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To Abi Henry.


I said that my next book would be thanks to you.
Here it is.


And for everything, including this, thank you so much.









PART ONE









Prologue


Celia Henry had remained at her father’s graveside after the other mourners had dispersed. She hadn’t been ready to break the silence.


The days between his death and the funeral had passed in a slow and muted blur. A no-man’s land. A halfway house between losing him and letting him go.


Cards and messages of condolence had arrived.


She had opened each and stood it alongside the others. She filled her kitchen windowsill with them, and let her unfocused gaze wander between them and the garden each time she washed the dishes. And, for those days, the kitchen had been her sanctuary, the place where she’d let her thoughts run unchecked, and where it had been safe to admit that she dreaded the funeral.


Most of the family didn’t come because of the short notice and the cost of flights from Montego Bay. And Celia had been glad; their apologies were sincere, and she would visit when she could, but she hadn’t been ready to be descended upon by cousins and elderly, emotional aunties. His brother Alton, her uncle, had travelled up from Dalston, but the rest of the mourners were locals, and many were the same faces who’d been at her mammy’s funeral the previous year.


And when it was all over Celia had stood at the graveside alone, a weary woman saying a wordless goodbye.









Chapter 1


And now, almost eight years later, Celia Henry was aware that the same kind of silence had hung around her since the crash. It had descended when the news broke, and had deepened as the full impact touched the residents of Mawson Road. Of course, she’d carried on since then; she’d worked and shopped and still talked with her neighbours, although, on the subject itself, she said nothing. It was not the time for gossip.


She knew she wasn’t herself, and she hadn’t been since she’d found out the date of the trial. Or, more specifically, in the hours afterwards when she’d first asked herself whether she would attend. Whether she should.


Why would she?


She hadn’t been at the scene. And although she knew them all, she wasn’t family. The date had grown closer, and she had convinced herself that she should let it go.


Right up until last night she had told herself that she wouldn’t attend.


She hadn’t slept well, and rose and dressed while still telling herself that it wasn’t her place.


Eventually she relented.


***


The walk from Mawson Road to Cambridge Crown Court would take no more than twenty minutes, but she still left home with an hour and a half to spare. Breakfast, usually a 9 a.m. mix of fresh fruit and good intentions that lasted until mid-morning, had been skipped … would be skipped.


After all, it wasn’t yet eight and it was still too early.


She closed her front door by tugging it shut by the lip of the letterbox, making sure that it was no louder than just the unavoidable click of spring and latch. She had never been a loud person and disapproved of the noise that spilled in from Mill Road.


But this was different. She still needed her cocoon of silence.


The decision to arrive an hour before the court doors opened was deliberate; a mix of preparation on one hand, and on the other, enough time to slip away again unnoticed if she changed her mind.


In her handbag were two sandwiches and three slices of hummingbird cake, not home baked as usual, but one of four purchased from the Hot Numbers coffee shop on the other side of Mill Road.


And yesterday, without planning it, she’d tidied.


Tidying before a court case had been her in the days when she’d needed to shut the door behind her and forget about home until a trial was done. That had been a long time ago, but the order of sweeping and straightening and putting away still felt comfortable.


And, as she walked, she realised why she wasn’t herself; she had awakened the person she used to be.


Everything about the building was as she remembered. She nodded at Tony, the elder of the two security guards.


He smiled in recognition. ‘Working again?’ he asked.


She shook her head.


‘Ah, that’s a pity, you were one of the friendly ones. So many come in without even a word.’ He ran a handheld scanner across her as he spoke. ‘I recognise their faces, but they look past me like I don’t exist.’


She remembered his line of patter. ‘Photographers are the worst,’ she added. Her voice sounded rusty and she realised they had been her first words of the day.


‘Exactly what I was going to say,’ he chuckled, then switched to a sterner expression as other people arrived. She doubted he’d crack another smile between now and the end of the day.


She glanced back at the doorway, then hurried towards Court 1 before anyone else tried to speak to her. She chose a seat at one end of the back row of the public gallery where it would be easy to slip away, but, more importantly, where her presence would be least noticed, and waited as the court gradually filled. She recognised several of the court officials and knew all of their roles. She knew the traditions and the order of proceedings. The others in the public gallery remained restless and responded to each movement and new sound. The woman in front of her was upright, but visibly nervous, and her reactions were marginally sharper than those of the others. A mother, she guessed, but had no idea whose.


Celia placed her bag on her lap and folded her hands around it. She didn’t care that she would not be taking notes; instead she would close her eyes for the first testimony and then listen to them all, no matter how many days that took.


Then Nicci Waldock was led in and Celia felt the air tighten.









Chapter 2




‘So, you had a habit of looking out for your brother?’


‘Yes, I did.’


‘You wanted to protect him?’


‘Of course.’


‘What did you think you could achieve?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe I thought that worrying about him would keep him safe.’ And, before the words dried, he added, ‘I was mistaken.’





Jack Bailey had begun his shift at the ‘Five Miles from Anywhere, No Hurry Inn’ at noon. The pub stood about half an hour from Cambridge in a riverside hamlet whose population swelled in spring and summer months, thanks to visitors in cabin cruisers and narrowboats. Now every mooring was occupied and the slope between the bar room and the river was dappled with groups of people sitting at picnic tables laden with drinks or sunbathing on blankets. Weekend days in the hot weather were usually frantically busy, more so when there was a band playing. He had already been around several times to collect glasses. The punters were supposed to take only the plastic ones into the beer garden – health and safety and all that – but people often started in the bar and then wandered outside.


From time to time he scanned the crowd and glanced towards the car park. His brother Charlie had been typically vague. ‘Yeah, well, we might come down in the afternoon. See what the weather’s doing. Will you let me know who’s playing?’


There were multiple bands, three today, three tomorrow. And Charlie had commented each time the line-up had been adjusted, so Jack knew that the question was redundant. It was more likely to be about who would be going, and who wouldn’t.


Nicci would be there, of course. Charlie had been knocking around with her since primary school, and, as far as Jack knew, they had managed to get all the way through adolescence without anything beyond friendship occurring between them, but they remained close to inseparable. Of course, the dynamic had changed since they’d both started at uni, although it would have changed a lot more if one of them had decided to study further afield. But no, they had both stayed in Cambridge and had plumped for Anglia Ruskin, with Charlie studying Sociology, and no career plans beyond that, as far as Jack knew.


Jack suspected that Charlie’s indecision about today had more to do with whether Nicci’s new friend Ellie decided to tag along. Charlie’s keenness was so poorly disguised that Jack was certain that the romance was doomed before it had even begun.


Jack made his way right around the building just to get a better view of the car park. If they did arrive, he’d be pleased to know they’d done so safely. Charlie might technically be an adult but, to Jack, he was permanently somewhere about fourteen.


Jack was back behind the bar when they finally showed up, six of them not three. They stood in the middle of one of the few remaining clear patches of grass. Three girls, three boys. Five of them conferring, with only the sixth, Nicci, standing apart. She had her back to him and seemed to be staring across at the river, ignoring a conversation which involved glances in Jack’s direction, towards the band and back at the spot where they stood.


Jack knew them all.


He turned away, emptying the glass washer of clean glasses and refilling it with dirty ones. The next time he looked at them was when they approached the bar.


‘I wondered if you’d had a change of plans. You missed the first band, you know.’


Charlie’s expression was caught between warmth and awkwardness. ‘Yeah well, we were running a bit late. All good now though.’ He tapped his fingertips on the laminate-topped bar. ‘Four pints of Coke, two of lemonade. Thanks.’


‘Just soft drinks?’


‘Yeah, for starters.’ It was Rob who had cut in. Rob had been three years below Jack at school, but they’d been on the same football team and had been friends for a while. Until Jack and Gemma had briefly dated. He could still picture the darkness in Rob’s expression. The protectiveness. It had been a life lesson; never date a friend’s little sister.


Why didn’t schools offer that kind of real-world advice?


‘Good to see you.’ Jack managed to sound neutral. Gemma stood nearer to him than her brother. It meant that he was looking past Gemma when he spoke to Rob and he could feel her languid gaze resting on him. ‘Do you want a tray?’ She had one arm draped across the shoulder of the third man, Callum, the only one of the six who Jack barely knew. Callum was pink-skinned and scrawny, and nothing like Rob or Gemma. Jack knew they wouldn’t be an item.


When the others took their drinks outside, Gemma hung back. ‘I hoped you’d be here.’


He worked every weekend; it was a pretty good bet. Jack grunted, ‘Why?’


‘Nothing really. A chance to clear the air.’ She smiled, tilting her head back. It was challenge rather than warmth that flashed in her eyes. ‘Isn’t it time we were friends again?’


‘It’s good to see you, Gem.’ Jack picked up a bar towel and began wiping down the beer pumps, giving his work most of his attention and casting just a swift glance at Gemma now and again.


‘Come on. What’s the problem, Jack?’ She waved one hand in the direction of the beer garden. ‘You and Rob could make up.’ She patted the bar and her voice rose a little. ‘Or maybe not, but you should be out there with us right now, having a laugh.’


Only the muffled sound of the band made it inside, so the sight of Charlie waving his arms around as he amused his friends, probably with a ridiculous anecdote, was accompanied by the unrelenting thump of a song Jack didn’t recognise. ‘Who’s driving?’


‘No one. We’re sleeping out.’ She made quote marks with her fingers as she added, ‘Festival style.’ She pretended to think. ‘You could join us when you’re done.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Jack …’


‘The air’s clear.’ He nodded in the direction of the beer garden. ‘And even clearer out there.’ He saw a new customer approaching the bar and turned away from Gemma before she had a chance to reply.









Chapter 3




‘According to medical reports you have fully recovered, but you claim your memory of that afternoon and evening is incomplete?’


‘Yes, it is.’


‘You can remember being by the river, and everyone who was present, but not everything that happened?’


‘Yes, but what I do remember is accurate.’


‘Accurate, but incomplete? It is hardly the same as the truth, the whole truth, is it, Miss Waldock?’





Nicci couldn’t remember how she and Ellie ended up at the Cam’s edge, but she remembered them standing on the grassy bank and watching the slow flow of the ageing river. They must have wandered away from their friends and were now under the partial shade of a willow, and, in either direction, the moorings were occupied by a long line of narrowboats and cruisers. The ground sloped sharply, making her feet press forward in her sandals. ‘Can we either sit or keep walking, El?’


‘As long as we’re not hanging out with Gemma?’ Ellie asked.


‘I’ll be sociable, just give me some space first.’


‘I’m not a fan, if that helps.’ Ellie looked warily at the sun-wilted grass. ‘I can see duck shit.’


‘Well don’t sit on that bit.’


‘Do ducks pee on grass?’


Nicci chose a spot that looked no more sinister than hay and dust. ‘Don’t know, don’t care.’ She patted the ground. ‘Just sit, will you?’


Ellie seemed reluctant, but did as she was told.


‘Are you going to turn down crime scenes because they look too messy?’


‘We’ll have suits. Anyhow, that’ll be work.’


Nicci raised an eyebrow. ‘So you won’t be fussy if you’re being paid?’


Ellie gave Nicci’s leg a playful flick. ‘You know that’s not what I meant. Besides, it’s a long time before we’ll start applying for jobs.’


Ellie was neat and precise in everything she did. She had plenty of skills that could make her a good CSI, but Nicci wondered whether she had the stomach for it. Nicci herself was the exact opposite; less organised, sometimes clumsy, but rarely fazed. ‘Meaning what, that you are thinking of a different career?’


Plenty of the students on their course wanted to work in crime-related fields; some would be applying to join the police, others, like Nicci, wanted to be crime scene investigators, but most still seemed undecided. And, as Ellie had said, it was still early days.


Ellie seemed to consider the question carefully before replying. ‘I’m thinking about leaving.’


‘Leaving what?’


‘The course. Cambridge. Everything.’ She sat cross-legged with her hands in her lap and her straight blonde hair draped evenly across her shoulders; from a distance she probably looked serene. Up close she did not. Her gaze was unwavering, and her eyes were wider than usual. Her cheeks seemed pinched.


‘But why?’


‘It’s wrong for me.’


‘That doesn’t make sense; we’ve almost completed the first year. And your grades are great.’


‘It’s not about my grades, Nic.’ Ellie looked away, maybe across the water to the flat, scrubby fields on the other side, or maybe at nothing.


‘Then what?’


Ellie shook her head and said nothing at first. Only the side of her face was in view, but it was enough for Nicci to see the pain.


‘Ellie, look at me. Why haven’t you told me about this before? Or has something happened?’ Nicci shuffled closer and put her arm around Ellie, but was immediately shaken away.


‘Don’t, someone will see.’


‘What’s happened?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe nothing.’ Ellie took a few steadying breaths. ‘If a man fell in the river now, what would you do?’


Nicci could swim, but nowhere more adventurous than the local pool or in thigh-height water on a sandy beach. ‘If I swam out, we’d both drown. The best bet would be to throw a ring or a rope.’


‘But you’d do something?’


‘Of course.’


‘How do you know you wouldn’t just leave him? People do, or they’re too busy filming it to shout for help. How do you know you wouldn’t be one of those?’


‘I just don’t think I would, but I guess some people freeze … What’s this about?’


‘I know I don’t have what it takes to get involved.’ She pressed her lips together as she fought back tears, then mumbled, ‘I thought I would, but I don’t.’


Nicci began to speak but Ellie shook her head fervently.


‘No, Nic. I don’t want any of it. I don’t want to stand up in court to give evidence or make statements to the police. I don’t want the responsibility.’ She had begun to shake.


Nicci spoke quietly and urgently. ‘Whatever has happened, it can be sorted. Just tell me.’


‘I saw something,’ Ellie whispered.


‘What?’


‘It was cloth, torn, like a rag. And I thought I recognised it, but I couldn’t place it. I didn’t realise what it was until today, but it turns out that I knew all along. I just turned my back.’


‘Ellie, what are you talking about? Tell me everything.’


Ellie was already scrambling to her feet. ‘I can’t get involved. It’s too much.’ Fear and indecision were written on her face, and she was no longer looking at Nicci. Nicci wondered how long there’d been a shadow behind her friend’s smile, and how many times it had gone unnoticed.


Nicci followed Ellie’s gaze and twisted around in time to see Callum crossing the grass towards them. ‘Oh great,’ Nicci muttered.


But Ellie wiped her flushed face with the back of one hand. ‘Forget about it, Nic.’ And then, to Callum, ‘Have we missed the shots yet? I didn’t realise how long we’d been chatting.’


‘Gemma wants us to stay together.’ Callum glanced from Ellie to Nicci, and back again. ‘It’s why we’re here, isn’t it?’


‘Of course,’ Ellie nodded. She reached out and pulled Nicci to her feet. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, too quietly for Callum to hear. The colour had faded from her cheeks and a film of sweat had formed across them and travelled down her neck. She looked as though she needed to throw up.


She looked reluctant when Callum took her arm, but said nothing as the three of them crossed the grass to join the others.









Chapter 4




‘How did you first meet Ellie Daniels?’


‘We started university at the same time and happened to rent rooms in the same house.’


‘Did you become close?’


‘Not sex. No, I didn’t think of her that way. But we were friends. Definitely friends.’


‘And on Monday 28 March, when you saw Miss Daniels by the river with Miss Waldock, did either seem upset?’


‘No, they didn’t. That happened later.’





Gemma had pestered Callum into walking over to collect the girls. It was less than a hundred yards, but it wasn’t the distance that bothered him, it was the principle.


So far, Callum would have described the day as disappointing. Ellie had painted a picture of the pub by the river, and the kind of drunken party atmosphere where he’d been able to imagine that anything might be possible. Instead it had almost instantly turned into a complicated knot of subtext and uncomfortable silences. He’d had no idea that Nicci and Gemma shared a mutual dislike for one another which had existed since childhood, and now Ellie found it hard to warm to Gemma because of her ridiculous loyalties to Nicci.


He strode towards the river bank. He could see Nicci and Ellie talking, leaning in towards one another. Sharing secrets probably. Hopefully not discussing how he felt about Gemma.


Ellie had known about it all along; they’d discussed Gemma often enough. In fact, there had been evenings when she’d joked and told him that he needed to find a second hobby, one which was completely Gemma free. She’d made that joke as recently as last night … he slowed, and considered that for a moment.


Last night she hadn’t quite been herself though and the evening had ended rather abruptly.


And now he had had to run after her – at Gemma’s insistence – to bring the group back together. Ellie and Nicci looked up at him, and he tried to ignore the conspiratorial silence that hung between the two girls. ‘Gemma wants us to stay together,’ he said.


Surprisingly, Nicci looked happier about it than Ellie, but neither objected. Ellie walked quickly; it was only a short distance but he had to rush to keep up. He was half a stride behind her and as close to speaking distance as he thought he was going to get. ‘Don’t forget to talk to Gemma,’ he whispered.


Usually she would have replied with, ‘I won’t’, or ‘Of course’. But she didn’t answer until he looked at her and asked again. Then she nodded.


‘What’s the problem?’ he muttered.


She shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


He suddenly wondered whether her pace was about avoiding him, and he sensed that she didn’t want to talk to him at all. ‘You’ll speak to Gemma though?’ he persisted.


‘Of course. I said I would, didn’t I?’


Callum sat on the grass, leaning back on one elbow and holding what looked like a pint of Coke in the other hand. His glass now contained about one-third Southern Comfort. He wasn’t usually much of a drinker, but he worked part time in a bar and knew from first-hand experience that a few less inhibitions had fuelled plenty of encounters. He’d also seen many drunken falls and failures, but, he figured, the trick was to stop before it went that far. He would lie back, take it easy and wait until he was sure the time was right.


The six of them sat in an arc, facing in the general direction of the stage. The three boys sat in the middle, with Charlie and Nicci to Callum’s left and Rob, Gemma and Ellie to his right. Callum nodded at the stage and asked Charlie, ‘Who’s up next?’


Charlie seemed to have memorised the running order of the bands, and didn’t need to check. ‘Crackleford.’


‘Never heard of them.’


‘Documentary pop, like very new, new wave?’ Then he added, ‘You’re not into music, are you?’


‘Sometimes. It depends.’ For Callum music was little more than something added to video games and movies for extra effect. On a par with title sequences and power-ups.


Charlie tilted his head so that no one but Callum could catch his words. ‘Gemma loves this band. Just thought you should know.’


Callum wasn’t sure whether Charlie was being kind, or just laughing at him. He took a couple of gulps of his drink, half closed his eyes and watched the drummer reposition his stool and the snare.


Sometimes, Callum reminded himself, it was wise to pause for a moment just to take stock. And, at least until the band started, he thought he might have a chance of hearing snatches of the conversations around him. But Gemma and Ellie spoke in low tones and the only words he caught were inconsequential; about hair and fashion, and nothing to do with him.


Gemma looked across just once, and, when their eyes met, she smiled and raised her fingers in a small wave. Ellie looked at him too, and he raised his eyebrows at her, just enough to give her a subtle reminder. Her expression was blank and unsmiling, and her only response was to lift her glass, and tilt her head as she drained its contents.


The band began to play then, but Callum continued to watch the two girls with growing curiosity. Gemma leant closer to talk in Ellie’s ear, and then Ellie did the same in reply. Ellie looked tense. Gemma seemed irritated, there were no smiles, but there was no shouting either. Somewhere during Crackleford’s second song they stopped talking to one another and, from then on, only watched the band.


Callum began watching the band too, with Gemma and Ellie unmoving in his peripheral vision. He had no idea what had changed between them, although he was sure that neither of them spoke again, or even moved.


But, the next time he looked at Ellie, her face was flushed and he saw her start to sob.









Chapter 5




‘So, Mr Hayward, you drove to the pub because your sister Gemma asked you to?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘But there were enough spaces in Miss Waldock’s car?’


‘Yes, but Gemma wasn’t sure how long she wanted to stay, and, like everyone else, I thought it might be a laugh.’


‘But later, you left without her?’


‘I’ll always regret that, but Nicci’s the one on trial here, not me.’





Under Rob’s jacket was a bag, and in the bag were two one-litre bottles of Southern Comfort and another of tequila. The plan was to buy mixers at the bar, add the whiskey, then later switch to shots. No one expected that to end without someone chucking up. But Rob hoped that no one would have the appetite for the tequila, and he’d been preoccupied with thinking of ways to try to divert Gemma from mixing her drinks. If she became determined, then he doubted he could.


Rob dug in his pocket for a twenty, then tried to pass it to Callum. ‘Do me a favour? Go to the bar and get another round in. We need the drinks diluted a bit more than this.’


Callum shook his head. ‘I’ve brought my own. Didn’t want to pay pub prices. Do you know how much profit they make on mixers?’


Rob had no doubt that Callum would have told him, and in far too much detail. Two minutes in Callum’s company was all the motivation Rob needed to head to the bar. By the time he had crossed the grass, he’d reduced his intended order to three soft drinks, one each for himself, Gemma and Ellie.


The barmaid had white-tipped nails, several rings on her fingers and another on her thumb. A heavy charm bracelet swung from her wrist. He wondered how she managed with so much jewellery getting in the way. She tilted each glass and added syrup then soda water. ‘I said, did you want lemon with that?’


‘Sorry, no,’ he shook his head, ‘we’re good.’


She flashed her thick lashes in the direction of the grassy slope and the river. ‘Our barman’s watching you lot.’


‘Jack? Why?’


‘He hates it when people bring their own drinks in. It don’t bother me, I just think, the more the merrier. I get paid either way. But it don’t even matter that he knows you, he’ll soon chuck you out.’


‘I’m buying drinks now, aren’t I?’


‘Don’t tell me, tell him.’ She pointed an embellished finger at the window. ‘Rottweiler alert.’


The afternoon had been overtaken by evening, but trade didn’t appear to be slowing. Candles glowed on tables and the lighting from both the stage and inside the pub was just enough. Rob caught sight of Jack weaving between the benches and people lounging on the grass as he collected glasses. Jack wasn’t close to their group yet, but Rob could see he was heading in their general direction.


Rob picked up his drinks. ‘Thanks.’


The atmosphere of the afternoon had changed; he noticed it as soon as he stepped outside. The band had finished playing, and as though the audience had forgotten to readjust their voices, their volume had grown. At first he heard laughter, but shouting too. He’d taken a few more steps before he pinpointed the source of anger, and as he hurried towards his group from one direction, Jack cut across from the other.


It was Charlie and Gemma who were shouting. Ellie was on the ground in the same place as before, but Nicci was with her, holding onto her as she sobbed. Callum was nowhere to be seen.


And Rob didn’t notice the laughter after that.


Charlie and Gemma were toe to toe. ‘Because there’s always a drama when you’re involved,’ Charlie yelled. ‘You wind people up …’


‘I haven’t wound anyone up.’ She waved her whole arm in Ellie’s direction. ‘I’m looking after her.’


Rob was at his sister’s side at pretty much the same moment as Jack reached Charlie. ‘You’re all pissed,’ Jack said. He looked disgusted as his gaze swept across the group and his attention settled on Rob.


It had taken Rob a few seconds to see what was going on; like Jack, he’d run his gaze from Charlie and Gemma, to Nicci and Ellie. And he knew at once that Jack’s take on it would be different to his own.


Jack turned by a few degrees, enough to square up to Rob. He glowered, his eyes narrow.


‘What’s the problem, Jack?’ Rob asked. ‘It is a pub.’


‘You all need to quieten down. Forget the alcohol until you’ve sobered up, and buy the rest of your drinks in the pub.’


‘No need to be so uptight, man.’ Man, Rob never used that word in that context, but he did it then to prove a point, to highlight how Jack’s attitude was unnecessary. It was their weekend, their fun. Not Jack’s. So what if there had been a little too much alcohol and emotion? ‘You’re making a scene, Jack.’


‘I’m making a point. This is a pub with entertainment for customers, not a music festival.’ Jack turned to his brother. ‘I told you, you don’t just rock up with beer and a tent. It’s taking the piss.’


‘There are bands on tomorrow and you knew we planned on being here both days.’


‘This is my job, Charlie …’


‘Exactly, you could have sorted it out for us.’


‘I haven’t been here long enough to ask for favours. And I need this job, so don’t eff it up for me.’ Even though he stopped short of swearing, he still lowered his voice for the ‘eff’ and it spat out in an angry whisper that would have carried right down to the river.


Rob glanced at the pub. ‘Jack, leave it.’


‘Butt out, Rob.’ Jack’s expression darkened further, and he carried on speaking to Charlie. ‘It was going to be you and Nicci, and maybe Ellie. Instead there are six of you, pissed and hysterical. Sort yourselves out or go home.’ Jack turned back towards the group and moved so that he stood between Charlie and the others. His voice softened, but Rob still caught his words to his brother. ‘What the hell is wrong with Ellie?’


‘I don’t know. Ask Gemma, not me.’ Charlie feigned amusement. ‘Or are you still avoiding Gemma? Is this whole arsy attitude about you being uncomfortable because she’s here?’


Rob could imagine that it was. Jack dating and then dumping his sister had soured everything between them. Whenever he thought about it, he still felt the anger rise. Jack had remained sheepish ever since, and now, even when Gemma was mentioned, Jack didn’t glance in her direction.


No surprise then when he ignored Charlie’s barb.


‘I’m sorry Ellie’s in a state.’ Jack spoke slowly, with forced calmness. ‘But Ellie needs to calm down or go home, Charlie. She’s your responsibility. And Nicci’s.’ He spun around to face Rob. ‘And you should know better. Get this under control, or you’re all out of here.’


Jack strode away, and then the attention of the others fell on Rob. They stared at him as though he had the answer to everything. He didn’t need this. It wasn’t his fault that the day had become screwed. ‘Fuck this,’ he muttered, and wheeled away.









Chapter 6




‘So, would you say your memory is clear, or not, Miss Hayward?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with my memory. I can’t remember what I never witnessed in the first place.’


‘So you can’t identify the moment when the mood of your party deteriorated?’


‘Ask Nicci. She saw what was happening. She caused this.’





Perhaps if Rob hadn’t stormed off like that, then everything might have been different.


Or would it? When she looked back, it was impossible to see it any other way, although, from then to now, she had tried incessantly. Incessantly, to the point of obsession. And each time she reached the same conclusion; if nothing had happened that afternoon, then someone would still have died.


But she always kept that thought to herself.


The events of that day were a collage: big blue sky, dust between the blades of grass, the slow, dark water and, superimposed on all of that, were people. Those she knew. More she didn’t.


She lay on that grass, eyes closed, the sun on her face, thoughts drifting. The afternoon would be dull. But less dull than course-work. She’d pushed her assessments to the back of her mind, but Callum kept trying to talk to her about cartilage and tendons. He was like having a wasp on the food. Finally, she opened her eyes just enough to see that he was already looking at her. There was a thin film of sweat on his pink skin.


She wondered how long he’d been watching her.


‘Where are the others?’


He glanced around as if it was the first time he’d noticed that anyone was missing. ‘Oh yeah, Nicci and Ellie went off for a bit. They’re down there,’ and he pointed over his left shoulder. ‘Doesn’t matter, does it?’


And, just because she didn’t want to have any common ground with Callum at all, she replied, ‘It does matter actually. We’re all supposed to be hanging out together. We wouldn’t be here at all if Ellie hadn’t suggested it.’


‘I suppose. But you never seem bothered about her.’


‘No,’ Gemma lied, ‘I think she’s great, it’s Nicci who has the attitude.’ She nudged him. ‘Go and get them, Cal. We’ll have a better time if we’re together.’


She only said it to make him move away from her for a minute or two, to give the air around her the chance to refill with oxygen.


She remembered watching him walk towards the water. She remembered hoping that he’d stay down there, or, at worst, come back with the others and be a bit less intense.


He was harmless though; just annoying.


She lay back again and closed her eyes. She thought she might pretend to be asleep.


In the seconds before earthquakes and tsunamis, survivors have reported seeing animals running, driven by instinct. There had been a change in the vibrations of her world that afternoon, but Gemma hadn’t heard them. Or she hadn’t stopped to listen. Afterwards she recognised Ellie’s hysteria, Jack’s irritability, her brother’s restlessness, Callum’s discontent and the tension that jumped between them all for exactly what it was: the misfiring of energy. And she went with it, they all did.


And so it went: from unremarkable to frenetic, from a mundane day to a different life.


Ellie was upset. First she held it back, pretending she hadn’t been crying and making opaque comments. And then suddenly her composure was gone, it disintegrated, and she was nothing but tears and garbled words.


And Jack and Charlie started to row, but somehow that grew and became Rob and Jack. Then Jack left, and it was Rob and everyone else, and he was leaving the pub where he claimed he’d never wanted to be.


And Callum was still being a fucking pain in the fucking arse and Gemma didn’t want to pretend to be having fun either. And she didn’t understand why Nicci was even there. Couldn’t Nicci see she was being used by Ellie and Callum because she had a car? And then Charlie pitched in, and said he’d only wanted to be there for the music, and what was the point now?


What was the point?


By then they were all in a maelstrom that cut them off from everything but themselves.


The five of them in the car park. Propelling her towards Nicci’s old Honda.


No one had decided they would leave; instead it was a kind of emotional gravity that pulled them in that direction. An unspoken acceptance that they were done with the place and needed to head back to Cambridge.


Gemma shrunk away and hung back long enough to try Rob’s number. It connected, but with all the shouting, it took a few seconds to know whether she was talking to her brother or just his voicemail. ‘What the hell, Rob?’ she shouted when she heard him.


‘What do you want?’


‘Come back and get me.’


‘No chance. I’m done, Gem. Find your own way home.’


‘Rob?’


‘What?’


‘I don’t want to go with them.’


But the line was already dead. She should have known; if Rob had decided to leave, then he wouldn’t be coming back for her. She was about ten feet from the others and none of them was interested in her – except Callum, of course. In fact, they would leave her there if she let them.


All she wanted now was to get back home.


Charlie was already getting into the passenger seat of Nicci’s car. Gemma pushed forward, climbing into the back, stupidly positioning herself between Callum’s whinging and Ellie’s panic. And then Nicci started the engine.


The doors had barely closed when Callum leant across her. ‘Ellie, shut the fuck up,’ he yelled, trying to grab at Ellie’s hand.


Gemma pushed him aside, but Ellie was straight back at him. ‘Get your hands off me, you fucking weirdo.’


Charlie shouted at Nicci, ‘Just drive.’ Then he turned to yell between the gap in the seats. ‘That’s enough, just keep it down.’


‘I know what I saw,’ Ellie screamed. Gemma didn’t know what she meant. But she heard it correctly; they all heard the same. Charlie banged his hand on the side of Nicci’s headrest to get Ellie’s attention. ‘Ellie. We’ll go to the police, if that’s what you want.’


For a moment his gaze met Gemma’s and she saw just humour her in his expression.


Nicci slammed the car into gear and it lurched towards the exit. She over-revved in each gear before changing to the next. The engine strained and the back end of the car drifted on the first bend. Gemma reached out and steadied herself with both hands on the seat in front.


The next bend had a sharper curve, but Nicci drove at it, barely touching the brake. The car drifted again and all three of them on the back seat swung hard to the left. ‘Slow down.’ There was panic in Callum’s voice. ‘Fucking slow down.’


They hit the straight and it should have been okay. Gemma still hung on to the front seat and was catching every glimpse of anything picked out by their headlights on the unlit road. The sporadic road markings. The shiny fragments of gravel on the road surface. The flash of rabbit eyes on the verge.


The moment the line of the road slipped away from them.


She didn’t remember screaming. She remembered silence and the slow, unavoidable impact of car on tree.


She felt herself fly forwards. Her weight multiplying, piling into herself until her outstretched arms found no more give in the seats in front. The force corkscrewed through her arms and she saw the bones break. Then she ricocheted back into her seat, her arms following, flapping grotesquely. Ulna and radius jutting out of the back of each forearm.


Yes, in the midst of it all she remembered the right fucking names.


And then they were still. And some were silent. Others, she was aware, were not.


She closed her eyes. ‘Hey, Siri. Phone Jack Bailey. Mobile.’









Chapter 7




‘Mr Bailey? Take your time. Just tell the court in your own words.’





I didn’t see them leave, I know that.


I’ve thought about it since and I’m not sure the last time I caught sight of them. I’d walked away in anger. Maybe I looked back at them as I went back into the bar, but I don’t think so. I was furious and I think I just shut off from all of them. And certainly the last time I spoke to Charlie was when I was down there arguing with him on the grass.


So I went indoors, and was busy behind the bar and clearing the tables. I made a point of not going back outside, or even looking through the windows.


I always keep my mobile in my pocket when I’m working. Just in case there’s an emergency. There sometimes is on the river; people actually do fall in. Anyhow, it was on silent, but I could feel it vibrate.


It was a number I didn’t recognise. Gemma obviously still had my number, but I’d deleted her from my contacts list a long time before.


I answered, but it was hard to hear exactly what was happening at the other end, partly because of the background noise in the pub, and partly because of the noise from the phone. But I immediately knew that it was something urgent. Someone was shouting, more like screaming really, clearly distressed. I ducked outside.


And I didn’t recognise her voice, except I knew it was her if that makes sense.


What I mean is, as soon as she said her name – yelled her name – I knew it couldn’t have been anybody else. ‘We’ve crashed. Jack, we’ve crashed. We’re in the lane. Help us.’


I ran to the edge of the car park. I couldn’t see anything. ‘Where are you?’ I yelled.


She said, ‘Not far, not far, we’d only just left.’ And then she was screaming, not the way people scream in films. This was animalistic. Desperate. My instinct was just to run. I didn’t know how far, but heading back into the pub would have been going in entirely the wrong direction. And I just wanted to reach them.


I put the phone on speaker, torch too, and I just ran. ‘Have you called an ambulance?’


‘They’re coming.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Callum did it. Just get here, Jack.’


I didn’t try to ask her anything else. I shouted her name. There were only sobs then.


I should have brought more help. Or grabbed a car. Or phoned 999 myself. But I didn’t do any of those. Somehow I knew I’d reach them. That help was coming. And that none of the voices yelling out belonged to Charlie.


That road bends and there are hedgerows. I saw the red of a tail light, and in front of it, the white light of headlamps creating fragmented shadows in the trees. By then I could hear nothing above my breathing, and, for a moment, it seemed abandoned.


I remember wanting to stop running, telling myself to slow, but I rushed towards it in any case. In the last yards I saw a figure moving towards me. A spindly, ragged silhouette breaking cover from the dark side of the car. Callum. ‘Don’t,’ he told me. I was still a few yards away, but mentally I was already there.


‘Help’s coming,’ and he muttered it a couple of times more. He dropped into the verge just in front of me. I stumbled past, reaching out and using the back of Nicci’s car to bring myself to a stop.


I yanked open the nearest door, the one behind the driver. Ellie’s body sagged towards me. There was blood … so much blood. It had pooled in her lap. It looked black and glossy. And she was limp. I think I spoke to her, although I don’t know why.


I think I spoke to all of them.


Gemma was murmuring, and somewhere behind me, Callum was calling out.


There was no movement from the front of the car. ‘Charlie?’ I think I said his name over and over. I had a clear view of him through the gap in the seats. He was slumped back against his headrest.


He didn’t look dead. Not from that angle, but I knew. I knew, but wouldn’t accept it. I couldn’t just give up on him, could I?


I reached across Ellie and nudged his shoulder. I don’t know why I did that. I ended up with her blood on my hands, on my clothes. And I could see branches protruding through his window, so I tried the driver’s door instead of his.


Both airbags were hanging out. I thought Nicci was dead; she was collapsed against the steering wheel and I reached over her to Charlie.


The front passenger side was wrecked and I hadn’t seen it properly until then. The metal around his legs was mangled and the lower part of the door was staved in. The dashboard had buckled inwards too. His right hand had landed in the gap between the seats, as though reaching for a lost coin or dropped phone, and the fingers of his left were tangled in the splintered tree, looking like they wanted to brush it all away.


His eyes were closed and that was the only blessing.


I heard Nicci groan, and, in the distance, the sound of sirens.


I didn’t help her. At that moment I thought it was cruel that she was the driver and still alive, when Charlie was dead. I didn’t help any of them.


I just leant over her and held Charlie until they pulled me away.









Chapter 8




‘This case is nothing to do with intention. I am willing to accept that there was no malice. But there was recklessness. Miss Waldock was marginally over the drink-drive limit when first arrested, marginally under when tested again. She cannot therefore be charged with drink driving, but our limits are higher than those of many other nations and, as expert testimony has demonstrated, this may well have been sufficient to impair her judgement, leading to reckless speed and slower reaction times.


‘The driver of any vehicle has responsibility for the safety and welfare of their passengers and other road users.


‘Miss Waldock, the deaths of Charles Bailey and Eleanor Daniels are attributable to the decisions you made, and the actions you took on the evening of 28 March. You must take sole responsibility for the resulting consequences.’





Celia had sat through every day of the trial. Speaking to no one. Taking no notes.


She picked up her bag and left before the verdict. There would be no surprise, and she had no desire to hear the sobs. Of relief. Of anguish. And probably the gleeful baying that often followed. It usually came from those people two or three degrees separated from the victims, and smothered the silence for those who needed it the most.


She had known, to some extent, every person in that car: Callum and Ellie had been her lodgers, and she’d seen Gemma, Nicci and Charlie in Mawson Road since they’d been small children.


She’d known most of the families too.


Being there had been a self-imposed duty, a loyalty to the children who’d grown up playing in Mawson Road, and those who’d come there later.


She walked back. She neither rushed, nor stopped along the way. She unlocked her tidy house and made coffee. The place felt deserted and she knew it would take a while before it felt like home again. It had always been the case when she’d been in court for long periods of time.


The heating would be slow to stir and the TV would stay idle for a few more days. But this wasn’t anything like those other times when the people in court had invoked no more feelings of attachment than characters in a play.


This time she stood at the front room window and finally allowed herself to cry.
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