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  Friday, 3 July


  I left Romford later than Id planned.


  It was a hot, sticky afternoon and the noise of the traffic and petrol-wrapped heat had seeped through the windows, slowly tightening my mood.


  Id been fighting myself the whole day; one part wanting to go, to flee and leave all the bad blood behind and one part feeling the seductive pull of the past: the emotional investment
  that had held me, but had also left me strung out and on the verge of nervous collapse.


  I couldnt put it right. No amount of soul-searching, of revision, could bring my leading firefighter Sandy Richards back to life or return Jenny to me, warm, beautiful, prepared to be
  faithful.


  Too much and too deep.


  In my urge to burn bridges, to create a barrier between the past and some kind of future, I had decided on an act of myopic symbolism. I was leaving the flat for good.


  Chris Adamou, the fire brigade union rep, had said that there was a place in Mid-Wales, a therapy unit that specialised in trauma cases like mine. It was a new place, partly sponsored by the
  union.


  What she didnt say was that it was highly political: a thorn in the side of fire authorities who had failed to respond to the increasing numbers of emotionally damaged firefighters.


  I had no wish to be a pawn in their games, but with a discipline tribunal hanging over my head it made sense to jump through this particular hoop.


  It seemed everybody in the Brigade knew that I was going to the unit.


  Many thought I was responsible for Sandys death, that my lack of foresight had contributed to the tragedy, and many others just repeated the rumours out of ignorance or for want of
  something better to do.


  Either way it was the time to go, to disappear off the scene, until time softened the edges of the lies and friends had a chance to tell it like it really was.


  Leaving later meant that I hit the escaping city traffic on the far side of the M25. It stayed that way until Oxford; compressed into a segmented blindworm that moved fitfully and exuded the
  sour odour of exhaust fumes.


  Alex McGregor had lent me his Shogun to replace the one Id written off.


  That too was unfinished business.


  I travelled south of Birmingham, on to the M5 and then the A5, making better time as the cars and lorries thinned and the road stretched out ahead of me. Two hours later, with the sun as a
  beacon pulling me westward, I reached the A470 heading for Dolgellau.


  The grey urban landscape of the Midlands had gone, replaced by sharply angled hills sliced apart by insistent silver-black streams. Each dark fold of land, each stretch of wild rock, drew my
  eye, until I stopped the car, wound down the window and absorbed the silence.


  Slowly, I got out, walked across to a rocky outcrop and sat, looking down the valley.


  Fifty yards away a buzzard wheeled lazily above a stand of sessile oak in the humid evening sky.


  I felt it for the first time then. A sense of having shaken off, if only temporarily, the stench of guilt and failure. I closed my eyes and smiled. Maybe this journey wouldnt be wasted;
  maybe there was something here, for me.


  Christ knows I needed it; needed a balance to pull me back to some kind of normality.


  I stayed there for maybe twenty minutes, then climbed back into the car and drove on. Half an hour later I came to the wooden toll bridge just beyond Dolgellau and stopped again, stunned by the
  riverine landscape.


  To my left the Mawddach estuary was as still as glass and the sun was a molten ball burning a red-gold path down the estuary towards the toll bridge and the hamlet of Penmaenpool.


  The mountains on either side of the estuary were covered in forest and the whole reminded me of a sea loch, its beauty and quiet so powerful it sent a chill through me.


  I wanted Jenny to see it. I wanted her here, my arm around her; no history, no betrayal, no baggage.


  I smiled. There  it had tricked me again, letting me think that all I had to do was forgive and the past would be washed away. I had to let go. Not in anger, but in resignation. What
  cannot be changed must be endured or at least spared corrosive self-pity.


  In the corner of my eye I saw someone approaching from the other side of the bridge.


  It was a man around sixty years old. His stride was strong and purposeful and he was dressed in a stained three-quarter-length wax-proofed coat, with a bush hat made from the same material set
  back on his head. His face was weather-tanned and grimy, but the eyes were shrewd and darted backwards and forwards, missing nothing.


  As he reached me, he nodded hello and gave a good-natured smile. I nodded back and then edged the car forward.


  I drove on slowly, knowing I was within three miles of the unit, Ty Hiraeth. Half a mile on, two motorcyclists flashed past me, coming from the opposite direction; their exhilaration at driving
  the open, winding road easy to understand, though they must have been blind to the wild beauty of the surroundings.


  The road ran parallel to the estuary, through coniferous woods that tumbled down to the waters edge. As the trees thinned on the left, I caught glimpses of the huge mass of Cader Idris,
  the mountain that dominated the southern flank of the Mawddach.


  The humidity seemed to be rising and I could feel the sweat running down my back. Thunder flies made the windscreen tacky and I flipped on the washer and blades  only to smear the insect
  detritus across the remainder of the screen.


  I must have taken my attention off the road for barely an instant.


  There was a flash of movement and a runner came bursting through the trees on the right. I braked hard and turned the wheel, adrenalin shooting through my body. The car missed him by inches and
  he stumbled awkwardly.


  I held my hands up and shook my head. For a second he stared at me in shock.


  Are you okay? I called.


  There was the melt-smooth mark of burn scarring down the left-hand side of his face, that puckered the skin and pulled at the line of his eye. He seemed agitated and looked from me to something
  in the distance.


  I turned and followed his gaze.


  Half a mile away, in the direction of the toll bridge, a tongue of bright orange flame was curling upward. Then I caught the smell of smoke, drifting on the air.


  It wasnt the dry scent of woodsmoke, but an acrid smell; like a house fire. I looked at the runner.


  What is it? Whats over there?


  He stood still, as though not hearing me. Then, wordless, turned and ran back into the trees.


  Shit!


  I scrambled back into the car and threw a three-point turn, racing back in the direction I had come.


  The trees came up fast on the river side of the road and I lost sight of the fire. I was driving too fast and had no choice but to slow down and search for a road or approach that would lead
  down in the right direction.


  Two hundred yards further on I found it: a rough track, slanting off towards the river. Between the trees I could see the increasing glow of the fire and hear the noises of structural
  disintegration.


  Grateful that I had the Shogun, I turned onto the track and immediately had to swerve around a deep rut, wincing as overhanging branches whipped the sides of the vehicle. Thank Christ Alex
  wasnt there to see the abuse being taken by his favourite toy.


  The track came to an end in a clearing close by the river. On the far side of the clearing, a two-storey granite-built house was well alight with flames snaking out of the ground-floor windows
  and the front door.


  Thick black smoke billowed up and sparks swirled in the heat current.


  I hit the brakes thirty yards short of the front of the house, grabbed my corduroy barn jacket and ran forward, shouting. The heat was intense, making it impossible to gain entry that way.


  I called out again and then walked quickly around to the rear, consciously slowing my speed and steadying my breathing, knowing that if I was to enter the house the worst thing I could do would
  be to arrive panting.


  A black pick-up truck was parked between the trees and in my mind that doubled the chances of the house being occupied.


  I tried the rear door, but it was locked. I moved back several feet, then ran forward and booted the lock. The door crashed open, releasing a cloud of thick smoke.


  Dropping to my knees, I peered under the smoke into a passageway leading to the bottom of a staircase.


  The smoke was heavy.


  I couldnt see any indications of small flames within the fume cloud, the tell-tale sign of an impending flash-over, but I was in two minds about going in. On the one hand I was a fireman
  and on the other I had no equipment and no back-up. If it did flash-over whilst I was in there, Id be burnt alive.


  I hesitated, looking for other options, an edge, anything, and my eye fell on a water-butt next to the rear door.


  I pulled off my barn jacket and plunged it into the water, then slipped it on and turned the collar up, pulling the jacket over my head. Then I flattened out and started to crawl in under the
  smoke band, breathing shallowly. I had my mouth against the floor, where most of the oxygen would be trapped, feeling the fierce heat prickle my skin.


  I pulled my hands back into the jacket sleeves.


  As I reached the bottom of the stairs I realised that there was a door, about four feet beyond the stairs, that separated the front and the back of the house.


  The smoke and heat were getting worse, spiralling towards a simultaneous ignition of the entire passageway. It felt as if I was drowning, the light-headedness of smoke-inhalation was starting to
  disorientate me and the rising temperature was flooding my brain with panic.


  I could feel the heat scorching my back and hear the hollow roaring as the fire ripped through the front of the house.


  Somehow I managed to reach the separating door and pull it closed. With my lungs burning and my eyes streaming, I crawled back down the passageway to the rear door.


  I emerged on all fours, gulping for air and fighting the urge to vomit. Instinct was screaming at me to stay where I was, but I knew that if there was anyone on the first floor then I was their
  only chance of getting out alive.


  I turned and crawled back to the staircase.


  With the separating door closed, shutting off the main fire, and the back door open, the temperature had dropped, reducing the chances of a flash-over and allowing me to get beyond the passage,
  to the stairs.


  The chance of a flash-over wasnt the only danger. I knew that the fire, trapped behind the passageway door, would be eating its way upward, burning away the ceilings and devouring the
  floors from beneath  and its a cardinal rule that you never go above the fire.


  At the foot of the stairs I started to crawl upward and immediately felt the increase in temperature and thickness of the smoke. I was on the very edge of my limitations, measuring out my
  chances in seconds.


  At that moment I reached the landing and almost immediately touched a body.


  I felt along the length of it, grabbed the shoulders and pulled it around so that the head was towards me. I held the collar and started to drag it down the stairs when I saw a flare of light
  off to my left.


  The separating door had just failed and the flames and smoke were pouring back into the passageway. I hurried, knowing that already it would be rising up to the ceiling and mushrooming down
  again, cutting me off.


  The body felt heavy. The smoke was intoxicating me, slowing me down and making my movements clumsy. A surge of panic threatened as I recognised what was happening, but I pushed it away and felt
  behind me with my feet, trying for the passageway floor.


  My leg swung, meeting only air.


  Suddenly I slipped, taking the body with me, the extra weight accelerating the fall and slamming me into the floor at the bottom.


  Instinctively I gulped in air and thrashed violently as the smoke invaded my lungs and contorted my body in a savage fit of coughing. I forced myself to exhale and in a frenzied, desperate
  struggle made for the open doorway, hauling the body behind me.


  Outside, I collapsed six feet from the house; unable to give the casualty any help, fixated only with the need to draw my knees into my chest and throw up.


  I knew if the casualty was to have any chance at all resuscitation was urgent, but my body wouldnt obey me and stayed in a heap, sucking in air.


  Finally, with an act of sheer bloody-mindedness, I wiped at my mouth and eyes and turned him over. Almost at the same time I realised that my arms, my face, my coat  all of me  was
  soaked in blood.


  His throat was cut to the bone.
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  As I stared at the body an eerie sound erupted from inside the house: a whistling, like a scream rising in intensity. Then a sheet of flame curled out of the upper rear windows
  and attacked the eaves.


  The fire was pushing relentlessly into the back of the building and the entrained air from the front was acting like a blowtorch, searing the inside of the building.


  I grabbed the corpse and dragged it away from the fierce heat, but I got barely twenty yards before collapsing in a heap. The smoke-inhalation made me feel like a steel band was constricting my
  chest.


  Propped on one arm, I lay there, breathing hard and staring at the victim, noticing only now the extent of his injuries.


  There were defensive wounds on his hands and arms and a dark bloody hole in the top of his thigh and another in his right shoulder, but it was the severed throat that fixed my attention.


  This wasnt a man stabbed in a fight. This was someone weakened then butchered with clinical precision  perhaps even craft.


  The house was a hundred and fifty, maybe two hundred yards from the road and screened by pine woods. No one would have heard the sounds of the struggle, the screams.


  I studied his face. He was about thirty years old, with thick dark hair and the complexion of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. He was fit as well; bulky but muscular.


  The clothes also suggested an outside occupation; brown moleskin trousers and a heavy check shirt worn over a T-shirt. The boots were of good-quality leather.


  I didnt have a mobile with me to ring the fire brigade and police. Then I remembered that Id passed a sign indicating a phone box about a mile back up the road. But then I heard
  two-tone horns in the distance, coming from the direction of Barmouth.


  Im not sure why I searched the corpse.


  Maybe it was a legacy of having been a temporary inquiry agent for Alex McGregor or just plain curiosity. Whatever prompted me, I knew it was unlikely to be appreciated by the police; anything I
  noted would have to be replaced exactly as it was found.


  On his wrist, there was a sophisticated GPS, a Global Positioning System; an advanced navigation aid used by outdoorsmen and the military. The black leather strap was half cut through.


  In his back trouser pocket there was a wallet containing a number of business cards and a company ID. The corpses name was Hugh Jones; a surveyor for the Black River Mining Company. On
  the back of the business card was one word  Xingu.


  First the fire brigade arrived and then the police.


  I was kept hanging around as the CID were called and my identity checked. The policeman who first arrived was from Dolgellau and he seemed out of his depth, oscillating between nervousness and
  what I imagine he thought was toughness.


  He asked the same questions three times before the CID arrived. Who was I? Where was I staying? Could he see my drivers licence again?


  When the CID arrived, it was in the form of a Detective Sergeant John Vaughan, a red-haired man in his mid-thirties, who was switched-on and given to smiling in a disarming manner that made you
  want to tell him anything he wanted to know.


  The constable from Dolgellau hung around, trying to eavesdrop on the questions Vaughan was asking me. I could see in the detectives eyes that he wasnt appreciating it.


  Suddenly he turned around. Bugger off, Dewi! Theres a nice man.


  The constable sniffed and wandered over to talk to the firemen.


  Friend of yours, is he? I asked.


  Worse  hes my brother-in-law. Look, I can see that you want to get cleaned up and get to Ty Hiraeth so Ill let you go . . . my bossll want to speak to you,
  mind  sometime tomorrow if thats convenient?


  Fine . . . thank you . . . I was covered in blood and filth and felt weary. I rubbed my eyes and sighed. I need a bath and a stiff drink after this lot.


  He smiled. How long do you think youll be staying at Ty Hiraeth?


  Ive no idea . . . a month  maybe two. Im really not sure.


  Right, then. Look, Ty Hiraeth is nearby, but the entrance is hard to find. Why dont I show you the way?


  Thanks, but


  Think nothing of it.


  And with that he climbed back in his car and waited for me to turn the Shogun around.


  It was late now and starting to get dark; I was grateful for his offer, but couldnt help feeling he was making sure of me.


  Ty Hiraeth was less than half a mile away and John Vaughan was right, I wouldnt have found it on my own, but as we came to a halt in the driveway, he got out of his car and I felt a touch
  of irritation.


  Theres no need, I said as I climbed out of the Shogun and retrieved my case and grip bag from the rear.


  No problem. Can I give you a hand with any of that?


  I shook my head and he rushed ahead to open the door for me. I stopped, put my luggage down and stared at the building.


  It was a large granite-built place with high gables and an octagonal tower-like structure at one corner, on the estuary side of the building. Wisteria snaked across the faade and in the
  gloom it looked like a B-movie haunted house.


  He walked back and joined me.


  Its looks better by day. He laughed. The name  Ty Hiraeth  it means Inspiration House. Theres great views of the Mawddach from the other side . .
  . lovely, it is.


  Youve been here before? It was meant to be ironic, but if he spotted it he didnt let it show.


  Oh yes! Quite a landmark from the other side of the river. It was built a hundred years ago, by a Superintendent of the Mines . . . till he killed himself when the gold ran
  out.


  Gold?


  Of course  the mountains at the back of here are riddled with mines. Some of it used to make royal wedding rings.


  But theres no gold there now?


  There is, but not enough for commercial mining. People say that the real bonanzas down there  in the sand and silt of the estuary where its been washed since the land
  was formed.


  Gold. I yawned, still trying to get my head around the idea.


  And copper.


  He picked up my case and marched forward to the door. I gave a wry smile and followed.


  Inside there was a small reception committee waiting. The police had phoned ahead and an attractive dark-haired woman in her early forties was sitting in a small office. Drinking coffee with her
  was another, older woman, who disappeared when she saw us.


  The dark-haired woman stood up. Steven Jay, is it? Goodness, what on earth has happened to you?


  Hello, Julia, said John Vaughan.


  I looked from him to her and then realised why he had been so eager to show me the way. If I judged it right the interest was mainly on his side, but she wasnt panicked by the idea. I
  caught his eye and gave a flat smile.


  Sorry, Mr Jay  this is Julia Lloyd, the Unit Manager.


  She held out her hand and I held both mine up to show her they werent in any fit state to shake. She nodded.


  Eve! she called out.


  The older woman came back.


  Mr Jay will be wanting a bath . . . hes in room number seven. Be a love and run it for him.


  She turned back to me, Now . . . are you hungry?


  Starving.


  Well, the evening meal was at seven, but I could cook you a steak  if youd like?


  I dont want to be any trouble . . . a sandwich would be fine.


  Steak sandwich, then?


  I smiled my appreciation, If its not a problem.


  Its no trouble. Look, go and have your bath and Ill prepare it.


  I turned to follow Eve up the stairs and John Vaughan stepped forward.


  I looked at him directly. Problem?


  He shrugged. I need your clothes.


  I ate in my room. Like the rest of the house it was wood-panelled, with solid furniture and heavy drapes. From the window there was a view of the night-black river glinting in
  the moonlight and, beyond, the dark shoulders of Cader Idris.


  Opening the window, I stared out into the warm, soft night and worked out roughly where the house fire had been. The river angled away and I thought I could make out the shape of the land as it
  fell to the water.


  Ty Hiraeth was quiet and the drama of the day seemed unreal. The adrenalin had long since ebbed away and I was left with a feeling of isolation.


  It should have been a welcome feeling.


  I had come here to escape the turmoil that had shaped my life for the last nine months, but I knew that part of me didnt want to escape it, at least not in its entirety. I had walked away
  from Jenny. She had returned to me after a six-month affair and I had let her back, because I needed her.


  In three weeks, I . . . we, managed to relive the whole fiasco again. We held each other, made love and plans, but still she couldnt let go of him. I believed her when she said she loved
  me but had wanted him physically. I also believed her when she made a commitment to leave him in the past. She tried, I could see that she tried, but ultimately shed weakened.


  Before she left me for the first time she had lied to me, to cover up what she was doing and when she came back she had lied to herself.


  So I walked away. The question was, could I stay away?


  The night air infiltrated the room and I turned out the light and lay on the bed with my eyes closed; thinking and feeling.


  When I left here I would have to be at peace with myself; that was a given. The truth was I had carried on an internal war; ranting at myself that to be with Jenny was to lose self-respect yet
  knowing that when we were together I felt alive.


  I had taken one solid thing from the wreckage of our last interlude; the belief that Jenny needed me as much as I needed her.


  To let her have other relationships, licence, would destroy me. Or would it? Was the pain in knowing what she did or in the betrayal? Could I live with her and see it as part, not all? Could I
  settle for less than the complete woman?


  Other people did it. People had affairs that went on for years; never possessing, just . . . borrowing. Blanking out the other partner, being pragmatic. Was that a real option? Or did madness
  lie that way?


  There were still times when I ached for her but was that just physical need? Maybe I could find some peace of mind here, some detachment. Then perhaps I could go and find her, knowing what the
  game was, knowing what was required.


  First I had to get my head right. I had been through months of turmoil with Jenny and then Alex McGregor, my best friend, had offered me a job as an inquiry agent. Alex knew that when Jenny left
  me I had big money troubles, mainly through financing Jennys business, a business bought out by her lover shortly before Jenny left me for him.


  So when Alex had offered me a part-time job investigating a series of fires with the strong smell of fraud I was interested but sceptical that I could do it. I was a fireman, not a copper.


  But then Alex showed me a photograph of the main suspect with Jennys lover and I leapt at the chance to put him away.


  The investigation backfired on me. I was beaten senseless and left for dead. My Leading Firefighter, Sandy Richards, was killed and Jenny and I crashed and burned yet again.


  The stress had been crushing. I had bouts of explosive temper, chillingly real nightmares and woke crying tears of frustration and grief. It had all merged into the same thing. Jenny, Sandy
  Richardss death, my very existence, became a blur of unfocused pain and regret.


  I became distracted and questioned and requestioned my fire-ground decisions on the day Sandy Richards died to the point when I could no longer think straight. I was in denial about how badly it
  had ripped me up and told myself that all I needed was a couple of nights sound sleep and one less drama in my life.


  Others knew better.


  What finally decided me on Ty Hiraeth was Bob Grant. He was an Assistant Divisional Officer that I knew and trusted. He taken the time to come and see me, despite the fact that technically I was
  still under suspension.


  Theres a place in Wales, Steve. Its new, but the buzz is that its good. Go there. Go there and, if nothing else, rest. Switch your mind off for a couple of
  months.


  Then Chris Adamou, the union rep, weighed in. If we can prove stress it might get you off the hook, Steve. Next in line was John Blane, my Sub Officer. Others followed. People were
  queuing up to tell me. That was the hardest part. I knew it made sense, but going was an admission that I wasnt functioning right and that in itself can flush your professional credibility
  straight down the toilet. Damned if you go, damned if you dont.


  My inner philosopher settled the issue. When your Karmas fucked, back up and see the obvious.


  I drifted off, letting the coming nightmare devour me.


  It always started in the same place; I was running through the alleyway at the back of the Heathway shops, screaming instructions at firefighters who ignored me and ran past. Sandy Richards went
  by and I tried to grab him, to make him listen to me, but he was like vapour passing through my hands.


  Then I was standing in the yard at the back of the shop when a deep rumble came from the core of the building, turning my legs dead with fear.


  Silence.


  From nowhere, firefighters appeared all around me, their faces set in accusation. I could neither speak nor hear them; some pointed fingers, others turned their backs.


  The emergency crew entered the building on their way to rescue Sandy Richards and Wayne Bennett.


  Minutes ticked by and somehow I found myself at the back of the yard, isolated. I tried to get back to where I had been, by the rear door where Sandy and Wayne had entered, but I couldnt
  push past the firefighters.


  Then the emergency crew emerged, dragging a body behind them. I went frantic; pushing, pulling, shoving, fighting with all my strength, forcing a way through.


  Up until that point, the nightmare had been the same as always, but now it changed.


  The emergency crew laid Sandy on the ground and stood back. As I went forward and lifted him, his head fell back; the throat had been cut to the bone.


  I woke up gasping for breath.


  A pool of moonlight was spilling across the floor, throwing shadows against the walls. I was shivering. The temperature had dropped and the muted sounds of the river were carrying into the
  room.


  The irony of the days events at the house fire merging with my guilt about Sandy wasnt lost on me. So bizarre was the connection, so perverse, it actually helped. It showed me that
  I was looking to blame myself: that whether I was culpable or not, another process was attacking me emotionally; so that I drew guilt to myself, like an addict needing a hit.


  I rolled off the bed and shut the window then undressed and got into bed.


  At first I didnt want to close my eyes, for no matter what detachment waking logic brought, the prospect of revisiting the nightmare unnerved me.


  I lay there, half asleep, trying to silence my ticking conscience.


  I remember a change in the pattern of light in the room, like a shadow passing over the moon. Sometime later, sleep closed over me.


  OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
BurN OuTt

Pat O’Keeffe





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
MULHOLLAND
BOOKS

HODDER





