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Chapter 1: Mona


One morning, people woke to find that the ocean had walked away.


Oceans don’t walk away. I know that. But Mona did, and her disappearance swept in over our little community, destroying everything in its wake.


During those first few days, the consensus was that she had just turned into drama queen mode and was hiding from her parents. Her mother was in a panic. Her father exhibited his usual calm. Mona’s sister Mina couldn’t even be bothered. But hours, days and months passed, and even Mina got worried.


Then everyone started wondering if she had disappeared against her will. Whispers were washing into every corner of our little seaside village. The whispers even reached me, and no one ever tells me anything. We were used to waves washing in during the fall, making everything smell like salt and rotting seaweed, but this wave left a different smell.


People started talking about some tourist who had behaved in an odd manner, but not in that odd manner of our particular tourists. Someone mentioned seeing Mona talking to a man in a trench coat. The second time I heard that story, he also had a scar across his face and was staying at the Boat and Anchor. When we walked into August, everyone was convinced that Mona had been in a cult. However, upon further questioning, no one could ever tell who had talked to whom and when - or who might have heard from someone who knew something.


After the ocean walked away, there was so much speculating taking place, but no one ever went beyond the initial speculations in regards to why Mona left in the first place. Except me. This was the one question that I couldn’t stop asking myself.


The others just pointed fingers at everybody else, while we searched for the ocean.


And then we found her.


That was when the next wave hit and hit us hard.


I was sitting in the café on that day, with my long arms tucked around my belly, reading Little Dorrit. My peace was disturbed by rotor blades cutting through the air. I lifted my head and spotted the helicopter hovering in front of the cliff.


Mrs Abbotsbury came running. I had never seen her running. She stopped and spoke to Sue. I had never seen Mrs Abbotsbury speaking with Sue. Someone told me once that Sue had an affair with Mr Abbotsbury, which is hard to fathom, as Mr Abbotsbury is an old fart who wears nothing but brown suits and has cheeks like a St Bernard.


Sue gasped. Her eyes widened. That was when Mrs Abbotsbury got my undivided attention, and when my stomach started turning.


Mrs Abbotsbury continued down the street, and Sue spun around a few times, causing her brown skirt to fly up a bit as she hurried into the kiosk. Right outside the window of the café, Mrs Abbotsbury grabbed Mrs Stiles by the arms then talked right into her face. Mrs Stiles started shaking her head. Mrs Abbotsbury let go of her arms and hurried through the door of the café, causing the little bell to chime. Today, it sounded ominous.


Mrs Abbotsbury stopped right inside the door. ‘They found Mona!’


The talking and the chiming stopped. We all stared at her.


‘Didn’t you hear me?’ she asked, ‘They found Mona.’


I didn’t like her choice of words. If people are found, they are, for the most part, dead. We knew this because a lot of people were found around here.


Maggie was the first one to compose herself. She and the other little bitches had stopped giggling. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.


Mrs Abbotsbury turned and stared at her. ‘Out on the cliff,’ she said.


Maggie shook her head. ‘Mona wouldn’t do that.’


‘They are pulling her up now,’ said Mrs Abbotsbury.


Maggie shook her head again. No words came out of her mouth.


‘Is she dead?’ asked Fiona.


‘Stop it, Mrs Abbotsbury,’ said Jack, from across the room. ‘Mona didn’t jump. We don’t jump.’


Mrs Abbotsbury looked indignant. She pointed to the door. ‘Randall found her. He saw her from his boat this morning and rang Ben. Ben went out to investigate. Ben rang John, and John took the helicopter out. Except he couldn’t get close enough because of the wind. He rang Phil who rang Ellen, and John guided Ellen and Phil to the right spot. They are pulling her up right now. At least that’s what Dave said.’


This got everyone moving. I got up as well, staggering towards the exit. I made it halfway to the door. I watched everyone leave, my feet refusing to move with the current, my mouth refusing to shut. April emerged from the backroom. She stopped behind the counter and her eyebrows scrunched up.


‘Where did everyone go?’


‘They found Mona. Out by the cliff.’ My hands squeezed my Charles Dickens in a tight grip.


April shook her head. ‘That. What? No.’ She moved around the counter and made for the door.


I stood in the empty café, picking up the scent of fresh cinnamon buns and hot coffee rising from the still full cups on the tables. I was engulfed by a deep sense of loneliness. My legs started shaking. I grabbed the back of a chair, steadying myself. I turned and followed the others. It felt wrong to stay.


Outside, everyone was heading in the same direction. The wave that had swept into town was now withdrawing, taking everyone with it. Me included.


There was a strange absence of talk on the path leading up to the top of the cliff – a procession of zombies, walking through the tall grass. Flowers brushed against my skin. The mist was still covering parts of the water and the cliff. The wind struck my left cheek, carrying the whispers of the poor souls who had given up on life in this place. As I walked on, I could feel them walking next to us. I didn’t want them to have Mona.


Somewhere up ahead, I could make out the silhouette of people on the edge of the cliff. Grasshoppers were filling the air with their eerie chirping. My eyes were so fixed on the distant shadows that I kept stepping into those damn rabbit holes. The ocean was smashing against the cliff, and the helicopter had lifted itself above the edge and was watching us all. The noise from the rotor blades was somehow not being heard by my ears.


Up ahead of me, people spread around in a morbid semi-circle of spectators. I could feel my chest start to tighten with every step I took until I felt a hand on my shoulder.


‘Is it wise to go up there, Davey? I know that you have seen worse, but this is Mona.’


I turned my head and stared at my mother who kept glancing up at the silhouettes. Her feet were pointing downhill. Her body had already decided that she wasn’t going any further. The grey that began to streak her hair just six months ago was hanging down across her wrinkled forehead and into her face.


‘I have to know for sure,’ I said. ‘And they’ll have covered her up. I just want to hear Phil confirm that it’s her.’


‘I understand. Do you want me to go up there with you?’


I shook my head. My mother glanced at me.


‘Just promise to walk straight home and tuck in your shirt.’


‘Yes, mum.’


I continued up the hill, heart racing in my chest until I caught up with Jack. Phil, Ellen and two police officers were lifting the gurney. A hand fell out from under the white cover. It was speckled with dark hair and had a wedding band on it.


‘That’s not Mona,’ I said to no one in particular.


‘I know,’ said Jack. ‘Mrs Abbotsbury is full of it.’ Jack stared straight at me. ‘What are you doing out here, Arms? She wasn’t your friend.’


I felt my eyes burn. I stared at Phil and Ellen. They both had wrinkled foreheads, and I could read pity in their eyes. I turned away.


I drifted through an empty main street. This wasn’t usual behaviour. We never flocked out to a body. This was just what the ocean had done to us.


I made it to our yard and sauntered up the footpath, wondering where Mona was. The nausea had subsided. I pushed open the door. Freddy started barking at me.


‘Shut up!’ I said.


‘Davey?’ My mother called out from the kitchen.


I stopped in the dark hallway.


‘Davey. Is that you?’


‘Yes. It’s me. It wasn’t Mona!’


‘Come in here, love. And remember to take your shoes off.’


I slipped out of my shoes. My bare feet felt the soft carpet and then the hard floorboards in the kitchen. My mother was sitting at the table. She was holding a mug, and her eyes looked red and puffy. Earl Grey was floating in the air.


‘What’s going on?’ I asked.


‘Sit down.’


I squinted at her. ‘What’s going on, Mum?’


‘They did find Mona. Your uncle just rang.’


‘I saw the arm. It was a man.’


‘They found three bodies today.’


I sat down at the table. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Your uncle said that someone saw a tourist jump, so Randall was out searching for the tourist. Randall found the man hanging close to the bottom of the cliff, but then he spotted someone stuck further up. He rang Phil, and Phil rang Ellen.’


I shook my head. ‘Randall rang Ben, who rang John, and he rang Phil and Ellen,’ I said. I was hearing my words but felt detached. A ringing started in my right ear and there was a strange taste in my mouth.


My mother took a deep breath. ‘When they climbed down, they went through some bushes, and they found a skeleton in there.’


‘Mona hasn’t been gone for that long,’ I said.


‘They don’t know who that is, but then they pushed past the bushes to get to the body that Randall had spotted from the water, and it was Mona. She’s dead, love.’


I bowed my head and took a deep breath, and tried to exhale, but the breath almost choked me. I started waving my hands. My mother stared at me.


‘Calm down, Davey. Put your hands over your head.’


I did as she said and inhaled a third time. This time I managed to exhale.


‘I’m sorry, Davey.’


‘It’s not important. She wasn’t important.’


‘That’s not true, Davey,’ said my mother. She got onto her feet, and her eyes shifted. ‘I made a casserole for Glenda. I want you to take it to her. They don’t need to be worrying about food at a time like this.’


My mother grabbed a pot wrapped in foil from the kitchen counter. She held it out towards me. I tried to take it. My hands were trembling.


‘Take Freddy with you.’ Freddy barked at the mention of his name and started wagging his tail. He ran off and returned a moment later, holding his leash in his mouth.


Everything was spinning. I tried to forget the last time I talked to Mona. I tried to remember her warm smile. I felt an urge to talk to my father and gazed at his chair, my eyes searching for his coat on the back of it. It wasn’t there.


It helped a bit to get out of the house. The streets had been left empty by the devastation of the wave. The wind had picked up, blowing in my face. Freddy walked down the road in a small, perky swagger. Everyone would know by now. My uncle just never had been a person to shy away from sharing stories.


I reached Mona’s house and realised that it would never be Mona’s house again.


Mona’s mother’s hand was hanging out of the bathroom window on the top floor. I stopped on the front lawn and stared at the hand. A small cloud of smoke was rising from the burning end of the cigarette she was holding. Then the hand disappeared into the house, only to reappear a few seconds later. A larger cloud came out the window, engulfing the hand and the little cloud.


The front door opened, and Mina stepped out. She had her back turned on me. She was wearing black boots, a black skirt, and a black sweater. She turned and trotted towards me.


‘Hi, Mina,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry about Mona.’


She hurried straight past me. Freddy barked at her. Mina left in the direction of the cliff.


I walked to the door and rang the doorbell. The hand stuck out of the window was pulled back inside. I waited and heard footsteps. The door opened.


Mona’s father stared straight through me.


‘Hello, Mr Blake.’ I held out the pot towards him. It smelt like mother’s chicken and pineapple pot. ‘My mother made food. I’m sorry.’


‘About the food?’ asked Mr Blake, squinting his eyes at their fence.


‘No, of course not. About Mona.’


Mr Blake nodded. ‘Me too,’ he said, then he reached out and grabbed the pot before turning and shutting the door in my face.


Freddy lifted his head and looked up at me. ‘Let’s go, Freddy,’ I said. ‘I have to talk to Mina.’









Chapter 2: Mina


Mina was sitting on a bench in the spot where Mona had jumped. I wondered if Mona had picked this spot because she knew that Mina would be bound to sit here forever. A seagull was trying to get her attention, padding sideways back and forth next to her on the bench. Mina was staring at the ocean, picking at a scab on her knee. The wind had died, and the sun was looking down on us. Somewhere deep below, I could hear the rhythmic pounding of the waves.


‘Mina.’


Mina turned and eyed me. She looked like she wanted to bite my head off. Her eyes diverted again. Freddy sat down and glared intensely at the seagull.


‘Can I ask you a question?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know why she did it,’ said Mina.


‘How can you even believe that Mona would ever do that?’ I waved a hand in the general direction of the ocean. No one saw it. Just me and the seagull, which let out a loud cry and took off over the edge of the cliff.


‘No one ever sees it coming,’ said Mina. She lifted her foot, placing it on the bench, and put her arms around her knee. ‘Some therapist guy just told me so.’ She said the next thing in a mocking tone. ‘You shouldn’t wonder about such things because no one will ever give you the answers. She just did it. She wanted out.’


I took a step closer. ‘Out of what?’


‘This shit town,’ said Mina. ‘Benmead.’


‘We do have a train station.’


Mina smiled. ‘She did say that you were funny. Her little stalker.’


‘I wasn’t stalking her. She was my friend.’


‘I think it was a bit more complicated than that, Arms.’ Mina winked at me.


I took another step forward and sat down next to her. ‘What did she tell you?’


‘We didn’t talk much. Your little angel was a succubus, sucking the life out of my family. I didn’t care much for her drama.’ Mina stared back at the ocean. ‘It’s just like her to do this. Little Miss Drama Queen.’


‘You’re wrong. She had no reason to do this.’


‘Let it go. You’ll hurt yourself on these kinds of thoughts.’


‘I hurt myself on Mona,’ I said.


Mina turned her head and reached out and ruffled my hair, taking me by surprise. ‘Yes, you did, Arms. She tossed your little heart around and stomped on it.’


‘Please don’t call me Arms.’


‘I know I look like her, but I can’t replace your little angel.’ She went back to picking at her scab. A gust blew in from the water, hitting me in the face. ‘What did you need to ask me?’


I straightened up. ‘Were you there that night at the party? When she walked away?’


Mina nodded. ‘Everyone was there.’


I made a face. ‘Do you know who Mona was talking to?’


Mina shrugged. ‘The usual. Why Arms? Are you playing detective?’


‘I think she was murdered.’


Mina threw her head back, allowing a short, loud laugh to escape. ‘Sure, Arms. What did you deduce this from?’


‘She told me something the day before she disappeared.’ I stared into the grass. Cigarette butts were cluttering the ground.


‘Uh, Arms. Exciting. Well, let’s hear it.’


It was hard to tell if she was mocking me. Mina had never been a person of many emoticons.


‘She told me that there is always another way. She told me that jumping is never a solution because if you’re so far down that you have hit rock bottom, that is when you’re truly free. She said that if you have decided to jump, why not sell your house and buy a ticket to Australia?’


‘She said that?’


I nodded.


‘And are you?’


I pulled back a little. ‘Am I what?’


‘Are you going to jump, Davey?’


I stared back at Mina, and I shook my head. ‘Not today.’


Mina squinted at me. ‘I don’t understand why Mona was spending time with you. You’re not her type at all. You’re more my type. Grim. Bleak. Blah!’ She yelled the last bit at the ocean.


Another gust of wind blew in hard. It made me sway and plastered me with a sweet smell of mango from Mina’s hair.


‘Whoa. Easy there,’ said Mina, followed by another high-pitched laugh. ‘We can’t have you fall head over heels for me too.’


I caught my balance and managed to compose myself. ‘I’m not that easy to impress,’ I said. I would never have dared to speak like that. Today, however, everything had changed. ‘Who was Mona talking to at the party?’


‘Jack,’ said Mina. ‘And Maggie had a drama queen thing, which Mona attended in one of the bathrooms. She also talked to that new guy. I forgot his name.’


‘Trevor. Black curls. Looks Irish?’


‘That’s the one,’ said Mina. ‘Trevor. Trevor. He’s delicious.’


‘I hear he’s gay.’


‘Well played, Arms.’


I kept a straight face. ‘Did she talk to anyone else?’


Mina shrugged. ‘I was doing my own thing. Those were the people I noticed.’


‘And do you know who she left with?’


‘I started looking for her at some point and couldn’t find her. Jack was still at the party around that time, so I don’t think she left with him. Still, she could have been somewhere else in the house.’ She stared at me with cold eyes. ‘There were a lot of people at the party.’


‘And she didn’t say goodbye to you or anything?’


Mina shook her head. ‘She was my pain in the ass twin sister. I wasn’t babysitting her.’


‘She just walked away?’


‘She walked away. She got sick and tired of it all, and she jumped. Just like all the others who jump here every year. She was drunk. Probably had more courage than usual.’


‘Reasons to jump don’t come with alcohol,’ I said, in an adamant tone. I bit my lip then winced at the sour taste of salt.


‘I’m sorry, Arms. I know that you thought you had something special with my sister.’


‘Did you ever tell anyone about that?’


Mina shook her head. ‘No. Neither did she. You were her little, dirty secret. The little stalker that Mona had to keep around.’ Mina stared at me. ‘I suppose she felt sorry for you.’


I frowned. ‘I suppose.’


Mina’s face clenched, and she hugged her knee tighter. ‘I’m so fucking mad at her. I want to go to your uncle’s house and knock her about for doing this to me. It’s such a selfish thing to do. She never even let on that anything was wrong. We would have helped her.’


‘She didn’t jump,’ I said, in an adamant tone. Another gust blew in, hitting me on my cheek. I grabbed the bench to steady myself. A splinter dug into my skin.


‘Well, your uncle would know, wouldn’t he?’ said Mina. Her eyes lit up a bit.


‘He’ll be able to see if there are any marks after a fight for example,’ I said. ‘Or if she was dragged towards the edge.’


‘Can we go see him?’


I scratched my hair, and a seagull flew low over my head. Freddy barked and got up on his feet. ‘Uhm. I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ I said. ‘Dead people aren’t like the living.’


‘I know that,’ said Mina. ‘I live in bloody Benmead.’


I moved an inch closer and stuck my face into the puff of mango again. ‘Is it true that you and Mona found a woman on the beach when you were ten?’ I asked.


Mina shielded her eyes against the sun, which had just emerged from behind a cloud. ‘Yes. We were out walking the dog. Remember that St Bernard we used to have?’


‘Bimba,’ I said.


Mina started laughing. ‘Oh, God yes. That was Mona’s idea. And every time he ran off, we had to walk around and yell Bimba! Drove me mad. Bimba, don’t eat those shoes. Bimba, let’s go for a walk.’


She turned her head, breathing on my face.


‘It was Bimba who found the dead woman on the beach. He started barking and pulled at the leash to get to this spot behind the rocks. I suppose he could smell that someone was in trouble. I don’t think anyone would have been able to see her from up here.’


‘Were you scared?’


A smile crossed her face. ‘Of course, I was scared. We were little. Still, it was a bit exciting to be the girls who found the dead woman.’


‘She had died?’


‘The ones that make it down to the beach usually have. It’s just too far a drop for anyone to survive.’ She turned her head and stared at me again. ‘Could your uncle tell me if Mona died when she hit the cliff, or if it took a while?’


‘Mina,’ I said, shaking my head.


She shrugged. ‘I want to know. I need to know if she was in pain. If she was out here in the dark alone, or if someone had already murdered her before she went over the edge.’


‘So, you believe me?’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t know who would want to murder Mona. Everyone loved her. Our parents, all of her teachers, everyone in school.’ She made a face. ‘Even you, Arms. None of you understood what she was like. It was like watching a bunch of puppets dance. She called, and everyone came running. It was making me sick.’


‘That sounds like a motive,’ I said, venturing a smile.


Another loud laugh escaped her. ‘I like your tenacity. Hey, if you find a killer for my sister, no one will appreciate it more than me, just don’t get your hopes up. Don’t let her disappoint you more than she already has, Arms. If she could, she would return from death and do this one more time, just to get under your skin.’


‘That’s where the logic breaks, isn’t it? If she’s such a drama queen, why would she do something that would finish herself? That way she doesn’t get to see the effects of her performance. She doesn’t get to tell us all to suck it.’


‘Perhaps she miscalculated. Perhaps she believed that she could make it back from death.’


I frowned. ‘Is it possible that the secret cult story is true?’ I asked.


Mina grimaced. ‘If anyone is in a secret cult, it’s me.’


I stared at her dark eyes and black hair. ‘Are you?’


Mina looked at me and moved her head up close to mine. ‘If I told you that, it wouldn’t be secret. Would it?’


‘I promise I won’t tell.’


Mina reached out and ruffled my hair again. She didn’t say anything. She turned her head and stared back across the water. ‘I think maybe it’s time you piss off, Arms.’


Freddy lifted his head and sniffed at the air before settling back down, resting his head on his paws.


I started gushing words. ‘Could you tell me more about the party? Did anything happen? Did Mona hurt someone? Kiss the wrong guy? Did someone hurt her?’


Mina shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Arms. I’m not the one to ask. You should ask Jack. He was nuts about her.’


‘Yes. And Jack will answer all of my questions,’ I said, in a sarcastic tone.


Mina turned her head and stared at me. ‘Are you serious about this?’


I gave a short nod.


‘Fine. I’ll ask Jack for you.’ She proceeded to shake her head. ‘Not today. My sister died today. It has been a while since she walked away, but today is the day she died.’


‘I understand.’


‘Good. Now piss off.’


I hurried to get up from the bench. I had always found Mina to be a bit frightening with her black boots and dark clothes. Her attitude alone could cut you in half. ‘I’m sorry about Mona,’ I said.


Mina nodded. ‘I know you are, Arms.’


I turned and set off down the hill. Freddy started jumping through the tall grass.









Chapter 3: Mr Abbotsbury


Freddy didn’t need another walk that night. I did. Mona seemed to be everywhere in my house, even though she had never been. Freddy turned right outside the gate. I followed. His tail wagged back and forth as he pranced down the road with his head held high.


It was a quiet night. The beam from the lighthouse broke the darkness, creating a pattern against the night sky. A thought jumped into my mind. A thought that somehow must have been in my head all day. Still, its significance hadn’t hit me until now.


Three bodies were a lot of bodies for one day, even for Our Lady’s Head. It was clear that Mona had been there for a while. The man on the gurney must have been the tourist whom someone saw jumping. The third person had been stuck in the shrubbery for so long that all the flesh had withered away, leaving nothing but grey bones covered with dirt.


‘Freddy, how long does it take for a body to decompose down to its bones?’


Freddy started sniffing a rock.


‘I think Uncle Eric told me, and you know what? I forgot.’


Freddy lifted his hind leg and made a claim on the rock.


‘We should ask him.’


I pulled at his leash. Freddy turned his head, staring at me. ‘We are going this way, Freddy,’ I said.


Freddy cast a longing gaze down our usual path. Finally, he turned and followed me.


We strode into Mona’s street. As we approached the house, I felt that strange churning in my stomach again. The light posts were far apart, leaving the road with dark patches. Mona’s mother’s hand was again hanging out of the window. The glow from her cigarette was the only light from that window. Another glow was spilling from Mina’s bedroom. Mona’s bedroom was a black hole.


I heard rustling in the bushes. Freddy barked. I squinted. A shadow was standing in there.


‘Who’s there?’ I asked, feeling brave.


The shadow didn’t move which sent a shiver down my spine. I held Freddy back, in the hope that he could protect me. It made no sense, as Freddy was the smallest Jack Russell that anyone had ever had.


‘I can see you standing there,’ I said, wondering where I had found the courage.


Someone cleared their throat and the shadow stepped out on the pavement.


‘Mr Abbotsbury?’ I had imagined a hundred people but not him.


‘Hm. Davey. Hello, Davey. Hello.’


‘Hello, Mr Abbotsbury. I didn’t expect to see you.’


‘I’m afraid I had a tumble.’


‘Into the bushes?’


‘Yes. I fell into the bushes right there.’ I waited for him to continue. ‘I should go. Uhm. I’ll go now.’


I did a quick survey of the road near the bushes and found nothing at all that Mr Abbotsbury could have tripped on. ‘Are you ill, Mr Abbotsbury?’


He stared at me. His face was almost motionless as he replied. ‘Why, Davey?’


‘Well, it’s just a bit odd to be taking tumbles into bushes late at night,’ I said. ‘There is nothing here to stumble over.’


‘I have been a bit unsteady on my feet.’ He cleared his throat and straightened his brown jacket, then he cleared his throat again.


‘Perhaps you should see a doctor,’ I said.


His expression didn’t falter. ‘Yes. I think I will.’ He glared back.


‘Where is Mrs Abbotsbury? Did she take a tumble into the bush as well?’


Mr Abbotsbury cast a glance at the bush. His St Bernard cheeks didn’t seem as large as I remembered them.


‘Of course not, Davey. Mrs Abbotsbury is playing cards with the girls.’


I smiled. The girls were all over sixty.


‘And you went for a walk and fell into a bush right outside Mona’s house?’


‘Yes,’ said Mr Abbotsbury, then shook his head. ‘Is this Mona’s place? I didn’t realise that.’


I stared at him and said, ‘Well, it isn’t anymore because she’s dead now.’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s awful. Horrible, horrible accident.’


The words were uttered in a flat tone. Mr Abbotsbury never reacted to anything. I knew him as a mere shadow, haunting the streets, murmuring apologies to Mrs Abbotsbury, and even to Maggie the one time she spilt her pop all over his jacket.


‘Did you say accident?’ I asked, tilting my head.


He nodded. ‘Yes. It must have been. Perhaps she was intoxicated. I heard there was a party on the night she vanished.’


‘You heard there was a party?’


Freddy barked. Mr Abbotsbury glanced at him then his eyes met mine with an assertiveness I had never seen in him before.


‘You have an awful lot of questions, Davey,’ said Mr Abbotsbury. ‘I would like to make it back before my wife returns from her card-game.’


‘Will she be cross with you for going for a walk?’


Mr Abbotsbury shook his head. His tone was monotone.


‘Of course not, Davey. I can go for a walk any time I like. I don’t need Mrs Abbotsbury’s permission if I want to take a stroll during the evening. It was nice chatting with you, Davey,’ he said. ‘And with you, Freddy.’ He cast another glance into the bush, then turned around.


I stood outside Mona’s house, wondering if perhaps it would just be Mona’s house forever. Mr Abbotsbury strolled, stopping at times. He didn’t fill out the bottom of his pants, and his sleeves were spilling out over his hands. I felt a bit sorry for him, wandering alone in his unfit outfit. There was just something a bit sad about the way he never expressed excitement or even surprise.


Freddy barked again and pulled at the leash. Mr Abbotsbury disappeared round the corner of the street.


I pulled Freddy back to the bush, extracted my phone and turned on the flashlight, pointing it at the ground. There were two footprints in the dirt.


‘He didn’t fall. Did he, Freddy?’


Freddy stepped up next to the bush and lifted his hind leg.


‘No, stop, Freddy. You’re ruining evidence.’


Freddy started weeing.


‘Oh, Freddy.’ I looked up at Mona’s house. From this spot, you could make out Mona’s dark window and Mina’s window as well as Mona’s mother’s arm. Mona’s window was still dark.


‘What was he doing, Freddy? Mr Abbotsbury never does anything. Why would he watch Mona’s and Mina’s windows?’


Freddy barked.


‘Are you saying he’s a freak?’


Mona’s mother’s head appeared in the window. I stepped back into the shadow. I could see her face, searching the ground. She took a drag from her cigarette, and her head vanished back inside.


‘Or perhaps he has a crush on Mona’s mother?’ I whispered.


Freddy pulled at the leash.


‘Fine,’ I said.


We followed Mr Abbotbury’s path down the street. Where he had turned left, I turned right, heading for Uncle Eric’s house.


‘We’re just visiting Uncle Eric,’ I said, as Freddy tried to pull me towards Mr Abbotsbury’s shadow.


I rang the door, it opened, and Uncle Eric stared at me. A cloud of formaldehyde billowed out from behind him. He would always step aside. Today he didn’t.


‘I’ve got Mona,’ he said. ‘And the tourist and a skeleton.’


‘I figured as much,’ I said.


‘You should go home, Davey. I was on my way out the door, anyway.’


‘I want to see her, please.’


Uncle Eric shook his head. ‘It’s not the same, Davey. Her body has been marked by the elements. She’s not how you remember her.’


‘Can you at least tell me what you found?’


‘I haven’t finished yet, and I can’t treat this in the way that I usually do. Mona is one of us. Imagine what her family would feel like if they knew that I had allowed you to see her body.’


‘You always do.’


‘I know.’ He pointed back inside. ‘It’s not a stranger lying on the slab.’


‘Can I see the others? The tourist and the skeleton?’


Uncle Eric stared at me from behind the half-closed door. ‘I can’t let you see her, Davey. I’m sorry.’ He closed the black door in my face. I stared at it. Freddy barked and sat down. My ears perked, listening for signs that my uncle was going to open the door again and tell me that he had just been messing with me. I could hear him walking around.


I stared at the black door for several minutes, counting the seconds. The door jumped open.


‘Davey? Are you still here? I told you, I’m leaving.’ Uncle Eric put his hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. ‘I’m sorry that your friend has died, Davey, but I can’t let you see her. Your father would never forgive me. Your mother would murder me.’ He bit his lip. ‘I really must go.’ He paused then added. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes.’


Uncle Eric smiled. ‘Good. Come talk to me soon. All right?’ He let go of my shoulders and hurried across his little patch of grass. I turned and watched him step out onto the road, where he walked towards the harbour.


I didn’t know what to do and stared at the black door again. Something was urging me to try the door handle. My hand reached up and grabbed it. The door wouldn’t give. Freddy barked. I jumped. After calming down again, I stepped off the doorstep and walked around the building. I made it to the basement window and got down on my knees. The little window was opened on the latch.


I glanced over my shoulder, then I opened the window and slipped through it.


The room was cold. I stared at the slab in the middle of the room. The contours of the body below the sheet didn’t match those of a young girl.


‘That can’t be Mona,’ I said. Uncle Eric’s notebook was open on the desk in the corner. I leaned over it. ‘It’s the tourist. He snapped his neck. He must have hit a rock on the way down.’ I turned and stared at the drawers in the back wall.


There had been many hundreds of people in those drawers in my lifetime. I had first walked in on a dead body when I was four. As I had been more curious than frightened, my parents had agreed that I could keep Uncle Eric company down here whenever I wanted to. When I got older, he started teaching me some skills.


I didn’t think, just moved across the floor and grabbed the drawer. I pulled it open. A stench hit my nostrils, causing my stomach to turn. I shut the drawer again and turned on the ventilator. I took a couple of deep breaths and opened the drawer again.


The white sheet was drenched in fluids. I grabbed the corner of it and braced myself before lifting the corner.


Mona’s skin was falling off her face, still, somehow, I had no doubt that it was her. I covered her face again and pushed the drawer back in place.


‘Oh, I wish you hadn’t seen that,’ said Uncle Eric, behind me.


I jumped. My uncle stepped up to me and put a hand on my shoulder. Freddy appeared at the top of the stairs, wagging his tail.


‘She was my friend,’ I said.


‘I know that. I’m sorry she did this.’


I turned and stared at Uncle Eric. ‘I don’t think she did this. Could you examine everything, please? Strangle marks? Dirt under her nails? Poison in her body?’


My uncle ignored me. ‘You shouldn’t have done this, Davey. I trusted you.’


‘I had to see that it was her,’ I said. ‘She has been missing for so long. I didn’t believe that it was her.’


My uncle didn’t reply. He just glared at me.


I pointed at the tourist. ‘Did he leave a note?’


My uncle curled his face into something undefinable. ‘Someone found his shoes and his jacket. On top, a rock secured a note that said; please donate to someone who needs it.’


‘How considerate.’


‘Yes. Ben is asking around, trying to find out where he was staying.’


‘He was married.’


‘How do you know that?’ said my uncle.


‘I saw his hand when they pulled him up.’


‘Yes. I heard about that. Odd.’


‘I think everyone was feeling the same way that I do. Mrs Abbotsbury told everyone that it was Mona.’


‘Listen. About Mona. Do you know anything? Something that you should talk to the police about?’


I shook my head again. ‘No. Nothing like that. I just know she wouldn’t do this.’


My uncle smiled at me. ‘That’s always how it is. I have had hundreds of families come to identify tourists. More than half of them said that the deceased would never do anything like that.’


‘I talked to her the day before she vanished. She was fine.’


‘Perhaps something was bothering her that you weren’t privy to?’ said Uncle Eric.


‘I assure you. Mona was quite open with me.’


‘Still, she did hide your friendship from everyone else,’ said Uncle Eric, staring at me.


I lifted my hand and started scratching my left arm. ‘What we had was special.’


‘Yes. But keeping a relationship a secret in Benmead is an achievement.’


‘It was special.’ I turned and hurried to climb the stairs. Uncle Eric’s voice followed me.


‘I didn’t mean it like that, Davey!’


Freddy barked back at Eric’s voice.


I rushed towards the door, and Freddy loped along. I saw Uncle Eric emerge from the basement and stare straight at me with worried eyes. I closed the door.


Freddy was too slow, so I picked him up and hurried out onto the street. He let out a surprised yelp and settled in my arms. I walked the first two streets before putting him down. He trotted the moment his feet reached the ground, causing me to laugh.


‘Nobody gets it,’ I told him.


Freddy grunted at me.


‘Whose side are you on?’


I didn’t mean to follow, but Freddy just turned down towards Mona’s house. There was no doubt in my mind. This house was doomed to always just be Mona’s house.


Mona’s mother’s arm had vanished from the upstairs bathroom window. Mina’s lights were out. There was a light downstairs. A dark shadow was making its way across the lawn.


Freddy stopped. I stopped. It looked like Mina. She came straight towards me. I backed into a bush, pressing myself up into the shadows and up against the branches poking at my leg. Mina headed towards the gate, and I heard it swing open. She hurried past me and down the street.


I peeked out. Freddy wanted to follow the shadow. I held him back and stepped out of the bushes.


‘It’s none of our business,’ I told Freddy. I took off in the opposite direction.









Chapter 4: The Funeral


Everyone was there that morning. So were all the trees and the fog. The gate to the churchyard screamed on its hinges, letting everyone in the village arrive at the graveyard with an appropriate moan.


On that morning, life was over. Another had to start.


The ocean smashed against the cliffs that dropped beyond the church, reminding all of us why we were here today. The church tower had vanished somewhere up in the air. The bell was still there, judging by its loud, steady bong. Mona is dead. Bong! No one saw it coming. Bong! How could she do this to us? Bong! Did we do this to her? Silence.


A white cat was stuck in a tree just inside the gate. The groundsman John was standing below the tree, stretching his arms. The top of a gin bottle was sticking out of his pocket. Everyone ignored it. He was making an unintelligible noise with his mouth. The cat stared at him with wide eyes and turned around, lowering its backside. Then, regretted it and turned around again. John kept casting nervous glances at the procession. Father Johnson was standing next to him, smiling at people entering the grounds.


He kept hissing under his smile. ‘Get it down. It’s too perky. I told you this would happen.’


Just inside the gate, a path split the churchyard. On the left side were the gravestones of people who no one in the village remembered. They stood crooked and dilapidated, some leaning against each other. The names had vanished just like the dead. Red clover was hiding generations. Shadows lurked amongst the tombs, at times broken by bright yellow moss. On the right side of the churchyard were the new gravestones testifying to the loss of someone still remembered. This side had fresh flowers and amongst them, anonymous graves, for tourists who had never been identified. In the middle of it was a gaping hole, waiting for Mona.


The air was thick from the wet grass and nervous sweat. Roses, dandelions and nettles stood next to the path. Brave snails tried to crawl across the tiles. A few of them had been crushed below shoes that didn’t care.


It took four seconds for Mona’s body to fall halfway down Our Lady’s Head. Those four seconds could never be taken back, nor forgiven. Those four seconds had made our community smaller, and now our community was bleeding.


I took four slow steps up the path, counting under my breath. My arms dangled around my body. My legs were too skinny to hold me upright. My pimples had erupted overnight, protruding on my cheeks. I tried to hide below a long, black coat, fetched out of my father’s closet. I stared into the ground, studying the next step and the next second. People huddled against the cold all around me. Mothers, weeping bitches, disgruntled boys, and men holding it together.


Mina was a stoic, silent thunderstorm in the middle of the black ocean of people, keeping afloat. She was no longer a twin. Just another teen with no siblings. Eyes avoided hers. Mina glared at the church door, ignoring the people, the trees, and the fog. Her red jacket seemed inappropriate.


I took the path she left, pushing through those whispers that trailed behind her. I noticed that she was wearing heels as thin as nails. Her black skirt stopped well above her knees. Her stockings had a run on her right leg, leaving a white canal of skin.


I stepped through the door to the church, to be hit by a stale smell of old, rotting wood. I grabbed hold of the back of the first pew, and the cold wood against my palm steadied me.


Father Johnson pushed past me and darted down the aisle, towering in his extravagant robe. He turned, fronting the congregation, frowning. Clutching the Bible in his hands, he watched everyone stepping through the door. There were shadows below his eyes. Father Robbie sat down on a chair next to the coffin. He had a solemn expression on his face. He folded his hands in his lap and glanced frenetically around as if searching for someone. His robe was less extravagant.


Someone had tried to light the place with candles down along the aisle. The flames flickered as I walked past them. The glow didn’t reach the corners, leaving room for imagination and Mona’s ghost. I glanced at the darkness.


Mina took a seat in the front pew. She crossed her legs and leaned forward, staring at her sister’s coffin. I slid into the pew right behind her. She was surrounded by a cloud of invisible roses.


I squinted at the coffin and tried to picture Mona the last time I had seen her alive. The memory didn’t make me smile. She had been dressed up for the party that I wasn’t invited to. Her face had shown no plans of what was impending, while she danced around. The dress was the one with the thin straps and funky skirt at the bottom. She had been wearing heels like Mina’s. The shoes were purple. Like her earrings.


Those were the clothes she had been found in. If she hadn’t died on impact, she must have been freezing out there.


Sometimes a tourist who jumped didn’t die right away. You know that sort of thing when you live in a village near Our Lady’s Head. You also know that all ages commit suicide. Even children. Most people in Benmead also know that men have a higher success rate with suicide, while women make the most attempts. Mona had been in the age group with the highest risk of suicide. Teens.


I stared at the dark ebony casket. Mona had known these things too. She also knew the horror of being the person who found a jumper. Mona wouldn’t do this.


I reached out a hand and poked Mina’s right shoulder. Mina turned her head, but not enough to look at me.


‘Arms?’ She said in a flat tone.


‘I’ve got something I need to tell you,’ I whispered.


‘Did you finally grow pubes? I’m thrilled for you.’


‘It’s important. I saw something odd.’


‘Pubes are normal, Arms,’ said Mina, keeping a straight face. ‘We all get them.’


‘Can you be serious?’
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