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      About the Author

      
      Ann Granger has lived in cities all over the world, since for many years she worked for the Foreign Office and received postings
         to British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is married, with two sons, and she and her husband, who also worked
         for the Foreign Office, are now permanently based in Oxfordshire.
      

   



      
      Praise for Ann Granger’s crime novels:

      
      ‘A host of entertaining and lifelike characters. And there is a satisfying and entertaining twist on the last page’ Mystery People

      
      ‘Characterisation, as ever with Granger, is sharp and astringent’ The Times

      
      ‘The plot is neat and ingenious, the characters rounded and touchingly credible, and the writing of this darkly humorous but
         humane and generous novel fluent, supple and a pleasure to read’ Ham and High

      
      ‘The reader can expect a treat. Lively, different and fun’ Yorkshire Post

      
      ‘Ann Granger’s skill with character together with her sprightly writing make the most of the story. . .she is on to another
         winner’ Birmingham Post
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      About the Book


      
      Fran Varady is insolvent, unemployed and, though for the moment she’s got the leaky roof of the squat she shares in Jubilee
         Street over her head, thanks to the council eviction department she’ll very soon be homeless. Her dreams of becoming an actress,
         nurtured when her father and grandmother were still alive, seem a long way off. But the quietly resolute Fran is a survivor.
         Which her former housemate, Terry, found hanging from the ceiling rose of her room, clearly is not.
      

      
      Terry, secretive and selfish, was far from popular with the rest of the household, but her death shakes the Jubilee Street
         Creative Artists’ Commune, as the squat residents half jokingly call themselves. And, the more Fran discovers about the death
         of the young woman whose life briefly intersected with her own, the more she begins to see it was not all it first seemed.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      The man from the council housing department came on Monday morning. He served us with summonses, one each.

      
      ‘According to our procedure!’ he informed us in a voice pitched nervously high. He wasn’t very old, curly-haired, his round
         cherubic face doing its best to express authority but losing out to an expression of incipient panic.
      

      
      I can’t believe he was seriously scared of us. Granted we outnumbered him but we weren’t strangers. He, and various of his
         colleagues, had been before. In the past we’d locked them out, so that they had to shout up at the windows to communicate
         with us. But that day we’d let him in. It was decision day. We knew it and he knew that we did. There was no longer any point
         in those spirited exchanges hurled between pavement and windowsill. It was a curiously muted ending to a long-running dispute.
      

      
      All the same he watched us anxiously, just in case we tore up the individual summonses in a last protest. Squib took his from
         its envelope and turned it over as if he expected to see something written on the back. Terry pushed hers into the pocket
         of her knitted coat. Nev looked for a moment as if he were going to refuse to accept his, but took it eventually. I took mine and said, ‘Thanks for nothing!’
      

      
      The official cleared his throat. ‘I shall be attending the court tomorrow, together with the council’s solicitor, to apply
         for an order for immediate possession. We anticipate it will be granted. We’re prepared to give you until Friday to enable
         you to find alternative accommodation. But the matter is now in the hands of the court and its bailiffs. So it’s no use arguing
         with me! Argue it out with the court tomorrow, if you want. But it won’t do any good.’
      

      
      He was still defensive, though no one bothered to answer him. We’d always known we’d lose. Even so, the reality of knowing
         we were out induced a physical sickness in the stomach. I turned away and stared at the window until I could control my face.
      

      
      It was one of those slate-coloured mornings, threatening to tip rain at any moment, though it would probably hold off until
         evening. Dense cloud cover kept the traffic fumes and other odours trapped at street-level. You could even smell the charred
         meat and burnt onions from the Wild West hamburger bar which was two streets away.
      

      
      I hadn’t been feeling very cheerful that morning, even before our visitor came, because I’d lost my job the previous Friday.
         The manager had found out that my address was ‘irregular’ and that was that. Irregular meant I was currently living in a squat.
      

      
      Although technically our occupation was illegal, no one had prevented us moving into an empty – and to all intents ownerless
         – house, and now we’d been there long enough for our presence to have acquired an air of permanency. Moreover, we had a purpose.
         We called ourselves the Jubilee Street Creative Artists’ Commune, though none of our work would have attracted a subsidy from the Arts Council or
         the National Lottery. But in between conforming to the norm or plummeting to the depths, whatever our individual destinies
         might be, we planned stupendous careers from the anonymity of Jubilee Street. In every way we possibly could, in fact, we
         deceived ourselves. Dreams beat reality any day.
      

      
      By the way, I have to leave Squib out of the great careers scenario. Squib lived strictly from day to day and hadn’t formed
         even the ghost of a plan that anyone had ever heard of.
      

      
      Nev had plans. They came in the form of a twenty-page synopsis for his novel, which was likely to rival War and Peace in length. Every day he tapped away relentlessly on an old W H Smith manual machine. I’ve sometimes wondered if he ever finished
         it.
      

      
      Squib was a pavement artist. He could copy anything. Some people would say that wasn’t truly creative because it wasn’t original,
         but they hadn’t seen what Squib could do with a box of chalks and a few clean slabs. Old masters, which had been reduced by
         familiarity and brown varnish to the status of museum pieces, emerged breathing new life from Squib’s fingers. They spoke
         so eloquently to passers-by that several were visibly disconcerted by the vibrancy of the chalked faces at their feet. In
         an episode which Squib regarded as deeply embarrassing, a passing art critic became so enthusiastic that he talked of presenting
         Squib to the world, together – presumably – with some purpose-acquired slabs to work on. The idea of being taken up by the
         establishment had so terrified Squib that he’d simply melted away with his tin of chalks and taken to improving the pavements of the provinces until he thought it safe to return to London.
      

      
      As for me, I still clung to my early ambition to be an actress. Life had somewhat got in the way. I’d dropped out of a college
         course in the Dramatic Arts. Since then, apart from some Street Theatre, the role of star of stage and screen had eluded me.
         I still hoped to make it some day. Short term, keeping the wolf from the door was enough to occupy me. That, and maintaining
         an eye on the other two.
      

      
      We three had moved into the house first. Soon afterwards we’d been joined by Declan, a small wiry fellow with straggling shoulder-length
         hair and features like a good-natured elf. Both his arms had been heavily tattooed: a fearsome snake on one; a sacred heart
         on the other. He recalled having the sacred heart done, but claimed to have no recollection of the snake being tattooed. He’d
         woken up one morning with a monumental hangover and there it was, crawling up his arm. ‘I thought I had the DTs,’ he observed.
         Sometimes he’d stretch out his arm and study the snake thoughtfully. I think it worried him.
      

      
      Declan had arrived as a rock musician without a group, owing to his former group’s lead guitarist having been accidentally
         electrocuted whilst rehearsing in a church hall.
      

      
      ‘The poor sod’s hair stood on end,’ Declan would relate with mournful wonder. ‘God rest his soul, it was bloody funny to see.
         Until we realised he was dead, you know. That sobered us up. We all stood round trying to remember how to do resuscitation
         while we waited for an ambulance. Though we could see he was a goner. On top of which, the amp was just about fried and we hadn’t got the dosh to buy another. Just then, would you believe it? A wee man
         came running in, mouthing off at us because we’d fused all the lights in the place. It pissed us off that much, him no showing
         any respect for the dead like it, that the drummer and I, we picked him up, kicking and yelling like a banshee, and dropped
         him out of the window. It wasn’t a long drop. He bounced. But we got done for assault, all the same.’
      

      
      Declan played bass and a bass-player needs a group.

      
      A little later Lucy and her two children had come along. Lucy wasn’t an artist of any sort. She’d run away from a violent
         husband and had been staying at a battered women’s refuge a few streets away. I’d got talking to her one day while I was serving
         in Patels’ corner greengrocer’s shop. She was buying carrots for the children to gnaw. Raw carrots are full of vitamin C,
         don’t contain the sort of acids which drill holes in tooth enamel, and are cheaper than most fruit.
      

      
      She was trying to get herself somewhere permanent to live and a job. The refuge was full and she felt she couldn’t stay there
         much longer. The palm of her left hand was badly scarred where her husband had forced it down on a glowing red hotplate during
         a row about his dinner being late. The scars were unsightly and had impaired the hand’s flexibility. She was conscious of
         it and always told anyone who asked that she’d done it herself, by accident. She’d told me the truth one evening after she’d
         come to live at the house. I’d expressed amazement that she’d stayed with him so long and put up with so much abuse.
      

      
      ‘It’s not easy walking out with two kids,’ she’d said.

      
      But she had walked out when he started hitting the children, as well as her. She said he had a drink problem. In my view he had a head problem. But it had underlined for me,
         if I’d been in any doubt, how precious my independence was.
      

      
      As for the house, that stood all by itself at the end of a row of redbrick terraced others. It was older than the terrace,
         we thought early Victorian, and once it must have stood here in a big garden. All that was left of the garden was a patch
         of jungle at the back and a litter-strewn strip between the front of the house and the pavement. There were holes indicating
         posts for railings but those too had gone. The house had dirty white stucco facing, dropping off in patches, a pillared front
         entrance, sash windows which stuck and a water-logged basement. When it was new it must have been graceful and welcoming.
         Now it was like the dishevelled old baglady who lived down the street, out of tune with the world around, kept together by
         grime and makeshift repairs. All the same, we’d been prepared to take it on and make something of it.
      

      
      Unfortunately, we weren’t allowed to. Within weeks, we were informed by the council, which legally owned it, that the house
         was scheduled to come down as part of redevelopment plans for the area, and there was nothing we could do about it. We’d asked
         the council, when we’d moved in, to give us a regular tenancy, a request which they’d ignored. Now a stream of communications
         couched in official mandarin fluttered through the letterbox, and the council cut off the electricity, just in case we still
         hadn’t got the message. They hadn’t turned off the water but perhaps they hadn’t needed to, since they were calling in the
         bailiffs.
      

      
      Nev suggested we try to get the house listed as of architectural interest. We wrote to English Heritage and the National Trust. They thanked us for our letter but the house
         wasn’t interesting enough and they didn’t want it.
      

      
      One by one, the people moved out of the terraced houses, leaving empty, boarded-up shells. We hung on like legionnaires in
         a desert fort. It became a battle of wills between us and the rampaging Rif warriors as represented by a string of council
         officials.
      

      
      The uncertainty caused a shake-out of residents. The council, hoist with its own petard, rehoused Lucy and her children, one
         of whom was asthmatic. Declan, too, had left, to go no one knew where, though he spoke vaguely of having heard of a group
         needing a bass guitarist. There’d been a couple of mean-looking blokes at the door asking for him about a week before that,
         so we reckoned he was in some kind of trouble. But who wasn’t? We never asked people personal questions.
      

      
      Terry, however, had arrived, a small damp figure with dark blond hair, parted centrally and falling to either side of her
         pinched little face, like spaniel’s ears. Her appearance coincided with the electricity being cut off, so that for me, from
         the start, she symbolised the deterioration in our situation. It was uncharitable of me to think that way, but, as things
         turned out, dead right.
      

      
      On that Monday morning, until the moment we were handed our final notices to quit, I hadn’t thought things could get worse.
         The manager of the mail-order packing department where I’d been working had the usual idea of squatters, and he hadn’t been
         able to get rid of me fast enough. There had been nothing wrong with my work – despite the fact that it was boring and badly
         paid. I’d never turned up late or skived off early. I never broke anything, or packed the wrong item by mistake, or sent off something totally inappropriate to a customer for a joke. But he
         claimed I hadn’t been ‘completely frank’ about my circumstances and ‘the company had a policy’.
      

      
      I wouldn’t have taken that job if I could have got any other. I was earning hardly more than I would have got on the dole
         and the conditions we’d worked in were like something out of Dickens. But it was better than no job. Now I was unemployed,
         technically homeless and soon to be literally so, and thoroughly fed up.
      

      
      Our silence seemed to rattle the man from the council, who added, ‘Look here, you’ve really got to get out by Friday. The
         bailiffs will put you out by force if necessary. The police will be on standby and it won’t be any good climbing up on the
         rooftop or putting your feet into bags of cement or anything like that.’
      

      
      We all just looked at him. A remark like that really wasn’t worth answering. Even Squib wouldn’t have done something like
         that.
      

      
      Nev said, ‘Anyone who got up on this roof would fall straight through it! You’ve got to be joking.’

      
      I was feeling a little sorry for our visitor so I asked him if he wanted a cup of tea. We’d only just brewed up. Nev had lit
         a fire in the hearth with a load of kindling he’d got from chopping up an old wooden garden seat out the back and we had the
         kettle going, hanging from a hook screwed into the arch of the grate.
      

      
      Declan fixed that up when he was living here. It was at the time the electricity had been cut off. He said his granny in Ireland
         had cooked for a family of thirteen all her life, just using a pot hanging from a hook. Declan was full of stories like that.
         You couldn’t believe half of them. But the other half, which sounded just as mad, you could believe so you never knew which were true and which weren’t.
      

      
      We didn’t do all our cooking in the hearth. We had a stove fed by Calor gas bottles. But that cost money to run and so, whenever
         we could, we used the open fire.
      

      
      He refused the tea but he didn’t look so nervous. Instead he looked pompous and I stopped feeling sorry for him. ‘We’ve written
         several times explaining what would happen. You’ve had several stays of execution. We’ve done everything we could to be reasonable.
         All these houses are due to come down. The others are already empty. The squatters in those saw sense and moved out. Only
         you lot stay on. We’ve explained all this till we’re blue in the face. You must have had the letters.’
      

      
      ‘I know all that,’ I said, trying to sound ultra-polite and reasonable. ‘We understand the council’s argument, but we’ve got
         our point of view, too. We’re homeless. Or we will be if you put us out of here. Will the council house us?’
      

      
      ‘We can’t,’ he said wearily. ‘We haven’t got anywhere. Mrs Ho and her children had priority. Of the remaining four of you,
         Miss Varady, you’re the only one who could argue you have any real link with the borough at all, and that’s pretty tenuous!
         All we can do is put you on the list. We’re not responsible for the other three. You and they will have to try the private
         sector.’
      

      
      ‘No private landlord would take us on. And we couldn’t afford the sort of rent he’d charge if he would! Look, we keep the
         place clean,’ I went on. ‘We don’t hold wild parties or do anything you wouldn’t do yourself. We don’t let other people doss
         here. We’re really very good tenants. Or we would be if you’d let us pay rent and put us on a regular footing. That’s all we ask. What’s wrong with it?’
      

      
      ‘The house is due to come down within the next six months. In the meantime, it’s unsafe, not up to habitable standard. The
         electricity has been cut off.’ He didn’t look cross or unpleasant, just rather tired. ‘We explained all that in our letters,
         too. You did read them, didn’t you?’
      

      
      Squib spoiled things then, by saying, ‘Yeah, we used ’em to make spills to light the fire. Saved on matches.’

      
      The housing official went red in the face and read us the riot act again, and then he drove off. Only just in time. While
         he’d been inside the house, talking to us, I’d been able to see, through the window, a couple of kids hanging round his shiny
         new Fiesta, and in another few minutes they’d have been inside it. The last he would have seen of it would have been the exhaust
         fumes and a squeal of skidding tyres.
      

      
      We held a council of war after our visitor had left. We knew we had to go, of course. We just didn’t know where. It was the
         end of summer and none of us fancied being out on the street just as the cold weather was about to start. Anyway, it was a
         lot less dangerous living in a squat, even one with an unsafe roof and dry rot in the staircase, like this one. As the man
         had said, we didn’t qualify for any help.
      

      
      Terry sat on the bare staircase, twisting a strand of hair round her finger and waiting for someone else to suggest something,
         so that she could criticise it. She was the world’s greatest whinger, evaded housework and always jibbed at parting with her
         share of the house-keeping money. Looking at her I just wished she’d disappear and Declan come back. At least Declan was good
         at fixing things and good company as well.
      

      
      
      It’s dangerous to wish. Sometimes your wish is granted and then you’re stuck with it.

      
      She had noticed my scowls and immediately made herself look small and helpless. It was something she was very good at and
         which had led us to adopt her in the first place. I was the actress in our company, but that girl had missed her vocation,
         believe me. She peered through the curtains of hair and said pathetically, ‘I haven’t got anywhere else to go.’
      

      
      ‘None of us has!’ I snapped.

      
      We all got up and trailed back into the main room. The three of them sat around looking at me, just like hopeful puppies.
         Each one of them was nursing a mug of tea. We each had our own mugs and no one ever drank from someone else’s. It was a house
         rule.
      

      
      Nev asked, ‘What do we do, Fran?’ in a trusting sort of way which made it all so much worse.

      
      It was always down to me in the end. The trouble was, I was really out of ideas. I had to say something. They expected it.
         So I said, ‘If we could get an old van, we could go on the road.’
      

      
      ‘I’d rather doss in a doorway,’ Squib said straight away. ‘I’ve tried that New-Age stuff. Digging holes in mud before you
         can crap and having to listen to folk music all night long. Forget it.’
      

      
      ‘He’s got a point. It’s all right in summer,’ Nev added. ‘But wintertime, it’s no joke.’

      
      ‘The police keep moving you on, anyway,’ Terry tossed in her usual handful of objections. ‘And it’s really awful in a tent
         when it rains. They always leak. You’d do just anything to get somewhere dry, anywhere. I know, I’ve tried it.’
      

      
      
      ‘I like it here,’ said Nev wistfully. ‘In this house.’

      
      Squib took off his woolly hat and looked into it. Perhaps he thought he’d find an idea in there. He didn’t, so he smoothed
         a hand over his shaven head and put the hat back again carefully.
      

      
      ‘I don’t,’ said Terry. ‘It’s got rats.’

      
      ‘Everywhere’s got rats,’ said Squib. ‘Rats is all right. I’ve had some really nice pet rats. I had a white one. I carried
         it inside my coat. It never bit me, not once. I sold it to a bloke in a pub. He give me a fiver for it. Mind you, he was pissed
         at the time. I reckon that rat bit him, after he got it home. It bit other people. It never bit me. Animals like me.’
      

      
      That was true. Terry mumbled it was because Squib smelled like barnyard and the animals just accepted he was one of them.
         The pouty, discontented look on her face grew worse. She had wrapped herself in an old knitted coat she always wore and was
         sulking. The coat was grubby and matted, but I’d seen the label in it once, and it was a very expensive one. I’d remarked
         on it and Terry had promptly said she’d got the coat from Oxfam. I hadn’t believed her then and it set me wondering again
         now. She might have stolen it. She was inclined to be light-fingered although she wasn’t stupid enough ever to touch anything
         of mine or Nev’s. We probably didn’t have anything she wanted. Only a complete nutter would have touched anything of Squib’s.
         The dog would have had him in a flash. Even if the dog hadn’t been there on guard, Squib’s belongings wouldn’t invite investigation.
      

      
      As I said, we never asked people about themselves. If they were desperate enough to want to share a condemned house riddled
         with dry-rot, illegally and without electricity, then they needed a place to stay, not questions. Only, sooner or later, most people told you something about
         themselves. Not Terry. She’d never said a word. But whatever her background, there’d been money around there. You could tell.
         It made me wonder about the coat even more.
      

      
      We talked about our problem all morning but we didn’t get anywhere. It ended with an argument, not about what we should do,
         but about Squib’s dog.
      

      
      Terry said it had fleas. It was always scratching. You could say anything you liked about Squib, but not about his dog. It
         was a funny-looking dog with one ear turned over and one pointing up. Its legs were crooked. Squib had found it on a pile
         of rubbish when it was a puppy. He thought someone had chucked it out because it was the runt of a litter. Anyhow, he’d looked
         after it and it grew up all right except for the crooked legs. It was a nice dog. It was friendly to everyone except when
         guarding Squib’s gear. We all liked it, except Terry. But she didn’t like anything.
      

      
      So when she insulted his dog, Squib told her a few home truths. They were well into a squabble when I lost my temper. I always
         tried to keep my temper in the house because once one person starts yelling, everyone starts. But we were already arguing
         and, somehow, Terry’s moaning was the last straw. Her criticism of the house itself had hurt. We’d taken her in, given her
         a home there, and all she could do was to let us know it wasn’t up to her accustomed standard.
      

      
      I yelled, ‘You’re a real pain in the bum!’ Only I didn’t say ‘bum’. ‘Nobody asked you to move in with us. We let you stay
         here and I don’t think there’s been one day when you haven’t whinged from morning till night! We’ve all got problems! You’re no worse off than the rest of us.’ Remembering
         the coat label, I added, ‘I know your type. When you’ve had enough, you’ll just push off back wherever you came from!’
      

      
      She turned absolutely white. She pushed back the spaniel’s ears and hissed, ‘Shut it, Fran! You don’t know anything about
         me! You fancy pushing us around, that’s all! Do this, do that! You give the orders and we all jump, right? Well, wrong! I
         don’t! And that’s what you don’t like. You always act like some kind of Mother Superior! This is a commune, we’ve got equal
         rights, OK? Equal say? Just because Nev’s a nervous wreck and Squib’s got no brains, they let you do the thinking and talking
         for them and you think you can do the same for me! You can’t, you don’t and you’d better remember it!’
      

      
      There was a viciousness in her voice that I hadn’t heard before, but it wasn’t that which shook me. It was the accusation
         itself. I hadn’t thought of myself as overbearing, pushing anyone around. I didn’t like the picture much and it made me defensive.
      

      
      ‘I don’t order anyone around! I’m just trying to be helpful! If you tried, it would be something! Even Squib tries!’

      
      Squib looked surprised at getting a compliment. It must have been a first for him. He said, ‘Thanks, Fran!’

      
      Nev said nervously, ‘Look, we’ve got to stick together. We mustn’t all fall out now.’

      
      ‘You, Squib and I were together – she came along later and she can go any time!’ I shouted. I was still mad at her and madder
         because she’d rattled me. I’m not proud of any of this. I shouldn’t have turned on her like that. She was right when she said I knew nothing about her.
      

      
      Looking back, I don’t remember exactly how Terry got to be with us. I think Lucy introduced her. I’d once wondered if Terry
         had stayed originally because she fancied Declan who was still with us at that time. I think perhaps he’d fancied her just
         a little. But it didn’t stop him leaving. He was better off without her, if you ask me. But then, I never liked her, not from
         the beginning. It’s no use pretending. But I would never have wanted what happened. None of us would have wanted it.
      

      
      All that was on Monday morning. We didn’t have a lot of time to waste, so on Monday afternoon, Nev and I made a long trek
         up Camden way, to see a squat he’d heard about. Just to see if there’d be room for us there. Only, when we got there, it was
         all boarded up and empty so their council had been and cleared everyone out. Pity, it was a classier area than the one we’d
         been living in. We went to Camden Lock and messed about. We saw a few people we knew and asked around.
      

      
      Squib had gone up West with the dog. He’d taken along his chalks and a picture postcard of El Greco’s Assumption of the Virgin and the idea was to find a patch of pavement. He couldn’t afford to waste time, not with the weather threatening to break
         up again.
      

      
      Terry hadn’t said what she was doing and we hadn’t asked her. None of us expected her to be doing anything useful, like finding
         us another place to live.
      

      
      I suppose I oughtn’t to talk about the dead like that. You’re not supposed to. You’re supposed to say nice things about dead
         people or they come back and haunt you. I know that’s right because Terry haunted me. It was probably because of all the sour things I’d said about her over the time she’d been with us, quite apart from what I said
         after – well, after it happened.
      

      
      Going back to Monday. Nev and I got back from Camden quite late. Some people had invited us to stay and eat with them. They
         were vegetarian, like Nev, so it was all beans but it was quite nice, very spicy and hot, but I knew I’d suffer later.
      

      
      When we got back, the place was very quiet. It was dark because the electricity was disconnected. We used candles. Only, apart
         from the emptiness and the usual dry-rot smell, there was something else. It was a sort of impression, a different, foreign
         one. I knew, just knew, that someone had been there who wasn’t one of us. A stranger. A real stranger, someone totally outside
         our circle and not from the council. There was a very faint perfume as well, a type of cologne. I worked in a cut-price chemist’s
         shop one time. I know colognes. I know good ones from cheap ones. This was a good one, the sort that sells well at Christmas.
      

      
      The scent of it there in the hall made me cross. I thought perhaps Terry had been shop-lifting again and I was always telling
         her off about that. It was possible she’d had more money than she let on, and had gone out and bought it for herself. Those
         colognes, frankly, smell better on a woman than a man, just my opinion. She always kept quiet if she had any money. She’d
         spend it on junk or on glossy magazines, the sort which tell you how to transform your semi-detached into something you’d
         be happy to invite a Hello! camera team into. And that at a time when we were putting buckets under the leak in the roof and were living on bread and
         marge.
      

      
      
      I mentioned the cologne smell to Nev but he said he couldn’t make it out, not with the smell of the dry rot as well. The other
         thing, the impression of someone, an outsider, having been there, I kept to myself. It wasn’t something easily explained.
         Lucy had been into the paranormal and she’d have told me I was a natural psychic. I don’t believe in that sort of thing. Or
         I don’t think I do. If I had to explain what I felt at that moment, looking back with hindsight, I think I scented danger.
         If I’d been a cavewoman, it’d have been a woolly mammoth outside the cave. Only this wasn’t outside, it was inside, with us.
      

      
      We went into the main room and got the fire going again because it was getting very chilly. Neither of us said anything, but
         we were both thinking that it was going to be a whole lot colder next week, when chances were we’d be sleeping rough until
         we found some new place to stay. After a while Squib came back with the dog and a four-pack of lager. He’d also brought a
         packet of sausages which he roasted over the fire using a metal shovel as a frying pan.
      

      
      They smelled delicious. The fat spat up and fell in the flames so they roared up, red and yellow. It was very cosy and we
         felt happy. When they were done, crispy and dark brown, Squib offered them all round. Say what you like about Squib, he always
         shared. Nev refused the sausages because he didn’t eat meat and I refused them because the beans we’d eaten earlier lay on
         my stomach. Besides, I knew Squib probably hadn’t eaten that day.
      

      
      Squib cut up half the sausages for the dog and put them up on the mantelshelf to cool off. Then he asked, ‘D’you think Terry
         will want any when she gets in?’
      

      
      I said, ‘Why bother about her? She never bothers about us.’ That shows how I was feeling just then, because even if I didn’t like her, she was one of us and I wouldn’t normally
         have left her out.
      

      
      But she didn’t come back that night, or we thought she hadn’t. We didn’t see her.

      
      The next morning she still wasn’t around and Squib suggested she might have done a runner, like Declan.

      
      ‘She’s found somewhere else to live,’ he said. ‘She’s ditched us and moved in with some others. After the council came, you
         can’t blame her. There’s probably no point in hanging around here.’
      

      
      Knowing that he was right, that our days here were numbered, didn’t make us feel any better. But it was still a relief to
         think we’d seen the back of Terry. She was one fewer to worry about.
      

      
      Nev suggested we ought to check her room and see if her things had gone. If it was empty, fine. We could forget her.

      
      We trooped upstairs, all three of us, and the dog. The dog was good at getting up and down the staircase even with its crooked
         legs.
      

      
      But outside Terry’s room the dog began to act strangely. Its pointy ear flattened out to match its other ear and it crouched
         down and began to make a weird whining in its throat.
      

      
      Squib knelt down and stroked its head and asked it what was wrong. But it just lay down and looked miserable.

      
      Nev said, ‘Perhaps it’s eaten something it shouldn’t.’

      
      That worried Squib who’d heard of squatters’ dogs being poisoned. He was sitting on the floor outside the door, trying to
         get the dog to open its mouth so he could see if its tongue was stained, when Nev and I opened the door to Terry’s room.
      

      
      She was there, after all. She must have stayed behind indoors the previous day, when we’d gone out. She’d been there when
         we came back and there all night. There when Squib cooked his sausages downstairs and there when I got up in the night because
         of the beans.
      

      
      Hanging there from the ceiling light.

      
      I remember the scene very clearly, almost as if my mind took a snapshot of it which I can take out and mentally consult. The
         room, like the rest of the house, must have been beautiful once. Pale sun was shining through the tall, thin windows, one
         of which still had half a broken brass rod across the top of it. The sun just clipped the rod and made it gleam like gold.
         The corners of the high ceiling were festooned with ancient cobwebs and dead spiders. Running all around was a plaster frieze
         in Greek ‘egg and dart’ pattern. In the very middle of the ceiling a sculpted plaster round, caked with dust, displayed intertwined
         oakleaves and acorns. It was easy to imagine an ornate light, a chandelier perhaps, hanging from it in days gone by.
      

      
      There was nothing hanging from it now but Terry. There was a length of something round her neck which turned out later to
         be the dog’s lead. Squib hardly ever used it because the dog was very well behaved and always kept to heel. It had been lying
         around the house and now it was round Terry’s throat.
      

      
      Even given the shock of the moment, or perhaps because of it, the shutter in my mind snapped her in the same detail. She –
         rather, that thing which had been Terry – wore tattered jeans. The front zip fastening was undone and they gaped open over her bare stomach. A considerable gap had opened
         up between the gaping waist of the jeans and the bottom of a badly shrunk and faded tee-shirt. I could see her lower rib cage
         protruding over the convex stomach muscles, pulled taut. Her feet were bare, mottled mauve. She had the makings of a first-class
         bunion on her left big-toe joint, but it wasn’t ever going to trouble her now.
      

      
      Like the room, she’d been pretty once, and, like it, she wasn’t now. Overnight the weight of her body had elongated her neck
         to resemble a giraffe-necked African tribeswoman whose head is supported on a stack of metal coils. The doglead had cut into
         her throat horridly, causing her face to puff and turn black with congested blood. Her mouth was open and her swollen tongue
         protruded as if, even in death, she was dishing out one last insult to us. Her eyeballs were popping out at us, netted over
         with crimson veins.
      

      
      Nev gasped, ‘Gawd! She’s topped herself!’

      
      I had no reason, then, to suppose he wasn’t right. There was a rickety old chair nearby, lying on its side, not far from Terry’s
         dangling bare toes. I imagined her climbing on to it, fixing the noose, jumping off.
      

      
      You don’t die quickly that way. The old-time hangmen knew how to knot a rope to break the neck. This way, she’d simply strangled,
         slowly. Her flailing feet had kicked over the chair. Perhaps, in a moment’s realisation of how it was going to be, she changed
         her mind, and sought out the chair’s support again, intending to release the pressure on her neck, disentangle herself from
         the noose and climb down, bruised but wiser.
      

      
      
      She wouldn’t have been the first to change her mind, nor the first to discover it wasn’t that easy. You didn’t fool around
         with death. It liked to be taken seriously. So, whether, in the end, she’d intended it or not, there she was.
      

      
      And there we were, with a dead body for company, and an awful lot of trouble in store.

      




      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      I couldn’t have guessed all that lay ahead following our horrifying discovery. But I was aware that we’d receive much unwelcome
         attention from the authorities. The other two weren’t thinking ahead, too busy coping, or not, with the sight of that hanging
         shape. Nev rushed out and could be heard being sick in the loo. It turned out that he’d never seen a dead body before. I had,
         but it didn’t make it any easier looking at her.
      

      
      Squib left the dog and came into the room. He’d stood his ground, but he had an even chalkier complexion than usual. He always
         had a pinched look about him and now must have resembled that white rat he’d once kept as a pet.
      

      
      ‘We’d better get out of here!’ he said. He was sweating. I could smell the odour, rising up from him as from a hunted animal.
         ‘Come on, we’re wasting time! Let’s get our gear together and go!’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be daft,’ I told him. ‘The council knows all about us, our names, everything. They’ll find us.’

      
      ‘Why’d she do it?’ he asked. ‘Was she worried about us being chucked out? Here—’ His eyes gleamed. ‘That’s what we tell that wally from the council! We tell him, he drove her to it!’
      

      
      ‘Shut up, Squib!’ I told him. I needed to think. No one else was likely to do any constructive thinking. It would be down
         to me, as usual. Squib in a blind panic wanting to run and Nev throwing up, that was likely to be the sum total of their contribution.
         Looking after Nev and Squib was sometimes like looking after a pair of infants. You had to do all the thinking for them and
         be worrying every five minutes where they were and what they were doing.
      

      
      Nev came back, still looking ill but trying to pull himself together. ‘Oughtn’t we to – take her down?’ His voice couldn’t
         rise above a whisper and it cracked on the last word. ‘We oughtn’t to leave her hanging there. It’s obscene.’
      

      
      It was obscene. He was right. But we couldn’t touch her. We mustn’t touch anything. I explained the point forcibly to them
         both.
      

      
      Squib looked relieved. He wasn’t keen to touch her. Nev, however, reacted with a cry of dismay.

      
      ‘We can’t leave her hanging there!’ His voice sounded like something produced by computer. The sounds were all there, making
         up the words, but it wasn’t human.
      

      
      He made a sudden lurch towards her and before I could stop him, he grabbed her legs. I don’t know what he thought he was going
         to do. Lift her down unaided, maybe. But as almost as soon as he touched her, he staggered back with a strangled scream.
      

      
      ‘She’s stiff . . .’

      
      The body, set in motion by his clumsy attempt, began to rotate on the doglead like a grotesque mobile hanging from the ceiling.
         I took a look up at the light fixture. It wasn’t going to hold much longer. It was astonishing it’d held out so long. Any moment now, especially with the movement,
         the body was likely to come crashing down without our help. If it did, we’d be in even more trouble.
      

      
      But the stiffness, if Nev was right, had set me thinking. I wasn’t clear on the finer point of rigor, but had an idea it took
         around twelve hours to come on and then lasted around another twelve before it passed off gradually, depending on circumstances.
         If she was good and stiff, she’d died yesterday afternoon. We had to fetch the police at once or we’d have to explain the
         delay.
      

      
      Nev wasn’t in any state to object further and nodded listlessly.

      
      ‘I say we oughta make a run for it!’ Squib objected, unconvinced. He didn’t like the law. It wasn’t too keen on him. The dog
         sat up and lifted its muzzle to let out a howl as if it agreed with him.
      

      
      ‘Hear that?’ Squib pointed at the dog. ‘She didn’t like him, Terry didn’t. She was always saying he’d got fleas. He hasn’t.
         But he’s crying for her, see? Animals are better than humans, that’s what I think. Animals have got decency.’
      

      
      ‘Decency’, I told him sharply, ‘means we fetch the police.’

      
      We might have argued about it for ages, but it got settled for us. There was a shout from downstairs.

      
      We stared at one another, all panicking. I ran downstairs and would you believe it? There was the man from the council again.
         This time he had a colleague with him, a sweaty, tubby charmer with a malevolent scowl.
      

      
      ‘We came to check you’re preparing to move out,’ the first one said, ‘and to make sure you mean to attend today’s hearing.’
      

      
      I’d forgotten the hearing. It hardly seemed to matter now. They were the last people we needed there and I wondered frantically
         how to get rid of them. ‘We can’t!’ I blurted. ‘I mean, we’ll see you there. We’re getting ready to leave, so you can’t come
         in, not just now.’
      

      
      He came nearer to where I stood, halfway down the uncarpeted stair, and frowned up at me. ‘It’s Fran, isn’t it? You’re in
         charge here, aren’t you? You always seem to speak for the others.’
      

      
      That, I recalled ruefully, was what Terry had accused me of.

      
      The reason I always spoke for the others was because, left to themselves, they always said the wrong thing. I was thinking
         wildly now, trying to think of the right thing to say, to find some way of explaining.
      

      
      ‘Something’s happened. One of our friends has – has had an accident. I’ve got to fetch help.’

      
      ‘What kind of accident?’ It was the fat one speaking now. He moved forward, looking nasty.

      
      ‘Fran?’ The younger one looked at me, worried. ‘Do you need an ambulance?’

      
      It crossed my mind that he wasn’t such a bad sort. But I hadn’t time for character analysis.

      
      The other one snapped, ‘Drugs, you bet! One of ’em’s oh-dee’d! They would choose this bloody morning to do it! How long’s
         he – she – been unconscious?’
      

      
      ‘We’re not druggies!’ I shouted. ‘None of us is!’

      
      That was absolutely true. It was another house rule. No drugs. Terry sometimes had cannabis. But that was it.

      
      Fatso was sniffing the air now. ‘I’m not so sure!’

      
      
      ‘The smell’s the dry rot!’ I snapped at him.

      
      There was a creak on the stair behind me and I heard the dog growl. Squib’s voice soothed it. Then he spoke.

      
      ‘You can’t go upstairs,’ he said. ‘One of our mates is dead.’

      
      That put the cat amongst the pigeons. The first council official was up the stairs like a greyhound, racing past me and Squib
         and pushing Nev aside on the landing. The dog began to bark and wanted to jump up at him but Squib held it by its collar.
      

      
      ‘Where?’ the official was yelling. ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘She topped herself!’ Squib yelled back at him. ‘It was you coming yesterday to tell us we’d gotta quit that did it! She got
         depressed!’
      

      
      The fat man was plodding heavily up the stairs. He squeezed past me giving me a dirty look. He had BO, the sort his best friend
         hadn’t told him about. The stair creaked. I hoped the dry rot would give way under his weight but it didn’t. Probably just
         as well. We’d have had two corpses.
      

      
      Nev mumbled, ‘She’s in there! We didn’t touch her!’

      
      The two men had opened the door to Terry’s room. There was silence and then the fat man began swearing.

      
      We heard him say, ‘The press will get hold of this!’

      
      The thinner one told him to shut up. Then they began whispering together. Eventually the first one came out of the room and
         spoke to us all.
      

      
      ‘We’ll fetch the police. You lot stay here. Don’t let anyone in. Don’t talk to anyone!’ He paused. ‘My colleague, Mr Wilson,
         will stay with you.’
      

      
      Fatty plodded across the landing, glowering. He looked an awful lot less confident than when he’d arrived. Squib’s dog, not liking the look of him, growled again.
      

      
      He moved back. ‘What sort of dog is that? Is it a pit bull?’

      
      ‘Does it look like a pit bull?’ I asked. ‘It’s about half the size, to start with.’

      
      ‘He’s got a bit of Staffordshire in him, I reckon,’ said Squib with pride. ‘Once he gets his teeth into something, he don’t
         let go.’
      

      
      ‘For Gawd’s sake,’ said Wilson to his council colleague, ‘Hurry up and get back here with the cops!’

      
      We waited for the police, all of us sitting in the living room, Wilson included. He sat by the door like a heavy, with his
         arms folded over his beer belly, in case any of us tried to rush him. When he wasn’t watching us, he was watching the dog.
      

      
      Squib huddled in the far corner with his arms round it, whispering into its pointy ear. It kept turning its head and looking
         up at him. Once or twice it licked his face. No way was anyone going to be able to claim it was dangerous. I hoped.
      

      
      Nev was managing well. He sat by the hearth, only a nervous twisting of his hands betraying stress. From time to time he glanced
         at me for reassurance and I smiled back. It took some doing on my part. I didn’t feel like smiling. My head was in a whirl
         and I knew I had to sort it out before the police got there.
      

      
      To begin with, they’d ask us about Terry and there wasn’t very much we could tell them. We could suggest they ask Lucy. That
         was about it. I tried hard to remember all the things she’d said, every word since she’d arrived. But I hadn’t liked her and I hadn’t talked to her unless I’d had to, so there you were. All opportunities missed.
      

      
      She’d been very well spoken, an upper-class sort of voice. She reminded me of the girls at the private day school I attended
         until they politely requested my dad to take me away. Of course, she used to use all kinds of words she’d picked up out there
         in the streets, trying to sound like just anyone else around the area. But it hadn’t worked. She still sounded different.
         There was that woolly jacket with the expensive label. She’d had that with her when she came. She was wearing it the night
         she arrived with Lucy. I know she didn’t get that jacket from Oxfam. She’d brought that with her from home, wherever home
         was.
      

      
      As for her friends, I didn’t even know if she had any, or where she went during the day. The police would ask if either Nev
         or Squib had been her boyfriend. Neither had. Nev was generally considered to be with me, but the arrangement was a platonic
         one. I acted, if anything, as Nev’s minder. He didn’t cope well on his own. Squib had his dog for company. He didn’t really
         need people.
      

      
      Declan was the one Terry had been keen on. But we didn’t know where Declan had gone and anyway, he’d had troubles of his own.
         I didn’t want to put the police on to Declan. I’d liked him.
      

      
      So, to come back to the most important question, why? Why should she kill herself? I couldn’t accept it, even though I’d seen
         the evidence. She hadn’t appeared depressed or worried, more than any of us were worried about the eviction. Despite Squib’s
         theory, I didn’t believe she’d worried enough about that to take such extreme action. Generally, she’d just been her normal, grousing self. Alarm bells were starting to ring at the back of my
         brain and I didn’t like the sound of what they were trying to tell me.
      

      
      I remembered how she’d been dressed when we found her, just in the unzipped jeans and crumpled shirt. I couldn’t understand
         why the jeans weren’t zipped up. If she’d been walking around like that before she died, the jeans would’ve ended up round
         her ankles. So, had she pulled them on in a hurry and, with suicide in mind, not bothered with the zip? Or, an idea, as grotesque
         as it was unwelcome popped into my head, had someone else dressed her unconscious body, panicking, fumbling with the zip and
         giving up? I remembered the aroma of cologne in the house when Nev and I returned from Camden and my feeling that some outsider
         had been there in our absence.
      

      
      I put that unpleasant thought on hold and concentrated on another. The rigor. Accepting that she had died yesterday afternoon,
         the police would want to know where we’d all been, when was the last time we’d seen her and if she’d appeared distressed in
         any way. They were unlikely, in the circumstances, to accept anyone’s plea of total ignorance and absence from the scene,
         without some confirmation. We were not the sort of people whose word they took. So what we were looking for here were alibis,
         not to put too fine a point on it.
      

      
      Nev and I, with luck, could prove that for part of the time we were eating Mexican bean stew with his friends. As for Squib,
         a pavement artist must have hundreds of witnesses to his activities. But all of them would have been hurrying by, glancing
         at a hunched figure rubbing industriously at a square of paving with chalks. Some would have taken a closer look at the picture, but few would have troubled to look closely at the artist.
      

      
      I must have shifted in my chair because I met Wilson’s beady gaze fixed on me. He had tensed as I moved and probably thought
         I was planning to leap through a pane of glass and run off down the street like they do in movies. If so, he watched too much
         television.
      

      
      Nev said, ‘I need a glass of water,’ and stood up.

      
      Wilson ordered, ‘You just stay where you are, sunshine!’

      
      ‘He’s been sick!’ I snapped. ‘You stay there, Nev. I’ll go and get you the water.’ I marched over to Wilson and stood over
         him. ‘You don’t have any right to prevent me!’ I told him. ‘And don’t forget, your mate was here yesterday and our friend
         died right afterwards!’
      

      
      ‘You’ve got a big mouth!’ he said.

      
      ‘And you’ve got a fat gut!’ I told him.

      
      ‘All right,’ he snarled. ‘You won’t be so lippy when the police get here. Go and get him his glass of water. Where’s the kitchen?’

      
      ‘It’s the next room. If I leave the door open, you’ll be able to see me in there from just outside this room, OK?’

      
      He grunted and moved out into the hall where he could see both the living-room door and the kitchen door. I went into the
         kitchen and turned on the tap. I had a drink of water myself while I was there, even though I could feel Wilson’s eyes boring
         into my back. Then I took Nev’s glass back with me.
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