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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.
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