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To Broo Doherty – thank you for having faith in Goodhew, the series and my writing.




PROLOGUE


30 March 1991


 


‘Thank you, Nadine,’ the guitarist shouted and the crowd cheered for more but she handed the microphone back to the band. She knelt down to unclip her guitar case, taking her time to remove the strap from her Gibson before placing it in the velour-lined case. Her slowness was deliberate; she loved the singing but hated the fuss. Hated the drunks nearest the stage – not them perhaps but their cigarette-permeated breath and their insistence. And lack of inhibition when it came to pulling at her, or grabbing her into a hug and giving advice and compliments with alcohol-spittled words. She turned her back on them to pack away. It was usually enough for them to disperse.


The Boat Race pub had its music-loving regulars but tonight, hours after the actual boat race, it seemed it had become the place to go to commiserate over the latest Oxford win, and new faces outnumbered the familiar. She glanced up a couple of times and, on the second, caught sight of Theo near the jukebox. He leant back against the wall, typically unhurried. ‘OK?’ he mouthed.


She rolled up her strap and tucked it away in the space left by the guitar’s cutaway body, slipping her capo and picks into the space alongside it. She could sense Theo watching and, inside her head at least, she smiled. Securing the case was another not-to-be-rushed ritual and, by the time she’d clipped the last latch and turned back to face the room, the majority of the punters had moved on.


Carrying a guitar before a gig would always illicit ‘go on love, give us a song’ type comments. Afterwards, it seemed to get a little respect; she didn’t need to push through the stragglers to reach Theo; people, even the drunk ones, stepped aside or shook her hand and said she’d done well.


Theo took the case from her and she followed him out onto East Road where it was almost as noisy but less congested. ‘How was it?’ he asked.


‘You were there, weren’t you?’


‘Hiding at the back. I mean how was it for you? It’s hard to tell when you’re so wrapped up in what you’re playing.’


They were walking side by side now and she grabbed his arm and squeezed her face against it. Apart from that, she didn’t reply. She couldn’t imagine how she looked when she sang; she felt as though it was all written across her face, a transparency – it was never acting and her emotions were so on show that it had to be obvious to anyone watching that they were real. Singing to herself and practising new songs never had the same effect. It was only from the moment that the audience started watching that she had no choice but to commit to the performance. She could sing and play and be barely in the room then, free to touch the thoughts that were too hard the rest of the time. She doubted whether she wanted to know what expressions might flash onto her face. She preferred the idea that there were none.


She didn’t ask where they were heading. The evening had become cool but she was content with the idea that they’d take a slow walk and eventually find their way back to Theo’s flat.


She wondered whether it always took an unhealthy relationship to make a good one seem valid. Maybe only screwed-up people felt the need to put themselves through that. She slipped her hand into his. ‘I can stay over, you know.’


He grinned, ‘I was hoping you would but I’ve still only got a mattress on the floor. It’s still pretty squalid.’


‘It’s not squalid. Just basic. And it’s the rest of it that needs to catch up.’


‘You’re not wrong there. I’ll move my furniture in the next couple of weeks.’


‘Don’t rush because of me.’


Eventually the house would be divided into six letting rooms but, at the moment, his was the only finished floor. ‘When Dad offered it for free I imagined it might be unsophisticated . . .’


‘You have electric and running water.’


‘And I’m just like the live-in guard on a building site.’


‘It’s not so romantic when you put it like that.’


‘Still coming?’


‘Of course.’ He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and she curled hers around his waist. Neither of them seemed to set the pace but they meandered, each in step with the other until they reached the rise of the Mill Road railway bridge. They stopped and watched a packed train rattle towards the station.


Passengers crowded the aisles, waiting to disembark, to swap a day in London for a night in Cambridge. She rubbed her thumbs against the guitar-string hardened skin at the tips of her fingers. How many train songs were there? Was there a better metaphor for life than a train song?


‘What are you thinking about, Nadine?’


‘About train songs and wondering which one fits me.’


‘I wasn’t expecting you to say that.’


She looked up at Theo. ‘I’m pretty sure mine’s about coming home.’


‘I hope so.’


Instead of moving away again, he leant against the metal panel, his back to the tracks now. It was an exposed spot and she shivered. ‘Can we go?’


‘Of course,’ he said, but still didn’t move. He seemed to be waiting for something, but she didn’t know what.


‘Is something wrong?’


‘Nothing.’ He shook his head slowly; ‘I was trying to find the words to tell you how much it means to be here with you.’


‘Watching trains?’ She always found it easier to deflect serious comments but this time she wished she hadn’t. ‘Actually, there’s nowhere I’d rather be.’


He kissed her gently, then his cheek brushed hers as he spoke softly in her ear, ‘I love you, Nadine.’


She closed her eyes and let her senses fill with the smell of his skin and the warmth of him. She had been scared that her feelings had jumped too far ahead but now she knew that they both felt the same way.


And, as though he’d read her thoughts, he pulled her closer. ‘You don’t ever need to worry, Nadine, I’ve felt like this for a long time.’


‘Really?’


‘Absolutely,’ he grinned and Nadine smiled too. He kissed her again, their lips lingering and the last of the tension melting away. The air no longer felt cold and her earlier unease vanished. Maybe this would be OK. It felt right in the kind of way that she’d never experienced before. And that’s what people always said, you just know. They took their time walking back to the house in Romsey Terrace. She’d spent the last night there too but now she was more aware of the short street with one terraced house wider than the rest: the only one with a window on either side of the front door, the only one with loft windows and brand new frames.


‘It will be lovely when it’s finished.’


Theo’s gaze followed hers towards the roof, ‘I’ll have to share it then, won’t I? I like this endless building work; it means there’s just the two of us.’ He slipped the key into the lock and Nadine spoke quietly before he opened the door; all this would be forgotten once they were inside. ‘I felt uneasy earlier, kind of restless. Nervous for no reason. Like I shouldn’t come.’


‘And now?’


‘It’s gone and I’m glad I’m here. Glad I’m with you. I just wanted to say it before we went in.’


‘Speak your fears and chase them away?’


‘Something like that.’


He opened the door, set her guitar down in the hallway and reached back to her, ‘Don’t worry, we’re good. Everything’s good.’


 


The stair carpet hadn’t been laid yet and their footsteps clattered on the stairs with enough noise for more than two people. The second set of stairs sounded like a distant echo of the first. A few noises made it down after that, the running of a tap, a squeal of laughter, the bang of a door, then silence.


Another hour passed. The other houses stood with curtains drawn and lights extinguished. The bare windows let the sodium orange street light slip into the ground-floor rooms, the open doors letting it trickle into the hallway, picking out the outline of paper and paint and a guitar case standing on the bare boards.


At 3 a.m. the light died and the letterbox creaked open. The fluid trickled, softly splashing onto the coir mat, too quiet for upstairs to hear. A ball of paper was wedged in the letterbox, resting there just long enough to be lit then poked through. It hit the mat glowing then disappeared in the bloom of flame that rose from it. The hall and stairs flushed orange, then black as the smoke thickened. It crept up the stairs as the guitar case slowly melted.




CHAPTER 1


Amy wouldn’t recall much about that morning. She remembered ordering a cappuccino and weaving between tables to her favourite at the furthest corner. Her dad was running late so she studied the faces of the jesters, hobos and harlequins on the walls and shelves, trying to pick out any new additions. Many had been here since her childhood when clowns had scared her and she’d stared at the straw bobbing in her milkshake to avoid meeting their gaze.


She saw them differently now, of course, and today it was the clown blanc that caught her eye. He stared sorrowfully, a black painted tear resting on the top of his cheek, his head tilted as though he was ready to listen. Had she felt melancholy he might have seemed sympathetic; instead, she looked towards the door and sipped her coffee as she waited.


It was less than a minute later when the door was opened by a woman wrestling with a pushchair. The sounds of outside burst through for several seconds, with the hum of the city cut through by the siren of an ambulance. Amy moved towards the entrance, curious but not yet concerned. She must have spoken because she could remember the woman looking at her then gesticulating in the direction of the city centre. Then the wave of apprehension. And Amy dashing onto the pavement with silence rushing in her ears and the only thing in focus was the patchwork of paving stones as she ran across them.


He lay on the pavement beside the kerb.


There was no crowd, just a couple of bystanders and two paramedics. And her dad. He was already on a stretcher, his shirt pulled open with wires and an IV line hanging from him. He lay still, his face bloodied, pavement dust and grit smeared across grey skin and she shouted even though she was close enough to touch the ambulance men.


‘Did someone hit him?’ When no one replied she added, ‘That’s my dad,’ and repeated it before anyone had the chance to respond. A stocky paramedic knelt close to her father, another, a lanky guy who looked about thirty, had opened the ambulance doors and was now bringing out the gurney.


‘What’s his name?’ he asked.


‘Robert Buckingham. I was meeting him for lunch.’


Perhaps they already knew his name because there was no demand for any proof of identity. ‘Does he have any existing health issues you’re aware of?’


‘No, I don’t think so.’


The other paramedic looked up, ‘Can you travel with us to Addenbrooke’s?’


‘Of course.’ She hadn’t taken her eyes off her dad. ‘What’s wrong with him?’


‘We’re running checks at the moment. I’m Grant. What’s your name?’ The paramedic spoke to her father next, ‘Mr Buckingham, your daughter Amy’s here. Mr Buckingham?’


She saw his mouth move, an attempt to form a word.


‘Dad?’


Recognition flickered on his face. Her world slowed and steadied again, she clasped his hand until they loaded him onto the ambulance then strapped herself into the spare seat. Would they let her travel with him if he was about to die? The younger of the two paramedics was driving now while his partner continued to work on her dad. They kept the sliding window open between them and passed comments back and forth. She felt the ambulance take a turn and, glancing forward, could see the traffic on East Road parting to let them pass.


‘Amy?’ Grant the paramedic prompted. He had a large notepad on his lap now, pre-printed with questions, boxes and the outline of a human body. ‘Are you his next of kin?’


‘I suppose so, I mean, there’s his mum and my mum but my grandmother’s in a care home with dementia and my mum . . .’ She stopped mid-sentence.


‘Are they married?’


‘Not any more. They don’t maintain contact.’ She studied her dad for a second, then added, ‘Unless they have to.’


Grant shot her a wry look. ‘Parents, eh?’ He reached across to check her dad again. ‘Mr Buckingham?’


Amy leant forward. ‘What’s happening?’


‘He’s gaining consciousness. Has he had any alcohol?’


‘I doubt it.’


He would have had a glass at lunch if he’d made it that far but he wasn’t an excessive drinker. At least as far as she knew. ‘Did someone hit him?’


‘The person who called us said he’d fallen and banged his head. People often say just that, though, it doesn’t always mean much.’


‘So it’s just a head injury?’


Grant pointed to a small square monitor. ‘We collect information on the way in, to give the maximum information. Your dad’s suffered a head injury but there’s ECG activity . . .’


‘His heart?’


And all she remembered of the rest of the journey was watching her father’s expression, silently trying to communicate, to let him know he wasn’t allowed to die young like his own father had. Beneath his tan, his skin had paled to the colour of alabaster and she remembered the clown with the tear on his cheek.


 


The weight of the day descended in early evening. Amy had spent the afternoon in a bubble; her dad had been wheeled into A & E and throughout the afternoon he had been seen by a succession of staff. Each had done something and asked something else before taking notes and moving on. And she had watched them move between beds, do the same with other patients then, in so-quiet tones, share their details with their colleagues. There was no panic here, no sense of shock or desperation. No windows either and the clock on the opposite wall ticked on calmly. They wheeled him away and left her to wait.


Finally, a doctor appeared, a Chinese lady with rectangular framed glasses and a clipboard pressed to her chest.


‘You are Mr Buckingham’s daughter?’


Amy nodded.


‘It seems your father suffered a cardiac incident and a head trauma as he fell.’ She stopped speaking long enough to see that Amy had listened and understood. ‘He is expected to make a full recovery. He has regained consciousness and you will be able to see him, but briefly. He will be drowsy.’


Amy didn’t absorb the rest of the details – she guessed there had been an operation – but she shook her head when the doctor asked if she had any questions. She sat beside her dad’s bed and his expression changed just enough for her to know his mind was clearing. The gash on his temple had been patched, the wound itself looked tame but the skin around it was swollen and turning purple. ‘You scared me,’ she told him quietly.


His right eyebrow twitched but he made no attempt to speak. She took out her mobile. ‘I’ll phone the agency. I won’t go in tomorrow.’


‘You don’t need to miss work because of me.’ His words were monotone and slow, but clear. ‘You need that job.’


She shook her head, ‘It’s just holiday cover, Dad, and it finishes tomorrow. I’ll explain and it will be fine.’


‘I worry about you.’


‘Well, you shouldn’t, temporary work suits me.’ She sat back in the chair and the PVC upholstery squeaked, ‘The doctor said I shouldn’t stay too long but I’ll come back up in the morning. Obviously.’


‘Thanks.’ He managed an indistinct nod.


She wanted to ask how he was feeling but it seemed as though it was a question for the start of a visit, an opening question. Instead she asked, ‘Can I get you anything?’


He turned his hand over and gently squeezed hers. ‘Would you ask your mum to come and see me?’


‘Really?’


‘I ought to give her the pleasure of seeing me like this.’ His brief smile vanished. ‘Seriously, Amy, some thoughts are very clear when you are lying in a pool of blood. You should get a regular job. I shouldn’t smoke. And, as much as we’ve never been amicable, your mother and I have unfinished business.’


She caught a bus back to the city centre, the artificial colours and sounds of Addenbrooke’s were gone and she was returned to the other end of the same day. It had grown dark outside and the face of the clown blanc seemed to be a memory from another day entirely. Her phone was still cupped in her hand and her hand cupped in her lap. The bus was empty apart from two ladies near the front. Amy sat at the back. She could have called her mum right then but instead she closed her eyes in weariness and chose to speak to no one.




CHAPTER 2


‘Mum?’ Amy still had the key to her mum’s house. She used it whenever she visited but never went beyond the threshold without making sure her mum knew she was there.


‘I’m out the back.’


Amy walked through the kitchen and out to the conservatory on the other side. Her mum sat with her back to the window and an open book on her lap. Outside, the sun was strong enough to backlight the clouds and fill the space with a hard grey light.


‘Mum?’ Amy repeated, quietly this time.


Geraldine smiled as she looked up but that faded as she saw Amy’s expression. She set the book aside, her fingers finding the bookmark and the side table in a single, fluid move. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘It’s Dad. He’s in hospital.’ Even after all the years they’d been divorced the mention of either parent to the other caused tension; usually a barely perceptible hesitation. They both tried to show nothing but Amy always picked up on it. This time, though, all she saw in her mum’s expression was the need for answers. ‘He’s had a heart attack. He’s conscious.’ She started to tremble. ‘It looks like he’ll be OK.’


‘When did this happen?’


‘I went to meet him for lunch. He was late but it turned out he’d collapsed.’


‘Why didn’t you call me?’


‘I don’t know. I didn’t want to call anyone. It didn’t feel real and I decided I just wanted it to be me and him if . . .’ She didn’t finish the sentence; either she’d said enough for her mum to understand or else she’d already think that was as selfish as it had just sounded to her.


‘I understand why you didn’t phone immediately, Ames, but half a day later?’


‘You’re not married any more,’ she pointed out, then apologised. ‘They asked me for his next of kin and I didn’t know whether that was me, you or Nan.’


‘You as much as anyone, I suppose. Not me in any case.’


Amy took a breath. ‘He’s asked you to go.’


‘To the hospital?’


‘Dad said you and he had unfinished business.’


Her mum turned from Amy and stared into her small walled garden but not before Amy had seen the quick widening of her eyes. ‘Did he?’


‘What did he mean by that, Mum?’ Her mum had a strong profile, high cheekbones and features that were neat and in proportion. She was elegant and polished, the sort of woman that Amy thought would find it easy to attract a new man. Amy didn’t think she’d ever tried.


‘One of your dad’s jokes, I expect.’ Geraldine laughed lightly as if to prove the point. ‘Apart from that, I really don’t know.’


‘Will you go?’


‘Maybe.’ Geraldine swung her gaze back to meet Amy’s. ‘Do you want me to?’


‘I think you should.’ She almost added just in case. ‘See him tonight, Mum.’


‘I’ll go now.’


‘I’ll come with you.’


Geraldine squeezed her hand. ‘I can manage, Ames.’


‘I’ll see him first, Mum; I feel I should say goodnight.’ Amy smiled suddenly. ‘And warn him that you’ve actually turned up. I can get a taxi home afterwards.’ She squeezed her mum’s hand in reply. ‘I won’t be a fly on the wall, Mum. I mean, when was the last time you actually spoke to him?’


Geraldine shrugged, ‘I don’t know; I’ve blanked it out.’


 


*  *  *


Visiting hours had long since passed but Geraldine Buckingham hoped that compassion would win over red tape. She spoke quietly when she asked permission for them both to visit and the duty nurse seemed to run a critical eye over them before agreeing. ‘As long as he’s happy to see you,’ she replied, and then called Amy through as soon as she’d checked. Ten minutes later and it was Geraldine’s turn.


Robert lay propped up at a forty-five-degree angle. He didn’t look as frail as she’d feared but the drip beside his bed and the charts above it were enough to remind her how complicated their lives had become.


‘We’re not teenagers any more, are we, Gerri?’


She gave a wry smile and shook her head, ‘Too much water . . .’


‘And too many bridges?’ he said, ending a familiar sentence.


‘Exactly that.’ She pulled a visitors’ chair closer to the head of his bed. ‘Amy just told me what happened.’


He shook his head as if to say that it didn’t matter.


‘She said you wanted to talk to me.’


‘I said we had unfinished business.’ He pushed himself onto one elbow then up into a more upright position. ‘I remember feeling faint for just a second or two before I fell. I didn’t get sudden pain and didn’t know I’d hit my head even though there was blood.’


‘Did you know you had a heart condition?’


‘Does it matter? I’ve got one now.’


‘So you did?’


‘Blood pressure, that’s all.’ He brushed it away with his cannula-free hand. ‘Not enough to make me think morbid thoughts.’


‘But now you have?’


‘Exactly.’


Gerri could already see where this conversation would be heading. She clasped her hands together – it appeared casual but the fingers on one hand were gripping the others so hard that her knuckles had started to throb.


‘What are you planning?’


‘To tell Amy.’


‘Tell her what?’


‘Let me explain something to you first.’ He leant towards her further but she didn’t reach across to him. She felt her expression set and knew she was glaring. He refocused on the wall behind her and continued to speak. ‘What if I’d died? I never felt as though I was going to but I was drifting in and out and Amy was there. It’s not right that I could die without telling her the truth.’


‘But you’re not dying, Rob.’


‘But if I did . . . this is my wake-up call, Gerri. It’s what I meant by unfinished business.’


Geraldine’s anger rose swiftly. She stayed silent for several seconds as she tried to bite back the rage. ‘And you’re going to tell her what exactly?’ she hissed. She was trying to be quiet but her voice had risen to a loud whisper that stabbed the words at him.


‘Gerri, shush. You’ll get kicked out.’


She had no desire to do as she was told but didn’t want to be asked to leave either. ‘Amy doesn’t need this.’


‘Why not? She has nothing to occupy her apart from one dead-end job after the next. It’s 2014, Gerri. We’ve all been living with this for far too long. It’s got to stop now. Amy needs to know I never started that fire.’


‘You’ve told her enough times.’


‘She needs to know for certain. What have you told her?’


‘Nothing. It’s between the two of you.’


‘Does she ask you about it?’


Gerri pressed her lips firmly shut and shook her head.


He glared back at her. ‘Is that nothing or no comment? Because she has lived with this for over twenty years and she asks me questions all the time. Wants to know why we divorced. How can she believe that I’m innocent when she thinks the reason you left was because I was guilty? It’s illogical and she knows it.’


‘You were guilty.’ The words slipped out before Geraldine had a chance to check herself. ‘You wrecked our marriage and, if Amy knows the truth about that, how much respect do you think she’ll have left for you?’


‘I had a fling, I’m not saying “so what” but that isn’t the same as killing people, for God’s sake.’


‘An affair, which isn’t the same thing, Robert.’


‘You could have given me an alibi for the fire.’


‘It would have been a lie.’


‘Yes, but it would have led to the truth. You know I didn’t start it.’


‘It doesn’t matter. They had evidence, they made the case.’


Robert sighed and let his head drop back against the pillow. He stared up at the ceiling. ‘When I was first arrested you told me so often that you knew I was innocent. Do you even believe that any more?’ He turned to look at her. There was no frustration or anger now. He was serious and tired. ‘We’ve done each other some serious damage, Gerri. The worst betrayals.’


‘I know,’ she felt the tiredness too. ‘Of course I know you never killed them. I couldn’t prove it, though, and part of me . . .’ She hesitated and chewed at the top of her thumb. She guessed that she would regret, in the cold light of day, what she was about to say but he was asking for unadorned honesty and it felt like the wrong time and place for any more half-truths. ‘I decided to let the justice system carry on. I could have lied for you or gone out of my way to persuade people of your innocence but I would have looked like the disillusioned wife blindly believing her cheating husband, wouldn’t I?’


‘Maybe,’ he conceded.


‘So I told myself that whatever you’d got would be karma for what you’d done to me.’


‘And if I’d been found not guilty? What would have happened to us then?’


‘Same outcome, I guess. There were too many barriers between us by then. You can’t run around with other women then complain that your wife wants a divorce, Rob.’ Geraldine’s gaze met his and they both seemed to be waiting for the other to speak. He’d never been reliable as a husband but perhaps he was still a decent man. A man who loved his daughter and had missed out on years of her childhood. She pushed the thought aside; she knew better than that.


He broke the silence first, ‘I’m going to speak to Amy and I’d like you there.’


‘And tell her that I always knew you were innocent? It wasn’t my job to salvage you from the mess you made. Why try to hurt me now?’


‘It’s about her knowing the truth.’


‘Talk to her on your own. I don’t want to be there to see the look on her face.’


‘I’ll tell her everything, Gerri. Everything that led up to it. She’ll understand.’


Geraldine shook her head. ‘She won’t, Rob.’ But as she said it he looked away in surprise. She turned her head too and saw Amy halfway between the doorway and the foot of the bed. She stared from her mother to her father and back again.


‘I heard most of that,’ she said quietly. ‘Whispers carry well in an empty room. The bit I didn’t catch is how you’re not cruel, Mum.’


‘Cruel? Because I wouldn’t perjure myself?’


Amy’s expression turned stony. ‘You let me believe that two people are dead because of him. Did you really hate him that much?’


 


As Amy had stood at the foot of her father’s hospital bed she’d been aware that her view of her childhood had begun to warp and blur. She was the same but they’d revealed a different version of themselves and the ground beneath her had felt as though it was beginning to crumble. She’d been too young to understand anything when her dad had gone to prison. But when she’d started school it had caught up with her; she doubted that she’d ever forget the taunts in the playground and waking in the small hours, her pillow wet with tears. And her mum holding her gently and telling her, ‘Your dad did a very bad thing but we’ll start again. It will be all right.’ Then years later her father asked her to trust him, ‘I did nothing wrong, Amy. I need you to believe me.’


The bus travelled back towards the centre of Cambridge. She sat on the front row of the upper deck and closed her eyes against the car lights and street lamps that poked at her through the panoramic front window.


At first, she couldn’t remember what she’d just said to them, or what they’d tried to tell her. It seemed as though she’d stood on the one spot for many minutes with the world moving around her and a muffled underwater sound filling her ears. She hadn’t decided to walk away; her instincts had decided that on their own. She’d turned and then hurried towards the exit, just short of a run. She’d grabbed the first bus into town. Now, finally, she could feel her breathing settle and her thoughts slowing enough for her to catch hold of them. If everything she’d just heard was the truth . . . she broke off mid-thought to argue that it might not be.


The bus was in Perne Road now; she stared down at the houses. The street was lined with 1930s semis, almost all of which had been altered in some way or another: new windows, replacement doors, paved driveways. All unique, she supposed, but somehow all the same. Her family would never belong there and neither did she, but the idea of a life unblotted by extreme events appealed. If her parents had made up any part of their story she was sure they would have painted themselves in a better light, pretended they had once been the kind of family that had lived a fictitiously contented life in their suburban home.


There was, she concluded, no reason for any of it to be a lie. And, more than that, this new version of events made sense in a way that the version she’d grown up with never had. It felt like the truth.


She ignored the queasy feeling that had stayed within her since the hospital. Suddenly, she had no desire to rush home. She rang the bell for the next stop. She had no one to answer to but she didn’t want to bring this back home with her. Right now, she needed space to sift and sort her thoughts and to make sure they remained her own.


Alighting at the Brook pub wasn’t a random decision, just a spontaneous one. In secondary school her bus had passed the same way and this bus stop had been part of a regular pilgrimage. It hadn’t been the closest stop to the site of the fire but the walk had given her a few extra minutes to shake off whatever the day had held. At each visit, she’d spoken silently to her dad and then visited the remnants of the house she’d thought he’d destroyed. She’d stayed loyal despite the people he’d killed.


It was easy to remember everything about the short street; each detail, from the terrace of houses with front steps overlapping the pavement to the camber of the road and the angle that lamplight shafted into Romsey Terrace, was familiar. She’d been four at the time of the fire, too young to visit, the subject too taboo for her to ask. By the time she’d first come the house had gone, leaving nothing but a layer of its brickwork pinned to the property next door. That’s what she’d always stared at, looking for answers in the silent remains.


But this time when she came to the corner she stopped at the head of the street. Her reasons for visiting felt different now. She frowned. The idea that the situation was impossible had been replaced by opportunity.


Once again she stood with the rest of the world drifting past her, but now the shock had faded and it had been replaced by clarity.


Her parents had given her a single, sharp shard of information and the rest had to be up to her. She walked towards home, following the route her bus would have taken; she could have waited at the stop for the next one but her lethargy had vanished and her only instinct was not to stand still any more.




CHAPTER 3


Amy had been halfway home when she’d decided to call Neil Frampton. She’d waited for him outside the Earl of Beaconsfield, thinking that they would be able to go inside and find a discreet corner. He pulled his F-Type up to the kerb, lowered his window. He’d always been a big man but he’d put on weight since she’d last seen him and he seemed too bulky to belong with the car.


‘Did your mum give you my number?’


‘No, I took it off her phone a while ago. I’d like to speak to you.’


‘So you said.’ Then he waited as if he expected her to have the conversation out here in the street.


She tilted her head in the direction of the pub. ‘I thought we could go in there.’


‘I’m not in the habit of slipping out of the house to meet women. What do you actually want, Amy?’ His tone had turned impatient, or perhaps he’d been impatient all along. His heavy hands squeezed at the steering wheel. She realised then that the engine was still running and wondered whether he was about to pull away.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ she began, then hurried around the back of the vehicle, pulled open the passenger side door and dropped into the seat next to him, ‘we can talk wherever suits you.’


He glared straight ahead then pulled into the traffic without any further discussion. The interior smelt of leather upholstery mingled with musky aftershave. They’d driven the length of Mill Road before the silence became too much. ‘I remember you visiting us when I was a kid. But not once I’d started secondary school.’


‘I knew you well back then.’ He glanced at her, then back at the road. ‘But it was time to call it a day.’


‘Why?’


‘I think you know.’


‘Because my dad was being released. What I didn’t understand was your relationship with my mum. I knew you weren’t having an affair with her . . .’


Amy had guessed where he was taking them and Neil Frampton only responded once he’d pulled up in King Street close to the flight of sloping steps that led to her flat. ‘You’re correct, I wasn’t.’


They were within sight of Clowns and the spot where her father had collapsed just a few hours earlier. ‘So why did you help us for all those years?’


‘Your mother and I were friends.’


‘No, it’s not that either, is it? Friendship would have continued, and you like one another but you weren’t ever that close.’


Neil shifted in his seat, turning his upper body to face her. ‘Amy? You’re twisting things round to point in a certain direction. What exactly do you want to prove?’


‘I want to understand it.’


‘Perhaps it’s none of your business. And you didn’t get me out here to ask all of this. You said you needed my help.’


Neil was overweight; there was no sign of any great physical strength in him but he still seemed intimidating; a man with high blood pressure and low reserves of patience.


She raised her palms in surrender, ‘I’m sorry, this is coming out all wrong. The last thing I meant was to sound critical.’ She was messing this up and the fear of the door closing before it had opened made her voice wobble. ‘I really need a job,’ she stumbled over the words and then bit down on her bottom lip, hoping that her awkward half-truth would be taken as embarrassment at having to ask for help.


‘Why ask me now?’


‘Because I don’t know who else I can turn to.’


‘But why today?’


‘I’ve been temping and the contract ends this week . . .’


‘And your father has been rushed to hospital this afternoon.’ Neil ran his tongue across his teeth. ‘Amy, I’m always going to know what’s going on with him.’


‘That has nothing to do with why I’m asking.’


‘You’re lying.’ Neil’s eyes flashed wider. ‘Did he put you up to this?’


‘No! And he doesn’t know I’m here. Do you really think he’s in hospital thinking about you? And do you know how hard it is for me to ask you for work?’ she reached for the door handle. ‘I’m totally at the end of my options.’


He reached for her arm. ‘Amy . . .’


But she pulled away and scrambled out of the car and onto the pavement, ‘Just tell me one thing. Were you helping us out of guilt?’


‘Guilt for what?’ She slammed the door and started to walk away. She heard his door open and he shouted after her. ‘I said, guilt for what?’


She turned and took a couple of steps towards him. ‘You tell me. Seems like a man who helps the family of his son’s killer has to be motivated by something. I’ve thought about it and if it’s not sex and not money then guilt seems like the answer.’


‘And asking me this on the day he’s rushed to hospital?’


‘Coincidence. I need a job, that’s all.’


He didn’t move for what felt like a considerable length of time. Amy waited. ‘Go to our yard in Argyle Street tomorrow morning. I’ll tell Moira to expect you.’


Amy nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she breathed.


‘Nine a.m.,’ he told her and she could feel his eyes on her as she walked towards home.




CHAPTER 4


The flatbed truck drove into the yard, its wing mirrors passing within a couple of inches of the narrow brick entrance. The driver immediately spotted the two figures in the Portakabin as the strip lights drenched the interior in an unforgiving starkness. The window stood out like a huge flat-screen TV in the dull enclosure. He swung left into the gap between scaffold poles and a compact trailer carrying a generator, and then adjusted his rear-view mirror to take another look at the two women. Moira was the finance manager, but the other . . . It was rare to have visitors although, occasionally, a car might pull in. But this woman was younger, not the middle-aged dominant type who’d arrive by Mercedes or Audi and use it to block the entrance and attempt to demand obedience from him or his men. Moira held a sheaf of papers in her hand and the pages flapped like a semaphore flag. She moved towards the spare desk and put her hand on the back of the chair. He couldn’t see the newcomer too clearly but she seemed familiar.


He slid down from the cab. He was a big man, a couple of inches short of six foot but solid. The heavy tread of his boots ground mud stains onto the concrete.


When he opened the door their conversation trickled dry. Moira smiled uneasily, ‘Stan, this is Amy Laurence, our new temp.’


He wiped his palm on the thigh of his overall and stepped forward to shake her hand. She looked in her early twenties although he knew she wasn’t that young. He muttered ‘hello’ and her grip attempted to be firm but he was aware of overpowering it with his own. ‘I didn’t know we were employing anyone.’


Moira glanced at Amy then back to him, flat-eyed, ‘Neither did I.’


‘I see.’ Stan stared at Amy but continued to address Moira. ‘So who sent for extra help? Neil?’


‘Who else?’


Stan grunted and Amy made a point of pretending that she was unaware of his attention but her shoulders were tense and her hands had balled into small fists. Stan went to his own desk and pulled paperwork towards him as he sat. ‘Let’s see what other shit the day has to offer then.’


Moira slapped her own papers onto her desk, loud enough for him to glance up. She shook her head at him. ‘We don’t need a bad atmosphere in here, Stan.’


He leant back in his chair and forced the tension away. ‘It’s a bit of a hangover,’ he told her.


She raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, don’t make us all suffer.’


‘I’m happy to make coffee,’ Amy offered. ‘Would you like coffee?’ She had regained her composure very quickly and smiled as though she found the idea of making his coffee amusing for some reason. Perhaps she was about to spit in it.


‘Yeah, white with two.’


She seemed to know where to find the kettle. Her eyes were brown and her smile made them sparkle, made her cheeks dimple. Her curly brown hair bounced when she moved. She disappeared towards the kitchenette, her straight skirt doing nothing to hide her figure. He registered all those things but doubted he would ever see beyond the only fact that mattered; this was Robert Buckingham’s daughter.


Moira gave her desktop an urgent tap. ‘Don’t glare at her like that.’


‘I wasn’t.’


When his coffee arrived he left it untouched. By then he had sent an email across the office and told Moira to meet him at the end of the street. He had almost reached the corner when she drove alongside him. She lowered the driver’s window of her Audi A4. ‘Get in then,’ she told him.


She drove away before he had the chance to put on his seatbelt. They sped through several back streets until she found an unoccupied residents-only parking space in Vinery Road. He was the first to speak. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t know her, Moira? What’s the idea?’


‘I don’t know why she’s here either. Neil just rang this morning and told me that he’d offered her a job. He said it might be a six-month contract no less.’


‘Just out of the blue?’


‘She contacted him apparently. She was desperate for work,’ Moira raised her hands in despair, ‘and he’s jumped in to rescue her.’


‘Of course he has,’ Stan replied. He and Moira had been working together throughout; they’d seen Neil Frampton and the company come back from near bankruptcy. He was a smart man over most things. But not this. ‘Where does he think this will end? And how are we supposed to work with her? Hey Amy, I used to be your dad’s mate until he killed those people.’


‘Stan . . .’


‘Does she know that payments go to suppliers, not to her own bank account? Sorry, Amy, can’t let you loose with a lighter or matches, a cheque book or even a pen.’


‘Stan, stop it.’ Moira was far better at holding everything in than he’d ever been and watching her restraint now was just aggravating him.


‘I want you to admit to being as angry as I am, Moira. Or you can coach me and we can all sit around drinking coffee, sharing stories about the old days.’


‘She’s not her father.’


‘We don’t know what she’s not. And we don’t get a choice either. Thanks, Neil, thanks very much.’


Moira restarted the engine. ‘We’ll go back, talk to her and clear the air. That’s the best way forward.’


Stan exhaled a heavy breath and let his head loll back against the headrest. ‘Fucking hell, Moira.’




CHAPTER 5


Three months later.


 


Sue Gully had curled up on Goodhew’s sofa, too exhausted by recent events to worry about politeness or her usual self-consciousness around his home. They’d returned from a funeral and it had marked the end of the previous case in a way that the arrest of the killer hadn’t and the conviction wouldn’t. This, for her at least, had been the sign-off. She guessed it was the same for Goodhew too; the restless expression that haunted his features during an investigation had gone for now. He’d been sitting on the floor next to her, leaning against his jukebox and telling her about his family, memories of his childhood, even about how he had felt as a young boy when his grandfather had died. It had happened in this very room, the only part of the rest of the house below his flat that Goodhew occupied.


‘I may have moved some of my things in here, but I still feel this is his study,’ Goodhew now said to her. ‘And even though I now know how he died, I still feel that this is a peaceful place.’


It felt right to move onto the floor beside him, but she didn’t. Maybe he thought the same because, now, he’d come to sit beside her. It wasn’t the first time she’d imagined being close to him. But this was real and she had one inescapable reason why she should not let it happen.


He studied her expression for a single still moment and she felt as though he could read her every thought; she was used to his intensity, but not when she was the absolute focus like this. She held her breath and didn’t turn away from his gaze. His fingers touched her cheek, then, as their lips met, he wrapped his arms around her. She pulled him closer. She pressed her fingers against his back, felt the tautness beneath his shirt; the strength she’d watched him regain after his accident. It was the way she’d imagined. Stealing her breath. Making her float. Making anything seem possible. Except she knew it wasn’t.


She waited until the moment when there was stillness. She lay in the crook of his arm, her cheek against his chest. They still held each other even though she knew it had to be time to let go. She scoured her thoughts, trying to find the right words, the ones that would explain enough but not hurt, or raise questions or, worse still, leave the door ajar. Her hand rested on his arm and she could feel his warmth through the thin cotton of his shirt.


‘Will you stay?’ he asked.


She drew a breath. She still didn’t have the words but needed to trust that they would come. ‘Why now, Gary?’


‘Too soon or not soon enough? And does it really matter?’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied. But she did know and the truth was that there might never be a right time. ‘It would be a mistake for us. We work together.’


‘Is that the only reason?’


He rolled onto his side and their faces were close. Almost touching. She wanted to kiss him again but instead she pressed her palm against his shoulder. ‘We’ve been to a funeral and then there’s . . .’ She trailed off, not wanting to raise the subject of exactly what had happened to his grandfather. ‘Two shocks, Gary. I get it.’


‘This isn’t about needing company or not thinking straight . . .’


She knew that. She felt the edge of a void beckoning. If she stayed longer it would only grow more difficult. Her answer had been wrong. She slipped out of his arms. ‘I need to go. I have nothing against one-night stands, Gary, just not with colleagues.’ She turned away to take her jacket from the armchair. She felt her cheeks flush and was relieved that the half-light hid that at least.


‘You know that’s not what this is.’


‘It always makes things complicated.’ It was easier to leave it like that; he didn’t know much about her private life; she might have a different bloke every night for all he knew.


She slipped her arms into her jacket but didn’t button it. She pushed her hands into her pockets and waited for him to stand. His expression was back to its most unfathomable.


He walked her down both flights of stairs and by then she found the silence too much. ‘The thing is, Gary, you don’t know me. Not really. I don’t want it to get weird between us or to ruin our friendship.’


‘I think I know you, Sue. And you know me better than anyone else does.’ Without warning he hugged her, kissing her softly on the cheek before opening the door and letting her go.


She hurried down the steps and crossed onto Parker’s Piece, walking quickly without glancing back. She concentrated on keeping her speed constant and her step determined until she knew that she was out of sight. She slowed then and took twice as long as usual to reach home and the entire time she could still feel his lips on hers. If her brain worked differently she would have stayed, and damn the consequences, but she’d never understood the throwaway intimacy of a one-night stand. And that was never what she’d wanted with Gary. She doubted there was the possibility of more than that, though, and the thought of him pushing her away later hurt more than ending it before it had the chance to begin.




CHAPTER 6


Goodhew sat on the top step of the short stone flight that led from street level up to his front door. He leant back against the darkly painted wood the weak sunlight had warmed, and he watched Parker’s Piece through half-closed eyes. When he was younger he’d believed that the paths crossing the green had marked the centre of Cambridge, like a giant X-marks-the-spot. Unless it was the dead of the night, there were always people crossing it on foot or bicycle; easy to believe that everyone who lived in the city passed through here at one time or another.
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