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PROLOGUE

July 2007

Saturday, 14 July 2007 started hot, and stayed hot. For the six plain-clothed officers waiting out of sight behind an empty house in Histon Road, Cambridge, there was no choice but to attempt to ignore the dual discomfort of sweat-damp clothes and the stench of unemptied food bins.

DC Michael Kincaide was less than impressed, and only his boss’s conviction that this operation would lead to the arrest of Roy Kelvin had persuaded him that it would all be worth it.

Apart from DI Marks, Kincaide was the most experienced officer on the current team and, even after a wait of almost two hours, he was determined to lead the others in a quick and decisive arrest as soon as the moment presented itself.

After two hours and five minutes, Kincaide’s radio came to life.

Ten turns through the network of streets to the other side of Madingley Road, a man called Ratty was sitting on the grit-strewn tarmac that ran between two long rows of facing lock-up garages. He had his back to a low, partially collapsed wall, and the only things in front of him of any interest were a half-drunk can of Strongbow and an open tin of tobacco. Ratty was muttering disjointed words which sounded like the mumblings of a hopeless alcoholic. The words emerged all mashed by a mouth that had lost too many teeth and too many nerve-endings. The one person who never seemed to find it difficult to understand Ratty, without reading his lips, was crouching on the other side of the wall.

‘What can you see?’ Goodhew whispered.

‘I’ll cough – all right?’

‘You cough all the time.’

‘All right, I’ll stand up, and then you’ll see my hand on the top of the wall.’

‘Don’t draw any attention to yourself.’

Ratty swore twice, and the next few words were totally unintelligible, then: ‘I told you before, I never get involved.’

‘And I told you, you didn’t have to stay. You showed me which lock-up, and that was enough.’

A few seconds later, Ratty erupted in a volley of coughs, and beyond him Goodhew heard the unmistakable squeal of an up-and-over garage door.

So much for subtle signals.

Goodhew scrambled over the wall and ran towards the Lexus, parked facing forwards inside the fourth lock-up to the left. He stopped about six feet in front of the car and held out his warrant card.

‘Police! You are under arrest!’ Goodhew shouted.

In response came the sound of the engine gunning. He repeated his instruction just as the driver slammed his foot full on the accelerator and released the clutch.

Goodhew didn’t have time to jump out of the way. But then he didn’t need to. Only the driver’s side of the car moved because Goodhew had already clamped the other back wheel, and the full power of the XE20’s three-litre engine propelled it into the passenger-side wall of the garage.

The driver killed the engine and burst out of the car, but he was coughing too hard to run and Goodhew brought him down and cuffed him within a couple of yards of the front bumper.

Goodhew had no idea what the damage to the car might be but, judging by the amount of tyre smoke in the air, he suspected he could add four bald tyres to the aggravated burglary charge. He’d left his mobile for Ratty in case there was a problem, but Ratty was already gone and Goodhew’s phone lay unattended on top of the wall.

He rang DI Marks.

Marks answered, saying, ‘It’s your day off.’

‘Sorry, just how it worked out, sir. Didn’t have time to call it in.’

Marks didn’t acknowledge the excuse and then, in the background, Goodhew could hear him speaking to Kincaide on the radio. Marks was instructing him to bring his team over to join Goodhew.

Then Marks was back. ‘Kincaide’s not happy, but I’m sure you’ll have worked that out. Stay there till Kincaide relieves you, then go home. And report to me in the morning.’ On reflection Marks didn’t sound too happy either but, by morning, Goodhew suspected that his boss would be more pleased to have Roy Kelvin off the streets than displeased about having one extra officer turning up uninvited.

Once relieved, Goodhew walked homewards, stopping at University Grocers in Magdalene Street for a can of Coke and a copy of the Cambridge News. Roy Kelvin’s arrest would provide tomorrow’s headline, but for today he was happy to just sit in the sun on Parker’s Piece and catch up on any other local news.

As Goodhew sat reading on Parker’s Piece, the same hot sun was scorching the wide tarmac that ran along Carlton Way. Like much of Cambridge, the street was totally flat. Regularly spaced trees had been planted when the houses were built half a century ago, but they had still not grown sufficiently to provide any decent shade. True, there was shade in the bus stop, but its metal roof and frame caused the air to be intensely hot, and even the broken windows refused to let a draught through.

Joey McCarthy knew these things; in fact, he reckoned he still knew everything there was to know about hot summers on the Arbury estate, though it was a long time since he’d lived here. A long time, too, since his natural aptitude for anything connected with a computer had first opened the door to the possibility of a proper ‘career’.

Not that he’d wanted one, but it had taken only a few short contract assignments to show him how easily the application of skills he cultivated on his home PC, combined with tidy dress and the kind of bullshit he usually reserved for visits to his grandmother, could be converted into actual currency.

Real cash.

So he’d peeled away all the unwanted layers of his former life. He’d thrown away the idea that if you didn’t want the cheap replica you had to nick the real one. And if you couldn’t nick it, you couldn’t have it.

He had broken off contact with most of his former friends, kept contact with his own family to a minimum. They didn’t seem surprised by his lack of interest in them, but their expectations of anything in life had never been that high.

Joey had rented a large apartment halfway between the Cineworld Multiplex and the train station. It came with private parking, and shortly afterwards he had filled that space with a black Audi. It was two years old but top of the range.

Of all the layers he’d stripped away, one he had never quite managed to dispense with was Arbury itself – the Carlton Arms in particular.

The best pint is always the one in your first local, or so the landlord said.

But Joey knew, and admitted only to himself, that his real reason for going back there was to measure the ever-widening gulf between his success in life and the mediocre existence that he’d nearly been condemned to. He loved the way the regulars pretended not to notice his car as it swung into the car park. He accepted each nod of greeting as he strode into the bar, knowing that, behind their brief smiles, they felt the same sort of envy that he’d grown up feeling every day of his teenage years. He guessed that they looked at him with contempt. He knew exactly why, knew what it felt like to be on their side of the fence and felt proud that he’d left them behind.

Joey left two hours later, by which time the only remaining punters were male, and too absorbed in some European football game to pay any attention to his leaving.

‘Cheers, mate,’ he threw over his shoulder, in the direction of the landlord. If he got a reply, he didn’t hear it.

He’d parked halfway across the car park, under the branches of a cherry tree where he hoped the car would catch plenty of shade but not too much birdshit. Joey pulled his keys from his pocket and aimed them towards his Audi, pressing the remote.

Nothing happened, so he guessed he was still too far away.

As usual, he cast his gaze a little further, just to see whether there was any sign of anybody casting an admiring glance in the direction of his vehicle. A woman, eyes down and ear bonded to her mobile, turned in from the main road and went inside the pub, still talking.

The car was about fifteen yards away when he tried again, but still no response. He pressed the button a couple more times, then studied the key, half wondering whether the battery was going flat. When he looked up again, a familiar figure stood in his path.

Despite the fact that this was their first contact in . . . he really didn’t know how long, Joey found his lips curling into the same sneer that their encounters had always prompted. ‘What d’you want?’

‘Are you interested in politics?’

‘Politics? What the—?’

‘I’m not. Except for that moment when it suddenly gets interesting, like when one of them gets caught out – you know, put on the spot in front of a reporter. I always want them to get caught lying, but I stop listening and instead, watch their faces. And that’s how I judge them. And that’s why I came to see you.’

‘About what?’ Joey couldn’t imagine why he now felt threatened, but he instinctively planted his feet squarely, shoulders-width apart, and felt himself puff out his chest and bulk up his shoulders. ‘Seriously, when have I ever had anything to say to you?’

‘I meant it literally. It’s just to see you, to look at you. Do you really think I’d want some meaningless dialogue either? I only came to watch your face.’

Joey scowled. ‘Just piss off.’ He stepped to one side, wanting to get into his car and go.

‘I know everything.’

The last thing Joey expected was any physical intervention. He knew he was the stronger of the two, and he doubted the owner of such precise hands would have the guts to lay a single finger on Joey’s sleeve, yet those three words halted him with the same force as a punch to the guts.

He turned slowly, trying to maintain his mask. ‘You don’t know anything about me, so what are you getting at?’ He was sure that his face remained expressionless, but knew his eyes were darting about uncontrollably.

For several seconds neither of them spoke, or moved, until finally, Joey stepped back, a small rebalancing of his weight, nothing more. ‘You mean back then, don’t you?’

‘What else would I mean? We’ve barely seen each other since, have we?’

‘It was just an accident.’

‘Just an accident? And what would you say to me if I said I knew it wasn’t? I’m standing here in front of you, and I’m telling you I know what happened – every detail. Now you are the politician, the one with the chance to tell the truth. And I am the audience, the one who is watching your face to see if you lie.’

Joey thought he had an aptitude for reading people, especially when, like now, he considered them a soft touch. It was always easy to spot when childlike fear had been visible too long into adolescence, and had then been picked upon by the stronger ones in the pack. But a single look told Joey that the eyes that returned his stare were dilated with something far more potent than fear, or even anger.

Resolve.

Then Joey half smiled: did the kid really think they were about to square up for a fight? ‘Stop wasting my time.’

No reply.

‘It’s madness.’ Joey tapped his temple a couple of times. ‘You were never going to let it drop, were you?’ He pushed past and, this time when he jabbed at his remote control, the central locking responded with a muted beep.

‘It’s a nice car.’ A pause. ‘I mean, I don’t really like it – too pretentious. You’d only drive a car like that to a pub like this if you were trying to make a statement, one that you couldn’t manage by turning up on foot.’

Despite knowing he ought to go, Joey turned his back on the car. ‘And your point?’

‘Brand new, top-of-the-range Audi which only unlocks at the fourth bloody attempt? I don’t think so.’

Joey was caught between the urge to step forward, and further into the confrontation, and an unfamiliar but stronger urge to get into his car and drive away. So instead he didn’t move.

‘So I’m thinking there’s nothing wrong with the technology, which means there has to be something wrong with your aim, perhaps, and your level of soberness without doubt. So what’s the truth I see? You’re not somebody who has learned a sense of responsibility, or really suffered, or knows any compassion.’

Joey scowled. He realized that this was the moment to speak, but there was nothing he could say that would ever be genuinely heartfelt or truthful. So he stayed silent. And unmoving. And, in his remaining seconds, he was aware that his quick wits and speed had deserted him when he needed them both most.

He became a spectator as, with no sign of a stumbling childhood or awkward adolescence, his assailant moved closer.

The reversal of the roles was absolute, and Joey finally understood the power that a bully wielded from the point of view of the stunned prey.

This was action without hesitation. No self-conscious wavering, just a single fluid movement from pocket to hand to neck. A 6-inch thin shaft of flathead screwdriver, rubberized handle. No slip or resistance, through skin, into artery.

Joey’s eyes were wide, his mouth wide, his blood pumping. It splattered across his driver’s side window, and he reached towards it, his fingers sliding through slippery wetness as he sank to the ground and died.


ONE

Libby wrote: Hi, Zoe, thanks for the friend request. How are you? I heard you died.

‘Doing well for a dead person. LOL.’

There was a gap of a few minutes before Libby replied. Sorry, that was bad taste.

Then there was a gap of a few minutes more.

‘I heard about your sister,’ Zoe wrote. ‘You know she was in my year at school?’

Of course. Your profile picture comes from your class photo. I think you’re standing just behind Rosie. She’s got a funny look on her face, told me once how you pulled her hair just as the flash went off.

‘Yeah, I was in the back row and we were all standing on gym benches. The kids in her row were messing around, trying to get us to fall off. Mrs Hurley saw me wobble and yelled at me. I tugged Rosie’s hair to get my own back. I reckon that was Year Seven or Eight. I don’t remember seeing Rosie much after that.’

Libby had hesitated over the keyboard. She didn’t want this to become nothing more than awkward and pointless chit-chat. She had an opportunity here and, although she guessed it was going to be difficult to get things started, she knew that she needed to do it.

I have a proposition . . . a favour, I suppose. You see, I don’t have anyone to talk to. Rosie’s death left a hole, but there’s more and, if I’m honest, I’m struggling a bit. I’ve tried writing it down, but it just doesn’t work. I get so far, then I’m stuck. So I wondered if I could message you?

‘Do you think that would work?’

I don’t know, but I’d like to try. I thought you might ask me some questions, prompt me to look at things differently. Or maybe I just need to let things out, I’m not sure. The point is, I need to talk.

Those first messages took up little space on her computer screen, yet Libby felt as though getting even that far had taken up the equivalent effort of a 2,000-word essay. She had worked hard to balance her words, to load them equally between truthfulness and understatement. I need to talk had been a tough admission, as it stank of being unable to cope. The last thing she had wanted, through all of this, had been to load anyone else with any part of this burden. But she now accepted that it was the only way to move forward. She thought of Nathan and wished she could speak to him – or her parents even, but they were almost as inaccessible as her brother.

And what about Matt?

No, when she looked at him she recognized what other people saw when they looked at her. It was a hollowness that scared her.

She read Zoe’s ‘Okay’ and nodded to herself. This was something she had to do.

I’m not sure where to start, she told Zoe.

‘Begin with Rosie.’

Libby took a deep breath. Rosie, Rosie.

Rosie was in your year, Nathan was one year below, and then there was me, two years below him. I’m 18 now, just to save you working it out, and I’m at sixth form college. The course is a bunch of ‘A’ levels and the college propectus calls them a ‘Foundation in Accountancy’. I’d always wanted to work with small children, but I assumed I’d just leave school and get a job in an office or something.

Instead I chose this course. I gave them all the spiel but, in truth, the only reason I’m doing it is because they were the same ‘A’ levels that Rosie took. She was going to get a degree. She wanted to be a primary school teacher one day, and I bet she would have managed it.

I’m explaining it this way because it shows what Rosie and I were like; how we were similar but different. On a parallel track except I was always a little bit behind, and a little bit in her shadow.

‘But she was three years older?’

Yes, and I’m almost the same age now, but I still haven’t caught up with her in so many ways. And you’re misunderstanding me if you think I feel that’s a bad thing. I was happy in her shadow: it was always a safe and comfortable place to be.

For my entire childhood I could look up and see Rosie and Nathan. Rosie teased Nathan, and Nathan teased me; that was our pecking order. And if Nathan ever upset me, Rosie stepped in, or the other way round.

I can’t remember one single time when I didn’t have one or other of them to look after me.

Anyhow, now I feel like I need to follow in her footsteps, at least for a little while. I’m not ready to let go of her yet, so I sit in the same lectures and try my hardest to get grades as good as hers. That’s what got me through school. It’s like she’s been there before me and I can feel her looking over my shoulder. She says ‘Go on, Bibs, you can do it.’ No one calls me Bibs any more, and I wouldn’t want them to.

Then after a gap of almost twenty minutes, Libby added, Can I message you tomorrow?

‘Of course.’


TWO

What do you know about Rosie’s death?

‘Just bits and pieces – you know how fragments of information fly about.’

Can I tell you?

‘Only if you want to.’

The short version is that she went to the cinema and never came back. The short version is important to remember, because to me that’s how it happened. I was in my bedroom – my hair was three or four inches longer then, and I was straightening it. Rosie heard me swearing, came into the room and finished the section that I couldn’t reach properly.

I told her she looked nice, but I was too wrapped up in my own night out to pay her much attention; later that night, Mum and Dad asked me what she’d been wearing and I just couldn’t remember. I knew that, when she put the hair straighteners on my dressing-table, I noticed that she’d had her nails repainted a slightly metallic shade of purple.

And that’s really all I could remember. I can’t remember which cinema, which film or if she said who she was going with. I can’t remember a single word she said, just the touch of her fingers as she separated the strands of my hair, and the colour of her nails as she finished.

I tell myself that I can’t remember all those things because I never knew them, that she’d never shared the details with me. I don’t believe though that she would have ever gone to watch a film on her own. And I find it equally hard to believe that I wouldn’t have said, ‘Who are you going with?’

I went to the beauty salon a couple of weeks later and bought a bottle of that same nail polish. I’ve still got it in my drawer.

I returned home just before 1 a.m. I came back in a taxi and, as it pulled up, I noticed the lights on in our front room, with the curtains open. I could make out Mum and Dad standing apart from one another. It was only a brief glimpse but I felt uneasy and hurried inside.

Nathan was there too. You can see our kitchen as soon as you walk through the front door and he was standing by the kettle, pouring boiling water into three mugs.

‘What’s happened?’ I mouthed at him.

‘They tried to ring you because they can’t get hold of Rosie. But your phone was off.’

In that case, I reasoned, they wouldn’t get hold of me either, would they? Why were they so worried about her when they weren’t worried about me?

I can’t really remember how I felt at that moment. I think I wondered why there was this amount of fuss. Or maybe I realized something was up. Mum’s always been a bit paranoid, and Rosie had only passed her driving test a few months before.

Dad called through from the front room and asked me what Rosie had said to me about her plans for the evening. Mum snapped at him, told him to get to the point. He snapped back.

Then he turned to me and started, ‘It’s probably nothing, but . . .’

Even now those words always fill me with dread.

Rosie had told Mum that she’d be back by eleven. No biggie on its own, but Nathan had been playing an away match for the Carlton Arms pool team, and she’d promised him a lift home. Her phone kept going straight to voicemail, so he waited for her till 11.30, then rang our parents as he walked home.

Like I said, it never took much to make Mum start worrying, and this was plenty. Nathan said she’d made Dad phone the police at half-past midnight. I suppose there wasn’t much the police could say at that point, except to let us know that they’d had no incidents involving anyone called Rose, Rosie or Rosalyn, or with the surname Brett.

Straight after I got home, Mum told him to call the police again. He was kept on hold for a while, and said they were being very polite and understanding, but I could tell that they’d left him with the feeling that he was totally overreacting.

I don’t know if you remember much about my dad, but he’s a stubborn bloke, and when he makes his mind up about something, it’s really hard to get him to shift. ‘That’s enough now,’ he decided, and demanded that we all go and get some sleep.

So of course Mum started to argue with him, and he refused to budge. I looked at Nathan, and he just raised his eyebrows. It wasn’t like we hadn’t seen it all countless times before.

We left them there to wrangle, although I don’t remember hearing another sound from them.

I lay down on my bed fully dressed, and let the rest of the house think I’d gone to sleep. I heard Nathan’s door close, and imagined him in the next room, doing exactly the same. I don’t think I slept at all. Maybe it wasn’t like that, but that’s how I remember it.

If I did stay awake, it wasn’t because I was scared for Rosie. I didn’t believe for one second that I’d never see her again. It was more that I kind of felt out of kilter.

Funny phrase that: out of kilter. I don’t even know what a kilter is. And that’s the point. I knew something was up, but I didn’t have enough experience to guess . . .

Libby’s intended words had trailed off to nothing. The minutes ticked by as she tried to finish the paragraph, but didn’t think she could. For a moment she was tempted to delete the whole page, but that would amount to avoiding talking about Rosie. She could promise herself to type it again, but she knew that it wouldn’t happen.

She pressed ‘send’.

Zoe’s reply was typically short: ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

Libby gave a little smile. In Zoe’s photo she had cropped dark hair and the type of face that looked serious even in the middle of a grin. Zoe didn’t need her messages surrounded by frilly words. This was exactly the reason she had picked Zoe to talk to; with her it was okay to be blunt, which in turn took away the excuse to give up. Libby typed quickly.

They found Rosie’s car first, parked up on a bridge crossing the A14. Her body was about half a mile away down on the carriageway. She’d been run over. More than that, actually, but I think, to explain it all . . . I just can’t do that right now.

Can I just say ‘multiple injuries’ and tell you the rest some other time? The press referred to it as suicide.

The police were more cautious and listed other factors: bad weather, poor visibility, heavy traffic and so on. The A14 is notorious for its high accident rate. They never found out what had really happened. At least that’s what they told us, but I have a feeling that they did know. They just couldn’t prove it, and in the end, the verdict was left open.

I couldn’t grasp it at first. It didn’t seem possible. Even at Rosie’s funeral it didn’t seem real, then finally, when I understood that she really was dead, the questions started to form in my head. Little things at first. Had she ever made it to the cinema? Which film had she seen? Who had she gone with?

I asked myself: what was it that had prompted her to drive out anywhere near the A14?

I also wondered how long it’d taken for her to die. I didn’t go to the inquest, Mum and Dad were there, but I could hardly ask them. It’s questions like that which make me worry that I have become overly morbid.

My list of questions grows, and I can’t stop it. And when I don’t have proper explanations, I start to invent the answers. It’s a bad habit and I feel like my life is only half lit now, and instead of looking to the light, I’m turning towards the darkest corners. I’ve got it into my head that there is some evil lurking just out of sight. And I’m straining to see it.

You see, I thought things couldn’t get worse, and that losing Rosie was enough.

In fact, it was enough. But what has happened since is too much.


THREE

Charlotte Stone knew the history of the Regal Cinema. She knew that it had opened in 1937 and managed to survive for sixty years, through the Second World War, a name change, and even a fire in the mid-1980s. Competition from new movie houses had come and gone, with their rise, demise and conversion into bingo halls. In the end it was the opening of the multiplex in the Grafton Complex that led it to closing its doors in 1997. However, the Regal was a survivor, and re-emerged two years later with its lower floors turned into the Regal pub, and the upper floors converted into the three-screen Arts Picture House.

Charlotte Stone loved the old building’s interior – the curved staircases and the grand Art Deco light-fittings – but most of all she loved it because it was situated slap bang in the middle of St Andrews Street, not too far from her bakery counter job at the town centre branch of Sainsbury’s, but also near the shops she liked to browse, the busiest bars and her favourite pizzeria.

She and Holly left the auditorium and returned to the bar for a post-movie drink, picking a small table halfway along the lounge, with a black-and-white poster of Vivien Leigh looking down on them. Vivien’s eyes were dark and clear, defined by perfectly separated long lashes. Charlotte looked at her friend and, despite the subdued lighting, she could clearly see dark smudges round her eyes.

‘Forgot your waterproof mascara?’ she asked.

‘It’s a good film.’

‘The Notebook’s a classic, made even better because we’re here, right?’

‘Okay, okay, I can see that watching it here has more atmosphere than seeing it on DVD. But I’d still have cried at home. I like films wherever I watch them – even on a plane I still enjoy them.’ Holly smiled. ‘I already know what you’re going to say next.’

‘What?’

‘What your dad always says.’ Holly slouched back in her chair, with her arms lying along the armrests and her fists planted squarely one on each side, “‘It’s like drinking a good beer from a plastic cup”.’

Charlotte giggled at the accuracy of the vocal impression.

As Holly’s mobile started to vibrate, she picked up her shoulder bag and reached for her phone. She glanced at the caller display. ‘Your brother.’

Charlotte stopped mid-laugh, and quickly reached forward to take the phone. ‘Matt? What’s wrong?’

Matt’s voice sounded tight. ‘I couldn’t get hold of you. Where have you been?’

‘The Picture House with Holly. I turned my phone off.’

‘You could have left it on silent, then you’d have noticed that I’d rung. You know how I start to think . . . Anyway, Holly didn’t turn hers off.’

Charlotte bit her lip and silently counted to three, hoping to calm him. ‘I expect she forgot,’ she said quietly. ‘We can’t answer phone calls in the cinema, Matt. Or text, either,’ she added, pre-empting his next reproach. ‘Have you been drinking?’

‘No.’

‘What, then?’

‘You think I can’t feel anything unless I’ve got some alcohol in me?’

‘That’s not what I said.’

‘You just more or less said it: if I’m upset, it means I must be drunk. No, I’m sober – which usually means I will do anything possible not to think about it, but it’s always there. How couldn’t it be? It takes alcohol to numb it just a little bit, and why is it so terrible if sometimes that’s what I need so that I can start to understand things.’

‘Matt, please . . .’

He was audibly crying now. ‘That’s all I want to do, just to understand a little bit, so I can move on. How am I supposed to study or plan things for the future, when there’s nothing there.’

‘Matt, listen to me—’

‘Why? Why, Charlie? You don’t know any more than me. There’s nothing you can tell me, or promise me that means . . .’ Her brother’s voice disintegrated into sobs, then silence as he disconnected the call.

Charlotte dropped Holly’s phone on to the table. ‘I need to go.’

She threw on her jacket and snatched up her bag, glancing just once in Holly’s direction. She saw her friend’s disappointed but accepting expression, and then left without another word.

Charlotte ran down the stairs and out on to the wet pavement. She’d done this before, too many times to count now, but perversely such a response felt increasingly urgent. She didn’t buy her father’s Cry wolf theory. Did that mean that, one day, there could come a point when she was the only one still listening to her brother?

She switched her mobile phone on even as she ran, then stuffed it straight back in her pocket. By the time it was ready to use, she’d be almost there.

She turned right down Emmanuel Street, raced through the bus station – and on to the open green space of Christ’s Pieces. At the far end lay some tennis courts surrounded by a high mesh fence.

Despite the coolness of the evening, she knew that’s where she’d find her brother.

He was crouching on his heels, holding on to the fence for balance. His head was bowed, and he was silent. She was aware that she’d seen her little brother almost every day since his arrival in the world a month after her own fourth birthday. She knew him better than anyone. Certainly better than their parents did, and maybe better than his best friend Nathan ever had.

He already knew she was there, but he didn’t look up.

She ran to the fence and kicked at it, about a foot above the ground. ‘Bastard.’ She kicked the fence again, causing a ripple that rattled loudly behind him. ‘Why don’t you ever think about how I’m feeling?’

Matt mumbled something but still didn’t look up.

‘Every time you do this, it scares me. Matt – listen to me. You need to get some help – more than just me, as I’m not an expert. There’ll be a student welfare officer or someone, a proper counsellor . . .’

He lifted his head. ‘Like I said, you understand. What’s the point of me speaking to some complete stranger? They can have all the qualifications, but they never met Mum, they never met Nathan.’

She shook her head. ‘You’re not listening to me, Matt. I do understand, I understand so well that, when you phone me and you sound distressed, I get scared. Really scared. And when you phone and can’t get hold of me, you get scared too. We are both the same, but we’re getting out of control. We have to find a way to help each other, not make things worse.’

‘I don’t know where to begin. Do you?’

‘No, but we need to start to get over it.’

‘Like Dad, you mean?’ She heard the tightness in his voice.

Charlotte’s anger had been subsiding, but she couldn’t help reacting, and her temper surged again.

‘Because he enjoys a drink with a friend, or a night out, you think he’s happy?’

‘Happier than when she was alive.’ Matt scrambled to his feet, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a badly folded bundle of A4 printouts. ‘We need somewhere with more light.’

He led them down the narrow alleyway between the Champion of the Thames pub and kebab shop, and stopped in front of the glowing kebab-shop window. He opened out the sheets of paper and thrust them towards her.

Stress and cancer link confirmed by scientists.

She only had to look at this first heading to know that every page would offer evidence of the same theory. ‘You have to stop this, Matt. It’s no one’s fault she died. You can’t blame Dad.’

‘He gave her a hard time.’

‘No – you just thought he did.’

‘How many times did you come home from school to see she’d been crying? Or looking sick with worry? There’s nothing else that could make her that unhappy – only Dad. And if it wasn’t him, why didn’t he fix it?’

Charlotte opened her mouth to argue but Matt got in first, grabbing back the sheets of paper and waving them in her face.

‘I’ve bookmarked loads of it. It’s all over the Internet, and it wouldn’t be if it wasn’t true, would it?’

‘The Internet’s full of crap.’

‘When it suits you, it is. I’ve seen your search history, Charlie, and you’re just like me except you want to find the answer somewhere else.’

Charlotte turned and looked up the street in the direction of the house Matt shared with the other students. His gaze followed hers.

Suddenly Charlotte had had enough. Now she just wanted him to go home.

No, that wasn’t true. What she actually wanted was for him to come home, to make peace with their dad and stop asking her questions that she couldn’t answer, or couldn’t face asking herself. She turned back to him, but he continued to look away.

‘Why don’t you fix it, Matt? Come home, and talk to Dad. He’d answer your questions. I know he would.’

Matt shook his head then started to walk away. Charlotte followed.

It was only a few yards, but in that time Matt remained silent. Charlotte guessed he was angry with her, thinking she’d pushed it too far this time. But when he stopped just outside his front-room window and turned towards her, she realized that he had started to cry.

She grabbed hold of him and held him tight. Through his tears he sobbed the truth, and told her his biggest fear.


FOUR

Libby looked out from the window of her first-floor bedroom in the student house. She was the youngest of the seven housemates and the only one still studying for A levels. They were a mix of first-year students attending Anglia Ruskin University, second-year students at Cambridge University and one post-grad American. Her name was Shanie and somehow she managed to be the least worldly-wise of them all.

Libby and Matt had been involved in choosing the house. A quirk of the fact that it was their two fathers who had control of the purse strings and had been anxious to find accommodation that they all agreed upon. It hadn’t mattered to her that Long Road sixth form college was a mile and half across town. By the time she had convinced her dad that this house would be just a few short steps home from almost every night out, he’d dropped his objections to her daily bike ride to and from classes.

Libby preferred this side of the city. Her window faced in the approximate direction of her childhood home in Avbury. She couldn’t see it and it certainly wasn’t where she wanted to live right now but that didn’t mean she wasn’t glad to know it was there. The foot of her bed abutted the windowsill, and she lay across it, with her face close to the glass.

She was a fraction over five foot three in height so found lying across the bed as comfortable as lying on it lengthways. She was propped up on her elbows, with her fair hair scooped away from her face.

The others were downstairs playing poker and she’d declined the game, saying she had an assignment to finish. It was actually true, but there was nothing like some pressing coursework to give her the urge to check her emails. Normally this would result in a couple of hours lost while bouncing between her inbox, eBay and Facebook, but after the first email her thoughts drifted to Matt.

They were close, and usually he talked to her, but not tonight.

Something was bothering him – but that was a stupid thing to think, for when was it not bothering him? Tonight though, bad thoughts had drawn him in and she saw the pain written on his face. He’d gone to the fridge, raiding Oslo’s shelf for a can of lager, then, after a couple of swigs, had tipped it into the sink in disgust. He’d opened and shut everyone else’s food cupboards, finally settling for a bottle of vodka belonging to one of the girls.

He then knocked back about four shots in the quickest time possible.

Libby had watched him from the doorway. She assumed he knew she was standing there but, as he turned to leave the kitchen, he seemed surprised when he realized he’d been observed. Still he said nothing, brushing past her and hurrying along the hallway, slamming the front door as he went out.

She waited a few minutes, then she sent him a text. He didn’t reply, so she decided to leave him alone, for the time being at least.

After answering one email, she went to the window and checked in both directions, then returned to her PC and sent the next email. As the evening wore on, the gaps between each email expanded as she spent longer by the window. It was over two hours since he’d left when she relented and sent him a second text message. She placed the mobile on the narrow windowsill and watched out of the sash window as she waited for a reply.

There was plenty of banter coming from downstairs, and she wondered who was winning. She usually made it to the last three players and it sounded close to that point now. Shanie kept on top of the dealing, reminding everyone which player was the big blind, the small blind, and telling the dealer to ‘burn a card’ several times during every hand. Shanie was still in then, since she usually disappeared to her room once her chips were gone. Libby could hear Jamie-Lee’s perpetually loud voice, too, and decided she too was still in play. Then there was Oslo – she couldn’t actually hear him, but he rarely missed the final hand.

Most weeks it took them at least a couple of hours to get to that point. She picked up her phone to check the time: just after 11 p.m. Where was Matt?

Half an hour later she spotted him, walking back, from the opposite direction of town, followed by his sister Charlotte. He stopped outside the front of the house to talk to her.

Libby moved away from the glass, but lying lower on the bed and watching over the lip of the windowsill.

The two weren’t saying much. Libby could see he was upset, but that might be a good thing. Everyone said crying helped. Some said it to her in a tone that implied they were giving good advice. Others said it in voices tinged with suspicion; they’d noticed that she seemed as though she hadn’t shed a tear. And they were right – she hadn’t, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t right for Matt to cry.

She pressed her right index finger on to the glass, touching the spot beyond which he stood. Anything that helped him hurt less was fine by her.

Her finger was only there for a moment before she withdrew it. She rolled on to her back and stared at the ceiling instead.

At seventeen years, eleven months and four days old, she knew she had plenty to learn. But the advantage of growing up in a home with two older siblings was learning even as they learned. She’d seen first-hand why some good ideas were doomed to fail, and why some successes only came after making mistakes.

She had also learned that there were always options, even if none was desirable. And there were always answers, too. Answers and options vying for importance. She had learned so much from Rosie and Nathan, so losing them was like having every page of her memory scattered to the wind. Each family milestone now meant nothing, the petty rivalries no longer existed, and the two people who had taught her the most had left her alone to teach herself.

Libby was dreading her birthday for, in just a month, it would be followed by the day when she had lived longer than her oldest sibling, and the path from then on out would truly be untrodden.

Answers and options. Her future was full of them.

Once she had the answers, then maybe there would come a time when she felt the need to cry. But right now she couldn’t, and wouldn’t. She had her reasons, and no plans to share them.


FIVE

Matt opened the front door quietly, his first thought being to avoid the others and slip off to his room. But, as usual, he found himself drawn towards the buzz in the kitchen. Seven of them shared the house and all but Libby had been playing poker around the table.

‘All right?’ He nodded towards them.

Meg and Phil were out of chips and responded immediately, but Shanie and Oslo were too engrossed to even look up. The fifth, Jamie-Lee, gave a thumbs-up. ‘I’m in the last three,’ she pointed to a dwindling pile of chips, ‘but only just.’

‘Cool.’

The house was old, and he guessed it’d been extended several times over the years. This extended room was a knock-through between one of the original reception rooms and a later addition of a kitchen.

Matt forced himself to drink a pint of water. It tasted foul but, after the amount of alcohol he’d drunk, it was either that or vomiting later. Knowing his luck, he’d have to put up with both.

He moved back to the dining area end before somebody got the bright idea of using him as a waiter.

He eyed his housemates and realized that the scene reminded him of the poker-playing dogs in the famous paintings by Cassius Coolidge. He had never noticed that before. Maybe alcohol was enhancing his artistic eye. The walls had that same shade of pub red as in A Bold Bluff, and the ceiling light which hung over the table looked like a little green Chinese coolie hat. They even had full-height bookshelves stacked with titles that everybody needed but nobody seemed to read.

Meg had to be the rough collie: similar hairdo for one thing, bright and sharp featured too. It suited Phil to be the bulldog, small, solid and stubborn looking, whereas Oslo bore more resemblance to a Labrador/Alsatian cross than he did to a St Bernard or Great Dane.

Matt smiled to himself as he realized his analogy was running out of steam, for even in his head he wouldn’t dare compare either Shanie or Jamie-Lee to one of the bigger dog breeds. But the image was there now, so, for the sake of diplomacy, he substituted breeds, making Jamie-Lee a lively and affectionate red setter and Shanie a keen-to-be-loved retriever.

‘Hey, Matt, what are you thinking?’ Jamie asked.

‘Nothing, why?’

‘You’ve got a stupid look on your face, like you’re mentally undressing us or something.’

‘What, all of us?’ Phil piped up. ‘At the same time? Sicko.’

Then Meg intervened, ‘Leave him alone. He’s drunk.’

Jamie lifted what was left of his large glass of cider. ‘So what. We’ve all had a few, haven’t we?’

‘Difference is, he looks like he’s been bawling his eyes out.’

Jamie stiffened. ‘You are so crass sometimes, Meg.’

Meg shrugged. ‘What are we supposed to do, sit here pretending we haven’t noticed? Matt looks like shit and who hadn’t spotted it? Hands up.’ She looked around the room before concluding, ‘It was hard to miss.’

‘Meg. Hush up, now,’ Shanie hissed. Her American accent contrasted sharply with the other voices and she seemed embarrassed, even though she didn’t need to be.

Meg remained defiant. ‘Didn’t put your hand up though, did you?’

‘No, I sure didn’t.’ Shanie’s voice quivered, clearly reluctant to get involved.

‘No, I sure didn’t.’ Meg attempted to mimic her, but her accent came out closer to Tennessee than Indiana.

Meg continued to bait Shanie until part of Matt felt he should intervene – but he didn’t. It might have been the comments about himself that initially provoked this spat, but he guessed that these two would have kicked off at some point in the evening anyway. They usually did.

Meg was a waiflike bottle-blonde who wore skinny black jeans and check shirts, baseball boots and black nail varnish. She drank beer from the bottle and cited Tank Girl. Nothing prompted her to speak up like a moment calling for subtlety.

By contrast, everything about Shanie, from the tone of her voice to the curve of her bust, was gently rounded and natural. Her world view was well intentioned and serious.

The two girls were so incompatible it was almost a joke putting them under the same roof.

Matt could see that Shanie had now had enough of Meg as, with barely a change of tone she interrupted the other girl, ‘You want my opinion? You are a complete bitch. Ugly all the way through.’

‘So I’m just being direct, and now I’m a bitch?’ Meg grinned nastily then turned to Matt. ‘I think she fancies you.’

Shanie stared down at her playing cards as Oslo and Jamie made a show of restarting the game. It seemed as though everyone was waiting for her to take her turn, and Matt watched her struggle with her feelings.

After a long minute, Shanie dropped the cards and rushed out of the room.

Matt drew a heavy breath, but didn’t follow.

No one did.


SIX

I’m sorry I left it for a couple of days, but I needed a breather after my last message. But talking to you is doing me good, Zoe.

‘I think you should carry on then. Tell me what happened after Rosie died.’

OK then, but I’ll need to explain my whole family, not just Rosie.

We lived in the same house, down that funny cul-de-sac where the road bulges into a circle at the end so that cars can swing round. We call it Banjo Street, which is what my dad christened it when he was a kid. I doubt much has changed since you lived on the estate; apart from some replacement double glazing and newer cars, I think it looks pretty much the same.

My dad grew up in this house, moved my mum in, married her, then stayed put until my grandparents went into a residential home. My mum and dad have been together since they were teenagers. They’re not very adventurous, but no one else around here is.

I used to be really proud of them, feeling sure that they were really solid because, however many times they fought, they never talked about splitting up. But when you’re a kid you don’t see much of other people’s lives. Well, I didn’t, and I thought that everybody else’s parents were pretty much the same, and the ones that got divorced must have hated each other even more than mine did.

Maybe they didn’t hate each other back then; it could have just been years of frustration and disappointment that turned into mutual distaste. Hating each other started with Rosie’s death.

And if part of their logic for staying together is that they are doing it for their children, then the spiteful streak in my personality says they’re now almost off the hook.

Two down, one to go.

Shit, where did that come from?

I’m sorry, sorry, sorry.

The inquest, investigation and funeral planning seemed to drag on for weeks, and through all that time my parents mastered a fake civility towards each other. They hugged, cried together and talked for long periods in hushed tones. It was unnatural for us, like living with two strangers. And obviously it couldn’t last.

Nathan’s best mate was Matt. Our family has always known theirs, so they went through school together. I started following them around and they didn’t tell me to clear off, so I suppose they felt sorry for me. Matt’s mum had died of cancer a few months earlier, and the three of us would always hang out together.

It was funny but we didn’t ever talk much.

Usually we would distract ourselves with the Internet, or a DVD or some unstimulating computer game that would allow us to communicate via top scores and new challenges. We couldn’t do that on the morning of the funeral, of course.

Nathan and I sat with our parents all through the service. We are not a churchgoing family though, and the interior of the Good Shepherd Church would have looked unfamiliar if this hadn’t been my second funeral there in just a few months.

Last time, Matt had sat at the front.

The church was built at the same time as the rest of the estate. It seemed as though the architect’s remit had been to design it as if a good proportion of those hundreds of new households would be attending there every week. The result was something that resembled the plainest of chapels accidentally built entirely to the wrong scale. I imagine that most weeks the vicar preached to a congregation that consisted of just half a dozen parishioners, each one politely occupying their own pew.

But today the church was full. I turned and scanned the congregation, and spotted Matt sitting very solemn and upright on a pew near the back. In the rows between, I saw plenty of faces I barely recognized. There’s nothing like a combination of youth and tragedy to fill a church, I guess. Matt saw me and gave a little nod of acknowledgement. He’d warned me that it was too soon for Rosie’s loss to sink in, and as I looked at him, I could see that losing his mum had left him looking more battered than anyone else present.

This was the first time I had lost anyone close to me, I wasn’t sure how I was feeling and, until I worked it out, my instinct was to keep it private. I kept my head bowed for most of the service, and made it through to the end without crying. Maybe Nathan had the same idea, as he gripped my hand hard, but I never heard him sobbing.

It was just a very small group of family and close friends that came back to the house with us. They were Mum and Dad’s close friends, as neither Rosie’s nor mine were invited. Matt and his sister Charlotte were brought along by their dad, then there were the grandparents, the wedding-invite list of aunts and uncles, and a few other old schoolmates of my dad’s that I suspected he’d barely seen since he married Mum.

I think Charlotte felt awkward, because she disappeared into the kitchen and made tea and coffee with Aunt Jess. Nathan went out for a cigarette. He found a can of lager and stood on the patio, can in one hand, packet of fags in the other.

Matt and I sat side by side on the settee, each holding a mug of coffee and pretending to be adults, while the adults stood in groups making small talk. I found myself staring at the back of someone’s dark grey suit. There was a grease mark on one elbow, and I must have been staring at it for a while.

I was suddenly aware that Matt had spoken after he nudged me. ‘Well?’

I shrugged.

‘Do you want me to hang around?’

I shrugged again, and he took that as a yes.

I realized then that the room had almost emptied and it wasn’t long before he was the only visitor left. He’d spent so much time in our house by then that my parents no longer noticed him. They had certainly given up tempering their behaviour when he was around, and the mood there changed within seconds of my father shutting the door behind the last guest.

There was a smash from the kitchen and, before either of us could get up, my dad shot across the front room just fast enough to witness the destruction of a second item from their only smart tea set.

‘How could you stand there talking to your old school buddies as if nothing has happened? Did they even know Rosie? Most of them had never even seen her since she was a little kid. And what about me? Out here trying to make polite conversation with their fucking wives, when all I want to say is, “You have no fucking idea how I’m feeling.” If they did, they’d have had the fucking decency to stay away, instead of standing here in my fucking kitchen . . .’

‘Fucking kitchen’ was accompanied by another smash.

‘Making fucking small talk . . .’

Another smash.

‘And leaving me to wash their fucking tea cups.’

Dad made it across the kitchen before anything else was broken. That was the point where he might have been able to dissipate her temper with a show of compassion or understanding, or even a bit of both. But that had never been his way.

‘Why is it all about you, Vicky? I had them here because I want support but, no, all you can do is twist it round so I’ve done something wrong. Just look at yourself.’

‘So it’s my fault? I wasn’t the one forever pushing Rosie to do better.’

‘No, you were the one holding her back. I wanted her to get a good job, to get out—’

‘You pressured her!’

‘Encouraged.’

I looked at Matt, screwing up my nose, knowing we were probably still at the prettier end of the fight.

He smiled in a way that said he felt sorry for me. ‘We could get out of the house now?’ he suggested.

‘We should stay for Nathan.’

‘A DVD, then?’

I nodded, but neither of us made a move for another ten minutes or so. I closed my eyes and listened to my parents, as they became increasingly vindictive. Then, when he couldn’t stand hearing any more, Matt dragged me to my feet. ‘You choose the film. I’ll get Nath.’

As it turned out, he didn’t need to. I hadn’t even reached the top of the stairs when I heard the back door burst open, then slam shut again, and Nathan’s voice cut right through the house.

‘You’re never going to stop, are you? We’ve spent our whole lives listening to your screaming matches. And when you weren’t fighting, we were all holding our breath waiting for the next round. When I was little, Rosie would hear me crying. She was probably only seven or eight years old and trying to look after me.’

I heard someone moving round the kitchen. I imagined Mum and Dad repositioning themselves, trying to change their body language from confrontational to parental. I knew it was a bit late for that and, with barely a pause, Nathan continued, ‘Always so wrapped up in yourselves. That’s all you’ve ever been, and now you’re wondering what happened to Rosie – whether she killed herself and how each of you can blame the other.’

‘Nathan!’ That was Mum, echoed, a moment later, with less surprise, by my dad.

And Nathan shouted right back: ‘You’re surprised? Surprised I’ve finally spoken out? Or what?’

Nobody spoke, then I heard Nathan heading towards me. I stepped to one side as he barged past me on the stairs. He grabbed his jacket and pushed past me on his way back down, too.

There have been times since then when I imagined that he’d later wished he’d touched my arm, or given me some other sign of solidarity, but he didn’t. And I know it would be wrong to paint it into the picture.

He left the house and, although there were other times after that when we talked, I can’t remember them as clearly. The day of Rosie’s funeral became the last vivid memory I have of Nathan.
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