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  ONE




  It was the red of the match heads that caught her eye.




  Staring into the kitchen drawer, Kimberly Guyver had no doubt that the matchbook had been there since the day she moved in, and she didn’t see how she could have overlooked it.




  Its cover was bent back, so she picked it up and folded it shut. Its once familiar design consisted of nothing more than two words printed in gold on black, in a font that she happened to know

  was called Harquil.




  It said: Rita Club.




  She folded both hands around the matchbook, cupping it out of sight. She could feel the high-gloss card smooth against her palms. It reminded her how long it had been since her hands had been

  that silky, her nails as polished. It reminded her of Calvin Klein perfume. Of impractical shoes. Of sweat and vodka shots. And the pounding bass that had drowned out any attempt to reflect on the

  mess she was currently in.




  Maybe the matchbook hadn’t been hiding, because maybe she hadn’t been ready to notice it until now.




  She leant an elbow on the draining board, then plucked a match from one end of the row. It lit at the second attempt. She held it to the corner nearest the ‘R’ for

  ‘Rita’. The card curled before succumbing to a lazy green flame. She wondered if it was toxic, and realized the irony if it was. It burnt slowly until the flame reached the match heads,

  which then ignited with a sharp bright burst.




  She dropped the remnants of the matchbook into the sink, and kept watching it, determined to witness the moment when it finally burnt itself to nothing. It was down to merely ash and a thin

  plume of smoke when the voice from the doorway startled her.




  ‘Mummy.’




  She took a moment to wipe her face and hands – long enough for him to speak to her again. This time his voice was slightly more insistent. ‘Mummy.’ He looked at her with a gaze

  that implied he knew far more than he was capable of knowing at two and a half, and she immediately felt guilty.




  ‘Riley,’ she answered, using the same urgent intonation. She held out her hand. ‘Come and watch Thomas while I take a shower.’




  She paused by the window, noting the afternoon sun was now low over Cambridge’s Mill Road Cemetery, its glow picking out the wording on the south- and west-facing

  headstones, casting the others in deep shadow. It was hot for June, and any areas where the ankle-high grass grew without shade had already taken on the appearance of a hay meadow.




  The burial ground was shared between thirteen parishes. She knew this because she knew the cemetery better than anywhere else, better than any other part of town, better than any of the many

  places she had briefly called home, even the one that had lasted for six years, or this current one where she’d lived for three. She knew the curve of each footpath, and she had favourite

  headstones. Plenty marked with ‘wife of the above’, but none, she noticed, marked ‘husband of the below’. Lots, too, who ‘fell asleep’. And

  if marriage carried kudos, so did age: in some cases a mark of achievement and in others a measure of loss.




  She loved some stones for their ornate craftsmanship, others for their humble simplicity. She taught herself to draw by copying their geometry and scripts and fallen angels. The school claimed

  she had a natural aptitude for art but she knew it was the cemetery that taught her balance and perspective, light and shade and the importance of solitude.




  In isolated moments, when her feelings of abandonment became all but overwhelming, she’d return to certain memorials that had stayed in her awareness after her previous visits. Like that

  of Alicia Anne Campion, one of the many who had fallen asleep. She’d gone in 1876 at the age of 51, and had been given a low sandstone grave topped with white marble, shaped like a

  roof with a gable at each end and one off-centre. The elaborate carving was still unweathered. Kimberly knew how to find it at night-time and had often sat there in the dark, with her back against

  this grave and the pattern close to her cheek, her fingers tracing the crisp lines that the stonemason had chiselled.




  Mill Road Cemetery was also the place she’d hidden when, at fourteen, she’d tried her first cigarette, and where, at fifteen, she’d lost her virginity to a boy called Mitch.

  She never found out whether Mitch was part of his first name or his last, or no part of his real name at all. He’d smoked a joint afterwards, and she tried it for the first and only time. He

  then told her to fuck off. The smoke made her feel queasy and giddy, so she stumbled and caught her knuckle on the sharp edge of a broken stone urn, and went home with blood smears on her hands and

  a new anger ignited in her heart.




  But no bad choice was going to come between her and the way she felt for that place, and she later exorcized the memory of it with a succession of equally forgettable boys, until nothing but

  Mitch’s name and a vague recollection of smoking pot stayed in her head.




  People walked through all the time, taking shortcuts, taking lunch. People actually tending graves were few, and she guessed that the number of people who knew the place as well as she did was

  even less. Most visitors didn’t know about the thirteen parishes; even fewer knew that the curved paths and apparently shambolic layout of trees and graves formed a perfect guitar shape.

  She’d sketched a plan of it one day, then in disbelief double-checked a map and, sure enough, found this huge guitar hidden in the centre of the city.




  The guitar’s neck belonged to the parish of St Andrew the Less and, although level with the rest of the cemetery, it stood a storey higher than the houses backing on to its west side. They

  were Victorian terraces, originally two-up, two-down workers’ houses, but almost all of them had since been extended.




  One of these was Kimberly’s. It had a single-storey extension that stretched to within a few feet of the cemetery’s perimeter wall. When she first moved in, she’d seen that as

  providing a good fire escape: an easy climb through her sash window, then across the flat roof to safety. But, almost as soon as he had been big enough to stand, she’d realized Riley’s

  fascination with the large open space that lay just over their garden wall.




  For now, though, Thomas the Tank Engine was enough to hold his interest, so she left him sitting on one of her pillows, hypnotized by the TV at the foot of her bed. Just this one time, she hoped

  he would leave her to shower in peace, enjoying the water close to scalding and the jets needling her skin.




  She reached for a towel, realizing that she’d stayed in the shower for much longer than she had planned to. She could hear the Fat Controller having a few issues with one of the less

  useful engines, and knew the DVD had been on for over half an hour.




  ‘Riley?’ she called. With no response, she guessed he was probably just too engrossed to hear her, and she called him again.




  She took another towel and wrapped her wet hair in it, then returned to the bedroom just as the theme song began. Thomas the Tank Engine was chuffing along the track with the credits flying up

  the screen, but Riley had climbed under the covers and was sleeping too deeply to care. Kimberly curled up beside him, wrapping her arms around him, and he shifted a little, resettling with his

  head closer to hers. His hair tickled her cheek. He smelt of baby wipes and jacket potato, and his proximity soothed her more than any amount of showering could have done.




  It was a tranquil moment, broken only by the main-menu loop on the DVD, then a few seconds of cheery music that had already been repeated too many times. Kimberly stretched herself towards the

  remote, aiming to scoop it near enough to reach the mute button. She touched one of the channel buttons instead, and the image that flickered on to the screen seemed as familiar as Thomas the Tank

  Engine.




  She recognized that skyline, the rocky outcrop, the barren coastline. But she took a second or two to understand this was no DVD, no fictional footage. It was the news.




  A fragment of her life was appearing on the television and, as sure as the carving on Alicia Campion’s grave, its details were now set in stone.




  She felt realization burn through her chest, dropping like a molten leaden weight into the pit of her stomach. She saw the winch, and the wreck of Nick’s car that now hung from its hook.

  The car that she’d last seen when that same stretch of the Mediterranean sea had swallowed it.




  The reporter’s voice began to penetrate her shock. ‘The vehicle was recovered last week after some divers reported that it appeared to contain human remains. It wasn’t until

  today that the Spanish authorities have been able to confirm the identity of the occupant. The victim is named as former Cambridge man Nicholas Lewton, who had been living and working in Cartagena

  until his disappearance almost three years ago. Police are now appealing for information, and a spokesman has confirmed that this death is being treated as suspicious.’




  The phone sat on the bedside table nearest to the window. It rang just as she was reaching for it. She looked out across the cemetery, towards the rear of another row of houses. Because they

  were built on higher ground, her bedroom directly faced the rear windows of their ground floors. One of them had been sandblasted, leaving its brickwork paler than that of its neighbours. Trees

  rose in-between, but she could see its upper floor catch the last of the sunshine and glow a fireball orange.




  The ground floor of the same house was partly obscured in summer, but Kimberly knew that her caller was standing just inside its patio door. Probably squinting into the sun, staring over at

  Kimberly’s house, waiting for her to answer the phone.




  Kimberly pressed the ‘answer’ button. ‘I saw it,’ she said. ‘Let me get dressed. I’ll meet you outside.’




  

     

  




  TWO




  Kimberly grabbed some clean knickers and a bra from her chest of drawers, then pulled a dress from her wardrobe. Tugging them on quickly, she scooped up Riley, draping him over

  her shoulder, hoping he wouldn’t stir, then managed to transfer him into his pushchair without waking him. She left her house by the front door, and hurried to the nearest entrance leading

  into the cemetery, a narrow gateway at the top of the guitar’s neck. The path ran in an arc that curved like a broken string towards the other side of the green enclosure. She and Rachel

  always met at the midpoint, a circle that had once been the site of the chapel of St Mary the Less.




  Kimberly arrived first. There were four benches, spaced around the outside of the circle, and she chose the one which would give her the best view of Rachel’s approach.




  It was a few minutes later before she saw Rachel’s figure appear briefly, then disappear, between the trees and shrubs further along.




  She could easily have cut across and made it in half the time, since Rachel knew her way round here almost as well as Kimberly did. This was a good sign, Kimberly decided: a sign that Rachel

  didn’t feel the same panic as she herself felt.




  She watched Rachel reappear from behind a yew tree and disappear behind an overgrown buddleia, noticing that her friend’s stride, though brisk, was not rushed. Measured, that was

  the word. Rachel was always the calm one, weighing up the options, measuring her response. It was a joke between them: Kimberly gets them both into trouble, Rachel gets them out.




  The sun was at the back of her neck, reaching its still warm fingers around on to one cheek. It was a slow, burning heat that made her feel impatient to get out of it.




  When Rachel emerged into view again, she was still about a hundred feet away, but Kimberly sensed there had been a change in her friend. In the few seconds she’d been out of sight,

  she’d been overtaken by a shadow. There was now a slowing of her usually lively stride, a new gravity dragging at her limbs, like hesitancy and indecision were both pulling at her hem. There

  was maybe eighty feet between them now, and Rachel’s features appeared as nothing more than shadows and indistinct shapes, but they were composed differently today.




  Riley moved one arm out into the sun, and Kimberly used this movement as a reason to turn her attention to him and fold it back inside the shade of the canopy. She knew she was kidding herself;

  in truth she felt like she’d been staring at Rachel, in some kind of bad way. She waited until Rachel was about twenty feet away before looking up at her again, hoping to find comfort

  there.




  Rachel’s toe caught in a small ruck in the grass and, momentarily, she stumbled. It was nothing, just a tiny break in her stride, but it seemed to be a further sign of the way her

  previously graceful gait had become self-conscious and unsure. She stopped ten feet off, and managed a small smile: one that flickered on to her face and was gone in the next instant. Kimberly had

  painted Rachel’s portrait many times, but never like this. Not ever. Something fragile but significant had deserted her friend.




  Kimberly felt her stomach lurch.




  She glanced around her, taking in everything as if it was the first time they’d come back to this spot in ten years. If the grass that lay between them looked the same as it ever had, it

  was the only thing that did. The graves were older, some had crumbled, others had toppled. The surrounding houses were filled with new families. The drugs were harder, and year on year the rain

  fell ever heavier. And neither of them were children anymore.




  Kimberly stood up and stepped a little closer.




  Rachel frowned. ‘I was as quick as possible,’ she said. And spoke as if answering a question. Making a defence.




  ‘I know. It’s OK.’




  ‘Is it?’




  ‘Shit, Rach, it’s got to be.’ Kimberly heard the tautness in her own voice.




  In response, Rachel closed her eyes and pressed her hands over her ears. Kimberly had never noticed the frown lines on Rachel’s forehead until now.




  ‘Rach, what is it?’




  ‘We should go.’




  Kimberly glanced around.




  ‘No, Kim, I mean go go,’ Rachel corrected her, ‘leave the area until it’s sorted.’




  ‘We already did that, remember?’ Kimberly’s thoughts were suddenly overtaken by the idea that she’d seen some fundamental part of the picture through the wrong lens, or

  from the wrong angle. She couldn’t decide what exactly, just that her view had somehow become distorted.




  Rachel shook her head and turned away, but not before Kimberly had spotted the tears welling in her friend’s eyes.




  She found herself at Rachel’s side, wrapping her arm around her shoulder. ‘This isn’t like you at all. I’m relying on you to bail me out.’ Kimberly gently turned

  Rachel’s face towards her. ‘Tell me what’s wrong.’




  Kimberly guessed she knew Rachel better than anyone, and she could only remember Rachel crying twice before, once at her mother’s funeral and once at school on the day they’d met.

  Kimberly was the emotional, volatile one, while Rachel was the thinker, the planner. Never the crying type.




  Rachel blinked and tears fell from both eyes, making identical trails down each side of her symmetrical face. She didn’t meet Kimberly’s gaze, but instead stared past her and into

  the pushchair. She tried to speak but the sentence churned into a sob. There was definitely something odd about the way Rachel stared at Riley, and the unease twisted tighter in Kimberly’s

  gut.




  Rachel’s breathing steadied for a moment. ‘I didn’t know you’d have Riley,’ she blurted.




  ‘I wasn’t going to leave him indoors, was I?’




  ‘I don’t mean now. I meant . . .’ Rachel held out her hands in an expansive gesture, a gesture that said Think bigger.




  ‘You meant what?’ Kimberly demanded, but she could already see she’d been naïve. She felt a familiar anger rising, and she tried to restrain it, grabbing at its tail and

  willing it to go quietly back into its cage.




  Kimberly asked her again, knowing that her voice sounded hard and unforgiving. ‘What was it you meant?’




  This was the wrong tactic with Rachel, and Kimberly knew it. Rachel stiffened, then pulled away and began walking the more direct route back to her house.




  By the time Kimberly had manoeuvred the pram across the bumps and heavy clumps of grass, Rachel had almost reached the low wall before her back garden.




  Kimberly spoke again as soon as she thought she was close enough to be heard. ‘Please, Rachel, I don’t understand.’ Parking the pushchair, she caught up with her finally and

  reached out for the woman’s arm. ‘What’s scaring you, Rach?’




  The next moment Rachel was hugging her, constantly repeating her name. Kimberly held her close at first, gripping her as tight as she was being gripped. Then the seconds began to stretch on too

  long. This wasn’t just an expression of close friendship, and Kimberly didn’t understand it. It began to feel claustrophobic. She needed to know what Rachel was now feeling, needed to

  catch her breath and assess this new pitch of emotion. Is this love or fear, or something else? Regret perhaps?




  But, in their relationship, Kimberly believed she was the sole custodian of all the regret. She’d held on to it for so long now.




  She eased herself free.




  ‘I know how much I owe you. I’ll never forget that, and I’d never want you in any danger because of me.’




  Rachel turned to her, her eyes already puffy and her nose running. Her words sounded thick and heavy. ‘Everything’s scaring me. You, Stefan . . . the whole fucking, miserable

  mess.’




  Then, Rachel began backing up as she continued, ‘Go away. Take Riley and go. I’m not going to tell you anything you don’t already know, so don’t ask me any more. Just get

  away from Cambridge.’




  ‘I don’t know everything, do I? What’s it got to do with Riley?’




  ‘Kim, there’s nothing else I can say.’




  ‘There is. Just tell me what’s happened.’




  Rachel hesitated and, when she finally spoke, her voice was barely audible: ‘You saw the news?’




  Kimberly couldn’t let it go so easily and followed her right up to the low wall. ‘Spain’s a thousand miles away, probably more. It has nothing to do with Cambridge.’




  Rachel shook her head and stepped right over the wall. They were only thirty feet from the pushchair but Kimberly wasn’t prepared to be any further from her son. She hurried back to

  collect it, and pushed the buggy towards Rachel. ‘Wait, there’s something else, isn’t there?’




  ‘You really must go away from here.’




  ‘I can’t just vanish.’




  ‘You have to. I’m going early tomorrow.’




  ‘Without Stefan?’




  ‘No.’ It was Rachel’s instant answer, then she checked herself. ‘Maybe. Look, the less you know the better.’




  ‘You’ve had it all planned.’




  Rachel shrugged, but seemed increasingly uncomfortable.




  ‘Why didn’t you warn me earlier?’




  Rachel shook her head. ‘It was an old plan – one we never thought we’d need.’ Again her gaze alighted on Riley.




  ‘Is he in danger, too?’ Kimberly whispered.




  She guessed Rachel wished she could deny it, but instead she gave her a small nod. It did nothing to soften the sense of betrayal: Rachel had let her down but more than that she’d let

  Riley down.




  The truth of the situation seemed to strike Rachel only then. She paused, then said, ‘OK, how long do you need?’




  Kimberly couldn’t help the sarcasm. ‘To arrange a new life?’ she snorted.




  Rachel didn’t visibly react. ‘To collect some cash and a car and go,’ she said quietly.




  That sobered Kimberly. ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘I’m all ready. Why don’t I take Riley for a few hours? Pick him up when you’re sorted.’




  ‘I don’t know . . .’




  ‘It’s all I can offer.’




  And Kimberly could tell then that there was no half-truth or selfishness in the suggestion. ‘Help me get the pram over the wall.’




  Rachel nodded reassuringly. ‘You know I’ll look after him. I’ve always tried, you realize. And, Kim, please don’t tell anyone else what I’m doing.’




  Kimberly nodded silently, then hung back until both of them were out of sight. She finally made her decision and turned – but not towards home. Instead she left the cemetery at the

  south-west exit, then broke into a run.




  Change was in the air, and it smelt sour. Maybe there was something bad coming, or perhaps it was already blowing in and opening up gangrenous wounds in her current life. One thing was certain;

  it was stirring up the one memory that she never wanted to revisit: hot pavements and the sound of her own footsteps echoing on them as she ran for help.




  

     

  




  THREE




  Rachel was in the habit of deliberately studying her own house each time she approached it, no matter how short a time she’d been away or which elevation she was facing.

  It was a habit she had developed as a form of motivation, a reminder of how far their hard work had brought them and what they could accomplish when they remembered to work together. She had

  finally realized that such achievements had been brought about by nothing but her own determination. And, although her motivations subsequently changed, her habit of staring at the house

  remained.




  It was a mid-terrace residence with a small passage that led from the back garden straight through to the street at the front. Including this in its overall ground plan made the house several

  feet wider than the neighbouring properties. It had allowed Rachel and Stefan space for an upstairs bathroom and an en-suite extension to their bedroom. The house was one hundred and seven years

  old and had spent the entire post-war period mostly in the hands of the same family.




  The first thing they had done was hire a skip. Apart from three brief trips to the landfill site near Milton, it remained outside for a full week as layers of the house’s history were

  stripped away and discarded. The thick brown and cream lounge carpet, the wood cladding from the chimney breast along with the two-bar electric fire with the fake coals. A free-standing kitchen

  unit and a Belling cooker. The twin tub with its flaking paint, rusting from the bottom up. A double bed with velour headboard and the plastic laundry basket printed with orange and yellow flowers

  all over its lid. Interior doors, strips of old skirting, the sink, the bath, the immersion heater, and on and on until all that remained had been a windowless, featureless shell.




  They’d then extended outwards at the back and upwards into the loft. And the builders had used the narrow side passage each time new building materials were delivered. Everything from

  wiring and plaster to shelves and cushions was replaced.




  But the passage itself stayed, too convenient to be deprived of it for the sake of a few extra square feet of floor space. They’d never worked out how to give the place a more contemporary

  feel, and so this passageway and the one surviving plum tree stayed as relics of the house’s original guise as a cramped and unfashionable Edwardian family home.




  Although Rachel always studied her own home in this way, she rarely thought about it in any depth. For some reason today was different, and by the time she’d manoeuvred Riley’s

  pushchair in through the patio doors, she was preoccupied with the idea that she was leaving the one place they’d truly made their own.




  She corrected herself: the one place she’d truly made her own.




  Rachel drew a deep breath and wondered if living alone somewhere new would really be any better.




  It was her exchange with Kimberly that had brought about this occasional sentimentality, Kimberly whose pregnancy had brought her a sense of purpose as well as a beautiful baby boy. Rachel loved

  this house but it was just a house, a means to an end. Her next steps were all about getting herself to a point where she could afford to be sentimental. The chance to become as lucky as

  Kimberly.




  She lifted Riley on to the settee, and he opened his eyes. ‘Hi, Riley. It’s Rachel.’




  ‘Where’s mummy?’




  ‘Gone shopping.’




  That satisfied him clearly. He was still drowsy and turned his head to one side.




  ‘Sleepy boy,’ she murmured and stroked his hair. He seemed oblivious to her and a minute later she was in the kitchen with the hob alight and a deep pan of cold water sitting over

  it. She was sure he would come to find her when he wanted attention. And, even though she couldn’t see him, she’d hear him if he called out.




  She went back to thinking about the house, trying to imagine locking the door for the last time, then telling herself that there was no point in getting emotional when the decision had already

  been made.




  She was far too deep in thought to notice the lengthening of the shadows outside the kitchen window, or the TV burbling in the front room. It was the key in the latch that made her start, and

  notice that the water in the saucepan was now boiling. The tiles behind the cooker were moist with steam.




  She glanced at her watch but didn’t bother looking out into the hall. ‘You’re early,’ she called.




  There was no reply, so she tried again. ‘Stefan, I’m in the kitchen.’




  She listened for a reply but, if he had bothered speaking at all, he’d only mumbled one, merely grunting back at her some dutiful greeting. ‘Sulky git,’ she muttered, slowly

  drying her hands on the nearest tea towel, feeling acutely aware of how stale the air became when they shared it. She knew she should go to welcome him, though, and make the effort for one last

  meal.




  She straightened up, determined to seem caring, relaxed, content and display every other positive aspect of being happily married that it was appropriate for him to see.




  That lasted all the way along the hallway and as far as the front room, where he stood in the doorway with his back to her.




  ‘When d’you want dinner?’ she asked, her smile fading as he turned and she could see the darkness in his expression. She glared instead, knowing that the words would come out

  of her mouth sounding sharp and indifferent. ‘What’s up now?’




  She looked inside the room and the answer was all too obvious. While she’d been distracted by a saucepan of boiling water, Riley had gone out of the lounge and found the CD racks in the

  front room. There were at least thirty cases, now separated from their disks and booklets. She knew immediately that most of them were hers, but she doubted that would change the outcome.




  ‘What the fuck’s he doing here?’




  Rachel lowered her voice, hoping he would take the hint and do the same. ‘That’s not why you’re back?’




  He kept his voice at the same pitch, not exactly loud considering it came from a six-foot-two wall of a man. But it was loud enough. ‘Answer the fucking question.’




  ‘You’re back because you saw the news?’




  ‘I said answer the fucking question.’




  For the first time Riley glanced over at them. He grinned and shook another loose CD on to the floor.




  ‘Shhh,’ Rachel said, ‘I am answering.’ She backed away from the door, jerking her head to persuade him to follow her to the kitchen. Thankfully he did.




  ‘No, you’re not.’




  ‘Shut up, let me finish, and you’ll see that I’m actually answering the fucking question.’




  She paused, wondering whether she’d already pushed her luck too far. He looked angry, pissed off even, but was yet to tip into the dangerous mood. She knew she now had to try to

  keep things smooth.




  ‘Go on, then.’




  ‘You saw the news, and Kim’s seen it too. I’ve taken Riley while she sorts some stuff out. She’s going to leave town for a while.’




  ‘Like we don’t have our own shit?’




  ‘It won’t hurt for us to stick together.’




  She saw him change then, a tiny twist in his expression, more tension evident round the mouth and a narrowing of the eyes. His voice took on another tone, a kind of

  one-wrong-step-and-you’re-out type vibe.




  ‘You mean loyalty? That’s new.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘All this faithful crap doesn’t include me, does it?’




  ‘I haven’t a . . .’ She could see where this was going but had no idea why they were heading there. She tried to remember anything she might have said or done to trigger this

  jealousy. She kept returning to the idea that somehow he’d discovered the only thing that couldn’t be explained away. He was standing about six feet from her but his fury seemed to fill

  her entire field of vision.




  ‘I kept my mouth shut. I put up with your coldness, always avoiding me touching you, but don’t you think it’s always on my mind, Rachel? I don’t need you telling me how

  you’re going to stand by her, when you won’t stand by me. Rubbing my face in the shit like that. Do you see what I’m saying? Do you? You have pushed me until all I want to do now

  is snap. I’m not keeping my mouth shut any longer. So tell me . . .’




  ‘What?’ He waited for just a few seconds before he spoke, but to Rachel it felt like several long minutes, and in that time she was no closer to finding anything to say to save her

  situation.




  When he finally whispered the words, she wanted to sob with relief. ‘Who are you shagging?’




  Who are you shagging?




  She shook her head and kept her response low-key. ‘No one.’




  ‘Liar.’ He stepped closer, and in response she stepped backwards. The wall behind her was nearer than she expected, so she found herself pressed up against it. Stefan leant towards

  her, one broad hand pressed to the wall on either side of her face.




  She tried to turn away, but those big hands were quick and she found herself slapped back against the wall. ‘This is stupid,’ she breathed.




  He just shook his head. ‘I have to know,’ he said finally.




  ‘There’s no one.’




  He grabbed her face, cupping it in his hands, pressing his thumbs into her cheekbones. ‘Tell me.’




  Out of the corner of her eye she saw Riley appear in the hallway. He remained silent, with an intent expression on his face. Stefan gripped her just as tightly as she tried to smile despite the

  pain.




  She knew he would let her go soon, and until then there was nothing else to say.




  

     

  




  FOUR




  It was approaching 8 p.m. and the afternoon had faded. Inside Parkside Pool the artificial lighting maintained the illusion of daylight, but the restaurant had already closed

  and the children’s swimming class had finished. Only a few adult swimmers remained to wind down the day.




  The man at the very back of the viewing gallery sat low in his seat. He held open a copy of The Times but wasn’t reading anything on the page in front of him. Below him, Gary

  Goodhew swam the last of his hundred lengths with the same swift but unrushed front crawl that he’d used on the first. He cut a clean line through the pool, with a technique close to textbook

  perfect and timing that was damn near metronomic.




  Goodhew left the water then. He didn’t use the steps, just made the sort of easy exit rarely accomplished by the unfit or overweight. Judging by the female lifeguard’s intent

  expression, she’d already spotted that he was neither. He tugged his towel from the back of a chair and rubbed his hair a couple of times, enough to leave it looking about as tidy as it ever

  appeared. He headed towards the men’s changing rooms, as lithe and almost as fluid when he walked as when he was swimming.




  The spectator slipped away then, similarly fluid and equally focused, the evening having proved more than satisfactory. It had taken Goodhew forty minutes to swim just over a mile and a half,

  and in that time he had demonstrated discipline, fitness and an undoubted capacity for patience. Perhaps patience was the wrong term for it, more like a determination to play the long game. All of

  these were attributes that Goodhew normally hid behind a mask of quiet diffidence.




  Not that this was news to the spectator, who had drawn several conclusions before today, and was only present here to confirm them. DC Gary Goodhew, the youngest detective serving at

  Cambridge’s Parkside Station, wasn’t the only one capable of silently observing the truth.




  From leaving the water to exiting the building Goodhew took less than ten minutes. It wasn’t a hot summer yet, but more than warm enough to lift the remaining dampness

  from his short and slightly unkempt hair. He ran his fingers just once through the front, as if that would salvage something. There wasn’t any particular style to salvage, so the result was

  pretty irrelevant.




  As he turned right from the pool, the Parkside Station fell within his line of sight, and he wondered what would be waiting for him on his return. But then, as he turned right yet again into

  Mill Road, he forced his thoughts away from matters of work.




  In fact the coming fortnight would hold nothing more taxing for him than meeting a light-hearted challenge set by his grandmother. Just returned from two weeks in Cuba, she had flown back

  bursting with stories of jazz and salsa clubs. She reckoned that his choice of spending his two weeks’ holiday in Cambridge couldn’t touch that, especially when the place was already

  his home town.




  He’d grinned and said, ‘You’ll see,’ despite having virtually no plans yet for his time off.




  Now he walked alongside the clog of traffic that inched slowly in each direction, first overtaking then being overtaken by cars that were heading away from the city centre. In recent years Mill

  Road had become an end-to-end traffic queue, but it was far more than just a commuter route. The shops ranged from a tattooist and a traditional toyshop to antiquarian books and an oriental

  supermarket, with newsagents and kebab shops in between. Some had unlocked their doors at 6 a.m., while others would stay open until two the following morning. No other part of Cambridge was so

  diverse or vibrant.




  Goodhew took the next side street, and from there it was just a short walk to the former bus garage that housed the car-repair workshop of O’Brien and Sons. In fact there was only one son

  but apparently Vincent O’Brien had always been inclined to exaggerate. The old man was semi-retired now and mostly Bryn worked alone, grumbling that he was tempted to amend the sign to read

  ‘O’Brien’s Son’.




  Their paths had crossed a few weeks earlier, and maybe if they hadn’t been at the same primary school they wouldn’t have bothered maintaining any contact. But that small patch of

  common ground had proved enough of a link for them to forge the early part of what might potentially grow into a firm friendship.




  Or potentially amount to nothing.




  Gary was still taking stock and as cautious of becoming close friends with the bad boy and joker of the class as Bryn himself was undoubtedly cautious about becoming mates with the class loner.

  Old reputations could prove stubborn ones to shake.




  For now, though, Goodhew was more than happy to take the suggestion of an evening spent visiting a few local pubs entirely at face value. This was his fortnight off, after all.




  So far, he’d found Bryn easy company, almost like they’d been friends all along rather than just acquaintances with a fifteen-year gap in their joint history.




  There were no cars parked outside but the concertina doors were still open, and Bryn’s turquoise and white Zodiac was parked in the centre of the workshop beyond. Bryn had changed out of

  his overalls but still had a spanner in one hand, which he raised in greeting when he spotted Goodhew.




  ‘What do you think?’




  The car had just been repaired and resprayed. ‘It’s good.’




  Bryn stood at the back of the car and surveyed the repair from an acute angle. ‘It’s more than good.’




  ‘Have you been admiring that car all afternoon?’




  ‘Absolutely.’ Bryn shrugged happily. ‘And how did you get here?’




  ‘Walked, why?’




  ‘What is it with you and cars? You’re in the middle of a two-week holiday, so I thought the first thing you’d do is sort yourself out with a vehicle.’




  ‘I don’t really need one.’




  Bryn possessed a habitually open expression, with big eyes under eyebrows that always seemed slightly raised. He raised them a little further. ‘You should still get one. People like to

  know about your car; it tells them something.’




  ‘I’m not getting a car just to tell people which pigeon-hole I belong in.’




  ‘Yeah, but the no-car pigeon-hole is for pensioners, misfits, eco warriors and the really skint. Oh, yeah, and the losers who’ve lost their licence and have no hope of getting it

  back, ever. If you had a car, it would be easier for people to weigh you up.’




  ‘And I suppose you’re going for quirky, retro, in a kind of James Dean way?’




  Bryn grinned. ‘No, I’m going for He looks like fun and isn’t that car cute with its roomy interior and leather upholstery.’




  ‘And that works?’




  ‘Yeah, girls love it. We could take it out tonight.’




  ‘To go two hundred yards?’




  ‘Trust me, we’ll park it outside, then sit at a table right next to it.’




  ‘If you say so,’ said Goodhew and he smiled, mostly to himself. Bryn was a natural flirt and it was this and his laid-back charm which drew women, not his beloved car. In fact, Bryn

  possessed a natural lack of inhibition, a quality that Goodhew could recognize but never himself own.




  Bryn lobbed the spanner so it landed in the top tray of his tool chest. ‘Let’s go.’




  The Zodiac turned out of the yard, its engine burbling and the chrome glinting under the orange glow of the street lights, and somehow Goodhew couldn’t help feeling that they were driving

  towards far more than just another night at the pub.




  

     

  




  FIVE




  By 9 p.m. most of the through traffic had gone and Mill Road was now occupied meeting the demands of the local populace, newsagents and convenience stores seeing a steady

  stream of customers while the pubs and takeaways geared up for the Friday-evening rush. The air had cooled but the pavements still radiated a lazy warmth, and there was no urgency to the general

  busy-ness.




  One figure moved a little faster than the rest. The boy was about seventeen years old, eighteen at most. He wore a hooded sweatshirt and baggy jeans, with hefty trainers that looked as though

  they really belonged to someone several inches broader and taller. He walked quickly with loping strides, concentrating his weight on the balls of his feet like he needed to fill out his gait as

  well as his clothes. His eyes stayed on the path, a few feet ahead of him, only glancing up every thirty seconds or so to take in a new snapshot confirming his route towards the cemetery.




  He heard his name being called, and stopped briefly to join a group of five other teenagers hanging around outside an off-licence. He stopped for as long as it took to blag a cigarette and roll

  it and light it. ‘Cheers,’ he nodded, unsmiling, then added, ‘Later.’




  He was slightly built and wiry, with an arrogance in the way he walked, like a boxer, though he wasn’t.




  Just before he reached the Locomotive pub, he crossed over the road in a diagonal line, ignoring the traffic and slapping the roof of a small red Fiat which refused to slow for him to pass.




  He turned immediately right, heading down a long straight avenue of sixty-feet-high trees, and through the gateway at the south-west corner of Mill Road Cemetery. The area was unlit, but enough

  grey daylight remained to show him the way.




  The path split and he followed it to the left, along the rear perimeter fence of Anglia Ruskin University, until it curved again. He slowed, checking that he was still alone, then slipped

  through a gap in the shrubbery.




  Eight minutes later he reappeared, a little less cocky but still as alert, and began to give the area one more 360-degree scan. He had made it through less than ninety degrees before something

  caught his eye. He stood stock-still, adjusting his vision to the strange flickering, and confirming that his orientation was correct. Then he took off. He ran, keeping to the centre of the pale

  gravel path, and glancing regularly from the fire to the track and then back to the fire.




  He already realized that a Gwydir Street house was burning, but now needed to know which one. There would be other people moving across the cemetery, shadowy figures, drawn to the hypnotic

  dancing light at the upstairs windows. He had to get there faster. He sprinted, finally leaving the path and stumbling over unlit and uneven clumps of grass.




  As he reached the property’s low rear-garden wall, he gasped. ‘Oh, fuck.’




  He scrambled over the wall and ran to the patio door. It was locked. He cupped his hands to the glass, and peered inside, but found the curtains drawn. Behind him someone shouted, ‘Get

  back!’ but he barely heard it over the sound of the house whispering and crackling in his ear.




  He banged on the glass with his fist. ‘Open the door.’




  He ran along the passage to the front of the house, and banged on the door there too. He then looked through the letterbox, found the hallway was empty. He turned his head to one side and tried

  to peer up the stairs. The top step was just in view, lit by a slow strobing of heavy light interrupted by thick smoke curling downwards.




  He shouted through the gap, ‘Rachel? Rachel!’ then threw his whole body at the front door. It held too solidly.




  There were other people out in the street by now, alerted by his shouting and then seeing the first signs of fire appearing in the upstairs windows at the front. He was oblivious to them as he

  dialled 999 on his mobile. ‘Fire!’ he shouted into the phone, then repeated the address when he spoke too quickly.




  A hand tugged at his arm and he turned round to see a middle-aged man.




  ‘You need to get back, son.’




  ‘I can’t.’




  ‘Is someone in there?’




  They both looked towards the front door.




  ‘I dunno, but I need to find out, don’t I? We gotta break in. We can smash that panel then unlock it.’




  ‘No, that could cause a fireball.’




  ‘She could be trapped.’




  ‘I called the fire brigade, too. Just wait.’




  ‘No, I can’t.’ He was no more than six feet away from the door, but he already knew that trying to force the lock was a mistake. The weak point was the thin pane, so he jumped

  at it, kicking out with his oversized trainers. He thought at first that the double glazing had shattered but, although the exterior glass broke, the interior pane had only crazed. He fell back on

  to the pavement, still staring at the stubborn door, just as the upstairs windows blew out. As glass rained down on him, he bent his head, stunned and defeated. Knowing that he couldn’t yet

  grasp all the implications.




  He staggered to his feet, aware for the first time of the drama that he and the middle-aged man had played out in front of a larger audience.




  In the distance sirens wailed. They would be coming from the left, so he turned right and ran for it, bursting through the thin barrier of voyeurs and towards the safety of Mill Road.




  

     

  




  SIX




  Bryn knew that taking the Zodiac was an inconvenience, since he’d have to drive it back to the garage after his second pint. No way was he going to leave it parked

  outside overnight, or let it be out of his sight. But he also wanted to find out whether Gary had ever experienced the buzz of just hanging out in a car this cool, and whether it was possible to

  inject a little harmless irresponsibility into their evening.




  After the first fifteen minutes, he realized such effort was wasted. Gary calmly pointed out that they were doing little more than a walking pace, and besides there was not anywhere to park.




  Bryn cast him a sideways glance. ‘Cars really aren’t your thing, are they?’




  ‘Only in a practical way – on a par with a microwave or washing machine.’




  ‘Right.’




  Bryn swung the car into a side street; never mind the availability of decent beer, he knew that the Six Bells offered the perfect combination of two pavement tables and some roadside parking.

  And today their luck was in: not only was there an empty parking bay but two empty seats almost next to it. Shame they’d have to share the table with two girls.




  He pretended to ignore them as he reversed his car into the available space, but in truth he’d already noticed that they were both blonde, nicely tanned and about his and Gary’s

  age.




  Within five minutes of sharing the same table they discovered that the girls were called Becky and Trina. Trina was tall and quiet, while Becky was attractively plump and wore black shorts and

  high heels. Bryn loved shorts and high heels.




  Bryn chose to ignore the fact that neither Gary nor Trina had much to say to each other.




  After one drink together, Bryn offered to buy another round. Gary stood up abruptly. ‘No, my turn. What would you like?’




  Becky apologized. ‘Actually, we need to make a move.’




  ‘Already?’ Bryn sounded surprised.




  Trina nodded. ‘Yep, Becky’s right.’




  Bryn passed his empty glass to Gary. ‘Same again for me, thanks.’




  Becky and Trina had left by the time Gary returned from the bar. ‘You’re looking pretty cheerful considering they’ve just abandoned you.’




  Bryn shrugged. ‘She’s going to ring me.’




  ‘But she went?’




  ‘It was a prior arrangement.’




  ‘Or so she said.’




  Bryn studied Gary for a moment, realizing that neither understood the other’s irritating logic. ‘Look, I can either think she was making an excuse just to get away, or assume she was

  telling the truth. Neither’s going to kill me, whether she rings or not, so I might as well enjoy waiting to find out.’




  Gary looked sceptical. ‘Now, that’s what I call a positive way to look at it.’




  ‘Don’t take the piss. I just get out there, put the odds in my favour, and hope for the best. How was her mate?’




  ‘She’s a trainee accountant.’




  ‘Not what I meant, at all. She was attractive, smart, and plenty going on. You went off to the bar and d’you know how she described you?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Wholly unavailable. Probably because you give out this I’m-not-interested thing. You could make the effort at least.’




  Gary shrugged. ‘Maybe.’




  Bryn didn’t push it any further. He saw that Gary had stopped listening, in any case. He was staring ahead towards the junction with Mill Road, and he’d obviously noticed

  something.




  ‘Let’s go,’ Gary said suddenly.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Different pub if you like.’




  ‘I haven’t finished my pint.’




  But Goodhew had already left the table and was heading towards the junction with Mill Road.




  ‘And I need to take my car back to the garage.’




  ‘Catch me up after you’ve done it,’ Gary called over his shoulder.




  Whatever was drawing Gary away now also held more interest for Bryn than finishing his last half pint. He shouted, ‘Hang on.’




  They turned right on to the main road, where Gary seemed to begin following a small pack of six or seven students. He was only walking still, but his stride remained swift and assured until he

  drew closer to them, then it faltered.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ Bryn asked.




  ‘I thought she was with them.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘This girl . . . Claire. We used to go out together. I’m sure I just saw her.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘Nothing. It would have been good to catch up, I guess. But then again, maybe it would have been a bit weird.’




  Bryn looked at him for a long moment, pulled Gary towards the kerb and then across the roadway. ‘We’ll go down Gwydir Street.’




  ‘I didn’t know she was back, that’s all.’




  ‘Keep walking. Next pub does great food.’




  ‘You need to go back for your car?’




  ‘I’ll do it later.’




  Bryn never believed that he was much of a thinker, but he’d been doing a lot more of that since he’d met Gary again. Right now Gary seemed to have withdrawn into his own thoughts,

  walking no faster than Bryn but two strides ahead. The guy definitely kept his cards close to his chest, and Bryn wondered if Gary ever played Texas Hold ’Em. There was something about him

  that made Bryn’s own life now more complicated, yet he still had no idea what really made Gary tick. It wasn’t Bryn’s own staple diet of cars, pubs and casual sex, that was for

  sure.




  In the distance two sirens started up, out of time with each other and creating a wave of sound that lapped repeatedly towards them. After a few seconds a third joined in, and with it the tone

  of their evening perceptibly altered. Bryn noticed this primarily because he saw a change in Gary, like a sudden awareness: first a tilting of his head to pick out the sounds coming from the city

  centre, then looking back towards the main thoroughfare as his eyes surveyed the entire street, then turning back to observe a mother pushing an empty buggy . . . then the pedestrian who ran

  towards them, and finally, at the furthest visible point, the group of people silhouetted in the open doorways of the houses at the bend in Gwydir Street.




  Gary and Bryn never made it to the next pub. Without warning, Gary broke into a run. Bryn said nothing. He could tell that his friend’s senses were now concentrated elsewhere, and it was

  all he could do to jog in Gary’s wake and watch him accelerate, turning the short distance between them into a gulf.




  Gary vanished around the bend in the road, and was soon out of view. Bryn picked up speed, and behind him the sirens grew louder.




  

     

  




  SEVEN




  Goodhew smelt the fire before he saw it. It wasn’t unpleasant at first, merely a hint of bonfire night or the modest incinerators which burn waste at allotments. Then the

  house itself came into view and he realized there was nothing modest about this fire: it was devouring the building from the inside out. As the air began to taste bitter, he knew the smoke was

  infected with layers of partially combusted chemicals like varnish and paint, producing toxins that would make the flames gutter in sinister shades of blue and green.




  Most of the people in the street stood immobile and silent behind an imaginary cordon, curiosity taking them only so far down the intrusive path of not minding their own business.




  One man stood closer than the rest, a fifty-year-old with a ruddy complexion and an all-over look of solidity. He had his feet squarely planted and his hands on his hips, clearly assuming that

  he’d taken ownership of the situation. Goodhew addressed him first, having to raise his voice over the sound of cracking timbers. ‘I’m an off-duty police officer. Is anyone

  inside?’




  ‘We don’t know.’




  ‘Whose house is it?’




  ‘A man and a woman – foreign-sounding surname.’
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