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CLEAR

Friday afternoon to Friday night
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CHAPTER ONE
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EXACT VISIT

Lisa Fielding's train arrived three minutes early, which gave Birmingham New Street no practical advantage over arriving late.

The doors opened onto a platform already occupied by people who had formed two queues without agreeing which train either queue was for. Lisa waited while a man reversed a suitcase into her ankle, apologised to the suitcase and continued. She lifted her overnight bag from the rack and checked the time on the station clock rather than her phone.

Two forty.

Her ticket home was in the side pocket of the bag. Monday, 15:42, Birmingham New Street to Leeds. Seat reserved. She had photographed it, forwarded it to Debbie and added it to the shared calendar they had begun using after three conversations in which both claimed the other had changed a date.

Debbie had replied with one word.

RECORDED.

Not good. Not lovely. Not see you then.

Recorded was, in their family, a form of progress.

Lisa moved with the crowd through the concourse. The station had changed advertisements since August and nothing else she could prove. A family stood beneath the departure board arguing about whether platform numbers were secret. Two police officers walked past carrying takeaway coffees. At the taxi rank, rain had polished the pavement without committing to weather.

Her mother was not there.

Lisa had not expected her to be. They had agreed she would make her own way to Hawthorn and arrive at the laundry after three. Debbie had repeated the arrangement twice and had not added, unless something happens.

Lisa took the bus.

She had spent the morning at school because leaving at lunchtime did not make the first half of Friday optional. At eight fifteen, a parent had demanded to know why a detention letter used the word persistent when his daughter had been late only six times. At ten, a Year Nine boy had returned a confiscated screwdriver he claimed was part of a design project. At twelve twenty, Helen Mercer had stood in Lisa's office doorway and said, "Go before you find a reason not to."

Lisa had answered that the train was at one.

Helen had said, "That is a time, not a reason."

The sentence had followed Lisa onto the platform. It contained enough Debbie to be irritating and enough truth to survive the resemblance.

Leeds had not failed her. The school was difficult in precise, ordinary ways. Her flat had one bedroom, a radiator that knocked at night and a view of a supermarket delivery bay. She knew three neighbours by name and one by the sound of his vacuum cleaner. She ate with colleagues twice a month, attended a Saturday running group irregularly and had spent Christmas in Birmingham for exactly two nights. None of this had become a speech because nobody had asked her to defend it recently.

The visit was not the one agreed on the station platform last August. That one had happened three weeks later, lasted six hours and ended with Debbie putting leftovers into a container Lisa had not requested. There had been other visits since, some kept and one cancelled when a burst pipe closed the laundry. This weekend had been arranged in February, moved once by Lisa because of an inspection and once by Debbie because Ray's rehabilitation review changed. The final dates had survived six weeks without expansion.

Friday to Monday. Three nights. Dinner together. One visit to Ray. No committee work. No emergency contact forms.

Lisa had learned not to mistake a plan for proof. She had also learned that plans gave failure a visible edge.

East Birmingham assembled itself through wet windows: office blocks, ring-road concrete, terraces with satellite dishes turned at slightly different angles, a school fence carrying three banners about attendance, a row of shops that appeared to have changed names without changing owners. The city looked ordinary enough to make the previous August feel impolite.

Her phone showed two messages.

HELEN MERCER: Hope the journey is painless. No need to look at Monday's staffing note until Monday.

DEBBIE: Door sticks. Push low.

Lisa read the second message twice. It contained no emergency, no additional task and no suggestion that the door had begun sticking during the two hours since they last spoke. She put the phone away before the absence could become something she thanked her mother for.

Hawthorn Estate appeared after the bus turned past the pharmacy. The tower stood where it always had, eleven storeys of brown-grey concrete above the low roofs and trees. Hawthorn House had acquired new white numbers beside the main entrance and a strip of brighter panels around two floors. The changes made the rest of the building look older by contrast.

Fielding's Laundry & Parcel occupied the same corner unit beneath the maisonettes. The blue sign had faded another winter. The window displayed opening times in printed vinyl rather than Debbie's handwriting.

MON-FRI 08:00-18:00
SAT 09:00-16:00
SUN CLOSED
Below it, a smaller sign said:

MESSAGES TAKEN FOR NAMED SHOP TASKS ONLY.
NO MEDICAL, SCHOOL OR HOUSING INFORMATION HELD HERE.
Lisa pushed low. The door opened.

Inside, the dryers turned with their usual public determination. A woman Lisa did not recognise folded children's leggings at the long table. Two delivery cages stood behind the parcel counter, both locked. The emergency-numbers card that had once lived beneath the till had been replaced by a laminated sheet headed SHOP CONTACTS, containing the landlord, alarm company, parcel carrier and a plumber whose name Debbie had crossed out in blue biro.

Debbie stood behind the counter with a telephone receiver against one ear and a kitchen timer in her hand.

"No," she said. "You asked me to remind him at three. It is three oh seven. I reminded him. The rest belongs to you and him."

A voice answered loudly enough for Lisa to hear a shape but no words.

"I know he hasn't gone." Debbie looked at the timer. "That does not make the reminder longer."

She pressed the stop button and placed the timer beside the till.

"Ask Nathan if he agreed to a second visit. I didn't. Goodbye, Sandra."

Debbie replaced the receiver, wrote 3:07 REMINDER GIVEN in an exercise book and looked up.

"You're early."

"The railway has apologised."

"It won't last."

For half a second, neither moved. Debbie's hair had more grey above the ears than it had in August. She wore a black cardigan with one cuff pushed higher than the other and reading glasses on a cord she had once described as evidence of surrender. Lisa could not see any dramatic transformation. That was reassuring and, in a less defensible place, disappointing.

Debbie came around the counter and hugged her.

The hug was firm, brief and completed without commentary.

Lisa smelled laundry steam, instant coffee and the hand cream Debbie used only after the skin around her knuckles split. Her mother released her before the embrace could be assessed for meaning.

On the counter behind them sat a desk calendar with five names written across the week. Each entry included a time and an end point.

RAY—FAN FILTER—NATHAN—FRI 3-4.
MAUREEN—DOG LEAD RETURN—CALVIN—SAT 11.
PAULA—HALL KEY—COLLECT 5 / RETURN 9.
There were blank spaces between the tasks. Debbie had once treated blank space as an error.

"You've cut your hair," Debbie said.

"In January."

"I've seen it on video."

"Then this is confirmation."

Debbie took the overnight bag before Lisa could object and placed it behind the counter, not in the stockroom.

"Tea?"

"Yes."

"Now or at mine?"

"Now."

Debbie filled the kettle to the two-cup mark. A strip of masking tape on the handle read SHOP. Another kettle on the shelf read HALL. Lisa remembered when both had moved between buildings according to who asked last.

"You labelled kettles," she said.

"People steal teaspoons and call it community use."

The front door opened. Donna came in carrying a cardboard tray of four takeaway coffees and wearing trainers with gold crowns printed across the toes.

"You're here," she said to Lisa. "Your mum said half three."

"I said after three," Debbie replied.

Donna handed Lisa a coffee. "I bought one in case."

"You didn't ask," Debbie said.

"I know she drinks coffee."

"That isn't the same as asking whether she wants one."

Lisa accepted the cup. "I want one."

Donna looked pleased. Debbie looked as if a small procedural test had reached an inconvenient outcome.

"I'll have the tea as well," Lisa said.

"You live like that now?" Debbie asked.

"I work in a school."

Donna put one coffee beside the till, one by the folding table and kept the fourth. "Nathan's upstairs with Ray. One-hour check. He set the timer himself."

"I know," Debbie said. "Sandra was trying to extend it."

"What does Ray need?" Lisa asked.

"Nothing. Nathan's checking the cupboard brackets and changing the filter in the bathroom fan. Ray asked last Tuesday. They agreed today, three to four."

"And Sandra?"

"Wants him to carry two boxes from Colin's shed because he's already in the building."

Donna said, "He could do it on his way out."

Debbie and Lisa looked at her.

"What?"

"That sentence caused most of my childhood," Lisa said.

Donna drank her coffee. "I was only saying."

The kitchen timer rang.

Debbie switched it off and wrote 3:12 DRYER 4 in the exercise book. She walked to the machines, opened dryer four and removed a tangled sheet before the woman at the table could stand.

"Your elastic's gone," Debbie said.

"It was like that."

"Then it remains successfully like that."

She carried the sheet to the table, returned to the counter and did not accept the bag a courier brought in after her. She checked the label, pointed to the second cage and made him scan it himself.

Lisa watched five minutes of ordinary boundaries operating under load. They were not graceful. Debbie still answered questions nobody had finished asking and corrected a customer's postcode from memory. But the answerphone light blinked twice without her touching it. A parcel collector was told to return with identification. Donna asked whether Debbie could ring Maureen at five and was made to state the purpose.

"Her new inhaler was meant to arrive," Donna said. "She wants to know whether the pharmacy has called here."

"Pharmacy hasn't. I can tell you that now."

"So will you ring her?"

"No. You can tell her. You are going there."

Donna considered resisting and chose not to.

The door opened again at three thirty-seven. Nathan Price came in wearing a black warehouse jacket open over a grey T-shirt, a small toolbox in one hand and a white bathroom filter in the other. He had grown no taller since August but had learned to occupy less space when people looked likely to assign him work.

"Done," he said.

Debbie looked at the clock. "It isn't four."

"Ray spent ten minutes explaining why the bracket didn't need checking, so I had time."

"Did it?"

"Need checking? No."

Donna leaned towards him. "Sandra wondered if you could move two boxes from Colin's shed."

"No."

"You're already—"

"No."

"She only—"

Nathan held up the used filter. "This is full of Ray's bathroom. I'm going home to wash my hands before work."

"You're working tonight?" Lisa asked.

"Eight." He looked at her properly. "You came."

"I said I would."

"People say things."

"Not on shared calendars."

Nathan nodded as if the distinction had merit. He put the toolbox on the counter, took a folded receipt from his pocket and passed it to Debbie.

"Filter. Six eighty-nine. He gave me ten. Change is in the box."

"You bought it?"

"He asked me to. Tuesday."

"Keep the change for the bus."

"No."

"It's three pounds eleven."

"Still no."

Debbie opened the till and counted the coins into his palm. Nathan waited for the final penny.

Donna said, "You two could make generosity look like debt collection."

"It usually is," Nathan said.

He picked up the toolbox. The shop phone rang. Debbie glanced at the display and did not move.

"Answerphone," she said.

The ringing continued into the back room. Nathan's eyes followed it. So did Lisa's. Debbie turned the coffee cup so its lid seam faced away from her.

After six rings, the machine answered.

Fielding's Laundry and Parcel. Leave your name, number and the shop task you are calling about. Do not leave medical information, access codes or private addresses. Messages are checked at eleven, three and five thirty.

The recorded Debbie sounded as if she expected the caller to lie.

A woman began leaving a message about a missing parcel. Debbie waited until she reached the tracking number, then wrote it down without lifting the receiver.

Nathan smiled.

"What?" Debbie asked.

"Nothing."

"Your face did something."

"It can."

The front door opened before she could answer. Ray Bennett entered using a walking stick in his right hand and carrying a small paper bag in his left. Mavis came behind him with one palm raised near his shoulder but not touching. Ray's canvas jacket had been altered so the left sleeve sat more easily. The scar above his eyebrow had faded to a pale interruption. He moved carefully and disliked being seen doing it.

"You left before the tea," he told Nathan.

"I came to do a fan."

"I said tea."

"You said if I had time."

"I had time."

"That's different."

Ray looked at Lisa. "She taught you."

"No," Lisa said. "He survived locally."

Mavis kissed Lisa's cheek and held her at arm's length. "You're thin."

"I'm the same."

"Leeds thin."

"That isn't a measurement."

"Cold does it."

Ray placed the paper bag on the counter. "Mint imperials."

"For whom?" Debbie asked.

"Me."

"Then why are you giving them to me?"

"I'm not. I'm putting them down."

Debbie pushed the bag back towards him by two fingers.

Ray left it where it was. "Tea at mine. Four fifteen. One hour. Lisa's visit."

Lisa looked at Debbie. The invitation had the shape of a complication and the exactness of something Ray had learned to build.

"Who's there?" she asked.

"Me. Mavis. Pam and Luke are coming. Nathan if he stops pretending work needs him before eight."

"It does need me before eight. Travel exists."

"Debbie?" Lisa asked.

Her mother checked the wall clock, the message book and the two customers using machines. "Donna covers four to five fifteen. I close at six. We leave at five."

Ray said, "Tea does not end because a shop does."

"Ours does."

Lisa took out her phone and opened the calendar. The visit plan contained DINNER WITH DEBBIE—7:30 and SATURDAY: NO ESTATE COMMITMENTS BEFORE 11.

"One hour," she said. "Four fifteen to five fifteen. Then I take my bag to Mum's and we eat at seven thirty."

Debbie looked at the phone rather than Lisa. "Recorded."

Ray picked up the mint imperials.

Nathan said, "I'm going home."

Ray pointed the paper bag at him. "Four fifteen."

"No."

"Four twenty."

"No."

"You can wash your hands upstairs."

"No."

Mavis opened the door for him. "Go before he offers you a biscuit."

Nathan left.

Lisa watched him cross towards Hawthorn House. At the far side of the road, a young woman in a green jacket stood beside the entrance with a supermarket bag at her feet. Nathan saw her, slowed and then kept walking. She picked up the bag before he reached her.

"Who's that?" Lisa asked.

Debbie looked through the window. "Tia."

"Surname?"

"Morgan."

"How do you know her?"

"Parcels. Sometimes Nathan."

"That answer contains no relationship."

"Correct."

Outside, Nathan held the tower door while Tia went in ahead of him. Neither looked towards the laundry.

Ray said, "Four fifteen."

Lisa checked the time.

"Exact," she said.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE ALARM

Tia Morgan owned three bags that could be carried at once and one coat that could not be trusted in rain.

She had arranged the bags along Nathan's living-room wall in order of importance. The black holdall contained clothes she wore. The supermarket bag contained clothes she intended to wear after washing. The blue backpack contained documents, a phone charger, two unopened letters and a hairdryer that made a burning smell but had not yet actually burned.

Her green coat lay across the arm of the sofa, damp at the shoulders from weather it had failed to prevent.

Nathan stood by the window with the bathroom filter still in its plastic wrapper's empty shape, although he had already fitted the actual filter in Ray's flat.

"You said Sunday," Tia said.

"I said the weekend."

"Sunday is in the weekend."

"So is now."

"Now's Friday."

"I know."

"You keep saying times like they're explanations."

"They help."

"To you."

Nathan looked down at the courtyard. From the sixth floor, Hawthorn Estate appeared more organised than it was. Paths met at right angles. Cars occupied marked bays or displayed their refusal clearly. The community hall roof hid its patched guttering. Fielding's Laundry had one blue awning and, beyond it, Debbie visible through the window turning a customer's basket so it did not block the door.

Tia zipped the holdall. The zip caught on a sleeve.

Nathan said, "I'm not putting you out tonight."

"Generous."

"I'm saying you can leave the bags until Sunday. You said the room might be ready tomorrow."

"Might."

"But you're not sleeping here after Sunday."

She freed the sleeve. "You told me nine nights."

"It's been twelve."

"You counted the first one when I left at six in the morning."

"You slept here."

"I slept for two hours."

"It doesn't become a visit because it was bad."

The flat belonged to Nathan in the way rented places belonged to people who had learned not to alter them. The walls were the provider's white. The sofa had come from his aunt and listed slightly towards the radiator. A framed football shirt stood on the floor behind the television because he had not decided whether hanging it counted as damage. His name was on the tenancy. His mother's had been before him. When she moved to Coventry with a man Nathan described as temporary for three years, the housing office had taken eleven months to agree that Nathan could remain.

Tia knew the story because he told it whenever a letter came through the door with OCCUPANCY in the subject line.

One such letter lay unopened beneath the fruit bowl. Nathan had placed it there on Wednesday and then put two bananas on top as if weight could prevent a second envelope. Tia had not read the front closely. Reading somebody else's post was a line. Staying in their flat without being written anywhere was apparently a situation.

Her own current address existed in pieces. The personal adviser used the council office for correspondence. The bank still held the supported-lodgings address she had left in November. Her employer at the Rookery Cinema had Nathan's flat as an emergency contact location because the online rota system refused to continue without a postcode. Tia had entered it at two in the morning and planned to change it before anyone noticed. Planning had become another kind of storage.

The room in Handsworth belonged to a friend of Keisha's cousin, not to Keisha, the cousin or anybody Tia had met. The outgoing tenant had not returned the keys. The landlord had sent three messages saying tomorrow, each one with a different reason. Tia was due at the cinema at eleven on Saturday. Her uniform shirt remained in the supermarket bag waiting for Nathan's washing machine to finish a cycle it had already completed.

She lifted the shirt from the bag. It smelled clean and had dried with one sleeve folded under itself.

"You can say you don't want me here," she said.

"I don't want anyone here."

"That's not the same sentence."

"It includes you."

She looked at him.

He rubbed one thumb over the other. "You know what I mean."

"I know what you want me to do. That isn't always what people mean."

On the small table beside the sofa, Tia's phone showed thirty-eight per cent and no useful messages. The room in Handsworth was still waiting on the outgoing tenant's key. Her personal adviser had sent CAN YOU CONFIRM SAFE TONIGHT? at eleven that morning and then a question mark at two. Tia had not answered either. Confirmation became a conversation. Conversation became options. Options became a woman reading a list in which all the places had rules about guests, curfews or gratitude.

Nathan had rules too. He at least looked embarrassed by them.

"You working?" she asked.

"Eight."

"Then why are you standing there?"

"Because you keep arguing with the leaving part instead of doing it."

"I am doing it."

"You've moved one sleeve."

"It was trapped."

A low hum passed through the flat and stopped.

Both looked towards the kitchen.

The refrigerator motor had cut out. The clock on the cooker remained lit, then blinked once and returned.

Nathan said, "Again."

"What?"

"Lights went this morning."

"You didn't mention that."

"They came back."

"That's not mentioning."

He crossed to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. The light inside worked. He closed it, opened it again and seemed offended by the same result.

Tia lifted the backpack. "Maybe it's the whole building."

"Maybe."

There had been a smell in the entrance when they came up. Warm dust, metal and something sourer underneath. Tia had thought of the hairdryer in her bag and nearly taken it out before remembering it had not been plugged in for two weeks.

"Can you smell plastic?" she asked.

Nathan stood still.

The flat contained washing powder, toast from lunch and the bathroom filter packet. Beneath them was a dry heated smell that did not belong to any room.

Nathan went to the fuse box in the hall cupboard and opened the white plastic door. Each switch remained up. A handwritten label said LIGHTS, SOCKETS, COOKER and OTHER. The last word had been written by his mother years earlier and survived every inspection.

"You know what other is?" Tia asked.

"Other."

"Useful."

He touched none of the switches. "If something had tripped, it would be down."

"Unless the labels are wrong."

"The labels don't move electricity."

"They tell you what you think you're looking at."

He closed the cupboard. The smell was stronger beside the front door, then disappeared when the corridor air moved.

"People cook," he said.

"Plastic?"

"People cook badly."

He opened the front door. The corridor lights were on. A child's scooter leaned outside flat 63 despite three letters about clear escape routes. At the far end, the door to Stair A stood shut. The corridor smelt faintly of hot wiring.

Nathan stepped out and looked towards the lift lobby.

Tia said, "Don't start knocking on doors."

"I'm looking."

"That's how it starts."

"How what starts?"

"You become the person who noticed."

He glanced back. "You make responsibility sound infectious."

"It is."

The lift indicator showed G, then went blank. A second later the number returned.

Mrs Hargreaves opened flat 65 wearing a purple dressing gown and holding the leash of a dog that did not belong to her.

"Is your power going?" she asked.

"Flickered," Nathan said.

"Mine's done it twice. The lift made a noise."

"What noise?"

"A lift noise."

"That covers most of them."

"Young people think everything needs a category."

Tia picked up the supermarket bag. "We're leaving."

Mrs Hargreaves looked from the bags to Nathan and then back to Tia. Her interest was not unkind. That made it harder to refuse.

"Moving in or out?" she asked.

"Neither," Tia said.

Nathan said, "She's collecting things."

"I can see that."

The building alarm sounded.

It began as one hard electronic note, stopped for less than a second and returned with a spoken instruction beneath it.

ATTENTION. ATTENTION. FIRE HAS BEEN REPORTED IN THE BUILDING. LEAVE BY THE NEAREST SAFE EXIT. DO NOT USE THE LIFTS.

Mrs Hargreaves stared at the ceiling.

The dog began barking.

Nathan moved before Tia did. He stepped into the corridor and pulled Mrs Hargreaves's door wider.

"Shoes," he said. "Get shoes."

"I've got slippers."

"Outside shoes."

ATTENTION. ATTENTION.

Doors opened along the corridor. A man in flat 62 came out holding a laptop and asked whether it was a test. Someone else shouted that tests were Wednesdays. The corridor light failed and returned on emergency power, flatter and yellow.

Tia put down the supermarket bag and reached for her coat.

Her phone was still on the table.

Nathan said, "Stair B."

"How do you know?"

"The smell's by the lifts."

"That isn't knowing."

He swore under his breath, not at her. The fire instructions fixed inside the flat said to follow the alarm and leave by the nearest safe stair. Stair B was behind them, at the east end of the corridor. Stair A lay beyond the lift lobby.

Mrs Hargreaves came out in trainers without socks, still wearing the dressing gown. The dog pulled towards the lift.

"That's Poppy," she said. "Elaine's at bingo."

"Fine," Nathan said. "Poppy comes."

The announcement repeated. From below came the heavy closing of fire doors and a voice calling instructions through the stairwell.

Nathan took Mrs Hargreaves's elbow. She removed his hand.

"I can walk."

"Then walk."

Tia put on her coat and slung the backpack over one shoulder. The holdall remained zipped beside the wall. She hesitated.

Nathan saw it. "Leave the bags."

"My stuff."

"Leave it."

"My documents are—"

"Bring the backpack."

"My phone."

"Bring it."

Tia turned towards the table.

The lights went out.

For two seconds the flat vanished except for the green pulse of the smoke alarm's indicator and the pale square of the window. The corridor emergency lights remained on outside. Nathan's shape filled the doorway.

"Tia."

"I know."

The power returned, but the cooker clock did not. Somewhere below, something struck metal with a sound too large to belong to a person dropping a pan.

Tia grabbed the backpack and coat. Her phone lay under the coat's sleeve where she did not see it.

In the corridor, people had begun moving towards Stair B. Nathan pushed the child's scooter against the wall. Mrs Hargreaves held the dog's leash in both hands. A teenage boy carried a cage containing two budgerigars and kept saying sorry each time it hit his leg.

At the stair door, a woman in a blue building-safety tabard held it open and counted people through.

"No lifts. Keep right. Do not go back to flats," she said. "If you need help on the stairs, tell me now."

Mrs Hargreaves said, "I'm all right."

The woman looked at her shoes, the dog and the six floors below. "Stay with the handrail. Let faster people pass on the left."

Nathan turned to Tia. "You behind me?"

"I'm not six."

"That isn't an answer."

"Yes."

They entered the stair.

The air was cooler than the corridor and carried the smell more strongly from below. Not smoke exactly. Burned insulation. Wet concrete. The stair filled with movement, doors opening at each landing, feet losing rhythm as people joined. An alarm sounded differently inside the concrete shaft, breaking the spoken instruction into pieces.

LEAVE—NEAREST—DO NOT—

Nathan stayed one step below Mrs Hargreaves without touching her. Tia followed two people behind him. The dog stopped at the fifth-floor landing and had to be lifted by its harness. The boy with the birds tried to pass and struck the cage against the rail.

"Slow down," Nathan said.

"I'm not staying in a fire," the boy replied.

"Nobody asked you to. Stop crushing people."

A man from the fifth floor pushed past on the left carrying a desktop computer tower. The plug dragged against the steps.

At the fourth-floor landing, the stair door opened and smoke entered in a low grey sheet before the closer pulled the door back.

People stopped.

"Shut it," someone shouted.

A woman on the other side coughed and pushed again.

The building-safety worker who had been above them came down fast. "Keep the door shut. Use the east stair. Fire service are coming up."

"This is the east stair," Nathan said.

She looked at the landing number, then at the smoke pressing around the door edge.

"Continue down. Keep moving. Do not open this floor."

The phrase changed the stair. Until then, people had been obeying an alarm. Now the building itself had made a mistake.

Mrs Hargreaves gripped the rail.

Tia felt the first tightness in her chest and disliked how quickly fear tried to claim it.

Nathan turned. "You all right?"

"Move."

They descended.

At the third-floor landing, firefighters came up wearing breathing apparatus not yet over their faces. The first held one arm across the stair to create space.

"Single line. Keep coming down. Is anyone unable to continue?"

Mrs Hargreaves said, "I am continuing."

The firefighter looked at Nathan. "You with her?"

"For the stairs."

"Stay on her lower side. Don't lift. If she stops, tell the next crew."

Nathan nodded.

Tia moved past. The equipment made the firefighters wider than the stair. Their jackets brushed the wall. One spoke into a radio about smoke on four and checking Stair A. Another asked the building worker for the mobility list.

At the second-floor landing, the alarm cut out.

The silence was worse.

Then a different voice came over a firefighter's handheld loudhailer from below.

"Continue to ground. Exit to the rear assembly area. Do not stop in the lobby."

The crowd moved faster.

Tia reached the ground-floor door first. A firefighter opened it towards the rear service passage rather than the main entrance. Cold air and blue light entered. Two crews were laying hose across the paved yard. The electrical intake-room door stood open beneath the building, smoke lifting from it in uneven breaths.

"Keep left. Through the gate," a firefighter said.

Tia stepped outside.

Behind her, Nathan was helping Mrs Hargreaves over the raised threshold. The dog twisted around his legs. The boy with the birds began crying now that the cage was intact.

A housing officer at the gate held a clipboard.

"Flat number?" she asked Tia.

Tia kept walking.

"Miss? Which flat?"

A police community support officer stood beyond the gate directing residents towards the front assembly area. Another housing employee wore a camera on his chest. A white board on a folding stand had REGISTERED HOUSEHOLDS written across the top.

Tia's lungs tightened again.

She turned right instead of left.

The service passage ran between the bin enclosure and a row of garages. A firefighter shouted, "Assembly point is the other way."

"I'm not a resident," Tia called back.

It was true in every way that could remove her and false in the way that mattered.

At the end of the passage, a gate stood open for emergency access. Tia went through it while two paramedics wheeled an empty chair towards the building. Nobody stopped her. She reached the side road, heard more sirens approaching and kept walking until Hawthorn House disappeared behind the low shops.

Only then did she put one hand into her coat pocket for her phone.

The pocket was empty.

She checked the other pocket, the backpack, the small zipped compartment and the supermarket bag she had left upstairs before remembering she had not brought it.

Her phone remained on Nathan's table beside the sofa, thirty-eight per cent charged, inside a building that had begun to smell wrong before either of them decided the smell counted.

Tia looked back towards the blue lights.

Then she walked to the bus stop.
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CHAPTER THREE
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ELEVEN FLOORS

Ray's flat contained three kinds of chair and only one he trusted.

The trusted chair stood beside the window with a firm cushion, wooden arms and a view of the bus stop. The second had been supplied after his discharge and raised him electronically with a motor that sounded like a small appliance losing confidence. The third was a dining chair Mavis had brought from her flat because she said the supplied chairs made everybody look ill.

Debbie took the dining chair.

Lisa sat on the sofa beside Luke. Pam had chosen the end nearest the door without appearing to. Mavis moved between the kitchenette and the table carrying cups Ray had told her twice to leave. Ray remained in the trusted chair with his stick against one knee and the mint imperials open on the windowsill.

It was four thirty-eight. They had twenty-two minutes of the agreed hour remaining.

Ray had used nine of the first thirty-eight minutes to demonstrate a grab rail Vale Reach had fitted one inch lower than the occupational therapist marked. He had used six to explain why the new shower seat was technically excellent and personally offensive. The rest had passed through tea, Luke's college applications and Mavis refusing to let Ray describe rehabilitation exercises as state-sponsored humiliation.

Lisa had asked Ray whether the flat worked.

"Parts of it," he said.

"Which parts don't?"

"The parts people congratulate me for having."

He could reach the lowered worktop, but standing there long enough to prepare food hurt his knee. He could use the wet room, but the floor remained slick until the fan Nathan had just serviced cleared the steam. He could leave the building by lift, provided the lift worked, and by stairs in an emergency, provided the emergency allowed him time.

A folder beside his chair contained his current fire information. Vale Reach had completed a person-centred assessment with him in February. Ray had argued over the phrase assistance required until it became one-person support preferred for stair descent; evacuation chair if unable to continue. Mavis had insisted her name not appear as guaranteed assistance because she did not live in the building and might not be present.

"This is not tea," Debbie said. "This is a meeting with biscuits."

Ray looked at the plate. "Those are chocolate digestives."

"I can identify them."

"Then the problem is solved."

Lisa checked her phone, not the time. Debbie noticed the distinction and decided not to improve it.

Luke had grown since August in the unhelpful way boys did, becoming longer without becoming more certain what to do with their hands. He wore a black school jacket and kept one foot hooked behind the other. He had told Ray about a futsal match, answered Mavis's questions about college and refused three times to take a second biscuit.

Pam looked better than she had at Christmas and more tired than she had in February. Debbie knew this through scheduled visits of forty minutes, none of
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