turned his back on it as they spoke. After a few minutes they fell into a polite but heavy silence.


‘I’m about to swim,’ he said finally, and took a step backwards in the direction of the pool, then another.


‘You’re OK then?’


He nodded and had clearly wanted her to do the same. She’d nodded, then he turned to walk away.


‘Will you meet me afterwards, Gary?’ she’d blurted. ‘Let me know how it’s going?’


He’d turned back to face her and she saw him frown, perhaps trying to think of an excuse. It had never occurred to her that this would turn into one of those I-liked-you-when-I-worked-with-you conversations. ‘Coffee, if you like.’


She’d been tempted to come back at him with a comment about his obvious enthusiasm, but his expression remained as unreadable as it had been when they’d first met. ‘It’s not really a coincidence you’re out here, is it?’ he asked.


‘No, not at all.’ She’d scowled as she’d felt her cheeks redden. ‘I’ve made it my personal mission to remind you to get back to work.’ She said it firmly, forcing her words out in a fake bossy tone when her private fear was that he really wouldn’t return.


He was quiet for a few seconds more, but it became easy after that.


The post-swim coffee had become a regular event and today, as with the other days in the last few weeks, she’d turned up just a few minutes before he finished his lengths. It had been a while since she’d felt it necessary to reassure herself of his progress by keeping stats; his lengths were smooth and fast. The rhythm had returned and so had the tone to his arms and shoulders.


The seating area ran in ascending rows down the long side of the pool, and faced out across Parker’s Piece. They sat side by side looking in the general direction of Hobb’s Pavilion and Goodhew’s flat.


‘Woman in the red coat.’


Goodhew tilted his head and picked her out, pushing a pram from the corner nearest the bus station and hurrying towards the centre. ‘No,’ he said, ‘that one, the guy with the ear muffs.’ Goodhew had picked a youngish man in a sombre grey mac, black trousers and turquoise ear muffs. No doubt the ear muffs were a Christmas present.


‘Mine’s going to win, it’s one of those 4x4 performance buggies.’


It was their version of Pooh Sticks, picking two random strangers and guessing who would be the first to pass the lamppost where the paths crossed, which was known locally as Reality Checkpoint.


‘Didn’t you win last week?’


She shrugged. ‘So?’


‘So I should’ve chosen first; challenger breaks and all that?’


‘Bad loser. You never pick anyone pushing a pram.’ The buggy was yards from winning when she suddenly stopped to check inside the pram.


Goodhew grinned. ‘And that’s why. Coffee’s on you.’


‘I don’t think so.’ At the last moment the woman straightened and continued on, cutting in front of Mr Earmuff with just a couple of yards to spare.


‘Pooh Checkpoint champion again.’


Gully grinned too and she nudged his elbow with her own. ‘And biscuits?’


He brought back the drinks and this time they looked out across Parker’s Piece in silence, and it occurred to Gully that they had got to know one another pretty well by not ever saying a whole lot. It seemed to her that the best way to understand some people was by exception; by learning who they weren’t, what they wouldn’t do and the events that made them turn away.


Neither of them had turned away from Kelly’s fall, but they weren’t turning to each other either. Whenever they were together she saw the shadow that Kelly’s death had cast caught up in his expression. She sensed he could see the same in her too. Neither of them commented, but both of them knew. The you-need-to-talk-about-it brigade were undoubtedly correct; there’d be a price to pay for failing to put it into words. Tough shit. She wasn’t taking that route, she’d keep her grieving to herself and some of it would pass; the moment Kelly died never would. And it would be wrong if it did, so she accepted that as more than fair.


‘Sue?’


She turned. ‘What?’


‘Did you hear a single word?’


‘What did you say?’


‘Just your name several times. What were you thinking just then?’


‘Absolutely nothing. But here’s a question for you, Gary, what do you do when you’re too incapacitated to poke your nose where it doesn’t belong. Like now, when you’re not on a case?’


‘I don’t think about anything either.’


‘Such a liar,’ she muttered, her words lost as the public address system rumbled through an announcement. She had so much she needed to tell him, but first, she needed to see him return to work.





PART ONE






ONE



The house they rented was small, but still they’d been lucky to end up with it. Cambridge’s property market meant racing to secure anything worth living in. Worth living in. In relation to their house the phrase was certainly dubious. It had too much damp in the bathroom, too much mileage in the kitchen and far too much of the 1980s in every other room. But it was this or a rented flat over a shop in Cherry Hinton. Hannah liked the idea of the flat, convenient for the shops and the bus route into town.


She’d never stopped to consider why Cherry Hinton was absolutely out of the question.


Instead he talked her round to the idea of this rundown post-war end of terrace in Barnwell Road. The convenience of his mother living five minutes away had swung it; Hannah loved the thought that babysitting would be pretty much on tap. And Kyle had loved the simple fact that there would be an upstairs. One floor good, two floors better had sprung to mind. He didn’t share the thought with Hannah, she was the reason the second floor appealed so much. Or maybe spreading themselves over two separate floors was their relationship’s best chance of survival.


Right this minute the plan seem to be failing.


‘Your mum’s happy to have Harry tonight,’ she told him.


Despite starting out with good intentions of spending time with her, so far he had done little apart from watch the slightly hypnotic pattern of the rolling news. She was animated, where he felt lethargic. ‘I don’t think we should wake him now, Hannah, I’ll stay with him. You go.’


He caught the tiniest widening of her eyes, the softening of her mouth. ‘You don’t mind?’ she asked.


‘No, it’s fine.’


A knowing look flashed across her face. She’d expected him not to come, already arranged company, he guessed.


He went through the pretence. ‘You can’t go on your own.’


‘No,’ she agreed, then frowned. He could have counted down, 3 – 2 – 1, to the moment when her eyebrows shot up with the pretence of a sudden idea. ‘I’ll ask Trudi, see if she’s busy.’ She reached for the bag she’d left on the floor beside the settee, took her mobile and texted. Reply came within the minute. Her voice had a smug edge. ‘Perfect.’


At that moment he felt relaxed enough to see her as others might – and as others probably would tonight, as she and Trudi held court at Lola Lo, or the Revolution bar, or wherever it was they were headed. She was twenty-three but could pass for eighteen, lithe and longing with pouty lips and eyes made up so large she reminded him of a computer-generated avatar. She used pop videos and perfume ads as style guides. Underneath all that she was pretty, almost certainly too pretty for him, but he had trouble seeing her that way now. He had to work on that, Harry was only twenty months old; they had time.


‘Be good.’ He reached the remote and killed the muted screen. ‘I’ll be fine.’


Her expression darkened in an instant. ‘Why wouldn’t you be? Come with me if it’s a problem.’


‘It isn’t.’


‘Well it doesn’t seem like it, Kyle.’


‘Because I said “I’ll be fine”?’


She moved in front of him, standing on the spot but adjusting and readjusting her weight. He knew the pattern, often it would be the same. She wanted him, then didn’t, but when she didn’t, she couldn’t stand it if he didn’t mind. And how different was he?


She drew him in and repulsed him in equal measure. Right now she could go to hell, take her too-short dress and flaunt her overly tanned legs in the winter streets. This minute he really didn’t care but, the minute she left, he knew he’d think about little else.


‘You’re probably feeling guilty for going . . .’


‘Feel guilty? Why should I?’ she snapped.


‘You shouldn’t,’ he replied gently, ‘you really shouldn’t.’


She gave no response apart from a growl of frustration, and an angry retreat upstairs where the floorboards creaked and the wardrobe doors banged until, finally, she was ready to leave.


She stood in the doorway for several seconds before she spoke. ‘I won’t be too late.’


But he had a book in his hands by then and barely glanced up. ‘I think I’ll go out tomorrow.’


Her expression hardened again and a final response was to slam the front door. Above him he heard the first notes of Harry’s waking cry.





TWO



Harry had gone back to sleep quickly, draped across Kyle’s shoulder and only stirring when Kyle needed to use his supporting hand to turn the page. It only took a few minutes before Kyle laid the book to one side. He could see himself in Harry. Their baby photos looked alike too, his son had the same dark hair and broad forehead. They’d both inherited dark brown eyes from his father and the stubborn expression that filled them from his mother. He hoped his son would grow up a little taller, a little less gawky and a whole lot happier. He pressed his nose to the side of his son’s head and closed his eyes. There was no pretence now, no self-conscious acting out and no hiding the truth. Harry reminded him of nothing bad whatsoever.


‘Harry,’ he whispered. He just liked to hear himself saying his son’s name. The thought of having a child, being a dad, had been frightening and alien. The reality had been momentous.


‘You saved me, Harry.’ He rubbed the little boy’s back. ‘You and Auntie Leah. But mostly you.’ It would have been easy to spend the whole evening like this. ‘Mummy misses out, doesn’t she?’ It was weird the way he found it so natural to speak to his sleeping child who, even awake, barely understood a word he said. How was that different to talking to himself in an empty room? It just was.


How was making love to Hannah so difficult when she hadn’t changed? The answer was the same; it just was.


He knew the change had been his own, but not in any way that should have affected them. But here he was, stuck with a woman he couldn’t talk to. A woman he no longer wanted, but couldn’t let go. There had to be a name for a relationship like this, the clinging, biting death roll that had them trapped and was dragging them down.


Harry lifted his head and turned so that his other cheek rested on Kyle’s shoulder. Harry’s face glowed and he smelt of baby sweat. Harry didn’t deserve to have his family broken up. ‘Do you want Daddy to fix it then?’ Kyle stroked the feathery hair at the nape of his son’s neck. ‘How can I fix it, eh? I’ll think of something, don’t worry.’


Harry dribbled until the shoulder of Kyle’s shirt became damp. Kyle transferred him back to his cot, then went to his own room for a fresh T-shirt.


He owned one drawer of clothes and about eighteen inches of hanging space. The drawer was wide and he kept his T-shirts folded and stacked in two piles at the right-hand end. He grabbed the nearest, pulled it partly over his head before he realized exactly what he’d just seen.


Or what he hadn’t, to be precise.


He smoothed down the fabric, straightening the T-shirt as he continued to stare at the folded clothes. He was aware that his palms suddenly felt clammy and he wiped them on his jeans before sliding the drawer wider and lifting the T-shirts out of it one at a time. He squeezed each in turn in case the envelope had somehow become lost inside one of the garments.


It was unlikely, but he needed to be sure.


He told himself to stay calm, but he already felt the tell-tale tightening of his throat and nausea in his gut. ‘What the fuck?’ he muttered and felt the sweat as it began to break out across the back of his neck. He grabbed the second pile of shirts, his hands moved clumsily and, within seconds, he found himself ripping the drawer from its runners and turning the contents out onto the bed. He shook each item, then tossed it unfolded back into the empty drawer. Once he was done he dumped it onto the floor and pulled out the next. This one only held towels and took a matter of seconds.


The other two drawers belonged to Hannah and he could see the contents of the first through the gaps in the cabinet’s frame. Underwear. Plenty of it. He tipped that straight onto the carpet and kicked through the pile of knickers and bras. There was no possibility of an envelope going unseen in that lot. But he kicked through the items anyway. Then grabbed up the empty drawer and swung it against the wall. The base fell out, the other four sides collapsed into a buckled trapezium. Exhausted.


He immediately turned back and dragged out the final drawer. This one contained papers and what looked like the items that had no other home; he’d never even opened it before. He fought back the desire to throw this one too and instead he sat next to it on the bed. He slowed his breathing, forcing himself to become calmer and letting his thoughts settle enough to allow him to concentrate. He lifted an inch-thick pile of typewritten letters out first. His hands didn’t shake, but they’d become uncoordinated enough for the corner of the top sheet to evade the first couple of attempts at lifting it. At first he only checked between the sheets, not at the paperwork itself. It only took a glance to see that the pages were mainly utility bills and random articles printed from websites.


He just needed the envelope.


He began to find a rhythm, a comfortable speed that kept the pages flicking by without fumbling or dropping them.


About halfway through the first pile he paused, then read the facing page more slowly. The first word that had jumped out at him had been ‘judgement’. He knew the two words that usually preceded that. ‘County’ and ‘Court’. This letter was the threat of proceedings, but it was dated last October. Four months ago. Surely it would have gone to court by now unless it had been paid. The creditor name didn’t ring a bell.


£853.26, plus court costs if it had reached that point.


He spread the next few pages out across the duvet, trying to understand what she’d bought for that amount. He looked through more sheets and found other unpaid bills and bounced payments. But still no envelope.


Downstairs the front door clicked shut. His watch told him it was a couple of minutes after 1 a.m. He didn’t trust it though; it felt as if she had only just left. He must have moved fast then because nothing else registered with him until he found himself in the downstairs hallway. She still stood within touching distance of the door, and he was leaning over her, his right palm pressed against the panel above the catch as though he thought she might try to leave.


‘What are you doing, Kyle?’ She didn’t look frightened, just angry, and shoved past him. He didn’t try to stop her, but followed close behind as she headed for the lounge.


He had no idea whether she would try to ignore him or spin it round and make it his fault.


‘Don’t you dare, Hannah,’ he muttered out loud.


She spun round to face him. ‘Dare what?’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘I went out with Trudi. What do you think? You accusing me of something, Kyle?’


‘Yeah, I am. But not whatever you think. You are a stupid, selfish bitch, Hannah.’


‘Because of what? A night out? For fuck’s sake. Your head is so rammed up your own arse you don’t even know me. Or how I feel. Or what it’s like for me.’


His hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. ‘I know what you’ve done.’


There was a moment then when he didn’t pull at her and she didn’t pull away; the challenge, the face-off. She smirked, but he saw it for exactly what it was, defensive and deliberately antagonistic.


He wrapped his other arm behind her back and propelled her towards the stairs. She squirmed, pushing back against him. It made him stop and hold her still. ‘You need to see what I’ve found, Hannah. We are going upstairs. Now.’


She stopped fighting him then, shot a glance towards the landing, then shook him away before beginning to mount the steps. He stayed close behind, ready to push her along at the first sign of a wobble from those stupid platform shoes of hers.


£64.99, unless they were yet another pair. And that dress, a bargain at £49.99. The heating? The water bill, the council tax and the household insurance? Not worth a fucking penny.


She gasped when she saw the room. He waited for her to accuse him of having no right in some way or another, but realization swiftly pushed away all her indignation.


‘Like I said, I know what you’ve done. But do you understand, Hannah? Do you understand what it will cause?’ He wasn’t shouting now, just calm and patient, and maybe it was that unfamiliar ground that held her still and silent. She seemed to watch his lips as he spoke. ‘I saw a child pick up a gun. A four-year-old boy. And he didn’t know, didn’t know which part was the muzzle and which was the trigger. He played with it because it seemed interesting. That’s you, Hannah. I need to know exactly what you’ve done, all of it.’


Her lips barely moved. ‘It was while you were away,’ her voice was little more than a whisper. ‘I missed you and I started doing things, buying things to cheer myself up. And it was OK because you had good money coming in.’ Then she stopped and shrugged, as though she’d said enough to explain it all away.


He waited. ‘Go on,’ he said finally.


‘That’s it. Harry was born and you were injured. I had so much to deal with and even when you came back home you weren’t yourself. You were here but I still felt like I did when you were away. I was lonely, Kyle.’ Tears welled in her eyes. She didn’t try to move towards him so he didn’t have to push her away.


‘So you kept spending?’


‘I started spending again. I’m not irresponsible . . .’


‘You’re thick and self-centred. Now tell me the rest.’


She blinked away the tears but her eyes were damp enough for the outer corners to shine inkily. ‘That’s it.’


‘No, you’ve spent what we haven’t got. We live in a cheap rental because we don’t have the money to live anywhere else. I earn what I can and we had only just enough to pay the bills.’


‘Hardly.’


‘And the answer to that is to spend more? How much debt do we have, Hannah?’


‘I don’t know.’ She flicked her hand as though the whole problem could be batted away like a stray crumb. ‘I really don’t know. There’s a little bit of catching up to do.’


He shook his head, ‘Look at the room, there are official letters everywhere. Do you really think I would believe that we’re just a bit behind? It’s staring me in the face, Hannah. Our bills have not been paid, there are threats of court action.’ He jabbed a finger in the direction of the paperwork, then pointed it back towards her face. ‘I’m asking you just to respect me enough to tell me the truth. How much do you owe?’


‘I don’t know. Thousands maybe. I stopped looking at the letters and you were impossible to talk to.’


‘So talk to me now, Hannah. Tell me what you did next.’


‘I didn’t do anything.’


‘You went through my drawer. You found an envelope. What did you do with it?’


‘Nothing,’ she said, but the colour had slipped from her cheeks as soon as he’d mentioned it. ‘Stop looking at me like that, Ky. We needed the money. He paid you last time.’


‘So it’s gone? The envelope’s gone? And everything that’s in it? And that little kid with the gun just shot himself right in the face. Did you post it?’


She nodded.


‘When?’


‘Only yesterday.’


It made sense; he thought he had checked on it every day, there was no way that it could have been gone for long.


There was only two years’ difference in their ages but, as he looked at her, he couldn’t see his child’s mother. She was just another kid playing at being grown up, dressed like a teenage wannabe and thinking it was all-so-very simple.


He used to think like that. Briefly.


Before Lila. He could hear his own pulse, suddenly, filling his ears with the relentless pump-pump-pump.


He hadn’t known the girl’s name at first, but much later, when he came home on leave, he began trawling the Internet again. Ostensibly just casual hours drifting between sites, but always gravitating towards local news and missing persons. The missing persons’ pages had sent him burrowing through endless appeals by desperate relatives, and so many pixelated or blurred photographs that he began to doubt that he’d recognize her again. How long had he spent looking at her real face anyway? One minute, maybe two, probably less.


He’d read the accounts that accompanied each and the cynic in his head argued that the missing people who had run, had run for a reason, that some of their loved ones exaggerated their own pain, and were putting up a show filled with the type of comments that they were expected to make. And knowing that this particular runaway was also dead changed nothing for him; she could have been just as glad to run but just ended up unluckier than most. He could clearly remember how he’d been back then – unfeeling, naive, ignorant – and he just didn’t relate to it any more. He’d always loved his family but, beyond that, he’d had detachment. He knew too well that, once someone was dead, nothing would bring them back. He doubted that he’d understood anything beyond that.


He certainly hadn’t realized that finding a body gave him a responsibility, a debt due to the bereaved.


Back then his ability to care deeply had stretched about a hundred metres in any direction, he hadn’t understood the people who occupied the opposite emotional pole, where everything from rescuing dying hedgehogs to donating to refugees in the remotest corner of Africa became their problem.


Then came Harry and his world had flipped on its axis. Now everything mattered.


And, a few days after Harry’s birth, he’d found Lila’s photo – he’d spotted her face staring out from the rows of other faces of the lost. Suddenly he’d been unable to kid himself that he could remain immune to it all. He’d clicked on the image and the thumbnail that had looked clear enlarged to a fuzzier square. He’d narrowed his eyes, attempting to manually refocus her face.


Lila Rasnikov. It was the first time he’d seen what she’d looked like when she’d been alive. The first time he’d read her name. The first time he’d seen the words from her family telling the world how much she was missed.


He’d returned to the webpage too many times, until sometimes he’d wake in the night, open his eyes and see her face emblazoned in the nothingness of the blackened room. When his leave had ended, the image went back with him, reappearing whenever his mind was idle or forgetting to focus elsewhere.


In the daytime he’d thought of Harry and Hannah, he’d carried them on patrol, tucked safely in a better corner of his brain, acting as his talisman. Gradually, though, the images blurred and he’d wake with Hannah’s features filling the gaps in his memory of Lila.


Finally he’d printed Lila’s photo and kept the 2 by 3.5 cm rectangle of printer paper tucked away so that he could remind himself that Lila had nothing whatsoever to do with Hannah. His Hannah.


‘You’re shaking.’ Her voice brought him back.


His arms were wrapped around her and his face pressed into her hair. He didn’t remember grabbing hold of her or how long they’d been standing there like that.


‘Is this about her again?’


He nodded wordlessly. He could have tried to explain to Hannah, tell her how he only saw Lila’s face when they made love, how he felt Lila standing beside the bed and looking down on them. He no longer had the right to lose himself with Hannah. He’d tried since he’d been back, but his mind no longer separated the two women and they were not the sentiments that Hannah would or could understand. Ever. It would turn into another fight, fuelled by Hannah’s illogical insecurities, twisting in on themselves until he knew just what he knew right now; to keep quiet and try to work it out without her.


‘I lied about the money, Hannah.’ He glanced away as he spoke, focusing on his words and hoping that was what she would also do. ‘I said he’d paid because I didn’t want you to think I’d cocked up.’


‘He paid nothing?’


‘He said if he found me, he’d kill me. He said that if the police found her body, he would kill my family too.’


‘So you just gave up?’ She seemed close to laughing. ‘That’s bullshit. He has no way of finding out who we are. Don’t think you can control me or even scare me, Kyle.’


‘You have no idea what you’re doing, Hannah. I’m sorry I ever got involved.’


‘Well, I know how that feels.’ Kyle couldn’t quite decipher the expression that flashed across her face then. ‘I have the balls for this, Kyle, even if you don’t.’


‘There’s no point trying to wind me up. Not this time.’


He knew they were on the threshold of a full-on slanging match. He turned away from her. ‘Believe what you want, I’m taking Harry to Mum’s.’


‘Good luck with that.’


‘You’re not safe, Hannah.’


He knew she wouldn’t drop it in a hurry, he just let her rant without interruption. ‘You lie to me about money and now complain because I’ve lied to you? And you pretend to give a damn? You’ll be sorry when I’m sorted out and you’re on your own.’


He nodded slowly, even though he knew she was mistaken.





THREE



What do I know?


It had been a casual question at first, then it became a way of passing hours when Kyle had wanted to ignore the people who spoke just too quietly for him to hear.


At first, the quiet murmur of the voices had been a comfort, the lulling sound of normality, like listening to road noise. He remembered when he’d lived here, at home. This house lay within yards of Barnwell Road. He could lie in bed with the curtains drawn and know what time it was by the sound of the traffic on the road. Once in a while there’d be the siren of an emergency vehicle – even that never broke the rhythm of early morning commuters and taxis – and the sound of planes from the airport.


Now he lay flat on his back and stared up, the dusty peaks of 1980s Artex blurred. This ceiling had been over him since childhood, until he swapped it, and swapped it again. He borrowed it now, he’d slipped into his old room, moved boxes on the floor and flopped back, waiting until the sounds from outside became familiar again.


What do I know?


Two things. Too much, and not enough.


It brought nothing in the way of comfort, but it cleared his head enough for the problem and him to be alone.


He circled it. He imagined it contained in a small square box, half the size of a brick. Nondescript. Inanimate. It looked as though he’d be able to just wrap his hand over it, grip it, maybe crush it. Certainly bin it.


Opening the box and dealing with what lay inside wouldn’t work now. He knew better. He’d already been naive, he’d walked into the problem with seemingly open eyes only to discover he’d seen just one well-lit corner of a very dark room.


What do I know?


That the problem had dwarfed him and now the solution needed to be of that same scale. Harry was in the car seat next to the bed. Kyle listened for a few seconds to the relaxed and rhythmic pattern of Harry’s breathing. It was a sleep unaffected by the adult world, by anger, a twenty-month-old could do that. In fact, everything about Harry was still unchecked and Kyle envied him.


His mother would hear him when he woke and Kyle could picture her blunt disapproval when she found Harry here. Always the bluntness, the hard exterior.


Like the medic, Captain Murray. ‘Don’t try to move.’ It hadn’t been the words, but his mum’s shut-the-fuck-up-and-do-as-I-say tone that he’d understood. He’d stared up then as well, at the light blanched sky and listened to the familiar traffic of that unfamiliar place. Low-geared vehicles whining, bouncing on the rutted tracks. Shouting that carried almost a mile. Static. Crackle. An engine revving in the mid-distance and again the quick pop, pop, pop of a few rounds fired somewhere to his left.


He didn’t pretend he wasn’t there, instead he told himself to accept it, to be there and be unafraid and let it be what it would be. He’d silently told Harry he loved him and had imagined that the message would somehow cross continents and take root in his newborn son’s mind. He closed his eyes and waited for Morphine Murray to come back to collect whatever remained of him by then.


He thought of that peacefulness now. He guessed it had been shock rather than any great insight into facing death. Or maybe, it was the release that came from not attempting to control the outcome.


He stared up in the field hospital, on the transport home and from his bed in the ward. He still stared up even when he had a choice, when it became medically safe to move his head.


His mum had come to visit and had brought along his sister, Leah. She had hung back, and he could see her in the edge of his vision, her skinny thirteen-year-old frame half in, half out of the curtained area around his bed. She’d waited until their mum had gone for coffee.


‘Are you ignoring me, or what?’ she’d asked.


‘I’m not ignoring you.’


‘You haven’t looked over once.’


He turned his head just enough then and managed a smile; after all, none of it was her fault. ‘Sorry Lee. I didn’t want visitors. I wanted to see you all when I came back home.’


‘We won’t look any better in Cambridge, you know.’


‘Damn.’


‘I’m serious, Kyle. It’s still us, wherever we are.’


‘I know,’ he’d sighed. ‘Afghanistan . . .’ His voice trailed away for a few moments. ‘. . . we all see things from a safe distance here and we think we know what they’re like. I didn’t have a clue. I had to learn to be a different person. I’m being discharged and I want to leave most of that behind.’ If I can. ‘I don’t want home to be tainted with this. You understand, right?’


‘You are full of shit sometimes, you know that, right?’


It wasn’t in Leah’s nature to give up and she’d been right, of course; sometimes she knew him better than he knew himself. What she hadn’t been able to see, then or now, were his limitations. His injuries had been treatable, but he still wasn’t so sure about the rest.


Right then he hadn’t been ready for them, his family. He’d asked his mother to phone Hannah, to tell her not to come. He knew that she and Harry brought out two different sets of feelings; waves of less manageable emotions. He certainly hadn’t wanted to see Harry when he couldn’t hold him. Hadn’t wanted Harry to become frightened in the unfamiliar surroundings of a hospital ward.


And he hadn’t wanted to see Hannah when the feel of her skin and tautness of the body reminded him.


Reminded him.


Just the thought of seeing her had smothered his thoughts.


How could he tell her that, in the time he’d been away, his view of his old life had changed? Everything belonging to Cambridge had joined together under the heading of ‘home’. And from then on he found it impossible to think of Cambridge without thinking of his two biggest mistakes: Hannah and Lila.


The cause of his problem.


He knew Harry was always fine when he was here.


Kyle pictured Leah sitting on the floor with him, passing him his beloved Duplo blocks. It was a familiar sight; Hannah across the room somewhere, probably watching Harry, but not close to him as Leah would always be. Kyle still found it hard to see Hannah as maternal, not because she wasn’t, but because of his own visions. Sometimes when he woke he caught sight of her in the half-light and he wasn’t sure whose face he saw. He studied the back of the bedroom door, he needed to find a way to integrate, to feel part of his own world, but this small room felt safer. And he needed space to think.


Kyle had never read much or watched documentaries, but somewhere he’d heard that for every man who killed there were a hundred fighting the urge. It had never explained about the urges of men who had already killed. Just to realize that he couldn’t ever be part of the hundred had left him on an uncharted course.


He had no desire to kill again, but he’d had no desire to kill the first time either. Maybe a first-time killer might feel the drive for it, be sucked along by some fictionalized TV version of a righteous kill, one where the victim didn’t linger and there were no repercussions. A second kill was something else and he could only wonder at the type of mind that relished it and fantasized about doing it again.


The disparate thoughts were muddying his thinking. Sometimes he needed to remind himself to stay in check. To focus on just one thing. The problem was all that mattered.


He imagined himself walking a slow circle around the box containing it.


What do I know?


Harry matters. Leah matters.


Hannah and his mother mattered. But Hannah mattered far less than he’d thought. His mother coped, she always did.


Harry and Leah then.


He whispered the words to himself, ‘What do I know? What do I know?’ The Artex stared back, grey and uncommunicative. Kyle drew a long slow breath, it caught in his throat and, without warning, he was perilously close to tears. How had he ever thought it wouldn’t come back to hurt him? How could he let them suffer for what he had triggered? Just the thought was enough for him to glimpse the void that his life would become if anything happened to them.


He should have gone to the police back then.


It was too late now.


He rose from the bed; this room held comfort, not safety. Harry slept on while Kyle slipped downstairs.





FOUR



Leah curled onto her side and faced the party wall that they shared with Solomon Levinson and his wife. Leah often woke when Solomon or his wife visited the bathroom. Sometimes she’d hear a double bump from their headboard as it rattled against the wall when one of them climbed out of bed, and three minutes or so later the double bump again as they returned. And, if Solomon had woken Valda, or vice versa, then the whole thing would go again. Usually there would be a couple of hours’ peace before her school alarm, but today was Saturday and she hadn’t been woken by Solomon or Valda but by the creak and scrape of someone rising from one of her mum’s kitchen chairs. This wasn’t the kind of house where a restless person could pace the floor and make subtle footfalls or gentle creaks. Nothing was private here.


Her bedroom had been emulsioned in a shade of mint green; it had dried more turquoise and she preferred it that way. Street lamps and moonlight kept it toned down to grey but now she could pick out a film of colour and she tried to work out whether extra light was also filtering up the stairs and through her doorway.


She rolled over slowly and quietly.


The person downstairs wasn’t moving now but she could still sense someone; it felt to her that a sleeping person gave out a different energy to one who was awake, and she didn’t believe that her mum was the only other person in the house right now.


People often ignored what surrounded them but Leah was sure that sometimes she could walk into a room, any room, and sense what hung in the air. When her history teacher had finally broken down in tears she had been the only one of her classmates who hadn’t seemed surprised. Or when her mum was struggling to cope after dad had gone. Or when Kyle’s expression became empty and her brother disappeared into his own distorted version of the world, leaving him as a part-functioning shell.


She heard a teaspoon stirring in a mug.


And it had to be Kyle down there now.


She couldn’t hear anyone with him. Kyle without Harry or Kyle with a sleeping Harry, but no Hannah; she didn’t know what that meant. Another fight maybe. He began to pace and it felt as though another hour passed before there came another break in his restlessness. Leah had almost fallen asleep by then, warm under her duvet and letting the threat of Saturday morning chores push her deeper.


She stirred as the third and fourth steps from the top of the staircase creaked. She slipped out of bed and was halfway across the room when he reached the doorway. She took one look at his face and, even though the light was weak, she felt her stomach tighten with apprehension; Kyle looked . . . wrong. She’d seen this expression too many times now and that had been the only word that fitted when she’d tried to explain to her friends. Possessed, vacant and strange had all been contenders, but wrong said it better.


‘Leah, I’ve fucked it all up.’ His voice sounded hoarse. ‘I can’t think.’ He closed her door and stood with his back pressed to it.


‘What’s happened?’


‘It’s just a mess.’ He thumped the back of his head against the wall a couple of times. ‘I can’t make Hannah see. She won’t listen. She just keeps pushing for what she wants. That’s all she does, push people. It’s all a mess.’ He stopped speaking aloud but she could tell that the words were still running on inside his mind.


‘Kyle,’ Leah hissed, ‘tell me.’


With no warning Kyle grabbed her, hugging her clumsily. He buried his face in her hair. ‘I can’t. I don’t know how to fix it yet. Harry’s here, he’s in my room. Me and Harry are moving back in. I’ll square it with Mum later.’


‘She won’t like it.’


He shook his head. ‘She’ll be fine.’


‘She’ll want rent.’


He blinked, screwing his eyes tight until she’d stopped adding further objections. ‘I’m going out now, I need to clear my head.’


That startled her. ‘Where?’


‘I don’t know . . . I just need some space.’


‘We need to know where you are.’


‘No, you don’t. I just need to be able to think. I’ll be back, Leah.’


‘When?’


‘Leah,’ there was a warning tone in his voice as he said her name, ‘I don’t know, OK? I just will.’


She had no idea whether he was talking hours, or days, or worse still whether he really didn’t know.


‘And what about Harry?’


‘I want him to stay here. Hannah too, maybe.’


Leah didn’t know whether he had intended it, but Kyle hugged her a little tighter then. ‘Mum hasn’t agreed it or anything, I left her a note. It’s on the kitchen table.’


‘Yeah Kyle, we did that at school – it’s called cliché.’


‘Whatever.’ Then he pulled back and studied her face for a moment. ‘You’re a smart-arse, Leah. But that’s the reason I’m telling you and not telling anybody else. You can keep it all in your head, just like you always have. There’s not much to remember. Hannah has blown our cash, all of it.’


‘On what?’ Leah snorted. ‘Ugg boots and hair extensions?’


‘All in all it doesn’t matter.’ He sounded indifferent to it too.


‘What? You’re not mad at her?’


‘I’m livid. But I can’t go back and undo it. The money has gone, and not on paying for us to have somewhere to live.’ Kyle had grabbed hold of Leah’s hand and now he squeezed it every second or two as he spoke, as if that pumping would improve her listening skills. ‘Look, don’t start focusing on the bits that are irrelevant. We have to get out of that house. Harry is here now, he’s asleep, and this is where he needs to stay. In fact, Hannah can do whatever she likes, but Harry must be here with you and Mum.’
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