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            To my husband and best friend, Jacen. To my cherished family,  Natalie, Lana and Dean. And to Lily, the little girl I’ll always miss.
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            PROLOGUE
 
            MONDAY, 24 AUGUST 2009

         
 
         
            My counsellor says I should keep a journal of my dreams. 
            
 
            What does she know? 
            
 
            I need far more help than she can give me. 
            

         
 
         Blood bubbled through the scored skin, swelling and dripping. Swelling and dripping. Slipping into a languid crawl before diluting across the damp enamel, and ﬁnally plunging into the water. Each droplet billowed and unfurled in delicate ribbons before vanishing, dispersing in the bath where she lay. She watched her wrists bleed. Strange how peaceful it is, she thought, and sank deeper beneath the silky bubbles.
         
 
         The drifting steam swirled above her, entwining the scents of jasmine foam and rose soap. She slid her head below the water, her hair ﬂoating around her shoulders, shining in the wetness. She no longer felt like hacking it off. Glad that she hadn’t.
 
         She closed her eyes, content to hear the mufﬂed music from the radio in the hall, and the muted rain against the window. Thoughts drifted in and out.
 
         She looked down along the plane of her outstretched body. Imagine being beautiful. Imagine being the centre of the world. She wished she were someone else.
         
 
         She sighed and closed her eyes again.
 
         
             

         
 
         He groped for the handle of the back door, located it and held it tight to stop it rattling.
         
 
         He peeked into the house. No sign of her; if she was there at all, she hadn’t heard him.
 
         He turned it slowly, holding it tight to keep it quiet. It was unlocked, providing an open invite for anyone.
 
         No surprise there, though.
 
         He stepped inside and paused, listening. Music trickled down to him.
 
         He ﬂicked the light switch and the ﬂuorescent tube jolted into life, reﬂecting a bright strip of light from the stainless-steel draining board and glinting from the chrome-edged cupboards.
 
         The surfaces lay bare, apart from the bunch of keys and a screwed-up, tear-sodden tissue marooned together on top of the low fridge.
 
         He walked the length of the hall. He stopped at the foot of the stairs.
 
         
             

         
 
         She stirred just enough to twist the hot tap with her foot. The fresh water rippled into the old, and warmed her.
 
         She shut off the tap again and dozed.
 
         Floating, ﬂoating.
 
         And, ﬂoating away, she saw someone else with fair hair and blue eyes. Tired, scared, bewildered blue eyes. Who was it? She couldn’t see. A girl? A boy?
 
         Someone in the woods with fair hair, fair skin and blue eyes.
 
         She saw more: a pretty girl with a dirty face, tied against a tree.
 
         Like me, but pretty, she thought.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         He heard the running water and drew a deep breath, as if to smell her.
 
         He grabbed the handrail, propelling himself towards the bathroom. Step by step. Quick and quiet.
 
         He tilted his head close to the door, resting his temple against the frame.
 
         Was she alone?
 
         He waited and listened. No voices, but that didn’t mean anything.
 
         He stroked the satin paint along the doorframe. No whispers or giggles. Perhaps she really was alone.
 
         Alone with her precious fucking radio.
 
         He grabbed the handle and tried to open the door. Locked.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         Her eyes ﬂashed open at the ﬁrst crack. The wood ripped apart and the door splintered open.
 
         Her hands shot under the water, hiding her damaged wrists. Dark, clotted blood trails streaked in their wake.
 
         He lunged forward, shouting words she couldn’t understand.
 
         ‘Don’t hurt me,’ she gasped, as she cowered naked and defenceless in the tepid bath.
 
         ‘What the fuck is going on in your head?’
 
         She couldn’t reply. She stared at him, wide-eyed and shaking, and began to cry.
 
         Between her sobs she caught the words, ‘Mad bitch’.
 
         ‘Answer me,’ he roared.
 
         She shook her head, unable to speak.
 
         She wanted him to stop shouting. To stop hating her.
 
         She began screaming.
 
         The ﬂat of his hand hit her full across the left cheek and the skin reddened into hot, stinging blotches. Her hysteria subsided.
 
         ‘I-can’t-stand-you-any-more.’ He spoke each syllable with cold deliberation. ‘You’re like a leech, clinging and sucking me dry. Just being near you revolts me.’
 
         Somehow his words mesmerized her. He hated her; she could see it clearly in those narrowed eyes and the way his mouth twisted as he spat out the words.
 
         ‘Why do you bang on and on until I lose my temper? Until you make me snap? And now look at you.’ He gestured as if waving her away in disgust.
 
         He turned and reached out beyond the broken door, grabbing the radio from the hall table. He shook it at her. ‘If you were so fucking suicidal, you wouldn’t be lying there listening to this.’
 
         Her brain reacted slowly. She only realized how the radio was attached to a cable, the cable to a plug, the plug to an electric socket, as he tossed the whole lot towards the water.
 
         And then it tumbled in the air.
 
         In slow motion, according to her addled mind.
 
         And then she woke.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1
 
            SATURDAY, 26 MARCH 2011

         
 
         Margaret Whiting wanted to cry: anger and frustration had bitten into her, and it clawed at the back of her neck. She wanted the tears to come, she’d wanted to sob out loud and hear her own voice, without having it shouted down by her husband or her son.
 
         She’d stood in her kitchen, sorting washing and tossing each item on to the correct colour pile with an angry ﬂick of her wrist. She separated her clothes from theirs, thinking theirs weren’t ﬁt to share the same wash. She knew she couldn’t cry, so she had shouted, and Mike had then said she was hysterical and was the cause of all the upset in the family.
         
 
         Oh, yes, she’d thought, our gloriously happy family! Her son was a liar and her husband a hypocrite, and yet she was supposed to be happy.
         
 
         Just this morning had been the start of it.
 
         The day had begun the same as always, a four-hour shift at Histon Road service station watching the very same people ﬁll the same cars with petrol, or buy their cigarettes and bread and milk – that had been the start of it. Each time the till had rolled open, Margaret had looked down at the twenty-pound notes and the Queen had looked back. And each time Margaret had felt the Queen was looking a little more smug. Everyone had money except her, it seemed.
 
         The clock on the cigarette counter had been nudging ﬁve past eleven as Lindsay arrived. Late again. ‘Morning, Margaret. How are you?’
 
         ‘Fine. How are the kids?’ Margaret had replied, because that was the routine. 
         
  
         Fine.’
 
         And so it had gone on. ‘Another day the same as every other bloody day,’ she’d eventually complained. ‘Do you know what, Lindsay? Every single day of my bloody life is spent worrying about pennies and watching everyone else spend money like there’s no tomorrow. I could never spend what they spend on fuel without feeling bad about it.’ Margaret had felt a surge of bravado even as she said it. If only she could talk like this to her husband Mike.
 
         ‘Lindsay, do you ever feel nosey?’ she’d asked.
 
         ‘Oh, yes.’ The other woman had grinned. ‘All the time!’
 
         ‘What, with Craig?’
 
         ‘Oh, suspicious you mean?’ Lindsay had shrugged. ‘Not really. Just the odd minute of winding myself up, but that’s about all. You’re not worried, are you? About Mike, I mean.’
         
 
         Margaret had lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, determined now to spice up her day. ‘Well …’ She’d paused, and added to the drama with a wary glance around the empty shop. ‘The other day I was putting his socks away and I suddenly had the urge to check his pockets.’ Margaret had lowered her voice further. ‘I didn’t do that, of course, but then I even thought about checking the numbers he’d called recently on his mobile phone.’
 
         ‘And?’
 
         ‘Well, nothing.’
 
         ‘What, you mean you didn’t ﬁnd anything or you didn’t check?’
 
         ‘Of course I didn’t check.’
 
         Lindsay had shaken her head. ‘That’s not suspicion. That’s boredom.’
 
         ‘Oh, I thought it was intuition.’
 
         ‘Intuition, my arse. You’re obviously spending too much time putting his socks straight, but don’t let your imagination get the better of you. My mum says the devil makes work for idle brain cells. You need to spend some money on yourself. Be reckless, Mags, and buy a whole new outﬁt for your mum’s party. That’ll make him sit up and think.’
 
         ‘Damn.’ Margaret had winced, then. ‘I should’ve cancelled the hairdressers.’
 
         ‘Oh, no, it’s not off, is it? I’m here all afternoon just so you can go.’ 
         
  
         ‘No, no, it’s ﬁne.’ Margaret had frowned. ‘I mean it’s not really a waste, but there’s so much to do for dinner tonight, I need the afternoon to prepare.’
 
         ‘I thought you said you’d done it all – and frozen it?’
 
         Margaret had nodded, realizing she wasn’t good at lies, even little white ones. ‘There’s still some more to do but, to be honest, Mike and I had a row about money. And it’s true, we do need to be a bit careful.’
 
         Lindsay had bent to pick up a Penguin wrapper, straightened it out and dropped it into the bin before she spoke. ‘Mags, it’s not my business but it is just a tint you’re getting, not major cosmetic surgery, and it’s cost you less than most people spend on fags in a week. On top of that, you’ve been looking forward to your mum’s birthday for ages, and you’ve done all the hard work for it, too. Don’t you think you deserve to treat yourself?’
 
         She’d later gone to her hairdresser’s appointment in a surge of rebellion, only to be told that her girl, Nicky, had rung in sick. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Whiting. I’m sorry, Mrs Whiting,’ she’d mimicked their whining excuses to herself, surprisingly disappointed at missing an appointment that she’d planned to cancel anyway.
 
         So she’d instead splashed the twenty-ﬁve pounds on a discounted polycotton blouse that she didn’t like much. She then decided not to tell Mike because as far as he was concerned, she would have missed her haircut and he deserved to think that she’d ended up with in return was more housework.
 
         Housework instead of a haircut?
 
         Margaret had seethed with resentment all the way home on the bus. Mike himself would never catch a bus. She felt her anger surge again, reﬂecting that there had been a distinct pecking order since their girls had left home. Mike being number one, Steve as the heir apparent, and then Margaret herself coming last.
 
         She always came last.
 
         
             

         

         The bus stopped two hundred yards from her house and, as she walked towards the empty driveway, she started on a mental list of jobs to do before Mike’s return from work. Ironing, she decided; check the food for the dinner party, load the washing machine and change the sheets. 
         
  
         Steve’s motorbike stood beside the garage, which meant he hadn’t spent the day out job-hunting. I’ll get my hair done as soon as he gets a job, she promised herself.
         
 
         She knew school leavers now had to wait for the right opening. Mike and Steve had explained that often enough. Almost as many times as she’d stood in front of the mirror and practised saying ‘Steve, I’d like you to help with some housework’.
 
         Margaret let herself in through the back door and stepped directly into the kitchen. ‘Hello,’ she called as she held the jug kettle under the tap, ﬁlling it for some tea.
 
         There was no reply, though she could hear the television. He’d probably heard her, but that’s the way it was with him sometimes.
 
         ‘Kids!’ she tutted and opened the hatch to speak.
 
         Shock choked her at the sight, and she tried to draw a breath, willing herself to unsee it. She recoiled, folding closed the hatch doors and sealing herself away from the scene. She kept retreating, out of the back door, then away from the house.
 
         She ducked into the bus shelter and perched on one of its plastic seats. She shivered and tried to tell herself that she’d made a mistake.
 
         But she’d seen him, Steve her son, lying ﬂaked out on the settee, dead to the world, with his outstretched hand resting on top of an empty bottle of Thunderbird, which stood on the carpet beside him.
 
         She looked back towards her house and her top lip began to twitch as disgust dug deeper. ‘In our own home!’
 
         Steve had fallen asleep watching a video. He often watched videos. But now she knew what.
 
         Pornography.
 
         Blue movies.
 
         Steve hadn’t even stirred, and for a few seconds Margaret had watched.
 
         The screen was ﬁlled with a woman’s face, her head tilted back, gleaming with sweat, as her tongue ran slowly along the line of her upper teeth, moistening her cherry-red lips. The camera then slid down her body, following her ﬁngers as they traced her skin down to her breasts. Her nipples, pinched erect by small gold clamps connected by a chunkier chain, were already being massaged. As the camera panned back, a second naked girl guzzled greedily between the splayed legs of the ﬁrst …
         
 
         That’s when Margaret’s reﬂexes had sent her cannoning out of the kitchen.
 
         She now realized that her breath was coming in short bursts, and forced herself to slow her inhalations. After a few moments the hot ﬂush of embarrassment also faded from her cheeks.
 
         Mike would deal with it. He was a good man who hated vice and sloth and wasted money. She turned to watch the far end of the road, where it joined the main street and where she would spot him coming home. Every minute seemed like an hour, and she began to worry that Steve would awaken and hide the video before Mike caught him.
 
         
             

         

         But Steve was oblivious of most things, certainly to the passing of time, and so he didn’t hear his dad come home. It was only when his father’s weight beside him made the settee groan that Steve knew he wasn’t alone.
 
         Then he remembered the video.
 
         In the second between checking the screen and his father’s face, he snatched for an excuse – something his father would understand.
 
         But in an instant he knew his father did understand. More than that, he seemed to be looking at Steve with a kind of respect. Steve tentatively tried a laddish smirk. Afterwards he realized that he had the Thunderbird to thank for such bravado, but still felt more of a man anyway.
         
 
         ‘I’m getting to be a bit of a ﬁlm buff actually, Dad.’ He laughed and knew his voice sounded tight with nervousness.
 
         He needn’t have worried, because his dad was suddenly a teenager again. ‘I’m a ﬁlm buff too, son. Don’t you worry, nothing wrong with it at all.’ He then winked, and held the Thunderbird bottle up to the light, hoping for some leftovers. ‘Better in the ﬂesh, of course, especially with the ones your age.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry, Dad. I have done it before.’
 
         ‘Yeah, but don’t tell your mother!’ And they both laughed then as though it was a long-standing joke instead of a newly shared conﬁdence. 
         
  
         Margaret witnessed all of this from her position behind the hatch. With a restraint that seemed to make her move in slow motion, she pushed the hatch doors further open.
 
         ‘Tea anyone?’ Her voice shook slightly as she spoke. And that’s the picture that became frozen in her memory: Mike and Steve looking at her stunned in front of a video of two stunning blondes in patent leather boots, mauling one another on a leather couch.
 
         
             

         

         Margaret ﬁnally ﬁnished with the laundry pile just as her rage reached its peak. She was alone in the house, so no one heard her. ‘Why today?’ she yelled. She had looked forward to today: her mother’s birthday; a family gathering; a social event shared with Mike.
 
         ‘Bastards,’ she screamed, ‘how could you?’ She threw the lid of the Aladdin’s basket at the wall, then kicked the basket itself on to its side. ‘Bastards!’ she screamed again and again, until at last the tears came and burnt hot trails down her cheeks. She collapsed on to the washing piles, sobbing and cursing herself.
 
         Count your blessings, Margaret, she reproached herself. Her mother still loved her – and Michelle and Kaye would never let her down like this. Why had she bothered to have three kids when the two girls would have been enough? She’d have been better with those two: they didn’t humiliate her like this. She drew a shuddering breath, aware she wanted to ring them, pour out her pain to them. She clambered to her feet.
         
 
         They probably weren’t at home, anyway, and she’d be seeing them later, at her mother’s.
 
         She re-boiled the kettle, and eventually did what she always did: she acted as though nothing had happened.
 
         
             

         

         The sheets were clean and Michelle Whiting had even ironed them. She’d changed the bed to fresh linen especially for this. She could feel the smoothness of stretched brushed cotton under her hands and knees.
 
         It was weird doing it this way, as she couldn’t see Carl’s face; they couldn’t even kiss. His hands gripped her hips and he kept digging his ﬁngers into her ﬂesh, so she could feel little bruises forming against her bones. Her hair dangled over her eyes, so the ends of it swayed just above the pillow. She wondered whether she should have a trim soon, since they looked a bit straggly.
         
 
         ‘Don’t sag,’ he grunted. But her arms were aching from supporting her own weight and Carl’s, too, as he leant heavily upon her.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled and arched her back, pushing herself up against him. Her mind kept wandering. This is meant to be a turn-on, she reminded herself. But it just wasn’t as sexy as she’d thought it would be. Tedious was the word that sprang to mind. The ﬁrst time they’d tried it this way had been on the carpet, and the grazes on her knees had only just healed. At least this wasn’t quite so uncomfortable.
         
 
         ‘This is so good,’ she gasped.
 
         ‘Mmmm.’
 
         ‘I’ve never known it so good, Carl. Have you?’
 
         ‘No, no,’ he panted. ‘I can’t get enough.’
 
         Michelle smiled, knowing Carl was totally devoted to her, and if keeping him happy meant some of this discomfort, well, that was ﬁne. She loved having his total attention.
 
         His ﬁngers suddenly released her hips and he leant forward, pushing himself more deeply into her. The palm of his left hand slapped against the wall as he used it to support his weight.
 
         His thrusting became urgent and the ﬁngers of his right hand grasped her long hair, twisting it tightly close to the scalp. His knuckles ground against the top of her head and her neck ached as it was twisted at an awkward angle.
 
         But she didn’t complain, instead waiting for the moment when they collapsed in a heap and would cuddle up. She hoped it wouldn’t take long now.
 
         Carl wasn’t thinking about Michelle’s discomfort.
 
         He wasn’t even thinking about Michelle at all.
 
         He’d started out with one of his usual fantasies: how he wasn’t a lowly van driver but a powerful tycoon, and that she was his secretary paid to do whatever he chose.
 
         But everything felt different today, and those thoughts weren’t enough to stem his frustration. So this time he had turned her over and hauled her up on to her hands and knees. Because he didn’t want to see her face. He didn’t want to be reminded that she was Kaye’s sister.
         
 
         Kaye, the elder and more serious sister. The more everything in his opinion.
         
 
         Kaye, the one he really wanted.
 
         But, before he could stop it, she was there in his head. She pulled off her T-shirt and shimmered in front of him, pale and inviting. She drew him towards her but, even in his fantasy, he knew that she’d never let him touch her.
 
         Because of his association with Michelle? Or because he wasn’t good enough? Or both?
 
         The word bitch ﬁlled his head and, as he tugged at Michelle’s hair and became more frenzied, it pounded like a chant in rhythm with his body. Bitch, bitch, bitch.
         
 
         For Carl, climax and satisfaction were not the same. Suddenly he didn’t want to touch either of the sisters.
 
         So Michelle now waited for a token of affection that Carl didn’t feel like giving. He didn’t even kiss her, just pulled his sweatshirt and jeans back on and said he wanted a coffee.
 
         Michelle straightened her bed as the kettle boiled. He hadn’t even noticed the fresh sheets.
 
         
             

         

         Andy Burrows sat inside his old Ford Escort, watching the rain slide down the car’s windows.
 
         He’d genuinely planned to attend his mother’s birthday dinner tonight, right up to the moment when he’d parked outside the house and spotted them all through the partially open curtains.
 
         They would have assumed that looked inviting: a family dining happily together, with one space left for him. But to him it reeked of pity.
 
         He could see his mother at the head of the table, wearing a mauve cardigan. She was probably propped up with a cushion and wearing slightly lopsided lipstick that was the wrong shade. It didn’t matter to him. His mother hadn’t had a favourite child though, all through their childhood, Margaret had succeeded where he had failed – and she had never been disappointed. 
         
  
         His mother’s present lay wrapped up on the passenger seat, with her birthday card attached. He’d bought her a book on houseplants. Stupid really, since she only had two Busy Lizzies and a spider plant. Margaret would know straight away that it had come from the discount bookshop, but then she could afford something better. Margaret had it all: a nice house, a good family, a steady job. All the trappings of security that he’d never had, and which he guessed he never would. He was younger than her, and had always lagged behind.
 
         Don’t be so hard on yourself, he’d told himself at twenty, but now, at forty-six, he had spent too many years believing himself inept to even think of having ambitions. Ambitions and achievements had been the inheritance of his sister.
         
 
         He could see Margaret herself fussing around the table, waiting on her family, keeping everything under control, Mike and Steve lapping up her attention. And Michelle and Carl, who were probably going to make her a grandmother one day soon. And Kaye.
 
         She wasn’t there.
 
         He watched the window for a few more minutes. No one looked out at him. Perhaps no one missed either of them?
 
         But they’d miss Kaye, wouldn’t they, for she was special, kind. He wanted to be kind too, but it always backﬁred.
         
 
         Today had been typical, since he’d meant to help. But he felt he was cursed with a kind of reverse-Midas touch. Everything he touched turned to shit.
 
         He’d be caught out, of course, as he always was. Until then, what? Pretend nothing was wrong or simply avoid them all?
 
         He decided to go home. He didn’t belong in there.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            SUNDAY, 27 MARCH 2011

         
 
         Gary Goodhew had seen dead bodies. And plenty of them.
 
         Early on, there were a few that had made his stomach tighten and threatened him with queasiness.
 
         There had been moments when he’d wished the clock could have stopped for the extra second needed for that cyclist to clear the path of the lorry, or that child to reach the pavement … Goodhew had a particular hatred of dealing with victims of road accidents; and thus normality ripped apart, often without warning. Sometimes the futility of those deaths felt close to overwhelming.
 
         He’d been the ﬁrst to arrive after several calls when ordinary people had collapsed in the street. He’d heard words from the lips of the dying, messages that had been too quiet to distinguish, and felt guilty when he couldn’t pass them on.
 
         And then there were the murder victims. Sometimes maimed or posthumously humiliated, sometimes with shock or betrayal frozen on to their face.
 
         He could remember two instances when he’d looked away; and two more when he’d cried.
 
         Just a single body remained nameless, and none of the others affected him in the way that that one did.
 
         It always visited in the night, and avoiding it was the main thing that kept him awake at night. But most other dreams gave him space to think since he realized he was sleeping and could direct them, rewind and replay them at will. His grandmother had used the term ‘lucid dreams’, but that was all he knew. 
         
  
         They reminded him of beachcombing: picking up thoughts and ideas, discarding the ﬂotsam and hanging on to the interesting ﬁnds; turning them over and deciding where to take them next. He guessed most unwanted dreams were forgotten; the others he could walk through, investigate, explore and resolve. Colours and conversation and even images were conveyed second-hand, like hearsay, but always within his control.
 
         All the dreams he could ever recall were that way – except one.
 
         This had been the rarer kind, the ﬁrst visit, for months, of dead eyes and waxy skin. He’d tried to stay in the dream, to step back and pan the scene but had woken instead, to stare into the dark. It was 2 a.m. He didn’t bother to check, it just felt like 2 a.m.
 
         He had slept soundly until then: for six months, give or take. Long enough to think that he’d left it behind, or exorcized it or out-grown it. He wasn’t sure if there was a term for being twenty-six years old and conquering a recurring nightmare, but if one existed it was irrelevant now.
 
         And so were the possible reasons – big and small – that he’d acknowledged for breaking this pattern. He’d been developing the ability to take an emotional step back from cases, and he reckoned he’d balanced that with an emotional step forward in everything outside work.
 
         Life/work balance: so much for amateur psychology.
 
         He had felt that a lot had happened during those six months, but the reappearance of that dream told him that nothing much had changed at all.
 
         He lay still, listening to the faint sounds of sparse trafﬁc coasting through the empty streets. In his imagination, he passed through the early hours of a Sunday morning in the centre of Cambridge, with scattered groups making their various haphazard trails towards home, the drunkest being herded on by the police, while a few continued on foot; the rest dispersing via cars and taxis. He concentrated on the warmth and life and the real world outside his own imagination, until he felt awake enough to consider his dream in a less emotive way.
 
         It was a single, unmoving image. Not graphic or violent or threatening even, just simple and repetitive but disturbing enough to throw Goodhew from the deepest sleep and kick him into a cycle of insomnia and exhaustion.
         
 
         He saw a close-up of half a face tilted to one side, so that the right eye was in full view and the left was partly in shadow. The eyes were ﬁxed beyond him, and he knew the skin would be cold to touch. It was impossible to see more: a shot so closely cropped that even the forehead and lips weren’t visible. But, in his nightmare, it wasn’t a photo. The face was real, and just inches from his own, and no matter how many times he tried to reach out – or move – that was all there ever was.
 
         This dream had ﬁrst come to him on the day he applied to join the police force, and most recently occurred on the ﬁnal day of his last murder case. In fact it had been with him during each of the small number of murder investigations he’d ever tackled.
 
         Not for the ﬁrst time, he wondered whether it could be some kind of omen and he noted, as his eyes had jolted open, that the feeling accompanying it hung uneasily between fear and helplessness. Neither of these were emotions that he ever considered sharing, and now, tired though he felt, he stayed awake until the room paled to grey. Then, with his day-off beckoning and normality slipping back in through the gap in the curtains, he allowed himself another hour of sleep.
 
         It was his phone that woke him. He grappled around on the ﬂoor beside his bed and simultaneously checked the time and the caller ID. He was surprised to see it was already 10.10.
 
         The display read ‘DI Marks’.
 
         He rose on to one elbow and tried to sound fully awake. ‘Morning, sir.’
 
         There was no preamble. ‘Gary, how soon can you get here?’
 
         ‘Straight away.’ It wasn’t possible to see out of his window from where he now lay, but he still turned his head in the direction of nearby Parkside police station. ‘What’s happened?’
 
         ‘Missing person.’ Marks paused. ‘I’m up to my ears and short of staff today … I want you to speak to her mother.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3
 
            SUNDAY, 27 MARCH 2011

         
 
         A wave of nausea shuddered through Margaret Whiting, making her sweat and tremble, and pressing hard against her lungs. ‘Keep calm,’ the police ofﬁcer had told her on the phone, but each time her breathing steadied, another wave of sickness hit her. And, like breakers crashing on a pebble beach, dragging stones in the undercurrent, it clawed across the pit of her stomach.
 
         She leant on the windowsill and strained to see any trafﬁc coming down Arbury Road. She watched for cars slowing down and indicating. She knew they wouldn’t be that quick, but there was nothing else she could do than wait.
 
         She removed her glasses and pressed her cheekbone tight against the cold pane. Her breath created a small round pool of condensation, so she scribbled through it with her index ﬁnger and watched the dribbles begin to spoil the symmetry. Two daughters and a son had its own symmetry, so why had she complained, she wondered. A heavy rock of guilt weighed down on her. She hadn’t meant it, but she’d thought it, and years of inbuilt superstition told her that this was enough.
         
 
         Today she didn’t want to cry, at all. She felt far too numb for tears.
 
         Another car swung into the road, so she lifted her head above the misty patch of glass to watch. It drove on by, but then it was still too soon – only minutes since she’d phoned them.
 
         She felt a trickle of sweat meander from her armpit and head towards her elbow. She massaged the blouse sleeve against it,  mopping it, and would have then left it except for the stain which formed darkly on the grey rayon.
         
 
         ‘Damn!’ she whispered and, after one more glance at the empty road, she tore herself away from the window to change.
 
         She tossed the blouse on to the bed and fumbled in the wardrobe for another. She felt clumsy and listless. She pulled at the clothes hanging there, dithering, until she glanced again out the bedroom window. A black saloon hesitated three doors away, then it spurted forward as if its driver were checking house numbers. She pulled the nearest blouse from its hanger.
 
         The man parked just across the street, and she watched him as she dashed to button up her replacement top. He looked too young. They’d sent a junior.
 
         Her ﬁngers continued ﬁdgeting with the buttons until, frustrated, she shoved the lower part of her shirt into her waistband and scuttled back downstairs, anxious to open the door as soon as he knocked, to show him how important this was.
 
         She managed to reach the door before he’d even closed the front gate. She stood with it slightly ajar until he was close enough.
 
         ‘Mrs Whiting?’ he enquired.
 
         She nodded and beckoned him inside before he could introduce himself.
 
         ‘I’m DC Goodhew, Cambridge CID.’
 
         She nodded again and led him to the sitting room, where she perched on the edge of a low armchair. DC, she thought to herself. That means Detective Constable. A total beginner, then.
         
 
         He removed his jacket, before choosing the settee.
 
         ‘I’ve been briefed on your conversation with our control room, Mrs Whiting, so I know the basics. And you’ve still heard nothing from Kaye?’
 
         She shook her head. ‘She should have been there with us last night. She wouldn’t have missed it.’
 
         ‘This was the party you mentioned?’
 
         ‘Yes, my mother’s eightieth. It was planned for weeks. Kaye rang me from work on Friday, when I was out, but she left a message to say she’d see me the next night.’ Margaret wrapped her hands across her stomach and shivered. 
         
  
         ‘And you haven’t seen her at all since?’ he asked.
 
         ‘No, I last saw her on Tuesday. She stopped by on her way home,’ she replied.
 
         ‘And did she seem OK?’
 
         ‘Fine.’
 
         ‘And how did she sound on the phone?’ Goodhew had been watching her carefully since she’d opened the door to him. She seemed dazed and vague, and now sat in an odd kind of question-mark position, rocking back and forth with an almost imperceptible motion.
         
 
         ‘Yes, ﬁne.’ A pink blotch coloured the bridge of her nose where her glasses had rested earlier. Her eyes were pink too, but not focusing. Her cheeks had faded to the colour of dusty concrete.
 
         He needed to form a mental picture of Kaye, and Margaret Whiting’s tight-lipped answers clearly weren’t about to provide it.
 
         ‘Mrs Whiting, this is going to take a little while. So, if it’s OK with you, maybe we could make some tea while we talk about it.’ He stood up and encouraged her towards the kitchen. ‘It won’t slow us up, I promise.’
 
         She walked ahead of him, along the hall.
 
         ‘Was the party held here?’
 
         ‘No, at my mum’s. She lives in Redkin Road, just off the other end of Arbury Road.’ Margaret ﬁlled the kettle and continued talking as she assembled the mugs and milk and sugar. ‘The party was a surprise for my mum; she’s a bit difﬁcult at times, so we thought she’d only fuss if we let her know in advance. We all see her at least once a week during the day, so it seemed like a good idea for us to get together for the evening. Do you have milk?’
 
         Goodhew nodded. ‘No sugar, though, thanks.’
 
         ‘Well, I turned up with Mike and Steve ﬁrst – that’s my husband and son. We brought all the food with us, and everyone else was expected around seven-thirty.’ She leant back against the worktop. ‘There were supposed to be eight of us – including my mum.’ She counted them on her ﬁngers. ‘Me, Mum, Mike, Steve, my two daughters – Kaye and Michelle – and my brother Andy, and Michelle’s boyfriend Carl. But neither Andy nor Kaye ever arrived.’
 
         ‘And no one had heard from Kaye?’ 
         
  
         ‘No, but Michelle and Carl were late too, so at ﬁrst we thought they were all coming together. Michelle burst in all excited, and made up to the nines, of course.’ Margaret’s face brightened a little as she spoke of her younger daughter. ‘She’s such a bubbly thing, it always seems like a carnival’s rolled in when she turns up. Just as well …’ She turned aside as the kettle clicked off, and poured the boiling water on to the tea bags in two cups. ‘Just as well, because that Carl’s a real misery and he just slouched by the door, and then Michelle says, “Guess what?”’ Margaret stopped abruptly and pursed her lips as she concentrated on squeezing the tea bag.
 
         Goodhew waited for her to continue but, after a few moments, a tear dripped on to the Formica. He reached across and took his cup of tea from her. ‘Are you all right, Mrs Whiting?’
 
         ‘My mum whispered, “Bet Michelle’s pregnant,” but I knew she wouldn’t be.’ Margaret wiped her face quickly and turned back to Goodhew.
 
         ‘And she wasn’t. She’d just booked a holiday, that’s all. You see, I knew it wouldn’t be anything bad, because she’d never let me down. And neither would Kaye, so that’s why I know something dreadful has happened.’
 
         Margaret Whiting hesitated then, as though she was waiting for him to reassure her. He knew he should say something, but he’d recognized her expression: the phrase halfway between fear and helplessness slipped into his thoughts.
         
 
         It felt like an omen. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 4
 
            SUNDAY, 27 MARCH 2011

         
 
         Cambridge has many open areas interspersed among its city-centre streets, with names like Jesus Green and Midsummer Common. They are mostly clean and safe, criss-crossed with paths used by students and mums pushing buggies.
 
         Parkside police station faces on to one of these: a large rectangular green space known as Parker’s Piece. From time to time, Goodhew wondered who the original Parker had been but he had never bothered to ﬁnd out.
 
         Luckily for Goodhew, Parkside Pool lay only yards away from the station, just across the corner of Parker’s Piece. He liked to swim one hundred lengths at least four times each week. Not just for the exercise but because he liked the solitude.
 
         The water was cool, and he concentrated on the smell of chlorine and the rhythm of his own breathing until the shouting and screaming of other people sounded distant. For the ﬁrst eighty-four lengths they were just voices mingling with each other; echoing, booming and rebounding above his head.
 
         Length eighty-ﬁve, his concentration broke a little. A teenage girl with wavy red hair and a Celtic tattoo squealed as she fell into the water. Her boyfriend laughed, yelled and leapt after her.
 
         Goodhew swam on, everything else sweeping past him. He stared at the tiled bottom of the pool as he powered through his ninety-ﬁfth length. He always kept himself to the two lanes roped off for serious swimmers, and he always swam front-crawl.
 
         Ninety-six. He thought of Margaret Whiting and her hands trembling as she grappled with the sodden tea bags. 
         
  
         Ninety-seven. He thought of Kaye Whiting, pale and pretty in the photo perched on Margaret’s mantelpiece. Watching him wherever he sat or stood.
         
 
         Ninety-eight. Michelle, sharper featured, with a strident blonde perm and a mean-spirited boyfriend.
         
 
         Ninety-nine. Kaye’s uncle Andy, a devoted son who nevertheless had offered no excuse for missing his mother’s birthday.
         
 
         One hundred. No one knew if a crime had actually been committed, or whether Kaye would even be found.
         
 
         Gary completed the ﬁnal length, ﬁnishing in the shallow end, and leant back against the side of the pool. He allowed his legs to ﬂoat in front of him and stretched his arms out along the side.
 
         The pool wasn’t so busy now, and he shared the shallow end with several families accompanying learner children in yellow ﬂoats and armbands. A group of four teenagers had since joined the tattooed redhead and her boyfriend, and their horseplay kept the deep end busy while the training lanes were now empty. Things were all winding down at the end of the day.
 
         A brunette emerged from the changing rooms, her towel swinging around her ankles from one slender hand. She walked over to the railings fronting the spectator seats, smiling coyly at a couple of dads watching their offspring from the front row. She draped the towel near their knees. Practising a slinky movement she’d seen on catwalks, she swung her hips as she turned towards the water.
 
         She was absolutely sure every man within range was watching.
 
         Shit, thought Gary, as she slipped into the pool beside him and braced herself against the chill of the water by pressing her ﬁngers around his arm.
         
 
         She inhaled sharply. ‘Oh, it’s cold in here.’
 
         ‘It’s nice enough once you’re in,’ he muttered. ‘Why are you here?’
 
         She massaged his arm as she ran her ﬁngers up it to give his biceps a squeeze. She ﬁxed her gaze on him and smiled playfully. ‘Nice bod, Gary.’
 
         ‘Why are you here? I bet that’s the ﬁrst time that swimsuit’s ever been in the water.’
 
         ‘Nice, isn’t it? Suits me, don’t you think?’
 
         ‘Whatever, Shelly.’ 
         
  
         ‘Oh, come on, either it does or it doesn’t? Tell me if you ever think I would look better without it, Gary.’ She pouted and smiled. ‘Won’t you?’
 
         ‘I’m not here to ﬂirt with you.’
 
         ‘Oh, very serious, Gary,’ she erupted with a spontaneous laugh. ‘Have I offended you?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘Oh, good. You see, I wouldn’t want to commit an offence, Ofﬁcer. That means you’d have to put me in handcuffs, and then …’
 
         Here we go again. ‘Look, Shelly, what do you want?’
         
 
         ‘Whoa, Gary!’ She raised her hands as if in surrender. ‘If you’ve had a bad day, don’t take it out on me.’ She began treading backwards into deeper water. ‘Tell you what, though, if I were a man and you were a woman, I’d say you were frigid.’
 
         She gave up then, and he watched her in silence as the water lapped over her nipples, making her swimsuit slightly transparent.
 
         ‘Oh, I remember now – Bryn’s here. He’s sitting in the bar in the Kelsey Kerridge,’ she called out, just as she rolled on to her front and headed up the pool with a slow breaststroke.
 
         
             

         
 
         The Kelsey Kerridge sports centre stood next-door to the pool complex, and Gary found his friend at a table overlooking the badminton courts. Bryn sat in a low armchair, with a bottle of Becks in one hand and his mobile phone in the other. The only sign of activity was speed texting by Bryn’s right thumb, and he didn’t look up or speak until he’d hit the send button. ‘You saw Shell, then?’
         
 
         Goodhew shook his head. ‘I look pale enough, don’t I? Your sister’s a bloody nightmare.’
 
         Bryn reached down beside his chair and produced a second bottle of lager.
 
         Goodhew took a couple of swigs. ‘Cheers.’
 
         ‘She knows you’re not interested, but she does like a challenge.’ Bryn waved the phone. ‘Just like her big brother …’
 
         Goodhew dropped into the chair opposite. ‘The woman with the clapped-out Volvo?’
 
         ‘Valerie? Not clapped out, just high mileage.’ Bryn paused. ‘I mean the car. She left it at the garage yesterday – wants me to hang on to it there until I can sell it. I said it wouldn’t go overnight, and she said that was OK. Apparently she’s happy to keep popping in.’ Bryn then raised his eyebrows sagely. ‘Popping in suits me ﬁne. Not much incentive for me to ﬁnd a buyer, except she wants it gone within a couple of weeks. I told her I had a mate who might be interested, though.’
         
 
         ‘Not me, I hope?’
 
         ‘You don’t have one.’
 
         ‘I don’t need one.’
 
         ‘What about work?’
 
         ‘I get to the station and the basics like a desk, a chair and transport are provided. It’s called an unmarked car.’
 
         ‘Sarcasm now from the guy who suggests us meeting up ’cos he wants a favour?’
 
         ‘’Fraid so. But it’s a small favour.’
 
         ‘Ask away.’
 
         Goodhew paused to put his bottle down gently on the glass table top, suddenly feeling at odds with the previous minutes’ banter. Bryn hadn’t queried where Goodhew had been for the last four weeks, or commented on the slightly terse voicemail he’d been left the last time he’d texted Goodhew about meeting for a drink. He just waited until Goodhew was ready to say more.
 
         ‘I split up with Claire at the start of the month.’
 
         Bryn studied Goodhew’s expression for a good few seconds, then drew a breath. ‘Sorry, mate.’
 
         ‘I’d booked a holiday, wondered if you wanted to come.’
 
         ‘Me and you in a double room?’
 
         ‘It’s a three-bed bungalow in the grounds of a hotel …’
 
         ‘Sounds boring.’
 
         ‘Coming or not?’
 
         ‘Tell me more.’
 
         ‘Like what?’
 
         ‘The basics – like where, when, how much it’s going to cost me, and what the hell happened to Claire.’
 
         ‘Two weeks at the seaside, start of May, all already paid for.’
 
         ‘And Claire?’
 
         ‘Are you coming or not?’ 
         
  
         ‘Gary, you don’t really do off-hand conversations and you deﬁnitely don’t do easy-in, easy-out relationships. You and Claire went from zero to serious like that.’ Bryn snapped his ﬁngers. ‘Not my thing, Gary but …’
 
         ‘Hang on,’ Goodhew began, ‘you don’t want to know the ins and outs of anyone’s relationship, so you don’t give a toss about mine, do you? Your concern is noted and appreciated, that’s it.’
 
         Bryn thought for a moment, ‘OK, here’s the holiday deal: no conversation about Cambridge, about work, or about any women who aren’t immediately within sight.’
 
         ‘OK.’ Goodhew managed a wry smile and clinked their drinks together in agreement. For another hour, they watched the players on the badminton court and made sporadic comments about the game.
 
         It was like practice for the holiday conversation, and their kind-of silence was good.
 
         Gary ﬁnished off his bottle and swung it between his foreﬁnger and thumb like a pendulum. He made a conscious effort to clear his thoughts of everything but the badminton match in front of him. Each time his mind wandered, he pushed such distraction away. He succeeded every time until his thoughts settled on Kaye Whiting.
 
         How was he supposed to put her out of his mind in favour of watching a sport he didn’t understand and between competitors he didn’t know? Between the badminton and his beer bottle Bryn, however, seemed to have achieved total immersion. Maybe switching off thoughts of work just took more practice.
         
 
         Goodhew reminded himself that his phone was switched on, and in his pocket, just in case he was suddenly needed. Doing nothing didn’t suit him.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 5
 
            MONDAY, 28 MARCH 2011

         
 
         Kaye Whiting stared, unblinking, into the night. A thinning patch of cloud had revealed the ghost of a half-moon, while the cold night air pricked her eyes and made them water. She watched as the moon’s familiar face appeared to ﬂy across the sky, but she knew it was only the clouds that moved, and they’d soon blot it out again.
 
         Tearing her gaze away, she forced herself to scrutinize her alien surroundings. She strained against the rope as she tried to free her ﬁngers, but her wrists were bound tightly behind her, and lashed to her similarly tied ankles.
 
         Kaye lay close to a large lake; three feet in front of her the grass fell away and the bank shelved down to the water’s edge. For the ﬁrst time since dusk, she could see the ripples and their polished-pewter tips but, beyond that, the far bank lay swathed in shadows.
         
 
         Another sharp gust of wind sliced through her jumper and grazed her skin. As she started to shiver again, she forgot the distraction of the moonlight and screwed up her eyes and clenched them shut. She tensed herself against the uncontrollable shaking that rattled through her bones.
 
         The gag stopped her teeth from chattering, but made her dribble, leaving her mouth dry. She’d given up trying to scream, though she couldn’t stop the involuntary whimpering that accompanied her spasms of shuddering.
 
         When she opened her eyes again, the moon had disappeared behind the clouds, and all she could see now was the outline of the nearest bushes hanging over her. 
         
  
         Why have I been left? And why here? And for how long? 
         
 
         She questioned herself and at the same time blamed herself. Because of her anger, she’d chosen to make her own way home and thus ended up in an unidentiﬁed street in an unfamiliar town, with no mobile and no idea where to ﬁnd any transport back to Cambridge. As her temper cooled, she’d begun to appreciate her dilemma and it was then that she’d made the crucial error.
 
         The sight of a familiar face had made her drop her guard. Somehow it felt wiser to step into that car than invite attention from whoever else she’d imagined might be lurking nearby. The window had lowered and she’d smiled in recognition. She felt disbelief at that now, but it was true: she’d actually smiled. They’d both smiled. And logic had told her that she’d be safer than with a complete stranger.
         
 
         But what else was someone who’d done nothing more intimate than browse the same aisle of the same shop? Even killers bought apples and yogurt and ready meals. She’d known nothing about this person, just snatched at the link to home.
 
         It had rained heavily during the ﬁrst night. The initial drops had been cold, but she noticed that a little less as her sodden clothes became plastered to her skin. In the fullness of the subsequent downpour she’d made the decision to wet herself, trusting it to continue long enough to wash away any humiliating stains.
 
         She’d promised herself that there wouldn’t be a second time, but now her bladder was aching and her distended belly pressed against the waistband of her jeans. She twisted around in the mud, just enough to inch her knees towards her chest and provide slight relief.
 
         Eventually she dozed, and jerked awake only as the tentacles of dawn poked their way across the sky. Increasing daylight cast cold shafts of light across the lake, and Kaye prayed for warmth.
 
         Her ﬁngers and toes throbbed with cold and her back ached from constant shivering, but Kaye had progressed beyond the panic she’d felt when she’d ﬁrst been abandoned here. And even being able to fall asleep had been an achievement, she told herself. She’d never slept outside before, and in the blackest part of the night her fear had escalated to hysteria. She’d thought she might die of fear but, of course, she hadn’t. 
         
  
         She watched the grey morning light lift higher and turn to day. She lay on a patch of mud broken up by the odd tuft of coarse grass, and was shielded from the rest of the world by clumps of nettles and hawthorn. Between her and the water, the slope of the bank was sand and gravel, and Kaye guessed that she had been deposited beside a ﬂooded quarry.
 
         She’d been in the car for an hour at most, so she could still be in Suffolk. But, for all she knew, she could also be in Essex, or even back in Cambridgeshire.
 
         She needed food and water, and most of all she needed to be found. She focused her gaze on the far bank of the lake and watched.
 
         At noon, she saw a grubby gull dip towards the water, then buck skywards with an angry squawk.
 
         Later she took comfort from the warmth of a trickle of urine as it seeped through her jeans and into the ground. She tilted her head in what she guessed was a westerly direction and stared at what she hoped was the night sky over Cambridge. That was her only link to home now.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 6
 
            MONDAY, 28 MARCH 2011

         
 
         On the edge of Cambridge city centre another girl, older than Kaye, bent her head into the wind. It gusted round her face, tugging at strands of her hair and whipping them against her ﬂeshless cheeks. It rushed past the trafﬁc queuing at the lights by the war memorial, snatching up a crisp packet and sending it dancing in spirals between the cars, to land eventually in the gutter below the bronze soldier on his plinth. He was clearly returning from war, helmet in hand and his belongings slung over one shoulder, striding out and portrayed as hopeful and victorious.
 
         Unscarred by violence.
 
         Lucky him.
 
         The statue stood in the centre of the T-junction where Station Road met Hills Road. The three converging routes originated from the railway station, the city centre and the main commuter route from London and the M11.
 
         A row of shops, cafés and wine bars occupied one corner while the other two were overlooked by low-rise ofﬁces. In the past she’d tried each of the eateries. All but one she immediately knew were wrong, they’d been too small, too open to the road, with tables exposed to every other customer.
 
         The clientele of the Great Northern bothered her: they all seemed neat, corporate types and made her feel conspicuous. But the view from the window was ideal so she tried the bar in any case and then spent an uncomfortable hour with the feeling that the staff viewed her business as inadequate. 
         
 
         Every day since she’d gone to one of the two pubs located on the London side of the junction.
 
         Now the only other pedestrians had their heads down and hurried on, it wasn’t the day for hanging round, or eye contact. She noticed that even when people walked together nobody spoke.
 
         ‘Too cold to be outside,’ she mumbled, then pursed her lips and pinched them between her teeth. Stupid, stupid thing to say.
         
 
         She pushed open the street door and hurried into the Flying Pig.
 
         She needed to eat and studied the menu card on the bar. She already knew it by heart and on the occasions she ordered food she always chose a cheese and tomato baguette. She pretended to look at the list of sandwiches and used the time to focus on looking and sounding in control.
 
         She stared at the words on the menu until they blurred and her cheeks puckered with queasiness.
 
         Concentrate, she scolded herself, and scowled at the card for a few seconds more.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At the Flying Pig, Justine had spent fourteen years cultivating and maintaining an atmosphere that was a cocktail of traditional pub, bohemian hang-out and eccentric front room. She had a loyal clientele and simultaneously managed to make anyone else feel welcome, from their ﬁrst visit. She still looked up when the door opened, smiled warmly as she chatted, and her enthusiasm for the business still outshone the trials of running it. As long as customers respected her pub, who they were, how they behaved and what they looked like was irrelevant.
 
         But, of course, once in a while there had to be an exception.
 
         Justine was sitting just outside the door that led from the bar to the stockroom. She’d been halfway through a pre-lunch break, and was using the free time to phone through to her bank. She’d been on hold now for ten minutes, and apparently her call was still ‘important’. She was also ‘next in line’ but she hung up when she saw the woman arrive.
 
         Justine didn’t hurry to serve her but busied herself with sorting the condiment sets while the young woman picked up a menu, holding it artiﬁcially high in front of her face and looking like someone trying too hard to appear to be actually reading it.
         
 
         Justine produced one of her best glowing smiles. ‘Coffee or tea today?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Coffee, please.’
 
         ‘Mug, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Yes, thanks.’ The woman’s voice sounded dull and no hint of recognition showed in those hollow eyes. After paying, she sat down by the window, just cupping her mug of coffee as though warming her hands, not drinking it.
 
         Justine continued to rearrange the condiments sets, hoping this made her look as if she was preparing for the lunchtime rush, but really watching and pondering on the lone woman. When she’d ﬁrst started coming to the café, Justine had silently bet herself ten quid that she could make her smile. Now she couldn’t even remember exactly when that was, but it had to be at least two years ago – maybe three.
 
         Justine had since nicknamed her Greta, and the customer seldom missed a day, hardly ate and rarely spoke. But her routine was always the same. She would come in at a quarter to twelve, buy a drink – usually coffee – and sometimes a baguette, and then sit by the window.
 
         And, in all that time, Justine had never seen her smile.
 
         Justine positioned herself so that she could see Greta’s reﬂection in the mirror behind the optics. Today, she decided, she looked particularly uptight.
 
         The ﬁrst time, she’d been the same, and had chosen to sit at the window table in the corner. She’d waited specially for it to be vacated, even though other tables were free and then, after just a few minutes, another couple had attempted to occupy two of its three empty seats.
 
         ‘Are these taken?’
 
         Looking them straight in the eyes, she’d replied stonily, ‘I want to be alone.’
 
         That’s when Justine nicknamed her Greta – after Greta Garbo.
 
         Justine ﬁnally turned and snatched a direct glimpse at her. Perhaps she’s ill? she wondered. 
         
 
         Greta raised the mug as if to sip coffee but lowered it again immediately then turned to operate the jukebox mounted on the pillar behind her.
 
         Justine answered her own question as Greta’s current favourite track began to play. Nope, same old same old.
         
 
         Every day Greta selected a record, sometimes playing it several times, but each day she’d choose the same one. Same one every day for weeks, until a different one caught her fancy. This was week three of her current choice.
 
         It had been a long time since any patron had stirred Justine’s curiosity the way Greta did. She would focus her attention on the new customers arriving, but continued to wonder who Greta really was and what had gone so very wrong in her life.
 
         
             

         
 
         Greta watched the Station Road/Hills Road junction and let the warmth of the coffee and the mellow rhythm and blues soothe her. She didn’t want to throw up again.
 
         She ran her hand along the rounded edge of the dark wood table. Relax. You can cope. Keep calm. Keep calm. She’d been feeling better recently. Thinking about that girl’s face must have caused the upset. That girl who looked like her. Greta hated seeing her own features on someone else.
         
 
         At exactly noon she checked her watch, then ﬁxed her gaze on the tide of workers leaving Dunwold Insurance. As they ﬂowed from the building, many were wearing only lightweight jackets and so hastened past the others towards the warmth of the wine bars and coffee shops. Her elbows dug into the table as she tilted forward, her head closer to the glass.
 
         At two minutes past twelve she caught sight of him, carrying a folded umbrella but strolling along as if it was summer. He paused for a beat as he waited for a slim girl who lagged behind him, ﬁddling with the catch on her handbag. So he was still with Paulette. Greta could just pick out her features: milky skin, fair hair and large almond-shaped eyes.
 
         She didn’t know the colour, but guessed blue. Like her own.
 
         Paulette curled her arm through his and they walked in step, heading away from the window and out of sight. 
         
 
         Greta sagged back into her seat and frowned as she mulled things over. Paulette resembles me – and so did the last one. What does Paulette have that I don’t? He obviously wants women that look alike. She gnawed her lip and stared into her coffee. But not me.
         
 
         She turned her face into the cold as she left the Flying Pig, crossed over to the newsagent’s, and bought the ﬁrst edition of the Cambridge News. She glanced at the front-page photo but quickly turned her gaze away, clutching the newspaper under her arm and determined not to read it in the street.
         
 
         She fell into a jog down Hills Road, dodging the shoppers, and ran across Gonville Place, weaving through a muddle of cars and cyclists before scurrying into the nearest cubicle of the female public toilets. There she slumped against the partition wall, resting heavily on one shoulder, and raised the newspaper in both hands.
 
         She scanned the accompanying article, picking out the key phrases and searching for a sign, but her instinct told her, they still have no idea. 
         
 
         Finally she drew a small pair of scissors from her inside pocket, letting the inner pages slide to the ﬂoor, as she carefully cut Kaye’s picture from page one, before she folded it neatly and slipped it inside her jacket.
 
         She paused for a moment to stare into the polished stainless steel that served as a mirror. Her reﬂection stared back at her like the face of a woman she recognized but no longer knew. Helen looked like you, Kaye looks like you. She turned away from her reﬂected image and whispered, ‘But you’re alive.’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 7
 
            MONDAY, 28 MARCH 2011

         
 
         Pete Walsh called to Paulette as she again paused to fumble with the catch on her handbag. ‘I know we’ve got an extra half hour for lunch today but can’t you hurry up? It’s freezing out here.’
 
         ‘My bag keeps coming open.’ Paulette scowled as she strained to twist the clasp shut.
 
         ‘Why didn’t you ﬁx it when we were still inside?’ He stopped and waited for her to catch up.
 
         ‘For God’s sake, Pete, be patient.’ She managed to persuade it to stay in place this time. ‘There we go … And you don’t look that cold anyway.’
 
         He turned towards the town again as she fell into step and slipped her arm through his. ‘Everybody’s cold. It’s winter.’
 
         ‘No it’s spring, and I’m not cold,’ she began, and Pete dragged in a deep breath before expelling it as a weighty sigh. ‘You keep me warm,’ she continued, and wrapped her ﬁngers around his sleeve, tilting her head to rest against his shoulder.
         
 
         He gave her the ﬂash of a smile. ‘Where do you want to go?’
 
         ‘I don’t mind.’ She shrugged. ‘There’s a new pizza place up on the corner.’
 
         ‘Really?’ He sounded surprised.
 
         ‘Well, no – not if you don’t want to.’ She shrugged again.
 
         ‘I don’t think it looks much, but if that’s where you fancy …’
 
         ‘No, I really don’t mind. That was just the ﬁrst place I thought of. We can go somewhere else.’ But Paulette couldn’t think of anywhere. ‘You choose.’ 
         
  
         ‘Prêt à Manger maybe? Then I can check out the CDs in HMV.’
 
         ‘That’s, like, a mile and a half.’
 
         ‘No, it actually is a mile and a half.’
         
 
         ‘Right.’ Paulette withdrew her hand from his arm and sank it into her pocket. ‘I get really bored in there.’
 
         ‘Oh, come on, we’ll have a brisk walk and I’ll spend ten minutes maximum.’ He grinned again and gave her a sudden hug. ‘Is just ten minutes OK?’
 
         Her mood evaporated. ‘Charmer!’
 
         ‘Great, we’ll go there ﬁrst, then we’ve got the rest of lunchtime to ourselves.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Paulette checked her watch as Pete began ﬂicking through the CDs. It was now 12.26 p.m. She hung close beside him for the ﬁrst few minutes, waiting for him to chat to her. Eventually he paused to inspect a Corrs disc.
 
         ‘They’re not your type,’ she joked.
 
         He didn’t even reply.
 
         She pulled the case from his hand. ‘OK, then, which one do you fancy most?’
 
         He held out his hand for it, but she kept it out of reach. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he conceded.
 
         He turned back to carry on looking through some other CDs, and Paulette dropped it back into its slot.
 
         Pete lifted it back out. ‘The singer’s attractive, very sultry.’
 
         ‘Would it suit me to have my hair done that colour?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I think you’d look ill. Anyway she’s a celebrity.’
 
         ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’
 
         ‘Nothing, except she’s going to look more glamorous.’
 
         ‘I can look glamorous.’
 
         ‘I never said you couldn’t. What is your problem, anyway? She’s attractive but I don’t fancy her. And so what if I did – do you really feel threatened by someone’s photo?’
 
         ‘No, of course not.’
 
         ‘You’re getting jealous again.’
 
         ‘No, I’m not.’ Paulette checked her watch again:12.30 p.m. ‘Can we go?’ 
         
  
         ‘In a minute.’ He again turned his back on her and began browsing the next section.
 
         ‘Well, I’ll be over by the magazines,’ she snapped. ‘I don’t need to waste my lunch hour like this.’
 
         The magazine rack was loaded with music and fashion titles, and Paulette picked up the latest issue of Red and turned to the article she’d already noticed in her own copy. She held the magazine as though she were reading it, but kept it tilted so that anyone nearby could see the bold title Single and Loving It! 
         
 
         She watched him go over to pay the cashier, but then, instead of coming across to her, he waited at the door. ‘Shit,’ she said, and a teenager looked up at her from the rack of games. She sauntered across to the cash desk and paid for the magazine.
 
         ‘Don’t worry about a bag.’
 
         She rejoined Pete, who didn’t appear to notice the magazine rolled up in her hand, but began heading back towards Dunwold Insurance.
 
         ‘What about lunch?’ Paulette called after him, and then ran to catch up with him.
 
         He kept on walking. ‘I’ve had a busy morning, and I was really looking forward to seeing you, but I didn’t need all of this hassle.’
 
         Paulette tugged at his elbow. ‘I’m sorry.’
 
         ‘You’ve spoilt it.’
 
         ‘Please, Pete, I’m sorry, really I am. You took it the wrong way. I never meant to turn it into a big deal.’ She had to make him stop and listen to her. They had to sort this out before he got back to work. A lump had risen in her throat but, instead of ﬁghting it, she let it turn to tears. ‘Please,’ she insisted.
 
         He stopped and glared at her, and then his expression softened. ‘Paulette, you’re pretty and you’ve got a great smile, but you’ve also got to stop getting jealous all the time. I can’t cope with it. It isn’t what I want to deal with, and it’s become a big problem.’
 
         ‘I know.’ Paulette nodded. ‘I’m sorry.’ She stretched up and planted a soft kiss on his cheek. ‘Forgive me?’
 
         He nodded. ‘OK.’
 
         ‘I’ll see you later, then?’
 
         ‘OK,’ he repeated. She held his hand tightly until she’d walked back into reception with him. 
         
  
         She trudged back to her own work, trying to identify the precise moment when their lunchtime had turned sour. She wondered why she felt as though she wasn’t good enough. She was more than good enough, and he just needed to realize it. She then tried to devise a plan from the furthest recesses of her mind. Something to make him put her back on a pedestal.
 
         Any plan at all. But it was dark and hopeless, and she returned to work still churning the big question over and over: What if he leaves me? 
         
 
         For the rest of the afternoon, she counted away the minutes. Through the window she watched the trafﬁc, and the school children swarming out of the buses.
 
         School represented the great lie that there was more to life than talking on the phone and ﬁlling in forms. This job wasn’t the reason she’d taken Economics and English A-Levels, but Pete made it all worthwhile.
 
         At 3.55 p.m. she swung away from her desk and threw down her telephone headset. She stretched her neck back, and watched the other girls still concentrating on their phone calls and terminals.
 
         ‘Drinks anyone?’ she called out.
 
         She then stood at the sink to rinse their lunchtime mugs. Placing the last one on the draining board, she plunged her hands back into the grubby water. Cupping them together, she scooped some water from the washing-up bowl and watched it trickle through her ﬁngers. Everything seemed to be slipping away from her.
 
         Perhaps he’s tired of me. She shuddered. No, he wouldn’t have suggested a joint holiday if he planned to leave me. Or would he? Would he?
         
 
         Returning to the desk, her gaze fell on her copy of Red. He himself wasn’t really immune to jealousy; no one was. ‘I’ll show him,’ she muttered, and thumbed quickly through the magazine, crumpling pages as she raced through it.
 
         When she found the Issey Miyake aftershave advertisement, she tore out the scented strip, pulled up her jumper and rubbed it on her bare stomach.
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